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      Riley Preston came to Hawaii to capture a story, not become one. A freelance photojournalist chasing a feature on environmental conflict and overdevelopment, he expected volcanoes, protests, and a perfect shot of lava flow

      He didn’t expect Keoni Makaio.

      A volcanic park ranger with fierce pride and zero patience for outsiders, Keoni sees Riley as just another mainlander turning sacred land into spectacle. But friction on the trail quickly ignites into something hotter than either of them can ignore.

      Riley is chasing truth through his lens. Keoni is fighting to protect the land he calls home. And when sparks turn to fire, both men must face a choice: keep their distance, or risk everything for a connection as dangerous—and unforgettable—as the island itself.

      A steamy, opposites-attract M/M romance set against Hawaii’s volcanic beauty, where passion collides with pride and love must fight to find its place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT PRIVATE ENCOUNTERS:

          

        

      

    

    
      Step into Private Encounters — a world of standalone M/M romances where every story dives deep into hidden desires, public temptations, forbidden love, and thrilling new passions.

      From explosive enemies-to-lovers tension to heart-racing billionaire obsessions, each short story delivers a complete, unforgettable escape — no cliffhangers, no reading order required.

      Pick any story that calls to you — each encounter promises passion, heat, and heart.
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      This is an Advance Review Copy (ARC) provided for review purposes only. Not for sale or public distribution.

      Copyright © 2025 Ryan Moore. All rights reserved. This book may not be copied, stored, or shared without the author's permission.
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      You’re about to dive into something special—but before you begin, there’s even more waiting for you.

      Sign up for my newsletter to unlock an exclusive backstory to this book—a behind-the-scenes peek you won’t find anywhere else.

      As a thank you for joining, you’ll also receive a completely free copy of my debut novel, Unforgettable Encounter. No strings, just a heartfelt gift to deepen your reading journey.

      

      Sign up here: www.ILoveMMRomance.com/Private-Encounters
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      The airport doors slid open without sound, and Riley Preston stepped into the island's night air—thick and sweet, as though the atmosphere itself pressed in to greet him. A line of taxis idled beyond the curb, headlights casting long golden smears across the pavement. The distant croak of coqui frogs rose like a pulse from the trees.

      He paused, the heat settling on his skin, the hum of the island unfamiliar yet strangely steadying.

      As he drove into Kona in a rented Jeep, he rolled the windows down, fingers curled against the wheel. The town unfolded without urgency—low buildings, stray lights, the slow drawl of midnight quiet broken only by the whir of ceiling fans glimpsed through open shutters. A lone man swept the stoop of a closed diner. Somewhere inland, the hills rose unseen.

      His bungalow sat on a narrow road just past a small post office, its porch hemmed in by potted palms and one humming refrigerator unit that buzzed all night. Sleep didn't come easily. The sheets were stiff from too much starch, the ceiling fan clicked once every four revolutions, and the air smelled faintly of mildew and fruit.

      At four-thirty, he rose without ceremony, slung his camera bag over one shoulder, and filled a thermos with lukewarm coffee that tasted like tin.

      He drove east before the sky brightened. Past the reach of town, the road narrowed to a ribbon between sleeping trees. Eventually, the landscape changed; the undergrowth gave way to brittle plains where lava had dried in wide, splintered slabs. Steam still rose in faint wisps from vents at the edge of sight. He parked at a crude pull-off, no other cars in sight, and stepped out into a silence so total it rang in his ears.

      The old lava cracked underfoot, sharp and uneven. His boots caught on the edges of stone ridges, and he paused often to adjust his footing. The land bore no sound except for his own motion. Above, the stars thinned as light gathered at the horizon in a blue smear. Riley scanned the terrain, adjusted his lens cap, and knelt beside a jagged slope.

      His fingers moved without hesitation, removing the drone from its padded case. The machine rose minutes later, buzzing upward until it cleared the slope and steadied in the early air. From his tablet, he watched the screen fill with contour and shadow, old flows marked in subtle red, the winding thread of Chain of Craters Road just beyond.

      He didn't speak. He barely breathed. Each shot captured something older than anything he'd tried to understand. The surface looked hard, impenetrable, but he knew there were hollows beneath—air pockets, tubes, deep seams where lava once ran. The earth wasn't quiet. It only waited.

      A footstep cracked behind him. Riley's fingers froze on the drone controller, his shoulders tensing before he could stop them. That sound—deliberate, close—sent an unwelcome jolt down his spine. He turned slowly, one hand half-raised in that useless gesture he'd perfected over years of contentious interviews: part greeting, part shield.

      The man stood uphill on the ridge, backlit by the climbing sun. Ranger's uniform. Hair tied back. Badge polished to a gleam that caught Riley's eye before he could look away. But it was the man's stillness that unsettled him most—the way he simply watched, as if Riley's trespass was inevitable, as if he'd been waiting for this moment with weary familiarity.

      "You need to bring that down. Now."

      The command landed like a stone.

      Riley's jaw tightened. He knew that tone—the clipped certainty of someone used to being obeyed. It reminded him of his father's voice right before a dressing-down, that same undercurrent of I expected better. His thumb hovered over the controller. Part of him wanted to push back, to keep filming just to prove he could.

      "Didn't see any signs." Riley kept his voice light, careless. "Looked open. My bad."

      A muscle twitched in the ranger's jaw as he descended the ridge. Riley tracked his movement—the silent steps, the way his boots avoided loose rock with unconscious precision. This wasn't some desk-bound bureaucrat. The man moved like he knew every inch of this land, like his body had memorized its contours so well he could navigate the entire space with his eyes closed.

      He stopped just short of Riley's pack. Close enough that Riley caught the scent of him—sun-warmed cotton and something earthy, like crushed sage. Too close. Riley's pulse jumped.

      "It's not about signs." The ranger's voice dropped lower. "This area's kapu."

      "I don't speak the language." Riley's reply came too fast, defensive. He hated how young he sounded. "Is that official or⁠—"

      "Forbidden. Protected land." The ranger's eyes—dark brown, nearly black—held his without blinking. "And no, it's not about paperwork."

      The drone's battery chose that moment to ping, the sound absurdly cheerful. Riley knelt to land it, his fingers unsteady. He could feel the ranger's gaze on the back of his neck, hot as the sun now burning through his shirt.

      "Look, I'm not trying to—this wasn't a stunt." The words tasted bitter. He hated explaining himself. "I'm here on assignment."

      "You're here with a lens and no understanding."

      The accusation stung because it was true. Riley stood abruptly, dusting grit from his palms. A sharp retort rose in his throat—but then he caught the ranger's expression. Not anger. Not even disdain. Something far worse: disappointment.

      "Then explain it." Riley heard the challenge in his own voice. "Help me get it right."

      For a heartbeat, something flickered in the ranger's face. Surprise? Amusement? Riley couldn't tell. But when the man spoke again, his voice had changed—softer at the edges, though no less firm.

      "I'm not here to educate tourists who trespass for a better photo."

      "I'm not a tourist." The words came out sharper than intended. Riley's face burned. He never lost his cool like this. Never. “I’m a photojournalist. I’m here to tell a story.”

      Silence stretched between them, thick with something Riley couldn't name. The ranger studied him, really studied him, for the first time. His gaze traced the sunburn on Riley's nose, the press badge dangling from his pack, the way his fingers kept twitching toward his camera like a security blanket.

      When the ranger finally stepped aside, Riley felt the movement like a physical absence.

      "Stories don't always belong to the ones who want to tell them," the man said, so quiet Riley almost missed it. "They belong to the land."

      Then he was walking away, his form dissolving into the haze of the heat. Riley stood rooted to his spot, his camera heavy in his hands. The encounter had lasted less than five minutes, but something fundamental had shifted—like a stone dislodged in a stream, altering the current's path.

      He should've felt relief. Instead, an odd restlessness curled in his chest. That voice, low and sure, echoed in his head long after the figure disappeared over the ridge. And beneath it all, humming like a live wire, an unsettling truth.

      He wanted to hear it again.

      By the time Riley returned to the bungalow, the sun had risen high enough to flatten every shadow into the pavement. The air pressed inward, warm and damp, and the taste of salt lingered faintly on his lips, though he hadn't been near the water.

      He peeled off his shirt in the doorway, dropped it across a chair, and made his way to the cluttered side table where his laptop sat waiting. A faint electrical hum accompanied the startup, and a small green light blinked beside the card reader as he slid in the memory card.

      He moved mechanically through the footage, sorting the viable shots from the rest. The drone's early flight had caught the light just right—steam venting along a dry rift, a scattering of birds crossing the frame like debris, the curling line of a distant trail.

      His cursor hovered over a clip marked by the encounter. The audio was faint, barely usable, but the figure of the ranger moved clearly down the ridge, gaze steady, frame broad. Riley paused the video. He adjusted the frame, then zoomed. The face remained calm, unreadable, but the shoulders, the pause in step, the turn of the head after he'd spoken—these stayed with him.

      He leaned back. The fan buzzed overhead, and a gecko darted across the window frame, pausing once before disappearing behind the curtain rod. He tapped the trackpad, bringing up a browser. The query was typed quickly, with no real plan behind it: Hawaii Volcanoes National Park ranger training program. Several links appeared—government pages, visitor permits, local news profiles, most of it dry and official.

      He clicked none of them at first. Instead, he scrolled, fingers idling. The words from earlier came back: You're here with a lens and no understanding.

      Eventually, he came across a photo on a government website that listed certified park rangers. There he was, the man that had stopped Riley earlier. He was a little younger, jaw softer, shoulders less built, but it was him. The description underneath read Keoni Makaio.

      Riley let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. The drone footage could be processed later. He added tags to the files, then closed the program altogether. He stood and poured the remnants of his thermos into the sink, then opened the back door to the small yard. Bougainvillea leaned over the chain-link fence, their blooms drooping in the heat.

      The stillness of the morning had become something else, something harder to name.
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        * * *

      

      Keoni stepped into the office with his jaw set and shoulders still damp from the walk down.

      He nodded briefly to Kaimana at the desk and passed through into the back room where incident reports were logged. The drone form was routine—time, location, description, action taken. He wrote without rush, the details unembellished, the account formal. He described the operator plainly: male, early thirties, white, mainland accent, journalist type. No names had been exchanged. No citations were issued.

      He placed the report in the tray and turned toward the gear shelf, unbuttoning his shirt as he went. The fabric clung where sweat had dried. He pulled a clean shirt from the bin and changed quickly, but the sensation remained: the land felt unsettled. He'd walked that ridge dozens of times. This morning, the trail hadn't answered him in the same way.

      "You alright?" Kaimana asked as he reentered, tapping the drawer shut with the side of her hand. "You were out early."

      "Drone complaint," he replied, keeping his tone even. "Filed it."

      She watched him a moment longer than necessary but didn't press. He reached for a thermos of water and drank.

      "Guessing he was press?" she asked.

      Keoni shrugged. "He was from the mainland. Seemed prepared. Seemed like he thought that was enough."

      She chuckled faintly and returned to her keyboard. The sound of her typing followed him as he stepped out onto the small concrete porch at the side of the building. A breeze moved inland from the ocean, warm and inconsistent. He stood there, one hand on the railing. Behind the horizon, the mountain held steady, its shape unmoved, but he couldn't shake the sense that something in its silence had turned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ranger station parking lot shimmered under the afternoon sun. Riley parked under the partial shade of a breadfruit tree and took his time collecting his bag. The guided hike had seemed like a workaround when he'd signed up—access granted, credentials overlooked—but now he felt uneasier than expected.

      A woman called names from a clipboard near the visitor center. He answered, gave his ID, and joined the cluster of travelers gathering at the base of the trailhead. He scanned the guides.

      Keoni emerged from the side path last, walking with a slow, grounded cadence that drew no attention yet commanded all of it. His eyes passed over the group, pausing when they found Riley. Neither man spoke. Keoni's brow tightened, and he turned slightly toward one of the younger rangers, hand halfway raised in silent instruction. Then it dropped. He stepped forward.

      "I'll take this group."

      They set out ten minutes later. The trail narrowed quickly, drawing them into thick foliage where the air changed with the altitude. Keoni walked ahead, sometimes turning to explain a feature—lava tubes beneath the path, sulfur staining the rock face, the age of a tree gnarled by old wind. His voice was clear and dry, each word placed carefully, not for performance but for accuracy.

      Riley kept near the middle of the group, eyes often fixed on the back of Keoni's shoulders. The terrain sloped gradually upward, the ground packed and hot beneath their steps. At one rest stop, a woman asked about a plant growing from an old crack in the rock, its leaves silver at the edges. Keoni paused. He explained its use, how it survived where others failed, how the soil here bore memory in heat and stone.

      "It doesn't look like much," someone said.

      Keoni's gaze lingered on the plant. "Things that survive here have had a hard time of it."

      They walked on.

      Riley adjusted the camera at his side but didn't raise it. He listened. The island's voice, so easy to dismiss beneath the whir of equipment and his mind's constant cataloguing, began to settle into rhythm. There was something in Keoni's tone—unforced, reverent without theater—that anchored the stories he told.

      He slowed once, letting the others pass. Then he lifted the camera, framed the image: dark earth beneath steady feet, the land rising on both sides, and the ranger ahead, walking with purpose through the heat. The lens focused. The shutter clicked.
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      The ranger station stood quiet in the early light, pale sun glancing off the wide awning and scattered gravel, the air still cool enough to carry the scent of damp earth from the night's retreat.

      Keoni stepped out of the truck without haste, his boots landing with a dry sound on the packed earth, the impact traveling up through his calves in a familiar, grounding rhythm. A clipboard hung beneath his arm, thumb pressed firm against the last sheet—an old habit, marking his place before he even reached the checkpoint. He walked the short incline toward the post, eyes already narrowed against the glare, the muscles in his jaw tightening slightly. He'd known before arriving who would be waiting.

      Just beyond the post, under the partial shade of a kiawe tree, Riley Preston leaned one shoulder against the frame of the signboard, a manila folder balanced neatly in his palm. His posture was relaxed, but his fingers tapped once against the edge of the folder—a small, restless motion. He'd been standing there long enough for the morning's patience to wear thin.

      Keoni paused before he reached him. The folder was extended without ceremony.

      "Permit. Two-day access. Section 4-B."

      The tone was pleasant, if deliberately casual—the voice of a man who'd rehearsed this moment in his head more than once.

      Keoni took the papers without a word, flipped through the sheaf, and scanned the signatures. Riley Preston, the forms read. Keoni hummed. So that’s what his name is.

      The forms were clean, dated properly, with all required endorsements. The route marked out followed protocol, terminating at the overlook that sat just north of the collapsed lava shelf. He'd expected as much.

      "You got this quick," Keoni said, eyes still on the page.

      "I emailed four times yesterday and showed up in person. Turns out being annoying helps."

      The attempt at levity hung in the air too long. Keoni didn't look up. He'd learned long ago that silence was the best response to men who thought persistence alone earned them something.

      "I'm not here to make problems," Riley added, more quietly now. "I came through the front door this time."

      Keoni folded the folder without replying and tucked it beneath his own clipboard. He adjusted the strap across his chest and stepped forward, motioning once to the trailhead.

      "You'll need to keep up."

      They moved in silence for some time. The path wound narrow between stone formations, the old flows cracked in places where moisture had found its way inside and cooled too quickly. The terrain was sharp and unwelcoming, and the sun, already high, cast fine heat along their shoulders and forearms.

      Keoni walked with an ease born from long habit, never pausing where others might, his footing sure even across uncertain ground. He knew this land the way a man knew the shape of his own hands—not by memory, but by instinct.

      Riley lagged behind by two paces, careful not to fall further, his camera swinging lightly at his side. He'd spent months preparing for this, studying maps, reading reports, yet none of it had conveyed the sheer physicality of the place. Twice a stone slipped under his step, and each time he steadied himself without comment. Keoni neither slowed nor looked back.

      The silence had grown large between them, but Riley filled it only with glances—brief, measuring ones, cast when the ranger's head turned just far enough away. Keoni felt them without needing to confirm. He'd spent enough years in this uniform to recognize the weight of a stranger's curiosity.

      By the time they reached the overlook, the sun had begun to drift westward. The view spread wide and bright before them: black folds of lava traced with new moss, a pale scar where the shelf had dropped, and further still, the shimmer of ocean barely visible through heat and haze. Keoni stopped at the edge and rested one hand on the railing. His other dropped to his side, fingers loose but still.

      "You know what you're standing on?"

      Riley shaded his eyes and nodded once. "Collapsed chamber. I read the report. Seismic fault line runs underneath."

      "That's the scientific answer."

      Riley looked at him.

      "You want the rest?" Keoni asked, not unkindly.

      "I came for all of it."

      "Then answer something first." Keoni faced him now, his voice steady, his jaw firm. "Why did you come here? Why this island, this park? You had a hundred stories you could chase."

      Riley raised the camera to eye level and took a frame. He adjusted the lens. "It's not a quiz. I came because there's something changing here, fast. And because what's happening matters."

      "To who?"

      "To anyone paying attention."

      Keoni didn't respond. The wind rose briefly, drawing dust against their trousers and stirring the fine leaves behind them. Riley exhaled.

      "You think I'm here to exploit it. I get that. But that's not the job."

      "No?" Keoni's voice dropped. "You flew a drone into sacred space and filmed what you didn't understand. That's not documentation. That's extraction."

      "I acknowledge my mistake, but I filed the report after. I followed the process. You saw the paperwork."

      "Process doesn't equal respect."

      "And suspicion doesn't equal truth," Riley said, more forcefully than he intended. "You made up your mind about me the second you saw my camera."

      "That's not what I saw."

      "What, then?"

      Keoni looked away, eyes trained on the line where land met sky. "I saw someone who wanted to see a place without learning it."

      The words hit hard. Riley lowered the camera even though he hadn't been using it.

      "You think your voice is the only one that matters."

      "No," Keoni said. "I just think it's one of the few still tethered to the land it came from."

      For a long moment, neither moved. Riley turned back to the overlook, hands braced on the rail, breath shallow. Keoni stood two paces apart, gaze still steady. The air between them held no answers, only a rhythm neither could name, carried on the slow press of heat and stone.

      They remained that way for several minutes, neither speaking, neither walking away.

      Their descent began without ceremony. Keoni stepped down from the overlook first, his feet finding the slope without search, and Riley followed, careful to match the pace without overt effort. The silence that held between them was no longer braced with resistance. It had become something denser, almost practical, as if neither man could find a shape for what lingered after their quarrel.

      The trail narrowed, winding through brittle rock where the old lava crust had crumbled into jagged fragments, each step crunching in deliberate rhythm. Above, the wind passed across the ridge in steady currents, stirring the dry branches of the lehua trees without dislodging a single bloom.

      Keoni didn't speak, yet something in the set of his shoulders had eased. His stride remained measured, but the rigid stillness had thinned. Riley noticed it in small ways: the glance he gave to a fallen nest in a shrub, the way his hand skimmed the bark of an old koa tree as they passed.

      Three bends down the trail, Riley cleared his throat and spoke without raising his voice. "Do you live close?"

      Keoni answered without turning. "South of Hōnaunau."

      "Long drive for a morning post."

      "It's quiet there."

      They continued a few paces further. Riley's next question came almost without planning. "Were you raised there?"

      Keoni stopped briefly to adjust the strap on his water pack, then resumed walking. "My grandfather's land is nearby. It passed to my uncle after he died. I keep a cottage behind the property line. Just enough room."

      Riley nodded to himself. "It sounds like you wanted to stay near."

      Keoni didn't reply, but he didn't close off, either. The path widened slightly before the final stretch, and they moved side by side for the first time since morning. Birds called once from the high canopy, then fell silent again. The sun had begun to fall across the western trees, gilding the high leaves with tired light.

      By the time they returned to Riley’s rented Jeep, the heat had settled into their clothes. The vehicle stood alone, tires sunken slightly in the gravel. Riley opened the rear door to stow his gear, dragging the canvas case forward with one hand. Keoni circled around to unlatch the cooler stored in the back.

      Their hands reached the same latch. It was the lightest contact, no more than skin against skin, but the stillness that followed hung dense and immediate.

      Riley drew his hand back. Keoni stepped away.

      Neither said a word.

      They loaded the rest of the gear with brisk efficiency. When Riley started the engine, the silence held again, but it was no longer hollow. It contained something now, carried between them without address.
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        * * *

      

      Riley sat cross-legged on the tile floor of the bungalow, the camera disassembled in parts beside him. The laptop screen glowed dimly against the wall. The day's batch uploaded slowly, each image catalogued by time and coordinates. He sipped from a bottle of lukewarm soda and leaned closer to the screen.

      One image halted him midway through the folder. It had no composition to speak of, just a straight capture, nearly unframed. Keoni stood on uneven lava stone, one hand braced against his thigh, the other at rest by his side. His eyes faced the far horizon, unreadable. The tattoo along his arm caught the light, ink dark against sunburned skin.

      Riley clicked to enlarge. He told himself he was checking for clarity, for exposure levels, but his hand didn't move the cursor. The line of Keoni's jaw, the faint trace of a cut on the back of his hand, the way he stood without adornment—there was something in it Riley hadn't known he'd captured. He looked away and drank the last of the soda in one swallow.

      Outside, the wind had picked up, rattling the palm fronds behind the house. He closed the file, turned off the screen, and sat still a moment longer than necessary.

      Keoni stood beneath the single overhead light in his narrow bathroom. The faucet dripped behind him. A towel hung slack across his shoulders, catching the slow run of water down his spine. His hair was still damp, unbound. His reflection stared back at him, jaw taut, breath even.

      The conversation returned to him in brief fragments—tone more than content, the shape of the questions, the unexpected space that had opened when he answered. He ran a hand over his face, then down the side of his neck. In the mirror, his own gaze met him without certainty.

      He left the towel on the rack and crossed to the small kitchen counter where his phone lay plugged into the wall. The screen lit at his touch. He opened the browser.

      He typed Riley Preston Hawaii.

      The results loaded. He tapped once. Then again. Then he closed the tab and returned to the search bar. This time he typed Riley Preston Kona photojournalist.

      Then he deleted it.

      He stood in the stillness of the kitchen, listening to the wind outside. The light from the hallway reached only partway across the floor. He picked up the phone once more, turned it over in his hand, then placed it down again, face-down on the wood.

      He didn't sleep immediately that night. Neither did Riley.
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      The ridge opened ahead of them, its edges crumbling into the valley below. Riley's shoulder ached where the camera strap dug in; he'd been carrying it for hours, but the discomfort barely registered.

      What gnawed at him was the silence. It had been thirty-seven minutes since either of them spoke. He counted. He always counted when the quiet stretched too long, a nervous habit left over from childhood dinners with his father's disapproving stares.

      "You always show up when I'm making things worse," Riley said. The words tasted bitter even as he forced a half-smile. He wanted to sound casual, but his pulse jumped in his throat. Why did this man—this stranger in a ranger's uniform—make him feel like he was sixteen again, caught sneaking back home past curfew?

      Keoni didn't break stride. His boots crushed a dried twig with a snap that made Riley flinch. "Because you always show up where you're not supposed to be."

      The words landed like stones. Keoni had spent years perfecting that tone—flat, impersonal, the voice he used with tourists who asked too many questions. But beneath the practiced detachment, something darker stirred. This journalist with his expensive camera and his last-minute permits was just another outsider looking to take something. Weren't they all?

      "I had the permit this time." Riley's fingers twitched toward his pocket where the folded papers sat.

      He'd waited outside the office at 3:47 AM to file it, his breath fogging in the predawn chill. The memory made his stomach twist. Since when did he beg for permission? Back in Chicago, he'd walked into crime scenes and council meetings without blinking.

      "You filed it two hours before dawn." Keoni's jaw tightened. He'd been making coffee when the notification pinged on his phone, the screen's blue light cutting through his darkened kitchen. Another sleepless night. Another outsider demanding access.

      "Still counts." Riley glanced sideways, searching for any crack in that impassive mask. Nothing. Just the sharp line of Keoni's profile against the rising sun. "You wake up early to check logs?"

      "I don't sleep much." The admission slipped out before Keoni could stop it. He cursed inwardly. Too personal. Too revealing. His grandfather's voice echoed in his memory: Never show them your soft places, boy. But the exhaustion weighed on him—three straight nights patrolling the restricted valleys after those damn drone sightings.

      The silence stretched again, thick with things unsaid. Riley fumbled with his pack, his fingers brushing the wax-paper bundle at the bottom. The musubi were probably squashed by now, but he pulled them out anyway. An offering. A peace treaty. "Here."

      Keoni stared at the proffered food. His stomach growled—he'd skipped breakfast—but the gesture felt dangerous. Accepting food meant accepting something else, something he couldn't name. "That from that shop behind the gas station?"

      "Yeah. Auntie's cart." Riley's shoulders relaxed slightly when Keoni took it. Progress. Maybe.

      "She puts in too much shoyu."

      Riley barked a laugh before he could stop himself. "You sound like my editor. Everything's too much."

      The comparison startled him. His editor was a balding chain-smoker who hated nature and loved clickbait. But the way Keoni scrutinized the musubi—like it might contain hidden traps—was eerily familiar.

      "You don't have to eat your editor's lunch."

      "I try not to. He's into liquid cleanses now."

      Keoni made a sound—not quite a laugh, but close enough that Riley felt an absurd surge of pride. For a fleeting second, the tension between them shifted, softened.

      They ate in silence. The jungle hummed around them—cicadas, wind, the distant cry of a hawk. Keoni chewed slowly, his mind drifting to childhood mornings at his grandfather's table. The old man would smack his knuckles if he ate too fast. Food is respect, he'd growl.

      Keoni hadn't thought of that in years. Why now? Why with this stranger?

      "My grandfather used to walk here," Keoni heard himself say. The words felt foreign on his tongue. He never shared this. Never. "No shoes, no map. He said the land will always show you if you're paying attention."

      Riley stilled, a grain of rice sticking to his thumb. There was something in Keoni's voice—not just reverence, but grief. The kind that hollowed out a man's ribs. "Did he teach you that?"

      "He tried." Keoni's throat tightened. The memories came unbidden—his grandfather's calloused hands guiding his over the stones, the old man's frustrated sigh when teenage Keoni rolled his eyes. He'd give anything now for one more lesson.

      Riley picked at the rice. "Mine lived in Vermont. Retired early. Built birdhouses all day and yelled at the neighbors for mowing too close to his fence." The words tasted like ash. He'd spent his childhood hating those birdhouses—the endless hammering, the way his grandfather's hands shook with rage when the world didn't conform. Now, absurdly, he missed them.

      Keoni nodded. "Sounds peaceful."

      "He was always mad." Riley winced as soon as he said it. Too honest. Too raw. He braced for judgment, but when he dared to glance up, Keoni's expression held only quiet understanding.

      The moment stretched, fragile as the morning mist. Then Keoni stood abruptly, brushing crumbs from his palms. The spell broke. "What are you really doing here?"

      Riley's gut clenched. The real answer? He was running. From his editor's demands, from his father's disappointment, from the hollow-eyed man he saw in the mirror some mornings. But he couldn't say that. "I'm taking photos."

      "Photos of what?"

      "People. Water tables. Land permits." Riley swallowed. The truth clawed at his ribs. "Anything that tells the truth when you point a lens at it."

      "Truth according to you?" Keoni's voice was sharp now. He'd seen enough journalists parachute in, twist stories to fit their narratives, and vanish.

      Riley stood, his legs stiff. "I try to get close."

      Keoni's eyes darkened. "That's the problem. Everybody wants to get close."

      "You think I'm here to exploit it."

      "I think you don't know why you're here." The words landed like a blow.

      Riley's breath caught. Keoni saw too much. "Maybe I don't," he admitted, the confession ripped from somewhere deep. "But I keep showing up. Is that not enough?"

      Keoni studied him—really studied him—for the first time all morning. The intensity of his gaze made Riley's skin prickle.

      "That's not the same," Keoni said softly.

      The trail narrowed. Riley adjusted his tripod, his fingers clumsy with exhaustion. When Keoni reached out to steady it, their hands brushed—just for a heartbeat. Riley froze. The contact sent an electric jolt up his arm. Keoni's skin was warm, rough with calluses. For one insane second, Riley imagined lacing their fingers together.

      Keoni jerked back as if burned. His pulse roared in his ears. What the hell was wrong with him? He cleared his throat. "We should head back before the heat comes up."

      Riley just nodded, his face burning.

      The return hike passed in silence, but it was different now—charged, uneasy. Near the Jeep, Riley reached out without thinking, his fingers grazing Keoni's forearm. Just a touch. Just to see.

      Keoni went utterly still. Riley's hand felt like a brand. His breath came too fast. This was dangerous. This was⁠—

      He met Riley's gaze. Held it. The air between them crackled.

      Riley let his hand fall first. Keoni exhaled shakily.

      "I've got logbooks to check," he muttered, grasping for normalcy.

      "Thanks for... that. Back there." Riley's voice was rough.

      Keoni turned away before his expression could betray him. "Don't make me regret it."

      As he drove off, dust swirling behind the tires, neither man dared to name what had just passed between them. But for the first time in years, neither felt entirely alone.
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      The sulfur-laden air burned Riley's lungs as he stepped onto the basalt ledge, each breath tasting of scorched earth and impending storm.

      His camera lay discarded at his feet. It was an afterthought now, its lens catching the dying light in one last useless glint. Sweat trickled down his temple, tracing the curve of his jaw before pooling in the hollow of his throat. He swiped at it absently, fingers trembling not from exertion but from the electric anticipation coiling low in his gut.

      Fifteen paces away, Keoni emerged from the steam.

      Riley's breath caught. The ranger's uniform shirt clung to his chest, darkened with sweat along the seams where muscle strained against fabric. His long black hair, half-escaped from its tie, stuck to the column of his throat. But it was his eyes that undid Riley—dark as the volcanic glass beneath their boots, burning with an intensity that made Riley's pulse stutter.

      I asked for this, Riley reminded himself, fingers curling into his palms. His message had been reckless—I don't want another guided tour. I want to learn how to listen—sent in the dead of night after one too many whiskeys.

      He'd expected silence. A reprimand, maybe. He certainly didn’t expect to be texted before dawn with coordinates and nothing else; no explanation, just a time and the implicit challenge in Keoni's clipped Be there.

      Now, standing on the crumbling edge of the world, Riley understood this was no lesson. This was surrender.

      Keoni closed the distance between them with deliberate steps, gravel crunching like bones under his boots. The headlamp in his hand cast flickering shadows across the sharp planes of his face. Riley's mouth went dry. Every nerve ending screamed as Keoni stopped mere inches away, close enough that Riley could count the individual lashes framing those impossible eyes.

      Keoni pressed the headlamp into Riley's palm. A test.

      Their fingers brushed—just the barest contact—and fire licked up Riley's arm. He gasped, the sound swallowed by the crater's low groan beneath them. Keoni didn't smile, didn't speak, didn’t give any indication that he’d noticed. He simply watched as Riley's chest rose and fell in ragged bursts, as his pupils dilated until the blue-grey irises were nearly swallowed black.

      Then Keoni moved.

      One hand fisted in Riley's shirt, yanking him forward until their bodies collided. Riley moaned at the contact—the hard planes of Keoni's torso against his, the heat radiating through damp fabric. His hands flew up of their own accord, fingers tangling in Keoni's hair as the ranger's mouth crashed against his.

      There was nothing gentle in the kiss. It was teeth and tongue and possession, Keoni licking into Riley's mouth like he could carve out his soul through sheer force. Riley arched into it, his back meeting unyielding basalt as Keoni crowded him against the rock face.

      The stone scorched through his shirt, but Riley barely noticed. Not when Keoni's thigh pressed between his legs, not when calloused hands shoved his shirt up to palm bare skin.

      "Fuck," Riley gasped as Keoni's teeth found his throat. His head thudded against stone, fingers scrabbling for purchase on sweat-slick skin. "Christ, Keoni⁠—"

      The ranger growled against his pulse point, the vibration traveling straight to Riley's cock. Hands, rough and demanding, made quick work of his belt buckle. Riley lifted his hips instinctively, desperate for friction, for anything to ease the ache building low in his belly.

      Keoni's palm slid beneath his waistband and boxers in one fluid motion. Riley cried out as clever fingers wrapped around him, stroking once, twice—just enough to tease before pulling away entirely.

      "Look at you," Keoni murmured, dark eyes raking over Riley's trembling form. "Begging for it in a place like this, where anyone could come and hear you."

      Riley whimpered. The words should've shamed him. Instead, they sent white-hot lust coursing through his veins. He reached for Keoni's belt with shaking hands, fumbling with the clasp until the ranger batted them away with a scoff.

      "Impatient."

      The khakis hit the gravel with a thud. Riley's breath caught at the sight. Keoni's cock strained against dark boxer briefs, the ink of his tribal tattoos disappearing beneath the waistband. Riley licked his lips.

      Keoni didn't give him time to look his fill.

      One strong hand gripped Riley's hip, spinning him to face the rock wall. Riley barely had time to brace himself before Keoni's body pressed flush against his back, the hard length of him undeniable through thin fabric.

      "Tell me," Keoni breathed against his ear, fingers tracing the waistband of Riley's shorts. "Is this what you wanted when you sent that little text?"

      Riley shuddered. "Yes."

      "Say it."

      "I wanted—" Riley gasped as Keoni's hand slipped inside his shorts, calluses scraping sensitive flesh. "I wanted you to fuck me against this goddamn volcano."

      Keoni's laugh was dark as the basalt beneath them. His teeth grazed Riley's shoulder as he yanked shorts and boxers down in one brutal motion. Cool air kissed Riley's exposed skin, a stark contrast to the furnace of Keoni's body behind him.

      The first press of Keoni's fingers stole Riley's breath. He arched back with a broken moan, fingers scraping against rough stone as Keoni worked him open with relentless precision. The stretch burned—just shy of pain—and Riley reveled in it, in the way his body yielded to Keoni's demanding touch.

      "Please," Riley gasped when he could take no more. "Now. Fuck. Now."

      Keoni didn't make him beg twice.

      The first thrust punched the air from Riley's lungs. He cried out, back bowing as Keoni sheathed himself to the hilt in one smooth stroke. The basalt scraped his palms raw as he braced himself, but Riley welcomed the pain—let it ground him as Keoni set a punishing pace.

      "Look," Keoni growled, fingers tangling in Riley's hair to yank his head back. "Look where you are."

      Riley's eyes flew open. The crater stretched before them, steam rising from fissures in the earth, the very ground trembling with pent-up energy. The symbolism wasn't lost on him—this primal joining atop a sleeping giant, two bodies moving as one while the earth itself shuddered beneath them.

      Keoni's thrusts grew erratic, each snap of his hips driving Riley higher. Pleasure coiled tight in his gut, white-hot and inevitable. When Keoni's hand wrapped around him, it took only three strokes before Riley was coming apart, his release painting the ancient stone beneath them.

      Keoni followed with a groan, his teeth sinking into Riley's shoulder as he spilled deep inside him. They stayed like that for endless moments—chests heaving, skin slick with sweat and spend, the crater's breath hot against their tangled limbs.

      Slowly, Keoni pulled away. Riley turned just in time to see the ranger swipe two fingers through the mess on the rock and bring them to his lips. The sight sent another jolt of heat through Riley's spent body.

      "Lesson one," Keoni murmured, eyes glinting in the fading light. "The land remembers."

      Riley's laugh was breathless, awed. His legs trembled as he reached for his discarded clothes, fingers brushing Keoni's as they dressed in silence. The air between them had shifted—charged now with something more dangerous than lust.

      As they walked back to their separate vehicles, Riley stole one last glance at the crater's edge. The stones still bore their imprint, their heat. Proof that for one fleeting moment, they'd burned brighter than the fire beneath their feet.

      Keoni's truck door slammed shut. Riley didn't watch him drive away.

      He already knew this wasn't over.
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      Riley sat at the edge of the desk beneath the open window, the ocean breeze stirring the pages of notes scattered beside his laptop. He rubbed his eyes and texted his editor again, fingers steady despite the tension in his shoulders.

      This isn't just another viral moment. I'm building something deeper.

      His editor's response came sharp through the screen: We need conflict and tension, something that breaks through. This feature needs heat, not subtlety. Deadline's tomorrow.

      Riley closed his eyes, hearing the words as stones dropped into dark water.

      He threw his phone aside and exhaled. The half-written draft lay open on the screen. Sentences about Keoni's guarded stance, the friction between sacred land and federal permits, the tightrope he walked living between tradition and management.

      He scrolled through the lines, hesitated at familiar phrases, then copied them into a folder titled Protected Narrative. He glanced at printed sheets beside him: references, quotes, segments about Keoni's role and how outsiders perceived him. Some lines felt raw, too close. He paused, finger hovering over the delete key. After a few moments, he dropped his hand.

      He had to keep everything intact. He needed to know how Keoni would respond.

      He shut the laptop, folded his notes into his bag, and picked up the printed references for tonight's hike. He paused, feeling something loose in the fold, but didn't investigate.

      The trailhead sat glowing under low clouds as Riley arrived at the ranger station. Keoni was there, unpacking crates in the gear shed, sunken light streaming through slats overhead. His ranger shirt was crisply pressed, sleeves rolled at the forearm, tattoos resting partly exposed.

      His eyes flicked up in greeting. His voice was even when he said, "Ready?"

      They paused near a wide curve in the trail where the ground tilted inward and the jungle below dropped into shadow. Keoni stopped first, resting one foot on a low rock and reaching for the water bottle. Riley unslung the strap from his shoulder and crouched, tugging open the bag to offer it.

      Keoni reached down, his hand moving past the coiled strap and toward the bottle tucked beside a rolled bandana. But the tips of his fingers caught the edge of a folded page, slick with the faint shine of laser print.

      He drew it out without looking, expecting a trail permit or map. His eyes scanned the text as his thumb steadied the corner, and the stillness of his body gave way to a subtle tension that ran through his neck and down his arm. The lines beneath his eyes deepened. He read without a word.

      Riley's balance shifted. He dropped fully into a crouch beside the bag, eyes locked on Keoni's face. "That's just background," he said, voice too quick. "Notes for framing. Not the⁠—"

      Keoni's mouth tightened. He didn't raise his voice, but when he spoke, it came low and distinct. "You were going to print this?"

      "No, I wasn't going to use it like that," Riley said. "It's for context. I wasn't⁠—"

      "You wrote my name," Keoni said, his tone not rising but turning harder at the edges. "You quoted me."

      "I didn't," Riley said, hands up now, the bag abandoned at his feet. "Those aren't quotes. They're fragments. Personal notes. For reference. I was trying to understand what this is about, what you've told me."

      Keoni's eyes flicked back to the page. The words still visible read: local resistance to federal conservation permits continues to reflect unresolved tensions between cultural autonomy and environmental jurisdiction. He turned the page over once, then folded it cleanly and slid it into the front pocket of Riley's bag. His hand remained there a moment longer than needed.

      "You came here to tell a story," he said, gaze fixed just beyond Riley's shoulder. "And you're still deciding whether I'm the obstacle or the content."

      "That's not fair," Riley said, rising slowly. "I asked to listen. I've followed every damn process, I've tried⁠—"

      "You tried to be careful," Keoni said. "You think that's enough."

      Riley closed the flap on the bag, his jaw clenched. "So what do you want me to do? Tear the whole piece apart? Pretend none of it is complicated?"

      His voice came low and sharp. "This what I am to you? Conflict?"

      Riley opened his mouth, but his voice lodged in the heat of the air. He reached, but his hand stopped inches from Keoni's wrist. The paper flapped in the afternoon breeze.

      "It's nothing like that," he said. His voice was rough.

      Keoni folded the page once, then again, stuffing it back into the bag pocket without meeting Riley's eyes. Riley stepped forward, closing the space between them.

      "There's context," he said. He hated how quick the words flew out. Like an excuse, a pathetic one at that. "It looked exploitable, but I didn't⁠—"

      "You think you know how to tell my story," Keoni cut in. His tone was low, controlled, but the tremor beneath it spoke of hurt. He stepped back, fingers closing the bag. "I'm not conflict. I'm not a case study."

      The forest stillness settled around them, thick with tension. Sunlight filtered through leaves onto cracked stone at their feet.

      Sweat gathered at Riley's palms. He swallowed. "I just want the truth. That's all."

      Keoni shook his head. His gaze drifted past Riley to the trail below. "Your truth isn't mine." His voice had the brittle quality of stone under stress. "This path we have... it's real. But if you treat it like another angle, another commodity, you break it."

      Riley's heart pounded. The path ahead curved upward, offering light and space and unknown depth. He swallowed again, hard. "I didn't mean to⁠—"

      Keoni's hand flicked toward the bag. "Keep your meaning to yourself." The words were quiet but cut through the canopy. His jaw tightened, even as his gaze pressed into Riley's shoulders. "You think permission in a folder means permission in my life."

      Riley stepped closer, his foot brushing gravel. "I ask for permission. I show up. I listen."

      "Not like this." Keoni shook the paper from memory, as though shaking off the weight in it. "Not when this is what you do with what you get."

      Riley stared. Dirt ground at his boot. "I'm sorry. I⁠—"

      "Then stop." Keoni squared his shoulders, back straight, eyes lifted. He took a breath, stiff and deliberate. "Walk the rest of the trail quiet. I'll lead. No notes. No cameras."

      Riley blinked. The ache in his chest felt new. “Okay.” He hefted the bag. "Yes."

      They began again in silence. Leaves rustled overhead. The path angled upward. Riley followed, hands empty except for the loose strap of his bag. Keoni's silhouette moved ten paces ahead, a clear shape in the mottled light.

      The hurt remained, fragile as dew on petals, but the path stretched on. For now, they walked it together, though the distance between them lay heavy and real, and unspoken.
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      Riley woke with his jaw locked tight, teeth grinding against the memory of Keoni's voice—that low, unshakable timbre that had haunted his dreams. The bungalow clung to the last shadows of night, the ceiling fan motionless, the curtains limp as dead sails.

      Their last hike had ended with silence. Keoni took him through the trail, not speaking once. Even his breathing has leveled enough that Riley could barely hear it. When it was over, Keoni simply packed up his gear and drove away.

      Riley sighed, rubbing at his eye. He threw off the damp sheets, his bare feet hitting the floorboards with a sound like a gunshot in the heavy silence.

      The laptop screen glowed accusingly on the table. His unfinished draft stared back—half-truths and clever turns of phrase that now curdled in his gut. His fingers moved before his brain caught up, hammering the delete key with a violence that surprised him. Words vanished in ruthless strokes. No sentimental hesitation. No professional detachment. Just the raw, shameful need to erase his own complicity.

      Only the photos remained.

      He clicked the folder open with trembling hands. There—Keoni mid-sentence by the crater rim, his strong hand lifted as if to command the very earth. Another showed just the flex of his forearm, volcanic dust clinging to sweat-damp skin like sacred ashes. The last caught Keoni's back, his uniform shirt translucent with sweat between taut shoulder blades, his posture straight as a soldier's beside some forgotten boundary marker.

      Riley's breath hitched. In every frame, Keoni had been looking at the land. Never at him. Never at the camera.

      The realization punched through his ribs: he'd been stealing moments that weren't his to take.

      He slammed the laptop shut so hard the gecko on the windowsill startled. He decided to walk then. No bag. No camera. Just the clothes on his back and the acid taste of regret as he stalked into the pale dawn.

      The road unwound like a scar toward the caldera. Riley drove with both windows down, letting the iron-scented wind scour his face. He didn't need signs—his body remembered the turns where Keoni's car had slowed, the hidden pull-off where tire marks whispered of frequent visits. His palms slicked against the steering wheel. He knew. Christ help him, he knew exactly where to find him.

      The overlook emerged from the mist—a raw jut of lava stone without guardrails or plaques. And there, at the precipice, stood Keoni.

      He didn't turn. Didn't speak. Just waited, his silhouette carved against the steaming crater like some ancient sentinel.

      Riley's boots crunched volcanic gravel with every step. His throat clenched around unformed words. When he finally spoke, his voice cracked like the parched earth beneath them.

      "I'm not here for the story anymore."

      Keoni's shoulders tensed almost imperceptibly. Riley watched the way his fingers flexed at his sides—those capable hands that could gentle an injured bird or pin a trespasser against a tree with equal ease.

      "I deleted it." Riley swallowed hard. "Every word. All of it. Gone."

      The wind carried the sulfurous breath of the volcano between them. Riley's next words came out raw, stripped bare.

      "I kept the photos. Just... just for me."

      Keoni turned then, his dark eyes scanning Riley's face with terrifying precision. Riley felt laid open—every lie, every rationalization laid bare under that gaze.

      "You still remember how to be quiet?" Keoni's voice roughened by something deeper than anger.

      Riley nodded, his pulse hammering in his throat.

      Keoni jerked his chin toward the ledge. "Then sit."

      The lava rock burned through Riley's jeans as he lowered himself to the ground. Keoni crouched beside him, his calloused palms pressing flat against the stone as if listening for its heartbeat. Riley mirrored the posture, his fingertips meeting warm, porous rock.

      Something unclenched in his chest.

      The crater exhaled its steamy breath below them. Riley closed his eyes, letting the rhythm of it sync with his own breathing. When he dared to look again, Keoni was watching him—not with suspicion now, but with a terrible, fragile hope.

      Riley's hand moved first, bridging the scant inches between them. His fingertips brushed Keoni's thigh, feather-light and ever so gentle.

      Keoni's breath caught. His larger hand descended, covering Riley's completely. His thumb traced the ridge of Riley's knuckles—once, twice—with deliberate care.

      The kiss began with shared breath. Foreheads touching first, noses aligning by instinct. Keoni's lips were chapped from the wind, warm as sunbaked stone. Riley sighed into it, his hand rising to cradle the strong line of Keoni's jaw.

      Clothes fell away without haste—each button, each zipper a sacrament. Riley gasped when Keoni's work-roughened palms skated up his bare thighs, the friction sparking along his nerves.

      "Look at me," Keoni rumbled against his throat.

      Riley obeyed, drowning in those dark eyes as Keoni pressed him back against the cooling rock. Their bodies aligned with shocking perfection, heat building where skin met skin.

      When their climaxes came, it wasn't frantic—it was inevitable. Keoni's hips rolled in ancient rhythm, his sweat dripping onto Riley's chest as they moved together. Riley arched with a broken cry, his fingers scrabbling against volcanic glass as pleasure detonated through him. Keoni followed moments later, his groan vibrating against Riley's collarbone.

      Afterward, they lay tangled in the gathering dawn, Keoni's calloused fingers tracing idle patterns on Riley's sunburnt chest.

      "You staying?" Keoni's voice was rough with something deeper than the morning.

      Riley turned his face into the curve of Keoni's neck, breathing him in—salt and iron and something indefinably alive.

      "If you'll have me."

      The wind carried their quiet promise toward the steaming crater as the sun broke over the ridge, setting fire to the land they'd both learned to love.
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      Riley had not planned to stay forever.

      A few weeks maybe, months at most. But the realization struck him one humid morning as he stood barefoot in the bungalow's kitchen, watching geckos dart across the ceiling while coffee brewed.

      Six weeks had passed since he'd deleted the article. Six weeks since he'd last checked his dwindling bank balance or answered his editor's increasingly terse emails. The tripod bags in the corner gathered a fine layer of dust, their straps stiff from disuse.

      He took his coffee outside, where the morning light slanted through the plumeria trees. The grant application glowed on his laptop screen—a last-ditch proposal for a documentary project so different from his usual work that his agent had called it "career suicide." Riley ran a thumb over the trackpad, rereading his own words:

      True documentation requires reciprocity. Not extraction, but exchange. If we take, what can we give back?

      The phrase tasted unfamiliar in his mouth, like a language he was only beginning to learn. He'd written it after watching Keoni repair a collapsed section of trail, his hands moving with the same reverence one might reserve for altar stones.

      That night, Riley had dreamed in fragments—of his father's disappointed silence, of his editor's laughter cracking like ice, of Keoni turning away from him at the crater's edge, dissolving into steam.

      He hit 'submit' before he could reconsider.

      The café near the ranger station had become his unofficial office. Its wooden stools bore the scars of a thousand sandy shoes, and the ceiling fan clicked rhythmically overhead as Riley stared at the confirmation screen:

      Submission Received.

      No fireworks. No angels singing. Just two words that somehow carried the weight of everything he'd burned to reach them. The barista—a local woman with a silver streak through her black hair—set down his second espresso without being asked.

      "You look," she said, "like a man who just threw away his life raft."

      Riley startled. "Is that what I did?"

      She wiped the counter with a practiced twist of her rag. "Good choice if you know if the shore's close enough to swim."

      Keoni arrived that night without calling. Riley opened the door to find him haloed by porch light, his uniform shirt damp with sweat, red volcanic dust caked around his boot laces. They didn't speak. Keoni stepped inside, toeing off his boots with the automatic motion of a man entering his own home. His belt buckle clinked against the entryway table.

      The kitchen smelled of garlic and ginger, of rice steaming in the dented pot Riley had bought at a thrift store. They moved around each other with the unthinking synchronicity of longtime partners—Keoni seasoning the fish with coarse salt and something herbal from his pocket, Riley slicing mangoes into uneven chunks. Their elbows brushed. Neither flinched away.

      Later, in the dark, Keoni's back pressed warm against Riley's chest. Riley counted the vertebrae beneath his fingertips, the slow rise and fall of breath. He'd never known stillness like this—not the dead quiet of an empty apartment, but the living silence between people who no longer needed words to bridge the distance. Keoni's heartbeat thudded steady against his palm.

      "You're thinking loud," Keoni murmured into the pillow.

      Riley pressed his lips to the nape of Keoni's neck. "The grant went through."

      Keoni turned in his arms. Moonlight caught the scar above his eyebrow, the one he'd gotten as a boy falling into lava rock. "You seem surprised."

      "I am." Riley's throat tightened. "I didn't think I had it in me."

      Keoni's calloused thumb brushed Riley's lower lip. "I did."

      The week unfolded like the fronds of the hāpu'u ferns along the trails—slow, deliberate, each movement purposeful. Riley walked without his camera now, carrying only a notebook with pages the color of shallow ocean. He'd developed a system: black ink for facts, blue for stories, red for the things that couldn't be categorized—like the way Keoni's voice changed when speaking of his grandfather, or the exact shade of predawn light on the crater rim.

      "You always write when I say something smart," Keoni remarked one evening as they sat on the bungalow's tiny lanai.

      Riley didn't look up from his notes. "I only write when it's true."

      Keoni's mouth did that thing—not quite a smile, but something warmer and rarer. Riley had learned to watch for it, the way a sailor watches for breakers on a hidden reef.

      The visitor center smelled of sunscreen and polished wood. Keoni's cousin, Nalani, regarded Riley with the same assessing gaze seen in older aunties at community meetings. Her badge read "Cultural Liaison," but the authority in her stance suggested something more ancient.

      "So." She tapped Riley's notebook with one fingernail. "You're the haole who thinks he can tell our stories."

      Riley's stomach dropped. Before he could form a response, Keoni spoke from behind them:

      "He doesn't think. He listens."

      Nalani's eyebrows lifted. She flipped open Riley's notebook to a random page—one where he'd painstakingly transcribed a chant Keoni had taught him, with phonetic spelling and three separate footnotes on context. Her finger stopped mid-page.

      "You misspelled 'a'ā lava."

      Riley's ears burned. "I⁠—"

      "But your heart's in the right place." She slid a clipboard across the counter. "Sign here. And here. Don't make me regret this."

      The press badge arrived two days later. Riley turned it over in his hands, tracing the embossed park seal with his thumb. The plastic was still warm from the laminating machine.

      "You're official now," Keoni said from the doorway.

      Riley looked up. Sunlight caught the silver threads in Keoni's hair, the ones he'd earned from twenty years of squinting into trade winds. "And welcome, I hope."

      Keoni crossed the room in three strides. His hand cupped Riley's cheek—rough palms against stubble—and kissed him with the same certainty he brought to every action. No hesitation. No theatrics. Just a silent promise Riley felt in his bones.

      When Keoni pulled away, Riley's breath came uneven. "Was that for luck?"

      Keoni adjusted the badge on Riley's collar. "That was a reminder."

      "Of what?"

      "That you belong here."
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        * * *

      

      The trailhead buzzed with teenage energy. Students in matching T-shirts clustered around informational plaques, their sneakers scuffing the volcanic gravel. Riley hung back, adjusting his camera settings with deliberate slowness. A fixed lens today. No zoom. No tricks.

      Keoni's voice carried easily over the chatter. He spoke of pāhoehoe flows and Pele's legends with equal reverence, his hands shaping the air as he described significant eruptions from the lands’ history. Riley watched the students' faces transform—boredom giving way to wonder as Keoni knelt to demonstrate how to read the lava's story in its texture.

      A boy with acne-scarred cheeks laughed at something Keoni said, his head thrown back in unfiltered delight. Riley raised his camera. The shutter clicked softly, capturing not just the joy, but the exact moment sunlight caught the sweat on Keoni's temple as he smiled in response.

      At the overlook, the group scattered to take photos and eat snacks. Keoni stood apart, his silhouette sharp against the crater's steam. Riley felt the weight of the camera in his hands. This wasn't just another shot—it was a question.

      Keoni turned. Held his gaze. Nodded once.

      Riley exhaled and pressed the shutter.

      Later, as the bus pulled away, Keoni came to stand beside him. "Let me see."

      Riley handed over the camera. Keoni scrolled through the day's shots—the laughing boy, the steam vents, the final image of himself framed against the crater. His thumb hovered over the delete button.

      Riley's pulse spiked.

      Keoni handed back the camera. "Keep it."

      The walk back passed in comfortable silence. Somewhere below them, the earth rumbled—a sound felt more than heard. Riley's fingers brushed Keoni's. Neither pulled away.

      "You know," Keoni said as the bungalow came into view, "Nalani wants you to document the summit ceremony next month."

      Riley stopped walking. The summit ceremony had never been photographed—not by outsiders. "Are you serious?"

      Keoni's smile was slow and devastating. "Don't make me regret it."

      The trade winds picked up, carrying the scent of salt and sulfur. Riley's camera swung at his hip, its weight familiar now—not a weapon, but a witness.

      He reached for Keoni's hand. "I won't."

      And for the first time in his life, Riley knew it was true.
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        * * *

      

      Two Strangers

      

      The alarm never woke Keoni anymore.

      The coffee was already brewing when he reached the kitchen. He'd set the timer before sleep, another small act of mindfulness his grandfather would have approved of. Preparation shows respect, the old man used to say, for the day and for yourself…
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      What would you like to read next?

      

      Would you like another Beach Secrets story:

      Beach Secrets: Tropical Vice

      One came to rate the view. The other showed him what he was missing.

      

      Or The Billionaire’s Game Series book 1:

      Power & Possession: Before the Game

      Desire was never part of the equation. But some temptations rewrite the rules.

      

      Or you could try something different:

      Hidden Desires: Touch of Temptation

      No plans. No attachments. No chance of staying untouched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOUR FREE GIFTS!

          

        

      

    

    
      Join my mailing list and unlock exclusive bonus content:

      [image: sparkles] The untold backstory to this book.

      [image: sparkles]A FREE copy of Unforgettable Encounter and the exclusive bonus story tied to it.

      [image: sparkles] Early access to new releases, giveaways, and behind-the-scenes extras.

      

      Sign up for your free copy now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ryan Moore]
        

      

      Ryan Moore is an emerging M/M romance author known for steamy, emotionally charged stories. Inspired by the Pacific Northwest, he blends heartfelt emotion with irresistible heat.

      When he’s not writing, Ryan enjoys kayaking, hiking, and camping. He lives in Seattle with his golden retriever, Alex, and an endless coffee supply.

      
        
          [image: Golden Retriever - Alex]
        

      

      Find him at www.private-encounters.com and on social media at the links below.

      
        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BY THE AUTHOR:

          

        

      

    

    
      Available Now:

      
        
        [image: sparkles] All 99¢ and Free on Kindle Unlimited [image: sparkles]

      

      

      

      Beach Secrets (Summer Romance)

      Island Fever

      Coastal Heat

      Hidden Currents

      Heatstroke

      Tropical Vice

      

      Power & Possession (Billionaire Romance)

      Unforgettable Encounter

      
        
          	
        A Taste of Forever (Sequel)
      

      	
        Invisible Foundations (Prequel 1)
      

      	
        Gilded Inheritance (Prequel 2)
      

      

      

      The Billionaire’s Game

      
        
          	
        Before the Game (Prequel)
      

      	
        After the Fall (Sequel)
      

      

      

      Fortune’s Edge

      Ruthless Arrangement

      Private Terms

      

      Hidden Desires (Forbidden Romance)

      Unspoken Lust

      
        
          	
        Before the Walls (Prequel)
      

      	
        Unspoken Truth (Sequel 1)
      

      	
        Unspoken Hearts (Sequel 2)
      

      

      

      Silent Cravings

      Touch of Temptation

      Beneath His Shadow

      Forbidden Devotion

      

      Public Connections (Strangers-to-Lovers Romance)

      Unexpected Sparks

      Express Heat

      Chance Encounter

      Late Night Confessions

      In the Spotlight

      

      Bought for Pleasure (Escort Romance)

      Price of Desire

      Bound by Him

      A Dance of Shadows

      His to Keep

      Owed & Owned

      

      Love-Hate Connection (Enemies-to-Lovers Romance)

      Friction and Fire

      Burning Boundaries

      Heated Rivalry

      Irresistible Tension

      Hostile Attraction

      

      International Heat (Cultural Exchange Romance)

      Heat Beyond Borders

      Lost in Translation

      Foreign Affair

      Passport to Passion

      Dust and Desire

      

      Season’s Heat (Holiday Romance)

      The Soldier’s Secret

      Homecoming Heat

      Saving Christmas Eve

      Christmas Tide

      Midnight Rescue

      

      Coming Soon:

      Fault Lines: After the Protest

    

  


  
    
      If you liked this book, I’d like to ask for a HUGE favor. Would you be so kind as to leave an honest review on Amazon? It would be very much appreciated!

      Click Here To Leave A Review.

      

      If there is anything you didn’t like, please drop me an email at Ryan@Private-Encounters.com. I really want to make sure you enjoyed the experience and learn from my mistakes!

      

      Thank you!
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