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Gabriel Alden silently stared at the ceiling, watching as the golden sunset cast long shadows along the wall. It was getting late. Probably around six, or maybe even seven in the evening now. However, one good thing about never having a place to be was that you were never in a hurry. His bright eyes locked onto the progression of the sun, following in a slow arc as it leisurely made its way across the room.

The air was thick and warm, scented with the intoxicating fragrance of the thousand climbing flowers that lined the streets of Prague. He breathed deeply, closing his eyes for a moment as it washed over him.

I was right to come here. This is the place. I can feel it.

An angry vibration on the table shattered his peaceful meditation, yanking him back to the present with a gasp of surprise. He cast a quick glance at the naked woman sleeping beside him before reaching towards his phone, the damp sheets twisting around his waist as he grabbed it off the bedside table.

One look at the screen, and his shoulders fell with a tired sigh. Rae.

Rae Kerrigan had texted him every week since he’d left. Each message more anxious than the last.

Gabriel, where are you? The least you could do is call. Or text. I’ll take a message.

Seriously. We’re getting really worried.

Okay, fine. ME. I’m getting worried.

All right, Alden! Enough is enough. If you won’t write back to me, then at least write back to your sister. She’s driving everyone over here crazy worrying about you.

Devon says you probably fell off a boat and got eaten by alligators somewhere in the Amazon. He doesn’t seem too broken up about it.

Gabriel actually chuckled at the last one. No, he didn’t think Devon would be too broken up about it. Not considering how long Gabriel had been after his girl.

A faint smile flashed across his face as his fingers hovered over the keys. Wondering what to write back. 

But a second later, he set the phone back down on the table.

What would he say? The best he could hope to do was a lie, and he didn’t like to do that.

Not to Rae.

There was a soft rustling of fabric beside him, and he quickly lay back down. Watching as the bewitching woman beside him slowly opened her eyes.

“Good morning,” he said softly, knowing full well it was evening. “You slept a long time.”  

With good reason. Their antics last night had continued into the early hours of the morning. And then a lot longer after that.

She gazed up at him with a sleepy smile before deliberately tossing the sheets off her naked body, letting him feast his eyes. He chuckled appreciatively, then trailed a finger down the line of her stomach. Her skin was smooth. Warm. Wanting.

“You did not sleep?”

The hand disappeared. So did the smile that had come with it.

“No,” he said shortly, rolling onto his back. “No sleep.”

The sheets rustled again as she lay on his chest, tracing the tip of her finger along his lips before stretching up to give him a kiss. He returned it robotically. Routinely. His mind a million miles away. But his lips still twitched up into the obligatory grin when she pulled away.

“You make me breakfast?”

A short laugh burst out of him, warming his eyes with a genuine smile. His arms wrapped around her back, holding her tight to his skin.

“Demanding little thing, aren’t you?” She shrugged coyly, and he laughed again. “I like you far too much to subject you to my cooking.”

What was her name again? Eva? Ava? It was something short.

She nodded slowly, bowing her head to kiss his tan skin before gazing back up with a tentative smile. “Then, maybe...we do other things?”

Gabriel exhaled slowly, gazing at her in the golden light. He was neither particularly excited nor particularly inclined, but she was kind, and sweet, and warm. Just like the last girl had been. And the girl before that. And the girl before that.

To be honest, he had woken up in so many beds these last few months he was having trouble keeping track...

“You ever been to England?” he asked, feeling suddenly homesick.

He spoke in quiet English, grateful that she could understand. His Czech wasn’t what it used to be. She glanced up at him then shook her head, returning her lips to his skin.

“It’s beautiful,” he continued softly, staring up at the ceiling as she wrapped her legs around his waist—pulling herself up to straddle him. “Colder than here. But beautiful.”

Her hair spilled down her shoulders as she trailed her fingers up his chest.

“London is crazy this time of year.” A sudden smile flashed across his face as he remembered. “I actually have some friends who are—”

“You want to go to London?” she interrupted sharply, “or you want to be here with me?”

He fell silent, staring down at her in surprise before a little grin crept up the side of her face. In a flash he flipped them both over, landing on top of her as he pinned her arms firmly above her head.

“Like I said, you’re a demanding little thing...”

He lowered his lips to hers, but a second before they could touch a deafening bang shook the door in its frame. They pulled apart at once, staring with wide eyes. For a split second, all was quiet. Then the door rattled again, sending little bits of plaster shaking off the frame.

Gabriel sprang to his feet, searching desperately for his pants as twenty years of predatory instincts kicked into place. The shirt was forgotten, but he always kept a knife in the inner pocket of his coat. A second later, it was in his hands as he stood in the center of the room.

“Stay there,” he murmured, eyes dilating as they locked on the handle. “Just stay where you are. Cover your eyes.”

“Wait. What?!” The blankets flew off in a mad scramble as the woman without a name leapt to her feet and raced to the floor in front of him, steadying his hand.

“Get back on the bed, woman!”

“What are you doing?!” she demanded in a panicked hiss. “That is my husband.” She gasped for breath, oblivious to her nakedness. “You aim to kill him?”

The knife lowered an inch. “Your...husband?”

Her eyes widened desperately as she stared at the blade. She looked only slightly more comforted when he slipped it back into the back pocket of his jeans. 

“Yes. My husband. I told you last night I was married. Zenaty—married.”

Gabriel’s handsome face blanked. “I thought zenaty meant I’m single and my place is just at the end of the block.” I’ve got to brush up on this damn language.

“No!” she shrieked as the door shook again. One more hard knock, and it was coming down. “You’ve got to get out of here! Quick!” A blast of warm air hit his face as she opened the window—cocking her head towards the three-story drop below.

For a second, all he did was stare. Then the door shuddered again, and a slow smile crept up the side of his face. A husband. Given the sorts of problems he was used to dealing with, a disgruntled husband was relatively normal. “Well, my love, it seems I’ve overstayed my welcome.” He gave her a roguish kiss before leaping up into the frame. “My best regards to your husband.”

He leapt into the air as the door banged open. Just in time to see the reddened face of what had to be the biggest, angriest man he’d ever seen. He landed with a thud on a fire escape two floors below before leaping the rest of the way down.

The second he landed on the cobblestone, the man appeared above him. Leaning over the balcony and screaming a litany of oaths so dark, an old woman in an apartment across the street closed the shutters. 

Gabriel squinted up at him, shielding his eyes against the setting sun. “That word, I did know...”

A ceramic flower pot shattered on the ground right beside him, and he took off sprinting down the street. Wishing he’d taken that extra second to find his shoes. And his shirt. And his bloody coat.

Please, let the psychic not be seeing this. He grimaced and added another mental note, knowing his buddy probably wouldn’t hear him. Julian, keep your eyes to yourself.

He didn’t stop running until he’d reached the main city square. By the time he did, the sun had already slipped below the horizon. He slowed to a gradual stop, glancing warily around him before putting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. A pair of women walking past giggled and waved, and he smiled appreciatively at them, noticing them stare a little longer than necessary at his bare chest.

“Freakin’ fantastic.” 

He glanced around again, looking for a store that might still be open before a sudden vibration buzzed the pocket of his jeans. A ringtone was soon to follow. God Save the Queen.

His eyes closed in a pained grimace before he reached down to answer. No way to put it off any longer. And no reason to glance at the screen. He already knew who was calling.

“Rae, now’s not really the best time.”

There was a slight pause. Followed by an explosion.

“Gabriel!” She sounded shocked, angry, and delighted—all at the same time. “I can’t believe you actually picked up! I was getting ready to leave you another message!”

“Well, we can always try that instead—”

“Gabriel, where the heck are you?” She paused slightly. “When’re you coming home?”

He stifled a sigh. Hearing her voice hurt more than he thought it would.

And home was kind of a relative term at the moment.

“You know, Kerrigan, the point of these existential expeditions is to get some time by yourself. To clear your head, and try to find a new perspective. Alone. Undisturbed.” He paused, glancing sideways at the phone. “Did I mention alone?”

Was that part getting through to her? Probably not.

“When’re you coming home?” she said again. The same words that Angel hounded him with every day. “Things are—and I miss—tried to tell you—”

“Rae?” He glanced down at the phone before holding it back to his ear. “Rae, the line’s breaking up.”

There was crackling pause.

“Gabriel, the line’s breaking up.”

He rubbed his eyes wearily, trying to stave off the beginnings of a hangover.

“Yeah, gorgeous, I kind of want it to.”

“What was that?” Her voice sounded a world away. Much farther than just the hundreds of miles he’d put between them. “Gabriel, I can’t hear you. Promise me you’re okay.”

“Yeah, I’m okay—”

“Just say that you’re okay, otherwise I’m coming to get you.”

“Rae, for the last time. I swear to you, I’m—”

The line went dead.

“...fine.” He pulled the phone slowly from his face and stared down at the darkened screen. His frantic pacing while talking to her had taken him away from the main roads of the city. To a little side street that overlooked the bustle and noise, without really being a part of it.

“I’m fine,” he said again, standing in the center of the deserted street. No one was there to hear him. Everyone he cared about in the entire world was miles away. “...fine.”

The sounds of raucous laughter filtered into the alley, punctuated with the cloying smell of alcohol. He gazed for a moment in its general direction, the combination pulling him forward towards yet another bar. The streetlamps came on, and silver moonlight danced bright upon the wet cobblestones as he walked back out onto the street.

Prague did two things well. Bars and women. The rest didn’t matter, because you’d never remember it when you woke up.

This was one of those dive bars. The kind the good people of the Czech Republic kept purposely off the maps to keep tourists from wandering inside. He stared up at the flickering neon light for a moment, listening to the mayhem raging on behind the walls before his shoulders fell with a little sigh.

Then the door pushed open, and he slipped inside without another word. Vanishing into the darkness. Hoping to soon find himself at the bottom of a bottle. Anything to erase the image of the beautiful brunette with porcelain skin, blue eyes, and a mouth that desperately looked like it needed to be kissed. And the sexy fairy tatù on her back that he would have begged to caress.

Yeah, he desperately needed a drink.

Would he spend the rest of his life chasing after that ever-elusive ‘fine’?
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Chapter 2
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A handful of water splashed in Gabriel’s face. Followed by another. Then another after that. He pried open his bloodshot eyes, only to have the sun scorch his retinas. He squinted them shut again with a little groan. Two hands came up to his face as a wave of last night’s whiskey churned away in his stomach. Memories drifted in and out of focus, and he pulled in a shaky breath—inadvertently dipping his hand into something wet.

Wet?

He opened one eye. Then another. Only to find himself in a rather strange predicament.

Not only was he not in the bar, not only was he not in the bed of Adelina—a woman with whom he’d spent most of the night, dancing and drinking—but he wasn’t inside at all. Unless he was very much mistaken, he was lying on the fountain in St. George’s Square. One hand trailed obliviously into the water as his golden hair splayed out upon the carved stone.

A flash of neon light immortalized the scene, followed immediately by a chorus of muffled laughter as a pack of Japanese pedestrians hurried away. St. George’s was a tourist hot spot and, needless to say, a gorgeous man asleep on the fountain was attracting a bit of attention.

Maybe they’ll put me in the brochure...

Another splash of water hit him squarely in the cheek, and his shoulder blades tensed with surprise against the hard stones. He lifted his
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