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ONE










“Karen said that this is the place to find rich husbands,” my best friend, Larene, said.

The teasing note in her voice prevented one of my infamous eye rolls.  Instead, I told her, “Karen sounds like my grandfather.”  I was pleased that my voice didn’t tremble, considering how rapidly my heart was pounding.  Staring up at the intimidating building framed against the dark, obsidian sky, I was struck by how out of character this was for me.  But I was a woman on a mission.  I was motivated.  Yet, I was terrified.

Larene sensed my trepidation.  She wrapped her slim arms around my shoulders and brightly declared, “It’s like riding a bike.  You just need to get back on the saddle.”

“You just mixed idioms.  A horse saddle isn’t a bike seat.  It doesn’t work.”

“It works in this case, Noelle.  All you need is a stud to ride you like a bike.”

I pulled a face, but couldn’t help the hysterical chuckle that bubbled from my throat.  “You’re crazy, you know that, right?” I told her fondly.  I loved Larene.  We had been best friends since college, ever since she approached me at a house party my freshman year.  I’d been the awkward loner in the corner, sipping quietly on stale, warm beer but I would’ve taken that over sitting in a lonely dorm room any day.  Larene, the quintessential it girl, had befriended me that night and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

“My mother tells me that every day,” she chirped and then clapped her hands together once she released my shoulders.  “Now, come on.  Let’s get you laid.”

She walked in her high heels and tight body wrap dress with a grace I could never hope to replicate.  Larene had managed to squeeze me into a black sequined dress that was a size too small and a hundred inches too short.  And the heels…my God.  The silver, strappy stilettos screamed “fuck me” and I kept wobbling around like a newborn giraffe.  Tomorrow morning, hopefully post-lay, I would regret the heels.  But it wasn’t like I had a choice.  Larene was already a force to be reckoned with and she was scary when she wanted to be.

Valoir was one of the most exclusive clubs in the city.  Only the rich, the famous, and the drop dead gorgeous were allowed in.  Since I wasn’t any of those things, I had my doubts about the evening, but Larene’s on and off again boyfriend was the owner of the club.

“Hello Hector,” she purred at the intimidating man in a dark suit at the club’s entrance.

And she apparently knew the bouncer.  That was a definite plus.

“Larene,” he said with a smile, nodding.  His eyes slid over me and I fought the urge to tug on the hem of my dress.  I wasn’t necessarily self-conscious, but this dress could make a veteran stripper blush.  He stepped aside to let us pass, much to the frustration of the people waiting in the long wrap-around line outside the club, and Larene dropped a kiss on his cheek as payment.  Judging by the way Hector blushed, I could’ve worn a potato sack and I would’ve still been let in if Larene was at my side.

We slipped through the club’s heavy oak doors.

Larene obviously knew where she was going because we followed a hallway until we reached another door.  Beyond it, I could hear pounding bass and laughter.  A man stationed there smiled, giving Larene a familiar, friendly nod, and opened the door.

“Welcome to Valoir,” he greeted and I barely suppressed a nervous laugh.

Music poured out as we stepped in.  I swallowed thickly, even as Larene gave me an encouraging smile.  Everything was so overwhelming.  Too much.

I expected a mass of bodies in the club, grinding away like animals in heat.  I expected the smell of musk and sweat.  I expected my skin to dampen from the heat and perspiration in the air.  I discovered something else entirely.

There were still people dancing.  There was still a DJ and green and blue strobe lights, like I would typically expect to find in a club.  However, the vast majority of Valoir was made up of private booths and rooms, lined up against the walls.  Even though the rooms were private, only a screen of clear glass separated them from the loud music permeating the rest of the club.  People could look in, voyeurs in their own right.  Most of the rooms were occupied by businessmen, clothed in their hand-tailored suits and easy, charming smiles.

Rich husbands, indeed, I thought.

On the far side of the room, situated away from the dance floor and expansive bar, I noticed that a couple rooms were tinted, so no one could see inside.  Larene saw me glancing at them and with a knowing smile, yelled over the music, “Kane had them put in.  Just in case.”  She winked.  The look she gave me said she’d experienced those private rooms first hand.  No doubt with Kane, the owner of Valoir.

This isn’t you, my mind whispered as my eyes darted around like a cornered stray.  This wasn’t my scene.  I didn’t do the whole club, hook-up thing that my girlfriends had perfected in college.  I was always the girl who had a steady relationship.  The girl who liked to stay in, cook dinner, drink wine, and catch up on my TV shows after a long, satisfying day at work.  Not get all dolled up and seek out filthy, hot sex.

But my dry spell had lasted too long.  After Ryan, my ex-boyfriend, decided that he wanted someone more exciting, I’d holed up and separated from the rest of the world for months on end.  I hadn’t had sex in over a year.  I was only 25, but I was acting like a widowed spinster.  So, I didn’t protest when Larene intervened.  She’d been hinting about “getting me some” for weeks now and I figured it was time to try and reclaim at least some of my withered sexuality.  You know it’s bad when your vibrator has literally been gathering dust.

Tonight would change that.  According to Larene, I needed a one-night stand with a hot guy.  The problem was that I’ve never had uncomplicated sex in my life.  Sex was special to me.  How could I let a stranger know me so intimately?

I shook myself out of my thoughts.

No.  I would have messy, dirty, fleeting sex with a gorgeous, hunky stranger tonight.  I was a woman on a mission.  I just needed to remember that.

Larene expertly weaved in and out of the crowd to commandeer a small table close to the bar.  I sat down gingerly, wriggling my dress down to keep from flashing my crotch to everyone in the vicinity.  This section of the club was a little less chaotic than the dancing side and I was happy for the momentary reprieve.  I noticed how bunched my shoulders were and forced myself to relax.

“Stay here,” Larene told me.  “I’ll go get us some drinks.”

I nodded and watched with a sense of panic as she left me at the table and made her way to the bar.  There were at least eight bartenders working, so it wasn’t too crowded.  There was a steady flow of customers coming and going.  Despite my reservations about Kane, even I had to admit that the man knew how to run a club.  No wonder there was a line out the door every night.

I scanned the dance floor as I waited, resisting the urge to fumble with my phone.  Instead, I watched, entranced, as women cast “come-hither” glances at men and wished I could be that confident when it came to the opposite sex.  Once again, I was struck by how wrong this felt.  I felt like a stranger in my tight, short dress, curled hair, and heavy make-up.

And earlier this evening, when Larene unveiled her creation to me in the mirror, I’d been shocked.  She’d curled my dark brown hair into soft ringlets and painted my lips red.  Not one blemish marred my smooth skin, courtesy of the heavy duty foundation she’d given me last Christmas which I still hadn’t opened.  A soft, shimmery pink flush highlighted my cheekbones and she’d done something to my eye make-up to enhance my hazel eyes.  Larene had always complained that I didn’t do enough.  She claimed that I was a natural beauty and that I could play up my features more.

I did take pride in my appearance.  I had to being in the business I was in.  But my morning ritual consisted of my no-fuss three-step face: concealer, mascara, cheek and lip stain.  Done.  I was always a fan of sleeping in as long as possible, but I needed to look presentable.

My skin prickled.

I swung my gaze around but saw nothing.  At least until, a few moments later, I happened to glance towards one of the private rooms on the second floor directly across from me.

A flush radiated to every part of my body.  Through the clear glass, my eyes locked onto a dark-haired man.  He was dressed in a charcoal grey suit, his hands loosely wrapped around a tumbler of amber liquid.  And he was gorgeous.  Panty-melting gorgeous with his square, clean-shaven jaw, neat dark hair, and broad, strong shoulders.  Framed inside the glass window, he looked like he belonged on a magazine cover.

And he was looking right at me.  Or, at least, he seemed to be.

Awareness made me sit up a little straighter, but I instantly lowered my gaze to my lap out of reflex.  I saw that my palms were trembling.  From nerves or desire, I didn’t know, but I knew without a doubt that he was one of the most handsome man I’d ever seen.

And I’d wimped out and looked away.

I squeezed my eyes shut for a brief moment, taking a steadying breath.  I remembered what I wanted to accomplish tonight.  I remembered that I was young and that I hadn’t had sex in over a year.  I remembered that I’d never had wild, crazy sex with a hot stranger and that this was my opportunity.

I opened my eyes and, with my heart pounding in my ears, glanced back towards the private room.

The dark-haired man’s sensuous lips curved into a smile as his eyes connected with mine.










TWO










“I got you a rum and apple,” Larene chirped, setting down two glasses with a hard thump.  “With a double shot.”

I was both relieved and disappointed when I was forced to break the mystery man’s gaze.  I thanked her and reached for my glass, taking a greedy gulp.  The drink was strong and I immediately warmed up as the dark rum sizzled down my throat.  As a certified lightweight, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I felt the alcohol’s effects.

Once I set my glass down, I chanced a look back up to the private room.  He was still there, handsome as ever, but an older man had joined him.  I watched as they spoke together and my heart sped up when he grinned.  God, he could get away with anything with a smile like that.  It was alluring, yet dangerous, like a predator circling prey that wanted to be caught.

His eyes flashed to me.  Those same sensuous lips curved into a smile and then he turned to the older man beside him, said something, and clapped him on the back.  A burst of excitement and nervousness raced through me when I realized he was leaving the private room.  His movements were captivating and graceful as he headed towards the stairs leading down to the ground floor.

“What is it?” Larene asked.

“Nothing,” I said, a bit too quickly.  She knew me too well.  She automatically glanced in the direction my eyes had been trained in.

“Which one?” she asked.  “The one in the red shirt?”

It was no use.  “No.  Dark grey suit.  He’s coming down the stairs.”

There was a pause as she located the man in question.  Then she spun around to face me, beaming.  “He’s perfect!” she squealed.  “Perfect one-night stand material.”

My face blazed.  “He’s probably not even interested.”

“Noelle, look at me,” she ordered, her face suddenly serious.  “You’re a beautiful and successful woman with a body to die for.  Ryan was a complete idiot, but it’s past time for you to get back out there.  You will have sex with that man tonight if it’s the last thing I do.”  I took another hasty sip of my drink, knowing that when Larene set her mind to something, nothing would stop her.  She glanced back over her shoulder.  “Okay, I think he’s coming over.”

I choked.  “He is?”

“Yes.  Do you want me to stay or go?”

“Stay!”

“No, actually, I think I’ll go see Kane.”  She winked.  “You’ll be fine.  Just text me if you decide to go home with him.”

“Larene!” I hissed, standing up from the table so I could reach out and grab her arm.  Panic swarmed my veins.  I wasn’t ready for this.

She evaded my grip and gave me a small flit of a wave.  “You’ll thank me for this later.”

And with that, my so-called best friend disappeared into the crowd, heading towards the back of the club where Kane’s office was.

I was just starting to imagine all the ways I could make her life a living hell when a deep, velvety voice washed over me.  Goosebumps spread over my bare flesh, even in the heat of the club.

“I hope I didn’t scare her off.”

His voice sounded positively sinful, beautiful.  It was both rough and smooth, like the warm caress of an experienced lover.

I didn’t look at him right away.  Nor did I answer him immediately.  My heart was pounding so hard in my chest that I feared if I tried to speak, I would sound like a stuttering, breathless idiot.

Breathe, Noelle, breathe.

When I finally regained some of my composure—although not nearly as much as I hoped—I turned my head to regard him.  The most beautiful, piercing green eyes froze me into place.  I noticed, with some disbelief, that the most handsome man I’d ever seen was even more handsome close-up.  He was tall, too.  Even in my high stripper heels, my head only came up to his chin.  I took in his broad shoulders and the way he filled out his expensive looking suit.

My eyes found his lips and saw that they were still quirked up into that sensual smile.  He has nice lips, I thought in a daze.

I may as well hand him my panties now.  He probably had quite the collection.

Swallowing audibly, I said the first thing that came to mind.  “I can call her back for you.  If you’d like.”

I wanted to slap myself.

Amusement slid onto his features and he stepped closer.  I could smell his cologne.  His spicy scent was intoxicating, mouthwatering.

“Why would I want her when the most beautiful woman here is right in front of me?” he murmured in that sex voice of his.

I couldn’t help it.  I laughed.  It was a nervous, high-pitched shrill laugh that I’d probably think about later and cringe.  But the line was so over the top that I couldn’t help it.  “Does that work for you?  Usually?”

His eyes glittered with amusement.  “You’d be surprised.”

“In all fairness, I don’t think it’s your words, so much as your looks,” I blurted.  Jesus, this night was getting better and better.  I fidgeted with my fingers, an old habit, but forced myself to still when I saw his eyes flash down to my hands.

His expression shifted as he studied me.  He hid his surprise well, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he regretted approaching me.

Stop it.  I straightened my spine, remembering Larene’s words.  I was a beautiful woman.  I would take this man home.  I would get laid and have hot, crazy sex tonight.  I would end this dry spell and move on with my life.  Finally.

“I’m Noelle,” I said, my chin lifting.  I thrust my hand towards him.  Did people generally shake hands on the cusp of a one-night stand?  I wasn’t exactly aware of the protocol, but I didn’t know what else to do.

He grasped my palm and I barely stifled a gasp.  His hands were warm and strong…unbelievably masculine.  He didn’t shake my hand as I expected him to, but he used his grip to pull me closer, until I was only a breath away.  If he were any other man, I’d think it was overbearing.  But the heated look in his eyes made a part of me come alive that had been dormant for much too long.

“Tristan.”  His voice was so deep that it seemed to emanate from deep within his chest.  I swear I could feel the delicious rumble of it in my own body.

“Nice to meet you, Tristan,” I whispered, caught in the piercing green of his eyes.  Despite the noise in the club, we were so close that I knew he heard me.  He grinned and a rapid fluttering started up in my belly.  I knew then that I had never been more attracted to a man in my entire life.  It was such a strong awareness, one that both excited and frightened me with its potency.

He leaned forward until I felt his breath on the sensitive flesh of my ear.  “What is it that you want tonight, Noelle?” he murmured.

My body warmed, my blood rushed.  This was it.  This was my opportunity, my opening.

I answered him, my voice strong.  “Just one night.”

White teeth flashed and his green eyes gleamed with satisfaction and sensual promise.

“I can do that.”










THREE










I was trembling as Tristan helped me into his car.  I didn’t know much about cars, but judging by its sleek exterior and luxurious interior, I would bet that my mystery man was not only drop dead gorgeous but rather wealthy.  It was a no-brainer why he was at Valoir.

We left the club shortly after I downed my drink.  The alcohol gave me a pleasant buzz and calmed my nerves.  I’d even remembered to text Larene and let her know that I’d found my Hot Stranger.

“This is nice,” I commented, admiring the inside of the car when Tristan came around to the driver’s side.  I peered at him from the corner of my eye, still having a hard time believing that he was real.  He was much too beautiful to be real and I kept expecting my alarm to blare at any moment, waking me from this dream.  “Is it new?”

“Yes.  I’ve been having a fun time breaking her in,” he told me with a wink as he pulled into traffic.  I felt my cheeks flush.  I tried to tell myself it was from the alcohol, but I knew all too well that it was because this man triggered a response in me that I’d never experienced before.  “Do you know a lot about cars?”

I shook my head.  “No, but my brother did.  He knew all about them.  I remember him working in our garage on his Corvette a lot and going to car shows.  He tried to drag me with him all the time, but I always managed to get out of it.”

A small sting of sadness pierced me whenever I thought about my brother.  And if Tristan noticed the past tense I used in speaking about him, he didn’t comment on it.  It drove home the situation I’d willingly placed myself in.  This man wasn’t my boyfriend.  He didn’t care about me, except for what I could do for him.  It went both ways though.  He was my Hot Stranger, my ‘Just One Night.’  And I was okay with that.  I was using him in the same way.

So, instead of being hurt by his silence, I switched tactics.  Alcohol made me bold.  Smiling, I crossed my legs, letting my dress ride up even more.  I watched his eyes flash to the bare expanse of my thigh before he met my gaze.  His lips quirked knowingly and I pretended not to be embarrassed by how shameless I was acting.

“Have you named her yet?” I asked.

“Named who?”  He finally dragged his eyes back to the road.  A strange feminine thrill went through me, knowing that I could distract such a powerful man.

“Your car.”

Tristan chuckled.  “This isn’t the kind of car that you name.”

“Every car should be named,” I teased.  “My old car was named Baby Girl.  She was this run down little Civic.”

“‘Baby Girl’ is an endearment.  Not a name.”

I raised my brow, enjoying our banter.  “Have you ever called any woman Baby Girl?”

“No, I can’t say that I have.”  He flashed me a smile.  Then he reached over and settled his warm hand on my exposed thigh.  Goosebumps erupted over the flesh of my arms and a pulse of awareness throbbed between my thighs.  “Fine.  You win,” he murmured.

“What do I win?”

A dark, sensual smile full of promise.  “You’ll find out soon.”

“You strike me as the kind of man who doesn’t like to lose,” I said, my voice a little breathless.

“That’s because I never do.  But for you, I think I can make an exception.”

I didn’t really notice when we pulled up to what I assumed was his apartment building.  It wasn’t really a building, so much as a fortress.  The valet took his car when we pulled up, but I was too aroused to focus.  The light strokes he’d gifted my thigh in the car were enough to send my mind in a daze.

“Mr. Blackwell,” the doorman greeted.  Tristan nodded at him with a smile but kept his hand on the small of my back as he guided me towards a set of elevators.  If his hand strayed only a little farther down, it would be on the swell of my ass.  I found that I didn’t mind.  I liked this easy intimacy.  It had been far too long since I’d been touched like this.

As we passed through the main foyer of the building, I saw the curious stares.  I saw the way employees and residents alike took in my dress, my shoes, my face.  But the wetness between my thighs, the way my heart skipped a beat every time Tristan swiped his thumb over the dimples on my back, the trembling of my overheated body was enough to make me forget their judgments.  It was a big city.  I’d never see these people again.  Besides, even if I did, I liked to think my face was unrecognizable, with all the make-up Larene had used earlier this evening.

And honestly, I was just impressed I could walk in these stripper heels without making a fool of myself.  Especially with alcohol in me.

There were at least eight elevators available on the ground floor, although I wasn’t surprised.  In an expensive building like this, residents didn’t want to wait.  What I was surprised at was Tristan bypassing the main elevators and heading towards a private door at the end of the hallway.  He swiped his keycard across the reader and entered.  Another elevator.  A private elevator.  I didn’t want to think about what that meant.

He pulled me inside when the doors slid open and pushed me back against the steel brushed wall.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his green eyes melting me where I stood as the elevator began to ascend.  He leaned in close to brush a kiss across my jawline.  A moan of surprise and desire erupted from my throat.  “I saw your hair first.  I found myself wondering what it would feel like, how soft it would be.”

Even if he used this line on all the women he picked up, I didn’t care.  Of course, I would like to think it was just for me, but Tristan had done this before.  It was obvious.  Or maybe I was still jaded from Ryan.  I didn’t know.

“It wasn’t the dress?” I asked him, tilting my head back so he could get better access to my neck.  He sucked on the delicate skin, making my breath hitch.

I could feel his smirk before I saw it.  He lifted his head.  “It might’ve been the dress too.”

I was surprised at how comfortable I felt with him.  I should’ve been intimidated by his looks, his obvious wealth, our situation.  But I wasn’t, which prompted me to say, “It’s not even mine.”

A wide grin stole over his face.  A shiver of anticipation raced its way down my spine as I stroked my fingers over the material of his suit.  “You’re something different, aren’t you?” he murmured, lowering his head towards mine.

I wasn’t prepared for how his kiss would make me feel.  It felt like little bursts of fire erupted between us, burning brightly.  My eyes closed, breathing in his scent, experiencing the warmth of his lips.  They were firm and completely in control.

He’s a spider, I thought with my half-functioning brain.  And I’m helplessly caught.

The ache between my thighs was becoming unbearable.  I wanted him now, needed him with a ferocity that I hadn’t felt even with my previous boyfriends.  The attraction I felt for him went beyond reason, but I didn’t want to question it.  I wanted to give into it.  I wanted this feeling to last forever, this sweet torment between passion and insanity.

The elevator dinged open but he didn’t break away.  If anything, he pressed further into me and then hissed in pleasure when his erection brushed my stomach.  We stumbled out and I lifted my head away to take in my surroundings, afraid I would fall since my knees were beginning to buckle.  I expected to see a hallway, but to my surprise, the elevator led straight into his apartment.  Although, apartment might not be the best word for it.  It was the penthouse.

Who was this man?

Momentarily distracted, I scanned the space with wide eyes.  Tristan took the opportunity to suck on my earlobe, his hot breath making me shiver even as I catalogued his place, a work habit.  The living room alone had to be at least 2,000 square feet, I estimated, and it was done up in the modern style, all monochromatic colors with sleek furnishings.  It was beautiful, from the no-nonsense black corner sofa that I knew cost upwards of five thousand dollars, to the simple art decor in varying shades of navy blue and greys.  I wondered briefly which firm got the privilege of decorating this place.

Tristan’s hands ran up the exposed flesh of my thighs and I refocused my attention to him.  “This is a really nice home,” I murmured, staring at his lips.  His expression shifted just a tad, a slight down pulling of his lips.  I was confused by his reaction, but he didn’t let me dwell on it.

“Thank you,” he said, his hands coming around my back, seeking the zipper so he could help shimmy me out of my dress.  “Now, let’s get you out of this since it’s apparently not yours.”  I started to smile at his teasing tone but he fused our lips together once again, denying me words.

As he suckled on my tongue, I felt cool air hit my warm, sensitive flesh.  Briefly, I pulled away to help him peel back the tight, shimmery material and it hit the floor with a small whoosh.  I shivered when his warm palms caressed the newly bared expanse of my stomach and waist.  They were deliciously rough, masculine.  I barely suppressed a mewing sound as he teased the edge of my panties with his thumbs, delving just under the lace before retreating.  Teasing me beyond reason.

Tristan’s spicy scent hit me as I leaned forward to trace his jawline and neck with my lips, nibbling his skin even as his stubble scraped my own.  He groaned lowly.  I felt the sound vibrate through me and an answering gush of wetness surged between my thighs.  Feminine pride swelled up in me.  I wanted him to make those sounds all night long.

Grasping at the lapels of his grey suit, I tugged them back so he could shrug out of his jacket.  After fumbling with the buttons of his crisp white shirt, I finally pushed the material off his strong body, where it pooled on the floor.  My eyes immediately wandered over the planes of his magnificent chest, bronzed and sculpted.  He had a six-pack and those ‘v’ muscles underneath his hip bones that drove me crazy.  A light smattering of dark hair drew my eye and I followed its trail into the confines of his pants, my mouth watering at the thought of what lay underneath.

Even through the pleasant buzz of alcohol, I remembered that his suit probably cost more than my entire wardrobe combined.

“Maybe we should hang that up?” I murmured, my voice husky and unsure.

Tristan bit out a laugh, his dark green eyes looking like they were black with desire.  “That’s the last thing on my mind right now, sweetheart.”  He unsnapped my black lacy bra with a flick of his fingers.  When my breasts sprang free to his greedy gaze, he immediately ducked his head and laved one nipple with his tongue.

I groaned, my head falling forward to rest on the tops of his strong shoulders.  Pure pleasure rushed through me, making my toes tingle and my pussy throb with anxious desire.  He plucked and played with my other nipple, driving me into a frenzy.

“Now,” I gasped out.  I didn’t think I could take any more of his teasing.  I’d never felt this need before, like I would die if he wasn’t inside me in the next few moments.  I groped for his belt buckle, fumbling as the heat between my legs grew unbearable.

Tristan chuckled when he finally lifted his head from my breasts.  His gaze raked down my body, his stare as tangible as a touch.  He took in my flushed, rosy nipples, my black panties, and my sky high heels.  When he was done looking his fill, he snagged my hand away from his pants, flashing me a grin that made my heart stutter.

“Patience, sweetheart,” he tsked.

My eyes narrowed at his teasing.  Two could play at this game.  I tugged my hand from his strong grip and reached down to stroke his hard length, which tented the front of his black slacks.  His smile died immediately and I watched as his jaw clenched in pleasure.  Thick and long, his erection had my knees shaking just imagining how it would feel inside me.

“Where’s the bedroom?” I asked, my tone on the cusp of pleading.

With a growl, he yanked my hand away and pushed me against the wall next to the elevator.  “No, I want you here. Right now.”  With that, Tristan spun me around so my backside faced him.  I could only see him from my peripheral vision when I turned my face to the side, my hot cheek pressed against the coolness of the wall.

I moaned when he tugged down my panties.  They dropped towards the floor, tangling around my heels.

“How wet are you for me, sweetheart?” he murmured into my ear, his hand coming around my front to caress the outer lips of my pussy.  His light touch on my sensitive flesh almost made me sob with need.  He was cruel to tease me.  “Tell me, and I’ll fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”

Gasping, not caring about my dignity or pride, I cried out, “Dripping, Tristan.  Please, please, please.  I need you now!”

As though he needed proof, his fingers found a trail of wetness on my inner thigh.  He traced it to the source and I moaned when a thick finger entered my tight sheath, stretching me deliciously.  He cursed lowly before dropping a kiss on the back of my neck, as if pleased.  A moment later, I heard him release his belt and lower his zipper.  A crinkling sound reached my ears as he slipped on a condom.

A moment later, I thrust back my ass with a groan when I felt him tease my wet lips with the head of his warm cock.

I was chanting, “Please, please, please.”  Beyond begging.  I didn’t care anymore.  All I knew was that I needed him inside me or else I’d go crazy.

He gave me what I wanted.  With a single, sharp thrust, he stretched me until every inch of his thick length was deep inside me.

“Fuck,” he growled behind me.  “You’re so tight, Noelle.”

I couldn’t respond.  After that first bit of pain that signaled my year long dry spell, I was in heaven.  I could feel him everywhere; he filled me completely and perfectly.  I could feel every inch of him pressed intimately against my sensitive inner walls.  And when he started thrusting, quick and powerfully, I couldn’t contain my screams.  I’d never been particularly loud with my past boyfriends, but I’d never felt anything so right as Tristan pounding into me over and over again.

His hands gripped my hips tightly, using them as leverage to push into me more forcefully.  My eyes closed, lost in pleasure.  In a daze, I felt the soft fabric of Tristan’s slacks brushing against the backs of my thighs every time he slammed inside me.  Even in my heels, I tried to raise myself on my tippy-toes so I could feel more of him.  It was delicious madness, driving me insane.

Suddenly, he pulled away and I cried out in frustration.  Tristan’s warm hands grabbed my waist and he swiftly turned me around to face him.  My eyes connected with his.  His pupils were dilated; the green of his irises were bright with wanting and desire.

A slow, pleased smile curved onto my features and he watched me as though in a daze.  There was a look on his face, as though I’d ensnared him, like I’d put him under a witch’s spell like in the stories my mother used to tell me.  It made me feel powerful, alive.

Grasping my left thigh, he wrapped my leg around his lean hips and reentered my tight sheath.  I moaned at the feel of him and then laughed breathlessly because it felt so right.

He started pumping into me.  My lids slid shut, my breaths were rapid and uneven as flames of pleasure unfurled within my belly.

“I wanna watch as you come.”  His rough, almost slurred voice reached my ears, ragged and husky.  “Look at me when you come.”

My eyes immediately flashed open at his command, seeking his.  The quick slide of him between my legs was my undoing.  Every delicious thrust wound me up tighter…and tighter…and tighter…

When I came, it felt like the threads of my soul were being ripped apart.  My stomach muscles clenched as the pleasure crested.  I hung breathlessly on the very edge, feeling heat between my thighs as Tristan continued to thrust powerfully, before I toppled over into oblivion.  I couldn’t think, couldn’t hear, couldn’t see.  The pleasure was like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

But I kept his eyes throughout.  His beautiful, piercing eyes.

Clarity returned when I heard Tristan’s sharp groans and rough curses.  “I can feel you coming, Noelle,” he grated, bringing his head towards the hollow of my neck, his breath hot on my skin.  “Damn, you feel so amazing.”  He hilted one last time and stayed imbedded between my thighs before he followed me in pleasure.  “Oh fuck,” he groaned.  I felt his body tense until he went completely still and then his harsh gasps and soft moans reached my ears.

A moment later, Tristan leaned into me fully, panting and spent.

Pleased, sated, and warm, I smiled to myself, quickly realizing that I could become addicted to this…to Tristan.
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“Thanks, sweetheart,” Tristan said in a cool voice, finally retreating from my body.  His tone struck me as odd, wiping away the relaxed, almost floating feeling I’d experienced a moment earlier.  No, something was wrong.

He stepped away and I stumbled a bit, unprepared for the lack of support and my wobbly knees.  Cold air swept my overheated skin as I watched him in confusion, trying to gauge the sudden change in him.

Tristan’s chest glistened with sweat and his cheeks were flushed, hair mussed.  He was sex, personified.

I remembered my own state of undress and crossed my arms over my bare breasts, watching as he zipped up his slacks and buttoned them.  A ball of dread started to form in my stomach as the lust-induced haze slowly started to dissipate.  Tristan wouldn’t meet my eyes and my own nakedness made me feel vulnerable, a sharp contrast from how I felt only moments before.

The silence was maddening.  When Tristan finally met my gaze, I offered him a timid smile even as I absorbed his blank expression.

“You should go,” he said, running a hand through his hair, looking anywhere but at me.  “I’ll get a driver to take you wherever you want.”

With that he turned his back to me, walking over to a sleek phone system mounted on the wall across from the elevator.

I’d expected the words.  No, that’s not right…I expected this feeling of dismay and utter embarrassment the moment he’d pulled away from me.  But to hear him say those words, to kick me out so easily and efficiently, made me feel like a cheap whore.  Used.  Discarded.  I felt dirty.  I wanted to scrub myself raw in the shower until I returned to who I was comfortable with.

It was at this moment that I realized I couldn’t do this.  I couldn’t do the one-night stand thing.  I wasn’t one of those confident, flirty women who partied until the early hours of morning and took her pick of willing men to go home with.  I was the girl who always liked a steady boyfriend for a reason.  Even Ryan had never made me feel so unwanted.

I heard Tristan’s voice, talking to someone on the other end of the phone.  “Martin, have a car waiting downstairs in a few minutes…yes.  Thank you.”

In a daze, I stepped over to my dress, which lay in a heap a few feet away…only to trip and fall down when I realized my panties were still tangled around my ankles.  Pain flared as my kneecaps collided with the hard marble floor and I cried out, trying to catch my fall with my hands.

I heard Tristan curse and his footsteps hurried over to me.  “Are you alright?” he asked urgently.  I felt his warm palms on my bare shoulders, ready to hall me up.

“Don’t,” I bit out, unable to meet his eyes.  “Just don’t.  I’m fine.”

My face was probably bright red.  I was on the verge of tears.  I felt pathetic, a naked mess on the penthouse floor of a man who wanted to kick me out.  I just wanted to leave.  I wanted to get dressed, high tail it out of here with as much dignity as possible, and never see this man again.

Frustration made me kick off my panties.  But because tonight was the most humiliating night I’d ever experienced, they got caught in the straps of my heels.  I was all too aware of Tristan watching, his hand hovering somewhere near my shoulder.  After struggling for a brief moment, I finally tugged off the heels.  Relief swept up the soles of my feet after hours of forced pain.

I struggled to my feet, shying away from Tristan’s hand when he reached to help me up.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him run a hand through his thick hair.

“Go sit down,” he ordered, bending down to grab my dress off the floor.  “I’ll get you ice for your knees.”

I tugged the material from his hands, using it to shield my nakedness, even as my throat tightened in mortification.  “No.  I’m fine.”  Even though my voice was quiet, it didn’t waver.  “Turn around please.  I’d like to get dressed.”

I didn’t care if he’d touched my body intimately only a few moments before.  I wanted to dress in privacy, even if it was a false sense of privacy.

Breathing an inward sigh of relief when he turned around to face the elevator, I quickly donned my bra and panties, followed quickly by the dress.  It was difficult to zip up by myself, but I managed since there was no way in hell I’d ever ask Tristan.  I decided against putting my heels back on.  At this point, I no longer cared.  I was exhausted.  All I wanted was to go curl up at home, where I had a tub of ice cream in the fridge, so I could lick my wounds in private.

I snuck a glance at Tristan’s turned back.  He seemed taller now that I’d slipped out of my heels, more intimidating.  He was still shirtless and I found myself admiring the strong muscles lining his back with a strange mixture of regret and disgust.

How could someone so beautiful be so…so…

Dropping my gaze, I realized I was in no position to point fingers.  I told him all I wanted was one night.  That’s what he gave me.  I’d just envisioned a different outcome.  Minus the humiliation, of course.

After reaching down to snag my discarded clutch off the floor, I peeked down at my knees and saw that they were bright red.  I inwardly groaned.  Walking through the lobby of the building would not be fun.  I looked like I’d been on my knees all night.

You’ll never see these people again, Noelle.  It’s okay, I reminded myself.  You’ll wake up tomorrow morning fresh and forget all about tonight.

With that thought, after smoothing my hair away from my face, I padded across the marble floor to the elevator, slipping past Tristan.  With my back to him, I pressed the down arrow.  The doors automatically slid open and I moved to step inside.

“Wait,” he murmured, catching my wrist.  I hated the jolt of electricity that went through me when all I should’ve felt was fury.  “Let me at least take you home.”

Why the sudden change in heart?  A moment ago, he couldn’t wait to get me out the door.  Did he feel bad for me?  Pity me?

My spine straightened and I cast him a glance over my shoulder, pulling my arm out of his grip.  His green eyes burned into mine, no less mesmerizing than they were before.  I couldn’t read him.  And I certainly didn’t want anything from him, especially his pity.

“I believe you called a driver to take care of that.”  I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby.  Carefully keeping my face blank, I nodded at him.  I wished I could come up with something flippant to say to show that he hadn’t really hurt me.  But nothing came to mind.  Plus, he really had hurt me.  Instead, I settled for, “Goodbye.”

The doors slid shut.  It was only then that tears stung my eyes.  Keep it together.  At least until you get home, I told myself.

Once I was in the lobby, I ignored the stares.  I kept my head held high and my eyes dry.  The doorman held open the glass doors as I exited and I gave him a small, albeit shaky smile.

I ignored the black car with the driver standing next to it.  In my bare feet, I padded past him on the cold cement.

“Wait, Miss!” The driver called.  “I’m supposed to take you home.”

“You’ve got the wrong person,” I returned over my shoulder as I dug through my clutch for my phone, trying to keep a decent grip on my heels.  There was no way I was getting in that car.  I wouldn’t accept anything from Tristan.  I would pay for my own ride home.

Once I walked down far enough so that the extravagant building was out of sight, I called a cab.  In the five minutes that it took to reach me, I read over the plethora of texts Larene sent me.




Get it, girrrrllllll.




How’s it going?  ;)




He looked like he could give a girl a good time.  Tell me everything!!!




I want a play-by-play too.  None of that ‘it was good’ stuff.  I want DETAILS!  Dirty details!




Sighing, I slipped my phone back into my purse.  I didn’t have the energy to respond to the texts now.  No doubt, she’d be hammering down my door in the morning.  Thank goodness it was only Saturday night.  I had a day before work on Monday to recuperate from this awful, humiliating night.

The cab arrived.  After telling the driver my address, I leaned my head back against the worn leather, which smelled vaguely like stale cigarette smoke.  Luckily, it was dark enough inside so that the driver wouldn’t see me crying.

I just hoped I’d never have to see Tristan again.
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Bright and early on Monday morning, I strolled into my office in a pencil skirt, a royal blue chiffon blouse, and my sensible non-stripper heels.  I had a nine o’clock meeting with Annie, the owner of the interior design firm I worked for.  Despite my aversion to early mornings, I’d never once been late to a meeting.

Sunday had crawled by at a snail’s pace, probably due to the fact that I’d moped around my house all day.  Once I phoned Larene and regaled her with the fresh humiliation of Saturday night, she’d brought over a huge slab of chocolate cake from my favorite bakery in town and we drank red wine and watched 30 Rock until Tina Fey made me forget all about Tristan.

It was a fresh start to a new week.  I almost breathed a sigh of relief.  Saturday night now seemed like a bad nightmare, not a memory, and I was thankful for that.  If only Larene would stop bringing it up.  She’d drilled me about every little detail yesterday and together, we’d analyzed every word he said to me.

“But what kind of tone did he use?” she had asked, sitting on my couch munching on popcorn.  “And when he said it, what was his body language like?  Were his arms at his sides or crossed?”

This morning, I’d woken up to a text from her asking me if I was alright and whether or not she should go track this guy down so she could “bust him up.”  I simply replied that I was fine.  The sooner she forgot about it, the quicker I could move on and not relive the moment in my mind, both the amazing sex and afterwards.  Because even though Tristan was a grade-A asshole, he had worked my body better than any of my past boyfriends and brought me more pleasure than I’d ever experienced.  I got shivers just thinking about that world-shattering orgasm.

But, inevitably, that train of thought ended with his cold words echoing in my mind—“thanks sweetheart” and “you should go”—and I’d go back to denying that the night ever happened.

With a sigh, I took a sip of my steaming thermos of coffee I brought from home, while I scanned my desk.  I was still finishing up Mr. and Mrs. Evian’s new home.  I’d already rendered my designs, received the couple’s approval, and ordered the majority of the furniture.  I was still, however, searching for more accessories that would please Mrs. Evian’s more traditional tastes.

My office phone rang.  Glancing at it, I saw Annie’s extension number and hit the speaker button, setting my thermos down.

“Good morning, Annie,” I chirped, my voice more alive than I felt.  “How was your weekend?”

“A little chaotic, actually,” was my boss’ tired response with a heavy sigh.  “David’s sister visited for a couple days.  And well, you know how we don’t get along very well.  She has all those diet restrictions.  And then there was this debacle over her comforter set.  She claimed there was dog fur and it was making her sneeze all night.  Psh, we don’t even own a dog.”  A frustrated, feminine grunt on the other end.  “But she left yesterday afternoon, so David and I had a lovely dinner together.  Not a completely wasted weekend.”

I smiled.  Annie was a character.  Although, I’d discovered that a few days in when I’d interned for her my senior year of college.  And since I was now officially one of her designers, an incredibly sought-after position that I counted myself extremely lucky to have, I was all too familiar with her personality.

I glanced at the simple black clock I’d hung on the left wall of my office.  It was only 8:30.  “Are we still meeting at nine?” I inquired with a small frown, glancing at my calendar.  I was sure I’d gotten the time right.

“I was hoping you could come now.  I just got off the phone with a new client and it’s big news!”

“Of course.  I’ll be right in,” I said, a little burst of excitement jolting through my stomach.  Annie rarely got animated about new clients, which meant that this client must be a big one.  And big clients meant a higher commission for the designers.

A few moments later, I knocked on Annie’s office door before pushing my way inside.  My boss sat behind her expansive antique white desk like the queen she was.  Cat eye tortoise shell glasses were perched on her slim nose and her lips were painted a bright red, her signature color.  Her light blonde hair was done up in a neat, high bun, expertly pinned so not a single strand of hair was out of place.  Appearance was everything to Annie.  It was what made her something of a celebrity in the interior design world.  She owned one of the best design firms in the city.

“Hello, darling.  Take a seat,” Annie greeted once I shut the office door behind me.  I remembered when I first interviewed with her for my internship, in this very office actually.  I’d been completely intimidated by her beauty and success that I’d stuttered my way through the interview, but she saw something in me and in my designs and had agreed to mentor me.  That had been almost four years ago now.  I liked to think I’d come a long way.

I sat down in one of the vibrant teal plush chairs in front of her desk, my notebook and pen at the ready.

Her blue eyes shimmered as she smiled at me.  “I just got off the phone with a representative for Blackwell Financial.  They just moved into a brand spankin’ new building downtown and they want us to design the lobby space and all the offices for the higher executives and mid-level employees.”

“Blackwell Financial?  As in the Blackwell family?” I asked, eyes wide.

“The one and only!”  Annie’s excitement was contagious.  “And, I want to bring you in on it.  I’ll be heading the project, but I want this to be a collaborative effort between the two of us.”

Stunned, I stared at Annie, unsure if I’d heard right.  “Me?”

She grinned.  “Unless, of course, you don’t want it.”

“No!  I mean yes,” I said immediately, my mind reeling.  I laughed, wondering how this could be real.  “I’d be crazy not to take it.”

This meant the world.  Not only was Annie giving me a chance to prove myself at a higher level with raised stakes, but she was letting me take on a huge client.  This was what I had been waiting for.  I was confident in my designs, in my work.  This was my golden opportunity to prove I could play in the big leagues.

Determination made me sit up straighter.  “I won’t let you down, Annie.”

“I figured you’d say that,” Annie said knowingly.  “So, let’s talk numbers.  It’s hard to say price-wise what I’ll be charging before the consultation, but if we’re going off square feet alone, it’s going to be around an $850,000 project.”

My heart stopped at the price and then started hammering double time.  $850,000.  If I got my usual commission of 15%, I’d make close to $125,000 off this project alone!  My head spun.  Hell, the room spun.

Golden opportunity, indeed.

I cleared my suddenly dry throat and did a quick calculation in my notebook, my hand shaking.  “So, it’s about 55,000 square feet of space.”

“That’s a ballpark number the representative gave me.  And that’s only the amount of space we’ll be in charge of.  The building is massive, apparently.”

I nodded as though on auto-pilot.  When I eventually got back to my office, I would shut the door, jump around, and dance like a crazy person just to release some of this excited energy welling up inside me.  I was still having difficulty wrapping my head around the past few moments.

“We have a very tight deadline for this one.  One month.  It needs to be completely finished by the first of November.  So, be prepared.  We’ll learn more at our consultation this afternoon.  Be ready to leave at 1.”

“Of course,” I said.  I stood, smoothing out my skirt.  “Thank you, Annie.  You don’t know what this means to me.”

“You deserve it, darling.  Just don’t let me down.”

“Never.”

No matter what, I’d pour everything I had into the next month.  It would be stressful and utterly crazy, but it would be well worth it.

I would rock this project so hard, Blackwell Financial wouldn’t know what hit ‘em.
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Blackwell Financial’s new building was a massive 75,000 square foot space, taking up a block of prime downtown real estate.  I stared up at it in awe, trying to keep from gaping in front of Annie, who stood poised and imposing right next to me.  Her Louboutins clacked on the pavement as we approached the giant glass doors.

All I knew about the Blackwells was that they were an old, filthy rich banking family with their hands in too many cookie jars to count.  Real estate, banking, charities, asset management, art…heck, even wine.  If I thought Donald Trump was rich…well, he had nothing on the Blackwells.

This client was a big deal for Annie.  Huge.  And now, it was for me too.

Restless determination made my pace quicken towards the building.  A security guard held open the doors for the both of us as we entered the lobby.  Right away, I noticed the starkness, the empty space.  The lobby itself was quite large, at least 3,000 square feet of odd angles and sharp corners.  The reception desk was the main feature, with a thick ebony marble slab and a brushed steel base.  Blackwell Financial’s logo was large and imposing on the wall directly behind the desk.  Off to the left side of the space, there was an employee badge scanning system, which led off to elevators.  The right side was where most of the potential lay.

My mind already went to work, cataloguing the dimensions, what would go best where, how nice that chandelier I’d spotted the other day would look right above it where the light could catch it.  But I stopped myself.  I didn’t know anything yet, how they wanted to use the space, if they wanted it as a waiting area, or more of a gallery.

Regardless, the walls would need to be painted.  The front entrance and wall of the building was mostly made of glass and steel, flooding the entire lobby with natural light.  But all the other walls were painted a pure white color.

Annie seemed to come to the same conclusion because her mouth pinched down into a displeased frown as she studied it.

Our heels clacked on the marble flooring—an underwhelming swirled grey and cream color—as we approached reception.  The lobby was too large, a little lackluster.  The flooring and walls would be the first things to change.

“Good afternoon.  How may I help you?” the receptionist greeted with a soft, serene smile.

“Annie Irving from Irving Designs.  And this is one of my designers, Noelle Travis.  We are here to meet with Mr. Kemp for a one o’clock consultation.”

“Of course, Ms. Irving.  If you’ll please wait over there, he will be right down.”  She gestured over to the right side of the lobby, where a single pewter couch sat with a coffee table.  “While you wait, can I offer you two a glass of lemon water?”

We both declined and walked over to the sitting area.  Annie sat down, smoothing out her skirt, but I roamed the space, trying to get a feel for it.

“What are you thinking so far?” Annie asked in a low tone.  Her cat eye glasses twinkled in the natural light.

“Walls and flooring first.  Definitely.”

She smiled, looking down at the tiling.  “Agreed.  I’m thinking something dramatic.  Eye-catching.  Something like the tile you picked out for the foyer of the Wynne’s house.”

I nodded, “Especially since it’s such a large lobby.”

“Exactly,” she said, nodding in approval.

Mr. Kemp came down right on time.  He was a plump older man in a navy blue suit and grey tie.  He had an air of happiness about him that I immediately warmed to.  Perhaps it was the laugh lines stemming out from the corner of his eyes or the broad grin on his face as he greeted us.

He shook our hands enthusiastically once we introduced ourselves.  “So nice to meet you both.  I’m Robert Kemp.  Mr. Blackwell placed me in charge of overseeing all renovations and designs, so we will be working quite closely together, I imagine.  If you’ll just follow me up, we can begin.”

The upper floors of Blackwell Financial were very much like the lobby.  Minimalistic and rather stark.  Evidence of a recent move was everywhere, from the still unpacked boxes lining the hallways to the completely bare offices.  I was beginning to see why it would be an $850,000 job, possibly even more.  There was a lot that we needed to fill and design for.  And Annie Irving didn’t come cheap.  Not that it would’ve mattered to the Blackwells.  $850,000 was pocket change to them.

The next half hour was spent touring the building and bouncing ideas around.  Mr. Kemp had quite a few himself, but based off the polite smile on Annie’s face, I knew she was calculating a way to push him out of the designs.  We’d had clients like him before.  They wanted to be involved in every step of the design process, micromanagers in their own right, but at the end of the day, the designers were in charge.  It was what we were paid to do.

We met in the conference room—the most furnished place in the entire building from the looks of it—since Mr. Kemp’s office didn’t have any extra chairs.  We spent a good chunk of time negotiating the budget, how much would need our attention, what areas ranked most important.

By the end of the meeting, my notebook was crammed full of notes and ideas for designs.

We were just wrapping up when the sound of footsteps and voices reached my ears.  It sounded like a group of men were coming down the hall towards the conference room.

Mr. Kemp jerked his head towards the large clock on the wall.  “Oh, two o’clock already.”  He stood.  “Mr. Blackwell has a meeting in here, so let me escort you down to the lobby.  I believe we’ve covered everything.  Contracts should be drawn up by the end of the week.  Hopefully sooner.”

“On our end as well,” Annie said, with a smile, as we both stood.  “If we need any other information, we will be in touch, Robert.”

He grinned, rounding the head of the conference table.  “Of course.”

Just then the frosted glass door opened.  The sound of the men’s collective voices grew louder as a group of eight entered…a familiar man among them.

The blood drained out of my face as my body froze in shock.

Dressed in an impeccably tailored black suit, with his dark hair neatly combed, and his jaw freshly shaved, stood none other than Tristan.  My one-night stand.  My Hot Stranger.  The man who humiliated me just two nights ago.  The man who kicked me out after the best sex of my life…

And he was standing in the conference room, tall and intimidating, amongst a group of equally intimidating looking men.

My brain stopped working.  And all I could think was: oh shit!

I’d really stepped in it this time.
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Tristan hadn’t seen me yet.  He was deep in discussion with a man to his left and I listened to the familiar cadence of his voice, trying to recuperate from my shock.  I remembered to breathe.  When I realized my hands were trembling, I clenched them into fists.

I didn’t want to think about what this meant.  Tristan worked for the company I’d be spending a lot of time at this coming month…I inwardly cringed just imagining it.

Mr. Kemp interrupted the conversation.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Blackwell.  Our meeting ran over a few minutes.  This is Annie Irving and Noelle Travis from Irving Designs.  We were just discussing the…”

But I didn’t hear Mr. Kemp’s rambling words because Tristan’s eyes suddenly found mine.  They were still the startling, mesmerizing green that I remembered, sensual with dark promise.  I watched as they widened in recognition, even though the rest of his features showed no other outward signs of shock, as I’m sure mine did.

I saw what he was thinking: what in the world is she doing here?  I relived Saturday night through his eyes.  I saw the intimacy, the attraction, the heat.  I saw my humiliation, my red knees, my vulnerable nakedness.

I heard his cold words.  You should go.

With a strange sense of detachment, I watched as he opened his mouth to speak.  Why is he speaking? I wondered.  No…he can’t possibly be…

“It’s no problem, Robert,” Tristan said, breaking away from the man he’d been speaking to.  He approached us, only a few steps but it seemed like miles.  “And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Irving.”  He shook her hand and then turned to me.  “Ms. Travis.”

Automatically, I took his extended hand, felt the strength in his palm, the warmth.  I remembered that hand stroking my bare flesh, eliciting such strong pleasure, wringing it out of me with practiced precision.

The last time he’d touched me, I was in the throes of an orgasm.

My cheeks burned.

He squeezed my hand and then released it, before tucking his own in his pockets.

“I’m Tristan Blackwell,” he said, his voice impossibly deep.  “I’ve heard a lot about your company, Ms. Irving.  I’m looking forward to seeing how you and your team will transform our new building.”

Oh my God.

Tristan Blackwell.

Tristan flippin’ Blackwell.

Discreetly, I placed my palm on the conference table to steady myself.  My knees threatened to give way, so I focused on the cold, polished wood where my hand lay.

Breathe in, breathe out.  In, out.  In, out.

Through my panic and Annie’s polite response, I noticed that Tristan didn’t look happy.  I’d always been particularly good at reading people, although I’d obviously missed the mark with him on Saturday night.  Body language was everything, and his screamed displeasure.

I observed the slight downturn of his mouth, the small, almost imperceptible crease between his brows.  His hands were tucked into the pockets of his slacks, but I could swear he had them clenched.

What was I going to do?  If Annie ever found out that the heir to the Blackwell fortune and our newest and biggest client had recently slept with me, one of her designers…I’d be kicked off this project for sure.  Annie had a strict no fraternization policy.  No dating was allowed in the company.  No dating clients, either.  She claimed it projected a poor image.  And appearance was everything, especially in this business.

I wouldn’t lose my job if this got out.  Annie would understand that it was a one-time thing, a fleeting mistake.  But I definitely wouldn’t be working on this project, which was completely unacceptable.  This was the chance I’d been waiting years for, ever since I’d graduated college and started working full-time for Annie.

No, Annie could never find out.

I straightened my spine and pushed away from the conference table.  I could do this.  I would forget all about that night like it had never happened.  I’d feign indifference.  Because, whether I liked it or not, Tristan Blackwell was now my client.  As such, I’d be the perfect professional and represent my company well.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t be one of those easier said than done situations…

“And what do you think, Noelle?” Annie asked expectantly.  My eyes flashed to hers.  I saw Tristan gazing at me from the corner of my eye.  “What do you think of what we’ve seen so far?”

Focusing my attention on my boss and client, I cleared my throat.  My eyes caught Tristan’s and I said honestly, “I think it has great potential.  It’ll be a lot of work, but completely worth it.  I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” he murmured, his eyes burning into my own.  His gaze was too intense so I averted mine to the group of men behind him.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Blackwell,” I said, nodding at him before taking a step towards the door.  He had a meeting to conduct after all and I saw Mr. Kemp discreetly edging himself around the group of men.

I waited for Annie to make her goodbyes and we left the conference room, Mr. Kemp guiding us back towards the elevators.  When we passed a restroom, Annie said, “Oh, do you mind if I go freshen up a bit?  I won’t be more than a minute.”

I nodded, knowing that Annie was trying to be sneaky.  One of her quirks was that she loved decorated restrooms.  She’d probably try and weasel them into the contracts.

The conference door opened and then shut at the end of the hallway.  Tristan appeared.  His gaze zeroed in on Mr. Kemp and I and then he started towards us, his long legs eating up the hallway quickly.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Blackwell?” Mr. Kemp asked, furrowing his brow.

“No, not at all.  But I was wondering if you could go call Brian for me and tell him to come up to the conference room.  He’s late.”

“Of course.  Right away.”

Mr. Kemp sped off into one of the nearby offices, too eager to please Tristan that he hadn’t even asked why he didn’t use the phone that was perched on the conference room table.

Painfully aware that I was now alone with him, I also realized that I didn’t want him to know it.  He’d seen me at a pretty low point on Saturday night.  This was my professional life, what I prided myself on, where I was successful.  I wouldn’t let him get the best of me now.

Unflinchingly, I looked up at him.  “Is there something you forgot to tell me, Mr. Blackwell?”  My voice was like ice, completely detached, but I would’ve been hard pressed to keep the mocking lilt out of my tone.  I mentally applauded myself.

A quirk of his lips.  “You can call me Tristan.”

“I’d rather not.”

He stared down at me, probably attempting to use the intimidation techniques he undoubtedly used in the board room.  “I hope this situation we’ve found ourselves in won’t become a serious problem, Ms. Travis.”

My lips tightened at the slight threat in his tone.  “I don’t think I have any idea what you’re talking about, Mr. Blackwell.”

A grin appeared, the same one he’d used on me at Valoir.  “Is that the game you’d like to play then?”

“Oh, there’s no game.  But whatever you’re referring to must’ve not been too memorable.  Because I seem to have forgotten it entirely.”

Bam!  Take that.  I smiled inwardly.

Tristan’s eyes narrowed and he took a step closer until I could feel the heat coming off his body.  “Want me to refresh your memory then, Noelle?”

I narrowly suppressed a shiver, even as a smile of victory appeared on my features.  I’d just tugged on the tiger’s tail and hit a sore spot.  He hadn’t liked that little dig.  “It would be a wasted effort, I’m afraid.”  I heard Mr. Kemp talking on the phone down the hall.  I didn’t have much time before he returned and I needed to make something very clear.  Lowering my voice, I said, “Look, I’m more than willing to forget all about what happened.   As far as I’m concerned, this is the first time I’ve ever met you.  I think it’s in both of our best interests, don’t you think?”

He studied me for what seemed like hours.  And then, with an almost lazy smile, he said, “I haven’t decided yet.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

“I haven’t decided yet if I want to forget.  In fact, I just might want the opposite.”

Speechless, I stared up at him.  The tone of his voice implied…implied…

Jesus, was he saying he wanted to sleep with me again?

He was crazy if he thought I’d do that.  It was a mistake the first time.  Now that I knew what an utter asshole he was, there was no way I’d let him get that close to me again!  I would never risk my job now that he was a client, even for amazing sex.  He had to know that.

Mr. Kemp appeared at Tristan’s elbow.  “Brian said he will be right up.”

“Thanks, Rob,” he said, never taking his eyes off me.  “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Travis.  I’m sure we’ll get to know one another very well.”

With that, Tristan turned.  I watched as he disappeared inside the conference room once more.

As I watched the door close behind him, one thing became very clear to me.

I was in trouble.










EIGHT










“You’re joking,” Larene stated, very matter-of-factly as though the sky was blue or Chris Hemsworth was one handsome devil.

“I wish I wasn’t,” I said softly.

It was only six o’clock in the evening, but the autumn sun had already set an hour before.  Larene had come over to my house right after she got off work once I’d placed an emergency call to her.

“You slept with Tristan Blackwell?  I thought he looked familiar!”

My face burned bright with embarrassment.  I’d told her on Sunday morning all about my night with him, including all the cringe-worthy bits.  What Larene was really asking was: Tristan Blackwell kicked you out after you slept with him?!

I didn’t need to remember his words, or how pathetic I probably looked on the marble floor of his penthouse, naked and hurt.  Just thinking about it made me furious.  How could he treat a person like that?  Even if he hadn’t wanted me to stay over, couldn’t there have been a more tactful way of asking me to leave?  Or at least waiting five whole minutes before kicking me out?

I took another giant bite of ice cream before answering her.  “That doesn’t matter right now.  What matters is that Annie can never find out, at least for the next month.”

“How are you gonna pull that off?”

“I don’t think it’ll be that hard,” I said, staring down into my pint of rocky road.  “I’ll hardly ever see him, except when we’re designing his office.  And even if we happen to run into each other, we’ve both agreed to forget all about Saturday night.”

“That doesn’t sound like what he said, Noelle,” Larene reminded me, her lips downturned.

“He was just messing with my head.”  My hands shook around my spoon.  “If this got out, it’s bad for his image at the company, don’t you think?”

“From what I’ve heard, Tristan Blackwell is one hell of a playboy.  I’m pretty sure his company—hell, even his family—knows what type of person he is.” Larene was always the voice of reason.  “So…have you Googled him?”

“No.”

“Don’t you want to?”

I bit my lip.  I’d been tempted the moment I returned to my office from the Blackwell Financial consultation.  But something stopped me.  I was scared at what I might find.  “No,” I settled on.

“Noelle…” Larene said firmly, as though I was a petulant child throwing a tantrum.  “Don’t you think having all the information would be for the best?  That way, you aren’t flying blind for the next month.”

“Ugh,” I moaned, flopping my head back on my couch.  “Okay, you’re right.  Let’s just get this over with.  Like ripping off a bandaid, right?”

Larene looked like a kid being told Christmas came early.  She dashed off the couch and snagged my laptop, which had been charging next to the TV.  She dropped it into my lap, narrowly missing my pint of ice cream, before scooting in next to me once more.

Sighing, I gave her my pint while I opened a browser window.  Pulling up the search engine, I slowly pecked out ‘Tristan Blackwell,’ trying to delay the inevitable.  I hit ‘enter.’

Larene gasped.

My face paled.

Because right on the front page of all the search results, under recent news, a grainy picture of Tristan and a woman in a tight black dress and stripper heels revealed itself.  And that woman, under the curled hair and expertly applied make-up, was me.

The headline read, Banking family heir’s HOT night out.  Someone had managed to capture a picture of us as we were emerging from Valoir.  It was a bad quality photo.  Perhaps from a cell phone?  I didn’t remember anyone taking pictures.  Surely, I would’ve noticed that.

I let out a few choice curses once I regained my ability to speak.  “What if Annie sees this?” I asked, beginning to panic.  “What if she just happens to do some research on our client and she sees this picture?  I’m off the project, for sure!”

“Calm down,” Larene soothed.  Even through her tranquil tone, I could see the uneasiness written all over her features.  “Maybe she won’t even recognize you.  I mean, at first glance, it doesn’t really look like you.  You don’t dress like that normally.  Besides, she probably won’t be reading up on gossip websites.”

I groaned.  “You don’t know Annie.”

“Click on the article.”

We both read all about Tristan’s ‘HOT night out.’  I was labeled the ‘unidentified woman.’  A small reprieve, I realized.  One I was truly thankful for.

From the article alone, it seemed these ‘hot nights out’ happened quite often.  Tristan, as Larene said, was a notorious playboy.  From club nights in Italy to dinner dates in New York, he was rarely ever pictured without a pretty woman on his arm.

No wonder he had no qualms about kicking me out on Saturday night.  He’d had a lot of practice.  Looks like Tristan Blackwell had perfected the art of ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am.’  Hell, I even got the ‘thank you.’

We clicked on several more gossipy articles, each more damning than the last.  We clicked onto his Wikipedia page and my eyes skimmed over a few facts.  He was thirty, just five years older than me.  Internationally educated.  He went to Oxford for his undergraduate degree in business and economics and then he went to an Ivy League for his MBA.

Larene whistled.  Apparently, he was one smart cookie.  I was, begrudgingly, impressed.

We read on.  His mother passed away six years ago and since then, his father married a young socialite.  He had one younger sister, who rarely appeared in public.

I started to feel uncomfortable.  It felt like I was prying into his life, even though everything was public knowledge.  Still…

I shut the laptop forcefully, ignoring Larene’s groan of dismay.

“We didn’t even get to his net worth yet!” she protested.

“No,” I said with a shake of my head.  “I don’t need to see anymore.”

We sat in silence for a little while, absorbing.  Larene scraped up the last bits of rocky road from the pint.

After a few moments, I realized that searching his name had been a good thing.  Seeing Tristan with all those women just drove home the fact that he wasn’t the kind of man worth being upset over.  Sure, he was handsome, rich, and great in bed—or, up against the wall in my case—but he was also superficial and he used and discarded women as easily as tissue…even if he was educated at Oxford.

Why was I getting myself worked up over someone like that?

A smile spread over my face.  “This is great.”

Larene looked at me like I’d lost my head.  “Oh no.  You’ve gone nuts.”

“No, seriously.  Of course, I still have to make sure that Annie never finds out.  If she happens to see the picture, I will deny that it’s me to my grave.  And now I know I can handle Tristan if we’re ever alone.  He isn’t worth it.”

“Uh huh,” Larene drew out slowly.  She didn’t believe me.  Not one bit.

“I’m serious!  In fact, I don’t want to spend any more time talking about him.”

Larene sighed.  She knew I had a stubborn streak a mile wide.  “Alright then.”

I changed the subject, tucking my legs underneath me.  “So, how’s Kane?”

Another sigh, although this one was heavier.  “Kane is Kane.”

“Maybe we’re both just unlucky when it comes to men,” I commented lightly.  I had nothing against Kane as a person—he was charming and fun to be around—but the way he jerked Larene around bothered me.

“No, that’s not it,” she responded.  “I like to think I’m quite lucky to have found him.  If only Kane could see it that way though.  I love him, but when do I draw the line?  I don’t know if I can keep doing this over and over again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, reaching over to touch her back.  “Maybe one day you’ll just wake up and know.”

“Yeah,” she murmured, looking at the blank TV screen.  “I hope so.  I hope it comes sooner than later.”

I didn’t know what else to do.  I’d always been terribly lacking when it came to comforting people, even when it came to my own best friend.  Words were just words.  And when it came to other people’s relationship, how could I say I knew what was best?  I couldn’t.

So I didn’t speak.  I stroked my best friend’s back until she regained some of her cheerfulness.  And then we settled down for a night of chocolate, wine, and movies.

A perfect Monday night, in my opinion.  Who needed men anyways?
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The rest of the week hurried past.  On Thursday, the contracts for Blackwell Financial were settled, signed, and filed away.

So, on Friday morning, I stood outside the imposing building with a couple of Annie’s interns, ready to begin the next month of my life.  Today, we were just doing some preliminary work photographing all the spaces we were in charge of—including the bathrooms because Annie’s a cunning goddess—and taking measurements.

The lobby was the first priority.  I’d probably be working the weekend coming up with various designs that I could present to Annie on Monday.  But I was fine with that.  I would put everything I had into this place.  My effort would come across through my work and if that meant not having a day off over the next thirty days then so be it.

I entered the lobby with my heart in my throat.  After the humiliation of seeing myself online, the last thing I wanted to do was run into Tristan.  It couldn’t be helped and I knew that I would be in close proximity with him over the next month or so.  Still, a girl could hope.  Discreetly, I scanned the lobby for him, breathing a sigh of relief when he was nowhere to be seen.

I relaxed and then turned to Annie’s interns, Kelsey and Vivian.  “Okay, let’s get started.”




*     *     *




My luck only lasted so long, however.

By noon, we’d moved onto the upper floors of the building, including the executives’ offices, which Annie ordered me to handle personally.  All the executives’ offices were different sizes, primarily because they were the offices on the outer flanks of the building with the most windows.

Slowly, I moved from office to office, always wondering when I’d eventually reach his.  At the same time, I was hoping he was away traveling on business, because isn’t that what all these rich business men did?

Eventually, however, I reached Tristan’s office.  I knew because of the receptionist posted at her own desk only a few strides away from an imposing steel door.

Clearing my throat, I approached her.  She was a beautiful blonde, dressed in a tight, knee-length navy blue dress.  Her blazer hugged the chair she sat in.  Not a hair was out of place and the tight ponytail only emphasized her sharp features.  She smiled, but it wasn’t warm.  It was professional.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m Noelle Travis, from Irving Designs,” I responded, giving her a professional smile of my own.  “I’ll need to take some measurements of this office.  Is someone in?”

“Mr. Blackwell is just finishing up with a conference call at the moment.  You’ll have to wait.”

I strained my ears, listening for the baritone rhythm of his voice, but I heard nothing.  Either the door was sound-proof or she was lying.  I went with the latter.

“Do you know how much longer he will be?”

A shrug of her thin shoulders.  “He has a meeting in fifteen minutes, so I’d assume then.”

“I’d like to get in there before the meeting, if at all possible.  This is one of the last offices I need to measure and I have a meeting myself in an hour.”  A lie, but a small one.

She studied me for a brief moment, but I kept my face politely blank.  When it came to my professional life, I could hold my own, even if I was a coward in my personal life.

She caved.  “I’ll have to ask Mr. Blackwell.  If you’ll please wait a moment.”  She gestured over to a couple plush armchairs in the corner.  I frowned.  Those would be one of the first things to go when I reached this floor.

“I’ll stand, thank you,” I told her.  The sooner I got this over with, the better.  And I knew that receptionists hated people wandering around their space.

I listened as she placed an immediate call.  “Mr. Blackwell, there is a Noelle Travis from Irving Designs here.  She says she needs to measure your office…yes…alright.”

I inwardly smiled and gave her a sense of privacy by turning to inspect the sole art piece in the reception area.  It was a beautiful painting, full of abstract colors.  I looked at the bottom, where I could make out the initials: A.B.

The painting looked so out of place surrounded by the starkness of grey and steel.

“Mr. Blackwell will see you, Ms. Travis.  Go straight through,” came the receptionist’s voice, a slight edge to it.

“Thank you,” I said, nodding at her before swinging my gaze towards the steel doors.  My palms were slick from nerves, but I took a deep breath.  Tristan Blackwell shouldn’t have power over me.  I was being ridiculous feeling this way.  But every time I thought that, an image of me naked, on his floor, with red knees came back to me and I felt helpless and used all over again.

No.  I wouldn’t let him have power over me here, whether he was a client or not.

My hand pushed down the door handle and I stepped through.  It was on a spring, so it automatically closed behind me and I was forced further into the office.

My eyes immediately sought out Tristan.  As I suspected, he wasn’t on a conference call.  Instead, he looked unbelievably handsome sitting behind his desk in a crisp white button-up, with the sleeves rolled back.  He was reading through a stack of papers, but when I entered the office, his eyes were suddenly on me.  His gaze hit me like a sledgehammer and just like that, the tension between us rose.  It was tangible; I could feel every pulsing wave of it.

He dropped the papers.  I had his full attention.

“Noelle,” he greeted, his lips quirking.

I cleared my throat, hoping that my expression was one of indifference and not one of frustrated desire.  Because despite everything, he was still one hot son of a bitch.

“I need to measure the dimensions of your office, Mr. Blackwell,” making sure to put extra emphasis on his title.  “For my firm’s 3-D rendering program.  And I’ll need to take a few photographs, if you don’t mind.”

“By all means, take as many photographs as you like.”

I was determined not to blush at the obvious innuendo in his tone.  He was determined to get under my skin, it seemed.

I didn’t answer.  Instead, I moved around his office, taking in the large windows that revealed an amazing view of the city.  The space was bare, save for his desk, two sturdy chairs across from it, and a neat line of cardboard boxes lined up against the left side of the office.

Tristan must’ve seen me eyeing them because he said, “Didn’t make much sense buying cabinets when you will probably change them anyway.”

“You leave confidential bank documents in boxes on the floor?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow.  “Whatever would your customers think of you?”

He grinned, but it was a predatory smile, the smile he no doubt used in business negotiations.  “I can assure you that all of those documents are locked up tight.  I would never compromise my customers’ information.”

I’d never really thought about Tristan as the Blackwell family heir.  I’d never really thought about him as a businessman, but his success was undeniable.  Or, at least that’s what Larene told me.  She’d done a report on the Blackwells back in college.  Their family stretched back generations and their wealth seemed to increase exponentially with every passing year.  They were at the top of the top 1% and Tristan was the successor to it all.

It was mind boggling.  I couldn’t even imagine the pressure of it.  Although looking at him now, remembering all of his womanizing Larene and I had read up on, he seemed to be handling it alright.  More than alright, I thought.

I wanted to be out of here as quickly as possible, so I went about my work.  I had an inkling of an idea of how I’d decorate the office, but it was a bit dramatic and I needed to remember that this was corporate designing.  It wasn’t home designing.  His office would be sleek and intimidating, just like the man himself.  Something simple, yet powerful.

It was hard to work when I knew Tristan was watching me.  It was unnerving.  What was even more unnerving was that a small part of me couldn’t help but feel aroused by it.  His gaze felt like a caress and the office was so damn quiet that every rustle of his shirt or every creak of his leather chair shot a zing of awareness through my body.  After about five minutes of logging dimensions in my notebook, I straightened and looked at him.  “Is there something you need, Mr. Blackwell?”

He studied me, his green eyes calculating, speculative.  He wasn’t even hiding the fact that he’d been looking at me.  “You’re different at work.”

“Oh?  How so?”

“You have this wall around you.  You’re colder, shut off from everyone.”

My lips parted in disbelief and then I glared at him.  “You know nothing about me.  So don’t you dare try and make generalizations about who I am.”

What I didn’t want to acknowledge was that a part of me knew he was right.  It scared me how easily he could peg it.

Tristan rose from his chair.  I almost gulped, but I told myself to stand my ground.  I kept telling myself that even as he rounded his desk and came to a stop a few feet away.  I could smell him now, that spicy scent that had wound its way into my brain Saturday night and made me stupid with desire.

Staring down at me, he rumbled, “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

I stared up at him and said honestly, “You’ve given me no reason to like you.”

He smiled.  It wasn’t the business smile.  It was something else entirely.  It was the smile he gave me when we got to his penthouse, when we emerged from the elevator, aroused and crazy with lust.  It was warm and sensual.  And suddenly, I was caught.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he told me.

I gave a short laugh, but it came out more nervous than incredulous.

“You loved every second of what we did on Saturday night.  You liked me well enough then.”

I realized that he’d stepped closer and I pushed him away angrily.  “That was before you completely humiliated me!”

He snagged both of my wrists in a tight grip and brought me closer.  He was no longer smiling.  “You told me all you wanted was one night, Noelle,” he growled quietly.  “That’s all I can give, okay?  And I did!”

“You didn’t give me one night, you bastard,” I shot back.  “More like five minutes!”

He laughed, but it was dark, sarcastic.  His eyes flashed dangerously.  “Five minutes, huh?”

“Yeah, and it wasn’t all that gre—“

He slammed his mouth down over mine.

I struggled for all of two seconds, embarrassingly enough, and then I was clutching his shirt with tight fists.  Our kiss started out angry, furious, punishing.  But whether we were trying to punish one another or ourselves, I didn’t know.  Our teeth clicked together and our tongues dueled, stoking embers that had been burning since Saturday night.  Tristan gripped the sides of my face, bringing me closer, encouraging me.  It seemed the only way we knew how to communicate was through our bodies.

Then the kiss changed.  Tristan slowed it down, nibbling on my bottom lip, stroking my cheeks with his thumbs to soothe me.  I gave a soft moan and I felt his smile against me.  I found myself relaxing into him, forgetting that I was supposed to be angry and hurt.

Tristan pulled back slightly.  He gazed down at me and that same odd expression from Saturday night stole over his face.  The one that told me I’d caught him.  Ensnared him.

“There,” he whispered.  I felt his warm breath dance over my cheek.  “This is you.  This is you with that wall down.  And you’re beautiful.  So goddamn beautiful, Noelle.”

I broke away from him, taking a few wobbly steps back as I tried to regain my breath.  My notebook and pen were on the ground and I bent down to retrieve them, fumbling with my pen since my hands were shaking.

“Noelle…” Tristan started, running a hand through his hair, his shirt rumpled from my fists.

“Don’t,” I whispered, holding out a hand when he started to follow me.  “Please, Tristan, just…don’t.”

I turned around and left his office, hearing the click of the door behind me.  I didn’t pay any attention to his secretary but I could only imagine how I looked in her eyes, hair mussed and clothes wrinkled.

I went into Tristan’s office feeling confident that he wouldn’t be able to affect me.  But in less than ten minutes, I came out feeling more confused than ever.

And his words kept running around and around in my head.

This is you.  This is you.  This is you.
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I received a call later that night from an unknown number.  Pausing the rom-com movie I’d rented on the way home, I answered after a healthy swallow of red wine.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me.”

It was Tristan.  There was no mistaking that beautiful, velvety voice.

I sat up, my blanket falling from my shoulders.  “How’d you get my number?”

“From your firm.  I might’ve implied that I had last minute ideas for your design of my office and that it was imperative that I reach you as soon as possible.”

I sighed.  Of course.  “What do you want, Tristan?”

“I want to see you.  Right now.”

“What?” I asked in disbelief, pushing up from the couch.  “It’s…late.”

Even the excuse sounded lame to my own ears.  When I looked at the clock, it was only twenty past eight.

“I know.  But I just…I need to see you.  I promise that I’ll leave you with your virtue in tact,” he joked, a strange mixture of humor and seriousness in his tone.  It was his tone that made me pause.  It was almost…vulnerable.  And that was beyond odd coming from a man like Tristan.

“O-okay,” I murmured, flushing when I stumbled over the word.  “Um, where should I meet you?”

“I’ll come over to you, if that’s not a problem.”

My eyes immediately flashed around my living room.  Then I catalogued the rooms he might see if he were to come over—kitchen, bathroom…bedroom?—and wondered whether they were clean enough for company.

“Um…”

“What’s your address?”

“Tristan, I…” I trailed off.  What could I say?  With a sigh and a look down at my leggings and ratty t-shirt, I gave him my address.  “When will you be here?”

“Give me about fifteen minutes.”

“Alright,” I whispered.

“See you soon, sweetheart,” he murmured before hanging up.  I stared down at the phone in my hand with disbelief.  I wondered briefly if the past five minutes had just happened.  And I wondered what was so important that he needed to see me now.

I immediately raced down the hall towards my bedroom, searching for clothes more suitable than the ones I’d planned to go to bed in.  I tugged on some jeans and picked out a simple yet flattering mint green t-shirt that I’d neatly folded in my drawers.

Glancing in the mirror, I cringed.  I’d already taken off my make-up for the night—at least, what little make-up I used—so I reapplied a little mascara and swiped on some tinted lip balm before pinching my cheeks for color.  My hair on the other hand was hopeless.  It was already kinked from being in a ponytail for so long tonight, so instead I tied it up in a messy bun, loose tendrils framing my face.

‘Errand chic’ would have to do for Tristan Blackwell.

I raced out of my room, checking the time.  Ten minutes left.  I tidied up the living room, straightening blankets and fluffing pillows, before making sure I’d cleaned up completely after dinner in the kitchen, just in case.

It only took about five minutes to straighten up.  I was usually pretty tidy.

The remaining five minutes, I spent sitting on the edge of the couch, waiting anxiously for the sound of his car pulling up.  And sure enough, right on time, I saw his sleek black car park neatly in my driveway as I peered out my living room windows.  It made my relatively new grey Corolla look dismal.

Taking a deep breath, I coached myself like I did for my job.

You can do this, Noelle.  Just remember to keep your head and you’ll be fine.

A knock on the door.  A moment later, I pulled it open.  The first thing I thought was that Tristan looked way too handsome to be standing on my shabby porch, which desperately needed a good couple coats of paint.

Still dressed in his suit from today, he gave me a heart-stopping grin.  “You look beautiful,” he murmured, his eyes assessing.  I blushed, much to my dismay, and opened the door wider to let him enter.

“Thank you,” I said, clearing my throat.  “Did you come straight from work?”

Tristan entered, surveying my small entryway with interest.  It was weird seeing him here, especially when I’d seen his massive penthouse.  Well…part of it anyway.  Regardless, someone like him was used to mansions and private jets and here he was, standing in my modest 1,200 square foot home.  I was proud of it though and I could see myself living here for many more years to come, but it was still an odd sensation.

Maybe it was the suit…

He did look fantastic in a suit.

“Yes, I did,” he answered.  “It’s been busy, with the move and all.  I have to go to Germany next week for a few days, so I’m trying to finish up some work before then.”

“Germany?  Is it for a business trip?”

He nodded.  “We have a branch over there.  I pop in every month or so to make sure things are running smoothly.”

“You go to Europe every month?” I asked in surprise and a little bit of envy.  It was incredible how different our lives were.

He gave me a small smile.  “It gets old, trust me.”

“I couldn’t imagine how that would get old.  I’ve always wanted to go to Europe,” I told him, leading him into the living room.  “London and Rome are at the top of my bucket list.”

“Maybe I’ll take you some day,” he teased, running a hand through his dark hair.

That sobered me.  Because I knew that they were just words, something to say to fill the silence.  He had no intention of taking me anywhere.  I remembered why he was here.

Gesturing towards the couch, I hinted, “You needed to talk to me about something?”

Tristan sat down on my grandmother’s old couch, one thing I’d been unable to give up even though it didn’t go well with the decor.  I wanted to laugh at the sight of him surrounded by colorful embroidered flowers.

“Yes,” he said, looking up at me.  “Mostly, I wanted to apologize.  For earlier this afternoon, about what happened.  I shouldn’t have done that, no matter how much I wanted to.”

My heart skipped a beat, but I ignored the effect his words had on me.  They were just words.  “Or maybe you’re covering your bases for sexual harassment charges.”

It was a bluff.  One that he called.  He shook his head.  “I don’t believe you’d do that, Noelle.”

“Like I said earlier, you know nothing about me,” I gently reminded him.

“Maybe I want to though,” Tristan said quietly.  His green eyes sought mine and he reached out and tugged me down onto the couch next to him.  Our thighs touched and he turned his body so he could look at me fully.  “Have dinner with me tomorrow night.  We started off all wrong.  I’d like to make up for it.”

“Why the sudden change in heart?” I couldn’t help but ask.  “A little under a week ago, you couldn’t get me out the door of your place fast enough.”  Or elevator, not the door, in his case.  “And what happened to what you said earlier?  That one night was all you could give me?”

I’d thought about those words the rest of the day.  I’d already known that he was a playboy, but something about the way he said it, something in his tone told me that it ran deeper than that.  Much deeper.

With his jaw clenched, he looked away, towards the shelf of family photographs next to my TV.  He was silent for a good minute, taking in little things here and there, like the vase of fresh daisies from my backyard, a little ceramic Dalmatian my father bought me from a county fair when I was eight, my DVD collection under my TV stand.

“I like your house,” he murmured, his eyes still flashing around.  “Did you design it yourself?”

I wanted answers, but I realized that Tristan was stalling for time.  “Most of it,” I said softly, glancing around the living room.  It was done up in warm colors…rich burgundies, soft creams, and earthy browns.  Sometimes, I lit a dozen candles and cuddled under my blankets.  It made me feel safe.  “But this used to be my grandmother’s house.  She left it to my dad when she passed away and he rents it out to me.”  But it was such an insignificant amount, the renting being more my idea than his, so I had a lot in savings.

“Were you close to her?”

“Yes,” I said softly.  I tapped the couch.  “It’s why this monstrosity is still in here.”

A soft grin lit up his features and I momentarily forgot to breathe.  “It adds charm,” he decided.

There was another pause, but I was surprised that I didn’t find it uncomfortable.  Tristan was so at ease in silence that I couldn’t find it in myself to be bothered by it.

“You never answered my question, you know,” I reminded him softly.  I noticed that he had stubble lining his strong jaw and chin.  I longed to reach out and trace it, but held myself back.

“I can’t give you answers to your questions,” he said, his voice husky and low.  I almost shivered.  He had the greatest voice.  “All I know is that I’ve been thinking about you since Saturday night and I’ve been regretting the way that I treated you.  I’ve been beating myself up really, especially when Martin told me you refused a ride home.  I drove around for a half hour looking for you, hoping that you’d made it home okay.”

My mouth parted in shock as I listened to him.  “You did?” I breathed.  “But that’s ridiculous.  You barely even know me.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” he argued, eyebrows furrowing.  “And despite what you may think, I always make sure women get home safely.”

For some reason, I believed him.

“I took a cab,” I told him softly.

“I figured you did.  But I just wanted to be sure.”  A brief pause.  He ran his hand through his hair again, finally glancing back at me.  “It was driving me crazy.  And I had no idea how to contact you.  I only knew your first name.  So imagine my surprise when you come striding into my building on Monday afternoon, practically spitting fire as you took me down a notch.”  He gave a small laugh and I felt my stomach flutter.  “I couldn’t help but be intrigued.  That’s why I want to have dinner with you.  It’s as simple as that.”

“Wow,” I said, staring at my TV screen before looking down at my lap.  My heart was beating a mile a minute.  “You really are a charmer, aren’t you?”

I saw his smile out of the corner of my eye.  “Has anyone ever told you that you are highly suspicious of people?”

“Can you blame me?” I countered.  “I liked you when I met you on Saturday night.  And look where that got me.”

His face softened.  I felt him take my hand, his strong thumb brushing the sensitive skin of my palm.  “For the record, I am sorry for that night.  I was a complete asshole to you and I don’t have any excuse for it.  I’m not sorry that I met you though, just for how I treated you.”

I didn’t know what to say.  My face felt warm and I couldn’t quite meet his eyes.  “It’s a lot to take in, Tristan.”

“It’s just dinner.”

I sighed.  Even if I did want to have dinner with him, to have an opportunity to turn this into something more, I couldn’t.  I had my career to consider and no one, not even Tristan Blackwell, could take that away from me.

“I can’t,” I told him, a part of me already regretting my words.  “My firm has a strict policy about dating clients.  And your building…it’s a huge deal for me.  I can’t screw this up, I’m sorry.”

He wasn’t deterred.  “A business dinner then,” he suggested easily.  He gave my palm another swipe, but this time with the pads of his fingers.  “To discuss exactly what I want.  For my building, of course.”

I couldn’t help it.  I laughed at his flirting.  His fingers moved to the underside of my wrist and I caught his gaze, noticing his broad grin.

“Finally I get you to laugh,” he murmured, gazing at me with an intensity that reminded me of the night we met, the way he’d looked at me as he thrust powerfully between my shaking thighs.

I cleared my throat.  My mind was already fogging over with desire, so I looked away.  The last thing I needed was for him to be a distraction.

“What do you say, Noelle?”

“I…”  I bit my lip.  “I don’t know.  I’ll have to think it over.”

“Take as much time as you need,” he told me, sincerity shining in his voice.

I relaxed, glad that he would let me decide.  Because if he’d pushed me anymore, I would’ve caved and given into him.  I wanted to.  He probably knew it too.  He was the head of Blackwell Financial for a reason and I was beginning to suspect it wasn’t just because of who his father was.  Tristan had a vicious business sense.  And he didn’t like to lose.

“I like you like this,” he murmured lowly.  In surprise, I looked at him again.

“Like what?”

“All soft.”  He pushed back a tendril framing my face.  “Honest.  You won’t let me get away with anything, will you?”  I smiled, despite everything.  “But I also like you when you’re working, busting my balls.”

“You like that?  Are you a masochist?” I teased, raising a brow.

Another grin.  “Maybe.”

We looked at each other for a little while.  I took in his straight nose, his full lips, his dark eyelashes.  I felt flushed.  My whole body was humming with awareness.  I knew he felt it too.

When he spoke next, his voice was rough and husky.  “I should go.  I promised to leave you with your virtue in tact and if I stay any longer, I won’t be able to keep that promise.”

I knew he was right.  I was sorely tempted to ask him to stay, but even I knew that was a bad idea.  So when he stood up from the couch, I walked him to the front door.

Before he left, he turned and pressed a kiss to my forehead.  My heart fluttered at the sweet gesture.

“Let me know what you decide,” he murmured, his lips brushing my temple.  “Goodnight, Noelle.”  Pulling away, he brushed the same tendril of hair away from my cheek and then went out the door.

Shutting it after him, I leaned against the wood.  His scent lingered in my entry way and I was already filled with regret.

I remembered what Ryan said when he broke up with me.  That he needed someone more exciting, more fun.  My self-esteem had taken a major hit.  I’d been devastated.  I didn’t do anything remotely adventurous until last Saturday night when I met Tristan.  I’d taken a chance and even though it might’ve been rough to start, he made my stomach flutter, even when I was furious at him.  He made me feel breathless and I hadn’t felt that way in a long time.  Perhaps never, now that I thought about it.

For once, I decided to make an impulsive decision.  I wanted to do something a little crazy, something with consequences if it didn’t work out.  But at least I could say I tried.  At least, I wouldn’t feel this pounding, frantic regret in the pit of my stomach later down the road.

Fumbling with the door, I rushed out onto my porch.  Tristan was just getting into the driver’s seat of his car, but when he saw me coming out to meet him, he paused and straightened.

Striding up to him, I saw him raise a brow before I reached up and pulled his head down to me.  Our lips met.  Tristan’s surprise lasted only a few seconds before he groaned and pulled me against the length of his body, cupping his hands around my hips.

He felt so good.  He tasted so good.  I wound my hands in his dark, thick hair, bringing him closer.  That constant underlying tension between us sparked and caught a blaze.

This thing between us could backfire at any moment.  I knew that.  And yet, I couldn’t stop kissing him.

When we finally broke away, breathing hard and clothes wrinkled, he murmured, “Is that your answer?”

“Yes,” I whispered, smiling.

“Good.”  He kissed me again before pulling away.  “How about tomorrow night?”

“You don’t waste any time, do you?”

“No.”  He gave a shameless grin.  “I don’t want to give you the chance to change your mind.”

“I won’t.  Promise,” I told him softly.  “And tomorrow night sounds great.”

That familiar look stole over his face.  That look that gave me shivers and flutters and made me feel warm.  That look that said I was in trouble when it came to this man…

“Good,” he whispered.

And then he kissed me again.
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The kiss soon turned heated.  The night air was chilly against my bare arms, but Tristan pressed me closer to him and I forgot about it.  I was surrounded by his warmth, that was all I needed.

He was irresistible to me.  I was quickly figuring that out.  Even when I’d been hurt and upset, there was still that desire for him whenever we were together.  Like magnets.  Polar opposites that still came together.

I told myself that sex would be a bad idea tonight, especially when he’d just asked me out to a ‘business dinner.’  It didn’t stop the warmth from pooling between my thighs at the feel of his body against mine.  It didn’t stop my rapidly increasing heartbeat or the soft moans that fell from my lips as he stroked my tongue with his own.

Tristan was responding.  He was hard against me, long and thick.  A tortured groan escaped him when I rolled my hips into his cock.  He pulled away.  “We shouldn’t do this, Noelle.”  Even as he said the words, I could see the torn expression on his features.  He was desperate for me…and desperation was one thing I’d never thought I’d see on Tristan.

Fuck it, I thought.  I was already doing this.  I was already risking a lot.

“I want you though,” I whispered, tugging at his tie.  “Come inside.”

He moaned and, after a brief moment of hesitation, he followed me back to my house.  Once in the entry way, after I closed the front door and locked up for the night, his lips returned to mine and he grabbed a fistful of my hair, tilting my head back so he could have complete and total control.  Gasping, I allowed it…was aroused by it.  This was a man who did things his way…who knew what he wanted and took it.  I was only too happy to surrender to him.

His kiss was hungry, ravenous.  He delved into my mouth, stroking every inch with his tongue, before nibbling on my bottom lip.  Damn, this man could kiss.  I could get addicted to kisses like this.  And the rational part of my mind told me that becoming addicted, craving this, might not be a good thing.

My shirt was dropped onto the floor.  My jeans followed until I was just in a simple black bra and my underwear.

We were heading to the living room, but the thought of having sex on my grandmother’s couch made me cringe, so I led him instead to my bedroom, just down the hall.  Tristan brought his head up from my lips to look around my room, but I didn’t give him much time before I turned greedy again.

My hands pushed away his suit jacket and fumbled with the buttons of his shirt before I let out a frustrated moan.  Tristan grinned and swatted my hands away playfully.  “I’ll get these.  You work on my slacks.”

I was only too happy to comply.  My hands immediately reached for his black leather belt and when I got that undone, I unbuttoned his slacks, pushing them away and onto the floor.  I didn’t bother asking this time around whether he wanted them hung up.  I didn’t care anymore.  I just needed him.  Now.

Tristan got his shirt off in record time and I was greeted with the sight of his bronzed chest and, with a glance down, the impressive bulge of his erection.  He forced me to sit on the edge of the bed and I watched as he slipped his fingers inside his briefs and pulled them down, his perfect cock springing free.

Last time, I hadn’t gotten a good look of him since he kept his slacks on and he’d entered me from behind in those first moments.  But now…my mouth watered.  He was utterly perfect.  Thick and long.  The tip of his cock was an angry red and the arousing sight made my pussy throb, a dull ache that was begging to be attended to.

I wanted to taste him.  I wanted to take his perfect cock in my mouth and suckle on him until he lost control.  What would it be like driving such a powerful and in control man to the very edge of ecstasy and madness?  One day I would, I promised myself.

Before I could try, however, Tristan dropped to his knees on my carpeted floor and pressed close.  He grasped my ankles and forced me to spread my legs wide, before he draped them over his broad, warm shoulders.

“What are you thinking right now?” I couldn’t help but ask when I saw a look of intensity on his features.  The feeling of him literally between my thighs was incredible.  I could feel the heat radiating off his bare chest.

Tristan reached forward and tugged the cups of my bra down so he could expose my breasts.  The position of the bra pushed them up even more, as if they were begging for his kiss, his touch.

“I’m thinking about eating your pussy until you come all over my tongue,” he whispered, green eyes ablaze with lust.  “I’m thinking about doing this,” he said, before bringing his mouth to my breasts, sucking one nipple deep.

“Oh yes,” I whispered, my head falling back from the pleasure of it all.  His stubble scraped the sensitive flesh of my breast, but it only helped to increase the sensation.

He nipped at my nipple, just a light bite that made me yelp and moan all at once.  He grinned and switched sides.  He tortured me for a little while until I was tugging at his hair, convinced I was about to go mad if he continued any longer.

“What do you want me to do, sweetheart?” he asked me, his voice rough and deliciously husky.  “You want me to lick your pussy?  Want me to suck your sweet clit until you come?”

“Yes,” I moaned.  “Please.”

“Ask me then.  Beg me to do it,” he murmured, his eyes taking me in, from my flushed and rosy nipples to the way I was biting my lip.

“Lick my pussy, Tristan,” I whispered, only slightly embarrassed by the dirty words.  My past boyfriends had never been real talkers in bed, so this was new for me.  “Please suck on my clit.”

Tristan’s eyes flashed and he groaned.  I looked down between our bodies and saw his cock jump in excitement, pre-cum already wetting the tip.

He leaned up and captured my lips in a brutal kiss.  “I love your filthy mouth, sweetheart,” he growled.

And then he was peeling off my panties, kissing my inner thigh as he teased them oh so slowly down my legs.  It was maddening and I grasped at his hair, bringing him closer to where I wanted his kiss.

His tongue lapped at me once, then twice, then three times, until I was moaning helplessly.

“Oh God,” I whispered, eyelids shutting.  He kept at it, circling my clit with the tip of his tongue, flicking it this way and that until I was rotating my hips for more.

Tristan groaned.  “Mmm, so sweet.  Do you want more?”  I could feel his hot breath drifting over my pussy, wet and aching.

“Yes.  God, yes.”

I felt his finger slide between my lips, exploring me.  Another digit soon joined it and he curled his fingers inside me expertly, finding a spot that drove me mad.

Oh my God.  Amazing.

My head thrashed as pleasure reverberated to every nerve ending of my body.  I was on the verge of coming already.  I felt it build; every stroke of his finger and his tongue was heaven, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

“No,” I breathed, trying to push him away.  I gasped as he suckled on my clit, drawing the small bud between his lips.  “Tristan, stop,” I huffed.  “I’m gonna come.”

He laughed, drawing his head away from between my thighs, a dark grin on his features that made him seem even more gorgeous than usual.  “Is that a bad thing?”

He liked dirty talk.  So I gave it to him.  “No, but I want to come on your cock.”

“Yeah?” he asked, eyes darkening.

“Yeah,” I whispered.

Tristan moved immediately.  Rising from the carpet, his cock an even angrier red, he pushed me back so I was lying up near the headboard.  Then, after retrieving a condom from his wallet, he crawled over me.  His cock brushed my stomach as he sheathed himself, and I smoothed my hands over his strong chest, his back, his thighs as I waited.  I just needed to touch him, anywhere I could.  This god of a man was in my bed, about to give me another round of amazing sex.  At this moment, I didn’t care about anything else.  I didn’t care that he was now a client of mine.  I didn’t care that we’d gotten off to a rocky start.  All I cared about was getting him inside me, feeling him close to me.

He planted his left arm on the side of my head as he reached down and pressed himself against my opening.  He teased me, letting the tip of his cock venture inside a few inches before retreating completely.

“Tristan,” I groaned, reaching down.

He stopped my hands before they touched him.  Gruffly, he murmured, “Put your hands on the headboard and don’t move them unless I say you can.  If you do, I’ll just have to tie you up instead.”

I’d never been tied up before.  I’d never even really thought about it until he said something, but now the image was in my mind.  And, surprisingly, I wanted it.  I wanted to feel helpless and under his complete control.  Perhaps not now, but eventually.

Looping my hands around the headboard, I bit my lip to hold back another moan as he teased me again.  He kissed me, as if pleased, and rewarded me with more of his cock.

I took advantage of it and ground down, taking him until he was imbedded deep inside.

“Fuck,” Tristan bit out, jaw clenching.  With an almost helpless growl, he gave me another thrust.  My back arched at the sensation.  “You’re gonna be a hand full, aren’t you?”

“Just fuck me, Tristan,” I whispered, eyes half lidded.

With a groan, he kissed me, giving my bottom lip a little nibble before doing what I asked.  He covered me completely and started thrusting, rough and deep.

“Oh, yes,” I murmured.  I moved with him, thrusting my hips to match his pace.  We fit so perfectly; I could feel every delicious slide of his cock.  My hands squeezed the headboard as he ducked his head to take a nipple between his lips.  “Can I move my hands?  I need to touch you.”

“Yes,” he hissed, slamming into me.  “Touch me.”

Immediately, I brought my hands to arms, which were braced on both sides of my head.  I could feel his bicep muscles moving, straining, coming alive.  I moved my fingertips around to his back, feeling the flex of muscles there.  It was incredibly arousing to be able to feel his magnificent body at work, pleasuring me.

“Look at me,” he ordered.  My eyes flashed to his, remembering when he’d said something similar the first time we’d had sex.  They were dark with lust.  “God, you’re so fucking beautiful.”

I flushed even more than I already was at his compliment.  And then I gasped because he changed his angle, so that the root of his cock ground into my clit on every thrust.

After only a few moments, I was on the verge of climax…and when he picked up his pace, riding me harder and harder, I was there.

He continued to drive his cock into me, furious and deep, leaving me suspended in the haze of intense pleasure for seemingly hours and hours on end.  My back was arched, lips parted, but my eyes never left him and Tristan took it all in, eyes greedily roaming over my face, as if I were a beautiful painting he never wanted to forget.

Thirty seconds later, Tristan was coming.  His head dropped into the crook of my shoulder and he groaned, harsh and loud, against my damp skin, hips bucking wildly as he released himself inside me.

When he was spent, he dropped his weight into me and I savored the feel of him, stroking the smooth skin of his back as he regained his breath.

I gazed up at the ceiling in a happy daze.  Sex with him was beyond amazing.  Fantastic.  World-changing.

But, even as sated as I was, a little nagging voice in my head couldn’t help but worry.  It had been great last time too, and the moment he’d pulled away, I’d been blindsided.

Tristan gave a tired groan and rolled off me.  He slipped out of my body; a mild twinge of discomfort made me flinch, evidence of our rough, intense coupling.

I watched, holding my breath, as he slipped the condom off, wrapping it up in a clean tissue he found on my bedside table.  Then he rolled over to me, saw me looking at him.

“What is it?” he murmured, his voice thick and gravelly.

“I…”  I cleared my throat, hugging my arms over my breasts.  “I was just worried that…”

Immediately, his eyes flashed in understanding.  Frowning, he gathered me into his arms.  “I’m sorry for that, Noelle.  I was a jackass.  It won’t happen again.”  He tipped my chin back and gave me a deep, thorough kiss that washed away my doubts.

Well, most of them, at least.

“Can I ask you why?” I murmured, suddenly feeling shy.  “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

“I think I owe you an explanation, don’t you?” he said, bringing me closer.

We were on our sides, facing each other.  Our legs were tangled up in a content mess and I was warm from our combined body heat, even though it was a chilly October night and my heater wasn’t working properly.

In this moment, he wasn’t Tristan Blackwell, heir to the Blackwell fortune and the head of Blackwell Financial.  No, he was just Tristan, the man who’d hurt me and then apologized and then given me the best sex of my life.

“I know nothing about you,” I whispered, stroking the tips of his hair lightly.  “Other than what I’ve read online and in the press.  I have no idea what makes you do the things you do or why…but I’d like to.  I really would.”

He smiled a lazy smile and traced the sides of my face.  “You Googled me?”

I flushed with embarrassment.  “Yes.”

“I Googled you too.”

I let out a surprised laugh.  “What did you find?”

“Not much.  I found your bio from your firm and some client reviews about how amazing you are,” he teased.

“Good.  I don’t like the idea of my entire life being displayed on the internet.  How do you even deal with it all?” I asked.

“You get used to it.”  He lifted an arm to push his hair back, bicep flashing.  “What did you see?”

“Me,” I said, looking down at my sheets between us.  “I saw a picture of us leaving Valoir.  I read all about all your flings with models and socialites and how you had a girlfriend in Italy and London at the same time.”

“Do you actually believe in all that?” he asked, his eyes watching me closely.

I looked at him in all of his masculine beauty, with his stubble and mussed hair.  “I could believe it.  You’re not exactly hard on the eyes and you can be incredibly charming when you want,” I gave him a teasing smile but then it faded.  “But…no, I don’t.  If I did, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

His eyes softened at my words and I wanted to melt.

I would do anything to have him look at me like this always, I thought, with just a tiny hint of alarm.  It was only a small taste of the power he could have over me.

Tristan sighed.  “Whenever I’m photographed with a woman, the media automatically assumes she’s a girlfriend or a lover.  They try and spin it whatever way they can to make me seem like the scandalous playboy.”

“Aren’t you though?” I asked, eyebrows raised.  “You did take me home from a club.”

“It doesn’t happen nearly as much as the media makes it seem.  Most of those women in the photographs are friends or daughters of family friends that I need to entertain on occasion.”  He shook his head.  “But when I saw you, sitting at Valoir, looking incredibly nervous and out of place, there was just…I don’t know.  You can call it intense attraction or lust, but it felt different somehow.  And I knew I had to have you.”

“And you did,” I said softly, tracing the soft, dark hairs on his chest.

“Yeah,” he murmured, “I did.  And then I ruined everything.  I don’t have a reason for why I did it.  I just…”  He shook his head.  “You scared me.”

“I’m not exactly a scary person,” I said, tone lightly joking, but my heart was pounding at his confession.  I wondered if he could feel it.

Tristan blew out a breath and his eyes slid away from me, restless, before returning.  He wanted to say something, but he was holding back.

“Tell me,” I whispered.

His hand pushed back his hair again.  A nervous habit, I realized.

“You…made me feel vulnerable.  And I hate feeling like that,” he finally murmured with surprising passion.  “I absolutely hate it.  It scared me.  So, I acted first and lashed out at you because it was the only thing I could do, the only way I could make my world go back to how it was before I met you.  And I know that it was cowardly and an awful thing to do, but at the time, in that moment, I felt like I had no choice.”

“Being vulnerable isn’t a bad thing,” I said, catching his eyes.

“It is when you’re a Blackwell,” he said, his voice harsh, bitter.

I went silent, thinking over his words, reading between the lines for what he was actually saying.  My mind returned to what I’d read about his family, but I couldn’t think of anything glaringly significant.

After a moment, Tristan sighed and softened his tone, “I’m sorry.  Let’s talk about something else.”

I could see the subject was uncomfortable for him, so I allowed his obvious change of subject.  “Like what?”

He smiled.  “I don’t know much about you either, you know.  Maybe we should start there.”

“Well, we always have our business dinner,” I teased.

Tristan laughed and I savored the sound, smiling.  It was husky and rich, like his voice.

“Tell me something,” he told me, stroking my hair and brushing the tips over my cheeks.  “Anything.  Like what you like to do when you’re not working.”

“Hmmm, well, I like to garden.”

“Yeah?”

“I have a little flowerbed and vegetable garden in the backyard.  It was my grandmother’s.  She taught me how.  And I like to bake,” I said, shy all of a sudden.  “Bread, cookies, scones, cakes.”

“Mmm, I could get on board with that,” he murmured, eyes lighting up.

The bloom of affection I felt for him was blossoming even more, rapidly expanding by the minute.  My heart stuttered but I kept on talking, to take my mind off it.  “I’ll usually whip up a batch of something on the weekends.  Or after a bad day at work, but I don’t have too many of those.”

“You like your job?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, a small smile crossing my features.  “I really do.  I’m lucky, I guess.  You hear about people all the time being stuck in jobs they hate, dreading going into work every day.  But I look forward to work.  It helps that I also like my boss and my coworkers, I suppose.”  I bit my lip, remembering that Tristan probably never had a choice for a career, being in the family he was in.  “Do you like your job?”

A quirk of his lips and a slow exhale.  “I don’t mind it actually.  But I was bred for it.”

Bred for it.

Those words sounded so…awful.

Tristan examined the look on my face and gave a small chuckle.  “It’s not as bad as it sounds, trust me.  I probably would’ve gone into business anyway.  And I don’t mind the stress so much.  It keeps me busy, although I could do with less traveling.  I’ve come to dread planes.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you,” I mock-grumbled, poking at his chest.

“It was fine in the beginning,” he assured me with a smirk, abandoning my hair to capture my hand.  He gave each of my fingers a soft kiss, which sent a flurry of butterflies to my stomach.  No, not just butterflies.  Butterflies on caffeine.  “But I hate being cramped up for so long.  And when I go overseas, I usually only stay a couple days and it’s spent mostly in our headquarters.  The last time I had a proper vacation was maybe…two years ago?”

“Where’d you go?” I asked, a little breathlessly, as he ran his fingertips slowly from my wrist to the middle of my palm.

“Scotland,” he murmured.  “I own a house in the Highlands.  I like to go there to unwind sometimes.  It’s peaceful, not a whole lot of people around, shitty internet at most times of the day, so it’s perfect when I feel like I need to get away and unplug.”

“It sounds wonderful.”

I could imagine him in a place like that.  On his own, relaxing by a fire, or taking walks along the rugged coastline or traversing glens.  It suited him in some rugged, primal way…

The idea aroused me almost more than his light, teasing strokes.  I pressed close to his body, feeling the brush of his semi-hard cock against my belly.  Tristan made a sound, a mixture of a groan and a laugh, and then responded to my unspoken hint.  A warm, confident hand ran from the sides of my sensitive breasts, to my waist, to my hips.  He cupped my bottom suddenly and pressed me flush against his skin.

“Do you need something?” he asked lowly, his voice dropping.  I shivered.

“Yes.”

He sighed.  “I don’t think I have any more condoms.  I wasn’t expecting to…” he trailed off, tracing the swell of my ass with the pads of his fingers.

I bit my lip, blushing.  “I think I have some.  In the bathroom.”

He grinned.  “Well, go grab a few.”

“A few?” I asked, raising a brow.  “A little ambitious, don’t you think?”

“Not for me,” he replied, winking.  His cockiness stole my breath away and all I wanted was to jump him right then and there and let him prove it to me.  Screw the condoms.  But the more rational part of my brain reminded me that I’d been off birth control for a year, which I would remedy as soon as possible.  So, I rushed off the bed, a little self-conscious about my nudity, which was ridiculous after what we’d just done.  At least until Tristan groaned and said, “Your ass is fucking fantastic, Noelle.  Hurry up with the condoms or I can’t be responsible for my actions.”

I shook my head, flushing a bright red, before scurrying into the bathroom right across the hallway.  I grabbed a few condoms from under the sink, where I’d tossed them after I went on birth control for Ryan.

I placed them on the side table when I got back to the bedroom, eyeing Tristan in all his glory.  He had his arms under his head, looking incredibly at ease, and, to my delight, his cock was erect, ready for me.  The sight of him aroused, all hard planes and strong muscle, with his wicked piercing green eyes glinting with lust was enough to make any woman crazy.

It was the first moment that I realized I was in danger of falling in love with him.  Looking at me the way he was, like I was the only woman in the world for him right now…I could become addicted to him only too easily.  I would have to be careful, because something told me that a man like Tristan Blackwell was capable of breaking my heart.

“Let’s see what you’re made of,” I murmured, plucking a condom up from the nightstand and tearing it open.

Tristan grinned.  “Challenge accepted.”
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TRISTAN




Even after three rounds of intense sex, Tristan still lay awake in Noelle’s bed, stroking her soft skin as she slept.

Surrounded by her lovely, clean scent and warmth, he didn’t remember the last time he’d felt this peaceful, this calm.  Hell, he didn’t even remember the last time he’d shared a bed with a woman, slept next to a woman.  This felt right, however.  Noelle felt right.

He didn’t want to fuck this up, whatever it was.  There was something different about her.  He’d realized it when he first met her… even when he’d first seen her, looking out of place and nervous at a table in Valoir.  Even though he tried to ignore whatever it was that ran between them, he’d known it was only a matter of time before he failed.  He hadn’t lasted as long as he’d hoped.

And although they barely even knew each other, there was a spark between them that couldn’t be denied.  It ran deeper than lust.  Much deeper.

It scared the shit out of him.

Tristan looked down at Noelle, sleeping soundly against his body, with soft hair and glowing, rosy skin.  So goddamn gorgeous that it made his chest squeeze whenever he looked at her.

He liked that she was different when it was just the two of them.  And he liked that she was a hustler when it came to her job; she got shit done, just like him.  He remembered hearing her voice outside his office earlier this afternoon.  Remembered the way she spoke to his receptionist, Karla, and not taking shit from her.  In Karla’s defense, Tristan had told her he didn’t want to be bothered.  Even then, Noelle had somehow managed to wriggle through.  It was impressive.

And the sex…

Jesus.  He couldn’t stop thinking about it, reliving it.  It was amazing.  Passionate.  Crazy.  Sometimes two people just fit when it came to sex…and him and Noelle definitely fit.  More than fit.

Tristan was still hard, even now, like some horny teenager.  He remembered Noelle’s frantic moans and sighs and her tired, incredulous laugh once he’d rung every ounce of pleasure from her body.  He couldn’t wait to do it again, couldn’t wait to feel her heat sliding around him, stroking his cock until he was desperate.  Even now, he was considering waking her up for more.

He grinned and shook his head, relaxed and actually excited about something, about someone, which hadn’t happened in a long time.  Tomorrow night couldn’t come fast enough.  He wanted to plan something special, just for her.

His phone rang.  The abrupt sound cut through the peaceful silence like a knife and he felt Noelle stir next to him, coming awake.

With a silent groan, he lifted the sheets off his naked body and bent down to retrieve his slacks, locating his phone in the front pocket.

He looked down at the screen and Tristan’s good mood immediately soured when he saw who was calling.  A change came over him.  He could feel the walls coming back up, rebuilding, shielding him and preparing him mentally.  He could feel himself become colder, closed off.

He became Tristan Blackwell, son of John Blackwell, one of the most powerful men alive.  But with power came terror.  Tristan had learned that the hard way.

“What is it?” Noelle asked softly, sensing the change, worry evident on her features.

“Nothing,” he told her.  He padded towards the hallway.  “I have to take this.  Go back to bed.”

“Okay,” she said quietly, watching him.

Once in the living room, he took a deep breath.  He accepted the call.

“Father,” Tristan greeted.

His father’s voice filled his ear, making Tristan flinch.  It was an automatic reaction, a product of years and years of his father’s continual, overbearing presence.  In some ways, Tristan was still a small boy, growing up under his father’s tyrannical rule.

John Blackwell didn’t believe in pleasantries when it came to anyone except potential business partners.  Then, he could really turn on the charm.  But Tristan was simply his son, just another one of John’s pawns in the game of money and pleasure.  He always bore the brunt of John’s wrath.

Dread formed in the pit of Tristan’s stomach as he listened to his father’s words boom.  He let them fill his mind until they repeated over and over again.

In a mocking tone, John Blackwell said, “Your fiancée is coming into town in a couple of weeks.”

Your fiancée.  Your fiancée.  Your fiancée.

“I just got off the phone with her father.  So don’t fuck this up for me, do you understand?”

Tristan hated his father in that moment.  Then again, Tristan was pretty certain he’d hated his father his entire life.  Not just for what he did to him, but for what he did to Aria.

Your fiancée.

Isabelle was coming into town…

Tristan cursed.




End of Part One
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ONE










“Oh…fuck,” Tristan growled.

I moaned, clenching my thighs together, even with my ass high in the air.  I felt Tristan’s hand tighten in my hair as he helped guide me.  I loved his power, being under his control.  Revelled in it.

His thick cock popped out of my mouth and I licked up the sides, dragging my tongue along the veins, tracing them to his very tip.  His breath hitched and my eyes flashed up to his.  Eyes hooded, lips parted, he was gorgeous, with his unruly dark hair and strong, scruffy jawline.  Seeing him in the early morning light softly filtering through my blinds was unparalleled.

“Mmmm, keep looking at me like that as you suck my cock, sweetheart,” he groaned.  Another clench of my thighs.  I loved his dirty mouth too.  “You like doing this to me, don’t you?”

My answer was a moan around his cock as another rush of heat bloomed between my thighs.  Yes, Tristan Blackwell, billionaire heir to the Blackwell family, was officially turning me into a wanton.  And I loved it.

Another sharp intake of breath from Tristan as I lapped at the sensitive spot at his very tip.  His hand tightened in my hair for a brief second before he shifted positions and tossed me back onto my bed.  Once he rolled on a condom, Tristan gripped my thighs and spread them wide so that my wet pussy was on display.  He stared down at me, his sheathed angry cock pulsing, before dragging a finger through my folds.  I gasped at the contact, arching my hips off the bed, hoping to feel more of him.

“You’ve teased me long enough, sweetheart,” he grated, placing my legs over his shoulders.  It wasn’t an entirely comfortable position.  I was completely exposed to him, vulnerable.  He moved forward, raising my ass off the bed as my hamstrings stretched deliciously, and his cock bumped my clit.

I needed him so much.  I tried to move my hips so that his cock would slide into me, but he had complete control.  Finally, I begged, “Please, Tristan!”

“What do you want?” he asked, dragging his lips up the side of my neck.  “You want this?”  Just then, he thrust his hips suddenly and his cock slid home.

My lips parted, feeling his hardness inside me.  “Yes, honey!  Please!”

He retreated and I almost beat his muscular back in frustration.

“Tell me.”

“I want you.  Please, I need you so much!”

“What do you need?”

Ugh!  Infuriating man.  “Your cock!  I need your cock.”

Immediately, he gave me what I wanted.  His arms braced on the bed on both sides of my head, steadying himself as he plunged inside.  And then he kept going, thrusting inside me, hilting to my very womb.  The position made it so that he was so deep inside that I couldn’t tell where he started and I ended.  We were joined together in the most intimate way possible.  The heat was exquisite.

“So fucking good,” he grunted, punctuating his words with a sharp thrust that I swore I felt up to my throat.  “Fuck, Noelle!”

I couldn’t think, couldn’t talk.  All I did was gasp and moan because the pleasure that was building didn’t allow for anything else.  I could hear the rhythmic, powerful slapping of our bodies coming together.  I could feel Tristan’s ragged breaths in my ear and smell his spicy, intoxicating scent.  The soft hairs that lined his chest tickled my nipples, making them pucker and tighten even more.

I screamed when I came.  I’d never done that before, but the sound was wrenched from my lips and I was helpless against it.  Pleasure so intense that it bordered on pain wracked my body.  My inner walls clenched so tightly that Tristan seemed as though he’d grown double in size.  I knew he felt it too because he bellowed out a curse in disbelief.  A few moments later, his powerful body tensed above me.  I felt his cock throb as he came.

My legs fell away from Tristan’s shoulders once my orgasm subsided, but they continued to cradle Tristan’s body.  He was still imbedded deep inside, but I didn’t have the energy to move him.  He’d collapsed on top of me and although he was heavy, I enjoyed his weight.  I wrapped my arms around him, tracing his smooth, warm back.

Just as I began to suspect he’d fallen asleep, he turned his head towards me and captured my lips.  I smiled in exhaustion, even though we’d both just woken up, but damn, Tristan could kiss.

“Good morning,” he murmured against my lips.

“Good morning.”

He groaned and carefully slid out of me, making sure the condom didn’t leak.

Tristan caught my wince.  “Shit, sweetheart.  I’m sorry.  Was I too rough?”

I smiled.  “Maybe a little.  But I liked it.  More than liked it.”  He was still frowning.  “Tristan, I just had possibly the best orgasm of my life.  So saying I ‘more than liked it’ is an understatement.”

A tiny smile finally appeared and he leaned down to steal another kiss.  “I like you.  I think you’re good for my ego.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

After Tristan took care of the condom, he came back to bed and lay down beside me.  I couldn’t believe that just last night he’d shown up at my house, asking me out to dinner, before coming into my bed.  I hadn’t planned it.  It just happened.  Apparently, when it came to Tristan Blackwell, I didn’t have a lot of self-control.  No self-control, I amended mentally.

I watched him carefully.  Last night, he’d gone into the living room to take a call.  He told me to go back to bed before he left the room.  I couldn’t help but worry when I saw the closed down expression on his face.  It was like talking to a steel wall.  We barely knew each other, him and me, but even I knew that something was wrong.

I thought I’d heard him say ‘father,’ but I didn’t want to eavesdrop, so I’d turned over and looked out my bedroom window.  I could see my grandmother’s flowers from my bed.

He’d been different when he’d returned.  Colder.  Distant.  He hadn’t said anything, just climbed back between the sheets.  He hadn’t wrapped his arms around me.  He’d stared up at the ceiling for a long while before closing his eyes.  I’d wanted to ask him what was wrong, but I didn’t know if I would be overstepping boundaries.  Our situation was tentative already.  I didn’t know what we were doing.  And if he didn’t want to talk about it yet, then I’d give him space.

Now, he seemed back to his normal self.  When I woke up this morning, I felt his cock hard against my backside and I’d decided to wake him up in the best way possible.  In the aftermath, I could see that he was relaxed, if a little sleepy still.

“Are we still on for dinner tonight?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, smiling.  Then it faded slowly.  “Unless something came up.”

He glanced over at me.  “Why do you say that?”

“No reason.  Just that…well, you’re a busy man.”  I picked a piece of lint off my comforter.  “I didn’t know if something came up last night after…”

“Sweetheart, I always take calls,” he said, running a hand over his scruffy jawline.  “If it’s not from someone here in the States, it’s in the UK, or Germany, or Japan.  Something always comes up, but I know my limits.  And when I make plans, I don’t break them.”

“Okay,” I said quietly, liking that answer more than I should’ve.

“And I didn’t miss the way you were fishing for answers, by the way.  Subtlety isn’t your strong suit.”

“I was not!” I protested, but a blush stole over my face, giving me away.

Tristan chuckled.  Could he blame me for wanting to know why he shut down last night?  I’d already suspected that him and his father didn’t have the best relationship, but could it really be that terrible?

“And I didn’t miss the way you avoided my fishing for answers,” I finally said.

“You’re going to be a hand full, aren’t you?” he asked, once he stopped laughing.  Still avoiding my question, I might add.

“Probably.  Sure you still want to go out with me tonight?”

“Absolutely,” he replied with a heart-stopping grin.  Butterflies erupted in my stomach at the sight of it and my body warmed.

I was already ready for him again.  I scooted closer, stroking the expanse of his chest, running my fingertips over his nipples and the ridges of his abs.  He made a sound in the back of his throat as he watched me.  Touching my lips to his, I softly kissed him.  He let me guide it, following my lead, as I stroked my tongue over his.

Then his phone rang, cutting through the sensual haze we’d created like a butcher’s knife.

Groaning, he reached over to my night stand to grab it.

“I’m sorry, I have to take this,” he told me, once he saw who was calling.

I sighed inwardly but nodded.  “Of course.”  I needed to remind myself that he was a Blackwell.  “I’ll go put on some coffee.”

I left the room after slipping on a robe and made my way to the kitchen.  One of the reasons why I loved this house so much was that it was incredibly bright in the mornings.  The back windows of the house caught the sun perfectly and the interior lit up, making the wood floors gleam and my grandmother’s vases twinkle.  It was a beautiful sunny morning for October, but I could feel a chill in the air, even through the windows, a telltale sign that winter was on its way.

Tristan appeared shortly after I put my coffee maker to work.  I didn’t notice him at first, as I was admiring the dew on the grass out of the kitchen window.  Eventually, I caught his large form out of the corner of my eye.  He’d dressed in his slacks and shirt and he watched me as he leaned on the frame of the kitchen door.  His eyes were unreadable, but there was a certain urgency to them, something like…longing.

Suddenly, he strode over to me and pulled me in for a long kiss, trapping me between the kitchen counter and his hard, unyielding body.  I gasped against his lips, but was soon clutching onto his shirt, trying to bring him closer.

His hands seemed like they were everywhere at once.  Gripping my ass, on the curve of my breasts, my waist, my hips, my neck.  My skin tingled at the contact.  I got the sense that he was trying to brand me, possess every inch of me.  What scared me was that I wanted that.  I wanted to be his.  Only his.

“Fuck, Noelle,” he murmured, sliding his lips down my throat to suckle on the sensitive skin there.  “I can’t keep my hands off you.”

“Then don’t.”

He groaned.










TWO










The coffee was cold by the time we finally got around to drinking it.

Tristan looked smug with his mussed hair and wrinkled slacks as he sipped on his mug.  He’d fucked me on my kitchen counter and even though I’d still been a little sore from this morning, I’d thoroughly enjoyed every second of it.

“Would you like breakfast?  I have some eggs and bacon I can fry up,” I offered, my body still humming from my orgasm.

That same unreadable look stole over his features.  Then disappointment entered his gaze.  “I have to get going actually.”

“Something came up?” I asked, thinking back to the call he took shortly after we woke.

“Yeah.”  He drained his cup.  “I have to get home and shower.  What are you up to today?”

I pulled a face, taking his mug away and rinsing it.  “I also have to go in.  Annie wants to see the initial designs for your lobby on Monday morning.”

“Maybe you can tell me about them later tonight at dinner,” he murmured, giving me a slow kiss that made me smile.  “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

“You have to give me something more than that,” I teased.  “I need to plan my outfit.”

“Wear a dress.”  Then his eyes got heated.  “And some heels you can dig into my back later.”  I gasped as a sharp jolt of pleasure went shooting below my belly.  He took the opportunity to kiss me again before he backed away.  “See you tonight, sweetheart.  Lock up after me, okay?”

Before I knew it, he was gone.  I stood in my kitchen, aroused—again—and dazed.

That was what Tristan did to me apparently.

I smiled.  And the morning light seemed even brighter.




*     *     *




By two in the afternoon, I was already making a lot of progress with the designs, which was surprising in itself considering I thought I’d be more than distracted today.  Perhaps it was because I was designing something with a man in mind.  Tristan was the head of Blackwell Financial.  It should only be fitting that his building reflected that.

The lobby in my designs had a coolly elegant, yet sensual, feel, all sleek lines with rich accents.  It hinted at wealth and power without being too over the top.  It was still in the early stages though and I was having difficulty with what flooring would be best.

As I debated over how dramatic the flooring should be, my office phone rang.

“Thank God you’re okay,” Larene exclaimed when I answered.  “I was getting worried since you didn’t respond to my text last night and you didn’t answer my calls this morning.”

“Oh shoot,” I said, digging through my purse for my cell phone.  I hadn’t checked it since Tristan came over last night and I’d just tossed it into my purse this morning on my way out the door.  Larene had texted me and called me twice this morning.  “I’m so sorry!  I didn’t check my phone.  And I’ve been in my office since nine.”

“And last night?”

“Well…”  I paused.  And, Larene being Larene, she picked it up right away.

“Did something happen last night?  Oh my God, something did.  Tell me everything!”

I sighed inwardly.  Then I braced, preparing myself for her reaction.  “Tristan came over last night.  And we talked…and things happened.  I’m going out to dinner with him tonight.”

I had to hold the phone away from my ear in fear that I’d go deaf due to Larene’s excited shrieks.  “This is the best news ever!”

I tried to contain my smile, but failed.

“I’m so excited for you, Noelle.”

“I’m excited too.  He’s…not what I expected him to be.  And the sex is amazing.  I never knew it could be so good.”

“When it’s with the right person, it definitely is,” Larene said.  I remembered a time when she’d told me much the same thing after her and Kane slept together.  Now I understood.  “I knew this would happen.”

“You did not.”

“Okay, maybe I didn’t.  But you were so worked up about him.  I could only hope.”

“I was only worked up about him because he was a total asshole the first night I met him, remember?”

“Well, he’s not such an asshole now though, is he?”

“No, he’s not,” I said quietly, remembering his words last night, his explanation for why he’d acted the way he did.  He said I’d scared him, made him feel vulnerable, weak.  I wanted to tell Larene.  The words were on the tip of my tongue.  However, that conversation was just between Tristan and I.  It didn’t seem right to share it, even with my best friend.  “But I’m worried.”

“About what?”

As I stared down at the designs I’d been working on for over five hours today, I knew what I was afraid of.  “He’s my client now.  I’m risking a lot by doing this.”

“Well, do you think he’s worth it?”

I thought back to last night, the way he’d opened up, how he looked next to me in bed, that phone call, the unreadable look he’d given me this morning…

There was much more to Tristan Blackwell than that womanizer who’d taken me home from Valoir.

I wanted to know more.  I wanted to know him, every side and shade of him.

“Yes,” I answered softly.  “I think he is.”

“Then there’s your answer.  See?  Simple.”

“Making a decision is simple.  It’s going through with it that’s the hard part.”

“Hard part, huh?”  I could almost hear her wriggling her eyebrows over the phone.

I laughed, loving her dirty humor.  “Oh yes.  Very hard.”










THREE










“Maybe we should just stay in tonight,” Tristan murmured, his green eyes darkening with hunger when he saw my dress and his specially requested heels.  I’d just pulled open the door to reveal him standing in dark slacks and a crisp button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, highlighting his tanned skin.  He looked freshly showered and shaved, not a hair out of place.  In other words, delectable.

I was beginning to have much the same idea because he looked good enough to eat.

His eyes raked down my body, taking in the navy blue cocktail dress I’d chosen for the evening, with the help of Larene, of course.  It was a simple, almost demure dress, form fitting with a sexy lace overlay and capped sleeves.  But when I turned around to retrieve my purse, I heard Tristan’s intake of breath and smiled to myself.  The back was cut out with beautiful scalloped edges from the base of my neck to the small of my back.  It was sensual and a little naughty, but it would be appropriate enough for wherever he wanted to take me.

As for the heels, well…they were more than a little bit naughty.

I felt his heat on my bared back as I reached for my coat.  He trailed a finger up my spine and I gasped, wanting to arch into him, but stopping myself at the last moment.  Heat pooled below my belly.  I’d been aroused simply dressing up for him, imagining all the ways I could dig my heels into him as he fucked me.

I felt his breath, warm and delicious, next to my ear.  “How am I going to get through dinner now?”

“I’m not wearing anything underneath either.”

He hissed out a breath and I felt his fingers trail up leg.  Moaning, my head lolled against his shoulder.

“Nothing at all?”

“No,” I whispered.

Tristan cursed when his fingertips made contact with my bare pussy, but I quickly moved away from him, shrugging on my coat.  Even though my body was humming with desire and I was sure my arousal would be dripping down my leg by the time we finished dinner, I wanted to wait until later.

“You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

I smiled at his tortured expression.  “Never.”

“Fine,” he said, running a hand through his neat hair.  “Come here and give me a kiss at least.”

That I happily and enthusiastically complied with.  It was a long, almost furious, kiss that hinted at what would come later.  My cheeks were flushed by the time we finished.

“We should get going,” Tristan said, his voice husky and deep, sending shivers down my spine.  “I made reservations.”

“Okay.”

As we made our way out to his car, he caught my hand, tugging me close to his side.  I melted at his unexpected action.

“You look beautiful, by the way,” he murmured close to my ear.  The late night chill was in the air, but I hardly felt it next to Tristan’s warmth.  And his words warmed me even more.

“You like the dress?”

“Very much.”

“Good.  This one is actually mine,” I teased, referring to the night we’d met.

He laughed, squeezing my hand.  Then he repeated the same words he’d said that night in the elevator going up to his penthouse.  “You’re something different, aren’t you?”

I didn’t respond, just continued to smile.  For some reason, I thought he’d forgotten all about that little exchange.  I was finding that Tristan always had ways of surprising me.




*     *     *




He took me to one of the best restaurants in the city, owned by the latest and hottest celebrity chef.  It was a revolving restaurant, situated at the top of one of the tallest buildings in the city.  It boasted amazing views, especially at night when lights twinkled like a shimmering mirage.  Much like Valoir, unless you had some serious connections, it was almost impossible to get reservations last minute.  But, Tristan being a Blackwell, I wasn’t even surprised when he was greeted by name the moment we entered.

“Mr. Blackwell, welcome.  We have your table ready,” a pretty hostess informed him.  “Please follow me.”

It was then that I realized my mistake.  Annie had connections all over the city.  She’d catered to the rich and famous for years, some of which were bound to be in this restaurant.  Some of them knew me.  Most of them probably knew Tristan.  If this got back to Annie somehow, and it would, I would be taken off the Blackwell Financial project for good.

Oh God.

I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been.  Tristan had officially turned my brain into mush because the possibility hadn’t even crossed my mind until this moment.

“Tristan,” I whispered.  “I don’t think—“

“Shhh.  It’s all right.  Trust me.”

Tristan led me by the small of my back.  Even through my thick coat, I felt the heat of his hand.  I was a little confused when we detoured away from the main dining space to a set of steel elevators at the front of the restaurant.

“Where are we going?” I asked him quietly.

“You’ll see,” he replied with a quirk of his lips.

After a short elevator ride, the doors opened to reveal another section of the restaurant.  A private section of the restaurant.  It was just as large as the downstairs, but it only had one immaculately set table situated close to the glass, which overlooked the city.  The rest was decorated tastefully in soft, glowing lights and rich burgundies and golds.

We had the entire space to ourselves.

The hostess led us to our table and I followed in a disbelieving daze.

Another host appeared and took our coats.  Tristan helped me into my chair before seating himself adjacent and then the hostess left us, bidding us a good dinner.  Wine came next and I watched silently, nibbling my lower lip, as Tristan approved it and let our glasses be poured with a theatrical flourish.  I didn’t even want to think about how much that bottle cost.

When we were finally alone, I leaned towards him.  “Tristan, this is too much.”

He raised a brow.  “Too much?”

“Yes.  You rented out the entire upper floor just for us.”

He shrugged as if it was no big deal.  “I knew you wanted to keep things under wraps since I’m technically your client.  I opted for privacy.”

“Yes, but I would’ve been fine with a hole in the wall Chinese restaurant or, I don’t know, a picnic or something!”

He gave me a look.  “I know you would’ve been.”

And that was all he said.

“Tristan.”

“Just say thank you, Noelle, and then drop it,” he told me easily, leaning back in his chair.  “I’m not used to women protesting on the dates I take them on.”

“Fine,” I said, still a little unsettled.  “But just for the record, this kind of thing makes me uncomfortable.”

“What kind of thing?  Money?  Or money being spent on you?”

I stared at him, unsurprised that he’d hit the nail right on the head.  His features were sharper in the shadows of the low lighting, but he was no less handsome.

“The latter,” I finally replied.  He studied me for a few moments.

“Noelle,” he said, shifting towards me again, his eyes on mine.  “If this,” he gestured between us, “goes any further, then you better get used to it.  I’m a Blackwell.  You know what that means.  Money doesn’t have to be an issue between us.  Ever.”

“That must be nice,” I said softly, my eyes never leaving his.

“It is.”  His words didn’t make me feel any better.  And he picked up on it, like the observant businessman he was.  “I’ll tell you what, sweetheart.  Humor me now, and I’ll order takeout for our next date.  Deal?”

My lips twitched.  “And I get to pay?”

“No.”

Cocking my head to the side, I murmured, “We’ll see about that.”

Tristan laughed, shaking his head in disbelief.  “Why can’t you be like any other woman on the planet?”

“Do you want me to be?”

He paused for a moment.  “No.  I don’t.”

We smiled at each other over the tops of our wine glasses.  Then our waiter appeared, informing us that the first course would be served shortly.  Tristan smirked at me all throughout the waiter’s speech, practically daring me to say something.  I kept my mouth sealed, thinking about how I would pay for takeout.

Once the first course arrived—a delicious artichoke appetizer with marinated pearl onions and an oddly satisfying olive mousse—I looked up at him.

“Tristan.”  His eyes caught mine and held.  I liked how he did that…made me feel like I had all of his attention, even though I’m sure there were a million places he could be right now.  “Thank you.  For all of this.  It really is lovely.”

His eyes glowed.  “You’re welcome, Noelle.”
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“I’m officially stuffed,” I proclaimed.  “I can’t believe how much dessert you ordered.”

“I figured you had a sweet tooth, considering you like to bake,” he said, taking a sip from his wine.  Everything had been delicious.  It was probably the most amazing meal I’d had, and yet the man in front of me outshone it all.  Even compared to the decadent dark chocolate torte with a ginger drizzle and earl grey creme brûlée, there was no competition.  And that was saying something, considering how serious I was about creme brûlée.

“You didn’t eat much dessert,” I noted, although given the way his body looked, I doubted he indulged very often.

His eyes heated and my cheeks immediately flushed with the look he gave me.  I knew what a look like that said.  It said, I’ll get my dessert later.

I tried to distract myself.  I gazed out the window, noting that it gave me a different view than it had the last time I’d happened to look out.  I could see the river and bridge now, shining in the night with bright lights that reflected in the water.  Fortunately, I wasn’t afraid of heights, or else I might’ve been more terrified to look down at the streets and people.  Everything looked miniaturized below, like the dollhouse I used to play with as a child.  I wondered if this was how the Blackwells felt all the time.

I felt Tristan’s warm hand envelop mine and he pulled me up to stand.  He guided me to a set of glass doors, to the outdoor balcony that circled the top floor.  The wind was intense from being up so high, but Tristan wrapped his arms around me from behind, keeping me warm.  He smelled amazing, a scent I was quickly becoming obsessed with.

The fresh, crisp air stung my wine flushed cheeks, but it felt soothing.  I smiled, gazing out over the city lights, in the arms of a man that seemed almost too good to be true.  I could see myself falling for him, if we continued on the way we were.  Our conversation at dinner had been seamless and natural.  He was easy to talk to and intelligent.  And the sex…out of this world amazing.

Yes, I could very easily fall for a man like Tristan Blackwell.

“It’s beautiful,” I commented.  

“One of the best views of the city, in my opinion.”

“Have you come to this restaurant very often?  The staff seem to know you.”  And they did.  Tristan seemed to be on familiar terms with a lot of them.  He knew the waiters who had served us our last few courses by name.

He hesitated for a brief moment and I wondered if this was the place he brought all of his dates.  That thought bothered me, even though I knew I had no right to be.  Tristan was a handsome, charming man.  Of course he dated plenty.

“Yes.  It was my sister’s favorite restaurant.”

He’d mentioned his sister briefly during dinner when we were talking about the sports we played growing up.  He’d told me his sister, Aria, had loved tennis more than he had, even though he’d played it until he was sixteen and she’d had to stop at twelve.  He’d seemed surprised when he said her name, as if he wasn’t used to talking about her.

She seemed like another sore subject for him, but I was curious.  “She doesn’t like it anymore?”

Another pause.  “She just hasn’t been here in a long time.”

There was more to the story.  I could tell, but I didn’t want to pry too much and ruin the evening.  Tristan was a master at dodging questions he didn’t want to answer.  So much so that he should’ve been a politician.

He was tense behind me, but I felt his body relax when I changed the subject.  “Remind me when you’re going to Germany.”

“Tuesday.  I’ll be back late on Saturday night.”  He nuzzled my neck.  “Are you going to miss me?”

I laughed and pushed at his arm.  “I think I’ve stroked your ego enough, don’t you think?”

I could feel the way his chest vibrated as he chuckled and the warm exhalations against my skin.  It made me melt into him, like putty.  I would miss him.  I would miss this.  At least I had work to distract me.

“By the time you come back, you’ll have a whole new lobby.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing your work,” he told me.

“Well, mine and Annie’s.  She had final say in everything.”

“Do you like working for her?  I don’t know much about her, just that she comes highly recommended.”

“I do.  She really is great.  I started out as her shy, stuttering intern who could barely get passed the interview stage.  But I’m glad she gave me a chance.  I hope she doesn’t regret it,” I told him truthfully.  I’d always been afraid of disappointing Annie, as she’d become not only my boss, but a friend over the years I’d worked with her.  That was why I hoped this thing with Tristan didn’t blow up in my face.

“I can’t imagine you as shy.”

“I was though,” I smiled at the memory.  “People make me nervous.  I just got used to handling them better.”

“Do I make you nervous?” he asked, turning me in his arms so he could look down at me.

His hair was tousled from the wind, but his eyes were bright.  My heart stuttered in my chest just looking at him.

“You more than anyone,” I said quietly.  I felt his hands touch the bared expanse of my back.  The sudden heat was surprising.

“Why?”

I swallowed thickly, darting out my tongue to wet my lips.  He observed the movement, stroking his fingertips up my back.

I wanted to tell him that he made me nervous because I could see him breaking my heart.  So easily I could see it.  I didn’t tell him though because I thought it might scare him.  We weren’t in a relationship.  And even though I felt a connection with him that I hadn’t felt with anyone else, something that told me he could be it, I knew that what we had could just as easily fade away into nothing.  Our situation was volatile.  One wrong move could blow everything to bits and I would be the one caught in the bloody aftermath.

Of course, I didn’t tell him any of this.  Instead, I chickened out.  “Maybe it’s your devilishly handsome good looks?”

A quick flash of disappointment in his gaze that fled before I could be sure.  Regardless, he smirked.  “I can’t blame you.”

I gasped at his arrogance and swatted his chest.  Tristan laughed, catching my hands, before trapping them between us.  He leaned down and claimed my lips.

Just like that, I melted.  I was easy, I suppose, when it came to him.  I couldn’t bring myself to be embarrassed, especially when he kissed me the way I liked: as though I was the only woman in the entire world.  A soft brush of his lips and then a hard, sweet pressure, before he relented again.  Over and over again until it drove me mad.

My world spun behind my closed eyes.  I smiled into Tristan’s kiss.
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I had mixed feelings in the elevator, going up to Tristan’s penthouse.  The last time I’d been in it, I’d been fighting back tears.  My knees had stung from clumsily falling on his floor.  And I’d been humiliated.  Completely humiliated at being used and discarded by the man I’d grown to like.  That man and the man inside the elevator with me now seemed so different.

Nevertheless, it was like going back in time, back to the moment where I swore I’d never become involved with a man like him.

Yet, here I was.  I almost laughed.

Tristan could sense my tension.  We’d had a great dinner and when he’d suggested coming back to his place, I didn’t even hesitate in my reply.  Now, I was wondering if I should’ve suggested my house.

“What are you thinking about?” came Tristan’s deep voice, filling the elevator.  He was close to me.  His arm was wrapped around my waist as we waited for the floors to fly by.

I glanced over at him and summoned a small smile.  “The last time I was here.”  He already knew that, of course.  Yet, he still asked.

“If I could do anything to make that night turn out differently than it did, I would,” was his response.  “It goes without saying that I feel terrible for the way I treated you.”

“And I forgive you for it,” I said, as the doors slid open, revealing his pristine penthouse in all of its simple beauty.  “I didn’t expect to feel uncomfortable.  It didn’t even cross my mind until we pulled up to your building.”

He cursed softly and I could hear that it was filled with regret.  “I’m sorry, Noelle.  I didn’t think.  Do you want me to take you home?”  His hand was already reaching for the button to take us back down.

I pulled his hand away and stepped out of the elevator, tugging him along with me.  “No.  Better to get it over with.”

“I don’t want you to have to get anything over with,” he said, his lips pulling down into a frown at my choice of words.

I sighed.  “I just meant that if we wanted to continue seeing each other, I would eventually have to face what happened that night.”

“Noelle—,” he started, glancing back towards the elevator.

My hands reached up to pull his head down and then I kissed him.  Immediately, his arms wrapped around my body, tugging me closer.  I wanted to show him that I did want to be here, regardless of what happened that night.  But it would take some getting used to, being in his penthouse.

When I released him, he looked down at me, heat rising in his gaze.  “Did you just kiss me to shut me up?”

I grinned.  “Yes.  But I think it worked.  You’re such a chatterbox, you know.”

He made an amused sound in the back of his throat.  “Someone’s looking to be punished later.”

“Or how about right now?” I whispered, smiling.

“What?  You don’t want a tour first?  I would think that would be a priority for an interior designer like yourself, after all.”

Excitement lit up my veins and I beamed.  “Can I?”

His eyes softened and my heart sputtered in my chest.  I always wanted to see him look at me like that, as if he’d do anything for me.  “Yes, of course.”

Tristan clasped our hands together after taking my coat and purse and hanging them in the closet nearest the elevator.  A small thrill went through me at seeing my things in his space.  It gave me dangerous ideas.  And we were only on our first date.

He led me through the living room and kitchen, which was absolutely breathtaking.  With gleaming pure marble white countertops and brand spankin’ new brushed steel appliances, it was a dream kitchen.  My hands were itching to bake something because he had two ovens.

His penthouse was bigger than I thought on first inspection.  Blocked by a wall on the far right side of the living room was a staircase leading up to the second floor, which was where his bedroom, office, workout room, and guest rooms where located.  I took particular interest in his bedroom, for obvious reasons.

Smiling, I stepped into the large room, releasing his hand so I could roam around.  As we’d been touring his office, he’d told me that Barbara Weiss’s company had taken care of the designing.  I knew Barbara.  She was a longtime friend of Annie’s, even though the two could be a bit competitive on occasion.

Tristan watched me now from the doorway of his bedroom, crossing his arms over his chest.  I was surprised because this room was different than all the rest.  Whereas the other rooms were more modern, with clean lines and solid colors, Tristan’s bedroom radiated warmth and comfort.  A large four-poster king sized bed was in the middle of the left wall, with black end tables.  A large oversized leather armchair was situated next to a gas fireplace, a few books lying haphazardly on the table next to it.  I itched to read the spines, to know more about the man watching me from the doorway.

Everything was done up in masculine shades of black and grey, with taupe mixed in to break up the harshness of the dominant colors.  I mentally applauded Barbara’s taste because the end result was beautiful.

Floor-to-ceiling glass windows comprising the far wall revealed Tristan’s million dollar view of the city.  I walked over to them to get a better look, pressing my face close to the glass to see how far down the street was below.  A door next to me led to the balcony, which boasted a couple lounge chairs that I was sure would be perfect for a sunny day.

I felt his heat as he pressed into me from behind, leaning close.  “What do you think?”

“I think it’s beautiful.  But this room is different from all the others.”

I could almost hear his smile and when I turned my head to see him better, I caught the tail end of it.  “I let Barbara do whatever she wanted to the other rooms.  But I wanted my bedroom to be apart from everything else.”

“Why?”

“Nobody sees my bedroom.  Except for Georgia, my cleaning lady, and me.”  He hesitated and then said, “And now you.”

I whirled around to face him.  “But surely, other people have seen your room.  Your family?  Ex-girlfriends?  Other…women?”

He shook his head, avoiding my eyes.  “No.  I like to keep this room to myself.”

“But you showed it to me.”

His eyes found mine again.  In them, I saw that perhaps he didn’t even know why he’d brought me here.  He looked at me like I was a puzzle.  “Yes.  I did.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I felt a little well of hope spring up inside me.  Perhaps I wasn’t the only one who felt this weird connection between us.  Maybe Tristan felt it too.

Then I thought of something.  “Is that why…on the night we met, you wanted to…”  My cheeks flamed.  “You didn’t want to come to your bedroom.”  We’d fucked against the wall.  I thought at the time he just hadn’t wanted to wait.  Now, I realized it was because he hadn’t wanted me to see his bedroom, something he considered private, just for him.

He ran a hand through his hair, obviously uncomfortable, but he nodded.  “I don’t take women in here.”

And I was just another one of them that night.  One of his women.

I tried not to be upset by that thought, but it still hurt a little.

Stop it.  He showed it to me now and that was all that mattered.  That night was in the past, even though it wasn’t that long ago.  A lot had changed since then.  I needed to remember that.

“I don’t see you like I do the others, Noelle,” he murmured, gripping my shoulders so I would look at him.  His expression was serious.  “Maybe when we first met and you told me you only wanted one night with me.  But, I already told you, that even when we came here, I felt something different for you.”

I smiled at him.  “You don’t have to explain it again.  I get it.  Let’s just move on from how we met.  It’s not important anymore.  We’re here now.”

And that was that.  I shoved everything that came before into a box and tucked it away.  Maybe our first meeting hadn’t been the greatest, but all I wanted to focus on was the Tristan I knew now.

I slipped my fingers down towards the waistband of his slacks and pulled his tucked-in shirt free.  His gaze automatically darkened.

“Does this conclude our tour?” I whispered, slowly working on the buttons.

“I’ll show you the rest later.”

Already impatient, he tugged his shirt over his head, leaving his sculpted chest bare for my greedy gaze.  I ran my fingers over his nipples before replacing them with my lips.  Tristan hissed out a breath as I laved one nipple with my tongue, before doing the same to the other.

“Noelle,” he grated.

“Hmmm?” I smiled, looking up at him.

He didn’t reply, but I saw the lust in his gaze.  We’d teased ourselves before and during dinner.  I didn’t want to wait any longer.

When Tristan stripped me out of my dress, I was left nude.  By his request, I kept my heels on and he grinned at me, before dropping to his knees.

I was acutely aware that we were in front of a glass window, but I was unconcerned.  We were so high and there were no buildings across from us.  Plus, the thought that someone might be watching only served to increase the pleasure.

I gasped when Tristan kissed my calf, wrapping a strong arm around my left thigh and draping it over his shoulder.  I was exposed to him like this and he made sure I knew it.  With hooded lids, I watched as he kissed his way up to my pussy.  His stubble drove me crazy, teasing me with rough scrapes followed by his gentle kiss.

I reached down to fist his hair, not only to steady myself on the one heel I had planted on the floor, but because I wanted to feel him in some way.  “Tristan,” I whispered.

Before I realized it, his tongue was on me.  Moaning, my head fell back against the window as pleasure tingled and sparked throughout my body.

“I love the way you taste, sweetheart,” Tristan growled.  “I’ve been wanting to do this all night.”

And he made up for lost time.  My hand tightened in his hair as he lapped my clit furiously, reducing me to a shivering, gasping mess.  He changed between that and tonguing my tight sheath, sucking out my arousal, only to have a gush of wetness take its place.  He was insatiable.

“Fuck, baby, you’re soaked,” he grunted, holding me open wider as he inserted a finger.  He groaned as I tightened around him.  “Yes, baby.”

“Tristan, I need to come,” I begged.  “Please!”  I couldn’t take any more of his teasing.  He had to make me come all over his mouth or fuck me, because if I didn’t orgasm soon, I’d go mad.

“Then come for me, my greedy girl,” he commanded, diving back in.  He fucked me steadily with his finger.  I was clenched up so tight that he could only fit in one as he licked and sucked my clit.

“Oh my God, oh my God,” I chanted, feeling my pleasure crest.  “So good, Tristan.  Yes!”

My mouth opened in a silent scream as I came.  Tristan felt my inner walls clenching tight and he groaned against me.  Every lap of his tongue made my orgasm continue even longer until I couldn’t take anymore.  I pushed his head away, panting, my head resting back on the glass behind me.

I gave an incredulous laugh, but it didn’t last long.  Tristan pushed up from the ground, my leg falling away from his shoulder.  I could see his thick erection straining against his slacks and as I watched greedily, I even saw it pulse.

My eyes shot up to his and I smiled.  With a heated expression, Tristan said, “I think you have better control over it than I do.”

He cut off my laugh with a furious kiss, one that completely consumed me.  I gasped against his lips, giving him everything he gave me.  Before I knew it, he’d picked me up and threw me back onto his king sized bed.

I was still in my heels.  I wet my lips when I saw Tristan gazing at me as he stripped completely, his angry erection bobbing in excitement.  A thrill went through me at the thought that I could arouse such a powerful, sensual man so thoroughly.  Just to tease him, I let my legs fall open.  I wanted him to see what he did to me.  My pussy was flushed pink from my orgasm and I still had my arousal coating my inner thighs and outer lips.

“So fucking beautiful,” he grated, his voice gravelly.  “Did you like me sucking your clit, baby?”

“Yes,” I moaned, feeling another gush of wetness between my thighs.  I was ready for more.  More than ready.  “I loved it so much.”

“Your pussy better be ready for me.”  He sheathed his cock with a condom, pumping the length a few times as though he couldn’t help himself.

He climbed between my legs and I opened wider to accommodate him.  Spread eagle and I loved it.  I loved the way he made me feel: sexy and beautiful.

With a thrust of his powerful hips, he was inside me.

“Oh yes,” I moaned.  His thick length stretched me perfectly, gliding over my tight walls, hitting all of the right spots.

“You were made for me, sweetheart,” he rasped above me.  “You were made for my fucking cock.”

I was.  And he was made for me.

I was already on the verge of coming.  I wrapped my legs tight around him, so my heels would dig into his smooth back.  It seemed to arouse him even more, feeling their slight pressure, because his hips working faster and harder.  He groaned and I swear I felt it all the way to where we were connected.

His fingers found my clit.  After he circled the small bundle of nerves a couple of times, I immediately climaxed.  There would be bruises on Tristan’s back tomorrow where I pressed in my heels, but I couldn’t help it as wave after wave of exquisite pleasure crashed down over me.

Tristan was grunting and cursing as he fucked me harder.  A few moments later, he hilted and threw his head back, shuddering as he came inside me.  It was mesmerizing to watch the strong column of his neck strained tight with tension, the way his shoulders bunched up, and his abs contracted.

He collapsed into me, completely spent.  I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing his damp forehead, exhausted yet exhilarated.

Tristan turned his head, his eyes hooded and sleepy but immensely satisfied.  I liked putting that look on his face.

“Good?” he murmured, kissing the tip of my nose.  The gesture was so sweet that I grinned.

“More than good,” I whispered back, my eyes bright and cheeks flushed.  “Amazing.”
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Tristan brought over a glass of red wine for me, a Scotch for himself, and then sunk down on the couch.  I curled into him, cradling my wine carefully, as I gazed out over his view of the city.

We were in his living room.  I’d finally taken off my heels, opting instead for one of Tristan’s shirts.  I snuck sniffs of it every now and again, making sure he didn’t see because I’m sure he’d never let me live it down.  I couldn’t help it though.  The man—and his shirts apparently—smelled divine.

Taking a sip of wine, I peeked over at him.  He was the most casual I’d ever seen him, in black sweats that showcased his muscular thighs and a soft grey t-shirt that I wanted to rub myself on.  I reached over, pushing back a lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead.  His warm gaze caught mine.

For some reason, I was embarrassed.  Perhaps he saw it written over my features because he leaned in for a kiss.

“What?” he murmured against my lips.

“Nothing,” I replied, tasting the Scotch on his lips.  I’d never been a whiskey person, but mixed with Tristan, it was delicious.

“Noelle.”

Only my name past his lips and he could make me do anything.  This was supposed to be the busiest, most stressful month of my life, yet here I was, more relaxed than I’d ever been, drinking wine and cuddling with a man I had no business being with.

“It’s not weird for you, is it?” I asked slowly.

Tristan pulled away, brow furrowing quizzically.  “What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s just that you seem to like your privacy.”  My hand made a nervous, fluttering gesture.  “And we just started…doing whatever we’re doing.  Is it okay for me to be here?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m serious, Tristan.”

He clenched his jaw, an expression like impatience crossing his features.  “I want you to be here.  I like you with me.  I thought we were going to move on from that night.”

I shook my head.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I just didn’t know if things were happening too fast.  I don’t know what we’re doing.”

Tristan took another sip from his tumbler.  “Do you need a label for it to be clear?”

I sighed.  “No.  I don’t.  Never mind.  Just forget I said anything.”

The comfortable silence we’d experienced only a little while before evaporated, only to have tension take its place.  I took a hasty sip of wine, hoping I hadn’t ruined the evening.

“I can’t give you a label for what we’re doing, Noelle,” Tristan started, his voice soft.  “All I know is that if things continue like they have for the past couple of days…”  A laugh was pulled from his throat.  My heart gave a flutter.  “Well, let’s just say that I could be in trouble.  You’re smart and beautiful.”  His voice dropped a little.  “And sexy as hell.  I like being with you.”  He paused, making sure I met his eyes, before he continued.  “But that’s all I can give you.  Nothing more.”

I absorbed his words, swallowing thickly.  I wasn’t asking for commitment or anything, but something about the way he said those last few words made me feel disappointed.

I shook myself, knowing I was being stupid.  Tristan had just treated me out to a great dinner and gave me a couple orgasms to boot.  It was ridiculous that I’d even brought it up, that I even felt this way after our ‘business dinner.’

“I’m being silly, Tristan,” I murmured, smiling.  “Really.  I don’t expect anything from you.  I just wanted to make sure that you were comfortable with what was happening.  That’s all.”

He didn’t seemed convinced.  I watched as he took another sip of his drink, his lips slightly downturned.  Our conversation didn’t seem over, but an unspoken agreement passed between us and we dropped the subject.

“Want the rest of your tour?” he asked, his fingertips resting lightly on my exposed thigh.  His shirt covered my ass, but just barely.  I still remembered the look he gave me when he told me to put it on.  His gaze had burned right to my core and I’d found myself aroused.  Again.  It seemed as though Tristan liked seeing me in his shirts.

“Yes please,” I said softly, giving him a small smile.

He tugged me off the couch and led me down a hallway, past the kitchen.  I’d assumed the hallway would just have more bedrooms.  Immediately, I saw I was wrong.  I gaped because on the left hand side, the hallway was lined with clear glass.  Through the glass, I saw a massive indoor infinity pool and jacuzzi.  Beyond the pool, I could see a spectacular view of the city.

But Tristan didn’t lead me in there.  Instead, he took me through a black door on the right side of the hallway.

When he opened it, I was in heaven.

The room was huge.  On one side was a wall of books, all neatly tucked away in a mahogany shelf.  I itched to trace their spines, but my eyes were too busy taking in everything else.  Towards the back of the room, where it was the darkest, I could see a set of six oversized armchairs in two rows, all facing a projector screen.  A wall of DVDs was visible next to the seating arrangement.  Typical man to have a theater in his own home.

The rest of the room held a pool table, a fully stocked bar on the left wall, and a massive gas fireplace that flickered to life when Tristan flipped a switch.  But what made it cool was the ambient lighting.  Dark furniture against the soft indigo lights made the room seem seductive, yet cozy.

I realized what this was.

“So, this is your man cave, huh?”  All I got was a shameless grin in return and it made my knees weak.  “I can honestly say that it’s the most impressive one I’ve seen.  And with Annie’s client list, that’s saying something.”

Despite my teasing tone, I loved it.  I totally wanted to set myself up in here, possibly forever.  I could picture myself reading by his fireplace as I nursed a glass of wine.  I could picture snuggling next to Tristan on those huge theater chairs as we watched a movie.

I could see myself bent over that pool table as he fucked me from behind.

Arousal shot through me, but I took a deep, calming breath.  I needed a little break after our vigorous session earlier, but still, a girl could daydream.

“I don’t get to use it as often as I’d like,” he admitted.

“You are a busy man,” I teased over my shoulder as I sauntered over to his bookshelf.  I felt him follow behind me, his heat as reassuring as a touch.  “So, what does a man like you read, anyway?”

He was silent, waiting as I perused his books.  Some were textbooks about business and economics.  Others were about history, mostly about war.  Memoirs and biographies about influential people.

I frowned.  No fiction.

I was just about to turn and tease him about it, but then a book title caught the corner of my eye.

Taken by the Rake?

I furrowed my brow, thinking that I’d read it wrong.  A double-take later and I knew that I hadn’t.

Pulling it from the shelf, I looked down in some surprise and amusement at the bodice ripper cover.  Very 80’s style with bright colors and a dark-haired shirtless man who looked like he’d taken steroids.

To go from business textbooks to romance novels…?

A smile played on my lips, but when I looked over at Tristan, it died.  He looked almost sad.  It was then I noticed the initials written on the front cover flap as I flipped through the pages.

A.B.

Aria Blackwell?

Understanding dawned.  These were his sister’s books.  But why did he have them?

And then I realized that I’d seen the initials before, I just hadn’t connected the dots.  The painting outside his office that I’d admired held the same initials in the corner.  Was that painting also his sister’s?

I had so many questions, but I didn’t know if he wanted to answer them.  When he’d mentioned his sister at dinner, he’d seemed almost upset about it.  I tried to remember if I’d read anything about her when I looked Tristan up online with Larene.  All I recalled was that she rarely appeared in public, but not much else.

I licked my lips, replacing the book on the shelf with care.  Then I turned to look at him, but I didn’t know what to say.

Tristan was looking at the books.  And then his eyes caught mine.  In them, I saw a careful mask dropped into place…and I hated it.

I wanted—no, needed—to break through it.

“They are your sister’s.”

The room held an oppressive silence as he stared at me.  He seemed to be daring me to ask, like he wouldn’t be able to speak about her without some form of confrontation.  Just like I needed an answer, he needed to be asked.

“Why do have them if they’re hers?”

As though waking up from a daze, Tristan’s body shot tight with tension.  I could see the way his shoulders bunched up through the softness of his t-shirt.  He slipped his hands into the pockets of his sweats, readying himself.

“She likes to read.  Her books mean a lot to her.”

I shook my head, trying to understand.  “But why do you have them?”  Nothing.  I tried again.  “Tristan, why don’t you like to talk about her?”

“You don’t talk about your brother either.”

All my breath left me and I reached out a hand to steady myself on the shelf.  My chest ached just at the mention of him.  “How did you—“

“The night we met.  You mentioned him briefly, about how he loved cars and worked on his Corvette all the time.”

“You remembered that?” I whispered.

“Yes.  Even though perhaps I wasn’t supposed to given the situation we were in.  But I did,” he answered easily.  His posture was casual.  However, I wasn’t fooled.  He was restless.  “Something happened to him,” he guessed.

“Don’t make this about me,” I shot back.  “You didn’t answer my question.”

“This is about the both of us.”

“Then tell me about your sister,” I pressed, crossing my arms.

“Tell me about your brother.”

Another long silence that seemed to stretch for eons.  We stared at each other, only a few feet apart, but the distance seemed like a statement.  Some part of me recognized that this moment was important for us.  If we couldn’t get passed this, could we have anything more?

That thought stirred me.  Was I ready to give up Tristan?

Immediately, my mind protested.  Hell, even my body protested as I unconsciously took a step towards him.

That alone gave me my answer.  “Fine.  I will.”

“Now?”

“Will you tell me about your sister if I tell you?”

A brief flash of pain in his eyes, but then he gave one jerk of his head as his affirmative.

My body relaxed somewhat, but I was still wary.  I should want to talk about my brother, but for some reason, I’d never been able to.  Not without crying.  And I didn’t want to cry in front of Tristan.

My back pressed into the bookcase behind me.  The books dug into my back and spine, but they gave me the comfort and support I needed.

“My brother had epilepsy,” I told him, a lump forming in my throat, “since before I could remember.  Growing up, him having seizures multiple times a day became a normal thing and…it was just something that he accepted, and something that we all had to deal with, as hard as it was to watch him like that.  One time, when I was eight or nine, I remember that he collapsed in the bathroom.  I found him there.”  I could never forget that image, no matter how much I wanted to.  Tears formed in my vision, but I blinked them away.  “That was the first time I’d ever been on my own with him when he was having a seizure.  I think my parents were out in the backyard, so it was just me, but I just…froze.  I couldn’t do anything but watch him.  And then I realized that there was blood.”

Tristan’s green eyes were unreadable, but his lips tightened the more I talked.  When a tear fell, I found that I wasn’t even embarrassed.  Crying in front of him left me feeling vulnerable, but it was something I needed.  I needed his strength.

“Justin would have grand-mal seizures, so he would thrash around a lot.  I didn’t realize that there was a razor on the floor next to him.  I think he’d been practicing how to shave with my dad’s razor.”  I sniffed, giving a watery laugh because Justin had always idolized my father.  “Well, he cut himself on his arm.  It wasn’t that deep, but just seeing it on the floor and on his clothes…I started screaming.  Next thing I know my mom is rushing into the bathroom.  She kicks away the razor before trying to comfort Justin.  Things that I knew I should’ve done when I first found him, but didn’t.”

“You were just a little girl, Noelle,” came Tristan’s deep voice.  “It was natural that you were scared.”

“He was my brother,” I said, wrapping my arms around my body.  “And I couldn’t even help him when he needed me.”

“Don’t blame yourself for that, sweetheart,” he told me, coming closer.  He stroked my hair back and pressed a kiss to my temple.  I teared up even more.

“I do though.”  I shook my head, clearing my throat.  “Eventually, medication helped him when he was in his teens.  The seizures weren’t as frequent and he could finally have some control over his life.  I was happy for him.  He had a girlfriend and he got into cars.  He liked tinkering with his Corvette, even though my dad didn’t like him driving.”

Tristan tensed.  “Was he in an accident?”

“No,” I said, lifting my eyes to meet his.  “When he was 18, he had something called SUDEP.  Sudden unexpected death in epilepsy.”  I inhaled sharply, still remembering the doctor’s explanation over my mother’s soft sobs.  “It’s rare, but it happens.  He’d been in the garage working.  And my dad found him there.”

My voice cracked.

And then I couldn’t control my tears.  They ran down my face in streams.  I looked away from Tristan, but he wouldn’t allow me even that.  He forced me to face him so he could see, so he could see me in my worst state.  And then he kissed me, so softly that it made me cry even harder.  I tasted my tears on his lips, but he didn’t pull away.

He kissed me until I calmed down a little more.  Then he pulled me into his chest and held me there.  I inhaled his scent, clutching onto him as I sought comfort only he could give.

Against his chest, I murmured, “I was at a friend’s when it happened.  I’d left earlier that morning, completely oblivious, not knowing that I would never see my brother alive again.  I just wish that I had been with him.”

“You couldn’t have done anything, Noelle.”

“I know.  But he died alone.”

The truth of my words hurt me, just as they did whenever I thought about what his last moments were like.  My only comfort was that he’d been doing something he’d loved.  He was at least happy before.

“What about your parents?” Tristan asked, his voice rumbling against my ear.  “Where are they?”

I felt emotionally drained from telling him about Justin.  As I wiped away the remnants of my tears, I said,  “They got divorced after I left for college.  I couldn’t blame them though.  Justin’s death was hard on all of us.  They still love each other and they talk often, but that pain was always between them, so they decided to lead separate lives.”

Tristan’s voice was soft and I felt his breath whisper through my hair.  “And are you close with them?”

I thought about the obvious tension between Tristan and his own family.  “I love them,” I said truthfully.  “But, no, we aren’t as close as we used to be.  I talk to them every now and again and go home for holidays, but…” I didn’t know what else to say, or how to explain my odd relationship with my parents.  I knew that they loved me dearly and I them.  But we didn’t talk every single day, like some of my friends and their parents.  We didn’t need to.

“I understand,” he told me with another kiss.

Even though we started this conversation because I wanted to know more about his sister, I was exhausted.  It had to be past midnight.  We’d both had long days and talking about Justin had always been hard on me.

“Can we just go to bed?” I asked, my throat a little raw from crying.

Tristan studied me and then nodded.  “Of course.”

“Don’t think you’re off the hook though.”

A small quirk of his lips.  “Another time, sweetheart.”

I could see his relief.










SEVEN










“Yes, sweetheart,” Tristan groaned as I rotated my hips in a slow, circular motion.

We had an excellent view of the sunrise over the city from Tristan’s large windows, but we were both paying no attention.  What started out as an innocent good morning kiss turned into much more.  And after the emotional roller coaster of last night, I realized I needed this.  Desperately.

Tristan was lying in bed, eyes still half-lidded from sleep.  He looked so unbelievably sexy as I rode him and the added pressure of his fingertips gripping my hips only spurred me on.  I was almost there.  Pleasure made my head spin and Tristan was waiting to watch me come undone, although not very patiently.

I gasped when he bucked his hips beneath me and our flesh made a satisfying slapping sound.  “More, please!”

He made a low sound in his throat that sounded like a moan and a growl.

“Well, since you asked so nicely.”  His voice was gravelly from sleep and oh so hot.  And then he shifted me slightly so I was suspended inches over his cock…before he bucked into me again.  Over and over until my head fell back, my lips parted, and eyes squeezed shut.  I could hear the sheets rustle and a moment later his mouth was on my breast, his hips thrusting below me.

I came when he lightly closed his teeth around my nipple.  He continued to pound into me as my inner walls contracted violently around him.  His shoulder was only inches away and I bit down on his smooth, warm skin.  He gave a sound of surprise and then he was gasping, hammering into me even harder, and I knew he had followed me.

Tristan fell back on the pillows afterwards and I went with him, tucked against his chest, limp but happy.

When I’d woken up this morning and remembered all that I had confided in Tristan last night, I felt relieved.  Perhaps I hadn’t wanted to tell him about Justin at first, but now that I had, I was glad.  It was cathartic.  I hadn’t spoken about Justin in a long time to anyone, but he was never too far away from my thoughts.

I smiled against Tristan’s chest, listening to the rapid pounding of his heart.

“Mmm, condom, sweetheart,” he rasped.  His hips moved slightly, reminding me that he was still inside.  I wished he could stay there for a little while longer, but I slowly climbed off, making sure the condom didn’t leak.  First thing I was doing on Monday was making an appointment for birth control.

Once he disposed of the condom, Tristan maneuvered us so that we were side-by-side, facing each other.  He trailed his fingertips over my lips, watching me.

“How are you this morning?” he asked.

My heart warmed at the concern I heard in his tone.  “I’m good.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded and my eyes dropped to his chest.  “I’m sorry for crying all over you last night.”

“Look at me,” he said, his voice gruff.  His gaze burned into me.  “Never be sorry for something like that.  You’re even more beautiful to me now.”

Butterflies erupted in my stomach at his words.  How was it that Tristan Blackwell could be one of the sweetest men?

“Stay here with me today,” he murmured, his lips brushing the tip of my nose.  “And tonight.”

Even through the haze of sensuality and longing that Tristan was expertly spinning around me, I knew that I couldn’t.  “I have to get some work done today.”

“You work too much,” he teased.

I huffed out a breath of laugher.  “You’re one to talk, Mr. Blackwell.”

He grinned shamelessly, but he was persistent.  “How long do you have to go in for?”

“Hopefully no more than a few hours.  I just need to finish up some options for the lobby.  Annie wants to see them tomorrow.  But…”

“What?” he asked, his fingers sliding down my waist to the top of my hip.

“Well, I, uh, could come back.  Once I’m done.”  The moment the words left me lips, I watched Tristan, wondering if I presumed too much.

All I got was another smile.  “I thought I already told you you could.”

“You’re hard to read sometimes,” I admitted to him.  “I just wanted to be sure.”

“You are too.  Most of the time, I have no idea what you’re thinking.”

I wanted to tell him that it was dangerous what I was thinking about most of the time.  In truth, I was completely terrified of my feelings for him, especially considering how long we’d known each other.  Surely I was out of my mind to feel this strongly about him in such a short amount of time.

Of course, I didn’t tell him this.  “What I’m thinking about right now is coffee.”

Was that disappointment I recognized in his gaze?  If it was, it was gone in the next instance, replaced by a teasing smile.  “If that’s all you’re thinking about, clearly I’m not doing something right.”

“You shouldn’t try and come between my love for coffee.  Don’t take it personally.”  Just to bait him, I said nonchalantly, “Even sex isn’t as good as coffee.”

His eyes flashed in amusement.  “Oh really?”

“Yes.”

“Is that a challenge?”

“Not a challenge.  A fact,” I said in complete seriousness.  Straight face and all.

Tristan liked the game I was playing because he rolled over on top of me, pinning me down with his hips.  A thrill went through me.  The feel of his hard, masculine body covering me made my heart flutter with excitement.

“Care to rethink that statement?” he growled.

“Only if you make me.”

Tristan was only too happy to comply.

By the time we fell back to the bed, panting and sweaty, I’d screamed his name more times than I cared to admit.

After we caught our breath, he grinned over at me and smugly said, “Now you can have your coffee.”

Infuriating man, I thought, completed sated and smiling.




*     *     *




It was difficult to concrete at work.  My mind was still with Tristan—in his bed, in the kitchen where he couldn’t seem to keep his hands off me, in his glorious shower, where I’d been unable to keep my hands off him—and I caught myself smiling broadly on more than one occasion.

And once I finished with work, I was going back to him.  He told me he would be working in his home office most of the day, preparing for his trip to Germany, doing various Blackwell-esque things that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.  But I was already craving him, and I’d only been in my own office for a couple hours.

It was madness, I concluded.  To want someone this much.  To want to be with them all the time.  I’d never felt it before, even with my past boyfriends.  I’d always liked my space, to have the freedom to do what I wished when I wanted.  I liked being independent.

I was unprepared for Tristan.  Unprepared for his intensity and the butterflies I got whenever I saw him or hell, even thought about him.

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts.  Rising from my chair, I paced the floor of my office, restless.  I needed to finish my work before I went back to him.  So why was I considering coming in early tomorrow morning to finish up before my meeting with Annie?  Why couldn’t I concentrate on the biggest project of my career and give it my complete attention?

Because Tristan already had it.

I glanced over at my overnight bag perched innocently in the corner chair.  I’d had to go home to get a fresh pair of clothes after our shower together.  But I still remembered Tristan’s words as I kissed him goodbye.

“Pack an overnight bag when you go home, so you don’t have to worry about it in the morning.”

Yes, things were moving fast between us.  Smiling, I couldn’t bring myself to care.  All I wanted to do was hole up with Tristan and forget about everything.

I knew I couldn’t though.  I wasn’t a teenager, falling in love for the first time.  I had responsibilities as an adult.

Sighing, I plopped back into my chair and ran a critical eye over my designs.  They still needed some work.  And no matter how much I wanted to push them away and return to Tristan, I knew that it wasn’t like me at all.  My career was important.

Because in the back of my mind, I knew it was all I’d have left if things went south between Tristan and I.  I almost expected it in some way too.  I could only fall for so long before I landed, completely shattered.










EIGHT










Annie loved my designs.

Of course, she added a few personal touches of her own, but she gave me the go ahead to start contacting contractors to re-do the floor and to bring in professional painters, not only for the lobby, but for the other offices as well.

“I knew you were the right person for this job, Noelle,” she told me, smiling at me from her position at her desk.  She was in a bright, cobalt blue blouse and flared black slacks that I’m sure a few of her interns would scramble to buy.  Annie had that effect.  Everyone looked up to her, wanted to be her.

I smiled to myself, remembering my own time here as an intern.

She clapped her hands together, her impeccably applied red nail polish sparkling in the blazing light of her office.  “So, let’s get down to business.  As for our timeline, the lobby needs to be finished this week.  We can’t afford to spend more time on it since we need to move up to the executives’ offices by the beginning of next week.  Think you can light a fire under the contractors’ asses?”

Grinning, I nodded, “Of course.”

“Good.  And make sure it’s none of that contractor timeline bullshit.  They say they’ll finish something within the week, yet it’s not done until a month later.”

Our meeting went on in much the same fashion.  Annie had been putting together renderings of some of the executives’ offices, Tristan’s included, but not all.  She was also working on designs for a high profile celebrity at the moment, so most of the work would fall to me.

Near the end of the meeting, however, she completely caught me off guard.

“Tristan Blackwell is a handsome devil, isn’t he?” she commented.

I was jotting down some notes so I could compile my to-do list once I got back to my office.  But my hand froze, my heart stopping in my chest for a brief moment before racing all at once.

I swallowed—my throat was suddenly as dry as a desert—and looked up at Annie.  I hoped my face was as nonchalant as her tone had been.

“He is.”  I didn’t know what else to say.  My thoughts raced.  Did she know?  How did she find out?  Maybe I’d been too happy this morning.  But I couldn’t have helped that.  I went to bed next to Tristan last night and woke up practically grinning from ear-to-ear.  How could I hide something like that?

Annie’s face was hard to read.  Her eyes assessed me from behind her cat eye glasses and on her lips was her signature smile, cool and professional.  I hoped my guilt didn’t show, but I was almost positive she could hear the pounding of my terrified heart.

This was it.  I was going to be taken off the Blackwell project.

But she surprised me.  Annie laughed.  “If only I were twenty years younger and not happily married.  I would’ve been all over that.”

“Annie—“

“Just be careful, Noelle.  Mr. Blackwell strikes me as the type of man who will stop at nothing to get what he wants.  And you’re a beautiful girl.  Remember that you’re representing my company.  Don’t do anything that I wouldn’t do.  Then we’ll have nothing to worry about, will we?”

A part of me wanted to confess everything right now.  Come clean.  Because the truth was that I’d come from Tristan’s that very morning.  I could still feel the slide of him between my thighs.  I could still hear him groaning and murmuring dirty, delicious things in my ear.  He’d given me the sweetest—and longest—kiss goodbye, right before he made sure I had a huge thermos of coffee to take with me.

Yeah, I could get used to something more with him.

And I didn’t think I was the only one who was in over their head.  Tristan might’ve been right there with me.  The way he’d looked at me last night as we had our takeout—he’d paid in advance, as though he’d known I would try to foot the bill—still sent my heart stammering.

I didn’t confess to anything though.  I couldn’t.  All I could do was nod my head.  Maybe I imagined the disapproval that crossed over Annie’s face, but I didn’t linger long to figure out if I was right or not.  The moment she dismissed me, I was hurrying back to my office like a spooked mouse.

Taking deep, calming breaths, surrounded by my designs for Blackwell Financial, I asked myself for the first time since I invited Tristan into my bed…could I have Tristan and this job?

I didn’t know.  I just knew that I had to be careful, or else this would all backfire in my face and I could lose them both.




*     *     *




The lobby was noisy as the hired contractors broke up and pulled out the tile.  They’d left a clear pathway for the employees, which was the portion they’d do last, but the lobby looked like a disaster struck.  It was necessary though, I reminded myself, waving apologetically as an entering employee shot over a disgruntled look.

It was Tuesday, the day after my meeting with Annie.  After I pulled myself together, I’d hired contractors and the company was able to do a consultation of Blackwell Financial’s lobby that very day.  They started work earlier this morning, with the hopes of being done in a couple days.  It was a large space, so I had my doubts, but we’d worked with the company before and they were the best at delivering on-time work.

I was busy going over the lobby once more, making sure that my 3-D renderings made sense with the dimensions.  A computer program and reality were two very different things.  It was always easier to visualize my designs this way.

Suddenly, I felt a presence behind me.  A spicy scent enveloped me, making my mouth water.  I felt like Pavlov’s dogs; Tristan already had me trained.  I almost grinned but caught myself.  We were at work.  His work, with employees coming and going.

“You look beautiful,” he murmured softly, but I still heard him over the contractors’ work.

I turned around, taking in his expensive looking dark grey suit that fit him to perfection, and the way his hair was neatly combed.

“Mr. Blackwell,” I greeted.

His lips quirked.  “Miss Travis.”

“Sorry about all the noise,” I told him, gesturing around even though my eyes never left his.  “They should be done by the time you return from Germany.”

“You did warn me.”  We didn’t see each other last night since he’d had a business dinner that ran late, but he’d called me on his way there.  I told him about my day, but not about the weird exchange with Annie.  Perhaps I’d been overly paranoid on that account, but I couldn’t be certain.

I missed him though.  It was odd because even though I’d slept in my bed alone for more than a year, I ached for his warmth last night.  Only a few days together and I was spoiled.

Tristan glanced over his shoulder, taking note of the contractors and the receptionist posted at the front desk.  Then he took a small step closer and lowered his voice even more.  “Stay over tonight.  I leave tomorrow and I selfishly want all the time with you I can get.”

Oh yes, Tristan Blackwell was in as deep as I was.  It was reassuring, yet terrifying.

My face felt a little warm as I nodded.  “Okay,” I whispered.

“Good,” he rumbled, his lips upturned in a pleased expression.  He checked his watch.  “I have a meeting in a few minutes.  But I’ll see you later tonight.”

He left me with another warm look and I watched as he made his way towards the elevators near the back.  He nodded at the receptionist in greeting and even made some quip I didn’t hear that made the contractors laugh.

Charming man, I thought with a smile.

Yes, I was in trouble.










NINE










I squealed when I hit the water, expecting it to be cold, but of course, Tristan’s pool was heated.  I came up sputtering, wiping wet hair out of my eyes, to the sound of his laughter.  I only allowed myself to admire it for a brief moment.

“You are so dead,” I told him.  Even through my glare, I couldn’t stop a reluctant smile from spreading, so it wasn’t as badass of a threat as I would’ve liked.  It made Tristan laugh even harder, so I followed it up with, “Just because I’m smiling doesn’t mean you’re getting away with this.”

“Oh really?” he drawled, grinning.  “What are you going to do?  Splash me with warm water?”

“Get in here right now,” I demanded, my voice echoing in the glass-enclosed room.

“And get my clothes all wet?” he teased.  I made my way over to the stairs, muttering under my breath.  “I don’t think so, sweetheart.”

Well, two could play at this game.  I climbed out of the pool, clothes dripping, and I slowly started to strip, never taking my eyes off Tristan.  His cocky grinned died, only to be replaced by something else entirely when I stood naked before him, my nipples puckering from the sudden chill.

I went into his arms and through the layers of his clothing, I basked in his heat.  Stroking his chest, I leaned up for a kiss, which he gave me with a groan.  “You’ll pay for that,” I murmured against his lips.  His hands squeezed my ass playfully and I arched into him.

“It’s only a little night swim,” he said innocently, as if he hadn’t tossed me into his pool, fully clothed.

“If that’s the case…” I trailed off.  And since we were by the edge of the pool, I pushed him.  However, Tristan was as solid as a rock, so he only teetered a little before giving me an ‘is that the best you can do’ look.  So, to catch him off guard, I reached my hand down and fondled his erect cock for a brief second, making him stiffen in surprise.  And then I pushed.  Hard.

It worked like a charm.

He toppled into the deep end of the pool, but I realized my mistake when I went crashing in after him.  He’d caught my hand at the last moment.

When I surfaced, he was laughing, rubbing the water from his eyes.  And I’d never seen anything so beautiful.  He wasn’t the billionaire heir to a banking empire in that moment, as everyone else saw him.  No, he was my Tristan, the one who tossed me into heated pools when he was being playful, who paid for take out behind my back, and held me when I cried.

He must’ve seen the expression on my face because he stopped laughing.  But it didn’t erase the smile on his face as he swam a couple feet towards me.  “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said a little too quickly.

“Do I have to toss you into more pools?” he teased, only a breath away now.

“No,” I whispered, taking in his green eyes, framed by wet eyelashes.

“Then tell me.”

“You’re just…” I trailed off.  Then I smiled because I realized I shouldn’t be embarrassed.  I wanted him to know what I’d been thinking, especially since he told me I was hard to read.  “Tristan, you’re so wonderful.”

He was caught off guard.  So much so that it made me wonder if any of his exes had ever truly complimented him in the past.  That made me frown, because a man like Tristan deserved compliments all the time.

I wrapped my hands around the nape of his neck, drawing his body closer.  “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that before?”

“No.”

“Well, why—“

He cut me off with a fierce kiss.  I gasped against him, my eyelids fluttering shut, as he gave me the most sensual, frenzied kiss of my life.  It felt like he was trying to possess me completely.  I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel marked by him.

He nipped at my bottom lip and then peppered kisses down my throat, nibbling and sucking on the delicate flesh there until I was sure I’d have bruises tomorrow.  I would have to cover them up with make-up so Annie wouldn’t see, but I would know they were there and I’d love it.

“Tristan,” I moaned.  At the rate we were going, he’d take me here in the pool.  I’d gotten a shot of birth control yesterday during my lunch break, but the doctor said to wait a few days before we had sex without protection.  I didn’t think there was a secret stash of condoms near the pool, but who knew.  Tristan always had a way of surprising me.

With a groan, he stopped and I wrapped my arms tighter around him.  His t-shirt and sweats were completely soaked, so I helped him strip until we were both naked.  We just held onto each other, though I felt Tristan’s throbbing erection press into my belly.

After a while, he regained more control over himself.  Yet, he was still oddly silent.  If I ever wanted to strike Tristan mute, I just needed to compliment him, apparently.

He shook himself out of whatever state he was in.  I wanted to ask him about it, but I was quickly learning when Tristan would talk about something and when he would not.  Right now, he would not.

Slowly, as we played in the pool, he became his usual flirty, arrogant self.  He took liberties palming my ass or dropping a kiss on my breasts, making certain I was always in a state of arousal.  But he was in the same condition, which I’d ensured.  I knew that when we were done in the pool, we’d give ourselves relief.  Until then, I enjoyed our slow foreplay.

But Tristan wasn’t a man who waited long for anything.  When I finally pushed his control too far, he hauled himself out of the pool, water sliding off his muscled body.  He went in search of a condom, and when he returned, I was on one of the lounge chairs waiting for him.

Tristan had told me that the glass windows in the pool house were tinted, so no one could see inside.  I was glad for it, or else we would have given someone a really good show.

Afterwards, Tristan offered me a robe to help with the chill and I sat happily in his lap in the lounge chair.  He seemed pleased with me because I caught him smiling to himself and every now and again, he’d brush a kiss over my shoulder, since my large robe kept slipping down.

We’d been enjoying a nice, companionable silence when he asked, “Are you going to miss me while I’m gone?”

I cuddled into his chest, frowning.  He’d be gone until the weekend and for some reason, that seemed like an eternity.  “Of course, I will.  Are you going to miss me?”

He pretended to think about, so I hit his arm playfully.  He laughed, kissing my shoulder again.  “Yes.  I will,” he murmured, looking down into my eyes.  My heart raced at the expression in his eyes, at the sincerity that shone there.

I leaned up and pressed a kiss to his stubbly jawline, finding comfort in the roughness.  We fell into another silence, lost in our own separate thoughts.

Tristan broke it again.

“Noelle?” he started, running a hand through his hair.

His tone made me tense in his lap.  “What is it?” I asked, straightening.

“I want to tell you about my sister.  I really do, it’s just that…”  He sounded so unsure, so hesitant.  “It’s not just about my sister.  It involves my father too.  And I’m not sure I can tell you.  Not right now.”

“Oh,” I murmured, looking down into my lap.

“I haven’t forgotten though,” he continued.  “I just need more time to think it through.”

Think what through, exactly? I almost asked, as hurt seeped into my chest.

He tried to catch my eyes, but I wouldn’t meet them.  “Noelle.”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t be upset,” he pleaded, his voice lowering, as though other people were around and he didn’t want them to hear.  “I’ll tell you eventually, but I need to make sure that—”

Eyes narrowing, my head snapped up.  “Make sure about what?”

The silver-tongued Tristan seemed to realize his error too late.  He ran another hand through his hair.  “With the press and everything, it’s complicated.”

“The press,” I repeated slowly.

Oh my God.

Suddenly, I felt like I’d had the rug snagged out from underneath me.  When realization kicked in, I pushed away from him, scrambling off the lounge chair.

Tristan also stood, wary.  He’d donned a new pair of sweats instead of a robe after our swim, but his chest was bare, gleaming in the seductive lighting of the pool room.  I marveled at how someone so beautiful could be so hurtful.

“Noelle, let me explain,” he said, somberly.

“Oh, no, I understand perfectly,” I told him, sarcasm cutting into my tone.  “You think that if you were to tell me anything about your life, I’ll immediately run to the press for a pay day.  Isn’t that right?”  He remained silent, his clenched jaw pulsing.  I shook my head in disbelief.  “You’re unbelievable!”

I stormed out of the pool room, heading for the stairs up to Tristan’s bedroom, where I’d left my overnight bag.  Thank God I’d packed another set of clothes, but I wasn’t above leaving in a robe to get away from him, seeing as the clothes I’d come in were in a soaking wet pile next to the pool.

Tristan was hot on my heels.  “Noelle, come on.  Where are you going?”

“I’m leaving.”  My voice sounded cold even to my own ears.  Underneath, however, I was hurt.  I couldn’t believe how hurt I was.  It only confirmed that I’d let Tristan get too close these past five days.

He caught my hand just before I turned the corner into his bedroom.  “Wait.  Just stop!  Let me explain.”

“You don’t need to explain anything,” I said, trying to tug my hand out of his grip.  “I get it.”

“And what exactly do you ‘get’?” he asked.  I could see he was starting to get angry, which only made me madder.  He had no right, especially considering what he’d just insinuated.

“That you don’t trust me enough to tell me anything of importance in your life.”

“Can you blame me?  I’ve really only known you for less than a week.”

Stung, I stopped struggling against him.  Yes, maybe we’d only known each a short while, but it felt like it’d been longer.  Much longer.  Perhaps our connection had only been one-sided, I thought, reeling.

I’d told him about Justin, even though that hadn’t been easy for me.  I cried in front of him and let him hold me, comfort me.  I’d opened up to him, made myself vulnerable, but he’d done nothing of the sort in return.

Yes, it had been one-sided.  I realized that now.  Maybe he had feelings for me, but if he didn’t want to share his past, then what kind of future did we have together?

And what had I really expected?  That we’d fall in love, get married, and start a family together?  This wasn’t a fairytale.  That much was obvious now.

“Let go of me,” I said, my voice surprisingly even, although all I wanted to do was go home and cry.  How could the evening turn so sour when it had started out so wonderfully?

His grip tightened.  “Not until we talk about this.”

I scowled up at him, seeing his determination and knowing I’d have to stay and fight this battle.  “Fine.  Then talk.”

Tristan loosened the pressure around my hand, but only just slightly.  He blew out a breath.  “Why are you so upset?”

“Are you joking?” I asked.  “You just implied that I’ll use you for money.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Maybe not in those exact words, but the meaning was clear.  You won’t tell me about your sister or your family because you think I’ll go to the papers with it, just because of who you are!”

“Jesus, Noelle,” he said, his voice rising in frustration.  “Stop.”

“Then just admit it!” I told him, a lump in my throat.  My anger was slowly draining away, only to be replaced by wariness and exhaustion.  “Do you trust me at all?”

Tristan sighed.  “It’s complicated, Noelle.”

I let out a laugh.  He’d given me a deflection, not an answer.  “So, you don’t?”

I shook my head when he didn’t respond and finally jerked my hand out of his grasp.  Turning into his bedroom, I quickly grabbed my overnight bag, riffling through it for underwear.

Tristan grabbed my bag away from me and tossed it back onto his bed.

“Hey!”

“Listen to me,” he growled, taking my shoulders and turning me so that I would face him.  “I didn’t say that I expected you specifically to go to the press.  But you have to understand that with who I am, who my family is, there are a lot of tabloids and gossip sites that would pay a lot of money for dirt on us, okay?  I have to be careful with what I say and who I say it to.”

I glared at him.  “Which includes me, I’m realizing.”

Tristan studied me, his eyes dark and body tense.  Then, something in his gaze changed, like he’d made up his mind about something.

He released my shoulders and took a step back, tucking his hands in his pockets.  His voice was guttural, reluctant as he told me, “Six years ago, my mother died.  Breast cancer.  She tried to hide it from us for a long time but when we finally discovered the truth, she didn’t have very long.  Sometimes, money can’t fix everything.”  He let out a bitter laugh.  “We made her as comfortable as possible, but my father wanted her at one of the best hospitals in the city.  And that’s when the reporters and photographers started showing up, even though we’d ensured that no one knew where she was staying or that she was even sick.

“My mother was a beautiful woman.  She was always concerned with her appearance.  Some would call her vain.  So, when photos started appearing in the tabloids, of her in her hospital bed, no make-up, unwashed hair, she was a wreck.  I remember her crying, saying over and over again, ‘This is how they’ll remember me’ even as she was dying.  She became obsessed with it, searching for herself in papers and online.  And I hate to say it, but that is how I remember her.  Self-absorbed and dying.”

Oh my God, I thought.  The sadness in Tristan’s voice was so palpable that my own chest ached.  He wouldn’t look at me.  His gaze was trained out his bedroom window, at the city.

“I couldn’t figure out how the press found out.  Only a couple nurses attended to her, but they’d signed NDAs and swore they hadn’t said anything.  Then, after my mother died, stories about her and my father’s relationship started to appear.  Ugly stories about my father’s various mistresses and fights between him and my mother.  Most were true.  But they were private matters involving the family.”

“Tristan…” I whispered, fearing I knew where this was leading.

“A couple weeks later, after I’d threatened to sue a few of the media outlets responsible, I discovered that my girlfriend at the time had been selling the stories.  She was the one who leaked the information about my mother.  We’d been together almost a year at that point and things that I’d told her in confidence were selling for thousands.  My family was exposed, my mother was dead, and on top of it all, I still couldn’t believe that someone that close to me could’ve done something so malicious.”  His eyes burned with anger and disgust as they connected with my own.  “So, I’m sorry if you think that makes me an asshole, but I have to be careful.  I’ve learned that.”

There was a deafening silence in the room once he finished.  My head spun after what he’d just told me.  I didn’t understand how his own girlfriend could’ve done something so callous and selfish, especially considering the wonderful man that Tristan was.

I swallowed, my throat as dry as sand.  Quietly, I asked, “And there’s a part of you that thinks anyone is capable of that?  Betraying you?”

He didn’t even hesitate in his answer.  “Once burned, twice shy, right?”

“Right,” I whispered, looking down at the ground.  “It must be exhausting.”

“What is?”

“Being suspicious of people all the time,” I said, raising my eyes to his.

He looked away, his shoulders bunching.  “You get used to it,” he said in a flippant tone, his face twisted in a bitter expression.

My legs felt weak, so I sat down on the edge of his bed.  Fingering the cloth of the robe, I asked, “Then what happens between us?  Where do we even go from here?”

“You can sign a NDA.”

A laugh of incredulity sounded from my throat.  “A non-disclosure agreement?  Just so I can learn more about you?”  I shook my head in disbelief.  “What kind of relationship is that?”

His next words were like a slap in the face.  “I never said I could give you a relationship, Noelle.  Don’t misunderstand my intentions.”

I recoiled, my hands fisting as hurt resonated throughout my body.  I didn’t know if I could take anymore tonight.  Even though I could understand his reasons for being wary and mistrustful, he’d insulted me by questioning my loyalty and now…he really was just being an asshole.

Tristan had opened up to me tonight, if only a little.  However, I felt like we’d taken a giant step back, not forward.  He’d never said anything about a relationship, true, but I foolishly hoped that he wanted something more between us.  And perhaps that was my fault.  It seemed he only saw me as…what?  His booty call?

I was beginning to suspect that I’d read him all wrong.

“You’re right.  You never promised me anything,” I murmured, slowly standing.  “Now that we’ve cleared that up, I think that it’s best if I just go home.”

Tristan blew out a harsh breath.  “Noelle…wait.  I’m sorry.”

He reached out to touch me, but I took a step back, shaking my head.  I wouldn’t meet his eyes as I reached out to snag my bag.

After I locked myself in his bathroom, I took stock in the mirror.  My hazel eyes looked stricken, shocked.  My mouth looked pinched and downturned, so I tried relaxing my features.  But nothing would erase the wounded expression on my face and I hated it.  I hated that Tristan would know how deeply he’d hurt me.

I dressed quickly in the clothes that I’d brought for work tomorrow and snagged my toothbrush from the cup on the counter.

Once I took a few deep breaths, I tugged open the bathroom door and emerged.

Tristan had been sitting on the edge of the bed, but right when I came out, he stood quickly.  “This is ridiculous, Noelle,” he said, his voice low, when he saw me dressed.  “Just stay with me.  It’s late and I don’t want you driving right now.”

“Ridiculous?”  My anger returned.  “You just said that you never intended for there to be something more between us.  So what does that make me?  Your fuck-buddy?”  Tristan’s gaze hardened.  “Exactly.  How could I not leave after you told me that?  I have respect for myself.  And if I stayed here, I’d lose even that.  Not leaving is ridiculous.”

I pushed past him, heading out of the bedroom and down the stairs to the main level.  After snagging my purse off the couch, I briefly thought about my wet clothes, still next to the pool, where it seemed like only moments before I’d been happy.  He could keep the clothes for all I cared.

Tristan grabbed my arm after I pushed the elevator button and turned me around, pressing my back to the wall.  His arms came on both sides of my head, caging me in with his body.

“Look at me,” he growled.  When I refused, he brought his hands down to cup my face.  And then he kissed me.  For a moment, I was unresponsive.  I could tell that it frustrated him because he whispered a ragged, “Please,” against my lips.

I don’t know why but I kissed him back.  He groaned against me as I poured everything into it, my anger, frustration, hurt.  Tears pricked the back of the eyes as I realized how much I’d miss this.  His warmth, his taste, his smell, the way he kissed me.

When we pulled back, Tristan looked down at me, an unreadable expression in his eyes.  He stroked my hair, brushing strands away that tickled my cheek.

“Why did that feel like a goodbye?” he murmured.

Because it was, I thought silently.

When I didn’t answer him, Tristan took a step back, somber realization written all over his face.  I adjusted my overnight bag on my shoulder before saying quietly, “Have a good trip to Germany.”

Then I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby.  The doors closed almost immediately, but I wouldn’t look at Tristan as they did.  It was better that way.

On my way down, I laughed bitterly because I realized that this was the second time I’d left Tristan’s penthouse near to tears.

Although this time seemed infinitely worse.  Last time, my heart hadn’t been in nearly as much danger as it was now.  And as I jetted past floors that took me farther and farther away from Tristan, I knew, without a doubt, that I was halfway in love with him already.

I couldn’t hold it back any longer.  By the time the doors opened to the lobby of his building complex, I was crying.










TEN










I threw myself into work once Tristan left for Germany.

It took me two days to create renderings of the lower level offices and the remaining half of the executives’ offices that Annie hadn’t completed yet.  She and I collaborated afterwards to bring one cohesive design together and once we’d done that, we started shopping.  The lobby was set to be complete by the end of the week.  When Tristan returned to the office, it would be completely redone.

I tried not to think about him too much, given the way things had ended on Tuesday night.  I found that was pretty much impossible when he was my client.  Everything reminded me of him, especially when Annie and I sat down to finalize the 3-D renderings for his office.  It screamed Tristan and was much the way I’d pictured it when I first saw it.

We were set to finish Blackwell Financial’s building a week early at the rate we were going.  Even as I dumped myself into work, I couldn’t erase the panic that set in.  In a little over two weeks, I’d never see Tristan again.  Tuesday night had been eye-opening for me, but once I’d calmed down, I wondered why it mattered that Tristan didn’t want a relationship with me.  He’d told the truth when he said he made no promises about that.  I’d just assumed otherwise and backed him into a corner.  I’d been happier with him in the week we’d been together than I thought possible.  Didn’t that count for something?

The last time I’d heard from Tristan had been that night.  He’d texted me after I left, asking me if I got home all right.  Still angry, I’d only replied with a brief ‘yes’ and nothing more.  It had been two days since then and I still hadn’t mustered up the courage to message him and apologize for the way I acted.

Yes, he had hurt me.  But now that the dust had settled, I realized I may have overreacted.  I’d behaved like I was his girlfriend, like we were in a committed relationship.  And the fact of the matter was that we weren’t.




*     *     *




“Wine night!” Larene cheered, clinking our glasses tonight.  “And ‘Figure Out Noelle’s Love Life’ night.  My two favorite things.  Yippee!”

I groaned, trying to muster up a smile for the sake of my best friend.  It was Friday night.  Tristan was set to return tomorrow and I still didn’t know what to do.  Naturally, I’d enlisted the help of Larene to get my head on straight.

“So, spill.  I’ve had radio silence from you for the past few days.”

“I know.  I’m sorry.  It’s just…Tristan makes me crazy.  And all I can think about is him.”  I took a healthy chug of my red wine.

“What happened?”

As we drank, I regaled her with the Tristan situation, all the good and the ugly.  I left out the story about his mother because that seemed too intimate and private, but not about him wanting me to sign a NDA.  We were a little tipsy by the time I finished, ending with Tuesday’s fight and that we hadn’t spoken since then.

“I’m afraid I screwed everything up,” I admitted.  “And on top of that, I don’t know if I want to do anything about it.  Tristan doesn’t want a relationship.  And here I am stupidly falling in love with him.  I feel like I’m just setting myself up for a broken heart.”

“But you do want to be with him?” Larene asked, her expression serious.

“Of course, I do,” I said miserably, looking down into my rapidly disappearing wine glass.  “But he obviously doesn’t feel the same way.  I need to decide if being with him, just as we are, is enough for me.  Or if I’m just better off cutting all ties.”

“That, my dear friend, is the golden question.  Do you know how many women wonder the same thing?”

I smiled.  “I know.  If only men didn’t put us in this predicament, it would be so much easier.”

“Cheers to that.”  Larene refilled my glass and then topped hers off as well.  “Look, I’m gonna be honest.  I already know you’re going back to him.”

I sputtered on my wine.  “What?”

“You have that look on your face.”  She made a circling gesture with her hand.  “The doomed look.  You already know what you’re going to do, Noelle.  And I think you know how it’s going to end.”

Biting my lip, I looked away from the clear eyes of my friend.  “Am I that obvious?  Am I that weak, more importantly?”

“You’re not weak, sweetie,” Larene said softly, touching my arm.  “You’re falling in love.  And we know that love makes people do crazy things.  But you do them anyway.”

“He’s so wonderful, Larene,” I said, a lump forming in my throat.  “But he hurt me too.  I mean, he won’t open up to me unless I sign something!  I must be the biggest fool on the planet for still wanting to be with him.”

“But you do,” Larene said.

I stayed quiet, mulling things over.  Larene said that I probably knew how this thing with Tristan was going to end.  I think I’d known from the moment I agreed to go out with him.  The question was whether I wanted to bet on that.  If I went back to him, Tristan might never be able to give me what I want.  I wanted a relationship with him; he didn’t want one with me.  So where did that leave us?

“The sex is amazing,” I murmured, trying to lighten the somber mood.

“So I hear,” Larene teased back with a sly smile.  “If nothing else comes out of this, at least you’ll get great sex.  Sometimes people never even find that.”

“True,” I laughed.  I blew out a long breath, tilting my head back to rest on the couch.  “God, am I really doing this?”

“Yes, you are.”

I sobered.  “What if he actually tries to make me sign a NDA?”

“Then shove it up his ass.”

We both burst out laughing.  Then we refilled our wine and laughed some more.

Until my phone rang…

A thrill went through me when I saw who it was.  “Oh my God.”

“What?  Is it him?” Larene asked excitedly.  “Well, answer it, woman!”

My pleasant buzz was gone, replaced by nervousness and butterflies.  I got off the couch, ignoring Larene’s pout as I made my way to the backyard door for privacy.  Once the biting chill of October stung my skin, calming me, I took a few deep breaths and then answered.

“Hey,” I said quietly.

There was silence on the other end of the line, enough to make me think that Tristan had dialed me by mistake, but then his voice sounded, clear and beautiful.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about Tuesday night.  And I wanted to apologize.  I’ve been staring at my phone for the past three days trying to figure out how to say that and wondering if you even wanted to hear it.  I handled things poorly.  And I’m sorry for hurting you.”

I looked out over my grandmother’s garden.  Even during the nighttime, it was beautiful.  With my heart racing, I responded with, “It’s okay.  I think we both handled things poorly, to be honest.  I realized that I overreacted.  And I’m sorry for that.”

“You had every right to react the way you did.”  Tristan blew out a breath, as though he’d been holding it in.  “Noelle…it may be selfish of me, but I don’t think I can let you go.”

Whether it was the wine or his words, I felt warm in the cold night.  I couldn’t prevent the smile that spread out over my face.  “Do you mean that?”

“Yes.  I do.  Please tell me that I haven’t fucked everything up between us.”

“You haven’t,” I murmured quietly.

I could practically hear his grin.  “Good.”

Flustered, I asked, “What time is it there?”

“Late.  Early morning, actually,” he admitted.  “But I haven’t been able to sleep.”

“Oh.”  Was it because of me?  I shouldn’t have been pleased by that, but I was.  It meant that he’d been thinking about us.

“My flight gets in tomorrow night around ten.  Will you wait up for me at my place?”

“Your place?  But I don’t—“

“Just give your name at the front desk in the lobby.  I’ll make sure they let you up.  Relax there.  Order room service, okay?”

“Room service?” I asked, flabbergasted.  “You have that?”

“A perk of the building,” he said easily.  “So, will you?”

“Okay,” I whispered.

“Good.  I can’t wait to see you, sweetheart,” he said lowly.  “I miss you.”

Squeezing my eyes shut at the words, I felt both giddy and panicked.  I wouldn’t be able to do this if he kept saying things like that.  A relationship wasn’t on the table for us.  So why did it always feel like we were already together?

“I miss you too.”

We said our goodbyes after I told him that Larene was over and I shouldn’t keep her waiting.  Then I hung up, although I could’ve talked to him for the rest of the night.

More confused than ever, I returned inside and plopped back down to an expectant—and impatient—Larene.

“Spill everything,” she commanded, leaning forward, looking like what I was about to tell her was a matter of life or death.

So, I spilled everything.

Afterwards, she smiled knowingly, looking like the cat who got the cream.  “You still have that doomed look on your face.”

I took another chug of wine.










ELEVEN










Tristan’s penthouse was eerily quiet when the elevator doors slid open.  I stepped out, almost cautiously, expecting him to be here even though I knew I was alone.

It was only eight o’ clock at night.  Tristan would be in the air by now and would be landing in a couple hours.  I’d been jittery all day.  I’d scheduled a furniture delivery at Blackwell Financial, even though it was a Saturday, trying to distract myself for as long as possible.  The tiling and walls were finished in the lobby.  I’d spent most of the afternoon dictating to the delivery men where everything went, but even after they left, I’d fidgeted with them, making sure everything was perfect.

I’d been a bundle of nerves all day, not knowing what to expect when Tristan finally arrived tonight.  Would it be awkward between us after our fight?  Would I be able to keep my heart guarded, or was I at more of a risk of falling in love with him?  Only time would tell, I supposed.  All day I’d been second guessing my decision to give Tristan another chance.  It seemed that I had little control where he was concerned.

“But you’d always known that, you fool,” I whispered out loud to myself.  In the silence of the penthouse, it seemed as though I’d yelled.

Sighing, I looked around, noticing that everything was neat and pristine, like his home was a museum.  It seemed like no one lived here.  Tristan had hinted once that he used his penthouse when courting business.  I was sure he brought over potential clients all the time.  Still, I much rather preferred Tristan’s bedroom, where his personal tastes shone through more.

I slipped out of my tennis shoes and placed them near the elevator.  When I’d gone home, I changed into a pair of comfortable dark wash jeans and a lavender colored cotton tee.  I didn’t relish the thought of waiting around for Tristan in my pencil skirt, blouse, and heels so this would have to do.  In my hand, I still clutched the room service menu the lady at the front reception desk had given me.  The woman had smiled at me, saying with a grin that Mr. Blackwell would bill all expenses to his card.  She must’ve assumed I would’ve ordered the whole menu if I had that kind of freedom with his money.  But I didn’t relish the thought of spending any of it.

After setting down my purse, I made myself comfortable on the couch and glanced over the menu.  I realized that I was starving.  I’d skipped lunch because that was the time the deliveries were taking place and afterwards, I’d been too nervous to eat.

I placed a call downstairs for the salmon risotto, but I used my own card to pay.  I almost smiled, imagining Tristan’s disapproving frown.

Afterwards, as I waited for my dinner, the urge to snoop was almost overwhelming, but I reigned myself in.  Tristan was trusting me enough to allow me into his penthouse alone.  I wondered what that meant.  Perhaps he was trying to say in his own way that he did trust me?

I didn’t want to get my hopes up, however.  Tristan was a private man.  I doubted he had anything that he wanted to hide not locked up somewhere in a safe behind some extravagantly expensive painting.

I did go to his ‘man cave’ though.  The ambient lighting was still a deep, seductive indigo and I lingered in the doorway for a bit before going back to the bookshelf.  My finger ran over the spines of his sister’s books, all romance novels ranging from westerns to regencies.  I smiled and flipped one open, skimming, before looking at her initials on the front page again.  A.B.

Aria Blackwell.  I wondered what she was like.  Briefly, after our fight, I’d considered searching for her name online to see what I could find.  I doubted I would find anything of consequence though, especially since Tristan would probably tell me anything that was publicly available.  And I wanted to hear it from his own mouth, not from some gossipy article.

I was startled when the phone rang from near the elevator.  Hurrying out of the room after I replaced the book, I raced over to answer it, wondering if it was the front desk.

It wasn’t the phone, but the intercom system.

“Miss Travis, we have your food available.  May we use the elevator?”

“Of course.  Thank you.”

A few moments later, after tipping the man, I found myself alone with my food.  Uncomfortable with eating on Tristan’s couch, I ate at the counter instead, gazing around the empty space and wondering if this was what it was like to live with him.  He traveled a lot, worked a lot.  From what he told me, it seemed like he wasn’t home very often, even though I’d spent the majority of my time with him here.

“It doesn’t matter,” I murmured to myself, around a mouthful of the most delicious risotto I’d ever tasted.  It tasted even better, knowing Tristan hadn’t paid for it.  “We’re not in a relationship.”

I found that I’d been repeating that to myself a few times throughout the day, as though I needed reminders.

Once I’d finished with dinner, a quick glance at the clock on his oven told me it was only fifteen minutes to nine.

I went back over to the couch and lay down, curling up on my side.  Even though the nerves that had jittered around in my stomach most of the day had subsided, I was still a little anxious to see him.  Excited though too.

I also realized that I was tired.  I hadn’t slept much over the past few days and I’d been working steadily since seven.  I was beat.  And the heavy dinner didn’t help matters.  Even though I tried to fight it, before I realized it, I was slowly drifting off.




*     *     *




A soft touch to my cheek woke me slowly.  Tristan’s spicy scent enveloped me and I opened my eyes only to see him kneeling next to the couch, his face close to mine.

“Hi,” I whispered sleepily, even as my heart started pounding with excitement.

He didn’t respond, just smiled warmly.  The expression on his face was filled with affection as he stroked my skin.  Then he leaned in to kiss me.  It was as gentle as his touch.  I wondered if I was dreaming because nothing had ever felt so good.

“You’re so beautiful, sweetheart,” he whispered against my lips.  The moment was intimate and the emotion in his voice shook me.  With a sinking feeling, I realized I wouldn’t be able to fight whatever it was that was between us.

Tears stung the back of my eyes, so I closed them quickly, kissing him again so he wouldn’t see.

I wanted to hear about his trip, ask him what he’d done since I last saw him, but ultimately, just silently being with him was almost as good.  He didn’t seem to want to talk and he looked dead tired, the area under his eyes strained, his eyes a little bloodshot.  But he was no less handsome.

Heat spread through my body.  It had been more than a few days since we’d last had sex, which seemed like ages considering that we’d had sex almost every day—multiple times a day—since he’d shown up at my house.

Tristan must’ve sensed it because his arms easily lifted me in the air and I wrapped my legs around his tapered waist, bringing my lips to his.  He groaned into me, clutching me tightly, as he made his way to the stairs.

He dropped me on his bed once we reached his room and began undressing me while I pulled at his clothes.  Soon we were naked and gasping.  Tristan’s warm body settled over mine, parting my thighs with sure hands.

When he reached over to the nightstand for a condom, I stopped him.  “I got on birth control.”

His eyes darkened with lust and something else I couldn’t recognize.  In a raspy voice, he murmured, “I’m clean.”

“I am too.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” I whispered, looking up into his beautiful green eyes.

Tristan reached down between our bodies and I gasped when he dragged his hard, warm, uncovered length up my slick folds, circling my clit with maddening ease.  “Yes, Tristan!”

With a muffled curse, he slid inside me with one smooth stroke.  “Fuck!”

My sentiments matched his.  He felt so good.  We fit so well I thought I could feel every vein of him pressed against my sensitive walls.

His eyes blazed into my own, wild and wicked.  “I’m not going to last long, sweetheart,” he grated.  He pumped his hips steadily into me, but they slowly became more uncoordinated.  “You.  Drive.  Me.  Insane.”  Each word was punctuated with a sharp thrust, every perfect stroke making me gasp and moan.

Just a few more like that and I felt my inner walls begin to contract around him.  Tristan let out a roar right as my own orgasm hit, clenching and milking his cock without mercy.  He continued to pump between my legs, prolonging my orgasm, until he collapsed on top of me, breathing hard and murmuring something I couldn’t make out.

As I held him to me, I became aware, for the first time, of his seed inside me.  Tristan was still imbedded deep but I didn’t want him to move anytime soon.  He felt too good.

Tristan groaned after another aftershock of my orgasm closed around his spent shaft.  He lifted his head, his eyes lazy but bright.  “My greedy girl,” he murmured, turning his head to kiss me.

I smiled, but when he tried to pull out, I clutched him to me.  “Don’t.  Not yet.”

His eyes warmed.  “Missed me?”  I nodded against him.  Sleepiness was slowly overtaking me and Tristan turned us so that he was still inside but so I was draped over him.  I felt him kiss my forehead.  “Sleep, sweetheart.”

He didn’t need to tell me twice.










TWELVE










The next morning, I woke up alone.  The sun shone through Tristan’s bedroom windows, signaling a beautiful October morning, but there was a slight chill in the air, so I pulled on Tristan’s discarded shirt from yesterday before I went searching for him.

I found him downstairs making a call.  He had a laptop set up on the living room coffee table, paperwork scattered about, and the smell of coffee permeating the air.  Tristan hadn’t seen me yet, so I admired him from the foot of the stairs, taking in his masculine bare feet and all the way to his tousled sexy hair.  He was dressed in black sweats, but no shirt, showing off the bronze muscles of his chest and abs.  He looked very much at home, relaxed, and in his element.

With a throb of awareness, I knew that we had a lot to talk about.  Nothing was settled between us and Tuesday night’s argument remained unresolved.  The longer we went without talking about it, the larger the rift would become.  And I didn’t want that.

“Yes.  I’ll have her sign them this morning and then fax it over to you later today.”

I frowned, taking a step forward into the living room.

Tristan smiled when he saw me, looking more rested than I’d ever seen him.  A few moments later, he ended his call and came over, giving me a good morning kiss that made my heart race.

“Working already?” I asked, searching his gaze for hints about his phone call.

“I wanted to get everything finished before you woke up, so I’d have more time with you.”

“Well, aren’t you sweet,” I murmured.  His words affected me, making the butterflies in my stomach perk up, but I needed to remember that this was the same man who said he couldn’t give me a relationship.  And I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been talking about me just now.  There was a strained tension between us.  Perhaps I was the only one who felt it because Tristan seemed to be completely at ease.  I cleared my throat, stepping away from him.  “So, how was your trip?  Everything go okay?”

He eyed me, taking note of my tone.  “It was long.  But yes, everything went perfectly.  Hopefully I won’t have to return next month, if operations remain as smooth as they are now.”  He went over to the kitchen.  “Would you like some coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

He brought over a mug for me, dropping a small kiss on the top of my head.  “Are you feeling all right this morning?  I wasn’t too rough last night, was I?”

“No, you weren’t.  I’m fine.”

“Then what’s wrong?  You seem…preoccupied.”

I took a sip from my coffee, burning my tongue in my haste.  Tristan may be fine sweeping things under the rug, but I wasn’t.  It still didn’t make a confrontation any easier.  Taking a deep breath, I told him honestly, “I think we may have some things that we need to talk about.”

He blew out a tired breath, like he’d been expecting my answer, before running a hand across the nape of his neck.  “Do we need to talk about this now?  Can’t we just be with each other today?”

My throat closed a little at his words.  “No, because that makes it seem like today is it for us.”

“That’s not what I meant, Noelle.  I meant that I just got back and I’d rather not fight with you today.”

“So, what was the phone call about?  The one just now.  I can only assume you were talking about me.  What am I supposed to be signing?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest.

Tristan sighed and then picked up a stack of papers by his laptop before thrusting them towards me.  I grabbed them.  My heart sank when I saw what they were, proving my suspicions correct.

Slowly, I clarified, “You want me to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

“It’s just a formality, Noelle.  It’s not as big of deal as you think.”

“If it’s not that big of a deal, then why do I have to sign?”  Irritation and frustration rose up, making me snap at him.

“Why is it such a big deal that you do?  It’s just your signature.  It’ll take a few seconds and then we never have to talk about this again.”

“It is a big deal, Tristan!  It’s what this,” I shook the papers in my hand, “represents.  It’s insulting.  We’ve resolved absolutely nothing since Tuesday.  I don’t want to have to sign something to be in a—”  I stopped myself, horrified.  I almost said ‘relationship.’  Had I learned nothing?

“Noelle…”

“I’m not signing it,” I told him, my voice softening, before I set the papers back down on the coffee table.

Tristan looked down at them, lying innocently next to his laptop.  The muscle in his jaw began to pulse.  “Where does this leave us then?  Are we through?”

Even though he made me so angry with this stunt, I knew I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye.  Not over this.  Not now.  I was already in too deep.

“No,” I told him.  “We can just be with each other, just like we’ve been doing.  I already decided that when you were gone.  We’re not in a…relationship, so it shouldn’t matter.”  Did Tristan flinch, or had I imagined it?  Swallowing thickly, I finished with, “Things between us don’t have to change.  If I ask you anything you don’t want to tell me, then just say no.  And I won’t ask you about your family again.  I promise.”

“Noelle,” he said, running a hand through his hair.

“If you don’t want that, if you want things to end,” my voice trembled a bit, “then ask me to leave, right now.”

Tristan shook his head, his shoulders bunching as though he was physically repulsed by the thought.  He turned away from me, going to stand by the large windows overlooking the city.  He was still for a few moments and I took a couple steps toward him, my heart pounding as I awaited his answer.

“Tristan,” I said softly, my voice cracking.  Please, just put me out of my misery, I begged silently.

Immediately, he turned.  His eyes burned with anger, dismay, but also a longing so intense that it made my knees tremble.

His strong arms came around me, tugging me into him.  Hoarsely, he murmured into my ear, “I need you to stay with me, Noelle.”

Relief seeped into me, so strong I nearly wept.  As we held each other, I listened to his heart racing, as though he’d just run a marathon.  I thought to myself that perhaps I’d scared the unshakeable Tristan Blackwell, as much as I’d scared myself.




*     *     *




It took a couple hours to move past the hesitation, the tension between us.  We slowly warmed up to one another until we were back to what we were, before Tuesday night.  All flirting and kissing and Tristan taking brazen liberties.

He was telling me about a business dinner he attended in Berlin on Thursday night, how the Systems Director got so drunk that he hit on two waitresses.  And took one home apparently.

I laughed, cutting slabs of Brie and bread for our lunch.  “So that’s what your business dinners are like.  I’ve always wondered.”

Tristan smirked, leaning against his kitchen counter, arms folded over his still-uncovered chest.  I appreciated the view, my eyes tracing over the strong cords of pure muscle.  “Usually there’s a stripper or three.”

I shook my head at him, trying to fight a smile and failing miserably.  Tristan came up to me from behind, wrapping an arm around my waist as he trailed the tip of his nose up the length of my neck.  I shivered, my eyes falling closed.  I felt him take my hand and the next thing I knew, his lips were wrapped around my finger, swirling his tongue over the creamy spot of Brie I hadn’t noticed.

My head fell back against him, taking in his scent, the way I felt safe and protected in his arms.

“Tristan, I’m hungry,” I murmured when he started kissing the sensitive flesh behind my ear.

“I am, too.”

“For food,” I clarified.

Sighing, he released me and I chuckled when I saw him actually pouting.

“Cute,” I whispered, before pecking him on the lips.  He snaked out an arm to try his hand once more, but I swatted at him, picking up the platter of cheese and bread before dodging him.

The entire time through lunch, Tristan watched me with those burning eyes, telling me that the moment we finished, he’d be devouring me.  I was clenching my thighs together by the time we finished.

“Let’s go shower,” he said, taking my hand and pulling me off the couch, where we’d sprawled out together for the majority of the afternoon.

Tristan’s shower was a massive glass enclosure with three shower heads, all controlled by a high-tech, waterproof panel.  Men and their gadgets…it would never cease to amaze me.

After undressing, he pulled us under the multiple streams once he set the right temperature.  Through wet eyelashes, I gazed at him, taking in the way his hair darkened to black and how his plump, pouty lips shone from the water.  Rivulets ran down his chest and over his impressive erection.  My eyes lingered there before I stepped closer, tracing over his muscles almost reverently.

Everything about him was masculine.  He was so undeniably beautiful.  I washed him, soaping up his chest and thighs before moving onto his back, seeking out every line of him and making sure not an inch of his body was left unexplored.  Tristan was still as I adored him with my touch.

After I finished washing his back, I reached around his hips and grasped his waiting cock, smiling when he sucked in a harsh breath.  I pumped him a few times, his body tightening, before I moved a gentle hand down to cup his balls.

“Fuck,” he cursed hoarsely, before turning.  “Enough of this.  Your turn.”

There was a dangerous glint in his eyes, something wild and untamed.  Vulnerable.  Like my touch had exposed him when all he’d wanted to do was stay behind his steel walls.  I wondered if I battered them down enough, would he finally let me in?

Suddenly, this wasn’t about sex or pleasure.  It was about revealing the man underneath, the one he wouldn’t show me.

Tristan pressed me back against the tiled walls, his lips finding mine with a ferocity that I’d never experienced before.  I gasped against him, but I gave him back just as much, not letting him get the upper hand, not letting him force me into submission.

I wanted him to submit to me.

His hands slid up my waist slowly before he cupped my breasts.

Mine explored his back before clutching at the nape of his neck.

His tweaked a nipple, making me arch, before moving between my legs.

Mine fisted his cock tightly, the tip glistening with arousal.

“What are you doing to me, Noelle?” he finally rasped.  He gave a tortured groan.  “I feel like I’m losing my goddamn mind.”

I had a feeling he hadn’t meant to tell me that.  It was in his tone, the way the words seemed to burst from his throat, unwanted.

“Let me take care of you,” I whispered, my lips dragging over his stubbly jawline and neck.  “Let me, Tristan.  Please.”

He moaned helplessly in response, his body tight with vibrating tension.  He grabbed my thigh, about to move it to his waist, but I stopped him.  I pushed him back, making space between us when all I wanted was to be connected to him for the rest of my life.

“Sit down,” I said huskily, nodding to the marble bench in the corner of the shower.  Tristan stumbled over through the thick steam, like he was dazed, and I followed.  When Tristan was in a sitting position, I swung a leg over his thighs, settling myself on top of him.

His hands gripped my ass tightly as my bare breasts slid over his chest.  It was sensual and slow and it made me come undone.  I’d never felt closer to someone in my life and yet we weren’t even having sex.  Yet.

“You drive me crazy,” I whispered in his ear.  His breathing sounded labored and I could feel his heartbeat on my damp skin.

“I need you, baby,” he requested hoarsely.  “Fuck me.  Now.”

No, I didn’t want to fuck him.  I wanted to make love to him.

And I would.

Tristan hissed out a breath when I slid down on his cock, slowly, inch by inch.  He tried to buck his hips, but I made him still, letting him know who was in charge of this moment.  I wanted to own him, just as he owned me.  I wanted to make him come undone, knowing I’d done that to him, no matter how many times he tried to keep me at arm’s length.

Rocking my hips, my head fell back when he was imbedded fully, deep inside.  My eyelids were heavy as the steam swirled around us, enveloping us in a sticky, humid haze.

I felt drugged as I moved over him.  Tristan’s fingers bit into my skin and I leaned forward to suck and nibble on his neck.  There would be a mark tomorrow and a part of me felt immensely pleased about that.

“So good, honey,” I murmured into his ear.  “You feel so good.”

“Noelle,” he grated, his jaw clenched.  I could hear the desperation in his voice, the awe.  I was falling in love with him even more.

And that was all it took.  I came around him.  My orgasm was long, sweet, and slow.  It left me gasping for breath.  Between the pleasure, I felt Tristan’s cock swell inside me before liquid heat bathed my walls.  He shuddered at the force, cursing, his eyes wild and never leaving my own.

It took us a few minutes to recover.  I was slumped against him, my damp forehead pressed to his flushed chest.  I felt like crying.  My emotions were a complete mess.  But I knew that I’d just given another piece of myself to a man who didn’t want it.




*     *     *




We were quiet as we finished our shower and toweled off, as though we both knew something had changed between us.

For the rest of the evening, Tristan seemed to be in a broody mood.  He told me he was trying to focus on work, but I noticed he would stare at his laptop screen, his eyes unmoving.

Yes, I think I’d scared Tristan Blackwell very much.

I was just about to ask him about it when he said, “Let me take you out to dinner tomorrow night.”

“I’d like that,” I said quietly, trying to read him and failing.  But a burst of happiness made my heart pound.  I’d been worrying that our moment in the shower had been too intense for him.  That he’d push me farther away.

I could only hope that this was a step in the right direction.










THIRTEEN










Or so I believed.

The next afternoon, Tristan called to cancel our dinner.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said, his voice deep over the line.  “Something came up.”

He sounded…irritated?  Angry?  Frustrated?  Perhaps all three.

“Okay,” I murmured, more than disappointed, as I looked blankly at my office computer screen.  “Is everything okay?”

“Yes.”

It didn’t sound okay.

“Let’s just reschedule.  I have another business dinner tomorrow night, but what about Wednesday?”

My heart sank in my chest.  I wouldn’t see him for two days?  Frowning, I said, “Sure.  That sounds good.”

He hesitated.  “I really am sorry, Noelle.  Don’t be upset.”

“I’m not,” I said honestly, leaning back in my office chair.  “Disappointed, yes, but I know how busy you are.  And I got you all to myself yesterday, so I should stop being so selfish,” I teased, smiling a little.  “I’ll just see you Wednesday night, okay?”

“Okay.  Have a good night, sweetheart.  I’ll call you later.”

“Bye, Tristan,” I whispered.  I stayed on the line until after he hung up and the dial tone sounded.  Sighing, I replaced the receiver and looked back at the final 3-D rendering of Tristan’s office.  Annie had added her own touches, but I put in some of my own as well.  And I liked what I saw.  Tristan would like it too.

I wished that I could see him tonight, even though I woke up to him this morning.




*     *     *




The next afternoon, I was at Blackwell Financial with Annie.  She’d finally finished the project she’d been working on for her celebrity client, so she could dedicate more time here.  And of course, the first thing she wanted to do was oversee the bathroom designs.  Typical Annie, I thought with a shake of my head and a smile.

We had professional painters doing the lower level offices today and then they’d start on the executives’ offices tomorrow.  The timeline was coming along quite nicely.  I was pleased that we’d finish the designs with time to spare and I knew Annie was as well.

Even though I was at his office building, I hadn’t seen Tristan all afternoon.  He hadn’t called me last night, much to my disappointment.  He usually always called when he said he would.  But he’d sent a good morning text earlier, so at least I knew he was okay.

Everything was still up in the air between us.  Sunday had been intense.  Tristan had clutched me to him as we drifted off to sleep that night, as though he was afraid I would leave.  I hadn’t minded though.  Sometimes, when it came to Tristan, his actions were more telling than his words.  I knew he had feelings for me.  Strong feelings, even though he hadn’t said anything about it.

I passed by the conference room as I went to take a late lunch.  My heart leapt with excitement when I heard the low, muffled tones of Tristan’s voice.  Then, I heard shuffling and leather chairs groaning and I figured he was finishing up a meeting.  I decided to wait for him to see if he’d had lunch already.

A group of eight men filed out, casting me polite smiles as they passed before they disappeared into the elevator.  Tristan came out, a man at his side, still deep in conversation about their meeting.  He hadn’t seen me yet and I smiled, my chest aching at how handsome he was in his fitted suit and tie.

He lifted his head and his lips quirked up into a small smile when he saw me.

“Excuse me, Todd,” Tristan said to the man.  “I have to speak with Miss Travis.  I’ll see you later tonight.”

The older man, burly and handsome, shook Tristan’s hand and clapped him on the back.  “Sure thing.  Meeting at Fontaine at eight, right?”

“You got it.”

“Great.”  He made his way towards the elevator as Tristan came to my side.  But then Todd stopped and circled back.  With a friendly grin, he said, “Oh, before I forget, Tristan!  Congrats on your engagement.  Your father told me the news this morning.  Isabelle is a lucky woman.”

I froze.

My entire world froze.

And then I felt lightheaded.  The room spun as I took in a silent gasp of air, trying to nourish my failing lungs.

No.  Surely I hadn’t heard right.

But Tristan was silent beside me and as though in a daze, I saw Todd’s smile drop.  I felt Tristan’s firm hand come to grip my arm as he said, “Thank you, Todd.”

Thank you, Todd?

Not, No, you’re mistaken, Todd.

Tristan was engaged.

Oh my God.  He was engaged!

Todd nodded, casting a curious glance between the two of us before making his way down the hall and stepping into the elevator.

I felt numb with shock.  My limbs felt heavy and I kept telling them to move, to do something, but I just stood there.

The man I’d been falling in love with was engaged.

To a woman named Isabelle, apparently.  That thought hurt so much my chest physically ached.  Tristan was a liar.  He’d been lying to me this entire time.

“Noelle,” he called quietly, his grip tightening, his voice anguished.

That forced me into action.  Anger and hurt lit up my belly like a fire and I spun on him, daring him to say something.  “You didn’t deny it.”

“I—“

“You’re…engaged,” I choked out the words.  “You’re fucking engaged!”

Tristan cursed and pulled me into the conference room, shutting and locking the door behind us.  The room wasn’t completely soundproof, but at the moment, I didn’t care if anyone heard us.

How could I be so wrong about someone?

“It’s not what you think,” he said quietly, his eyes pleading with me.

“Seriously?  You’re playing that card?” I spat out, disbelief radiating through me.  “Are.  You.  Engaged?”

His jaw ticked as he watched me.  Yet, he remained silent.

And suddenly, I had my answer.

My breath left me, tears filling my eyes.  “How could you do this?” I whispered.  “How could you do this to me when I’ve been falling in love with you?”

I didn’t even care anymore if he knew.  Judging by the look in his eyes, Tristan had already guessed my feelings for him.  I suppose I’d been rather obvious.

“It’s my father’s idea, sweetheart.”

“Don’t call me that!”

“Please, just listen to me,” he growled, grabbing me by the shoulders so I couldn’t retreat.  “It’s been arranged for a while now.  Isabelle,” I flinched when he said her name, “is the daughter of my father’s longtime business partner.”

“Is that where you were last night?” I rasped.  “Were you with her?”

He hesitated and then said, “Yes.”  His answer drilled a hole in my heart.  “She flew in yesterday afternoon.”

“Oh my God,” I mumbled, trying to break away from him.

“Nothing happened!” he said.  “Noelle, I swear to you nothing happened.”

I closed my eyes, not wanting to see him.  I shook my head bitterly, “It doesn’t matter.”  I laughed.  “You’ve made me the other woman.  Not her.  You’ve been cheating on her with me.”

“Don’t say that,” he growled.  “Look at me.”  My eyes remained closed.  “Look at me!”

A tear slid down my cheek as I opened my eyes and Tristan looked tortured as he watched its progression.

“Do you love her?” I asked as another followed.

His answer was immediate and definite.  “No.”

“Then why?”

“It’s complicated, Noelle,” he said softly.

“Oh, that’s right,” I sniffed, crossing my arms over my chest.  “You can’t tell me anything because I didn’t sign on the dotted line.”

That hurt him.  I could see it.  And it didn’t even make me feel any better.  In fact, I felt that dig right along with him because it drove home our situation.  We would never be together.  Not in the way I wanted to be with him.

Panic appeared on his features.  He already knew what I was going to say.  “Noelle, don’t—“

“I don’t want to see you anymore,” I whispered, my heart twisting in my chest.  “I’ll finish this project, but in a couple weeks, I never want to see you again.”

“Stop, Noelle,” he grated.

“I should’ve listened,” I murmured, my brows furrowed.  “You told me you couldn’t give me a relationship.  And I should’ve listened.”

I felt like a fool.  A heartbroken fool.

Tristan tried to grab my arm but I dodged him and rushed out of the conference room, slamming the door behind me.  Luckily, there was an elevator already waiting.  Just as I stepped in, Tristan threw open the door, barreling after me.  The elevator closed and I heard his loud curse, even through the metal doors.

Once downstairs in the lobby, I ran out and high tailed it towards my car parked on the city street.  I just wanted to be alone.  I wanted to get away from Tristan.

I pulled into a gas station once I couldn’t drive anymore.  My tears obscured my vision and they just wouldn’t stop falling.  Shocked disbelief still coursed through my veins, but I knew that everything that had just happened had been real.  Tristan had lied.  Perhaps, he’d been lying from the moment I’d met him.

Because I was a masochist, I pulled out my phone and brought up an internet browser.  Typing in ‘Tristan Blackwell engaged,’ I cried more when I saw the first picture that came up in the news feed.  Dated from last night, it was a picture of Tristan and a beautiful blonde leaving a restaurant, his hand on her lower back.  A massive diamond ring glittered on her left hand.  The headlines were brimming with excitement.  Isabelle was apparently a wealthy socialite from London.  Her and Tristan’s engagement had been widely speculated on before now.

It was all the proof I needed.

An incoming call sounded from my phone.  Tristan’s name appeared.  A stab in my chest.  I ignored it, turning off my phone, and throwing it on the empty seat next to me.  I cried over my steering wheel, uncaring if anyone walking past could see me.

I’d always thought of falling in love as a numbers game.  Four months was the average amount of time to fall in love.  It took me six months to say it to my ex-boyfriend, Ryan.

Now, everything I’d ever known was turned upside down on its head.  Tristan was a whole new game.  I’d never felt this aching, scary, exhilarating rush before.  I’d never felt like this for anyone but him.  I was unprepared for him.  I was unprepared for how quickly and easily I fell in love with him.

Too bad he just broke my heart.










EPILOGUE FOR PART TWO













TRISTAN







“Fuck!” Tristan yelled, slamming his phone down on the desk.  He picked it up a moment later and redialed.  He got Noelle’s voicemail for the thirtieth time.  At the tone, he said, “Noelle, call me back.  I need to…”  He trailed off.

He needed to what?  Needed to see her?  Needed to talk to her?  Needed to make sure that she was okay and that she wouldn’t leave him?  He needed all of those things.

“Please, just call me.”  He hung up.

Fuck, fuck fuck!

He’d never hated his father more than at this moment.  Hell, he’d never hated himself more.  Noelle’s face kept flashing in his mind, seeing the shock and hurt that cut her down to the bone.

Fuck, he’d cut her deep.

And her words.  Her bittersweet words that she’d been silently saying to him since they met.  Words he knew to be true, especially after Sunday night.  “How could you do this to me when I’ve been falling in love with you?”

He groaned, slumping down into his desk chair, his heart hammering in his chest.

Love.  It was something he thought he’d never feel again.  Then Noelle had come into his life…

Tristan was fucked.

When his father called him yesterday, informing him that Isabelle was landing at noon, he’d been furious.  Even more so when his father already contacted the press, announcing the engagement.  His father had backed him into a corner.

Tristan had always figured the engagement would never come to fruition.  His father had talked about it, sure, but to actually arrange it was something else entirely.  Isabelle was a lovely woman, but he felt nothing more for her than friendship.  Her feelings, on the other hand…

Well, she’d always harbored a crush on him, ever since they were teenagers.

His father had made threats.  He’d disown Tristan if he didn’t marry Isabelle, if he didn’t solidify the business relationship between the families.  It was archaic.  Yet, it reeked of John Blackwell’s greed.

He’d been struggling with the decision ever since he met Noelle.  He didn’t know what to do.

His career and family legacy or his freedom and…love.

A flash of Sunday night rose into his mind.  Noelle’s soft hands on him in the shower, exploring him almost lovingly.  Her adoring, beautiful hazel eyes.  He shivered, still possessing such a strong reaction to that moment.

Without thinking, he’d picked up his phone.  He scrolled through his contact list and then pressed the phone to his ear.

“Hello, Tristan.  I wasn’t expecting your call,” a feminine, lilting voice sounded.

Tristan sighed, knowing this wouldn’t be easy.

“Isabelle, we need to talk.”







End of Part Two
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By Emilia Winters










ONE










I’d stopped crying over three hours ago.  Drained and tired, I sat at my kitchen counter, staring down into my cup of milky tea that Larene had prepared for me.  She was cooking at my stovetop now.  My favorite macaroni and cheese recipe with chorizo bits mixed in.  She said it would make me feel better, but I doubted it.  I wasn’t even hungry.

The man I’d been falling in love with was engaged to another woman.

I winced, shifting in my chair.  Foolishly, I’d believed that I was the only one in his life, despite us never discussing exclusivity.  I should’ve known—was cursing my stupidity even now—especially when Tristan said he couldn’t give me a relationship.

Fool, fool, fool!

“Dinner’s ready,” Larene chirped, trying to keep up a cheerful front for my benefit.  I’d already told her everything.  The engagement, our fight, the pictures I’d looked up online…

“Thanks,” I murmured, when she set down a massive helping of mac and cheese in front of me.  As if the more I ate, the better I’d feel.  I took a bite just to please her and she smiled in approval before beginning to wash up.

Once she finished, she turned back around, leaning against the counter, watching me poke at my food.

“Have you heard from him at all?”

I thought of my phone and the dozens of missed calls and voicemails he’d left.  “I’m not answering his calls.”

“Noelle…” she said with a sigh.

I felt a prickle of irritation.  “What?  You think I should talk to him?”

“Yes, I do.”

“How can you even say that to me?” I asked, a little hurt.  “He’s engaged.”

“I know.  But did he ever say he was actually going to go through with it?  He said it was his father’s idea.  Maybe he has every intention of breaking it off once his father is off his back.”

I closed my eyes, shaking my head.  I didn’t have the energy to deal with this right now.  All I wanted was to crawl into bed and go to sleep.  I hoped this was all one big nightmare and I’d wake up next to Tristan, happy and oblivious.  My heart ached for him even now, even after everything he’d done.  What would it take for my feelings to disappear completely?  Short of him being some psychotic, serial killer, I suspected not a whole lot.

Sighing, I took another bite, but it tasted like sand in my mouth.

“She was beautiful, Larene,” I told my best friend softly.  “She was the type of woman I can imagine with him.  And she looked happy.”

“But was he?”

I didn’t answer.  I didn’t know.  All I thought about was Tristan’s vulnerable and searing gaze in the shower on Sunday night, when I’d explored his flesh as a lover.  He’d been affected by my touch.

And he belonged to another woman.




*     *     *




Later, once Larene left with a look of concern on her beautiful features, I slipped into bed, clutching my phone.

Seven voicemails.  He’d left seven voicemails.  Like a true masochist, I listened to every one.  Then I listened to them all again.  And then a third time.

One in particular, the last one he’d left, made my throat burn.

“Noelle…”  A long pause and then an exhaled breath.  “I know I’m the last person you want to hear from right now.  I deserve that.  I deserve your anger and hurt.  I deserve everything you give me, except, perhaps, your love.  I’m certainly not deserving of that, especially after what I did.  But you gave it to me anyway.”  Another sigh.  “Please, talk to me, sweetheart.  Tell me that I haven’t ruined everything.  I need to know that or I’ll go crazy.  Call me back.  Text me.  Just give me something, anything, even though I don’t deserve it.”

Tristan sounded so forlorn.  I thought it would make me feel better, to hear him suffering.  It didn’t.  I hated to hear him like this.

The last call had been from two hours ago.  It was almost ten at night.  He’d be at his business dinner, or just getting out of it.

Or he’d be with her…

I shut down my thoughts, not trusting that I wouldn’t start crying again now that Larene had left.  I didn’t need to think about the two of them together.  I didn’t want to know.

My phone started buzzing, startling me.  I glanced down and my heart started pounding wildly in my chest.

I let it ring three times before I rejected Tristan’s call.  The man had always been persistent, I’d give him that much.  But I wasn’t ready to talk to him.  I needed more time.

A moment later, a little ding signaled a new voicemail.  I didn’t hesitate in raising the phone to my ear.  His deep, velvety voice washed over me.  But I noticed an edge to his tone, like he was reaching the edge of his patience.  

“I won’t come over to your house, Noelle, no matter how much I want to.  I have a lot to explain to you, but I’ll give you some time.  Not much though.”  My lips parted in an outraged gasp.  “I just wanted to tell you that I think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.  And that I intend to keep you, no matter how dirty I have to play.  And Noelle?”  I waited with bated breath at the slight pause.  “I won’t play fair.”

The voicemail ended.  I gaped down at the phone in disbelief and replayed the message just to make sure I’d heard right.

The nerve of that man!  I couldn’t believe his arrogance!

I tossed the phone on my bedside table, done with him for tonight.  Finished.  Too riled to go to sleep now, I got up from my bed, restless, and paced the length of my room.  Gone was my hurt.  Annoyance had replaced it.

I had the strongest urge to call him back and give him a piece of my mind.  I recognized that that was what he wanted.  He wanted some sort of reaction.  Well, I wouldn’t give it to him.  I’d let him stew for a couple days.  Hell, I didn’t even know if I wanted to call him back at all!

Sleep evaded me now.  There was no way I’d even get a couple hours at this rate.  To work off some of the jittery anger, I headed towards my kitchen.  There was only one thing I could think of doing when I was in a mood like this and it was baking.  I even considered calling Larene over again since I was now in the mood to bitch.

Bitch and bake, my two favorite things when a man was involved.

By midnight, my entire kitchen looked like a flour bomb had gone off inside.  I’d baked a batch of double chocolate chip cookies, vanilla cupcakes with pink frosting, and a loaf of my fall favorite…pumpkin bread.

I’d use a little less finesse than usual, but I felt loads better.  In an overly warm kitchen, with dirty pans and bowls and globs of batter splattered everywhere, I munched on a cupcake, more content than I’d been all day.

After my third one, however, a creeping hint of despair clawed at my chest.  I knew why.  I’d never baked for Tristan, even though I’d thought about it multiple times.

Because despite everything, as I glanced around my empty kitchen, I knew I’d give anything for him to be with me right now.  Anything for today to be erased…

The tears came back with a vengeance.










TWO










The next morning, I knew something was wrong the moment I sat down in my office chair.  A pink post-it note was stuck to my computer screen.  I recognized Annie’s neat scrawl almost immediately.

Please come see me when you get in.

My body stilled and I sat at my desk, blinking rapidly.  Perhaps it was my guilt, but suddenly, I just knew.

Taking a deep breath as I pushed to standing, I wondered if I was about to lose my job.

Annie sat behind her desk, her eyes trained on her computer screen.  I could see the reflection in her glasses.  Clearing my dry throat—or at least trying to—I knocked on the door to signal my entrance.

She nodded her head to one of the chairs, the sound of her mouse clicking filling the silent room.  My stomach churned as I sank into one, my back straightening when all I wanted was to curl up in a ball.  Annie finished up whatever she was working on and then focused her full attention on me.

She looked as though she was about to say something, but then sighed, taking off her glasses to rub the bridge of her nose.  I’d never seen her do that before.  My fingers tapped nervously on my thigh as I waited for her to speak.  I realized that my silence was an affirmation of my guilt.

When her eyes connected with mine again, she said quietly, “Yesterday, I happened to walk past the conference room in Blackwell Financial.”

I dropped my eyes to my lap, biting my lip, when a sudden wave of tears threatened to spill.

“I overheard a couple arguing.  Can you guess what they were saying?”

“Annie, I…”  I shook my head, not knowing what to say.  “I…”

“Do you want to know why I have such a strict policy when it comes to interpersonal relationships?” Annie asked, her voice surprisingly soft.  “Before you came to work for me, I had a designer.  She was very bright, very enthusiastic.  Much like you.  Then she got involved with a client.  A husband, whose wife wanted to redecorate.”  My eyes raised again, my expression no doubt very somber.  “Things eventually went sour.  The husband had told her he’d leave his wife, but he never did.  My designer was upset, heartbroken.  So, one night, she let herself in when the couple wasn’t home, and completely destroyed everything that we’d been working on.  The house was in shambles.  Windows smashed, furniture ripped apart, priceless artwork shredded.  The total cost of damage was upwards of a million dollars.”  I flinched, but she continued on.  “On top of that, the couple sued me.  Luckily, I have good lawyers, but needless to say, it cost me very much.  Not only a lot of money, but a talented designer as well.”

I’d heard rumors from employees, but I hadn’t know the extent of the destruction.  I swallowed thickly, waiting for Annie to deliver the killing blow.

Annie’s chair creaked when she leaned back.  “How did this all start, Noelle?”

My voice trembled as I answered her.  “I met Tristan before I knew about the project.  We…um…”  My cheeks burned in embarrassment.  I didn’t want to tell my boss that I’d hooked up with him.

Annie understood regardless, judging by her nod.  “I see.”

“Things hadn’t gone very well between us.  Truthfully, I had hoped never to see him again.  But then this project came up.  And I wanted this opportunity so much that it hurt.”  I took a deep breath, deciding to spill everything.  Annie deserved the truth.  “When we met again, we both decided to forget that that night had never happened, for both of our best interests.  But it was easier said than done.”

“You rekindled your…relationship?” Annie guessed.

“Yes,” I said, feeling like a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders.  Yet, the churning in my stomach hadn’t ceased.  Everything that I’d worked for…  “We did.”

Annie sighed.  “To be honest, Noelle, I think I may have already known.  I thought your reaction when you met him was very bizarre.  I’d never seen you so…shaken.”  I remained silent, tense in my seat.  “Where do you two stand now?”

“You heard our argument,” I told her quietly.

“It was muffled.  But I got the gist of it.”

“Then you know he’s engaged.”

“And you hadn’t known?”

“No,” I whispered.

Annie studied me, her expression softening.  “Do you love him?”  My voice failed again, my eyes glazed bright with tears.  One look at me and Annie had her answer.  “Oh, Noelle.”

A small silence took hold as I wiped at my cheeks furiously, embarrassed.  I didn’t make it a habit to cry in front of my boss, so to say I was mortified was an understatement.  Clearing my throat, I said, “Annie, I’m sorry for this situation.  The last thing I want is for it to reflect poorly on you, on this company.  I just wanted you to know that I’ve truly enjoyed working for you and I’ll miss—”

“Woah, woah, sweetie.  Hold on.  I’m not firing you.”

I stopped, my breath hitching in my throat.  “You’re not?” I croaked.

Annie gave a small smile.  “No.”

“But, the policy.  I thought…”

“Noelle, I’m not going to fire you over something like this.  You’ve done excellent work at Blackwell Financial.  I’ve been very impressed.”  She scooted forward, folding her hands on her desk.  “However, I can’t let this slide either.  I’m going to have to take you off the project, for obvious reasons.  I’m sorry.”

Disappointment swept through me bitterly.  I swallowed, nodding.  “I understand, Annie.”  Truth be told, I was just happy I wouldn’t be losing my job.

“You’ll be compensated for your work, of course, but you won’t make the full commission.  And I think it’s best if you take the rest of the week off.  To get your head on straight.  I’ll have a new project for you on Monday.”

“Right.  Of course.”  Annie nodded at me, signaling that our meeting was over.

I stood.  “Annie, I really am—”

“I know, sweetie.  Get some rest.  You look tired.”

I nodded, making my way to the door.  “I’ll see you next week then.”

“Yes.  Oh, and Noelle?”

I turned quickly.

“Tristan…well, he’s not your client anymore.  Think things through.  There’s always two sides to every story.”




*     *     *




When I got back to my office, I stared out the window for at least twenty minutes, shaken.  I still couldn’t believe that I hadn’t been let go.

I didn’t need to pack anything up, so I simply wrote an email vacation notice, before shutting down my computer.  Right as I gathered up my belongings and switched off the light, my office phone rang.

The extension number was from reception.  “Yes?” I answered.

“Noelle, you have a visitor downstairs.  She says her name is Isabelle Blake.  Shall I send her up?”

I placed my palm on the desk to steady myself.  How did she find out about me?  Where I worked?  More importantly, how many more surprises would I have today?

Heart racing, preparing myself for a confrontation, I told the receptionist, “No, I’m on my way down actually.  Tell her I’ll be there shortly.”

The elevator didn’t allow for much stalled time.  Before I knew it, I was on the ground floor and my eyes immediately connected with the figure of the beautiful blonde I’d seen online with Tristan.  His fiancee…

I hitched my purse further up my shoulder, heels clicking loudly on the tiles as I made my way over.

Isabelle Blake stood to greet me.  With a smile.  A seemingly genuine smile.  Already I was thrown off guard.  I figured she’d want to claw my eyes out.  That was what I would do if I found out Tristan had been seeing another woman behind my back.

“I see you know who I am,” Isabelle said, her English accent clear and angelic, reaching out her hand in greeting.  She was stunning, in her white skinny jeans and blush colored blouse.  Her golden locks were curled to perfection.

I took it.  “Yes, I do.  And I suppose you know who I am.”

“Guilty,” she said, another flash of a smile.  Her blue eyes took in my purse.  “Are you leaving?  I’d hoped to talk with you for a bit, if you have the time, of course.”

I studied her, wondering what her purpose was for coming here.  To scare me off?  Tristan had done that all himself.  But she was going to marry the man I found myself in love with.  Naturally, I couldn’t help but be curious about her.

“No, I’m free.  Would you like to get some coffee?  There’s a place right around the corner.”

“That would be perfect.”

We said very little to each other on the way out of the building.  Perhaps, we both sensed that this wouldn’t be a pleasant conversation.

Once we’d placed our orders and found a table, we still beat around the bush.  Isabelle remarked on the surroundings and asked me what I did for a living, even though she already had to have known.

It was only after our coffees arrived that we finally got around to talking.  Isabelle took a sip, pulling a small face, before returning the cup to the saucer.  She gave me a small smile.

“So, you’re the woman Tristan is crazy for.”  There was a small hint of sadness in her tone, but her words weren’t accusatory, as I’d expected.  If anything, they were speculative.  My heart fluttered just hearing his name, but I tamped it down.  “I’m sorry for rudely coming to your job.  I just wanted to meet you.”

I took a quick sip of coffee to soothe my dry throat.  Taking a deep breath, I said quietly, “Isabelle, I had no idea about—”

“It’s all right.  Tristan told me.”

“He did?”

“Yes.  That’s how I found out about you.  He rang me up yesterday and came to see me.  We had a long chat.”  She reached forward and patted my hand.  “Noelle, I’m not sure if you know, but Tristan broke our engagement yesterday.”

“What?” I whispered.  My eyes flew down to her left hand and saw that the glittering diamond I’d spotted in the internet photos was gone, her finger left bare.  I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed until now.

She smiled at my shock.  “Ah, I see you didn’t know.”

“No, I—I haven’t talked to Tristan at all,” I sputtered.  It came out more as a question than a statement.  “Why would he do that?”

“Our fathers arranged the engagement last year.  It wasn’t official until Sunday, when the press released the story.  I always thought Tristan would go through with it.  After all, I didn’t see him settling down with anyone else after that girlfriend of his sold him out.  He doesn’t trust people very easily, although I’m sure you’ve realized that.”

“Yes, I have,” I murmured, looking down into my latte.

“His father had threatened to disown him if he didn’t go through with the engagement.  Did you know that?”

My mouth dropped open.  “But that means that…”

“It’s a bluff, in my opinion.  Tristan probably knows it as well, but his father can be surprising.  Most of the time, not in the good way either.  It wasn’t a risk Tristan wanted to take.  Besides, we’ve been friends for a long time.  He would’ve had to settle down with someone eventually.  It made sense that it would’ve been me.”

“And now he’s broken it,” I said slowly, trying to wrap my head around the situation.

“His father is furious, naturally.”  Isabelle took another reluctant sip of her coffee.  “But I told him it was my idea, to protect Tristan.  That I wanted to marry for love and other foolish sentimental reasons.”  Behind Isabelle’s soft demeanor, I saw now that she was fierce and intelligent, and perhaps a little cunning.  If she’d wanted to take me down, she could’ve.  Hell, we’d probably be great friends if our situation was any different.  “John has calmed down a bit, but things between him and Tristan aren’t the best right now.  Not that they’ve ever been particularly close.”

There was a familiarity between her and Tristan that made my chest ache.  I knew next to nothing about his family, yet she was on a first name basis.

I couldn’t lie.  It stung.  A lot.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” she returned, a small knowing smile on her full lips.

“Do you love him?”  The question was harder than I thought to get out.  The words felt like they grated on my throat.

Isabelle thought about it for a good, long moment.  Finally, she said, “I’m not sure what I feel for Tristan.  When I was younger, I would’ve said yes.  I know now it was nothing more than innocent puppy love.  But in some ways, I think a part of me will always love him.  He’s a great friend.  We’ve known each other almost our entire lives.  I would be lying if I said this broken engagement didn’t hurt in some way.”

“You must hate me then,” I murmured.

“Of course I don’t,” she said softly.  “Ultimately, I would do anything Tristan asked of me.  When he came to me yesterday and told me about you, how he hurt you, how he felt about you, it became clear to me that whatever marriage we may have had would’ve been lacking in some way.  He doesn’t feel for me what he feels for you.  Tristan deserves to be happy.  I deserve to be happy.  In my opinion, this was the only option, our fathers be damned.”

I let out a small, watery laugh.

“I’m assuming you aren’t speaking with him at the moment,” she commented, her eyes bright.

I sobered.  “No, I’m not.”  No matter how much I ached for him, no matter how much I missed him…  “He still lied to me.  I can’t forget that.”

“I understand,” Isabelle nodded.  “Tristan can be difficult sometimes.  But in the end, he always figures it out.”

She could see I wasn’t convinced.

Smiling, she took my hand again.  “Noelle, will you do me a favor?”

Hesitantly, I said, “Yes.”

“Just talk with him.  He cares about you.  Very much.  Let him change your mind.  He’s very persuasive.”

I already knew I was weak around Tristan.  I had no self-control where he was concerned.  I feared that we would end up right back where we’d been…in a non-relationship where he couldn’t tell me anything about his life, his past, or his family because I hadn’t signed a document.  In a non-relationship where he didn’t trust me.

I pulled my hand out of Isabelle’s grip.  Smiling sadly, I took another sip of my coffee and said, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”










THREE










“We’re going out tonight!” Larene declared loudly, barging into my house like a whirlwind at seven o’ clock.

I’d called her once I got home from coffee with Isabelle, telling her all about my conversation with the stunning blonde and then about my confrontation with Annie.  Today had been a stressful, nerve-wracking, surprising day to be sure.

“No,” I moaned from my position on the couch.  I was eating a slice of the pumpkin bread I’d whipped up yesterday, a Halloween themed movie already queued up on the television.

“Yes.  Up, up, up!”

“Larene.”

“Noelle,” she returned, crossing her arms over her chest.  She looked beautiful in a form fitting emerald colored dress and strappy black heels.

I sighed.  She was in one of her moods and I knew there would be no saying no to her.  “Fine,” I grumbled, stuffing the rest of the bread in my mouth just to irk her.  “Where are we going?”

“Oh, just this new place,” she said, waving a hand.  “Go take a shower and I’ll pick you out a dress.  Hurry!”

Twenty minutes later, I was freshly showered.  Stepping out of my bathroom, I saw that Larene had already set out a dress for me, complete with lacy underwear, heels, and a clutch.  The woman was serious about me hurrying, apparently.

She breezed back into my room just as I finished dressing.  I hadn’t washed my hair, so all that was left was make-up, which Larene applied with an expert hand while she asked me more questions about Isabelle.

We were out my front door by eight.  Luckily, the heels she’d picked out for me weren’t as high as the stripper heels I’d worn the night I’d met Tristan, or else I would’ve probably broken something from the way Larene urged me down my driveway.  Once we got settled in her car, we were off.

“So, she didn’t seem pissed off about the broken engagement?” Larene asked, her fingers tapping on the steering wheel as we waited for the signal to turn onto the freeway.

“No, not really.”  I frowned over at her, noticing that she seemed a little anxious.  “Are you okay?”

“Of course!  Why?”

“I don’t know.”  I gave a flippant wave of my hand.  “You seem like you’re in a rush or something.”

“I wanna get dancing,” she said easily, laughing.  “Bad week at work.”

“It’s only Wednesday,” I pointed out, trying to forget that I’d come close to being fired today.  Maybe I could use a drink or two after all.

“And hump day is the best day to go out.  You wanna know why?”

I laughed, gazing out the window, when she wriggled her eyebrows at me.  I shook my head at my best friend, but it felt like the first time I’d laughed since Tristan had playfully thrown me into his pool last week.

My smile died.

The pathetic truth was that I missed him.  I’d been missing Tristan all evening, going over Isabelle’s conversation in my mind.  I was surprised that he hadn’t told me he’d broken it off with her.  Not like I’d been taking his calls, but still…

Even if he wanted to continue whatever it was we were doing, the bottom-line was that I didn’t know if I could trust him at all.  He’d been lying to me the entire time.  Was he ever going to tell me about the engagement?  Had he thought that I would just be okay with it?

I sighed.  It didn’t matter anyway.

I hadn’t been paying attention to where Larene was going.  But eventually, I noticed that we were heading farther and farther away from the city, not towards it.  When her headlights illuminated a sign for one of the smaller airports, I frowned, knowing there couldn’t be any bars or nightclubs all the way out here.

“Larene, where are—”

My phone dinged from my clutch, cutting me off.  My heart stuttered in my chest and I wondered if it was Tristan.  As I fumbled around looking for my phone, my fingers found something that definitely should’ve been in my home office desk drawer.

“Larene?”

“Yes?”

“Why is my passport in my clutch?” I asked slowly, turning in my seat to face her, my passport held up between two fingers.

She played innocent.  “I have no idea.”

“Larene.”

“Hmmm?”

“Where are we going exactly?”

She shrugged.

Another ding from my phone.  I quickly snagged it, reading the two new text messages I’d received.  They were from Tristan.  Ignoring the way my breath quickened, I quickly read the first one.

I told you I’d play dirty.

Huh?

The second one read: I’ll see you soon, sweetheart.

I froze in my seat, staring at the text.  Then, I slowly faced Larene again.  “Please tell me you didn’t do what I think you did.”

It didn’t matter.  I read the guilt on her face, but I also saw the pleased expression she was sporting.  Not to mention the fact that we just pulled up to a gate at a small, private airport.  The security guard waved us through once he took down Larene’s plates.

“Larene!  What did you do?” I said, anger lighting up my veins, making me tremble.  There were private planes in hangers, some out on the runway, as we drove slowly around the back.

She didn’t answer me.  She didn’t need to because a moment later, I saw him.

Tristan was standing in a black suit in front of a massive jet that read Blackwell in big, bold lettering.  My mouth dropped.  He was talking to a man in a pilot’s uniform, the wind rustling his dark hair.  When Larene’s headlights illuminated the men, Tristan glanced over.  His eyes connected with mine through the windshield and I watched as he put his hands in his pockets, waiting.

My lips pressed together in a tight line as I swiveled to Larene.  The car came to a stop, several yards away from the men, and she cut the engine.

“How could you do this?” I hissed.

Larene sighed, unbuckling her belt.  “I did what I thought was best for you.”

I gaped.  “You shouldn’t have even contacted him!”

“He contacted me, just for the record.  He knows Kane apparently.”

“And so, what?  You two just set this up behind my back, thinking I’d be okay with it?”

“Oh, I knew you’d be furious.  And so did he.  But me and Tristan had a nice long chat and girl, he has it bad for you, okay?  Do you honestly think I’d do this if I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that this was the right thing?  Give me more credit than that.  I’m your best friend.  I know you better than anyone.”

“You still should’ve told me.”

“So you could weasel your way out of it?  I don’t think so.”  I shook my head, glancing at Tristan who still had his hands in his pockets, watching the exchange between Larene and I closely.  The pilot had disappeared and I was keenly aware of Tristan’s eyes on me.  “Noelle…”

I looked back at Larene, the muscle in my jaw pulsing.

Larene’s eyes softened and I couldn’t help but be a little less pissed at her.  Damn her angelic face.  I could never stay mad at her for long…something she knew very well and used to her advantage.

“Noelle, I’ve never seen you so enamored with a man before.  Relationships are hard.”  She took my hands in her own, squeezing gently.  “They’re rocky and prickly and sometimes ugly, but they’re worth it.  Look at all the shit Kane and I had to go through!  But at the end of the day, I know that I will never love someone as much as him.  And if you still think that Tristan isn’t serious about you, then why did he end his engagement?  Why did he call me this afternoon, desperately trying to figure out a way to talk to you?  Why did he plan all this?”  She shook me.  “He cares.  A lot, judging by what he told me this afternoon.  Just do me a favor, okay?  Get out of the car and get on the plane.  Leave everything behind and just be with him for the next four days.  Figure out what you want from each other and then go from there.  You won’t regret this.”

“He hurt me,” I whispered, feeling a lump in my throat.

“And he’ll probably hurt you again.  But you know what?  You’ll hurt him too.  When you’re with someone for a long time, it’s impossible not to feel hurt.”

I thought about her words, letting them sink in.

Eventually, Larene leaned in, giving me a kiss on the cheek.  “Come on.  He’s waiting.”

She released my hands and got out of the car, nodding at Tristan.  She went around towards the back once she popped the trunk and Tristan approached, his footsteps falling heavy on the asphalt.

I pushed the door open, climbing out reluctantly.  Stupidly, I’d forgotten a jacket since Larene had rushed us out of the house before I could even consider one.

Tristan shrugged off his suit jacket and draped it around my shoulders once he’d reached me.  I was grateful for the warmth, but not the spicy, intoxicating smell of him wrapped all around me.  It would only confuse me more.

Larene hung back by the trunk to give us a little privacy.  I stood still in front of him as he reached out to cup my face with both hands.  His green eyes glowed with relief and affection, but I tried to steel myself against it.  Stay strong, Noelle, I coached myself mentally.

His soft lips brushed my left cheek and the tip of my nose—and I felt my stomach give a little quiver—before he pulled away.  “Hi, sweetheart,” he whispered to me.

I almost groaned.  He was pulling out all the stops.  He wasn’t playing fair.

He never said he would, I reminded myself, remembering the rather direct voicemail he’d sent last night.

I didn’t reply, but our eyes remained connected.  He looked exhausted, like he hadn’t slept, but my heart yearned for him all the same.  It would only be too easy to fall back into what we’d had before.

Larene approached.  In her hands was a travel bag I recognized, since it was my own.  I almost applauded her cunning.  She must’ve packed my clothes when I was taking a shower.  Not to mention nipping my passport from my home office desk drawer…the little thief.

Tristan took my bag from her hands.

Larene kissed my cheek goodbye, whispering in my ear, “Have fun.”  She nodded at Tristan and said, “I’m trusting you.”

“Thanks for your help,” Tristan told her.  They seemed to communicate something silently and if I wasn’t so irritated with the both of them, I might’ve been jealous.

Helplessly, I watched Larene get back into her car, start up the engine, and slowly drive away.  Leaving me alone with him…

I pulled Tristan’s jacket tighter around me, just as I heard the jet start up, a low humming that echoed in my ears.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice low and deep.

Did I have a choice?  I’d been backed into a corner by my best friend and kind-of-but-not boyfriend.

My back straightened.  I could do this.

Looking at Tristan, I nodded.










FOUR










Tristan’s jet was opulent.  Once we’d ascended the stairs, two flight attendants—an impeccably dressed man and a perfectly coiffed blonde—greeted us, taking my bag and exchanging it for a flute of champagne.  I didn’t dare look at Tristan.  I couldn’t.  So instead, I looked around his jet.

The interior was done up in varying hues of dark greys, with massively plush dove grey leather seats.  The tables were a polished black and a bottle of champagne was nestled inside a silver tin of ice at the table to my left.

“Mr. Blackwell, we should be cleared for take off in a few minutes,” one of the flight attendants said, a small smile on her face.

Tristan nodded and looked at me.  Even though the seats facing across from each other, the black table in between, was clearly meant for us, Tristan ushered me into a pair of seats right next to one another.  The leather was absolutely buttery as I sank down into the one closest to the window.  As Tristan buckled himself in next to me, I looked out onto the black asphalt, the night clear and crisp.

He was watching me.  I could feel his eyes like a caress.  Looking back at him, I tipped up my glass of champagne and drained it.  A flight attendant immediately refilled it.  I took another large mouthful, catching Tristan’s lip quirk up, before setting it down on the ledge next to my seat.

Tristan asked, “Are you a nervous flier?  Or nervous about me?”

“Neither,” I said cooly, facing forward.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him reach towards me.  A second later, I felt his warm hand clasp my own, chilled from my champagne glass.  Instead of pulling away, I allowed it, savoring his heat seeping into my skin.

“Noelle, don’t be upset.”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” he murmured, his voice low as though he thought he could soothe me with it.  “You’re all tense.  You won’t look me in the eye and I want you too.  We have a lot to talk about.”

Just to show him I wasn’t afraid, my eyes connected with his.  Arching an eyebrow, I said, “Apparently, we have all the time in the world to talk.  Seeing as how we have the next four days together.”

As though my words were a trigger, the jet started moving, taxing towards the runway.

“Aren’t you curious about where we’re going?” Tristan asked, leaning so close that I felt his warm breath brush my cheek.  Unwanted desire pooled between my thighs at his nearness.  I’d always had no control around him, even when I knew better.

“No,” I said, lying.

“I like you like this,” he said, failing to hide his grin.  “All prickly.  It makes me want to fuck all the fight out of you.”

I gasped out loud.  Then my eyes narrowed.  Tristan wanted a reaction.  He’d said those words to shock me…and perhaps to arouse me.  And he’d succeeded.

The engines flared, the jet picking up speed.  Take off saved me from having to respond, but only for a short while.  Once we lifted off the ground and soared high into the air, leveling off a few minutes later, Tristan was still expecting an answer.  His hand around mine felt even hotter now.  Or maybe that was just me.

Fine.  I’d give him an answer.

“Your fiancee came to visit me today,” I said nonchalantly.  I saw his eyebrows furrow.  So, he hadn’t known, after all.  “Or should I say, ex-fiancee?”

Now, he was the stunned one.

“What did she say to you?”

I shrugged.  “We just had a nice little chat over coffee.”

“Noelle,” he said warningly, his tone sharper.

I snapped.  Tugging my hand from his, I glared.  “When where you going to tell me that you were engaged, Tristan?  Were you ever going to tell me?”

“I didn’t even know if I was going to go through with it!” he exclaimed, raising his voice.  I glanced over at the flight attendants, who tried to pretend they weren’t listening.  Tristan cursed softly, annoyed, and stood, pulling me up behind him.  He led me down the aisle of the jet and through a door towards the back.  Inside was a fully furnished bedroom—with my travel bag perched on the double bed—and a small bathroom en-suite.

Tristan turned around when he closed and locked the door behind him.

“You drive me, insane.  Do you know that?” Tristan growled, advancing on me until I was backed against the bathroom door.  The lever to open it was pressed uncomfortably into my side, but I couldn’t move even if I wanted to, pinned in place by Tristan’s gaze.  “I haven’t been able to work or sleep the past couple days because you wouldn’t return my goddamn calls.”

“What the hell did you expect?  I found out you were engaged!”

“But I’m not anymore.  It doesn’t matter,” he returned, gritting his teeth, pressing himself into me.

“You lied to me!  Of course it matters.  I won’t just forget that.”

“You will forgive me eventually,” he rasped, his face closer than I realized.  I saw his pupils dilate.  “I know you will.”

“I will n—”

Tristan cut me off with a brutal kiss, his lips landing hard on my own.  He groaned against me as I gasped.  His tongue swept inside my mouth, claiming and possessive.  I felt it all the way down to my core, where arousal flooded between my thighs.

I struggled for about two seconds.  And then I was clutching onto him, my fingernails biting into his shirt, fearing he’d back away.  Later, I was sure I’d curse myself for being pathetic and weak.  But right now, I needed to feel connected with him.  I’d needed it for the past two days.

Tristan was hard against my belly and he fumbled with the opening at his slacks before his cock sprung free, eager and ready.  His hands came to my hips, pushing up the short length of my dress before dragging my panties down.

I could see the frustration on his face.  The anger.  The need.  His hands were rough on my skin, but I needed it, almost as much as I needed him.  Tristan picked me up before tossing me on the bed, face down.  The tension straining his body made me pant in anticipation.  I was sick, wanting him this much.

Tristan pushed me down until my arms were out in front of me, my ass high in air.  He detangled my lace panties from around my ankles and I looked over my shoulder as his jaw clenched.  He looked at them before tossing them to the bed.

“Where did you think you were going tonight when Larene took you out?” he growled, his hands shooting out to grasp my raised hips, dragging me down until we were aligned.  “Who did you wear those for?”

He was jealous, I realized.  A thrill went through me at the barely contained fury on his face.

“It’s none of your business,” I told him.  “We’re not together.”

Oh, he didn’t like that at all.  His body snapped tight.

“Where you planning to fuck another man tonight?”  His fingertips dug into the soft flesh of my ass, as though the thought enraged him.  His eyes were so dark they were practically black.

“Well, I wasn’t planning on fucking you.  So you do the math.”

My breath was torn from me as Tristan thrust himself inside, pounding into me from behind.  With his feet planted firmly on the floor, he had enough leverage to make me feel every powerful thrust.  My teeth clicked together, my fingernails clawing at the comforter.  I wanted to scream at the pleasure he brought me, but found I couldn’t make a sound.

Tristan bent over my back, his lips in my ear, still hammering away.  “You.  Are.  Mine.  You’ll never fuck another man again, do you understand me?”

I didn’t answer.  I couldn’t answer.  I couldn’t even think.  My mouth fell open in a silent scream as I came, my orgasm bordering on the edge of pain.  And I kept coming and coming, every thrust prolonging it.

I felt the tip of Tristan’s cock swell and then he was cursing, spilling his heat inside me.  He collapsed on top of me.  I felt his rapid heartbeat against my back before he pulled away to stand.  My limbs felt like rubber as I pushed up on the bed, sitting gingerly on the edge of the mattress.

Tristan’s face was flushed, but I was sure mine was as well.  Seemingly at a loss for words, Tristan pulled open the bathroom door.  I watched as he ran the sink faucet, leaning his elbows against the counter as he splashed his face.  Then he hung his head there, motionless, as water droplets slid off his face back into the sink.  He took in a shuddering breath before rising and toweling off.

He returned a moment later with a warm, damp towel.  Before I knew what he was doing, he knelt down in front of me, pushing open my legs, before cleaning me so gently that my eyes stung with tears.  Some of his hair was wet from when he’d splashed his face and I watched as a couple droplets fell to the carpet, the silence stretching long between us.

When he rose from the floor, he gazed down at me, his eyes unreadable.  Then, he traced my cheeks before leaning down to take a tender kiss.

“Say something,” he pleaded against my lips, his dark eyes searching my own.  He looked guilty, like he hadn’t meant to lose control, hadn’t meant to be so rough, like he’d hurt me again.

“You were right.  You did fuck all the fight out of me,” I whispered, my voice scratchy.  Tristan flinched, pulling away.  A small hint of sadness crept into my tone when I said, “It seems sex is the only thing we’re good at.”

“Don’t say that,” he said hoarsely.

“It’s the truth.”

A muscle in his jaw ticked.  He spun back to the bathroom, throwing the towel in the sink, before returning.

“Get some sleep,” he told me, his face unreadable.  “We’ll land in about five hours.”

With that, he disappeared back out the door we’d come in, back towards our seats at the front of the jet.

A part of me ached with loss at watching him go, but I knew it was probably for the best.  We’d solved nothing.  I didn’t know if we ever would.

I winced when I pushed up from my sitting position on the bed, feeling a twinge between my thighs.  When I zipped open my travel bag to find something to wear for bed, I found a note from Larene, written in her neat, flowing script.

Don’t give up on him.

- L

I almost laughed with bitterness.  The note couldn’t have come at a better time.

After locating fresh underwear and a soft t-shirt, I changed out of my dress and heels and flipped off the light before slipping underneath the covers of the bed.  Tears welled up in my eyes as I curled into a ball, wishing that Tristan’s arms were around me.

I loved him.  But would anything ever change between us?  I didn’t think so.

Exhaustion took over.  The soft hum of the jets lulled me to sleep.




*     *     *




I didn’t know how long I’d been asleep before a sliver of yellow light woke me.  Disoriented, it took me a few moments to realize it was just Tristan slipping into the room, before he shut the door and there was darkness again.

I heard him getting undressed beside the bed, heard the soft whoosh of his slacks and shirt hitting the floor.  The bed dipped as he crawled in beside me, his arms wrapping around my body a moment later, pulling my back against his front.

His head was close to mine and I felt a puff of breath rustle my hair, before he reached up and stroked the strands back into place.  His fingers in my hair felt so wonderful that my eyelids fell shut and I let my muscles relax against him.

After a few moments of feeling his heartbeat against my back, I hesitantly whispered, “Where are we going?”

It wasn’t a sign that he was forgiven.  But Tristan seemed to recognize it for what it was: a step in the right direction.

“London,” he murmured into my hair.

I couldn’t help but embrace the awed excitement that made my heart leap.  “I’ve always wanted to go.”

“I know, sweetheart,” he said.  “It’s at the top of your bucket list.”

My breath hitched.  He’d remembered what I’d told him, that night he’d shown up at my house, that night when everything had changed.

“Go to sleep now,” he whispered.  “We have a busy day.”

Surrounded by his warmth, I obeyed…for once.










FIVE










A knock sounded on our bedroom door, jolting me from sleep.

“Mr. Blackwell?  We will be landing in twenty minutes,” came the muffled voice of the male flight attendant.

“Thank you,” Tristan called out, his voice husky.

Blowing out a tired breath, he settled back down against my back, his arm still tightly wrapped around my waist.  I felt him kiss my hair, the sweetness of it sending butterflies to my stomach, even though I made no outward reaction.  I was on rocky ground with him, especially after last night.  I still didn’t know what I wanted to do.

I listened as he slowly woke up, a routine I’d memorized during all the nights I’d stayed over at his penthouse.  Tristan usually woke up slowly, snoozing past a couple alarms, before simply lying in bed, sleepily awake, trying to motivate himself to move.  Then, he would usually turn to me and I’d help him wake up fully…

I missed when it was that simple between us, when I’d been deliriously happy without all the complications.

He turned to me now, whispering in my ear that it was time to get up.  I kept my eyes closed, but they snapped open when he ran the tip of his nose up my neck, kissing the sensitive spot at the back.

“What time is it?” I whispered, my voice hoarse from a deep sleep.

Tristan rolled over and rummaged down on the floor for his pants.  He pulled out his phone and checked the time, the screen illuminating his sharp, beautiful features.

“Two in the morning, our time.  Seven in the morning where we’re landing.”

In London.

Another excited thrill went through me.  If Tristan and I were on better terms, if we could somehow go back to the way we’d been before, I’d be on top of the world right now.

Even if there was still a lot that we needed to talk about, I didn’t want the tension between us to sour this.  I would make the best of it.  I didn’t want my first trip to be ruined unnecessarily.

“We need to take our seats, so the pilot can land,” Tristan murmured to me before swinging himself out of bed.  I realized he was naked and I wondered how I’d missed that fact before when we were sleeping together all night.  Or all morning, I supposed.

I allowed myself a quick, appreciative peek of his toned backside before crawling out of bed myself.

“Do I have time for a shower?” I asked, going through the bag Larene had packed for me, looking for something I could pull on quickly.

“No,” Tristan said.  “We’ll go straight to the hotel to get settled.  You can take one there.”

“Okay.”

I pulled on a pair of dark jeans and a simple, maroon sweater, brushing my hair back into a ponytail.  We both brushed our teeth at the small sink once we were finished dressing and even though we’d done it numerous times before, this time felt oddly more intimate.

We were in our seats just in time for the landing.

Private jets had their perks.




*     *     *




Even I’d heard of London’s Mandarin Oriental.

The luxury hotel was situated close to Hyde Park and boasted the most expensive suites in London.  I wasn’t even surprised when our driver pulled up to the gorgeous Victorian building.  That extravagant dinner Tristan had treated me to for our first date now seemed silly compared to the price he was paying for us to stay here.

And of course, Tristan only wanted the best.  So, I still wasn’t surprised when we were escorted up to the Royal Suite, with the whopping price tag of over $25,000 a night.

It even came with a butler and had three bedrooms.  Three.

The master bedroom was breathtaking, with lilac painted walls and a crystal chandelier hanging over the king sized bed.  The whole suite was amazing, with its large sitting room and dining room, the marble-everything bathroom with heated floors and an oversized tub.  The terrace gave a beautiful view of Hyde Park.  I watched people let their dogs off leashes to explore at their leisure and joggers working up a sweat before their Thursday commute.

Tristan found me there once he’d settled everything with the butler, Thomas.

“You didn’t have to do this,” I told him softly, more unsure now than I’d been on the plane.  I felt like I was spiraling.  I was out of my depth when it came to Tristan and it was starting to effect me.

“I thought we already talked about this,” he said easily, coming to stand close to me, resting his elbows on the banister.

“The ‘just say thank you, Noelle, and drop it’ conversation?” I asked, arching a brow.  Shaking my head, I returned my gaze to the park.  “I know how much a room like this costs, Tristan.”

I could see his grin out of the corner of my eye.  “Then you’ll be happy to know we’re only staying here tonight.”

“Really?”

He nodded, his arm brushing mine.  “We’re flying up to my house in Scotland tomorrow evening.  I want you to see it.  We’ll stay there until we fly back on Sunday.”

There went the butterflies again at his I want you to see it.  As though my opinion mattered to him, as though he wanted me to like it.  I didn’t dwell on why he would want me to.

He shifted and turned me so that I faced him.  Gazing down at me, he brushed back a few strands that had escaped my ponytail.  “Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

I let him hold me.  I was tired of fighting mentally, going over endlessly whether or not I should distance myself when all I wanted was to be close.

“I hardly even know,” I told him honestly.  I was struggling, trying to make a decision about him, about us.

He must’ve seen it because he said, “Just give me the next four days, sweetheart.  You’re here with me now anyway and I want you to enjoy this trip.  I promise that you won’t regret it.”

I thought over his words and thought about how eerily similar they were to what Larene had told me.  Eventually, I nodded because he was right.  I should make the best of the next four days.  However, it didn’t mean that I’d forget what happened between us.  We couldn’t just return to the oblivious happiness we’d felt only the week before.

Tristan seemed relieved.  He pressed a kiss to my forehead and then gestured inside.  “How about you go shower and I order breakfast?  With lots of coffee,” he amended.

I didn’t smile, but I nodded again.  “That sounds like a plan.”  I was tired, even though I’d had a surprisingly good sleep on the plane.  It was still around three in the morning, my time, even though the sun shone brightly in London.

I was both relieved and disappointed when Tristan didn’t join me in the huge, walk-in shower, but I told myself it was for the best.  I would need to keep a little distance from him, as I worked everything out in my mind.

The warm water felt heavenly on my skin, especially after being out on the balcony in the early autumn morning.  Once I felt refreshed, I pulled on a gloriously soft robe and blow-dried my hair before going out in search of my travel bag.  I found it neatly tucked in the corner, but empty.  It seemed it’d already been unpacked and I found my underwear in one of the dresser drawers in the walk-in closet.  I laughed when I pictured Thomas, our butler, handling my unmentionables.

Larene had done good work in such a short amount of time.  She’d packed at least five different outfits, one of them a dress if we went out to a nice restaurant.  She even put in my make-up bag, although how she’d snagged that without my realizing it would remain a mystery.  I applied a little blush, mascara, and a swipe of lip balm…my lazy, three-step face.  The familiar routine made me feel grounded.

I pulled on the outfit I’d worn earlier, the maroon sweater soft against my skin, but the jacket Larene had packed probably wouldn’t be warm enough, judging by the chill I’d felt out on the balcony.

Tristan, of course, already saw to that.  When I ventured out of the master bedroom, to the living room, there was a rectangular shiny black box sitting on the couch.  A cart full of breakfast food—hard boiled eggs, croissants, bacon rashers, bread and butter, sausages, and a huge french press full of dark coffee—was already set up.  Tristan sat on the couch opposite, making a business call on his phone.  I nabbed a croissant, tearing off buttery, flaky chunks before popping them into my mouth.  Heaven.  I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.

Tristan had already poured me a cup of coffee—or perhaps Thomas had done that—and I took a sip of it, sighing at how delicious it was.

I could feel Tristan’s eyes on me and I looked over at him, just as he finished his call.  I wondered if he would have to meet with business associates while he was here.

He remained on the couch but he nodded to the box.  “That’s for you.”

“What is it?” I asked hesitantly.

“Why don’t you open it and find out?” he replied, amused.

“Tristan…” I said, a hint of warning in my tone when I saw the designer label on the side of the box.

He held up his hands.  “It didn’t cost me a penny over $2,000.”

“Tristan!”  There was no way I was opening it now.

His lips quirked.  “I’m kidding.”

My eyes narrowed.  No, he wasn’t.  I’d bet that whatever was inside probably cost him more.

“Open it,” he urged.  “You’ll need it, especially in Scotland.”

My curiosity got the best of me and I undid the white, silky ribbon holding the box together.  Beneath the fragile tissue paper, I found the most gorgeous camel-colored wool overcoat I’d ever seen.

“It’s beautiful,” I gasped, pulling it out so I could admire it better.

“And warm,” Tristan added, always practical.

It was a soft, double-breasted coat that would probably hit my upper thigh.  The bottom was flared out, giving it a feminine silhouette, and the waist was fitted.

My smile faded.  Still…

I looked at him, watching me.  “Tristan, you know I can’t—”

He cut me off.  “Noelle.”

One word and I stopped protesting.  I stared at him, the coat warm in my hands.  Quietly, I guessed, “Just say thank you and drop it?”

Tristan nodded once, his expression stern.  “Yes.”

A small sigh escaped my lips.  It was a beautiful gift.  Looking back at Tristan, I folded it over my arms.  “Thank you,” I said softly.  It didn’t seem right to kiss him, not in the state we were in, so I stayed a few feet away.

“You’re welcome.”  He leaned forward and snagged his cup off the coffee table, draining it in one gulp, before standing.  “Go ahead and eat.  I’m going to go shower so we can leave.”

“Okay,” I whispered, watching him retreat into the master bedroom.  I ached to follow him, but I knew better.

I cleaned up the box and lovingly hung up the coat next to the front door.  Then I ate breakfast.  By the time Tristan was finished, dressed in fitted dark wash jeans and a dark grey button-up that highlighted his broad shoulders, I was antsy to start sight-seeing.

Tristan approached and I barely restrained myself from breathing in his crisp scent.  He was rolling his cuffs back, freshly shaved, hair neat.

“Ready?” he asked, taking me in.

I nodded.

I wondered if he could see the longing in my gaze.  I wondered if I wanted him to.
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London was everything I’d thought it’d be and more.

The city was bustling.  We’d lucked out with the weather, since it was a sunny, albeit a little chilly, day and we took full advantage.  By lunchtime, my feet were killing me.  I’d wanted to walk and take the Underground to get around, to experience the city like someone who didn’t have a private driver at their beck and call.  Tristan had been surprisingly easy to convince in that regard, although it was amusing to watch him try and figure out public transportation.  In fact, I’d wondered if he’d ever taken it in his life.

Tristan had already taken me on a spin around the London Eye.  From there, we took a walk around Westminster Abbey and saw Big Ben, the architecture amazing me at every turn.  Then came a river cruise on the Thames, which ended at the Tower of London, where we spent a couple hours.

Of course, I was sure Tristan had seen everything before, probably more than a few times.  He’d gone to Oxford for his undergraduate degree, and while it was a little ways outside London, he told me he would still pop over on weekends.

I convinced him to get sandwiches to-go instead of eating at a restaurant after we took the Underground to Charing Cross.  I wanted to eat out near the fountain at Trafalgar Square and people watch, especially on a sunny day.  I even took off my new coat, which had fit me to perfection, lying it carefully next to me once we’d found an empty spot on the stone ledge.

Throughout the day, we’d maintained a friendly air between us, even though I could feel Tristan’s growing restlessness and that natural heat that had always been present.  Tristan got the hint that I needed time to figure things out.  I was thankful he was giving it to me.  But every minute was a struggle, especially when I was constantly with him.

I loved him.  He knew I did.  And he took full advantage of that.

I realized now that we’d done everything backwards.  First, we’d had sex.  Then, we entered into a pseudo-relationship that had somehow felt more intimate than any that came before.  Now, Tristan was courting me.  And oh, did he do it well…

He’d always been charming.  But I hadn’t been prepared for the full-court press he’d sprung on me.  Of course, he kept things PG between us, sensing that I needed space, but it didn’t stop him from flirtatious comments and being overly thoughtful and ensuring that I had a wonderful time.

Still…I felt a barrier between us, one I’d put up knowingly.

As we ate our lunch, Tristan told me about the legend of the lion statues in Trafalgar Square.  “They say that if Big Ben chimes thirteen times, then those lions will come awake.”

I smiled, eyeing the four, majestic animals, all surrounding a tall column monument.  I watched as tourists climbed up and took pictures with them.  “I wish they would.”

“I wonder what London would do with four giant lions roaming around.”  Tristan grinned, but then confessed, “I’ve always liked them for some reason.  I always come see them when I’m in the city.”

He’d been doing that as well, offering up little facts about himself.  With that fight we’d had about me signing a non-disclosure agreement, I wondered if this was his way of making up for it.  When we’d passed a statue of Winston Churchill earlier that morning, he’d told me about his best friend, Graeme, and how he’d climbed up it one drunk night back when they’d been at ‘Uni.’  He’d told me about his weakness for a good cup of tea, since one of the nannies that had helped raise him had been British.  Hell, he’d even said something about his sister in passing, about how she’d spend hours reading the graves inside Westminster Abbey whenever she visited.

With new eyes, I gazed at the lions.  It made sense that he would like them.  I could easily picture him as one, still yet restless, always waiting, anticipating.  Perhaps he felt stuck.  I wondered how many times he’d seen those lions.

“Maybe you can find a place to put lion statue replicas in my building,” Tristan teased, finishing off his sandwich before taking a long sip from a water bottle.

My eyebrows furrowed at his comment, confused.  “You know I can’t do that.”

“Why not?  Have to run it passed Annie, like usual?”  His green eyes were amused.  “I’m sure I could put in a special request.”

Could it be that he really didn’t know?  But…

“What is it?” he asked, noticing that I’d gone quiet.

“I…I thought you knew.”  I’d wrongfully assumed that Larene had told him.  I’d told her that I’d been given the rest of the week off and she’d planned everything with Tristan…

“Knew what?”

“That Annie pulled me off the project,” I said quietly.  “I’m not working on your building anymore.”

A heartbeat second of silence.  Tristan had stilled completely.  “What?”

I shook my head.  “I thought Larene told you.  There was no way I could’ve gotten off work otherwise to come here.”

Tristan was still trying to process what I was saying.  “She said it would be no problem for you to get off work for a couple days, since you were ahead of schedule.”  That sneaky little…  “Shit, Noelle.  Is this because of me?”

“Annie heard us.  In the conference room that day…”

“Fuck!”  Tristan cursed, raking a hand through his hair.  “I’m so sorry, Noelle.  This is my fault.  I’ll talk to her.”

“No, don’t.  Please don’t interfere,” I told him.  “This is my fault, not yours.  I knew the risks and I took a chance anyway.  I’m just glad I didn’t lose my job.  Annie told me to take the rest of the week off.”

“Noelle,” he said in a low tone, his green eyes, lightened from the sun, gazing into my own.  “I can fix this so easily.  Please, let me—”

“No.  If you care about me, you won’t do anything of the sort.  Let me handle this.”

Tristan blew out a breath, his fists clenched into his jeans.  “Okay.  I promise I won’t.”  His jaw clenched.  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, sweetheart.  I know what that project meant to you.”

“Obviously not enough,” I said, gazing at the lions.




*     *     *




Later that night, Tristan took me out to dinner.  He’d been uncharacteristically quiet after our lunch, but that hadn’t stopped us from exploring the city until I thought I’d drop from exhaustion.

The restaurant was lovely from the elegant interior, with rich plum velvet drapings and actual candelabras on each table.  The walls revealed exposed brick, giving the space a speakeasy vibe that added character and charm.  Naturally, I loved it and we were led to our table right in the middle of the restaurant.  No longer did we need to hide in private dining rooms…a fact made very clear once heads turned in our direction.  Women looked at Tristan lustfully and even though I hated every one of their possessive gazes, I didn’t mention it.

Once we’d ordered our first courses, Tristan, dressed impeccably in black slacks and a fitted blazer, looked over at me, the low lighting making his dark eyes glow.  Sometimes, he was too handsome.  Now was one of those times.  It made me nervous and I took a healthy swallow of wine.  The expensive red burned lovingly down my throat as I returned his gaze.

I asked the question that had been on my mind all day.

“Why did you break off your engagement?”

It was like he’d been expecting the question.  He answered easily, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.  “Because I have feelings for you.”

I swallowed.  It was the closest he’d ever come to saying ‘I love you.’

“If you hadn’t met me, would you have gone through with it?”

He took a sip of wine.  “I don’t know what I would’ve done.  All I know was that it was never my choice.”

“It was your father’s choice,” I murmured.  He nodded.  “Isabelle told me you’re not on the best of terms with him right now.”

“And what else did Isabelle tell you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.  He hadn’t liked that we’d chatted over coffee.

“Why so concerned?” I returned.  “Afraid that she’d let slip some things you don’t want me to know?”

His lips quirked up, amused.  “She’s known me for years.  I’m sure she could divulge some embarrassing stories.”

A flash of jealousy tore through me, unexpected and ugly.  “I’m surprised you didn’t make her sign a NDA.”  The bitterness in my voice surprised even me.  Tristan remained quiet, jaw clenching, and silence stretched out between us.  A sliver of shame burned my cheeks.  “I’m sorry.  That wasn’t fair.”

“Wasn’t it, though?”

“Just forget I said anything.”

The waiter appeared with our first course, a pea and mint soup that I was sure was delicious but tasted like ash in my mouth.  The mood had definitely turned sour, something I regretted especially since Tristan had given me such a nice day.  Even if things weren’t great between us, I could still be courteous at the very least.

After our soup bowls were cleared, Tristan said, “My father and I have never been on good terms.”

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

He ignored me.  “In fact, my father thought it best that I take a month’s leave.”

I couldn’t help it.  I gasped.  “What?”

“His bluff.  One I haven’t called yet.”

“You’re not working right now?”

Tristan gave a small laugh.  “I’m always working.  My father hasn’t had run of Blackwell Financial in over ten years, ever since I took over.  His focus is in real estate primarily.  Even though he thinks he has say over what I do, he doesn’t.  I’m the one who meets with the board.  I’m the one who makes sure our branches run smoothly, something he figured out after he sent out a press release informing the public about my leave.  What he hadn’t expected was our stock dropping over 11%.  He’ll call by the end of tonight, I guarantee it.  He values money more than his pride.  Hell, he values money even over his own son.”

I hated the bitter twist on Tristan’s lips.  “Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth.”

The honesty in Tristan’s gaze shocked me.  It seemed that he believed it to his very core and that saddened me beyond belief.  I might not talk to my parents very often—it was painful for us all—but I’d never once doubted their love for me.

I didn’t know what to say.

“I regret having to hurt Isabelle,” he murmured.  His hand found mine underneath the table, his thumb brushing my palm.  “But I chose this.  You.  My father can deal with it.”

My stomach fluttered.

Suddenly, a hand clapped down on Tristan’s shoulder.  “Well, well, well.  Look who it is.”  A tall man appeared behind Tristan, a wide grin on his handsome features, a dimple showing on his left cheek.  With dark blonde hair and warm brown eyes, the man was almost as gorgeous as Tristan.  Almost.

Tristan dropped my hand as he stood, a smile breaking out over his face.  It seems the two men knew each other quite well as they exchanged greetings.

“I didn’t even know you were here.  You should’ve called,” the man said, grinning.

“It was spur of the moment,” Tristan responded, glancing over at me.  “We are only here until tomorrow night and then we go up to the Highlands.”

The man also cast his gaze over me, his eyes obviously appreciative.  A seductive smile lit up his face and he took a few steps closer as I stood.  Even in my heels, he towered over me.  I saw women glance our way, at the two gorgeous men standing in front of me.  Even I was slightly overwhelmed.

“And who might you be?” the man purred, his clear, accented voice dropping lower as he addressed me.  I saw Tristan’s lips press into a firm line, despite the two men being obvious friends.

“This is Noelle,” Tristan said, shifting towards me, his arm snaking around my waist in a clear sign of possessiveness.  “Noelle, this is Scott, a friend of mine.  We went to Oxford together.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking hands with him and smiling politely.

Scott smiled but then cast an unreadable glance at Tristan.  “Where’s Isabelle?”

I stiffened and Tristan’s hand flexed around my waist.

“We called off the engagement,” Tristan said, his voice edging on warning.

“Interesting.  I hadn’t heard.”  Scott’s eyes shifted to me again, a calculating look in them that I didn’t like.  “Damn, you’re beautiful.  Tristan always had it easy when it came to women, but I think he’s outdone himself this time.”

I didn’t know whether to be offended or flattered.  What I did know was that Scott seemed to purposefully be riling Tristan up.  I wondered what their friendship was like.

“Scott,” Tristan grated, his fingers digging into my side.

“I’m just joking.”  Scott raised his hands in an innocent gesture, before he returned his gaze to me.  “Well, not about you being gorgeous.  If you get bored of him, I’ll gladly fill in.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said coolly, unable to help the reluctant amused twitch at the corners of my lips.

“Scott, that’s enough,” Tristan said, his voice low.

Scott didn’t even blink at Tristan’s reprimand.  “How long have you two been together?  I’m assuming not very long since I swore I just saw your engagement announcement in the paper.”

Tristan didn’t say anything, which stung.  I waited and he still said nothing.

“We’re not together,” I finally informed Scott, swallowing past the lump in my throat, painfully aware of Tristan’s silence.

“Oh really?” Scott replied, grin spreading.  “That’s exactly what I like to hear.  Once you’re done with him, why don’t I take you out for drinks later?”

Tristan’s body shot tight with tension and he took a step closer to Scott, shielding me from view.  “I think your date is waiting, Scott,” he rumbled.

“How do you know I came here with a date?” Scott challenged.

“Because I know you too well,” Tristan replied.  “Now, stop trying to bust my balls and go away.  I’ll call you next time I’m in London.”

“Fine, fine,” Scott sighed, clapping him on the back.  “Remember, Blackwell, you still owe me a bottle of Glenfiddich.”  He wiggled his eyebrows at me and dramatically said, “Until next time, beautiful.  I’ll take a rain check on those drinks.”

He sauntered away, back to a table where a stunning redhead sat.  I returned to my seat, as did Tristan.

“I’m sorry about him,” Tristan murmured after I remained silent, sipping on my wine, looking everywhere but at Tristan.  “He likes to fuck around with me.”

And you like to fuck around with me, I thought.

I took stock of the night.  I thought that perhaps we’d made progress.  Yet again, I was wrong.  Even though he told me about the situation with his father, he still didn’t see us in a relationship.  One step forward, one step back.  I was really getting sick of it.

At the same time, I recognized that I had no right to be upset.  We never made any commitments to each other.  And I didn’t even know what I wanted anymore.  Sometimes, I thought it would be easier to just throw in the towel.  It would save me from the roller coaster of emotions that I went through with Tristan…all the anger, hurt, and grief.  But then I remembered the little details…the way he’d looked at me the night we made love in the shower, his sexy grin when he was being playful, the night he’d held me in his arms after I told him about my brother.  It made me not want to give up.  Larene said that relationships were hard.  And I agreed with her.

The problem was…Tristan and I weren’t in a relationship.  So where did that leave us?

I was quiet throughout the rest of dinner.  I was all too aware of Tristan’s eyes on me as I pushed food around on my plate, occasionally forcing myself to take a bite.  And wine.  Lots of wine.  My head was pleasantly spinning by the time we returned to the hotel.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Tristan said the moment he dismissed Thomas for the night and we were alone.  I went to the master bedroom and Tristan followed me.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I returned.  But being more than a little buzzed, my tone took on a mocking lilt and Tristan frowned, grabbing my arm to keep me from going into the walk-in closet.

“Cut the shit, Noelle, and tell me what’s wrong,” he growled.  His irritation should’ve made me angry, but for some reason, I found it funny.  “Noelle…”

I blew out a breath and because the alcohol gave me more courage—or perhaps things just didn’t seem as serious with wine coursing through my system—I asked, “What do you feel for me?”

“What?”

“What do you feel for me?  I want to know.”

Tristan let go of my arm but when I wobbled a bit on my heels, he guided me down on the edge of the bed.

“What brought this on?” he asked, eyeing me.

“When you didn’t tell your friend that we were together.  It got me thinking.  We aren’t together, and even though most of the time it feels like we are, we’ve made no commitments to each other.  You can date whoever you want and I can date whoever I want.  And we would have no right to say anything about it.”

“Noelle,” he said, his expression tight.  “If you’re saying these things to piss me off, you’re doing a great fucking job.”

“It’s the truth,” I said stubbornly, crossing my arms over my chest.  “Which leads me to my next point.  What the hell are we even doing?”

Tristan ran a hand through his hair, staring down at me.  “We’re taking things slow.  I’m giving you time.  I thought that’s what you wanted.”

“And after you’ve given me time?  What happens after Sunday when we go back home?  I still won’t sign a NDA to be with you.  We still have all these problems that we’ve just swept under the rug and I’m sick of it.”

Tristan knelt on the floor between my legs so he would be eye-level with me.  He cupped my face.  “We’ll figure it out, sweetheart.  I promise.”

“No, I want to figure it out now.  I hate not knowing.”

“And I hate knowing that you can decide to leave me and I won’t have a say in it.  I almost lost you and it drove me crazy thinking you didn’t want to see me or speak to me.  You think I like feeling that helpless?”

I shook my head because I knew he didn’t.  He’d told me something similar when he first asked me out to dinner, how I made him feel vulnerable and that had scared him.

“It scares me that you don’t need me, Noelle.  Every woman that I’ve ever had a relationship with has needed something from me.  Money, housing, gifts, social connections.  You don’t.  You don’t need any of it.  You hate it whenever I spend money on you.  You have a successful career, your own house, and you made your own way in the world and you didn’t need anyone for that, not even your family.  And that fucking terrifies me because it also means that you can leave me any time you want.  I have nothing to offer you, nothing to make you stay.”

“That’s not true,” I said quietly.  “You know how I feel about you.”

“It wasn’t enough for you.  You left me so easily.”

“Because you were engaged and—”

Tristan blew out a frustrated breath.  “I know.  I know I was engaged but I’m not anymore.”

“And you said you couldn’t offer me anything more than what we had.  You have to understand how that made me feel.  I was falling in love with you and I knew that there was no future there.  So yes, knowing how I felt about you, knowing you wouldn’t give me a relationship, and knowing that you were getting married to another woman…could you honestly blame me for what I did?”

“I’m not blaming you,” he murmured.  “It was my own damn fault for how things played out.  But I feel you pulling away from me even now.  There’s this distance between us that was never there before and I hate it.  It makes me think you’re preparing yourself to leave me for good.”

Tiredness pulled at the edges of my mind.  My mouth felt dry from the alcohol and my head was starting to pound.  “I’m so confused, Tristan.  I hate this too.”

He went silent.  I sat on the edge of the bed and he knelt on the floor and we didn’t say anything to each other for a long time.

Finally, Tristan said quietly, “You asked me what I felt for you and all I can tell you is I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life.  This longing, this happiness, this desperation, this fear.  We haven’t known each other very long and it seems insane how quickly everything happened between us.  But it’s true.  And I know you feel the same way for me.”

A frosted crack around my heart softened.

Tristan rose from the floor and pressed a lingering kiss to my forehead.  My eyelids fluttered shut and I savored his scent, his closeness.

“We should get some rest.”  He pulled away.  “I think it’s best if I take one of the other bedrooms tonight.”  I didn’t protest.  Even though every part of me was screaming no, I knew he was right.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”

And then he went out the door, shutting it softly behind him.

I undressed quickly, my heart both aching and pounding, an odd feeling between sadness and elation, and then I washed my face and brushed my teeth.

Afterwards, as I was laying in bed willing sleep I’d longed for just moments before, I realized I hated the emptiness.  The bed was too large, too cold without him.  But because I knew, deep down, that this was for the best, I rolled over and drifted into a restless sleep, knowing Tristan was just down the hall.










SEVEN










It was dark by the time we landed in Scotland the next evening.  The airport was in Inverness, yet Tristan had a car waiting and he drove us to his private home near Glencoe, about two and half hours away.  To say I was freaked out about him driving on the opposite side of the road was an understatement, but he made it look incredibly easy.

Our last day in London had been a little awkward after last night’s conversation.  Tristan was quieter than usual throughout the day and he’d been virtually silent on the jet over and while driving.  I’d nibbled on my bottom lip the whole way, casting occasional glances over at him, wondering if he’d changed his mind about us.

It was difficult to see any of the Scottish countryside we were driving through since it was incredibly dark out and there was little to no lighting except the headlights on the car.  Once we reached Glencoe, however, I could just make out the majestic peaks of high mountains framed against the black sky.  In the daytime, I was sure it was breathtaking.

Tristan weaved up a private drive once we turned off the main road.  A couple miles later, we reached a black iron gate and beyond that there was…a freaking castle.  At least, that was what it looked like to me.

‘House’ my ass.

It was a gorgeous, massive stone building with large vertical rectangular windows.  Turrets projected towards the sky from the edge of the outer walls and they looked like something straight out of the fairy tales my grandmother had read to Justin and I as children.  All around the house lay a manicured lawn and we pulled into a roundabout cobblestone-lined driveway.

Light blazed within the home, but I sat in the confines of Tristan’s car, my mind reeling.

His penthouse, I could handle.  His jet, sure.  But this…

Tristan waited for my reaction.  He hadn’t spoken one word the entire drive, but now he seemed to want something from me.

I turned to him.  “Sometimes, I forget who you are.”

He killed the engine.  “I prefer it that way.”

“It’s beautiful, Tristan,” I said, gazing back out the window at the overwhelming beauty of it.  I remembered what he’d told me when we arrived in London.  He’d wanted to show me this house…he’d wanted me to like it.  And I did.  I loved it and I hadn’t even seen the interior yet.

“Come on,” he murmured, pushing open the door.  A chilly breeze swept through the car and I shivered, pulling the coat Tristan had bought for me on once I stepped outside.  He was right.  That jacket Noelle had packed for me wouldn’t have been enough.

He carried our bags to the front door, an enormous, solid wood door with an iron knocker in the shape of a lion’s head.  It opened immediately and an older woman appeared, ushering us in with a, “Hurry, hurry.  Before youse let the cold in.”

When she shut it behind her, she immediately embraced Tristan in a motherly hug, pulling away a moment later so she could look at him properly.  “You devil.  Get more and more handsome every time I see you.”  Her gaze came to me.  “And this must be the lass you were telling me about.”

She hugged me just for good measure, her solid weight against me comforting.  Tristan smiled down at her, draping an arm over her shoulders when she pulled away.  It was obvious that he held this woman in high regard.  And I’d never seen him so publicly affectionate with anyone.

“Noelle, this is Mary.”  He looked happier than I’d seen him all day.  “She runs the house when I’m not here.  Her and her husband, Tim, live in the east wing.  Mary, this is Noelle.”

“Aye, I ken who she is,” she said, her thick accent liltingly beautiful.  “He’s told me much about you, my dear.”

I couldn’t help but be pleased by her words, although I wondered what exactly he’d told her.  “Well, I’m very happy to meet you.”

“I’ll tell you that I’ve known Tristan here since he was a wee tiny thing and he’s never brought a woman home here.”  She winked and I blushed, not knowing what to make of that.  Tristan looked slightly uncomfortable, shifting in place.  “Oh, but I’ll stop my teasing.  You two must be tired.  We can have a chat in the morning.”

She gave us both another hug, telling us that there was a stew in the fridge if we were to get hungry.  Then, she was gone, climbing the steps to what I assumed was the east wing.

The foyer that we were in was grand.  There was no other word to describe it.  Everything seemed to be in its original condition, including the stone walls and floors, straight out of some medieval castle.  Yet, it was warm.  Vibrant tapestries and oil paintings covered the walls and opulent rugs lined the floors.  There was a massive fireplace, low embers burning within, that greeted us right when we walked through the door.  Two staircases on opposites sides of the room curled around to opposites side of the house.  Mary had disappeared up the right staircase, but Tristan picked up our bags and ventured towards the left.

He saw my wonder as I glanced around and he smiled, seemingly for the first time all day.  A flutter in my belly sprang to life.  “I didn’t want to renovate and make it more modernized.  Luckily, the previous owners had done a little work, especially with the plumbing and wiring, but other than that, it’s remained very much the same.”

“I like that you didn’t.  How awful it would’ve been to see it from the outside and then walk in and discover tile floors, a jacuzzi, and a plasma screen TV.”

He chuckled as we mounted the stairs.  “Don’t get carried away.  There’s still a TV in the family room.”

I admired the paintings as we reached the top of the narrow stairway, which led to a hallway landing.  Tristan led me down to the very end and pushed open a creaky door, revealing a beautiful furnished bedroom, done up in elegant creams and lilacs, similar to the bedroom I’d stayed in in London.

“This is your room,” he murmured quietly, setting my bag down on the queen sized bed.  I didn’t know whether I should feel disappointed or not, that Tristan assumed we wouldn’t be staying together in the same room.  After we left things the other night, however, it made sense that he would split us up.  He was giving me my own space.

Still, a part of me hated it.

“Are you hungry?” he asked after a brief moment of tense silence.

I nodded.  “A little.”  We’d been served dinner right as we boarded the plane, but I’d been worrying over Tristan’s unusual quietness that I hadn’t eaten very much.

“Okay.  Let me go get rid of my bag and then we can head down to the kitchen,” he said before turning back out the door.  I followed him, realizing that his room was adjacent to mine.  I caught a brief glimpse of a four-poster bed and a stone fireplace before he placed his bag down and turned back to me.  We retraced our steps down to the ground floor in silence.

The kitchen was simple, yet large.  Stone lined the floor, just like the rest of the house, but there were no carpets here, making it a little chillier than the rest of the house.  I shivered since I’d taken off my coat.

The kitchen consisted of a black refrigerator, a pantry for storage, and a big slab of wood for the island in the center.  Also, the stove was something I’d never seen before.  It had four doors, which I assumed were for the oven and hotplates instead of a grill.

“An aga,” Tristan said, seeing me eyeing it.  “This one is electric, but Mary used to get a fire going to heat it up.  I tried getting her one of the more modern appliances, but she insisted it was the best oven for roasting.  I’ll take her word for it since she’s an excellent cook.”

I smiled, watching as he pulled open the refrigerator door.  He recovered the pot of stew Mary had told us about and set it on the aga, fiddling with the control to heat up the hotplates.  Then we waited while it warmed up.

I hopped up onto the wooden island counter and Tristan leaned on the counter across from me, crossing his arms over his chest.  I picked at the fabric of my jeans, a low hum coming from the stovetop as it heated.

“You’ve known Mary a very long time,” I said.  It sounded more like a question than a statement.

Tristan nodded, his gaze lingering.  “She used to keep our house in London.  But my father sold it for a better property and hired another lady, so she and her husband moved back up here to Scotland.  When I bought this place, she was the only one I wanted to run it.  I’ve known her since I was just a boy.”

“Why did your father hire someone else if she’d been with your family for so long?” I asked curiously, wondering if he would answer.

“She would disagree with him a lot.  They got into a lot of arguments.  Mary has a very strict sense of what a family is like and how a household should be run.  My father wasn’t exactly a family man and that would rub her the wrong way most of the time.”

He gave these answers so easily, when just a couple weeks ago, I’d have to pry them loose off his tongue.  I wondered what had changed.  I felt hope that perhaps he’d decided to forget about the non-disclosure agreement, that he was deciding to involve me more deeply in his life.

“She made it seem like she hadn’t you for a long time.”

“I told you once that the last time I’d taken a vacation was almost two years ago.  I came here.  But I try to see her every time I’m in London.  She usual manages to train down if my schedule is busy.  I’m quite fond of her.”

“And she seems quite fond of you,” I said, smiling.

His lips quirked up.  “Jealous?”

“I might be.”

Tristan shook his head, more carefree than I’d see him this trip.  It seemed this place lightened him up.  Pulling out a drawer, he retrieved a ladle and carefully stirred the stew so it wouldn’t burn on the bottom.

“You love this place, don’t you?” I asked, looking around.  Dried herbs and lavender hung down from a storage container hanging above the island, giving the kitchen a wonderful coziness.  There was also a window looking out into the darkness on the left side of the kitchen.  During the day, I was sure it was lovely, but if I was here alone right now, it might creep me out.  Tristan made me feel safe.  Protected.

“I would like to live here full-time eventually.  I like the space, the privacy, the country.”  He shook his head.  “Unfortunately, it’s not realistic right now.”

“You should be able to live where you want.”

“I’d be so cut off from everything.  I wouldn’t be able to run Blackwell Financial from here.  I’d need to be closer to at least one of the main branches, the closest of which is in London, which is hours away.”  I couldn’t argue with that.  “One day though, perhaps.”  His eyes burned into me.  “It would be a good place to raise a family.”

The intensity in his eyes made my heart stutter in my chest, yet I couldn’t break his gaze even if I wanted to.  His words made dangerous images spring into my mind.  Images of children and picnics and marriage.  Beautiful images that I wanted so much it hurt, but I knew might never come to fruition.

“You want children?” I asked, my voice soft.

“Yes,” he rumbled.  “Lots.”

A sizzle of heat burned through me at his words.

“I suppose that’s why the arranged marriage had its merits,” he continued, glancing away from me to check on the stew.

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged.  “I’m thirty.  I want to start having kids soon.  I didn’t see myself falling for anyone after what my ex-girlfriend did.  Isabelle made sense.”

I didn’t know how his words made me feel.  I did know that they made me feel breathless.  Did that mean that he’d fallen for me?

“She was safe,” I clarified, liking that we were finally talking about this.  About something.  No longer were we sweeping things aside, hoping they’d eventually be forgotten.

“Yes,” he murmured.  “She was very safe.”

I swallowed, looking down into my lap.  “Do you regret doing what you did then?”

I heard him pause when he stirred the stew, metal clinking against the side of the pot.  Then, he was in front of me, brushing a kiss on my forehead that warmed me in the cold kitchen.  His lips felt impossibly hot on my skin.

“No,” he whispered against me, his breath tickling strands of my hair.  “Never.”

My eyes met his, those green eyes framed by dark eyelashes that made me weak.

“Do you believe me?” he asked, seeming to need my answer.

“Yes.”

I did.  He wouldn’t have broken off his engagement had he not had feelings for me.  Especially knowing what he’d stood to lose.

He seemed satisfied with my answer and pulled away to get bowls for our dinner.  Yet, I was already craving the heat of his body close to mine.  It seemed like ages ago that we were last intimate.

The stew was delicious.  Mary was an excellent cook, as Tristan had praised.  We ate in silence, although it didn’t hold the same tension that had enveloped us for the past two days.  It felt like a relieved silence.

Afterwards, we made our way back up to our rooms.  It was late and we’d had a full last day in London.  I was looking forward to a good night’s sleep, although I didn’t relish the thought of sleeping without Tristan.  Last night had been difficult enough and now that he was just next door…it would be torture.

On the way back, he gave me a little tour with the promise to show me more tomorrow, especially the gardens, the stables, and the small woods behind the house.  The bottom floor held the foyer, the kitchen, the family room, a converted office, and three spare bedrooms.  The east wing belonged to Mary and her husband so we didn’t venture there, but there were more bedrooms and bathrooms in the west wing, not to mention a large, fully-stocked library with oversized leather chairs and roaring fireplaces.  It was something out of a dream.

We lingered outside our separate bedrooms for a brief moment, neither wanting to say goodnight.  Tristan’s gaze lingered, but he didn’t move to touch me.  Even though I’d been unsure before, I knew that right now that was all I wanted.

But we eventually said good night.  And then we went stepped into our rooms and shut the doors behind us.  I kept mine unlocked.

Sleep wouldn’t come, however.  I nibbled on my lip, replaying the past two days in my mind as I lay in bed in the darkened room.  The wind howled against the panes of the window, rattling glass, but that wasn’t what kept me awake.  It was the conversation last night, the conversation in the kitchen, the moments that Tristan and I had spent together in London, doing things as simple as sight-seeing and eating sandwiches on fountains, that kept me awake.  And my heart ached as I thought about them all.

I missed and needed and craved him all at the same time.  Yet, he’d hurt me, broken my heart, and lied to me.

Then Larene’s words came back to me: Relationships are hard.  They’re rocky and prickly and sometimes ugly, but they’re worth it.

I groaned, turning over.  Then I turned the other way.  I fluffed my pillow, tried laying on my stomach, on my back, on my side, but nothing worked.  With a glance at the time on my phone, I realized I’d been laying in bed for over two hours and I was no closer to sleep than I’d been before.  All because of him and the way he drove me crazy.

Slowly, I pulled back the covers and set my feet on the cold floor.  Shivering, I carefully walked across the dark room to my door and slipped out before I could change my mind.

Tristan’s door was unlocked, as though he’d also been hoping I would come to him.  I shut it softly behind me, my heart pounding in my chest.  Yet, I didn’t feel like I was making a mistake.  I felt like I was making a choice that I was meant to make all along.

My eyes adjusted to the darkness and only briefly took in the shadowy outlines of furniture in the large room before I padded over to Tristan’s bed.  Shifting open the covers on the side I usually slept on, I slid underneath, seeking his warmth.

His arms immediately wrapped around me as I nestled into my usual place against his bare chest.  He slept naked and I felt him against me as I twined my legs around his.

His voice was husky, thick.  “Is this a dream?”

“Maybe,” I whispered, smiling softly.

He inhaled the smell of my hair as his heat seeped into my body, his fingers tracing over my skin as though he’d been deprived of it.

“Then tell me you love me.”

Another frosted crack of my heart melted.  His sleepy eyes met mine and I leaned up, capturing his lips in a soft kiss that I’d wanted to give to him since last night.  He responded, cradling my face in one large palm, tilting my lips up to him for more access.

“I love you,” I whispered against him.

“Thank you,” he said, as though my words were exactly what he needed to hear.  Something in his tone made my heart feel like it was bursting open, as though he didn’t think he deserved my love.  “Thank you.”

Tristan shifted over me and my calves came around his waist.  He kissed my lips, my nose, my cheeks, the exposed expanse of my vulnerable neck.  Then he pushed my oversized shirt up and kissed my breasts, rubbing his stubbly cheek against the soft skin as he entered me with an easy stroke.

I moaned helplessly in his ear, my arms coming around him.  The last time we’d had sex, it had been rough, angry, and intense.  This was pure gentleness, more like the time I’d made love to him in the shower.  Except this time, Tristan was making love to me.  And I loved every moment of it.  I wanted to cry at the beauty of it.

My orgasm was slow and soft, and I struggled to catch my breath as it washed over me.  Tristan followed me shortly and I felt him bathe my pulsing walls with heat.  He slumped over me, breathing hard and unwilling to let me go, as though he was afraid I’d disappear the moment he did.

Eventually, I maneuvered us so that I could sleep in the crook of his arm and so that he was still imbedded deep inside me.

Tristan brushed a kiss across my lips.  And I fell into the most satisfying, deep sleep of my life.
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I came awake slowly to a soft caress.

Moaning, I snuggled deeper into Tristan, sticky from warmth and sleep.  His hand traced my shoulder as sunlight pierced through the room, bright and relentless.

“Morning,” he murmured, voice gravelly.

“Mmmm, good morning,” I managed.

I could hear the smile in his voice.  “Are you going to wake up for me, sweetheart?”

“Do I have to?”

“It’s almost ten in the morning.  Mary will barge in here if we’re not downstairs in a half hour for breakfast.  She doesn’t believe in sleeping in.  Or having a ‘lie-in’ as she calls them.”

I turned over onto my back, my t-shirt bunching around my stomach.  “All right.”

He stroked my hair away from my face, looking down at me.  Propped up on his elbow, shirtless and all bronze muscle, he was a great sight to wake up to in the mornings.

“What does this mean?” he suddenly asked.

I blinked up at him, the fogginess of my brain clearing.  “What?”

He gestured between us with a flick of his fingers.  “You and me.  Last night.  Right now.”

Oh.

I sighed, not knowing how to explain.  So I told him the simple truth of the matter.  “I was laying in bed last night and I realized that it wasn’t where I wanted to be.  I wanted to be with you.  And  so…here I am.”

Tristan’s eyes softened—a look that made my breath catch—and he leaned down to give me a soft kiss.  “Works for me.”

And even though I wanted to stay in bed with him all day, he persuaded me to get dressed for breakfast.  Ten minutes later, we were entering the kitchen where Mary had a full Scottish breakfast prepared—fried eggs, haggis, black pudding, tomatoes, mushrooms, potato scones, bacon rashers, and sausages.

Turned out, I was quite a fan of haggis, but of course, I tried it before Tristan laughingly told me what it was.  Mary joined us for breakfast, although Tim, her husband, was off feeding the horses.  Over breakfast, we talked how she’d grown up in a little town called Cruden Bay, which was on the eastern shores of Scotland.  She’d told me stories of Tristan as a child and how he’d always been so serious, nothing like his sister, Aria, who was a little hellion.  I didn’t ask questions about Aria, because even though Mary seemed to know the two well, Tristan still hadn’t said anything about her to me.  It seemed like I would be prying if I asked.

Mary asked me about my family and seemed quite put out when I told her my family and I only spoke every so often.  “Why, I call my children every day!  And you better believe they ken to call if I doona.”  I was thoroughly chastised, much to the amusement of Tristan.  At least until she said to him, “And doona even get me started on you.”

I was stuffed by the time breakfast was over.  Completely filled to the brim, but Mary wouldn’t let us leave the table until both our plates were cleared.  Tristan packed his breakfast away with ease, but I made him eat my bacon when Mary’s back was turned.  I couldn’t even finish my coffee.

As promised, after breakfast, Tristan took me out to the grounds for a tour of the garden.  Like the rest of the house, it was immaculate and beautifully maintained.  Although winter was on its way and there was a chilly nip in the air, the flowers flourished.  Tristan told me it was more colorful in the spring.

We met Tim on the way to the stables, whom I took an immediately liking to.  He was the complete opposite of Mary.  Quiet and reserved, he didn’t talk very much, but smiled a lot and seemed very kind.

At the stables, Tristan turned to me.  “Would you like to go riding?”

“Right now?” I asked, the smell of hay perfuming the air, as I passed a hand over a beautiful brown horse.  “Can we?”

He smiled.  “Yes.  They are my horses, you know.”

I shook my head at his arrogant tone in amusement.  “Of course.  How could I forget?”

“Have you ever gone riding before?” he asked, pulling open a cabinet, lined with riding boots of all different sizes.

“Yes,” I said.  “But only a couple times.  And only ever trail rides.”

“That’s okay,” he said, swapping out his shoes for boots before handing the right sized pair to me.  “We can take them through the woods.  There’s a good path there wide enough for two horses.”

It took a few tries for me to get onto the horse once Tristan had them saddled.  It was obvious that he’d done this quite a few times, but I was sure that horseback riding was just one more thing he excelled at.  Sometimes I wondered if there was something he wasn’t good at.

The woods behind the house—or rather, castle—were serene and quiet.  The only sounds were the soft trod of the horses’ hooves on dead twigs and damp earth.  I hadn’t been able to stop smiling all morning.  Now was no exception.

Why fight this? I wondered.  Why fight him when he made me feel like this?

“You sure have a fool-proof seduction method,” I said to Tristan.  He was riding next to me, on top of a black Friesian, whose name was Giles.  My horse was Pip.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he shot back.

“Royal Suites at 5-star hotels, a private jet, castles, horse rides through the woods, and a massive Scottish breakfast on top of that all…you would’ve worn me down eventually.”

His grin was shameless.  “I told you I would play dirty.”

“Oh, believe me.  You have.”

“Have I made you happy?” he asked.  And it was such a vulnerable sounding question coming from him that those stupid butterflies started up again.

Has he made me happy? I wondered.

I was happy today.  Deliriously happy today, as I’d been during those first few days with him.  Self-doubt plagued me, however.  What would happen when we returned home?  I felt like I was in a bubble here, like this wasn’t the real world.  Tristan would go back to work, I’d go back to work, and then what would happen?

Only time would tell, I supposed.

I answered him honestly.  “I’m happy right now.”

He seemed content with that answer and replied with, “I am too.”

I almost groaned because I could feel him claiming yet another piece of my heart.  No, he really didn’t play fair.

We rode on for a few minutes in silence, letting the peacefulness of the woods serenade us both.  Then I asked, “Do you go back to work on Monday?”

Today was our last full day in Scotland.  Tomorrow afternoon we’d be returning home and then reality would set in once more.

Tristan nodded.  “My father already sent out a press release and a company-wide notice.”

“So, you assumed correctly,” I said, thinking back to what he said about his father bluffing by forcing him to take a leave.

“Yes,” he said, running a hand through his hair.  Then he cast me a glance.  “Has anyone ever told you you’re incredibly nosy?”

“Only you,” I immediately shot back.  “Besides, I’m not nosy.  I’m curious.”

“It’s the same thing,” he pointed out.

“I’m only nosy because you’re so damn secretive all the time.”

“Speaking of being secretive, you never did tell me why Isabelle visited you at work,” he said, nudging Giles closer to my horse.

I shrugged, looking ahead at the path.  “She said she wanted to meet me.  She was curious about me.”

“And what did you talk about?” he pressed.

“None of your business,” I said, satisfied with the disgruntled look on his face.

“Fair enough,” he murmured.  “But I won’t stop asking.”

“Same here.”

Tristan shook his head, an amused smile tilting the corners of his lips.  I could practically read his thoughts: what am I going to do with her?

After about twenty minutes of easy riding, we came upon a little stream, shaded by trees.  “Want to stop here for a bit before we head back?” Tristan asked.

“Sure,” I said, managing to jump down from my horse with a lot more ease than it took to get on it.  My butt was a little sore from the saddle but I walked over to a moss covered boulder and sat down gingerly, stretching my legs out in front of me.

Tristan stole a thorough kiss when he came to sit next to me, his thigh pressing against mine.  When he pulled away, he gazed down at me for a few seconds before murmuring, “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Sounds serious,” I said, trying for nonchalance and failing.

“No, it’s just overdue,” he replied.  “I’ve been thinking a lot about us, about the things we fought about.  And I’ve realized that I was being foolish by trying to draw boundaries and set limits between us.”

“Okay,” I said, not entirely sure where he was going with this.

“I have no desire to see anyone else,” he admitted.  “I just want you.  And I hope that you don’t want anyone else either because whenever I think about you and another guy, I get so insane with jealousy.”

Oh.

“Tristan,” I whispered, my heart thundering in my chest.

He took a deep breath.  “What I’m trying to say is that I want to make it official.  Us, official.”

Stunned silence from me.  And then, “You want a relationship with me?”

“Don’t we already have one?” he corrected quietly.

“Well, yes, but…” I trailed off, my hand fluttering.  “You said…”

He shook his head.  “I know what I said before, about not being able to give you a relationship.  And it was stupid to say those things.  Partly, it was because of the engagement.  I still didn’t know what my future would be like.  But now I do.  I know what I want and it’s you.”

Oh my God.

After all this time…we were finally in an relationship.

With a burst of stunned excitement, I laughed and kissed him.  You’d think he’d just proposed marriage by how happy I was.  But he was grinning when I pulled away.  “I’ll take that as a yes?”

“Yes,” I said, smiling.  Then it died when I remembered something.  “But what about the…non-disclosure agreement?”

Tristan ran a hand through his hair.  “I’ve decided it doesn’t matter.  I would choose you anyway, even if you didn’t sign.”

I realized what he was saying.  “You trust me?”

He nodded.  “Yes.  I do.  I don’t believe you’d ever hurt me like that.”

“I wouldn’t.  Ever.”

A soft kiss across my temple that melted my heart.  “I know, sweetheart.  I know.”

We stayed by the stream until the horses got restless and then we returned to the house.  Mary had a knowing look on her face once we stepped inside, but we only chatted for a brief moment before we went up to our bedroom.  And once there, we stripped down hurriedly and I rode Tristan until his fingers bit into my hips and I’d orgasmed twice.

We had some lost time to make up for.

The sun went down early in Scotland during the later months, so by five o’ clock, it was completely pitch black.  Tristan had stoked up a fire in the fireplace and we lounged around in bed, watching the flames and kissing.  The honeymoon phase.  I never thought I could be so happy.

“Are you sad to leave tomorrow?” he asked.

“Yes.  I’m going to miss it here,” I murmured, tracing his bare chest, watching the rise and fall of his breaths.

“We’ll come back often.  I promise.  I’ve been away for too long.”

“I’d like that,” I replied, smiling at the thought of returning.  I could see why Tristan loved it here so much.  And I’d only seen a small part of the country.

He kissed me and I sighed into him, smiling.  Love sick.  That was what I was.

“Love you,” I murmured against his lips.

The only thing that would’ve made the moment more perfect was if he’d said those words back.

But he didn’t.
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The next week passed by quickly.

I’d gone back to work once we returned from Scotland, heading up the designs for a wealthy couple’s new vacation home.  In the hallways of the office, I heard the whispers, the odd looks thrown my way.  But no one directly asked me why I’d been taken off the Blackwell Financial project and it was obvious that Annie hadn’t spilled anything.  Still, their speculation brought an uncomfortable flush to my cheeks every time there was an awkward lull in conversation.  I’d made my choice, however.  I’d chosen Tristan, so I kept my head held high because that was what he would do in my situation.

I hadn’t seen him much though.  After being greeted by a media storm once we landed, he’d done damage control on his father’s foolish decision to publicly announce Tristan’s leave, only to change the statement days later.  Even though we spoke on the phone whenever he got a spare chance, we hadn’t had a proper conversation since we’d flown back on the jet from Scotland.  I’d even taken to sleeping over at Tristan’s, just so we could be close to one another at night, even though he got home in the early hours of morning and left at dawn.

I was worried about him.  Worried that he’d run himself into the ground if he continued this way much longer.  I’d told him my concerns over the phone as he was driving to a business dinner and he simply replied that this wasn’t anything new and that more often than not, long hours were necessary.  That I’d have to get used to it…

Tonight, however, would be the first night in the past week that he’d have free.  He wanted to take me out to dinner and then to Valoir where we’d meet up with Larene and her boyfriend, Kane.  I’d told him I would be fine with a quiet night in, knowing that he’d had a difficult week and was probably exhausted.  But he’d insisted, telling me that he wanted to show me off now that things between us were official.

To my delight, Tristan took me to a little hole-in-the-wall Thai restaurant that I’d heard had the best Pad See Ew in the city.  Even though I was sure he wanted to take me someplace that had at least fifty different utensils on the table, I appreciated the gesture.

“I missed you,” he murmured, over the plastic table cloth and a delicious smelling array of noodles and vegetables.  “Even though I come home to you at night, I still miss you.  All the time.”

I flushed with pleasure at his dark gaze.  “I miss you too.”

Our hands were clasped under the table.  Tristan was stroking the sensitive skin between my index finger and thumb.  He grinned wickedly at my shiver.

“Tease.”  Was my voice a little breathless?

His grin widened.  “Later.”

A promise.

Another frustrating problem was that we hadn’t been intimate since the night we came back from Scotland.  I was usually asleep by the time Tristan slipped into bed and he probably passed out before he could think to initiate anything.  So tonight…

Tonight would be a good night.

By the time we got to Valoir, it was nine o’clock at night and there was a line wrapped around the block.  Tristan being Tristan, he pulled into a secret entrance and we were allowed in right away.  Larene and Kane waited for us in one of the private rooms that I’d noticed the first time I’d come into the exclusive club, when I’d met Tristan.  That night seemed like so long ago.

Completely private and tinted on the outside so that no one would be able to see in, the private rooms were seductive, done up in rich hues of a purple so dark that it appeared black in the low lighting.  A few couches were arranged to accommodate a large party, but it was just Larene and Kane that greeted us once we stepped inside.  Hell, there was even an attached bathroom.

Larene looked gorgeous in a low cut maroon dress, a fact that I was sure hadn’t escaped Kane’s notice, the way he eyed her, as though he didn’t go home with her every night.  The two were still crazy for each other and they’d been dating on and off for the past five years.

I’d only talked to Larene on the phone briefly in the past week.  I told her details of the trip, but not enough to satisfy her curiosity, which I could feel strumming inside her.  I smiled into her bear hug, waving at Kane as Tristan shook his hand.  He’d told me that he’d met Kane a couple years ago.  He’d invested money into Valoir during its start up stages and was one of the primary reasons why it was even open.

I ogled Tristan as he chatted with Kane.  Sometimes I still couldn’t believe that he was with me.  He could’ve had any woman he wanted and he’d chosen me.

Larene pulled back and observed my face.  “You’re glowing.”  Her tone was almost accusatory but her wide grin spoke otherwise.  “I’ve never seen you so happy before.”

I flushed.  “I am.”

“Good.  Glad you won’t hold a grudge against me for tricking you onto that plane.  Speaking of which, when can Tristan get time off so we can all go on a little vacation on that beautiful jet?”

I laughed, drawing Tristan’s rapt gaze.  We smiled at each other like fools until Larene drew my attention again.

“But seriously, everything is good between you two?  You were pretty upset when you left.  Well, maybe not upset.  Fucking pissed is more like it.”

“We worked things out, but it took us a little while.  The first couple days, I wasn’t sure what I wanted.  Now, here we are.”

“Just like that?”

I hesitated, casting a glance at Tristan.  “I am worried about something though.”

Larene leaned closer.  “What is it?”

“I’ve told him that I love him.  But he hasn’t said anything back yet.  I know I’m just being silly, but it really gets to me sometimes.”

On occasion, at the end of our phone calls this past week, I’d say it almost unconsciously.  It was always met with silence or a hasty goodbye.  I knew it shouldn’t bother me, but it did.  All of Tristan’s actions spoke that he felt the same way about me as I did for him.  Yet, he wouldn’t verbalize it.

“Don’t worry about it,” Larene said quietly.  “It took Kane, like, a year before he said it to me.  And that was when we were broken up!”

I remembered that time, how Larene had called me up in tears, yet she was laughing because she’d been so happy.  I wondered if it would take Tristan a year—or possibly longer—before he ever said those three little words.

I shook it off though and we joined the men, who were talking about a mutual acquaintance who’d just acquired a three million dollar company.  Tristan pulled me to his side, sliding an arm around my waist.  I savored his heat, his spicy scent that made my mouth water.  Everything about this man drove me wild.

A couple hours passed in a happy, content haze.  Drinks were poured, laughter sounded, Larene and I danced to the pounding, pulsing music that drifted through the tinted windows, more drinks were tossed back.  I had a good buzz going on by the time Larene and Kane started making out right in front of us.  Really going at it.  Situated across Tristan’s lap, I giggled into his shirt as we tried to look everywhere but at them.  We ended up just looking at each other.

“Having a good time?” he murmured, brushing a stray hair away from my face.  Then he traced the slopes of my cheeks, the bow of my lips.

“Yeah,” I whispered, smiling.  “Are you?”

“I’ll have an even better time when I get you alone.”

I cast a glance over at Larene and Kane.  “That might be relatively soon.”

Sure enough, a few minutes later, Kane glanced over at us and grinned.  “We’re gonna head to my office.  You two will be okay up here?”

“I think we’ll manage,” Tristan replied with a wicked gleam in his eye.

Kane got the message and tugged Larene towards the door.  “I’ll be sure to knock then before we come back in.”

The door locked automatically behind them on their way out and then we were alone.  In a private room at Valoir.  With tinted windows and a pulsing beat.  With people literally on the other side of the glass.

Tristan set my glass down on the table beside the couch we were sitting on.  Well, the one Tristan was sitting on.  I was technically sitting on Tristan.  And I could feel his hardened cock against my bottom.

“That was quick,” I murmured breathlessly, adjusting my position on his lap, making him groan.

“Always for you.”

He helped me into a straddling position, sliding my dress up to my waist so I could plant my knees on both sides of his body.  His warm palms slid up and down my exposed thighs, making me tingle with excitement as I ran mine down his chest.  Slowly, I worked at the buttons until I could slip my hands inside and feel his warmth, his heartbeat.

He grabbed the back of my neck, pulling me in for a long, deep, ferocious kiss.  My nipples hardened in my dress; Tristan hissed out a breath when he saw them pebbled beneath the fabric since I hadn’t worn a bra.  A moment later, he pulled on the zipper at my back and the dress pooled around my waist, baring me to him.

He leaned back on the couch, eyeing me.

“Strip.  Let me see what’s mine.”

His command sent a thrill racing through me.  Normally, I would’ve wanted to smack a man if he’d said that to me.  Coming from Tristan, it was…erotic.

I pushed up from my straddling position to stand, giving his cock a squeeze on my way.  He shot me a warning look that was equally delighted.  Slowly, I shimmied out of my dress, letting it drop to the floor with a whoosh.  I was left in nothing but a lacy black thong and heels, in a private room at a club.  I felt naughty.

“Turn around,” he ordered, his voice husky.  He ran a hand down his jaw when I showed him my backside, pushing my ass out towards him in a sensual arch.  He groaned and when I craned my head around to watch him, I saw he had his slacks unzipped, a masculine hand wrapped around his thick, straining cock.

Ever so slowly, I slipped my fingers into my thong and peeled the skimpy fabric down.  Bending over, giving him a view of everything, I untangled them from my heels.

I threw a smile over my shoulder and offered him them, as though they were a prize.  “You want these?”

Immediately, he was off the couch, stuffing my panties into his front pocket.  He came up from behind me, my back to his front.  His hands squeezed my ass in appreciation, brushing kisses across my neck as if pleased.

“You have the best ass, baby.”

“Ohhh,” I moaned as his finger dipped wickedly between my cheeks.

“One day,” he murmured.  “I’ll have this ass too.”

I gasped, my nipples puckering even more at his words.  I’d never thought an act like that could arouse me, but with Tristan…I wanted to.  Eventually.  I wanted him to own my body completely.  The thought aroused me.

“I think you like that,” he whispered, trailing his fingers over my slick folds.  “What else do you like?  Does it arouse you that there is a room full of people right on the other side of the glass?”

My moan was my answer.

He scooted me forward until I could reach out and touch the barrier.  We were on the upper level and from this angle, I could see the entire club.  The bar, the dance floor with dozens and dozens of gyrating bodies, the flashing lights.

“Naughty girl.  I think I’ll fuck you right here.”  God, I loved his gravely voice.  It aroused me almost as much as his wicked fingers.  “Would you like that?”

“Yes, Tristan,” I whispered, an edge of desperation creeping into my voice.  “Please.”

He groaned.  “How can I resist you when you ask so nicely, sweetheart?”

A moment later, the head of his cock probed between my legs.  I tilted my hips back to allow him better access and then he was there.  Gasping as he hilted fully inside, I rocked back, forcing him to move.  He thrusted inside with long, powerful strokes and I was forced to brace my hands on the glass.  I wondered if the people downstairs could see my hands, or the vague outline of Tristan pounding into me from behind, my breasts bouncing with every perfect thrust.

It was erotic, thinking about it.  Not before long, my walls were tightening around his cock, my head tossed back in a violent orgasm that seemed to go on for hours.  I tried to catch my breath, but every stroke from Tristan prolonged it until I was gasping.

Once I came down, he still hadn’t come yet.

His breaths rasped in my ear.  “I’m so close, baby.  I want you to swallow me.”

“Yes.”

Tristan fell away from my tender sheath and I spun around, sinking to the floor.  Above me, Tristan looked like a fierce god, proud, but about to come undone.  His harsh pants reached my ears and I saw his heated gaze roam over me as I was on my knees before him.

I took him in my hands, stroking the base as his hands delved into my hair.  Then I pulled him deep into my mouth.  The taste of myself on his shaft was unexpected, but I found myself bobbing my head faster down his length.

A light graze of my teeth on his sensitive head and then Tristan was groaning, his head tossed back, tendons strained.  His hips bucked unconsciously, but I kept my lips wrapped around him as hot streams jetted into my awaiting mouth.  I swallowed him all, just like he wanted, tenderly lapping at his slit for more, long after his orgasm subsided.

He groaned.  “What am I going to do with you?”

A question he’d asked many times before.

I simply smiled up at him, my face flushed, eyes shining.
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After we cleaned up in the adjoining bathroom—there was even a small bottle of mouthwash I took advantage off—we settled back down on the couch once we made ourselves presentable again.  Kane and Larene could walk back in at any moment.  The thought of greeting them naked didn’t particularly appeal to me.  However, something told me we might not see them for the rest of the evening…

Tristan couldn’t keep his hands off me.  I was straddling him again and he clutched on to me, kissing me, stroking his hands down my back.  I felt…cherished.  It was times like these that I knew Tristan’s feelings rivaled my own.  If only he’d tell me so I could stop worrying about it.

His phone dinged loudly from his pockets and he paused to fish it out.  He’d done that during dinner as well, but I couldn’t fault him for it.  He was unbelievably busy at the moment and he’d apologized in advance.

He stared at the text message for what seemed like hours and then he told me, “I have to make a call.”

“Okay,” I murmured, climbing off his lap.  He rose from the couch as I watched and he crossed to the back of the room, far enough away that I could barely hear his murmured tones after he placed his call.  I frowned when he threaded his hands through his hair.

He ended his call a couple minutes later.  But he didn’t return to me on the couch.  He stood in place, long enough for me to know something was wrong.  I immediately went to him, approaching him cautiously, worrying about the blank expression on his face.

Hesitantly, unsure if he would welcome the gesture, I wrapped my arms around his waist, looking up at him.  “Tristan—”

“Tell me you love me,” he whispered, his voice thick, suddenly crushing me to him.

My heart skipped.  “I love you.”  His eyes closed, brows drawn.  It was such an expression of longing and anguish and desperation that I didn’t know what to make of it.  “Tristan, what’s wrong?”

“You’ve given me so much and I feel like I’ve given you nothing.”

I frowned.  “Tristan, what are you talking about?  Don’t say that.”  More importantly, what in the world had brought this all on?  What had that call been about?

“My sister…” he trailed off as my lips parted in realization.  He ran a hand down his tired face.  “Jesus, Noelle.  I want to tell you so much.  I don’t want to keep things from you anymore.  I’ve come so close to telling you so many times.”

“You know you can tell me anything, Tristan,” I said softly, reaching up to stroke his hair in comfort.  “I would never tell anyone.”

“I know that,” he murmured.  A brief silence, like he was grappling with something in his mind.  Finally he gave in.  “My sister isn’t well.”

“Like sick, or…?”

“As in I just found out she’s being readmitted to a psychiatric hospital tomorrow.”  His grip tightened around me.  “Fuck.”

My breath left me.  Readmitted?  I wondered how many times she’d been before.

As though reading my mind, he said gruffly, “It’ll be her fifth time in four years.  Most were after suicide attempts.”

Oh my God.

I swallowed.  “Did she…”

He shook his head, understanding my unspoken question.  “No, not this time.  After her first admission, my father sent her to live at a house he owns in North Carolina, no matter how much I protested.  He hired a couple caregivers to watch over her, make sure she was taking her medications, gauging her health.  That’s where she’s been for the past four years.”

“And you feel guilty because of that?”

“Yes.  Always.  I love my sister, but I still let my father send her to live out there, away from the public eye, away from the press and media stories.  I feel partially responsible.”

“Could you have really helped her though, Tristan?”

“I could’ve tried.  After all she’s been through…”  He closed his eyes again, as if trying to hide away from the world.  “There was a news story about five years back.  My father and I had gotten into a public fight at a museum opening.  It got…physical.  Afterwards, he paid a lot of money for the stories to disappear.  But I would never forget.  That night, I found out that one of my father’s old business partners had molested Aria when she was a teenager.  Multiple times.”  My mind spun, my stomach dropping.  Tristan looked sick and furious all at the same time.  “And my father knew about it.  I know he did, even though he denied it and I couldn’t prove anything.  He fucking knew and he’d done nothing because he needed that piece of shit’s money.”

“Tristan,” I whispered.

“She internalized everything.  That experience, my mother’s death, her depression.  She escaped through reading and painting, but it wasn’t enough.  And I was too busy to see what was really happening.  My baby sister was spiraling and I couldn’t protect her.  Just like I can’t protect her now.”

“You can’t blame yourself for that,” I whispered, my throat burning from what he was telling me, from the anguish in his voice.  “You can’t put that weight on your shoulders, Tristan.  It wasn’t your fault.”

It was like he hadn’t heard me.  “I never know when she’ll break again.  Sometimes, when I visit her, she’s back to her old self, happy and carefree.  She paints in the mornings and takes walks by the beach during the evenings.  Other times, she won’t want to see me at all.  She’ll scream at me if I try, telling me that she wants to die, that she’s meant to, that the devil told her to kill herself.”  He shudders against me and I can’t help but feel sick to my stomach.  “Then the process begins over again.  New combinations of meds, a brief stay in a psychiatric hospital for suicide watch, sometimes even new caregivers.  An endless cycle.  And apparently, she had another relapse this afternoon.”

The silence that came after was heavy.  I could tell that Tristan was done talking about it and I didn’t want to push him anymore.  Ten minutes was all it took and I’d learned another vital piece of the puzzle, one that Tristan had kept locked away for years.  Something that broke my heart just thinking about it.

“I need to fly down to North Carolina tomorrow,” he told me.  “I know we had plans for the weekend, but—”

“Don’t even worry about, Tristan,” I said.  “Do you want me to come with you?”

He thought about it but then shook his head.  “No.  I want you to meet her when she’s not…”

“I understand.”

When Larene and Kane eventually returned to the private room, we told them we had to leave.  When they asked why, Tristan didn’t respond.  I let them believe it was a work emergency, knowing that Tristan was private and he wouldn’t want them to know.

The night had taken a somber turn, but when I asked Tristan if he wanted to be alone, he shook his head and drove us to his penthouse.  We headed to bed right when we got home and I pressed against his warmth, offering him silent comfort since he wasn’t in the mood for talking.

I knew he probably wouldn’t sleep much during the night.  I wanted to stay up with him, but he told me to get some sleep, with a light kiss on my forehead.

Right as I was drifting off, he murmured, “Tell me you love me.”

Sleepily, I said, “I love you.”

In that space between reality and dreaming, I thought I heard, “I love you too.”

But I couldn’t be sure whether the words were real or imagined.
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Tristan flew to North Carolina early the next morning and I didn’t hear from him all day.  I texted a few times, asking how he was, how Aria was, but I only got short, distracted responses, so I let him be.  He’d call when he was able to, which he did late that night.

“How is everything?”

“Tiring,” was his reply.  And he sounded like he was exhausted.  My chest ached, wishing that I could share this burden with him.  It must be so difficult to see someone he loved so much going through this.  “Are you at my place?”

“No,” I said, looking around my kitchen, at all the flour and sugar on the counter.  “I’m at my house.  Where are you?”

“At the hospital.  Been here most of today meeting with doctors and psychiatrists.  I’ve heard it all before though.”  He sighed.  I could almost see him running a hand through his hair in frustration.  “Distract me, sweetheart.  What did you do today?”

I told him how Larene and I went out for lunch, how I told her more about London and Scotland and all the sights we saw.

“Did she ask about last night?”

“Yes, I told her you had to go away on business.”  I felt guilty for lying to Larene, but it was Tristan’s secret, not mine.

He was quiet, but I could hear his soft breaths over the phone, the muted noise of the hospital in the background.  “Sometimes, I wish everyone knew,” he confessed.  “I want people to know about my sister and not hide her away like some dirty little family secret.  I want my father to pay for what he covered up, but at the same time…he’s still my father.  Jesus, I’m so fucked in the head.  I don’t know what I want.”

His words haunted me long after we hung up.  But I knew, just like he did, that if Aria’s story became public, the Blackwells, Tristan included, would take a fall for it.  The media could spin stories, just like what happened to Tristan’s mother, something I don’t think he’d ever recovered from.

As though Tristan’s words were a prophecy, the next day everything went wrong.  All wrong.

An hour before Tristan was set to land back home, Larene called me in a panic.  “Have you seen the news today?”

Dread plunged into my stomach at her tone.  “No.  What’s wrong?”  I thought that perhaps something had happened to Tristan.

“Turn to channel four.”

In a flash, I turned my television on, hurriedly flipping through the channels until I found the right story.  I froze when I saw the headline below the announcer.

BLACKWELL FAMILY SCANDAL

Below that, in smaller lettering, read: Daughter Aria Blackwell in psychiatric ward after sexual abuse.

Oh my God.

I wasn’t aware that Larene was still on the phone, asking me questions.  It dropped to the floor and I sank to the couch, my hand over my mouth, feeling like I would be sick.

This was what Tristan was afraid of.

“The Blackwell family has yet to release a statement about the claims from an anonymous source, who says to have received the information straight from Tristan Blackwell himself.  The story was first published this morning to a popular gossip website and is quickly becoming worldwide news.  John Blackwell has yet to come forward and deny the allegations that he knew that the abuse had been taking place by a former business partner and close family friend, whose identity is unknown at this time.”

I couldn’t listen anymore.  My stomach churned violently and I picked up the phone, realizing that Larene was still on the line.  “I have to call you back,” I said.

Then I dialed Tristan’s number, wondering if his flight arrived earlier than scheduled.  It went straight to voicemail.  In frustration, I called again and then paced the length of my living room, restless.

This was bad.  Really bad.

By the time Tristan should’ve landed, I was about ready to pull out my hair.  Nerves jittered in my stomach and fear for Tristan consumed me.  Would he be implicated in all this somehow?  The media could villainize the whole family if they wanted to, if it got them more viewings, better ratings, more money.  It made me sick.

I heard a slam coming from my driveway, the sound of a car door shutting.  I rushed over to the front door, only to see Tristan stalking up to my house, fury written all over his face.  I automatically took a step back and he took the opportunity to come inside, slamming the door behind him.  A glass frame hanging in the entryway crashed to the floor and shattered.

He looked exhausted from the trip, but there was no mistaking the utter pain in his eyes, the raw anger.

“Tristan, I—”

“Don’t you fucking dare!” he yelled, his temple throbbing.  “What the fuck did you do, Noelle?  How much did they fucking pay you for that story, huh?”

All the blood drained out of my face.  “W-what are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb,” he seethed, crowding me.  He grabbed me when I tried to retreat.  “You were the only one I told about Aria.  The only one!  It’s convenient that days after I told you, it appears in the news!”

“I didn’t tell anyone!  Please, Tristan, you have to believe me.”

It was as if he hadn’t even heard me.  “Now I know why you were so adamant about not signing the NDA.  Like a fool, I trusted you.  And then you do this!”

“I swear I didn’t—”

“Shut your lying mouth!” he roared.  “We’re done!  If you ever come near me or my family again, I will slap you with a lawsuit so hard it’ll make your head spin, NDA or no.  Do you understand me?”

He dropped my arm with an expression of disgust and before I could blink, he was out the door.

Stunned, I stood in the exact same position.  I was terrified, shaking in disbelief.  I could almost pretend that I’d just imagined the entire exchange, but the glass shards littering the floor told me otherwise.

He thought I told the media about his sister.  That brought a sob out of me.  Before long, I was crumbled on the floor, crying and gasping as glass cut into my skin.

That was how Larene found me.

I heard her gasp before I saw her.  “Noelle, what happened?”

“T-Tristan, he…” I couldn’t say anything more before my shuddering sobs closed my throat.

“Shit.  Sweetie, I need to clean up the glass,” she told me hurriedly, crouching down next to me, rubbing my back.  “Come on, let’s go to the living room.”

I didn’t even feel the cuts on my arms as she led me to my couch.  I was numb.  In shock, perhaps, but I couldn’t stop crying.

“He n-never even let me explain,” I cried out.

“Shhh, it’s okay,” Larene said.  “I’ll be right back.  I’m going to go get some bandages for the cuts.”

Through my tears, I looked down at my arms when she disappeared and saw a few scratches, welling with blood, and two deeper cuts that needed to be covered.  When she returned, I let her bandage me up and then she went to go sweep up the glass in the entryway.

Silence.  Then I heard her on the phone, trying to whisper, but she was so angry that I could hear every word from the living room.

“What the fuck did you do to her?  I come to her house and she’s surrounded in glass with cuts all over her arms.  I swear to God that if you hurt her in any way—”  A pause.  “What the fuck are you talking about?  She never even told me, you fucking prick.  She would never do something like that and if you can’t see that, then you don’t deserve her.  Like she needs to be dragged down by your family scandal anyway!”

My heart throbbed painfully because I knew that, without a doubt, I would be right by Tristan’s side throughout this whole thing because I didn’t want him to weather it alone.  But he hadn’t even given me the benefit of the doubt.  He’d labelled me the guilty party without hearing a word I had to say.

I couldn’t even be angry with him though.  I knew that he had trust issues.  His ex-girlfriend had sold stories about his dying mother!  And perhaps he had trusted me…but he obviously didn’t anymore.  He must’ve felt like I’d stabbed him in the back.

As I calmed down, I began to wonder how the story had gotten out.  Could someone have overhead our conversation at Valoir?  The walls were thick and if they were outside of the room, they wouldn’t have been able to hear anything except the loud, pounding music.  No, I didn’t think it was possible.  It didn’t make sense.

Larene reentered the living room.  “Noelle,” she said softly, sitting down next to me on the couch.  “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered, tears continuing to track down my cheeks.  “T-the story got out somehow…and I was the only one he told.  He came to the wrong conclusion and he was furious.”  I’d never seen him so angry.

“Did he hurt you?” she asked, looking at the cuts on my arms.

I gave a watery laugh.  “No.  The picture frame fell and shattered on the floor.  He didn’t hurt me.”  At least not physically.

She took a deep breath.  “Okay, you need to start from the beginning.  What’s this all about?”

Larene already knew about my refusing to sign the NDA.  But even now, I couldn’t betray Tristan’s confidence, even though the story was plastered all over the news.  I simply told her that he confided in me while we were at Valoir and then what he told me appeared everywhere.

She listened patiently as I stumbled over words.  And when I was done, she pulled out her phone to make a call.

“Kane?” she asked when he picked up.  “I thought there weren’t any cameras or audio recordings in the private rooms at the club.”  A pause.  “Well, then you better double check because something’s not right.  You’ve seen the news about Tristan?  Yeah, well, he told Noelle some private stuff in that room and then it appears on the news a couple days later.  Sweep it and let me know if you find anything…Love you too.  Bye.”  She hung up and looked at me.  “Kane’s going to check the room out.  We will get to the bottom of this, Noelle.”

“What if he doesn’t believe me?” I whispered, looking down at my lap.

Larene’s face hardened.  “Then he doesn’t deserve you.”
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Later that night when I had cried myself out, I realized I had two voicemails from Tristan.  I hesitated in listening to them, wondering if it was just a reiteration of what he’d told me this afternoon.  But the longing to hear his voice won out and I lifted the phone to my ear to listen with bated breath.

“Noelle,” he started.  “I—I don’t know what to believe.”  A long pause and I heard something hit the ground in the background, shattering.  Tristan cursed and it was then I realized he was drunk.  Very, very drunk.  “Could you have done this to me?  Everythin’ points to no.  N-O.  You had no reason to and you claim to love me…and honestly, I think you may hate money, so why would you sell a story?”  Another muttered curse, another loud crash.  “But who else could it have been?  Word for word, whatever I told you showed up on some news broadcast or website.  I don’t know what to—”

The voicemail cut off and I immediately played the next one.

“Baby, I’m hurting.  Damn, everything hurts.  Everything is falling apart.  And I’m so fucking weak.  I called you in less than twelve hours because I miss you all the fucking time.  And I don’t even know for sure if you sold me out.  You could betray me everyday of my life and I’d still miss you.  How fucked up is that?  Damn, I just want everything to stop for a second so I can think.”  My heart ached as I listened to his words.  Tears that I no longer thought I could produce rolled down my cheeks.  “I’m going to bed now.  Please don’t call me.  Not until I figure things out.”

The voicemail ended.

And I was more confused than ever.




*     *     *




I adhered to Tristan’s request.  I didn’t call him or text him.  I didn’t try to reach him at all, even though every minute I thought about it.

Larene called the next afternoon.  “Noelle, I’m so sorry.  Kane figured out what happened that night.”

Turned out that a security guard at the club had bugged all the private rooms, knowing that only celebrities or the rich could afford them, people who probably had the most secrets to hide.  Once Kane found multiple bugs in the private room we’d been in that night, he’d confronted the man in question, who confessed that he’d sold at least three stories to the press in the past and that Tristan’s had only been his latest.  Needless to say, the mystery was solved and Kane ensured that proper action was taken.

I didn’t know if Kane called Tristan to tell him who was really responsible.  If he did, Tristan still hadn’t tried to make contact and it had been a little over a week since he left that drunk voicemail on my phone.  A week that I didn’t speak to him or see him.  The longest we’d ever gone.

Well, actually, I did see him.  On TV.  I’d watched the press conference a few days ago, where he addressed the allegations against his family.  He told the truth, that Aria was struggling with depression and mental illness, that she had admitted to being sexually abused by Joss Eldridge, his father’s old business partner.  But he denied that his father had known, even though I could read the subtle press of his lips after he’d spoken.  Tristan just couldn’t prove that his father had known.

“This story will die down,” Larene had told me.  “Once a celebrity gets a botched plastic surgery or a video of a cat who can play the piano goes viral, this will blow over.  It always does.”

Aria was the victim of it all.  For her sake, I hoped so.  This had to be painful for her.  The silver lining of it all was that Joss Eldridge had been arrested before the press conference.

During the past week, I’d also done a lot of thinking.  Every day that Tristan didn’t call, I grew more restless.  I couldn’t help the seed of irritation that had been planted in my chest either.  I hadn’t done anything wrong.  Tristan had jumped to all the wrong conclusions and taken his aggression out on me.  I had kept my word and still hadn’t told anyone about what he told me that night.

And if Kane had informed Tristan, which I assumed he did, why hadn’t Tristan called yet?  Was his radio silence a statement?  Had this whole situation hit closer to home than he wanted and he decided a relationship wasn’t in the cards for him anymore?

Back to square one…even if we did resolve this mess.




*     *     *




“Enough,” Larene announced when she suddenly appeared in my bedroom, late one night.  It had been two weeks since Tristan showed up at my house.  Two freaking weeks.  “Enough with the moping, Noelle.  I hate seeing you like this.”

I was wrapped up in bed with a loaf of chocolate chip banana bread that I’d whipped up earlier in the afternoon.  I was steadily making my way through the entire thing.  I’d probably gained ten pounds in the last two weeks alone.  Stress eating.

“Go away,” I mumbled, embarrassed that my gorgeous best friend was watching me inhale a loaf laden with sugar and chocolate.

“Noelle, this needs to stop,” she said, sighing, coming to sit on the edge of my bed.  “You need to start thinking about moving on.  Or calling him, so you can finally get some closure.  But you can’t keep doing this.”  She gestured to me with a wave of her hand and a frown.

“I don’t want to call him,” I said shaking my head.  A lie.  My jaw clenched.

“Then you should move on,” Larene said with stern features.  “It’s been two weeks since you last heard from him.  He knows that it wasn’t you who went to the press.  What does that tell you, Noelle?”

A sharp pang went through me.  Larene had recently told me Kane called up Tristan the moment he found out about his dirty security guard.  That thought never failed to hurt.  He’d known for over a week and a half that I hadn’t said anything…yet, I was still in a state of misery.  Angry misery.

I knew that Larene was right.  I didn’t want her to be right, but I knew there was no excuse for Tristan’s behavior.

“Look, Kane has a cousin I think you would like.  And it would do you good to get out of the house, go on a date with a cute guy, and try to forget about that asshole, okay?  We can even double date, so you feel more comfortable.  But just do something other than doing…this.”

Everything in me protested at her suggestion.  I was still in love with that ‘asshole,’ as she so aptly called him.  I didn’t even want to think about seeing another guy.

“Come on.  It’ll be fun.  What are your other choices?  Staying in and eating more baked goods?”

Flushing, I looked down at the half eaten loaf.  Crumbles had scattered on my bedsheets.

“When?”

“How about tomorrow night?”

I sighed.




*     *     *




Derrick, Kane’s cousin, was cute.  More than cute.  Gorgeous.  And smart, and successful, and he drew me into a half hour conversation about a nerdy TV show we both watched as teenagers.  If I wasn’t in love with another man, I would’ve crushed really hard on him.  I would’ve been more excited.  But I think a part of him knew that I wasn’t interested.  That I was checked out.

All the while, Larene smiled encouragingly from across the table at dinner.  Kane got reservations at the revolving restaurant that Tristan had taken me to on our first date.  All I did was look towards the elevator, which led up to the private floor that he’d rented out for the both of us.  Even the waiters and hostesses were the same.

My heart ached, but I forced my gaze back to Derrick and smiled at a joke he was telling.  I laughed hollowly at the punchline.

Larene tapped my foot under the table and I looked up at her.  She gave me a look, nodding towards Derrick with a questioning smile on her face.  I shrugged slightly, looking away.  I wasn’t ready for this.  I thought that perhaps going out with friends would help, but all I wanted to do was go home.

When Larene excused herself to the bathroom after our main courses, I went with her.  She sighed in the hallway, turning me to face her.  “I’m sorry,” she murmured.  “It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

“Don’t be sorry,” I told her.  “I am grateful and I know you were just looking out for me.  But…I just can’t.  Derrick’s a great guy, but I’m still not over Tristan.  I don’t know if I’ll ever be.”

And that was the sad truth.  I wouldn’t be over him unless I got closure.

That was when I knew what I had to do.  I needed to get everything off my chest.  And I needed to do it face-to-face with Tristan.  If I had any chance of moving on, I needed to do this.  I was done with feeling sorry for myself, for waiting around for him to make the first move.  Tonight, I would finally let out everything I’d been holding in and get some answers.  Maybe then, I wouldn’t hurt so much.

Larene read something in my expression and she nodded.  In a quiet voice, she said, “Kane told me Tristan is at a business dinner right now.  At the restaurant at the Brittania Hotel.  He should be there for another hour at least.”

“You’re the best,” I told her, feeling awake for the first time in two weeks.

We went back to the table to retrieve my jacket and purse and then I apologized to Derrick, telling him that something came up and I had to leave.  And when he asked for my number, I gave it to him.  Perhaps after tonight, I would be in the right headspace to pursue something more with him.

During a long cab ride to the Brittania Hotel, I tried to keep a level head, even though my thoughts were jumbled.  I practiced what I would say to Tristan when I saw him, but there was so much stuffed into my mind that I couldn’t string a coherent point together.

Still, fake it until you make it.

I waltzed into the restaurant like I owned the place, but the moment I spotted Tristan, I faltered.  Handsome as ever, dressed to perfection, surrounded by four other men at a table in the center of the busy restaurant.  But he looked tired as hell.  I felt a small part of me soften at the dark circles under his eyes, but then I steeled myself.  No.  I needed to do this.  I couldn’t feel sorry for him when I had so much I needed to say.

Like magnets, our eyes connected.  His lips parted and even from a distance, I could see the way his body tensed and leaned forward.  I was glad Larene had convinced me to wear my favorite maroon sheath dress, which hugged my curves perfectly, paired with my Jimmy Choos.  I hadn’t particularly cared when we were getting ready for our double date, but now, I wanted to kiss her.

Eat your heart out, Blackwell.

Immediately, Tristan excused himself from the table, standing and buttoning his suit jacket, as though out of habit.  I stood frozen, near the hostess stand, as he made his way towards me.  The last time we’d been together, he’d had a grip on my arm, his face full of fury.

Unconsciously, I took a step away from him, which he registered…and clearly didn’t like.  Swallowing, I forced myself to stand my ground.

“Larene told me where you were,” I said to him when he was an arm length’s away.  “And I have some things to say before I can get closure.”

His jaw ticked.  “Closure?”

“Y-yes,” I said, faltering a bit at his suddenly pissed off expression.  “I think you owe it me.”

He went silent, regarding me with a scrutiny that made me squirm.  Okay, this was not going as planned.

He jerked his head to hostess who seemed very uncomfortable at her podium.  “Is there somewhere private my girlfriend and I can talk?”

I narrowed my eyes at ‘girlfriend,’ knowing full well he’d said it to make a point.  He’d broken up with me two weeks ago.  Hadn’t bothered to call or try to contact me, even though he knew I had been innocent of everything he’d accused me of.

“Yes.  Through there, Mr. Blackwell,” she murmured, pointing to a door across the lobby of the restaurant.

“Thank you.”  Then he placed his hand on the small of my back, which I stiffened at, and led me to the door, his pace quick.  Guess he had to get back to his business meeting in a hurry.

It seemed to be a ballroom of sorts.  An eerily empty one at that.  Tristan shut the door behind us and I stepped away from him, crossing my arms over my chest.  The girlfriend comment really pissed me off.  I couldn’t help but bite out a cutting remark.  “Are you sure you don’t want to check for bugs here before you say anything?”

He froze.  Was that a flash of regret?  “Noelle…”

“Save it,” I told him, holding up a hand.  “I’ll make this quick, since I’m sure you’re very busy.”

He ignored me, his eyes dropping to my dress.  “Where were you tonight?”

“Out.”

“With who?” he asked, deliberately pronouncing the words carefully.

“None of your business,” I said in the same tone.

“Who the fuck is he, Noelle?” he asked quietly, but there was no mistaking the warning in his tone.  That set me off.

“I said it’s none of your damn business!” I said, my voice raising.  “You have no right to be jealous, you asshole.  You broke up with me, so I can date whoever the hell I want.”

He laughed bitterly.  “That was fast, Noelle.  You say you love me, but it took you all of two weeks until you’re with another guy.”

I sucked in a breath, feeling tears prick the backs of my eyes.  Silence stretched between us as I struggled to keep myself in check.

“What would you rather me do, Tristan?” I asked quietly.  “Did you want me to be miserable?  Alone at home, crying until I made myself sick, waiting for you to call?  Well, I already did all that for the past two weeks.  I was a pathetic mess.  And I’m done with it.”

He blew out a breath.  “Noelle…I—”

But I wasn’t done.

“Larene set me up with a great guy tonight because she didn’t want to see me miserable anymore.  But I couldn’t even enjoy being out with him because I’m still stupidly in love with another man.  And to be able to move on, I need closure.  Between us, because I can’t keep feeling this way anymore.  I need you to tell me why.  Why was it so easy for you to throw everything away?  You knew that I wasn’t the one who went to the press.  You knew days after you came to my house, yet you couldn’t even be bothered to apologize or call me.  You kept me in the dark while I felt guilty for something I didn’t even do!  Was I that easy for you to give up?”

“No,” he said, fists clenched, eyes blazing with anger.  “I haven’t given you up.  So don’t even say that.”

“Yes, you have,” I murmured, throat tight.  “What else was I supposed to think when you broke up with me and then went completely silent, other than a drunk voicemail late at night telling me to not call you?”  His lips pressed together.  “I haven’t heard from you since.”

“I was going to come see you tomorrow,” he told me quietly.

“Yeah, I bet you were.”

“I’m serious.”  He took a step closer to me and I took a step back.  “Sweetheart, please—”

“Don’t call me that.  Don’t you dare call me that.”

His frustration was visibly growing.  He ran another hand through his hair.  He was usually calm and collected, always the businessman, always calculating to get what he wanted.  Now, he seemed stumped.  A part of me hated to do this to him.

“We’ve had enough problems between us, don’t you think?” I murmured, looking down at the floor.  “Maybe this was all for the best.”

“Don’t say that,” he ordered, his eyes flashing.  He seemed to hate the realization in my voice.

“If we were meant to be together, don’t you think it would’ve been easier than this?  Because from where I’m standing, we’ve struggled the entire way through.  And I don’t know if I can do it anymore.  I don’t think you can do it either.”

Tristan went silent, shaking his head.  He seemed at a loss for words, a state that I’d never seen him in.  We stood together, in an empty ballroom, and it was then that I realized…we really were done.  So why didn’t it make me feel any better?  If anything, it made me feel worse.

“Okay,” I whispered.  “Okay.”  I moved towards the door, every step taking me further and further away from him.

“Noelle, just…” he trailed off.  I waited for him to say something else, like ‘please stay’ or ‘I love you,’ but then I realized those hopes were pathetic.

“Bye, Tristan.”










THIRTEEN










I was right back where I started before Larene tried to interfere.  In my bed, crying, and eating.  I was pathetic, still pining over the man who broke my heart.  A part of me thought that if I confronted him, I wouldn’t feel this way.  But I did.  He had this power over me that I couldn’t possibly understand.

I hadn’t even bothered to take off my dress.  The moment I got dropped off by the taxi I kicked off my heels and crawled under the covers.  I ignored texts from Larene and eventually ended up turning off my phone so I wouldn’t have to see them.

Knocking sounded from my front door.  I ignored that as well, figuring it was Larene.  And I really just wanted to be left alone.  But it took five minutes of straight knocking for me to realize that I’d given Larene a key to the house.  So unless she lost it, she wasn’t the one at the door.  Which meant…I was fairly certain who it was.

The question was…could I avoid him for very long?

I ignored the tiny fluttering in my stomach, telling myself it was from nerves and the dread of another confrontation.  It couldn’t possibly be anything else, especially after everything we’d been through.

I took a deep breath at the front door and pulled it open, readying for round two.  I hadn’t expected Tristan to immediately push past me into the house before closing the door behind him and striding into the living room.

“What do you think—”

He cut me off, spinning on me.  “My turn now.”  I could see his pent up frustration, evident in the tense lines of his body and the determined set of his jaw.  “When I said I was coming to see you tomorrow, I meant it.  Ever since the press conference, I’ve been in North Carolina.  I just got back this afternoon and I had to go straight to a meeting and then the dinner, both of which I couldn’t put off.”

Okay, we were doing this.  Fine.  Bring it, I thought.

“You could’ve called,” I told him, crossing my arms.  “You should’ve at least called sometime in the past two weeks.  But you completely cut me out.  And it was so easy for you to do it.”

“You think it was easy for me?” he asked, his voice dangerously low, green eyes darkening.  He advanced on me until I could reach out and stroke his face and the stubble that grew there.  “Every single minute, I thought about calling.  But I was so ashamed of myself, lobbing those accusations at you when I had it all wrong, that I’d convinced myself you didn’t want to hear from me.  Not yet, at least.  And I needed to clean up the scandal.  Larene was right when she said you didn’t need to be dragged down by it.  I already cost you your project at Blackwell Financial.  I needed to keep you as far removed from it as possible until it had blown over.”

My heart was pounding so hard in my chest I thought it might burst.  “I wanted to be with you during it, Tristan.  That’s what you don’t understand.  I get that you were trying to protect me, but I was supposed to be protecting you.”  His lips parted.  “And didn’t you think I deserved to know what you were doing?  You could’ve still kept me in the loop, so I wasn’t going around and around in my head, dissecting every little thing you’d ever said to me.”

“I handled things poorly,” he confessed.  “I’m sorry for what I put you through, sweetheart.  I’m sorry for being an asshole that day when I came here, for hurting you, for making you cry.  I never wanted any of that to happen.  But please know that I was hurting right along with you.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”  He inclined his head at me.  “Always.”

Breathless, I decided to change the subject.  “What were you doing in North Carolina?”

Briefly, I wondered if he would try to dodge the question.  I figured that he may still be wary from what the security guard at Kane’s club had leaked.  But I was surprised.  His answer was immediate.

“Aria wasn’t doing well.  I had to be with her.  Or at least be near her, if anything happened.”

“What was wrong?”

“She managed to acquire a piece of sharp plastic from who knows where,” he said, his throat working.  Oh my God.  “The nurse found her in her room, trying to slice up her arms.  Luckily, the plastic wasn’t sharp enough to do a lot of damage, but she still had some surface wounds.”

“Tristan, I’m so sorry,” I whispered, my hand at my mouth.  “That must’ve been awful for you.”

“She knows about what was on the news.  It hasn’t been easy for her to process.  It would have been hard for her, even when she wasn’t…if she wasn’t going through a relapse right now.”

“Is she better?”

“Yes.”

I couldn’t help but soften at the stress on his features, the dark circles under his eyes.  He’d been through hell these past few weeks.  I realized that I was being unnecessarily bitchy and needy, acting like I was the one with the problem, when Tristan had so much more to deal with.  If anyone had anything to be ashamed about, it was me, not him.

“I’m sorry,” I said, looking down to the floor, nibbling on my bottom lip.  “I’m sure I haven’t helped matters.  You have a lot on your plate right now and I’m just one more thing.”

I perceived him moving and then I felt him cup my cheek, lifting until he could see my eyes.  “You’re not a ‘thing,’ Noelle.  When I was in North Carolina with my sister, you invaded my mind, almost every minute.  I felt guilty for thinking about you so much when my sister needed me.  But I missed you.  Your voice, your smell, your hair, your smile.  I ached for you.  I needed you there with me because I was so close to losing my shit.  I needed your quiet strength to get me through that.  And I know that if I would’ve asked, you would’ve been on the next flight out.”

He was right.  I would’ve been.  Even if he hadn’t called me during all that time, I still would’ve ran to him if he needed me.

“I need you now, sweetheart,” he whispered.  His gaze was tender and that emotion I’d seen so many times was there in his eyes.  The one that had always puzzled me, the one that I always felt every moment I was with him.

And I knew what it was.

And I said the words that he so often demanded of me.

“Tell me you love me,” I whispered back, holding my breath even though my heart was racing and I felt like I would pass out.

“I love you, Noelle.  I love you so much that it hurts.”

His words felt like a caress and they overwhelmed me to the point of tears.  With a shuddering, embarrassing sob, I ducked my head so he wouldn’t see.  But of course, he was having none of it.

Instead, he kissed me.  It was a soft, passionate kiss that tasted of salt because tears were running down my cheeks.

“Shhh, it’s all right, sweetheart.  Please don’t cry,” he whispered to me, dotting kisses across my face.

“I-I can’t help it.”

I felt his tender smile before I saw it.  “Do you forgive me?”

I nodded against him, not trusting my voice.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” he said, relief evident in his voice.  “Thank you.”




*     *     *




Later, we were laying in bed.

I was drained.  Drained from the past two weeks, from this evening, from the lovemaking that came after we made up.  But I couldn’t fall asleep.  I was too happy to go to sleep, which I had never thought possible before.  Luckily, Tristan seemed to feel much the same because he trailed his fingers over my bare skin tenderly as though memorizing it.  I smiled at his touch, still partly in disbelief that this wasn’t a dream, that he was truly here, that he told me he returned my love.

“You must be tired,” I whispered to him, staring at the skin over his heart, watching it pulse in a steady rhythm.  Many nights, I’d fallen asleep to its sound, sure beat.

“I am.  But I want to be with you right now.”

“You are.”

“You know what I mean,” he murmured, smiling.  “But eventually, I think I’ll sleep for a week straight.”  His fingers dipped into the hollow of my back, making me shiver, and I cuddled closer.  “And I’m worried that if I go to sleep, I’ll wake up and realize that I’ve dreamed this all.”

My heart fluttered and I wondered if he could feel the rapidness against his own skin.  It seemed that we had similar thoughts.

“Tell me something good that’s happened in the past two weeks,” he asked quietly.

I thought about it, worried that I truly wouldn’t be able to tell him anything.  All I could remember was waking up with puffy eyes, going to work, coming home, crawling into bed, and eating my weight in baked goods before doing it all over again.

Then I remembered Larene.

“I’ve realized that I have the greatest best friend anyone could ever ask for,” I answered.

“Who I will eventually have to win back over since she hates my very existence right about now.”

I chuckled.  “She loves Louboutins.”

“Done.  Good to know she doesn’t have as many qualms about my money as you do.”

“Oh no.  She’ll take you for what you’re worth.  You better be careful.”

“I would buy her a whole store of shoes because she was your happy moment for the past two weeks,” he confessed.  “I couldn’t be more grateful to her.”

This was why I never stood a chance against Tristan.  Because every time he said something like that, I would fall even more in love with him and I thought that wasn’t possible.

“Noelle?”

“Hmmm?”

“It hasn’t been announced yet,” Tristan started slowly, “but I want you to know before it is.”

“Okay…” I said, pushing up to my elbow so I could see him better.  This sounded serious.

“I’ve decided that I’m breaking away Blackwell Financial from my father.”

“What?” I gasped.

“I’ve been thinking about for a long time, thinking that it might never be possible.  But the last couple weeks have just dredged up memories, made me more certain of my future.  And it’s not going to be under my father’s thumb.”

“When?  How?”

“It won’t be for a little while.  But the meetings I had earlier…they were with some board members.  I’ve announced my plans, which they were supportive of.  I’m planning to buy out my father’s shares and allowing the board more power in place of him.  He won’t oppose it, since he sees now that Blackwell Financial is dependent on me.  But I’ll be surprised if he still speaks to me after it’s all said and done.”

“If this is what you want to do, I’ll always support you,” I told him.

His features relaxed again.  “I know.”  Then he got a teasing look on his face.  “But, you know, when I buy out his shares, I’m not going to be a billionaire for a few months.  Think you can handle just a millionaire?”

I laughed and gave him a soft kiss.

“I think I can handle it.”










EPILOGUE










TRISTAN




Eleven months later…




Tristan watched Noelle, who was sitting on the same moss covered boulder where he’d first asked her to be his girlfriend.  And she was so goddamn lovely that it made his chest ache.  Scotland was cooling off in preparation for winter, but she looked adorable bundled in one of his wool sweaters and a pair of white cashmere mittens he’d bought for her.

“You’re staring,” she accused, narrowing her hazel at him.  But he could detect her natural playfulness behind them.

He bumped her shoulder and gave his best smile, despite his nerves.  “Can you blame me?”

She tried to hide her smile and failed.

Tristan could charm an entire room of old, cranky board members in five minutes flat.  He could dissolve his father’s ownership on Blackwell Financial in less than six months.  He could win over Noelle’s best friend in one month—combined with a hell of a lot of Louboutins.  He hadn’t been above bribery.

And yet, here he was, tongue-tied and nervous, trying to work up the courage to ask his girlfriend of a year to marry him.

He wiped his damp palms on his jeans again.  Hell, he didn’t even know they could sweat.  He didn’t even remember a time when he’d been so nervous.

Tristan had bought the ring months and months ago when he’d happened to step into a jewelry boutique for Noelle’s birthday.  He’d been looking for something simple, yet dazzling, like a diamond bracelet or pendant.  The boutique he’d been in didn’t have glass cases like in other jewelry stores and for some reason, when the clerk who’d been helping him asked what he’d like to see, he’d said rings.

The clerk presented him with over twenty different choices, each taken from the vault behind a set of steel doors.  Immediately, he’d known which ring was perfect for Noelle because he could picture it so easily on her finger.  It was beautiful, but not too large.  Simple and elegant with a price tag that made even Tristan blink.  He took about five seconds to decide after he first saw it and then he purchased it.

It’d been tucked away in his secret safe for months.

He’d brought it here to Scotland for their one-year anniversary.  It was the perfect time and Tristan didn’t want to wait anymore.

If only he could pop the question.

“You know what sounds perfect tonight?” she mused aloud.  “Making up a fire in the living room, eating Mary’s famous chocolate cake, drinking wine…while I beat you at our Scrabble rematch.”

“You forget to add in ‘strip.’  It was strip Scrabble, if I remember correctly.”  Tristan had gotten her naked so unbelievably fast, while she pouted over her quick loss.

She laughed.  “I think we have bigger problems to worry about if we’re one of those couples that play Scrabble every night.”

“Mmm, but the sex afterwards is still incredibly,” he murmured, leaning in for a kiss to gather up his courage.  “It makes me so hot the way you misspell ‘colour’ with a ‘u.’”

“I spelled it correctly,” she insisted, mock pouting.

“If we’re playing Scrabble in the UK, only UK spellings will be accepted.”

“That rule only came into play after the fact.  And right before you won, I might add.”

“What can I say?  I play to win.”  Noelle laughed, shaking her head at him.

Like right now.

Silence stretched between them as they enjoyed the quiet stillness in the forest.  The stream trickled near their feet, with clear, fresh water.  The air was crisp and it helped him focus his thoughts.

Okay, Blackwell, you can do this.

“Noelle?”

Oh Jesus, had he spoken already?

“Mmm?”

“Uh…”  Fuck!  “I—I…”

She turned to face him, her knees bumping his own.  Peering at him closely, she could surely see the pounding pulse at his throat.  How could she not see it when it was all he could hear right now?

“Tristan, are you all right?  You look…” she trailed off.  “Flushed.”

This was not going as planned.  Shit, shit, shit.  Say something, you idiot.

He cleared his throat, hoping that would help.  He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down, using techniques he’d learned in business school to overcome nerves, although he’d rarely had to use them over the years.

“Tristan, if you’re not feeling well, maybe we should head back,” she murmured, her brows furrowing, concern etched onto her features.  When she moved to stand, he caught her hand to stop her.

This was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.  This was the woman he wanted to start a family with.  He would not mess this up.

“Tell me you love me,” Tristan said, gazing into her eyes, stroking her soft palm with his thumb.

“I love you,” she murmured, confusion in her eyes.  But he could see the deep affection for him there, as he always did.

“And I love you.  Always.”  He pushed off the rock, his hand clutching onto the small box that represented their future, and dropped to both knees in front of her so that they were eye-level.  Equal.  “I love you so much that it hurts.  And I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”  He brought the box forward and popped it open, swallowing past the lump in his throat.  “Marry me?”

It took her a moment to process what was happening.  But when her eyes caught onto the diamond nestled into the box, realization hit her.  She gasped, her eyes shimmering with sudden tears.  “Oh my God,” she murmured.  “Am I dreaming again?”

Tristan chuckled, wiping his damn sweaty palm on his jeans again.  “No, not at all, sweetheart.”

She let out a laugh of disbelief and then she flung herself at him, both of them toppling onto the leaf covered ground, only inches away from falling into the stream.

“Yes, Tristan,” she whispered, with a kiss, and he felt a knot of nerves release.  She pulled back to look at him, her eyes shining bright with tears and happiness.  It tugged at his chest, knowing he put that look there.  “As if you would’ve accepted any other answer.”

He grinned, taking off her cashmere glove to slip the diamond ring on her finger.

“Damn straight, sweetheart.”
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After the end of a six-year relationship with an emotionally abusive boyfriend, Olivia Ward wants nothing more than to forget her deceitful ex and rebuild her demolished self-confidence. But when Alex Matlock, a devilishly handsome man with piercing hazel eyes and a sinful smile, enters her cupcake shop just weeks after her break-up, Olivia enters into a no-strings-attached affair that threatens to break down the walls surrounding her heart.
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He made her feel electric. Like volts of energy fizzled through her veins, racing, constantly stimulating. It was intoxicating and thrilling. And for the first time in her life, she felt truly alive.
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A virgin. A flirt. Four sizzling lessons of seduction. 




Amazon US

Amazon UK





About the Author




Emilia Winters has been reading and writing stories since childhood.  She discovered her passion for writing romance early on and never looked back.  After graduating from the University of California, Irvine with a B.A. in English, she happily pursued her dream of becoming a self-published author.  When she’s not dreaming up sizzling moments between her characters, she’s either watching old reruns of The Golden Girls or drinking tea. She currently lives in California, secretly hoping for rain as she soaks up the sun.  Visit her at www.emiliawinters.com.

cover.jpeg
®ART THREE






images/00002.jpeg
al

rLACKWELL

PART TWO

EMILIA WINTERS





images/00001.jpeg
MR.
qLAcKwELL

PART ONE

EMILIA WINTERS





images/00004.jpeg
Z
0
J ¥
(5]
&
0
@






images/00003.jpeg
4l

BLACKWELL

' PART THREE

EMILIA WINTERS





images/00006.jpeg
’EMILLA» WINTERS





images/00005.jpeg
SHEBRINGS Hiw 2
TO HIS KNEES. Z






