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  who always encouraged




  me to scribble away.




  PROLOGUE





   




   




   




  Unto the ending of the world,




  When darkness falls




  And the sun shines no more,




  My love shall never falter.




   




  Tanis, Egypt




  945 B.C.E.




   




  PRINCE RAHOTEP, eldest son of the magnificent God-King Psusennes II, slammed out of the banquet hall, the false laughter of self-important old men ringing in his ears. His golden brown eyes sparked with anger and frustration as he strode down the hall, eager to reach his room and escape his fast-approaching fate.




  Damn my father and his gods-blasted politics.




  Tomorrow he would be forced to do his duty as the pharaoh’s heir and forsake all personal ambitions and hopes in order to save the kingdom. The Libyans, their neighbors to the west, were a powerful and persistent lot. General Sheshonq I had long been a threat, striving to extend his reach from the arid soil of his land toward the lush country protected by the towering shadows of the mighty pyramids. After many years of increased bloodshed and the threat of war, Psusennes II had bowed beneath the pressure, unwilling to see his lands plundered and the mighty river stained red with blood. Sheshonq I had wanted to bind the pharaoh’s vow of submission through marriage, and so Psusennes II had sacrificed his only son upon the altar of political expediency.




  It was a shrewd maneuver, to be certain, but Rahotep could not find it in his heart to admire his father’s cleverness. He was still a young man, barely eighteen, and he found it hard to accept that he was being forced into such a repugnant situation. The next rising of the sun would see him locked in matrimony to Sheshonq I’s only daughter, the incomparable Hester, who had already taken the Egyptian name Hebeny as a sign of loyalty to her new country. She was soft in speech, graceful in manner, and her olive-skinned beauty was without equal.




  Yet Rahotep had remained unmoved upon their first meeting several months before. Her dark eyes, subtly lined with kohl, had seemed to him lifeless and cold. Hebeny had struck him as a spoiled girl, calculating and mean of spirit. Rahotep wanted absolutely nothing to do with her, for how could he calmly accept this onerous duty when he already possessed everything he could possibly want?




  The prince’s step quickened as he at last reached his private chambers. His personal guard opened the ornately carved doors—resplendent with the symbols of the gods and his own royal status—and his rebellious discontent calmed instantly as his gaze fell eagerly upon a slender form.




  “Pa’sheri.”




  Tiye looked up at the quiet salutation and smiled, his soft brown eyes glowing in the candlelight as he looked upon his prince. The boy was slight in stature, though strong of limb from a lifetime of toil. His skin, which held the vibrant shades of rich, freshly turned soil—a legacy from his half-Nubian mother—reflected the flickering light of the tapers scattered about the opulent room. He had been born a slave and knew he would die as such. Yet his heart was not mired in sadness, for he knew the blissful joy of shared love.




  “Mery,” Tiye replied. The endearment came easily to his lips, without causing a blush as it had oft done in the past. Little one. Beloved. Such were the names by which the prince and his slave were known only to each other. Tiye crossed the chamber, nimbly weaving his way among the rich furnishings, decorations, and objects of antique art that filled the room. He laughed as freely as any seventeen-year-old boy might, elated as his lover caught him up in a pair of strong arms.




  Their lips met and clung, and Tiye pulled back reluctantly after the passage of several heavenly minutes. Excitement at his love’s nearness quivered and hummed in his belly like the plucked string of an oud. Never did Rahotep fail to engender such a reaction within him, but as always, duty beckoned. Tiye grasped Rahotep’s hand and led him into the bath chamber before turning his attention to the richly embroidered shirt and blue-dyed kalasiris that covered his prince’s muscular form.




  “How went the negotiations?” Tiye asked, keeping his tone neutral with effort. Hoping the familiar task might settle his nerves, he took care to fold the garments before placing them in the large cedar chest sitting in a corner of the room. Ever since he had heard the first whispered hints of the pharaoh’s plans for placating the Libyan aggressors, his fretful gaze had been anxiously tracking Ra’s fiery passage across the sky. When they had finally come, the general and his daughter, Tiye knew he and his lover were living on borrowed time.




  “As well as my father hoped.”




  Rahotep sighed as he rubbed at tired eyes, the dark kohl lining them staining his fingertips. Glaring at the smudge in annoyance, he used his clean hand to dislodge the elaborate headdress from his long, silky black hair. His golden gaze tracked Tiye to the large, sunken tub that graced the center of the room, noticing the sudden stiffness in the youth’s movements. Tiye knelt and poured a vial of fragrant sandalwood oil into the steaming hot water that filled the gold-lined depression. He had removed his modest cotton skirt in anticipation of bathing his master, and Rahotep was unable to resist the enticement of that sleek expanse of naked skin.




  Tiye started when he was suddenly pulled flush against the prince’s hard chest and harder manhood. The stiff length of flesh pressed into the furrow of his buttocks, seeking to become reacquainted with what had been so willingly offered time and again. Tiye allowed himself a moment’s indulgence, pressing the curve of his ass against his lover’s arousal. His own need rose eagerly in response. Groaning softly at the delicious tease, Rahotep leaned his cheek against Tiye’s head and rubbed against the short nest of tight black curls before bending to press parted lips to the side of his long neck. Tiye closed his eyes and sighed as his hands fell to the arms wrapped around his waist, almost forgetting his duty as his prince sucked and nibbled at all of the sensitive spots he had spent the past few years charting.




  Rahotep growled in disappointment when Tiye pulled away, a flush apparent even beneath the dusky hue of his skin. Tiye stepped into the water, and Rahotep resisted playfully for a moment when Tiye grabbed his hand to pull him into the tub, unconsciously seeking to lighten the mood between them. But heaviness crept back into the air even as he closed his eyes in gratitude when Tiye poured a generous measure of cleansing oil into his hair and began to work the long mass into a rich lather.




  “And you are definitely to be wed tomorrow?”




  The question caught in Tiye’s throat, threatening to choke him, but he needed to know for certain. If he had learned anything during his life of servitude, it was that it did no good to ignore whatever Fate might bring. Tiye gently massaged Rahotep’s scalp before shifting his attention to the tense muscles in his lover’s shoulders. He was content for a while simply to trace his hands over Rahotep’s powerful body, watching as the water sluiced from his bronzed skin. But when long minutes passed without an answer, Tiye reached out with a hand, the slightest of tremors betraying him, and lifted Rahotep’s chin until he could look into his troubled eyes.




  “Please tell me.”




  “Yes.”




  The succinct reply cut like a knife into Tiye’s heart. He glanced away as tears stung his eyes, but he controlled them resolutely, unable to claim any surprise at the gut-wrenching answer. It had only been a matter of time before his beloved took a bride, as he must. For the past three years, he had been basking in a beautiful dream, but at last, the truth was no longer content to be neglected.




  He had been a scared, lonely child when he found himself appointed to serve the pharaoh’s son. When the pharaoh’s servants had come to his mother’s hovel in the slave village to take him away from her, his elder brother, and all he had ever known, he had wept bitter tears. Trembling with fear, he had gone to meet his new lord, but the prince’s bright smile of welcome had dazzled him. The ogre he had so dreaded was nowhere to be found. Instead, the young prince was by turns playful and kind, teasing Tiye when he lost the battle against his clumsy growing limbs and giving him a warm chest against which to hide his tears when the absence of his family became too much to bear.




  Tiye fell swiftly and irrevocably in love, swept away by the wonder that was his beautiful master. One night, not six months after he had come into the prince’s service, Rahotep had caught him staring, his besotted expression unable to hide the adoration that had grown so quickly in his heart. But the prince showed no revulsion, despite their common gender. By the grace of the gods, Tiye had found his impossible love fully returned, and they had spent the ensuing days lost in a blur of tender happiness and blistering passion.




  But now it was all to end. Tiye struggled desperately to hold himself together despite the shattering of his soul into a thousand pieces. Unable to speak, he turned away from Rahotep and moved to the edge of the tub. He tried to lift himself out of the water, but he was suddenly too weak. His prince would no longer be his alone. How would he survive knowing that his mery lay in the arms of another?




  There was no warning save a low, rumbling growl and an agitated wave of water rushing toward him. Tiye gasped as a pair of muscular arms hauled him into a punishing grip. The prince’s strong hands whirled him around until he was pinned by a fierce gaze that caused his heart to thunder in his chest. Tiye opened his mouth to speak, but whatever words he might have uttered were lost beneath the lips that descended upon his, devouring his will in a fervent kiss. Tiye moaned, his ribs creaking from the ferocious vise of Rahotep’s arms, but he encircled the prince’s neck just as desperately, pressing ever closer to his lover’s tall body.




  Rahotep pulled back only after Tiye had gone limp in his arms. When he opened his eyes, Rahotep fixed him with a turbulent stare, willing Tiye to heed him. “Do not doubt that I love you. Never doubt that!”




  The prince’s deep, commanding tone brooked no argument. For the first time, Tiye truly understood that this man, who had only ever filled his soul with joy and his body with sweet fire, would one day rule the most powerful kingdom in the known world. His blood sang with need as it rushed through his veins, sped by his pounding heart. So beautiful, his mery, his beloved prince. Rahotep’s tawny skin glistened in the candlelight, the smoothly shifting muscles in the arms holding him so close, proclaiming his strength. Tiye knew he would die the day those golden eyes ceased to look upon him. And yet how could this closeness between them continue when confronted with the truth?




  “I do not doubt it, but—” Tiye’s voice dropped to a whisper as the elegant image of his lover’s intended assailed him, taunting him with her cold perfection. “But we cannot continue on this way. You are to be wed, and I will have no further place in your life save as your devoted slave.” Tiye pushed futilely against Rahotep’s broad shoulders, voice cracking as his throat choked with unshed tears.




  Rahotep’s hold never slackened as Tiye struggled. He paid Tiye’s logic no more heed than he would a damselfly flitting along the shores of the Nile. “Nothing will ever replace you in my heart, my beautiful pa’sheri. Not pharaoh nor country, and certainly not a bride for whom I hold not the slightest affection. I go to this union like a beast to slaughter, powerless except to rail against my fate. But you will be my salvation, as you have always been.” With powerful grace, he lifted Tiye out of the water, holding him so they were eye-to-eye. “Not even the gods themselves can keep us apart. I will love you forever.” Rahotep gazed lovingly into Tiye’s shimmering eyes as he laid him against the cool golden tiles and slowly closed the distance between them. “And I will keep you here and make love to you until you accept this as truth or the gods damn our souls to the underworld.”




  Tiye parted his full lips in welcome at the questing thrust of a bold tongue, intoxicated by the sweetness of his prince. Powerful hips pushed forward, obliging him to spread his legs wide in accommodation. He moaned, his head falling back helplessly as Rahotep’s heavy arousal found his own swollen shaft. His body flamed with a sudden rush of exquisite heat, the aching flesh between his thighs straining upward wantonly to meet its fellow. Gentle fingertips brushed across his lashes, and a warm palm tenderly cupped his cheek. Tiye’s eyes blinked open to meet Rahotep’s soft regard. For a long moment, they gazed at each other, the vast gulf of their disparate births reduced to nothing. With only the softly lapping water to bear witness, a promise was made, silent but no less solemn and binding for its quiet. If there were such a thing as Fate, if destiny truly did hold sway over the lives of men, then without question they were meant to be together. Surely not even death itself could separate them.




  “Until the ending of the world,” Rahotep murmured against Tiye’s lips, urging him to finish the lines of the verse they had formed together one starry night on the banks of the great river.




  “My love shall never falter.”




  Tiye gloried in his lover’s strength as Rahotep lifted him and carried him to the soft hide stretched before the glowing hearth fire. Clever lips and a wicked tongue nuzzled and nipped at the brown nubs on his chest, coaxing them into sensitive points as he writhed helplessly beneath the tender caresses.




  “Mery!” Tiye cried as Rahotep delved between his legs to reverently worship his weeping shaft. His voice swiftly grew hoarse in shouted appreciation of his master’s skill. He reached down with frantic hands to bury his fingers in the soft hair that brushed against the skin of his inner thighs and draped teasingly over his belly and hips.




  “No,” Tiye moaned as his body shuddered. “Please, do not… yesss!”




  Rahotep smiled at the breathy, contradictory pleas as Tiye’s shaft pulsed desperately against his tongue. Tiye’s moans sounded to his ears like the singing of Isis, which could drive men mad with its divine beauty. With a long finger, he probed the tender entrance revealed by the careless sprawl of Tiye’s slender legs. Rahotep groaned, his own manhood throbbing in response as soft flesh fluttered and clenched around his finger.




  Flashes of light sparked behind Tiye’s shut lids as the finger deftly caressing his inner flesh withdrew and the wet heat of an intrepid tongue took its place. As though trying to escape from his overwrought body, he twisted his torso around and pressed his flushed face into the rug, grasping fitfully at the soft wool as Rahotep licked at his sensitive flesh. Strong thumbs pulled the smooth globes of his ass apart, and Tiye began to spout incoherent prayers for mercy as his lover’s tongue swirled against his quivering ring before dipping inside to taste his hidden depths. A possessive hand took hold of his arousal, stroking it slowly with a sword-roughened palm. Desire pooled low in his belly before slowly spreading through his trembling limbs until his entire body was bathed in heat and sweat.




  Lost in the taste of his beloved pa’sheri, Rahotep lingered as long as he dared, but his body soon clamored with the need to claim what was his. Bracing himself with arms that shivered with desperate weakness, he looked down at the boy stretched beneath him. Tiye’s smooth, dark skin glistened with the sweat of passion, glowing in the candlelight. Honey-tinted eyes gazed at him adoringly, and soft, full lips parted with gentle pants, tempting him to partake of this sweet gift from the gods.




  Tiye wrapped his slim legs around his prince’s waist, drawing Rahotep forward into the cradle of his thighs. Rahotep’s manhood touched Tiye’s sacred place, and it lengthened and hardened as he sensed the nearness of his treasured goal. Rahotep buried his face in the sweet curve of Tiye’s neck, inhaling the heady scent of clean sweat and heated arousal. He sucked gently at the long, vulnerable column, a primitive growl on his lips when he raised his head and saw the faint mark that he had made on the dark skin. Tiye’s dazed gaze caressed his face, and Rahotep answered his wordless plea with a soft kiss.




  “’Til darkness falls,” Rahotep whispered.




  Tiye’s brown eyes warmed in understanding as Rahotep thrust himself forward into paradise.




  Tiye clung to his prince throughout the long, passion-filled night, knowing it would be the last time they could be together so innocently. Tomorrow, his beloved would marry, and Rahotep’s new bride would usurp his place in his lover’s bed. As he slept in his prince’s arms, anguished tears slid down his face and into the solid warmth pillowing his head.




   




   




  “BASTARD! SON of a diseased whore! How dare he betray me?” The clatter of expensive trinkets hitting the stone floor filled the room as Hebeny cleared her dressing table with a violent swipe of her bangle-laden arm. “Am I not the daughter of the mighty Sheshonq? And he would set me aside for some unclean Nubian filth on the very eve of our wedding?”




  Trella winced as the lines around her lady’s mouth deepened, making her look far older than her seventeen years. She had been forced to be the bearer of the unwelcome tidings, and now she waited silently for her mistress’s heated tirade to run its course, having learned that was always the most prudent option. What would inevitably follow, she knew from experience, would be far worse. Indeed, silence soon fell, and Hebeny sat quietly for a long moment. Her black eyes, lined extravagantly with kohl, flashed with hatred as she gazed upon the cruelly beautiful reflection looking back at her from a sheet of beaten metal. A shudder racked Trella’s frail body when the girl favored her with a gaze colder than the Gulf of Sidra’s treacherous currents.




  “Trella, my love, you have confirmed my suspicions about my betrothed, and it grieves me.” Hebeny’s tone dripped with malice, belying her expression of regret. “But I cannot allow such perfidy to go unpunished, not even by a man as unblemished as Prince Rahotep.”




  Trella felt a moment’s compassion for the poor man who was to wed her harridan of a mistress. She longed to look away as Hebeny’s glance became pregnant with meaning.




  “You know what to do,” the girl said in a voice devoid of emotion.




  Trella wished with all her heart that she possessed the courage to deny her lady’s maleficent will. Faced with her own cowardice, she merely nodded and slunk off to obey her mistress’s command.




  Hebeny watched her go, waiting until the door shut completely behind her before moving toward it and sliding the lock into place. Confident she would remain undisturbed, Hebeny strode purposefully toward the darkest corner of her bedchamber. There, on an ornately carved round wooden table, sat a small altar formed of onyx. The black stone repelled the eye, swallowing all light so it seemed obscured from view. It was covered with a fine layer of dust, as none of the slaves would go near it even to clean it, fearing that it bore the evil eye and might curse them.




  Closing her eyes, Hebeny raised her hands toward the altar, palms outward in perfunctory reverence. Head lifted proudly in reckless defiance, she whispered the forbidden words she had been taught in the secret underground temples of her homeland. The ancient language flowed effortlessly from her tongue, the incantation building in volume slowly as it gained in strength. The words of the caustic spell were sharp enough to pierce through living flesh. The room filled with dark power, weighing down the very air with malevolence until it seemed as though Hebeny would be unable to withstand the forces she had summoned.




  The onyx began to glow, growing ever more luminescent as the incantation reached a fevered pitch. A gray pallor leached the color from Hebeny’s tawny skin, and sweat gleamed upon her face, reflecting the stone’s dark light. Her body began to sway back and forth, her black hair tumbling down her back as her head fell backward in a parody of ecstasy. Her shouts filled the room until the very stones resonated with the power of her words. The air grew hot, burning her throat and stifling her breath, but the young sorceress persevered through sheer force of will, her endurance bolstered by the depths of her rage and wounded pride. As her mortal flesh threatened to succumb to the spectral fires that singed her hair and blackened her skin, she abruptly ended her casting with a demanding cry.




  “Come now before me, Lord Set, bringer of chaos! Hear your loyal servant’s plea, oh vengeful one, and smite my enemies beneath your merciless heel.” The prayer rolled easily from her lips, learned when she was but a child. Her father had long had plans for his only daughter and Psusennes II’s son, but he would not see her go unprotected into a foreign land. Now a powerful priestess of Set, she called the fearsome god to her aid without hesitation or regret.




  Hebeny stood unflinching as a strong wind whipped through her room, the air laden with scouring gusts of desert sand though her windows were tightly closed. All light fled as the wind extinguished every candle, leaving only the ghostly glow seeping from the small altar of stone. The wisp of illumination rose as smoke from the onyx, undisturbed by the gritty maelstrom. Suddenly, the shapeless fog curled in on itself, twisting into a tight coil until it coalesced into a bright sphere in the center of the room. Stretching and deforming with obscene undulations, the light morphed into human form.




  An abrupt flash stole Hebeny’s vision, but when her eyesight returned, she was met by the image of a viciously beautiful man. He stood where the light had been, his tall frame radiating the arrogance of unchecked power. Long hair tinged with the dark red of spilled blood fell down his back, and deep, ruby eyes promised an eternity of torment. His shoulders were broad, his carriage regal beyond that claimed by any earthly pharaoh. Chiseled muscles rippled beneath his blackened skin as he shifted and glanced toward the young girl staring up at him with a haughty gaze.




  Hebeny’s heart beat faster at the sight of him despite the hint of fear that shivered deliciously through her from head to toe. She bowed her head in insincere modesty as the god looked down at her. He chuckled briefly before the deep rumble of his voice caressed her ears.




  “This posture of humility does not become you, little witch. Come now, lift your head and tell me what it is you would have of me. Your aura fair pulses with hatred, and the desire for revenge stains your very soul.”




  Hebeny glared up at the god, her dark gaze refusing to shy from his awesome presence. “My betrothed has betrayed me with a gods-spurned boy,” she snarled, “flaunting his perversion in my face and naming me fool. I care not that he be a future pharaoh. I will not be mocked by one such as him!”




  The god smiled as her voice rose to an enraged shout, amused by her puny ire. “But you do not love this prince, so what do you care with whom he slakes his lusts?” His tone dripped with mock confusion. “If this boy brings him happiness—”




  “I will not be made to endure second place to some lowborn cur!” She spat upon the floor as though to cleanse the filth of Rahotep’s perfidy from her mouth.




  “And how am I to soothe your injured pride? Why have you summoned me?” the god taunted. He already knew what she wanted but nonetheless greatly anticipated hearing her request. Endlessly fascinating was the human capacity for petty spite, and the cruelty concentrated in this tiny girl captivated him more than most.




  “Soon the boy will be dead, and I guarantee it will be done in such a way that the prince’s depraved heart will be utterly destroyed. I ask only this of you, mighty Set: damn the slave’s soul to eternal torment such that he will know the penalty for humiliating me. Once he is gone, I shall comfort what remains of my darling prince, showering him with every earthly pleasure until his will is enslaved to my own. And when he has at last reached the peak of happiness, I will tell him of his wretched lover’s fate. Then I shall kill him myself so he might experience the endless delight of your tender mercies, my lord.”




  Hebeny fixed her haughty gaze unwaveringly on the god, never doubting that her wish would be granted. Her jaw fell agape, and she flinched in shock when her callous demand was met with mocking laughter.




  “Compared to the scorpion’s sting, you would not be embarrassed by the judgment.” Set’s mocking chuckle was like the rumble of quiet thunder. “But I am sorry, my pet. I cannot meet your request. Damn them though I might, their souls will simply meet again during the next cycle of their existence.”




  “Then tear their souls asunder!” she screamed, her slippered foot stamping on the stone floor in frustration. “If their love be true and not some base convenience, make them suffer the damnation of eternal loneliness. Let them be kept apart even throughout all the ages of the world.”




  Set laughed, the walls shaking with the force of his mirth. “This is no small task you set for me, girl. The prince and his lover are bound by Shai, the guardian of Fate, and none, not even I, may thwart him. Even if you were to kill them in this life, their spirits will be reborn to this world time and again, and in no life shall they be kept from each other. No, I am afraid this is an impossible request.”




  Hebeny glared at him, refusing to accept the summary refusal. “Then tell me, oh mighty Set,” she grated, any hint of respect fleeing before her ire, “how might I see my desire fulfilled?”




  The god favored her with a slow smile that was terrible and beautiful to behold. For the first time in her life, Hebeny felt the chill of true dread.




  “If you would see your revenge done, then you, not chance, must be the author of their misery. It is within my power to set you at their heels throughout time immemorial. You will be able to follow them throughout the incarnations of their lives and thwart their love by your own cleverness.”




  An eternity to seek her revenge! The heady possibility of Set’s proposal astounded her, and Hebeny’s face brightened with malicious glee at his words. She opened her mouth to accept, when he continued.




  “But know that as Rahotep and his sweet Tiye properly greet each life with innocent souls, you will retain all memory and knowledge of every life you might live.” He watched her with a steady, knowing gaze as she paled. “The human mind was not meant to bear the terrible weight of the ages, but if you are committed to this path, this will be your test.”




  The sobering warning lay heavily on her. To never know the blessings of true reincarnation? It went against every tenet and precept she had ever been taught. How would it be to be a mere babe with years, even centuries worth of memories to endure? Could she truly withstand such a burden?




  As doubt swirled darkly in her thoughts, sapping her will, a vision of her handsome prince and his accursed slave flashed before her eyes. She had once caught a glimpse of the boy as he trailed in his master’s wake, and the devotion that had shone upon his face had shaken her to the core. The boy’s feelings for his master were unmistakable, but she refused to call their degenerate affection love. Irrational hate filled her, searing away all foreboding. Hebeny raised her black eyes and met the amused regard of the god standing patiently before her, determination stamped upon her delicate features.




  Set read the answer on her face and chuckled. She truly was a treasure, one he would be sure to cherish when the time came. “Then it shall be. You will be the agent of your own success, and it will be measured thus: Rahotep and Tiye will meet and love in the ages to come as they have in this life. If, however, you can turn their love to hate and set them against each other, even unto death, then you will carry on and may join them in their next life as the guardian of their destruction.




  “But,” he continued, his voice vibrant with perverse delight, “if you fail to defeat their love, which the very stars have proclaimed, and one of them ends your life while protecting the other, the cycle of your own existence will be forever sundered. You will not be reborn or take your final place in Anubis’s kingdom. Rather, you must submit yourself to me and walk in the burning desert of madness for all eternity. Neither rest nor respite will you find, only the harsh embrace of chaos’s sand and the scorpion’s terrible sting. And worst of all, you will know that Rahotep and Tiye will be together forevermore, finding and loving each other throughout all the lives they may yet live.




  “Now, my girl, do you agree to my terms?” Set gazed softly at Hebeny’s ashen face, waiting for the inevitable moment when her fierce pride would overcome any notion of sense or self. Indeed, she did not long contemplate her latent ruin. With all the desperate recklessness and certainty of youth, Hebeny tossed her head, flinging back long black hair as she met his gaze with arrogant defiance.




  “I accept. They will know only despair, I swear it, and I will honor you with their pain.”




  Set only smiled before disappearing without further discourse. Hebeny had but a moment to ponder the deal she had struck before her musings were broken by the sound of angry shouts.




  CHAPTER 1




   




   




   




  “WE ARE of one body and share one soul.” His tone was steady, belying his pain as his sword buried itself deeply within his lover’s belly. The beautiful boy collapsed against him, blood covering their white garments with a vivid, ghastly red. It was a long moment before he realized the pain spreading through him was not merely from grief.




  Blood spread beneath their feet as the failing beats of their hearts added to the steaming pool. He looked into his lover’s eyes and saw only sorrow and devastating regret.




  Forgive me.




  His heart heard the words the boy could not speak. He glanced down, but only the dagger’s hilt could be seen, the length of it buried deep in his chest. He looked up at his lover once more, his strength failing as he graced the boy with a gentle smile.




  “Mery,” the boy gasped, his final breath cooling the blood that bubbled from his lips.




  They both fell to the ground, their fall marked by a cry of horror. And somewhere out in the howling desert could be heard the malevolent laughter of a delighted god….




   




   




  “GET YOUR shit together, Macon, or you’ll be spending the rest of your career finding lost pets, Detective.”




  Mumbling an echo of the captain’s warning, Brian stared down moodily at his glass. Not that he could bring himself to care that his career was spiraling down the toilet. He was only thirty-three, but he was already feeling burned-out. All the shiny idealism that had carried him through the police academy at the top of his class was long buried in the dirt and muck of too many bodies and not enough justice.




  Ice tinkled against the sides of the glass as Brian gently swirled his drink. He took a sip, wincing at the harsh burn that identified the whiskey as less than top-shelf. Sounds of quiet conversation and the slick swish of waiters decked out in a server’s semblance of black tie passed around him unnoticed.




  As gay bars went, Blackjack’s was more upscale than most. It was a bar in the truest sense, where guys could go and enjoy a drink and a leisurely chat without the pheromone-laden noise of dance clubs. An unseen sound system was piping in classical music, and the lighting was just low enough to create an intimate atmosphere while still allowing a man to see a potential evening companion clearly. Blackjack’s was perfect for men who were fatigued by the club scene but still wanted to enjoy the openness of a sympathetic setting. Brian had occasionally gone there for more social reasons, but tonight he was there simply out of a desire to avoid anyone from work. He was pretty sure he was the only gay man working Homicide out of the 8th Precinct.




  Feeling older than his years, Brian stared absently at nothing in particular. It wasn’t a good idea to drink on a work night, but the whiskey was a necessary medicinal—a cure for his recent lack of sleep. His dreams had been disturbing of late, as much for the content as for their repetitiveness. Images of thin, dark-skinned arms wrapping around the neck of an olive-toned man dressed in the rich apparel of some impossibly ancient time drifted across his mind. He quickly took a deeper drink to distract himself before the picture could fully take form, but it wasn’t easy to quell the feelings that lingered from the dream. Even now, hours after waking and after putting in a full shift at the station, the memory of the dream made him hard. The loving press of the taller man’s strong, toned body again his smaller companion, the caress of the boy’s seeking fingers against his lover’s skin….




  Brian squirmed on his bar stool, helpless to prevent his arousal even as he fought against it. He glared down at the amber liquid as the condensation from the glass coated his long fingers with chilly wetness. He could have simply chalked the visions up to his recent spate of abstinence if it weren’t painfully clear there was far more between the dream couple than mere sex.




  “Who gives a shit?”




  He had no time for romance, imaginary or otherwise. Brian knocked back the rest of his drink and contemplated whether to get another. The bartender noticed his empty glass and looked over at him, but Brian didn’t immediately meet the man’s gaze. He was on duty tomorrow and couldn’t afford the hangover or the derision he would face from overindulging.




  Brian winced as he caught his reflection in the mirror lining the wall behind the row of liquor bottles. Lines of exhaustion etched the light brown skin of his face. The green hazel eyes that gazed back at him were slightly red, as much from the whiskey as the tiredness that had become his constant companion. Cursing his irritatingly low tolerance, Brian settled for tipping a cube of ice from the glass into his mouth and sucking on it. His tongue absently chased the taste of whiskey lingering on the cold surface as the bartender took the hint and turned his attention toward a waiting customer.




  It had been a long day—hell, a long few weeks—and he was dog tired from his inability to get a decent night’s sleep. Unfortunately, he couldn’t blame everything on the high-budget porno that kept playing in his head every night. The dead body he and his partner, Angela Lovell, had investigated two days ago was the third in three weeks that hadn’t fit the usual mold of street violence. The victim had been an unimportant, low-level member of the Cosmino crime family. What was odd was the precision of the bullet hole that had scooped out a sizeable portion of the man’s brain. The coroner had been adamant that a run-of-the-mill handgun hadn’t caused the wound.




  Forensics had found the bullet in the wall of the victim’s apartment, just as they had with the prior victim, another Cosmino flunky. And just like its predecessor, the bullet had been frustratingly clean of any markings or distinguishing characteristics. Their lack of progress in finding any useful clues about who was hunting mobsters had severely displeased his beautiful but bitchy captain. Not that anyone would miss the scum, but the longer the rash of hits continued, the worse the department looked. Captain Preston was a woman of ambition, and she refused to tolerate any black marks on her otherwise perfect record.




  Too bad she sounded like a screeching crow when she was pissed. With her insults ringing in his ears like nails on a blackboard, the last of the ice dissolved on Brian’s tongue. He glanced at the bartender’s back, thinking that maybe just one more drink wasn’t such a bad idea after all.




  “Forgive me for bothering you, but please tell me exactly who has put such a disagreeable expression on your face so that I may kill them.”




  The unexpected words, spoken in a mild yet outrageously sexy accent, made Brian lift his head sharply. He blinked in astonishment at the man who had presumptuously taken the stool next to him. Resentment at having his solitude disturbed by some guy on the make bubbled up but died a swift death as he got a good look at his uninvited companion. The stranger’s features were finely sculpted, his close-cropped hair a shade so blond as to be almost white. The man’s ice-blue eyes were somehow warm as they gazed at him, instantly tempering Brian’s glare into a helpless stare. He was undeniably gorgeous, but the unexpected shock of recognition that shot through Brian caused him to clutch desperately at the empty glass in his hand.




  I know him.




  The thought ran through him like a shiver. Somehow, he’d known this man his entire life. Shaking his head to rid it of the ridiculous notion, Brian scowled, more unnerved than annoyed. The man quirked an eyebrow at him curiously, but his unwavering gaze was expectant, as though he was confident he wouldn’t be rejected. His expression was open and inviting, but behind his calm, glacier-hued regard, Brian could sense a hidden intensity, a keen focus that was determined to miss nothing. The man’s focus suddenly sharpened, and Brian was nearly convinced the man sensed the slight change in his breathing and the quickening of his pulse. The stranger’s gaze shifted downward almost before Brian realized the warmth in his cheeks was an aberrant flush.




  Humiliated at the revealing streaks of color, Brian turned away and lifted his glass to his lips distractedly before remembering that he had already drained it dry. He blinked at the empty glass, his discomfiture rapidly turning to self-disgust before mellowing into amusement at a seduction well played. Lifting his glass in acknowledgement, Brian smirked and glanced at the man from the corner of his eye. “That’s a creative line. Are you always so inventive?” His stomach fluttered when the stranger chuckled. Brian wondered when he’d suddenly become a randy teenager with his first crush.




  “Well, not to dash your expectations, but let me follow with this: may I buy you another drink?”




  Brian laughed in spite of himself as he turned to look at the newcomer full-on. That unsettling focus was gone, but he hadn’t been imagining how handsome the man was. His gaze drifted surreptitiously over the stranger’s fair, shapely brows, strong cheekbones, and thin yet sensuous lips. A prominent, slightly crooked nose kept his face from being too perfect, but even that flaw wasn’t enough to relieve the noticeable tightness in Brian’s pants.




  “Sure, why not?” he answered, ignoring the voice in the back of his mind telling him this was a bad idea. Brian had a feeling this wouldn’t end with just drinks, but after the day he’d had, he deserved a little selfishness. The man smiled at him, fueling the growing hardness between his legs and quieting the lingering guilt that niggled at his conscience. Brian stared at the man’s finger as he lifted it to gain the bartender’s attention. Wondering how he could possibly find an index finger sexy, Brian forcibly looked away as his stranger ordered a martini for himself and a refill of whatever Brian was having.




  “This is a beautiful piece, ja?”




  Brian blinked at the non sequitur. He glanced distractedly at the bartender as the man set a newly filled glass in front of him before looking back toward his companion. The soothing music was nice enough, but he didn’t know a concerto from concrete. “Um, I can’t say I’ve heard it before.” For a moment, Brian was tempted to pretend he was more sophisticated than he really was, but he knew his cheap suit practically screamed “middle-class peon.”




  “Beethoven’s Appasionata,” the man elaborated. “The third movement. Do you hear how the strings strain through the arpeggios, almost as though they’re fighting gravity?” His hand moved in graceful counterpoint as he spoke expressively about a clearly beloved topic.




  Brian understood only one word in ten, but the man’s deep voice, supremely suited for the gutturalness of his accent, only heightened his fascination. Brian quickly realized he would have been equally entranced if the stranger were reading from an actuarial table.




  “I have occasionally heard this piece attempted with a full orchestra in this way, but the maestro intended it for the piano. No other instrument is truly capable of capturing the essence of his intent. The ebb and flow of emotions, like winds ripping through the trees of the Black Forest during a storm. Such powerful imagery created with the mere touch of hammers to strings.”




  After the second serving of alcohol, Brian was feeling pleasantly warm and decidedly less cautious than he had a minute ago. He stared as the man paused to sip his martini, mesmerized by the sight of his lips, which glistened with droplets of gin. The stranger picked up the speared olives from the glass and took one of them between his teeth to slide it free. Brian shifted uncomfortably on his stool. Sensing a lull in the conversation and eager for it to continue, he hazarded a guess as to his companion’s nationality.




  “You’re European?”




  The flash of straight white teeth made Brian realize he’d said something embarrassingly gauche. He wanted to be angry, but there was no hint of condescension in the man’s demeanor, only amusement at Brian’s obvious gambit.




  “I am German. And you are American, ja?”




  Because Europe isn’t a country. Brian could almost hear the gentle correction. Fighting off yet another blush, he answered with a crooked smile that was more than a little sheepish. “Yeah, I was raised right here in the city. I’ve never been to Germany, or even out of the country for that matter.” Brian felt a little better when the man’s expression remained free of any hint of pity for Brian’s lack of worldly experience.




  “Um, the Black Forest, is that where you’re from? Is it nice?” He would have winced at the banality of their exchange if he’d been a little more sober and the man gazing at him almost fondly had been a little less hot. As it was, he was willing to talk about the time he’d gotten sick on the teacup ride at Disney World when he was six if it would keep his companion talking. Thinking about why he was so unwilling to end this interlude made him uneasy, but the whiskey dulled the edge of his concern.




  “Um, no. I grew up in Potsdam, when it was still part of East Germany. But when I was a child, I loved to read about the forest and its nearby mountains. I finally got a chance to visit when I was in college, and yes, it is very nice. Would you come to my hotel room with me?”




  The question was so straightforward and without preliminaries that it took Brian a moment to process it. But when he did, his body was quick to answer before his mind could interfere. Swelling to full hardness, Brian resisted the urge to press his legs together to appease the sudden ache. The man watched him closely, his brilliant blue gaze taking note of the uncertainty Brian felt flit over his face.




  This is ridiculous. Rolling his eyes, Brian shook his head as his shoulders moved in a silent, humorless chuckle. He was a grown man, far beyond the stage of trolling for pickups in bars, and all he could think about was following some stranger to his hotel? No way. He didn’t have time for this, and he especially had no interest in hooking up with some guy from out-of-town who was just looking for some local color to enliven his evening. It was past time he did the responsible thing and went home to sleep off his impending hangover so he’d be ready for another day of the job he’d increasingly come to hate.




  Bracing his hands against the edge of the counter, Brian lowered his feet to the floor so he could push his stool away from the bar. He turned to make some excuse he hoped wasn’t overly lame when a warm hand fell atop his own.




  “Please say yes. You don’t have to be afraid of me.”




  Shit. Brian glared at the man and cursed him silently, wondering how in the hell he’d guessed the real reason Brian was planning to flee as fast as he could. A challenge darkened his gaze, daring the man to force the issue and give him an excuse to walk away. But the stranger merely stared at him with an emotion Brian did not dare try to identify but which caused his stomach to knot with something akin to anticipation. The man’s gaze was direct and intense, filling him with need. The weight of the hand against his was disturbingly familiar, and a jolt of electric heat threatened to scorch him where they touched. Brian started to jerk his hand away and tell the bastard to go fuck himself, but the man squeezed his hand ever so slightly.




  The invitation wasn’t repeated, but the blue eyes examining his face for the tiniest reaction spoke loudly. As Brian returned the blond’s steady gaze, a voice whispered an unknown word into his ear.




  Mery.




  “Yes.”




  Brian didn’t even realize he’d spoken until he saw the pleased grin spread slowly across the stranger’s face.




   




   




  THE WALK from the bar to the man’s hotel was short, and Brian barely remembered a second of it. He wanted to blame the whiskey for the shameful quickness with which he’d accepted the offer, but as a cop, he’d learned that lying to oneself was futile at best. This was lust, pure and simple. A beautiful, exotic stranger had invited him back to his room for a one-night stand. Hell, he was living every man’s dream. Surely it was high time he allowed his libido to drown out his common sense.




  Absorbed with trying to convince himself he wasn’t being unforgivably stupid, Brian was grateful the man kept up an innocuous flow of conversation that required little response.




  “I’m a freelance writer for a small music publication out of Frankfurt,” the man said, responding to the question Brian guessed he’d asked.




  “Music? Like what, bands?” Brian groaned silently as throaty laughter reached straight into his shorts.




  “Nein, not exactly. The magazine focuses mostly on classical music. I travel around to attend various performances of different orchestras, chamber groups, and the like, and critique them for the magazine.”




  That explained how he was able to speak so fluently about the music playing in the bar. The Appasionata. Brian remembered how the word had rolled off his companion’s tongue.




  “I enjoy it because it gives me an excuse to see the world.” The man chuckled again, and Brian feared he could easily become addicted to the sound. They stopped before the front entrance of a posh hotel. Brian reassessed his assumptions about how much a freelance writer must make as he followed the man through the hotel’s sliding glass doors.




  The lobby shouted elegance and money, neither of which Brian was used to. Compared to the long camelhair coat that hung so casually from the man’s broad shoulders, he keenly felt the statement his own off-the-rack trench made as they crossed the well-appointed lobby. Several people glanced toward them, and the desk clerk peered curiously in their direction as they passed by reception. Self-consciousness made his shoulders tense, the obvious difference in his and his companion’s financial status making Brian feel like he’d been bought for the evening.




  Ignoring the looks, he stared at the back of the figure walking in front of him, distracting himself by applying his professional judgment to the man’s physique. Six two, 190 pounds, he guessed. Four inches taller than him, ten pounds heavier, and if the man’s supremely balanced gait was anything to go by, all of it muscle. So much for the image of some pudgy, effete desk jockey. The only thing that pegged the man as a writer was his pale skin, but that was as likely a product of genetics as anything. He certainly displayed no other hallmarks of someone who made their living sitting on his ass. And what an ass it is, Brian mused as his gaze drifted helplessly in that direction.




  “Sir, may I help you?”




  Brian turned to look at the man addressing him, his shiny, buffed name tag identifying him as Charles, the hotel manager. His weak chin was thrust forward, and lines of disapproval etched the skin around his prissy mouth. Brian realized he wasn’t the only one who thought he didn’t belong there.




  Well, fuck me.




  Brian surmised he was about to be politely ejected from this fine establishment and resisted the urge to flash his badge, punch the man in the face, or maybe both. Let’s see how he likes it next time he needs to call the police for something. Not bothering to glance toward his companion’s retreating back, Brian decided it was high time he put an end to this stupid scene. But just as he was about to say something that would surely prompt the manager to call for security, a hand fell heavily atop his shoulder.




  “Is there a problem here?” His deep-voiced accent prominently on display, the man held the key card to his room discretely at his side, fingering it absently and telegraphing the fact that he was a patron of the hotel. The manager blanched beneath the hooded, icy blue gaze.




  “Ah, no, sir. Well, I was just asking this gentleman what his business was.”




  “He is my guest. Do you require anything else?” The clipped tone brooked no further opposition.




  Brian fumed silently as the manager made some stumbling excuse and assured his customer that there was no problem whatsoever. The urge to just make some excuse or other and head for the door was strong, but it died a humiliatingly quick death when the man gestured for him to go ahead of him, the killer smile aimed in his direction blinding Brian into obedience. Trying to ignore the way his heart skipped in response, Brian did as requested. They reached the elevator bank without further incident, but Brian felt his control over the situation was rapidly disappearing as the elevator came immediately at the man’s call.




  Although they were alone in the conveyance, the ride up was uneventful. Brian mentally shook his head, wondering what, exactly, he’d been expecting. To be thrown against the wall for a quick fuck? He’d obviously been watching too much porn. Brian glanced at his companion out of the corner of his eye, but the man was silent as he gazed up at the progression of lighted numbers on the display panel above the door.




  The stranger was the epitome of that certain brand of European sophistication that American men, no matter how urbane, never quite managed to copy. It was more than the cut of his clothes or the glint of the gold chain at his throat. It wasn’t simply the breadth of the shoulders that stretched the expensive material of his coat or the impressive chest that pressed against his fine woolen sweater. The neat cut of his fair hair and the precisely trimmed sideburns, the endless stretch of his legs in those tailored slacks—they merely added to the overall impression.




  Brian drew himself up when he realized he was staring. It was then that he noted the tight set of the man’s jaw and the way he held his hands clasped at his sides, clenched almost into fists. He was clearly annoyed at something, but Brian decided not to worry about what it might be. Instead, he joined in watching the floor numbers as he struggled to suppress the growing erection that was becoming more and more pronounced the longer they were together.




  The elevator finally reached the indicated floor, and after a quick walk down the carpeted hallway, the man paused to swipe his key card in the electronic lock of room 1201. Brian knew he was paying close attention to meaningless details to avoid thinking about how ridiculously out of character he was acting. But that didn’t stop him from indulging in the diversionary exercise.




  The room was as elegant and understated as everything else in the hotel. A couch upholstered in dark chocolate leather sat in the middle of the room, flanked by a tall lamp on one side and a matching arm chair on the other. The couch faced a set of picture windows that stretched from wall to wall and showed the city in all of its nighttime glory. Brian walked over to the windows and looked out at the sea of pinpoint lights. If only he could fool himself that the beauty wasn’t hiding so much dirt.




  “Please allow me to apologize for the manager’s rude behavior.”




  Brian started in surprise at the sound of his companion’s voice, then shrugged. Why should he care that the hotel manager had been a pretentious jerk? “Don’t worry about it. I’ve heard worse.”




  “That’s a pity. I can’t imagine that anyone would be intentionally rude to you.”




  Brian bit back a snort, thinking of all the crude things perps had said to him over the years. He didn’t bother explaining that he was a cop. They hadn’t even exchanged names, and that was a piece of information he didn’t feel the need to share.




  “Would you like a drink?”




  When Brian turned, the man was standing next to a bar inset into the wall beside the door. A flick of a switch illuminated a bank of tastefully recessed lighting above the bar. Other than that, the room remained in shadow. The setting couldn’t be described as anything other than romantic, and the undeniable ambiance sent Brian into panic mode.




  “Look. You don’t have to entertain me like we’re on a date or something. If you want to fuck, let’s fuck.”




  The man’s self-assured smile faltered for the first time. “It’s true that I want us to have sex, but there is no need to be uncivil. I did not ask you here merely for a fuck.”




  Brian felt ashamed even as he shivered at the way the man’s accent turned the already provocative word into something downright sinful. He turned back toward the window to hide his discomfort.




  “Sorry.” He could barely hear his own mumbled apology, but his companion’s ears must have been better than his own.




  “Please, have a seat and let me pour you a drink. I have enjoyed our conversation. There is no reason to hurry.”




  Brian begged to differ, as his inexplicable case of nerves got worse. He wasn’t some trembling virgin. He’d taken his share of cock in his day. But something about this man warned him that it would be dangerous to stick around any longer than it took to satisfy his libido. Brian ignored the little voice in his head that called him a coward.




  “What if I want to hurry?”




  The man watched Brian carefully as he slowly crossed the room, dropping his coat over the back of the couch as he passed it. Brian paused in front of him, swallowing his apprehension as he reached out and took a fistful of the man’s soft sweater. He didn’t react as Brian pulled him forward, but neither did he resist as their lips came together.




  For a few seconds, the only contact between them was that light, innocent touch. Warmth, tenderness, and a disturbing sense of rightness flowed into Brian. Why? The question poked at the back of his mind. Why did this feel so perfect, so inevitable? But before he could come up with an answer, the innocent kiss abruptly changed, becoming all fire and heat, as gentleness turned into a blazing conflagration of mutual desire and all doubt was swept away.




  Pa’sheri, come to me.




  Brian was extremely grateful for the strong arms wrapped securely around his waist, uncertain whether it was the kiss or the mysterious voice in his head that suddenly turned his knees to water. All he knew was that he didn’t want the kiss to end. Ever. The firm press of the man’s lips was a revelation to his senses. He somehow knew just how hard to press, just when to bite, just when to thrust his tongue into Brian’s mouth with deep, confident strokes. It was like this stranger had known him forever. Every caress, every hot point of contact—from the warmth of the hand kneading his ass through the fabric of his pants to the powerful thigh wedged between his legs, pressing tightly to his groin—reduced him to a quivering mass of need.




  Brian was unaccustomed to being ruled by the base demands of his body. Over a year of celibacy was testament that he didn’t just fall into bed with any handsome guy who glanced his way. Hell, all he knew about the man who was taking ownership of his mouth was that he was a writer and he liked Beethoven.




  The ache between his legs didn’t give a damn. The pulse fluttering in his throat didn’t care about his reservations. Nothing mattered but the firm chest pressing against his own, the man’s heavy heartbeat reverberating into his own body. The sensuous dance of the tongue claiming his mouth was all-consuming, finding and exploiting every sensitive corner as though they had been lovers for years rather than seconds. Brian moaned and wrapped his arms around the taller man’s neck, holding on for sanity and dear life.




  A throaty, unrestrained moan caught Brian off guard, and it took him a moment to recognize the voice as his. But he couldn’t find the will to summon the embarrassment that would usually follow such a loss of control. Even in his younger days, he hadn’t been promiscuous. In college, he’d been too focused on his career goals. Then in the academy, he’d just been too damned busy trying to survive the training to be overly indulgent in his sex life. Besides, after Dennis, he had become something of a loner, preferring the solitude of his dorm, or later his tiny academy apartment, to braving the dating scene. Now, years later, his social skills hadn’t improved much.




  But being here with this beautiful man… this wasn’t hard. In fact, it was the easiest thing he’d ever done. A deep groan filled his mouth, prompting him to reciprocate in kind, the mutual sounds of pleasure resonating like a familiar song. Large hands swept down his back, and Brian felt the lingering warmth of soothing comfort in their wake. If he weren’t so turned-on, he knew he’d be freaking out.




  “You taste like cheap whiskey.”




  Brian barely had time to register the comment before the man dove in for another kiss.




  “Umm, delicious.”




  Brian’s laugh was lost as the man’s tongue delved deeply into his mouth, as though seeking out the lingering flavor. Like everything else about his companion, he even tasted classy, like expensive vermouth, or what Brian imagined vermouth might taste like if he’d ever had any. When long nimble fingers abruptly went to work on the buttons of his shirt, it was almost a relief, but Brian couldn’t help tensing as strong hands came into burning contact with his bare skin.




  “W-wait.” Wincing at the unsteadiness of his voice, Brian wrapped his hands around the man’s biceps, holding him at bay as he raggedly dragged air into his lungs. He couldn’t deny he wanted the man desperately, but things were moving too fast. His brain struggled to kick into gear against the drugging lust sapping his intelligence. He needed to give his cock a chance to calm down so he could think this through, so he could decide if he was honestly ready to allow some stranger to fuck him in a hotel room. A stranger who was doing very wicked things to his neck with his teeth and the tip of his tongue.




  “Just—just wait a second.” The breathiness of his tone was humiliating.




  The man caressed his sides with slow, calming strokes, as if Brian were a skittish horse that needed reassuring. Brian was mesmerized by the contrast of the man’s pale hands against his darker skin, the gentle touch steadying Brian even as his body thrummed like an instrument under the guidance of a master.




  “Shhh, just relax. You don’t need to be afraid.”




  In that instant, Brian became absolutely convinced that German accents should be illegal, or at least reserved for actors in adult movies. “Yeah, right.”




  The man chuckled. “If I am to give you cause for concern, I will ensure that you enjoy it very much.” He flashed that killer smile again, causing something eager and greedy to clench in Brian’s gut. “Come. We should take this elsewhere, ja? I’m too old to relish the thought of making out on the floor.”




  Brian laughed wryly, appreciating his companion’s attempt to put him at ease. And damn him, it was working. “Yeah, my back would probably prefer a mattress.”




  Although the man relaxed at the display of humor, his grip was firm, refusing to let Brian escape. Warmth spread from their joined hands, radiating out to fill Brian’s entire body, and he tried not to dwell on why the presumptuous gesture didn’t piss him off.




  The bedroom was probably as nice as the rest of the hotel suite, but Brian didn’t see much of it. His entire world winnowed down to the press of the man’s firm lips, the weight of his hands, and the wet heat of his tongue. Brian was amazed they didn’t kill themselves as they maneuvered through the room in a complicated pas de deux. Clothing—Brian’s tie and vest, the man’s scarf and jacket—soon lay on the floor in an incriminating trail stretching from the sitting room to the bed.




  His own hands were far from idle as he worshiped the rippling muscles of the man’s firm, toned body. Brian had never been one of those gay men whose life centered around the gym and the guys who frequented them, but only a dead man wouldn’t have appreciated the tantalizing swells and ridges. Brian pushed his hands under the soft fabric of the man’s sweater, wanting it gone. Muscles smoothed and bunched intriguingly beneath his fingers, and when his companion moved back and obliged by lifting the sweater over his head, Brian had to forcibly close his mouth to stop from drooling.




  A shaft of moonlight shone through the thin curtains pulled across the bedroom’s floor-to-ceiling windows. The pale light made the man’s skin glow in the darkness, highlighting the impressive yet understated swell of his pecs, the indentation of his defined abs, and the light dusting of blond hair across his chest. The hair thickened down the center of his stomach into a trail that led teasingly downward, disappearing beneath the waistband of his pants. Brian blinked, unsure if he should fall to his knees in reverence or simply jump him.




  “Now it is your turn, I think,” the man murmured, his hand lifting in Brian’s direction.




  Brian waited breathlessly for the man to touch him again, so he was more than a little startled when, instead of reaching for him, the hand reached past him toward the lamp sitting on a bedside table. Brian hastily grabbed the man’s wrist. “What are you doing?” He felt stupid for asking such an obvious question, but he’d panicked.




  The man looked at him curiously. “Well, I’ve not yet learned to see in the dark, so….”




  Cocky bastard. Brian’s lips twitched with the urge to return the man’s gentle smile, but he still didn’t let go of his wrist. Brian knew he didn’t work out as much as he should, and he spent way too much time sitting at his desk eating whatever was at hand. Though he wasn’t fat by any means, his body wasn’t necessarily as tight and toned as it could be. In comparison to the godlike creature standing in front of him, he couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious of his less than fabulous physique. Plus, remaining in the dark would keep things more anonymous and impersonal. He had a feeling that injecting any more of himself into this encounter would be a very bad idea.
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