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      “Hi, yes, I have a reservation?”

      The maître d’ perused the guest list down the length of his hooked nose, lips pressed into a prim line. “Under what name?”

      “Um.” Sin scuffed a canvas shoe against the polished floorboards. “Lucinda Watkins?”

      The lone digit which had been trailing the length of the guest list halted. “Is that a question or a statement, madam?”

      “Uh. A … statement?”

      “I see.” After a cutting look at her acid washed t-shirt and mint shorts, the maître d’ returned to his examination of the guest list. “Ah, yes. One of the cruise ship refugees.”

      Sin shifted her canvas tote to her opposite shoulder and tried not to look like a cruise ship refugee. “Shining Star Cruises said⁠—”

      “No explanations are necessary, madam.” He straightened his formal waistcoat with a crisp snapping motion. “I personally oversaw the negotiations with Shining Star Cruises, and am only too aware of the current … situation.” The maître d’s face creased in distaste as he motioned Sin further into the restaurant. “Since you do, indeed, have a reservation, it is my duty to welcome you to the Hibiscus Lounge. Follow me, if you please.”

      Sin’s host turned with militant precision and strode away, leaving her little choice but to scurry along behind with her tote bag clutched to her chest.

      The restaurant’s layout had likely been fashionably minimalistic not so long ago, but with the Shimmering Wave emptying a goodly portion of its passengers onto the resort’s shores, extra tables had been crammed into every available space. The maître d’ navigated the maze of furniture and patrons with ease, patent leather shoes clicking together as he stopped beside a small, two-person table in the furthest corner of the restaurant. Sin fancied it’d been intended as an insult – but since the location put her right next to one of the open windows overlooking the beach, she was more than happy to drop her tote and flop into the elegant wooden dining chair.

      “Your menu, madam, and some water.”

      Sin managed a nod of thanks, snatching up the iced water and draining the lot in several large, inelegant swallows. Her host made a choked noise as he retreated, but she was well past the point where the opinions of others mattered – after the last few days, a cool drink, a comfortable chair and the reassurance of dry land underfoot were the epitome of decadence.

      Why had she let her children talk her into this again?

      Sin set the glass back on the table and let out a weary sigh. Being surprised with a ticket for a tropical cruise on Christmas morning had been as exhilarating as it was terrifying – a fact her children well knew, just as they’d known that giving her the gift in front of her grandchildren would protect them from both her wrath and any attempts to give the ticket back.

      Now, some two weeks or so later, the cruise she’d always dreamt of but never imagined actually taking had turned out to be a nightmare plagued by engine troubles, leaving several thousand passengers stranded in the middle of the Caribbean Sea on a cruise liner with no power.

      The next time someone suggested Sin could use a break, she’d tell them exactly where they could shove their holiday and book a massage instead.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my life,” she muttered, glaring at the foiled lettering on her menu. “I’m happy just the way I am.”

      “Excuse me.”

      Sin blinked and looked up. A man stood beside the table, dressed in bright pink board shorts with black tropical flowers and a loose black tank whose armholes were so large, several acres of tanned muscle were on display. Sin caught a glimpse of a tattoo before she forced her gaze up to his face, which boasted a square jaw dusted lightly with salt and pepper scruff, a tumble of black hair streaked white at the temples and impossibly dark brown eyes with thick, long lashes. Oblivious to her struggle to breathe in close proximity to so much excruciatingly attractive masculinity, he smiled, creasing his face with lines that said he smiled genuinely and often, and putting Sin in serious danger of passing out.

      “Is this seat taken?” The stranger gestured to the chair opposite. “I forgot to make a reservation and with the cruise ship unexpectedly emptying passengers, the maître d’ said this was the only unoccupied chair. I know it’s rather forward, but would you mind if we ate together?”

      “Uh ...” Hoping the natural heat of the tropical evening hid her shock and simultaneously cursing her sweaty, grimy face, Sin shook her head. “No?”

      “No, you don’t mind, or no, you’re waiting for someone?”

      “I don’t mind,” she managed, tangling her fingers so tightly in the pristine white table cloth it was a wonder they didn’t snap. “Please, sit. I’m here by myself.”

      Now, why had she said that? What if he was some kind of axe murderer and a fifty-something Australian woman stranded on a tropical island in the Bahamas was exactly his flavour? With over 700 islands in the area, the vast majority of them uninhabited, it’d be the perfect environment for a smiling assassin to snatch her away, never to be seen again.

      “My children know I’m here,” Sin blurted, pushing as far back in her chair as she could manage. The table seemed to shrink as he sat down, and though there had to be a veritable rainbow of scents wafting in through the open windows, she swore he smelled of nutmeg and pine. “They’re not here themselves, but they know where I am.”

      The stranger smiled again, broad and easy and oh dear heavens, she was either blushing or having a hot flush, neither of which were going to improve the current state of her complexion.

      “It’s wonderful to have a close family,” he said, voice as smooth and warm as her favourite blanket. “Is your husband resting in your villa?”

      “Ah. Oh. No? Well. I mean … he’s dead.” Sin stared at the fine woodgrain of the table, trying to stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth – but they were determined, and she was tired, and so she added, “Not recently. Fifteen years ago, actually.”

      There was a protracted silence, and she dared glance from beneath her lashes to see him eyeing the two wedding rings she wore on a chain around her neck. Releasing her death grip on the table cloth, Sin snatched them up and stuffed them inside her t-shirt.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” the stranger said at last. His smile was softer as he offered a hand. “I’m also embarrassed to realise that my manners have lapsed terribly – my name is Blitzen.”

      “Uh …” Sin stared at the extended hand as though it might bite. “That’s … a very unusual name.”

      His smile didn’t waver, his broad, strong fingers remaining firmly on her side of the table. “So I’m told.”

      “I guess I’m Sin.” With no other recourse that wouldn’t cause offence, she slid her hand into his. It was dry and warm, the skin calloused just enough to send pleasant shivers up her arm. What must he think of her clammy grip? Retrieving her hand as quickly as she could, she wiped it on the leg of her shorts. “It’s short for Lucinda. My husband used to call me Cinders, but when he died I didn’t want to use that any more. I also didn’t want to go back to Lucinda because it felt so staid and my daughter, who was twelve at the time, suggested Sin because it ‘sounded edgy’ and even though I thought it was ridiculous it stuck and oh my stars why am I still talking?”

      Blitzen’s grin had only widened as she rambled, and Sin dropped her face into her hands to avoid the potent virility exuded by the simple curve of his lips. She was fifty-six, for goodness’ sake, and she’d never had the inclination to even look at another man since Hugh died. Why was she now noticing the virility of a strange man’s lips? How in the world were lips even virile, anyway? They were lips. All they did was frame a person’s mouth, which in turn was nothing more than a hole in which to insert food in order to prevent starvation. Nothing special, and certainly nothing alluring about them.

      At all.

      Ever.

      She was saved by the return of the maître d’, his down-the-nose sneer replaced by one of quiet reverence as he bowed – actually bowed – to Blitzen.

      “Sir.” He produced a notepad with a flourish, materialising a pen from somewhere in the vicinity of his left ear. “My apologies again for the seating arrangements.”

      “It’s not a problem, Devon. I should have thought to book ahead.”

      “The fault is not yours, sir. The sudden residence of a malfunctioning cruise ship in our waters is hardly something one could plan for.” Devon twisted his mouth into what might have been a smile in some cultures, but seemed to Sin to be more like a grimace of pain. “Are we ready to order?”

      “Sure. I’ll have the usual, thanks.” Blitzen pushed his unopened menu aside and favoured Sin with yet another mind-melting smile. “And you?”

      “I … will … uh.” Sin flipped open her menu and pointed to a random spot on the page. “This?”

      One of Devon’s immaculate eyebrows peaked. “The children’s nuggets and chips? I’m afraid those are only for patrons under twelve.”

      “Oh. Um … well.” Sin coughed politely, her face growing warmer by the second.

      “Can I suggest the Caesar Salad?” Blitzen reached over the table to tap the menu with a calloused finger. “It’s best with bacon.”

      “I love Caesar,” Sin blurted, nodding. “And the whole Roman Empire. Oh my gods I’m still doing it.”

      Blitzen flicked an amused glance up at the scandalised maître d. “One Roman Salad for the lady, if you please.”

      “Indeed.” Devon pocketed his notepad without bothering to write a single word, retreating with a disapproving sniff.

      Sin snatched up the cloth napkin from the table, her heart going so fast she wondered if it was possible to have a heart attack from simple proximity to an incredibly attractive man. Oh yes, doctor, she’d say. I have my checkups regularly, but he had these forearms, and they were so brown and muscular, and oh dear gods save me but he’s leaning them on the table and I can’t help but stare …

      “Is that a bird?” Blitzen’s aforementioned forearms flexed as he stretched towards Sin, trying to see her hands where they fussed with the napkin.

      She looked down and cleared her throat. “Oh. Um. Yes. A crane, to be exact.”

      Feeling even more self conscious than before, Sin placed the intricately folded fabric napkin on the table where he could see it. The bird’s long neck was pointed upwards as though about to take flight, wings spread wide in glorious display.

      “Amazing.” He brushed a finger down the crane’s back. “How did you do that so fast, and in such detail?”

      “Well.” Sin inspected her fingers, which were even now tingling with the aftermath of her ability. “Magic.”

      “Your magic manifests as origami?” Blitzen pushed back his chair to crouch beside the table, inspecting her panicked creation from a different angle.

      “I … no?” She resisted the urge to rub at the single, thin blue line on her forearm that marked her small, very particular magical talent. “My magic gives me the ability to reproduce something I’ve seen as art out of whatever materials I have on hand.”

      Blitzen shook his head, awe etched into his unfairly attractive features. “Your fingers moved so fast they were a blur.”

      “Yes. Well. That’s part of it – the speed, I mean.” Sin cleared her throat again, wishing she could sink through the chair and into the floor. “I run a small business selling my creations.”

      “A woman of not just talent, but intellect, then.” Resuming his chair, Blitzen reached for the crane and then stopped with his hands poised in mid-air. “May I?”

      “Oh! Uh, sure. Go ahead.” She bit her lip as he scooped the crane up in surprisingly careful fingers, twisting it this way and that before positioning it on the table beside him. “You … uh … don’t have a mage mark?”

      “Hmm?” He glanced up, those deep brown eyes so large and dark they stole her breath. “No, I’m not a mage.”

      Sin shifted in her chair. How rude would it be to ask him exactly what he was, then, if not a mage? Would it tarnish the perfection of his raw, earthy energy if he turned out to be something unpalatable? Did it make her prejudiced to even think that, let alone voice it? And what business was it of hers, anyway? Just because those perfect forearms didn’t bear the obvious mark of magic, it didn’t give her the right to pry into his private affairs just to salve her own curiosity, or⁠—

      “I don’t mean to sound bold, since we’re practically strangers, but …” Blitzen straightened from his examination of the crane to offer his own napkin, expression so boyishly hopeful that Sin accepted it before she’d had the chance to think. “Do you take requests?”

      “Um ...” She flipped the napkin back and forth in trembling fingers. “That depends. What would you like?”

      He tipped his head to the side. “How about a reindeer?”

      “A reindeer.” Sin let out a sigh of relief. “Sure. I’ve done a lot of reindeer in the last few weeks; they’re very popular in the lead-up to Christmas.”

      “Excellent.” Blitzen watched avidly as she began to fold the napkin. “So, since we have nothing better to do while we wait for our food, why don’t you tell me a bit about yourself, and how you came to be here?”

      No. What a perfectly terrible idea. Sin began to shake her head, lining up a very polite excuse involving broken cruise ships and fatigue, but then she glanced into those decadent brown eyes and her thoughts took flight like a puff of startled butterflies. Drowning in the overwhelming intensity of the man opposite, Sin’s fingers picked up speed, her mouth opened and she began to speak.
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      It had been a long time – a long, long, long time – since Blitzen could recall enjoying himself so thoroughly. Food had arrived at some point, and though his empty plate insisted he’d made the required fork-to-mouth motions to eat it, he couldn’t recall a single bite.

      He didn’t care.

      The woman across from him, her face flushed and her dark brown hair a mess of humidity-induced waves, commanded his attention the same way a strike of lightning owned the midnight sky. In the last hour Blitzen had memorised the creases framing her grey-blue eyes, the swooping curve of her lips, the way she crinkled her nose when she concentrated, and the speed at which her nimble fingers flipped, folded, poked and prodded at every fabric napkin he slid her way. So far he had a crane, two reindeer, a sea turtle and a unicorn in his origami collection, each intricate piece lined up at the edge of his place-setting as though guarding his meal was their life’s calling.

      Sin, a far more apt name for the sensations she invoked in him than Lucinda would ever be, spilled words with a speed and generosity nothing short of incredible. She didn’t seem to realise Blitzen had long exhausted his meagre reserves of charm and social grace, or that he’d been gently massaging the conversation in the direction he wanted it to go. His initial aim of gathering information remained – and he had gathered information, his lunch companion a veritable font of anecdotes about the days she’d spent stuck at sea on the powerless cruise ship, along with her immense relief when the local islands had banded together to offer temporary accommodation to the passengers when it became obvious the luxury liner required far more complicated repairs than initially hoped. His original plan had been to move about the restaurant and subtly question a variety of people, but the soft tingle of Sin’s magic tickled the edges of Blitzen’s senses in such a way that he couldn’t bring himself to leave. Every word she spoke enchanted him, every blush and flighty gesture increasing the unaccountable urge to follow her wherever she went.

      A fuss from the front of the restaurant dragged Blitzen from his thoughts. The wait staff parted to reveal a tall man in a bespoke suit, the chill of his aura a perfect match for his pale skin and the long, white hair that hung perfectly straight to the centre of his back. Ebony pupils punctured eyes of darkest navy that swept the crowded tables until they locked onto Blitzen, the only sign of recognition a subtle dip of his chin.

      Blitzen set his cutlery down on his empty plate as the man approached their table, the clean lines of his suit emphasising the muscles from which his broad frame had been hewn. Sin’s gushing litany faded as the newcomer drew up alongside them, setting an envelope by Blitzen’s left hand. “We have to go.”

      “Always in such a rush.” Blitzen waved a hand across the table and adopted what he hoped was a lazy smile. “Sin, this is my longtime friend and colleague Elias. Eli, this is the lovely Sin, who was gracious enough to share her table this afternoon.”

      Elias inspected Sin much the way one might inspect a bug about to stepped upon. Tension crept into his frame in increments, though his posture didn’t change and his face remained impassive. “A pleasure.”

      “Hi,” Sin whispered.

      The single, trembling word roared through Blitzen with the force of a flood; before he knew quite what he was doing, he was out of his chair, pushing onto his toes to bump chests with the much taller man who’d arrived so abruptly. “You’re scaring her. Back off.”

      Elias blinked, once, sole indicator of his shock. He held Blitzen’s gaze for a fraction of a second before stepping smoothly to one side, sweeping long hair behind subtly pointed ears in order to execute a flourishing bow. “My sincerest apologies, my lady.”

      If Blitzen could have rolled his eyes, tossed Elias out the window and rewound time to prevent the last five minutes ever happening, he would have. Instead, he snatched up the envelope Elias had given him, flipped it open and tugged out the short note tucked inside.

      Lights are on but nobody’s home.

      Damn. A malfunctioning cruise ship was difficult enough, with or without Nyk’s cargo on board – but if the captain wasn’t answering Elias’ hails, they had a bigger problem than he’d feared.

      “I pray you can forgive my lapse in manners,” Elias continued. “I was so focussed on my duties that I didn’t pause to think. It was not my intention to make you uncomfortable.”

      Sin pursed her lips. “Doing your duty is admirable, but it’s no excuse for bad manners. If I caught either of my children behaving the way you just did, I’d have something to say about it – and they’re adults, just like you’re supposed to be.”

      Elias’ jaw dropped. Blitzen’s laughter exploded free, obliterating his concern over broken ships and silent captains with such force that he dropped back into his chair, crumpling the ominous note in his fist.

      “Sir.” Devon arrived at the table with a polite cough, and since Blitzen’s shoulders were still shaking from the force of his mirth, all he could do was wave a hand in invitation to speak. “I must protest. Your companion’s display is ruining the ambience.”

      Elias snapped upright with such speed that Blitzen laughed even harder, wiping tears from his eyes with the back of one hand. Devon’s lips pinched in disapproval as a giggle came from Sin’s direction, the sound as pure and melodious as any musical instrument Blitzen had ever heard.

      Still. The maître d had a point; they were drawing attention he’d been hoping to avoid. With a deep, shuddering breath, Blitzen let his laughter die. “Sorry, Devon. It wasn’t intentional, I assure you.”

      “It never is, Sir.”

      “Eli, do me a solid and head home; I’ll join you as soon as I’m done here.”

      Elias’ jaw snapped shut with a click. “If you insist. Good day, my lady.”

      “And to you, Elias.” Sin’s words tumbled over one another like a river over rapids, but her tone was firm. “If we meet again, I hope you’ll remember what you learnt today.”

      “I shall keep that in mind.” Elias gave Blitzen a sharp look, then stalked back out the way he’d come.

      “It’s unlike your companion to interrupt so forcefully, Sir.” Devon made a show of tidying and stacking the empty plates, but the lilt of question was heavy in his words.

      “Elias gets carried away sometimes.” Blitzen conjured a broad smile for the delightful woman opposite him. “Sorry about the interruption. Can I buy you dessert to make up for it?”

      “Oh.” Blue-grey eyes flicked towards the window, Sin’s bottom lip rolling inward until it hid behind her teeth. “No, thank you. I’m quite full of Caesar’s salad – I mean, Caesar salad – and even though it’s barely one o’clock, I’ve had a really long few days. I’d prefer to go to my room and rest.”

      Disappointment surged. “I understand. Are you here long?”

      “Oh … Uh.” She chewed her lip harder, and Blitzen shoved his hands under his knees lest he reach out and tease it free with his thumb. “I don’t know. The cruise ship …”

      “Broke down. I heard.”

      Devon, standing by the table with the dirty dishes stacked precariously on one hand, sniffed. “The understatement of a lifetime, Sir.”

      “Yes.” Sin dropped her gaze, colour spreading across her cheeks. “I’m sorry to be such a bother.”

      While Devon choked on platitudes, Blitzen watched the blush creep underneath the collar of Sin’s t-shirt, where a lump disguised the wedding rings she wore. He should be concentrating on the mystery of the cruise ship and what it meant for Nykolaas’ shipment, but instead he burned to ask how much of Sin’s heart still belonged to the husband she’d lost. One thing was for sure; no matter what else was going on in his life, he wasn’t letting her walk away without a fight.

      Blitzen braced both forearms on the table and adopted what he hoped was a charming expression. “If you’re not leaving the island any day soon, can I buy you dessert another time? Tomorrow, perhaps?”

      Sin’s face turned slack. “What?”

      “Sir.” Devon coughed again, the sound losing its customary polite echo.

      “Hmm?”

      “There’s the matter of the bill. Shall I⁠—”

      “Add it to my account.” He waved a hand as Sin began to protest. “No, no. Consider it penance for Elias’ intrusion.”

      She dipped her head. “All right. Thank you.”

      Devon coughed again. “And the napkins, Sir?”

      “Napkins?” Blitzen’s eyes fell on the collection of origami Sin had created for him. Something dark and possessive swept over him, and his skin itched in preparation for a shift. “They’re mine.”

      “Ah. Of course, Sir.” Devon took a measured step away from the table. “I shall add them to your account alongside the meal.”

      Blitzen watched the maître d walk away, aware his nostrils were dilating as though he’d run the length of the island and back again but entirely unable to do anything about it.

      “Are you all right?” Sin asked quietly.

      He startled, the urge to shift dissolving as quickly as it had appeared. “Fine. I think I must be tired, too.”

      She stared at him, brows lightly furrowed and gaze only partially focussed, as though she could somehow look beyond the surface to the alternate shape beneath.

      “Say yes.” The words were out of Blitzen’s mouth before he could stop them. “To dessert. Tomorrow.”

      Sin’s gaze lowered to the table, where her fingers fiddled restlessly with the edge of the cloth. “I don’t date.”

      “Gelati.” He was begging now, and gods, he didn’t care. “I’m not asking for anything more than the chance to buy you two scoops of whatever flavour you like. Please.”

      “I …” Sin dragged her canvas tote into her lap, then sighed. “I’ll be out on the beach in the morning; if
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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