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Chapter
1

Joel
Sterling’s phone was going to burn a hole in the pocket of his suit
trousers.

At the very
least, it was causing havoc with the beautifully tailored fabric as
his hand turned it over nervously every thirty seconds. It needed
to ring, and it needed to ring soon. He’d been on tenterhooks all
evening, ever since he was told the Royal Household would make a
decision before the end of today.

And a boring
industry awards dinner wasn’t the best place to be when his mind
was anticipating probably the most influential contract of his
career. Tonight he’d smiled so often his cheeks felt numb, listened
to small talk and dispensed plenty of his own, and shaken a hundred
hands—or so it felt, at this late stage of the evening. He didn’t
often attend these jewellery trade events. As CEO of Starsmith
Stones, he had a marketing and sales team to be the public face of
the company, and he preferred to manage everything from the office.
But there’d been a clash of diary dates, and he’d offered to cover
tonight personally. Starsmith had a prestigious and long-standing
reputation to maintain. It didn’t occupy one of the prime sites on
London’s Mayfair by accident. So the occasional—if, yes,
boring—awards dinner was probably covered within his job
description.

But his phone
needed to ring.

Claridge’s
historic London hotel was as glamorous as expected, and the
catering had been superb. The Jewellers Guild always hired the best
for their events. He’d been served by professionally alert and
beautifully dressed staff, and the 1930s design of marble and
mirrors made the setting the epitome of luxury and taste. He’d also
attracted his fair share of curiosity and attention from his peers,
whether with awe, admiration, or antagonism. It came with the job,
he assumed, along with the additional novelty that he was
young—still in his late twenties—and not from the usual moneyed or
aristocratic background.

His reputation
obviously preceded him, but he wasn’t intimidated by that attitude.
He knew he was exactly what Starsmith had been looking for when
they headhunted him from his previous employer two years ago,
straight into his senior position. He was a tough negotiator but
could also charm in any boardroom. The network of international
goldsmiths based in London also liked to deal with him. Admittedly,
some of the old guard wanted to challenge him, to see how much he
would bend under the weight of their “superior” experience. They’d
been disappointed in that, to date. And some of the younger traders
were just shit scared of him—he knew that too, even if it hadn’t
been whispered none too quietly behind his back on many
occasions.

That was all
fine. He’d fought hard for this role. He’d devoted all of his
working adult life to the jewellery industry, to getting to this
point. Starsmith Stones, under his leadership, was going to be one
of the best players in the world. He’d make sure of that. Their
profitability grew by the quarter, and the team he had around him
was second to none. He was loving the life of a tough
businessman—at the office, at least.

But tonight?
Tonight that bloody phone needed to ring. The next call could
change his whole career, maybe even his life. And Joel Sterling,
cool negotiator, level-headed executive, and strategic planner,
certainly wasn’t one to make melodramatic statements like
that—

Someone rudely
nudged his elbow. “Don’t usually see you out and about, socializing
with us minions, Sterling. Have you had a chance to think about our
European contract yet?”

The blunt
question was from a salesman at Marchant’s, a London silver
merchant Starsmith had dealt with in the past. But Starsmith’s
premier pieces were traditionally struck in gold, and at the
moment, Joel didn’t have any need for more silver.

“Dan.” He
nodded, barely polite. He didn’t like the man, though he knew he
was on duty, whatever the setting. Business deals could be forged
as easily in social situations as in the boardroom. “It’s on my
desk. You understand, Starsmith is not currently looking at
producing another silver collection. But I have time scheduled
tomorrow to go through the details.”

The salesman,
Dan Llewellyn, young and good-looking but with sweat on his brow
either from nerves or too much drink, blustered, “No need. You can
trust me, it’s—”

“I will go
through the details,” Joel interrupted firmly, though without
raising his voice, “in my own time. Then I will let you know if we
have any interest.”

“Is it the
price?” Dan frowned. “I’m already down to the wire on margin. You
guys are only interested in the bottom line, I know so—”

“I’m
interested in the best product at a competitive cost.”

“As long as
it’s lower than anyone else’s in the market,” Dan snapped
back.

“I’m sorry?”
Joel said, more sharply now. He was irritated because what Dan
implied wasn’t, in fact, true. Starsmith paid fair prices, but only
for the highest quality product. It appeared Marchant’s had far
lower standards, and he’d heard their business practices weren’t
always above board. “I believe I just said that I’ll let you
know.”

“Jesus.” Dan
looked angry and even more flustered. “You’re a tough bastard,
Sterling.”

“I’m a
thorough bastard.” Joel sounded calmer than he felt. Was that
vibration on his hip from a received text? His fingers itched to
reach for it. “That’s what Starsmith pays me for. Now please excuse
me. I have other people to see.”

He dodged
swiftly out of the ballroom, leaving more than a couple of startled
faces in his wake and darted into one of the more intimate, private
bars. He was greeted with more stylish, 1930s-inspired décor, dark
wood and red velvet furnishings, and an immediately reduced noise
level. With relief, he saw it was barely occupied, apart from a
middle-aged couple sitting in one of the small, snug booths, a
young man at the horseshoe-shaped marble counter nursing a beer,
and a bartender who was struggling to hide a yawn behind his hand.
The night was drawing to a close, the attendees at the trade event
would soon be moving on to clubs and restaurants in central London,
and it looked like Claridge’s residents were elsewhere
too.

Joel paused at
one of the empty booths, flipped open the button of his Tom Ford
suit jacket, and pulled his phone from his pocket. He had a message
to call the office. At last! He hit speed dial quickly. “Teresa?
Are you still at work?”

“Finishing
paperwork in peace and quiet,” his PA, Teresa Manners, half
whispered. “No one here but me and the cleaner, and he’s at the
other end of the corridor. Can you talk?”

After a quick
glance around, Joel slipped into the booth, where he could rest on
the stiffly upholstered seat and the high sides would shelter his
voice. “Yes. What news?”

“I’m too old
for this 007 stuff.” Teresa chuckled. He knew she’d be shaking her
immaculately coiffured head at his eagerness. “But don’t worry, I
fully understand the need for secrecy at this stage. Brace
yourself.”

For good news
or bad? It was like waiting on school exam results all over again.
“Tell me!”

She took pity
on his impatience. “My unofficial contact at the palace called me
as soon as they finished for the day. The commission is as good as
ours. The palace will contact Starsmith tomorrow, and it’ll be
announced officially in next month’s trade press.”

“Three weeks’
time!” Joel took a deep breath to try and calm his speeding pulse.
The aroma in the bar was a rich mixture of wood polish, expensive
fragrances, and good liquor. Joel thought he’d remember that smell
forever as defining one of the best moments of his life. He
realised he was grinning like a fool.

This news was
life changing! For six long months, Starsmith had been in
negotiations for a commission from the British Royal Family, the
first in their company’s history. Joel had initially heard about it
from a casual comment at one of the networking lunches Starsmith
hosted, where the guest list included celebrity friends of the
aristocracy. The first gay wedding involving a member of the
British Royal Family in direct line to the throne was seeking a
London firm to provide jewellery for the grooms. Prince “Artie”
Arthur, currently eighth in terms of succession—young, handsome,
and with a twinkle in his eye to match his older brothers’, William
and Harry—was marrying his long-time boyfriend, the opera star and
independently wealthy Paolo Astra. They were a gorgeous and
eminently newsworthy couple, and the media was already wetting its
pants at the thought of the coverage.

Joel’s
overwhelming desire had been to make that deal for Starsmith. The
wedding date was still another six months away. But within
twenty-four hours of the marriage announcement, he’d made a
presentation to palace representatives, and knew it had gone well.
He’d put his whole heart into it! Starsmith had already been
informed they’d made the very short, select, and confidential list
of approved firms.

And now
Teresa’s message was wonderfully welcome. Starsmith had
won.

“Joel? Are you
still there?” Teresa sounded wary. “While I have your attention,
I’ve been asked to alert you about one of the acquisition deals on
this month’s schedule. It’s Barth Gems, a small, independent
jewellers that has been in financial trouble for some time. Our
business development team identified them for potential takeover
months ago, and we’re due to sign tomorrow. But the owner is still
wrangling a couple of the conditions. He’s facing retirement, and
it’s a family business—there’s a son involved, it seems. An awkward
young man who isn’t actually an acting member of the company, but
who keeps throwing up obstacles to the final contract.”

Joel tried to concentrate on
business as usual, but his mind was racing ahead. “The team can
handle it.”

“I know. They
just wanted you to know.”

Joel didn’t
want to hear about obstacles. He wanted to cheer, dance, shout
aloud with excitement. He was amazed the very air hadn’t changed
around him somehow, charged with his emotions. “Tell them to agree
to the conditions,” he said, in a moment of rashness. “I can’t
remember the specifics of the deal, though I’m sure it’s not big
enough to cause us serious financial grief. But we don’t want any
bad publicity for the company at this time. Not now we’ve
got—”

“Hush, it’s
still a secret, remember,” Teresa broke in with caution but then
spoiled it by giving a very unbusinesslike yelp of delight. “Won’t
it be marvellous?”

“Yes. And
thanks for staying on late to take the call. I would say take
tomorrow off in return—”

“But that’s
when the work will start in earnest, right?” Teresa chuckled again.
“No problem. You owe me plenty already. I’ll just add it to your
slate. And I’ll be in at seven to start making calls to the
team.”

“Give my
apologies to Dylan.”

She snorted.
“He’s used to it by now.”

Teresa had a
loving husband, Dylan, and three kids. For a fleeting moment, Joel
imagined having someone close to tell his news to. He couldn’t
remember the last time he’d gone home to anyone at all. Then he
realised Teresa was still talking.

“—and I can’t
wait until it’s common knowledge and I can tell the kids. They’re
mad for anything about the Royal Family.”

Joel thanked
her again and finished the call but stayed sitting in the booth for
a while longer. He couldn’t wait either, but mainly to get away
from here and think through everything the royal commission would
mean. It wasn’t just the grooms’ rings, but gifts for the whole
wedding party, including VIP guests. So far, he hadn’t dared bring
anyone except Teresa and his head of design on board. He’d been
scared of jinxing the deal. But although Starsmith’s work to date
had earned them notice, he knew this commission would demand
something even better—a blend of modern style and traditional
sophistication. His in-house design team was excellent, but maybe
he should hire a freelancer to bring fresh inspiration. It would
have to be someone both innovative and talented enough.
Project Palace. Yes,
that’s what they’d call it. God! If they were successful, this
could make Starsmith’s the first choice of royal families across
the world—

“You look like
you need a drink. May I get you one?”

Joel looked
up to face the man from the bar, who’d wandered over. He had a beer
in each hand now, one of them held out toward Joel. His smile was
quizzical, a little nervous. It was a very attractive smile. Joel
found himself irresistibly drawn to it, to the underlying
self-deprecation he saw, mixed with an undeniable hint of mischief.
He was about as tall as Joel and of a similar age, with
chestnut-coloured hair cut short at the sides and wavy on top, the
hint of a dark beard, and sharp blue eyes. Lovely, lively eyes. He wore a dark
suit that was smart but probably a few seasons old, and the heavy
body under his white shirt hinted of strength and fitness. A man
who worked outdoors, maybe. Joel hadn’t seen him in the ballroom,
though the suit implied he was on business of some kind. No tie, no
identity lanyard, no slick, acquisitive arrogance in his manner.
Joel was startled at how relieved he felt about that.

“Couldn’t help
seeing you smile,” the stranger said bluntly. “After your phone
call. Like some kind of private joke.”

“I’m
sorry?”

“Shit.” The
man frowned and shook his head. “Dammit, I’m the one who’s sorry.
My conversation is usually a lot more civil. I just meant… it was
good to see someone so cheerful tonight. I’m not asking about the
call—that’s your business.”

“Yes. It
is.”

The man looked
irritated now. His expressions changed within seconds. Everything
he thought seemed to show on his face. He apparently had no
professional detachment. It wasn’t the restrained behaviour Joel
was used to, and he regretted there was no hint of the original,
sexy grin.

“Just thought
you may like to celebrate, whatever the hell it was,” the guy said.
“But you don’t want a clumsy arse like me butting in.” He put the
beer down on the table in front of Joel and took a step back. “I’ll
leave you to it.”

“Wait.” The
word escaped Joel without any further thought. He didn’t know
whether this was a pickup—wasn’t sure whether he minded. He had
plenty of advances when he did socialise in London, and he knew his
position and power were attractive. He wasn’t bad-looking either,
though he didn’t think he was particularly vain. But this guy
apparently had no idea who Joel was, had just approached him with a
simple expression of companionship. This guy who had a refreshingly
blunt way of speaking that Joel hadn’t found in the corporate
behaviour so far this evening, who had thought to buy Joel a drink,
when Joel could have drunk himself stupid several times over on
Starsmith’s account, and who… was hot.

What else did
Joel have to look forward to when he got home, apart from plans for
the workday ahead? And yes, dammit, even if he couldn’t tell anyone
why, he did want
to celebrate.

“Join me,” he
said, smiling and gesturing at the cushioned seat beside
him.
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Matthew Barth
slid into the booth, cursing his clumsiness. He was tall and
thickset—nothing like the elegant man across from him. And these
bloody booths were like being sucked back into the womb, with the
table edge in your belly and your trousers twisting tight around
your thighs because, yes, he knew he should have invested in a new
suit many years ago. But he was happier in jeans and sweatshirt,
and he’d never made any bones about it. And what the hell did he
need a suit for anyway? He’d never bothered with these events
before, and he definitely wouldn’t be coming to any more of them
after tomorrow.

“The
furniture’s not built for comfort, is it?” the attractive stranger
said, his smile reassuring. He’d shifted sideways to give Matt
enough room to get settled, and now they were sitting side by side.
“I got stabbed in the bum by the metal buttons.”

Matt laughed,
pushing his hair back off his forehead. It never stayed in its
parting for long, and he always forgot he could use gel. He should
have shaved before coming out tonight, too. His evening shadow
didn’t compare well against this guy’s perfectly smooth chin. Matt
wondered if a beard would grow in the same blond colour as the
perfectly styled hair, or if there’d be a touch of ginger in there.
Such lovely, sharp, glittering eyes, concentrated so confidently on
Matt. And those high cheekbones; the chiselled jaw? The man was
bloody gorgeous.

Matt’s
reaction struggled between a flare of lustful attraction and
embarrassment. He probably shouldn’t have taken off his jacket. He
hadn’t ironed his shirt very well. Thank God his awkward wriggling
to get settled hadn’t spilled either drink.

“I’m Matt,” he
said, holding out his hand. The other man shook it—his hand was
cool but firm. Matt wasn’t surprised by the flicker of excitement
that ran down his spine.

“Joe,” the man
said quietly—at least, that’s what Matt thought he said. The couple
in the booth behind them had burst into raucous laughter just as
Joe spoke. Joe winced, caught Matt’s eye, and smiled
ruefully.

“Let’s leave
it at that, shall we? First names only,” Matt said quickly. “I bet
we’ve both had enough of this evening, introducing ourselves time
after time by full name, rank, and serial number.”

Joe raised his
eyebrows, but he nodded. “Yes, you’re right. It’s tiring. So,
you’re here for the jewellery event?”

Matt wondered
what Joe thought he was here for otherwise. He was hardly dressed
well enough for Claridge’s usual clientele, but of course he’d
spent most of the evening propping up this small, out-of-the-way
bar, rather than mingling with the industry types. “Yeah. Luckily
it’s almost over now. My duty’s done, and the last train goes at
eleven.” He signalled to the bartender, who was poring
surreptitiously over a cocktail book under the counter—Matt had
caught him studying it several times already—and ordered another
couple of beers. Joe nodded agreement. He’d already drunk most of
his first one. Maybe he’d had enough of that too-dry champagne in
the ballroom.

They didn’t
speak until the beer had been brought over to their table. Matt was
suddenly very aware of Joe, only a foot away, his beautifully
suited body relaxing gracefully on the awkward seat, a slight smile
on his full lips, his forehead smooth under expensively cut hair,
his nose straight—probably never broken from amateur rugby
games—and his hands slim-fingered, not pitted with soil under the
nails that Matt didn’t think he’d ever get out, however much he
scrubbed.

But Joe had
invited Matt to join him, had accepted a drink. He’d even made a
joke to put Matt at his ease. He couldn’t be that much of a tosser,
could he? Matt felt startlingly warm inside. He had no interest in
cocktails, but… he’d definitely like to have another beer with this
ridiculously gorgeous man.

It didn’t feel
quite real, because Matt had never pulled a guy like this in his
life. In fact, he’d never really given his love life enough time or
effort for any proper relationship. There had always been other
priorities. Family, his design apprenticeship, the business—no, he
wasn’t going there again tonight. He sat back in the booth,
determined to enjoy a surprising and very pleasant end to the
evening in Joe’s company. As he reached again for his beer, he
nudged Joe’s hand, and turning to apologise, he realised Joe had
been looking him up and down. The man had the grace to blush at
being caught out. It was heart-warming to see a touch of
vulnerability in such a smart, confident man.

Matt nodded
back toward the ballroom. “Were you escaping from the farce in
there too?”

“Escaping?”

“When you took
your phone call. You dodged in here like you were fleeing a pack of
rabid beasts.”

Joe frowned. “Yes, well. It was
a confidential call.”

Ouch.
Matt knew he was blushing. “Me and my nosiness. I
guess you’ll want me to vacate my seat right about now?”

But Joe
laughed softly. “No. You couldn’t have known. I’d tell you about
it… if I could.” And his smile broadened.

My God, what a
smile! It lit up Joe’s whole face, made him look younger, less
serious. Matt’s warmth just increased. He felt dizzy, and he didn’t
think it was from the beer. He wanted to keep that smile going as
long as he could look at it.

“Well, it’s
good to meet a guy who hasn’t either looked down his nose at my
suit or tried to sell me stuff I don’t need,” he said.

“You got
harassed by salesmen too?”

Matt wasn’t
going to be led by that, so he just laughed, and Joel joined in
with him. They took sips from their beers, the condensation on the
glasses glinting with reflections from the low lamps set over the
booth. The music in the background switched to a soft jazz track
that Matt half recognised. This was all surprisingly
cosy.

Joe shifted in
his seat, coming closer as he settled to face Matt properly. “Do I
gather you don’t like corporate events?”

“Fuck, no.
Damn. I’m sorry. Again.” Yeah, way to look sophisticated with froth
on his top lip and the inability to make a coherent sentence. “I’m
only here as a last-minute necessity. To be honest, I’m sorry I
came at all. It hasn’t been of any use.”

Joe tilted his
head, quizzically. “May I ask why?”

“You don’t
want to know,” Matt said bluntly. “Basically, this isn’t my kind of
thing, but I’ve been out of the industry for so long I’d forgotten
exactly why. The reason I don’t come to these events is because I
don’t have any time for people like this.” The words were barely
out before he realised how rude that was. “Bugger. Me and my big
mouth too. No offense meant.”

“None taken,”
Joe said quietly.

Matt rushed
on, suddenly eager to explain himself, though he usually didn’t
bother. “Socials like this, they’re nothing to do with the real
business, are they?”

“The real
business?”

“Working with
the source. With precious metals. Gems. Jewellery.”

Joe’s eyes
narrowed. Maybe he was wondering whether Matt was anything to do
with the Guild at all, after being so dismissive. Whereas it was
blatantly obvious Joe was in the business—his eyes lit up at the
first mention of gems and his whole body seemed to straighten. He
had to be one of the salesmen here, touting for deals. Matt would
try not to hold it against him.

“That’s what
matters to you?” Joe said.

“Too bloody right. Doesn’t it you? I went into this industry
originally because I love beauty. Finding it, creating it, drawing
the best from it. And that’s all I’m interested in, not this
pathetic pursuit of finger food and financial returns.” He gave a
small laugh of embarrassment. He probably shouldn’t be talking like
this, not here, tonight. “Listen to me! That’s the drink
talking.”

Joe took a
moment to reply. It looked as if he’d been watching Matt’s mouth
very closely, but maybe Matt had imagined that.

“Please.” Joel
looked intrigued. “Tell me more. You say you love it… but you’re
out of the industry now?”

Matt sat back
with a sigh. “Yeah. Sort of. I’m a jewellery designer.
Was. I’m not actually
designing at the moment, at least not professionally. I dropped out
of this particular rat race some time ago.”

“Is that because of the pathetic pursuit you
mentioned?”

Jesus. Joe had
every right to challenge Matt. But when he met Joe’s eyes, he saw
sympathy and interest there, not mockery. “Partly. I created a
collection that was… well, I expect you’d say it was successful.”
It had been critically well received, which Matt had been very
proud of. It was only when it came time to sell it to traders and
retailers… well, he’d realised quite how bad he was at that. He
resented being on show, of having to think of the money, of the
marketing, of making his work commercial.

Joe was
looking keenly at him. “It’s painful for you, to think about
it.”

It was. And it
had caused problems with Matt’s family—with his job—and had been
more or less the final straw for Matt’s involvement in this
business. But that wasn’t Joe’s fault. He wouldn’t find that at all
interesting. “I don’t want to dwell on that tonight, okay? To be
honest, I miss the work. I love seeing metals looped and bent into
fabulous shapes, precious items created with polish and shine and
crowned with jewels. It’s like a recipe—I weave it all into the
design. But it’s not just about the bling, about making things
expensive for the sake of it. Not just pandering to the market. You
know what I mean?”

“Yes. I
do.”

“Yeah?” Matt
held Joe’s gaze for a little longer than was polite. The guy
actually did look like he understood. What a hell of a relief that
was! Matt had felt outside of the crowd for a very long
time.

“But…,” Joe
began slowly, as if nervous of how Matt would take things, though
Matt couldn’t imagine anyone ever daring to stop Joe asserting his
confident opinion. “The commerce matters too. The Guild has
international reach and representation. A good collection deserves
to be shared.”

Matt
shrugged. He’d had plenty of time to think about things since
he dropped out.
Plenty of times to acknowledge compromises had to be made in all
things, even if he didn’t bloody like those compromises. “At a
reasonable price, yeah. I understand that. People are employed in
the business, workshops have to be supported. And beauty isn’t just
for a few folks to enjoy in private. But commercial gain should
never be the sole objective.” He caught Joe’s rapt gaze. “You’re
here for that? For the business side of things?”

“I suppose
you’d say that.” Joe looked uncomfortable for the first time. “I’m
sorry, I can’t tell you any details because it’s confidential. But
I’m celebrating something very exciting tonight.”

Matt nodded.
He understood secrets too. He broke eye contact reluctantly and
looked back down at his beer. “Anyway. It’s late. Even I can’t stay
angry all night. The people here will say they’re just doing their
job. But I think they lose their way. That’s what this kind of
event reminds me of. The industry’s become all about profit when it
should be….”

“About
beauty?”

“Yeah.” He
pushed his hair back again, and Joe’s eyes seemed to follow the
movement. “Listen, that’s too much about me. What about you? You
enjoy your job?”

Matt was
forcing small talk—not a skill he was known for—but it seemed the
right thing to say to Joe, who hadn’t hidden his
enthusiasm.

“I love it. I
live it.” He gave his own embarrassed laugh. “Jewels are my thing,
maybe, more than metals.”

“But that’s fine. The jewels are the coup de grâce, right? The glamor that changes a
foundation stone into a cathedral. A dinner plate into a banquet.
The mundane into magic.” Yeah, so Matt was going over the top, but
he was enjoying this totally unexpected meeting. He was with a hot
man who loved jewellery the same way he did, who seemed to be
enjoying the conversation, if his thoughtful expression and
sparkling eyes were anything to go by. “It’s all about… well,
the majesty of
them. Like they’re royalty in themselves.”

“Royalty?” Joe
suddenly stilled and his pupils dilated. “Yes, you’re
right.”

Matt had no
idea why Joe’s tone had tightened—had Matt said something out of
turn?—but he was on a roll now. “I love the fact that jewellery
still captures hearts and minds, whatever the age. I’ve followed
the history of design, studying the attitudes toward treasure
through time. We’re as drawn to beautiful designs, beautiful
styling, as we were in, say, the Bronze Age. We covet jewellery,
always have, but not always to own.”

“That’s not
always been an option for people who couldn’t afford it.” Joe was
nodding now, leaning in closer. “But there’s still been admiration,
is that what you mean? The desire to be amazed and enthralled by
such precious things.”

“God, yes,
you’re right. That’s it, exactly.” Matt hadn’t felt uplifted like
this for a long time. Joe’s eyes shone, and his smile was blinding.
He was so gorgeous. And now he’d reached over and grasped Matt’s
arm.

“The way you
describe it… it’s been a while since I thought like that. Since I
looked at the heart of things. But I love that too.”

Matt grinned
mischievously. “Like I said. Magic, that’s what jewellery is. Or
what it can be. Whatever the era, whatever the society. The metals,
the gems, they’re ageless. And if the very best designs can tap
into that immortal stream of desire, can be truly
ageless—”

“Then that’s
the real treasure!”

They stared at
each other with wide smiles and the same level of exhilaration.
Matt felt suddenly breathless. He hadn’t been interested in dating
for a long time, but now… there was something about Joe. He was so
different from Matt—smooth to Matt’s brusqueness, well-dressed to
Matt’s barely a step above casual. And such a perfect fit at this
business event that the contrast should have made Matt feel
uncomfortable and antagonistic. But when they laughed together,
when they spoke about jewels, when they felt so similarly about the
intrinsic beauty of their trade….

Joe shrugged
off his suit jacket, and Matt watched his muscles tighten across
broad, wiry shoulders. Matt’s gaze dropped to Joe’s mouth at just
about the same time Joe’s tongue slipped out and wet his
lips.

“You know how
good you look, right?” Matt said hoarsely.

“You’re… I
don’t know what to say about you.” Joe seemed strangely
disconcerted, his gaze searching Matt’s face. “You’re unusual. I
like that. You’re something special.”

Matt’s chuckle
came out as a low, humming sound. The kiss just seemed to happen.
Matt couldn’t have said which one of them initiated it. They leaned
gently and easily against each other, and their lips met. There
wasn’t even any of that stupid first-time clumsiness and nose bump.
Matt slid a hand around the back of Joe’s neck, and Joe clutched at
the front of Matt’s shirt. The sides of the booth were high, and
the bartender had shuffled away to the other end of the counter.
The laughing couple had left some time ago. No one could see them.
From the way Joe gripped him and the way his tongue pushed firmly
into Matt’s mouth, Matt didn’t think either of them would have
cared anyway.

Matt hadn’t
kissed many men in his limited dating life, and he didn’t think he
was that bothered about the whole thing. But this was something
else. Joe was
something else. They parted slowly, their lips still touching until
the last second.

Joe’s eyes
were heavy-lidded, his mouth glistening. Matt could see a bead of
sweat had sprung up in the hollow of his throat. Dammit, he
imagined he looked just as affected.

He ran a
finger along Joe’s cheekbone and sighed. “Wow. That was
unexpected.”

“But
good?”

Amazing. Joe looked completely
bemused by the whole thing, as if Matt had bashed him with an iron
pipe rather than tried to kiss his way down to his tonsils. “Yes,”
Matt said, grinning. “Very good.”

Joe laughed
softly. He seemed reluctant to let go of Matt, but reached his free
hand to his hair. It didn’t need fixing at all; it was as smoothly
styled as before. But Matt was oddly touched by the nervous
gesture.

And then
Matt’s mobile buzzed in his jacket. He groped for the pocket,
pulled out the old model that he used for nothing more than making
calls. The screen said, “Gary.” Gary, his cousin, who rarely knew
where his own phone was, let alone called Matt up late at night for
a cousinly chat.

A cold shiver
ran down Matt’s back.

“I have to
take this call.” He struggled his way out of the booth and moved to
the other end of the bar. He didn’t know why he was keen to keep
this private, but something told him it was important. “Gary?
What’s up?”

“Matt? It’s
your dad. He’s in hospital.”

Matt could
hear sounds in the background, unfamiliar voices, a faint beeping
noise, the rattle of trolleys along a linoleum corridor. Sounded
like Gary was in the hospital himself. Matt felt nauseous. “Was it
an accident?”

“Nah. He just
got dizzy and fell at home. Personally, I think it was a panic
attack. But they’ve taken him in for tests, in case it was a
stroke. I thought you ought to know.”

“A—what?”

“Matt, keep
calm. He’s okay. He’s conscious and sharp as ever. In fact, he said
I shouldn’t call you, you’re at that business thing in
London—”

“I’m leaving
now. I’ll get a cab.”

“Jesus, from
central London? The cost—”

“Fuck that,”
Matt said in a low, vicious tone and hung up.

His heart was
thudding like a mad drummer was trapped in his chest, and his mouth
was dry. He looked over to where Joe stood just outside the booth.
On the table were two half-empty glasses of beer and a small white
square. Matt suspected that was Joe’s business card. He was
probably going to ask Matt to call him. They could go out for a
drink, somewhere less intimidating, less cripplingly formal than a
Claridge’s industry dinner. Have fun. Have more of those
spectacular kisses.

Joe had a
quizzical, concerned expression. He’d probably be able to guess it
was serious. Matt knew his face was an open book at the best of
times. Joe took a step toward him, with a hand outstretched as if
to offer help.

“I gotta go. I
gotta go.” Matt didn’t know if Joe could hear him from the distance
between them. He couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t think about a
tall, handsome, well-groomed young man who’d shared a couple of
drinks with him and might even have wanted to take things
further.

Instead he
turned abruptly and hurried out of the bar and onto London’s
still-busy streets.
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