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      Rhys Matherton sipped his champagne, listened to the band play upbeat jazz on the deck of the ocean liner, and wondered what the hell he was doing. Taking a luxury cruise across the Atlantic wasn’t at all his style, and it certainly wasn’t what you were supposed to do right after you buried your mother.

      Callous, one news site had said. Disrespectful. And those had been the kindest of the words thrown at him.

      Maybe he was a coldhearted bastard, but he didn’t want to face his life yet, not with all that had happened. Flying back to New York from Vienna would’ve given him only fifteen hours of peace before he plunged headlong into the morass of friends, colleagues, and reporters. Never mind the creeping mass of people who wanted to be his very best buddy now that he was worth millions.

      He swallowed the knot in his throat and chased it with the rest of the champagne.

      Amazing what money did. Everyone wanted a piece of him. Even galleries that had snubbed their noses at his work now wanted to display his sculptures. Friends and ex-lovers called his cell so often he let the damn thing run out of power and hadn’t bothered to recharge it.

      He didn’t even want to think about his e-mail.

      A waiter offered to take his empty flute as the ocean liner slid past the waterfront at Southampton and made its way toward the channel. A second waiter came and offered a second flute, but Rhys declined. He wasn’t about to add another spate of drunkenness to his exploits bandied about in the press.

      Taking the slow boat, literally, gave him an entire week to put himself back together, to have a little calm before he stepped back into his upturned life.

      It wasn’t his mother’s death that had thrown him off. He’d known that was coming. They had mourned her stage IV brain cancer together, that last month.

      No, it was the aftermath. The lies. Seeing his father again. Facing that man’s anger and loathing was one thing—he’d done that most of his life. But witnessing the utter relief on Derrick Matherton’s face during the reading of the will had broken every wall Rhys had built over the years. The contents of the will shattered what was left. After it was all over, his father—Derrick—spoke his first words to Rhys in fourteen years.

      “I always knew you weren’t my son.”

      Rhys pressed his lips together and stared out at the tourists waving from the round block fort they passed. At least that secret hadn’t been leaked to the media. But then, the solicitor had been from a very highly regarded firm, and Derrick had been given a tidy sum with the stipulation that he, too, would never reveal the truth.

      Not his son.

      Rhys inhaled the damp June air. Fuck the champagne. What he really wanted was a beer. And a lump of clay to pound his fists into. The latter would have to wait until he was back in his studio. The former—well, the ocean liner had a wide variety of bars. He chose the one farthest away from the band and the mingling crowds watching the liner pull into the channel.

      To his dismay, the lounge wasn’t empty. Several men and women stood at the dark wooden bar, more around nearby tables. A particularly loud group hushed when one of the women at the table saw Rhys. She whispered to her neighbor and then giggled.

      Great. Rhys looked down as he walked, his face warm. Which story had they read? The one where he was a womanizer who slept with two a night? Derrick would’ve greatly preferred that. It was so much better to have a son who went through women like tissue than a son who was single and gay.

      “Sir!”

      Rhys looked up in time to see the tray of glasses before he ran into it. Neither he nor the waiter could catch the tray as it tipped sideways. It fell, sending a shower of stemware and cocktails down onto a man sitting by the window.

      Glasses shattered on the tile floor. One fell into the man’s lap, spilling its contents and staining his dark trousers.

      “Oh God, I’m sorry,” Rhys said. “Oh hell.” Great, just great. He half expected a camera flash to go off.

      The waiter shot him an exasperated look before addressing the man in the chair. “Mr. Quint! Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.” Clipped words. The man stared at the glass in his hand for a moment. Then he set it down on the small table next to the chair. His movements were languid, but his knuckles were white.

      Rhys wondered what the drink had been before something creamy had landed in it. Looked like shit now.

      The man lifted a margarita glass off his lap and set that next to the other drink. The guy’s suit was ruined too.

      “I’ll pay for it. For it all,” Rhys said. He looked at the waiter. “I didn’t see you. I… Shit.”

      Servers with towels descended on them like locusts, pushing Rhys away from the scene. He stepped back and tucked his hands into his pockets to keep them from shaking. He spied several people with their cell phones out.

      Fucking fantastic. He didn’t need this. He was supposed to be relaxing, not fucking up someone else’s vacation. Not making the news again.

      In short order, all the glass was picked up and removed. Towels sopped up much of the spilled alcohol from the tiles. Rhys heard the distinct sound of a cleaning bucket and mop clacking over the floor. In a few minutes, the results of his clumsy inattention would be a memory.

      Except for the man he’d completely pissed off.

      A woman handed that man a towel. He used it to dry his face and blot his lap before he stood. He turned and glared at Rhys.

      Oh God. Even with cocktails dripping from his hair, the man was too close to perfection to be real. Beautiful, exquisite anger. High cheeks, long jaw. Dark hair and brows.

      Rhys knew his mouth hung open a little. He took his hands from his pockets and stood straighter. “Dry cleaning.” The words came out as a croak. “I’ll pay.”

      “I have no need of your money.” The man balled up the towel and whipped it at the leather chair. “Use it to buy yourself a brain.”

      Rhys felt the blood drain from his face. Well, he deserved that.

      A moment later, a manager appeared. He ignored Rhys entirely and spoke to the dark-haired man. “Our most profound apologies. We’ll take care of your laundry and the tab⁠—”

      The man held up a hand. “Yes. Thank you.” There was less anger in his voice now. “This was not Vasil’s fault.”

      The waiter who had been carrying the tray flinched.

      Right. Rhys had no desire to ruin yet another person’s day. He stepped forward. “It’s my fault. I walked right into his tray.”

      The manager frowned.

      Rhys patted his jacket pocket. Thank God the business cards were still there from his last gallery opening. He pulled them out, handed one to the manager. “Whatever compensation you need.”

      Rhys offered a second card to the dark-haired man. The guy stared at it as if it were a dead fish before he turned and stalked out of the lounge.

      Hell. Rhys watched the man’s back vanish through the lounge’s entrance. “Wait a minute!”

      The man didn’t even slow down.

      Gone. Perfect. Beautiful. Utterly angry, and now gone.

      Damn it. He turned back to the lounge manager. “Honestly, I’m sorry. I’m good for it.”

      The manager raised an eyebrow in that very British fashion and studied the business card. His expression changed. Considerably.

      Of course he would recognize the name. It had been in every paper. WORLD-RENOWNED CELLIST SAMANTHA MATHERTON DIES. ONLY SON RHYS INHERITS MILLIONS.

      The manager tucked the business card into his shirt pocket. “We’ll send you a bill, Mr. Matherton. Once we add up the expenses.”

      “Thanks.” He lingered only until the manager turned his back. Then he fled the lounge. The stares had become too much. And if he left now, he might have a chance to catch up with that guy.

      Short, loose black curls, like something out of ancient art. Those tanned features begged to be carved into stone. Or sculpted in clay. Or traced with fingers and lips…

      Not a chance in the world, not after dumping a tray of drinks on him. But the least he could do was try to set things right.

      Rhys saw his target not too far down the hall. He caught up with the man and grabbed the guy’s arm. “Wait. Let me⁠—”

      The dark-haired man whirled about, pushed Rhys into a short hallway, and rammed him against the wall. Hard. “I said I don’t need your money.”

      Rich, deep voice and eyes the color of honey. An accent Rhys couldn’t place. The man wrapped his fingers around Rhys’s throat. His other hand pinned Rhys against the wall. Strong. Fast.

      A tick of apprehension traced down Rhys’s spine. “How about an apology?” His voice was steadier than he felt.

      Maybe it was the alcohol clinging to the man’s hair and clothes. More likely it was the hot press of his body, but Rhys could barely draw a breath. Fear. Desire. God, he was hard already.

      “I don’t need your apology either.”

      That dismissive scorn unlocked anger in Rhys. He was so tired of people looking at him like he was nothing more than a simpering piece of shit. He pushed the man back but only managed inches of distance. “I’m trying to be nice here! What do you want? Should I get down on my knees and beg your forgiveness? Lick the drinks off your body?”

      Oh, fucking brilliant. What a thing to say.

      The man chuckled. That, too, was rich and dark. “Would you like that?” He shifted his body and pressed his thigh into Rhys’s crotch, right against his very hard cock. Pinpricks of heat ran up Rhys’s back and spread around his head.

      Rhys let out a soft moan. Damn it.

      “Ah, so you would.” Mockery in the man’s words. Lust too. One hand kept Rhys pinned, but the other released Rhys’s throat. With those fingers, the man brushed Rhys’s lips.

      Pineapple. Cherry. Heady flavors. Rhys couldn’t help it. He ran his tongue over the digit and then sucked it into his mouth. The man obliged him, feeding him one finger after another to clean.

      Damn, this guy tasted good. It couldn’t just be the drinks. What the hell?

      When there were no more fingers, the man leaned in even closer. “That was very well done.” Hot breath caressed Rhys’s cheek. “Let’s see what you can do with something else.”

      He kissed Rhys. No. Kissing would’ve been gentle. This man devoured Rhys’s mouth.

      Rhys answered back just as hard. If he was going to be felt up by a hot-ass stranger in a hallway, it damn well would be on his terms too. Rhys tangled his hands in the dark, sticky-wet curls of the man’s hair and sucked at his tongue. Rhys pushed his cock into the hard muscles of the man’s thigh and felt the answer against his leg.

      God, it had been a long time since anyone had kissed him this way. Whatever had been on that tray smelled wicked on this guy. Sweet, then dark. Night descending on the jungle. Earth layered against the smell of mango and pineapple.

      Rhys felt more alive than he had in weeks. Months, maybe. Every inch of his body hummed. He didn’t want it to end.

      The man shifted, moving his leg away from Rhys’s cock.

      Damn it!

      There was a tugging at Rhys’s belt, then at his pants. Oh shit, the guy wasn’t going to⁠—

      Rhys moaned into the man’s mouth. Yes, yes, he was.

      The fingers Rhys had sucked encircled his cock, exploring his shaft and teasing at first. Then the man stroked his thumb over the tip and set up a rhythm that sent lust down into Rhys’s feet and out to his fingertips.

      Oh fuck. He didn’t usually come from hand jobs, but the heat of the man, his mouth, and his damn hand set every nerve in Rhys’s body on fire.

      It didn’t even take that long. Rhys tried to hold back—wanted to hold on to this moment forever—but the heat in his veins curled into his balls and then rose. Rhys rocked against the man and came, his shout swallowed by the other’s mouth.

      Once Rhys had come down a bit, the man broke the kiss. He trailed semen-covered fingers up from Rhys’s crotch, leaving wetness behind on his stomach. He stroked those same fingers against Rhys’s lips.

      “Now you’re as sticky as me,” that velvet voice said. “An even exchange, don’t you think?”

      Rhys tasted himself. Little pinpricks, like cold mist after a rainstorm, traced down his arms, and he shivered, but before he could suck on the guy’s fingers again, they were gone.

      The man chuckled and let Rhys go.

      “Wait.” Rhys caught the man’s arm. “Your name. You have to tell me your name.”

      “Do I?” The man broke from Rhys’s grasp. Stepped back. He sucked a smear of semen from the tip of his index finger and then grinned. “Perhaps you should’ve asked for my name before you offered to lick my body.” Still cleaning his fingers, the man stepped out of the alcove and strode down the hall.

      Gone. Again.

      Fucking hell. Rhys exhaled and leaned back against the wall.

      That had to have been the single most erotic thing he’d ever experienced. It was the kind of encounter he’d envisioned happening on some tropical party cruise, not during a stuffy transatlantic crossing. On the first night, no less.

      His body burned from the man’s touch. And for it. That mouth, those hands. Just thinking about them had him hard again. Shit. That never happened, not after coming so damn fast.

      From morose to horny as hell. He was supposed to be getting his head on straight, not getting his rocks off. He didn’t even know the guy’s name. Needed it, needed to find him again. Wanted to yell that name out loud when he came.

      Rhys took a swallow of air. Damn.

      The waiter in the lounge would know. Had even said his last name. Rhys racked his brain but couldn’t remember.

      Fuck.

      Right. First things first. He needed to clean up. Sticky wasn’t the half of it. He glanced down. Yeah, it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened to him.

      He zipped himself up, fastened his belt, and tucked his shirt in.

      The long way back to his cabin was safer than the main hall. Wouldn’t that make another interesting photo shoot? The newly minted millionaire with jizz-stained pants.

      Rhys swallowed the lust in his throat. He had to find that guy again. It was irrational, but for the first time since the reading of his mother’s will he felt like himself again.

      Whole.
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      Silas Quint licked semen from his fingers. Perhaps this damnable boat trip wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      That American had been downright delectable. Proud and arrogant, yes. But weren’t they all? He’d expected to frighten the man, not turn him on. Oh, but that had been lovely, that hard cock, his unhindered moans. And the way he’d responded—not passive at all, despite being utterly at Silas’s mercy. Wonderful. He’d been tempted to drag the man back to his cabin and see what else that hot mouth would suck on.

      He’d nearly given the American his name too and started the dance that would lead to more encounters. But no. A distraction like that could get him killed. Hunting the soulless was hard enough. Tracking them down and fighting them in the middle of the ocean would use up every last bit of energy he had. Indulging in lust was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

      Eight soulless, the Messengers had said. Eight.

      Juno’s tits.

      Why couldn’t they have sent one of the water fae on this journey? There were no damn trees in the middle of the ocean, no fields. Oh, there were potted plants here and there, little good they would do him. He needed true greenery. Meadows as lush as that American’s eyes.

      Now there was a body he wouldn’t mind plowing a dozen or so times. Silas pulled out his key card, unlocked his door, and pushed it open. Auburn hair, tight muscles. Sloppy clothes. Silas preferred neat and trim. Still, he’d enjoy stripping an ill-fitting suit off that man all the same.

      Would that he could indulge himself. He was still hard from his little bout of inventiveness in the hallway. The American had come so fast, squirmed so wonderfully under Silas’s hands.

      He tossed the key card on the side table. Sunlight streamed in through the panel of windows.

      Good.

      It would be some hours before it touched below that horribly wet horizon. He still had time to eat. And take care of his own erection.

      Peeling his sticky and sweet-smelling clothes off wasn’t at all pleasant. He dropped them to the floor of the bathroom and stepped into the shower.

      Warm water washed the scent of rum, fruit, and coconut from his skin. Perhaps he should have brought the American back here to see if the man was truly willing to lick his body free of the drinks so carelessly spilled there. He’d certainly had a talented enough tongue.

      Silas wrapped his hand about his cock and stroked. How would it look to see the American’s proud mouth stretched around his shaft? To feel his tongue running over his glans, have those hands on his ass as Silas slid in and out between those lips? Gods, how he wanted to find out. His soap-slicked hand was a poor substitute for the velvet heat of a willing mouth. Still, sweet tension slid into Silas’s belly and balls.

      He leaned back against the wall of the shower and imagined what the American’s moans would sound like when he slid his entire length down that throat. Warmth like the heat of the summer sun radiated out from his core, down his arms and legs, and his shaft hardened even more. He certainly could envision tangling his fingers in the American’s soft hair. Holding that auburn head still while he shot his load down the man’s throat.

      Silas’s balls tightened, and he came hard into his hand, gasping a low moan of his own.

      Water cascaded against him for a bit before he straightened and set about washing himself off. The afterglow of orgasm relaxed him but didn’t free his mind from thoughts of the American. He still envisioned those grass-green eyes looking up, that mouth quirked into a smile, a dribble of spunk sliding down the man’s chin. Though Silas’s cock flagged, liquid sunlight pooled in his belly. He needed more.

      Silas shut the water off abruptly. No, what he needed was to stop thinking about that man. The soulless would take no pity on him, give him no quarter. It was only his sword and his wits against eight.

      He stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and paced out of the bathroom. Mooning over some damn human wouldn’t keep him sharp. Fooling about with one always drained him of elemental power. He couldn’t afford that right now.

      It cost quite a bit to hold on to a glamour so close to another when passions were high. It wasn’t an issue on land, where he could reach about and draw his element in. Sex in the middle of a field, for instance. But floating on water, he was cut off from his source.

      He stared out the windows at the ocean.

      Only he wasn’t drained at all. The encounter had been brief but intense enough that he should’ve depleted some energy. Instead, he brimmed with power, as if he’d drawn it right out of the ground.

      He now held more than he’d carried aboard.

      That wasn’t right.

      Silas sank into a chair close to the bed. Yes, land was close by, but it was harder to draw an element through another and took enough concentration that it wasn’t worth the effort. The energy must have come from somewhere, though.

      The American?

      No. Impossible. Humans only had the most rudimentary elemental abilities and held only the smallest amount of the power themselves. The auburn-haired man, while quite delicious, was most certainly human. Had he been fae or half-fae, Silas still couldn’t have tapped into his energy—not without losing his soul.

      No creature had the ability to act as an elemental reservoir for a fae. Such beings were myths, something from the oldest of their tales.

      Unless, of course, they weren’t. Every myth had some basis in reality, after all. That thought chilled.

      Silas tapped the armrest of his chair. He needed to find out more about the American and put his sudden notion to rest. Before the sun set and the soulless came out to feed.
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      After a shower and a change of clothes, Rhys found the waiter whose tray he’d knocked over. The man was still in the lounge but stationed behind the bar instead of serving tables. From the waiter’s initial expression, he remembered Rhys quite clearly, but that smoothed over into a professional smile. “Can I help you, sir?”

      Eastern European accent. His name tag read Vasil Kutsera. “I hope so. The man who was here, the one I dumped the tray onto. Do you know his name?”

      The frown returned. “We’re not allowed to give out a guest’s personal information to other passengers, sir.”

      “But I heard you say it. I just don’t remember.”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      Exasperation made Rhys lean over the bar. “Look, I tried to give him my card, but he left before I could.”

      The waiter remained unfazed. “I was there, sir. He chose not to take it.”

      Goddamn it. Rhys reached into the pocket of his suit coat, pulled out a folded fifty-dollar bill, and placed it on the counter. He slid it toward the waiter. “Would this help?”

      The waiter stared at the money, his whole body suddenly tense. “What do you take me for?”

      “I—”

      “Do you think me some country bumpkin?” He gripped the edge of the bar. “Poor former Soviet who’d break any rule at the sight of the almighty dollar?”

      Rhys felt his face grow hot. “It’s not that. I just thought⁠—”

      “You thought I could be bought.” The waiter took a breath. “I speak four languages. Have two engineering degrees. I’m not a fool. Keep your damn money.”

      “I just wanted to know his name.” The words came out as a whisper.

      “My name,” said a deep voice, far too close to Rhys’s ear, “is Silas Quint.”

      Rhys felt a hand press into the small of his back as the dark-haired man stepped next to him. It took him a moment to remember to breathe.

      “Rhys Matherton.” It was the only thing he could say to the man who stood too close, the man Rhys wanted to stand even closer. If Rhys’s name brought any recognition, Silas didn’t show it.

      Rhys wasn’t sure whether he should be relieved or disappointed, but damn, the guy was hot. He had changed too, from dark gray to a black pinstripe suit that looked as if it had been tailored straight onto his trim form. A tie that swirled with the muted colors of sun and fire.

      Silas nodded to the waiter. “Vasil.”

      “May I get you something, Mr. Quint?”

      “More of that scotch I never had the chance to drink would be lovely.” He slipped the fifty-dollar bill out from under Rhys’s fingers. “Mr. Matherton has been so kind as to offer to pay for it.”

      The waiter, Rhys noted, was trying very hard not to laugh. “And for you, Mr. Matherton?”

      “Nothing.”

      “He’ll have the same,” Silas said.

      The waiter paused for a moment, then nodded. “Two scotches. Right away.”

      Rhys cleared his throat. “I don’t really like scotch.”

      “You will after tonight.” The smile that came after those words was wicked.

      Rhys noted that Silas had yet to remove his hand from Rhys’s back. Mostly because he felt Silas’s thumb drawing little circles through his coat and shirt. He might as well have been naked, such was the effect.

      God, this man was like a drug.

      The waiter returned and placed two scotches in front of Silas. Only then did the hand at Rhys’s back drop away. Silas took one glass and handed the other to him. “Cheers.”

      Rhys knew enough to swirl the glass slightly and sniff before sipping. The burnished liquid smelled of wood and sin. He drank and then waited for the burn, but it didn’t come. This scotch slid down his tongue and vanished. He stared at the glass. “What is this?”

      “A very good, very expensive single malt scotch,” Silas said. “Someday I might even teach you to drink it properly.”

      Rhys felt the room sway, hoped it was the boat, knew it wasn’t. “Someday” implied more than he wished to think about at the moment. He was more than a little surprised by the words that came out of his mouth. “I’d like that.”

      “Yes,” Silas said. “I’m sure you would.”

      Would everything this man said set him on fire? He took a deep breath, then another sip of the scotch, and spoke. “Would you let me apologize for dumping a tray of drinks on you?”

      A dark laugh. “You already have. I rather enjoyed that.”

      The mere thought of that encounter in the hall threatened to tent his pants. Rhys took another shaky sip of scotch.

      Silas lifted his glass. “And now you’ve compensated me for my ruined scotch. I’d say that sets things aright.”

      An even playing field. Rhys licked his lips. “Now what?” The question came out as a whisper. He both hoped and feared the answer.

      Silas set down his drink. Took Rhys’s from his hand. “You take a break from the scotch while I fix your tie.”

      Fix his tie? Before Rhys could protest, Silas had loosened the knot below his throat and started tugging at it. In short order, he had it undone completely and set about retying it.

      “You don’t wear a suit often, do you?”

      “No.” How was it that no one else in the bar noticed what was happening? No one even looked their way. “Not that often.”

      “It shows.” Silas straightened his collar and smoothed down the front of his jacket. “Better.”

      Except for his hard-on. If only Silas would run his hand over that. Rhys had to admit his neck felt less constricted.

      Why was Silas doing this? What did he want? “Who are you?”

      A flash of teeth. Amusement in that deep voice. “Have you forgotten my name already?”

      Rhys swallowed. He eyed the glass on the bar counter but knew not to pick it up yet. Silas had been right. He did need a break from the scotch. The man was far more potent than alcohol.

      Silas pressed close and spoke into Rhys’s ear. “My name?”

      Rhys shuddered at the command. “Silas.” He doubted he’d ever forget. He certainly would remember the hand at his hip, Silas’s fingers stroking his side beneath his suit coat, the quick nip of teeth against his ear.

      Not a person in the place was watching them.

      Rhys dropped his voice. “You’re the most attractive man I’ve ever met. Stunning. I mean, every head in this place should get whiplash when you walk by.”

      Something shifted in Silas’s expression. There was still a sense of amusement, but his smile slipped away. “I should be flattered.”

      “The thing is,” Rhys said, “no one notices. Hell, you take off my tie, then feel me up, and not one person even looks this way.”

      “It is rather odd, isn’t it?”

      The whole thing was damn strange. The tone of Silas’s response sent a trickle of fear down Rhys. “You know it’s happening.”

      Silas said nothing, just picked up his scotch and sipped.

      Well, theories begged to be tested. Rhys snatched the scotch out of Silas’s hand and set it down on the bar counter. Then he took Silas’s face in his hands and kissed him.

      Rhys doubted he would ever get enough of this man’s mouth on his, or their tongues twining about each other.

      Not a tropical night this time, but some pine forest in the height of summer, a hint of warm rock and damp earth. Rhys felt Silas’s finger brush his throat; then the other man pulled away.

      “You’re exceedingly brash.”

      “You seem to enjoy it,” Rhys said. “And I was right. Not a person in this room saw that.”

      Down the bar, Vasil chatted with other patrons. A few people glanced their way, but it was as if he and Silas didn’t exist, rather than people pointedly not watching two men make out.

      “So, who are you?”

      Silas’s amused smile returned. “You keep asking the wrong questions.”

      Damn it. Rhys picked up his scotch. “Then what the hell are the right questions?”

      The other man chuckled. “I do like you, Rhys. That’s a very dangerous thing for the both of us.” Silas retrieved his own drink. “Would you care to join me for dinner?”

      Dinner? “Why do I have the feeling you’ve already assumed I’d say yes?”

      “Because I have. Because you will.” Silas cupped his hand under Rhys’s chin. “Because if you ask the right questions, you might get the answers you so desire.”

      Silas’s grip was strong and his fingers warm. Rhys resisted the urge to lower his chin and lick them.

      “Yes, I’ll go to dinner with you.”
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      Silas stroked the side of Rhys’s jaw with his thumb before letting Rhys go. The American was dangerous, indeed. He saw straight though Silas’s glamour. More interesting, Rhys saw Silas’s true appearance and he wasn’t overwhelmed by it. Driven to lust, yes—that was easy enough to see. But he maintained control of himself.

      Not exactly a human trait. But Rhys was human. Silas pushed aside his growing doubts. Rhys had to be human, despite the soft flow of energy that came with his kiss.

      A bold move. Unexpected. Enticing. Silas still tasted him, even through the scotch. Apparently Rhys was the kind of man who gave as well as received. Silas’s cock stiffened at that thought.

      It had also been a test to gauge what was happening to the room about them. Smart move.

      Bedding Rhys might be very interesting.

      “Shall we, then?” Silas gestured toward the lounge entrance.

      Rhys hesitated. “The scotch?”

      “So you like it after all?” Silas guessed the answer but was rewarded by a touch of color in Rhys’s cheeks.

      “Yeah. I do.” Rhys paused and leaned close. “You make everything taste better.”

      Even bolder.

      Silas brushed his fingers against Rhys’s throat and stole a quick taste of his lips. “We’ll have to put that to the test sometime.”

      Oh, that flustered Rhys. Silas was tempted to skip dinner altogether, take Rhys to his cabin, and put that mouth to work. But the sunlight outside cast long shadows. He didn’t need a clock to tell him night was approaching. After so many years, he felt sunset in his bones.

      Rhys would be in danger then, if what Silas suspected was true. If such a thing could be true.

      “As for the scotch, bring it along.” Silas raised his glass and set off for the restaurant he’d chosen. Rhys fell in step next to him.

      It was a short walk from the lounge to one of the smaller and more upscale dining establishments on the ship. Soft light, golden accents, and crisp white walls gave the room a Greco-Roman revival feel, though most Roman eateries had never had marble quite this polished.

      Silas gave his name to the maître d’, and they were seen to the table he’d reserved a scant hour and a half ago.

      That had been the first item he’d attended to after his shower. The second had been to track down the manager of the lounge for Rhys’s business card. His third stop had been the ship’s library to access the Internet. The American came with an interesting personal history.

      Rhys slid into the seat across from him.

      A waitress took their order. Seafood Feuillantine for him, Chateaubriand steak for Rhys.

      Once she’d left, Rhys looked around. “Wow.”

      Silas hazarded a comment about Rhys’s past. “Surely you’ve been in elegant restaurants before? When your mother was on tour?”

      That caused a reaction. Muscles tensed. Voice thick with accusation. “You knew who I was.”

      He was going to bolt.

      “Rhys, don’t.” Silas put as much command into his voice as he dared, though he doubted it would work on Rhys. He added an honest, “Please.”

      It was the latter, he suspected, that stayed Rhys. He still trembled, but he remained in his seat.

      “After I showered, I returned and asked the manager for your card. Then I looked you up.”

      Some of the tension in Rhys vanished. “After you showered?”

      “When we…conversed…in the hall, you were a perfect stranger to me.”

      Rhys shifted in his chair. More anger abated, but not all. “I’ve been in the news for two weeks.”

      “I don’t pay much attention to the news. Haven’t for years.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that.” Rhys sipped the scotch. “And I’m not sure I believe you about the business card. That waiter didn’t want to give me your name.”

      “His name is Vasil.”

      Rhys stared at him.

      “Names are important, Rhys. Notice them. Remember them.” Silas lay his left hand on the table, palm up. He didn’t know if Rhys would understand the gesture, the invitation. “The manager, Benjamin, gave me your card because he saw you offer it to me.”

      It didn’t mollify Rhys. “So did the waiter.”

      He was too wrapped up in his indignation to see the difference. “Vasil saw you offer your information to me. He didn’t see the reverse. I left nothing for you.”

      That must have sunk in, because Rhys slumped back against his chair. “Oh.”

      Silas let the silence hang, content to wait. A moment later, Rhys nodded. “I should’ve left a message for you.”

      “Might have been wiser than bribery.” He did so enjoy watching Rhys blush.

      “Yeah.” Rhys’s gaze focused, traveled up, then along the table to where Silas’s hand lay. He brought his own hand up and slid it into Silas’s grasp. Warm flesh on flesh, a tiny trickle of elemental energy.

      Rhys’s pulse still beat wildly, but the tension was gone. Silas gave the hand a gentle squeeze.

      Rhys cleared his throat. “Silas? What are you doing to me?”

      He answered with the truth. “Nothing.”

      “Then what are you doing to everyone else?”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “Merely showing them what they wish to see.”

      Rhys laughed. “What are you, then? Some sort of magician?”

      “No, not a magician.” He picked up his glass and drained the last of his scotch. Set it back down. “I’m one of the fae.”

      Once more, Rhys went taut with shock. “Fae. You mean like a fairy?”

      “Well, I don’t have wings. Nor do I fly about trailing pixie dust.” Silas stroked his thumb over the top of Rhys’s hand. “And I am a bit longer than five inches.”

      Color drained from Rhys’s cheeks. “You’re serious.”

      “Very.”

      Rhys opened his mouth to speak again, disbelief clearly etched on his face. Fortunately the food arrived, providing Silas with a respite from questions.

      He did have to give up Rhys’s hand to eat. Pity, that. He missed the touch of Rhys’s skin. Best to leave him be, for a time. From having watched the man this past hour or so, he knew Rhys needed to work things through in his mind.

      Dinner conversation was nonexistent until Rhys spoke again. “Um, I’m not your servant for the next seven years, am I?” There was a clip to Rhys’s voice that was hard to interpret. Sarcasm, perhaps.

      “Thomas the Rhymer. You know your classic tales.” Impressive, though Silas suppressed a shudder. Seven years bound to another’s will? He’d not wish that on anyone. He’d lived it, for far more years than seven.

      Silas toyed with a shrimp on his plate. Rhys had gained back the color in his face, and splotches of red marred his neck. “No. I can’t bend your will to mine. There’s no Elfland beyond a river of blood to which I can take you. I’m as much of this world as you.”

      “I suppose that’s good. I’m not ready to believe in magical worlds beyond this one.” He looked up at Silas. “What do you really look like?”

      There was that tone again. Silas set his fork down. “You see me as I truly am. You ask why no one else reacts to me? To everyone else, I’m not quite as arresting.”

      He mulled that. “So whatever you’re doing doesn’t work on me.”

      “It doesn’t seem to, no.”

      “Why not?”

      Silas studied Rhys. Oh, there was skepticism there, perhaps anger as well. And why not? But the creeping awareness of truth lurked deep inside Rhys. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”
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      He has to be lying. Rhys repeated that over and over in his head. Silas had to be lying, because the truth was impossible. Fae? Did Silas think he was a fool? Was he playing with the ignorant rich boy’s mind for some kink? This had gone too far.

      He latched on to anger. Fae? No way in hell. “That’s a convenient dodge.”

      Silas shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

      What an asshole. “You don’t know what makes me so superspecial to see through your illusions?”

      “Glamour.” A touch of annoyance crept into Silas’s voice. “I have an idea but no proof.”

      “You’re so full of shit.”

      Finally, the anger Rhys had witnessed that afternoon spread over Silas’s expression. “Am I?” It was every ounce a challenge.

      “Yes.” Rhys pushed back his chair. Kissing a guy was one thing; people could ignore that. He took a deep breath and then shouted as loudly as he could. “Hey! Everyone! This guy says he’s a fucking fairy!”

      The conversations in the room didn’t even dip. No one

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Anna Zabo
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Anna Zabo


      		About the Author


    


  



OEBPS/images/heading-starburst-bottom-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
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.




OEBPS/images/eclosequarters_blood.jpg
GUARTER






