
        
            
                
            
        

    
RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA

1

New York

Marguerite de Lyon

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any means, other than brief quotations embodied in other words in print, without prior permission of the author. For the contents of this book, you should assume that this book is a sales copy to promote the services offered by the author as advertised in the contents.

ISBN-13: 978-1514168523 ISBN-10: 1514168529 

Content

CHAPTER ONE: The Party.......................................................... 1
CHAPTER TWO: An Offer I Couldn’t Refuse .......................... 19
CHAPTER THREE: Falling....................................................... 39
CHAPTER FOUR: The Other Side ............................................ 57
CHAPTER FIVE: In Too Deep .................................................. 77
CHAPTER SIX: Getting to Know You....................................... 99
CHAPTER SEVEN: New Sensations ....................................... 119
CHAPTER EIGHT: Confusing as Hell .................................... 141
CHAPTER NINE: Through The Eyes of Strangers.................. 163
CHAPTER TEN: In My Head .................................................. 189
CHAPTER ELEVEN: Show Me Nirvana ................................ 207
CHAPTER TWELVE: A Long Night to Remember ............... 223
CHAPTER THIRTEEN: An Unhappy Homecoming.............. 245
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Saying Goodbye ............................. 261
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Exposed............................................... 277
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Waiting................................................ 299
Collection: Taboo Sex Erotica .................................................... 314
The Author .................................................................................. 315

CHAPTER ONE The Party

Sitting cross-legged at the front of the studio, I slowly opened my eyes. My six students were all facing me, following my lead as they held the Sukhasana and breathed deeply.

“Try to elongate your spine a little, Beth,” I said. I was consciously keeping my voice quiet and calm, so as not to break the soothing atmosphere.

The blonde, twenty-one-year-old opened her eyes quickly and looked alarmed as she shuffled on her butt and attempted to straighten her spine. She was slightly overweight, and selfconscious about it.

Smiling reassuringly, I gave her a nod. “That’s good,” I told her softly, wanting to make sure that she did not lose heart. Beth’s body was capable of doing anything a slimmer girl’s could do; she just didn’t know it yet.

Casting my gaze to the digital clock above the door, I took one last, deep inhalation before unfurling my legs and stretching them directly in front of me. “Okay,” I breathed. “That’s all for this session. Don’t jump up though, take your time and let your body come out of its relaxed state naturally and gradually.

I stood up, walked softly to the sound system in the corner, and turned down the already soft, soothing music just a little more to help them slowly acclimate to their post-yoga lives. The earthy music swelled a little, as if in defiance, but settled into a harmonic complement, bringing an end to the class.

Some of them paid heed, gradually peeling their eyelids open and adjusting to the change of light. A couple of them, however, seemed keen to leap back onto their feet. Perhaps they’d been more energized than calmed by the lesson. Or maybe their first foray into yoga hadn’t been to their tastes and they were eager to leave.

“Next time, we’ll work on deep breathing and some slightly more complex poses,” I told them as they rolled up their mats and chatted amongst themselves.

Running my hands over the black leggings that covered my thighs, I pushed myself from the sprung floor and with long, steady strides made my way to the door. “See you again soon,” I said warmly as I tugged on the thick stainless steel door.

I waited for each of them to pass me, bidding a friendly goodbye, before stepping across the threshold and into the narrow corridor. 

Opposite the large studio space were two smaller rooms that I used for individual classes or groups of just two or three. The hallway curved, and eventually led to the reception desk.

“Hey,” Daniela grinned, tossing her jet black hair off her shoulder and leaning back in the high-backed leather chair. “Guess who’s here?” she added, with a mischievous grin.

“Um,” I mumbled, reaching behind my head and freeing my chestnut hair from its ponytail, absently slipping the black rubber band over my wrist. Shaking the long wavy locks until they settled in the middle of my back, I waited expectantly for Daniela to speak again, but she didn’t. Instead, she waited patiently for me to actually guess. “I don’t know,” I huffed, shrugging.

“Blake,” she said, wriggling her perfectly arched eyebrows at me. “I told him you were in the middle of a class, so he said he’d wait.” As she spoke, her beautiful, caramel-skinned fingers played with a pen. The grace with which the pen twirled and danced between her fingers was captivating. It foreshadowed the gracefulness that seemed to be so natural to Daniela. “He’s in the blue room,” she added, tossing her head in that direction.

The two smaller teaching spaces were known as the ‘blue room’, the walls of which were really a soft grayish blue; and the ‘lavender room’, which was decorated in a dusty, pale purplish pink. Both, I’d been told, were soothing colors, my clients certainly seemed to agree.

“He doesn’t have an appointment until Friday,” I said, meeting her eyes. They were a dark brown, and seemed to dance with mischievous intentions.

“I know,” she replied with a nod. “Something tells me he’s interested in more than just Pilates.” She giggled. 

I opened my mouth to tell her she was wrong, but quickly closed it again. We’d had that same conversation at least six times during the year Blake had been a client. He had never made an overt come-on in all that time, so I was convinced his interest in me went nowhere beyond friendship.

Besides, regardless of Blake’s feelings toward me, it was very clear that Daniela had a soft spot for him. And that made him very much out of bounds as far as I was concerned. Her friendship, the one constant in my life since I was fifteen years old, was more important to me than any man could ever be.

“I’ll… um… go see what he wants,” I said quietly. I turned on the balls of my bare feet and started to walk back in the direction I’d come from.

I found Blake Lucas dressed in an Armani suit, his sandy blonde hair artfully messy and his chunky, white gold Rolex proudly displayed on his left wrist. He was attractive for sure, but I didn't find myself dropping my panties on the ground for him right then and there. He lacked something, although if asked I don't think I could come up with a coherent reason as to why I felt that way. “Hi, Freya,” he greeted, taking three steps toward me as I walked through the door.

“Hi,” I replied, mirroring his smile. He tugged me to his six foot frame for a friendly hug, and I found myself smothered in a cloud of citrus scent. “What brings you down here?” I asked, breathing in his no doubt expensive cologne.

“Not disturbing you, am I?” he wondered, slowly releasing me. “No.” I’ve just finished a class.”

“Great,” he said, flashing his perfect, bright teeth. “I wanted to ask if you’re busy tonight.” 

“Oh,” I breathed, a little taken aback. Was he asking me out? Surely, I hadn’t missed signs that he was attracted to me. “Oh, well… I…”

Blake grinned, oblivious to my discomfort. “It’s my birthday over the weekend, and I’m having a party tonight,” he explained. “It’s at the Four Seasons.”

I always found it fascinating how he could speak so nonchalantly about reserving some of the most expensive clubs in town. I had several wealthy clients; it was, of course, the nature of the business. I didn’t expect single moms from the Bronx to visit my Greenwich Village studio. However, none of my clients were quite as affluent as Blake and his family. The Lucas clan had more money than most people could ever dream of spending in an entire lifetime.

For a girl who grew up in a tiny two-bedroom house and went to bed hungry many nights, the extent of Blake’s wealth was sometimes a little intimidating.

“See,” he added, seeming to sense my reticence. “I knew that if I just called, you’d say no; but, I figured I could persuade you faceto-face,” he chuckled. He reached out a warm hand and stroked my upper arm. “It’ll be fun, Freya,” he assured me. “And I can introduce you to some potential clients. I’ve talked about this place with a bunch of people and they’d all love to meet you.”

“I don’t know, Blake…” I hedged. 

“Daniela can come too, of course,” he tossed in, sweetening the deal on two counts: one, I’d feel like less of a sore thumb and two, it would give Daniela an opportunity to get to know Blake better. He probably didn’t appreciate the latter, although perhaps he had noticed the interested glances she’d tossed his way.

“Um, all right,” I shrugged. “Why not?”
“Great!” he beamed.
*** 

When Blake had said the party was at the Four Seasons, he neglected to mention his parents had reserved the entire hotel and the whole staff. Blake had guests flying in from all over the world, and every suite and bedroom were occupied by someone who was attending the party. Meanwhile, the party itself was scattered across at least three different function rooms.

I scowled at the scuff mark that I had somehow picked up on the way to the party. The marred shoe was in stark contrast to the perfection of the hand-tufted, taupe carpet in the Cosmopolitan Suite we were entering.

“Mierda,” Daniela whispered in her native tongue as we both took in the scale of the thing. “These people really do live in another world, don’t they?” Her eyes sparkled with a mixture of awe and envy. As cynical as she sometimes pretended to be about the filthy rich, especially those who had been born into money, there was a part of her that had ambitions of entering that ‘other world’ they occupied.
I couldn’t blame her for that desire, or the fact that she tried to hide it. It was an odd contrast of feelings, dismissive of these people, who knew nothing of the hardships of life, but yet wanting to be one of them as well. I felt it, too. And sometimes hated myself for it. Money did not equal happiness. I knew that then as well as I know it now. However, a lack of money could all too easily equal misery.

Fear. That’s what it really came down to. Fear of where we’d been. Fear of reliving our pasts, and losing the ground that we fought and clawed our way up the ladder for.

“How the hell many people does he know?” Daniela asked out of the corner of her ruby red lips, shaking me from my thoughts. 

Chuckling, I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Hey,” I added. I gently gripped her forearm and half turned to face her. “How do I look?”

With a narrow smile, she flicked her mascara-loaded lashes up and down, taking in my red strapless dress. “Sex on legs,” she told me matter-of-factly. “You always look like sex on legs.”

“I mean,” I sighed, rolling my eyes, “do I look like I belong here?” I explained. I self-consciously ran my palms over the silky material on my thighs. I didn't want to look out of place, especially since there were potential clients around.

“You do belong here,” she stated, wrapping her arm around my waist and urging me toward one of the function rooms. I could hear Miami Sound Machine being played on a DJ system in the corner of the room. “You’ll believe it too, once you’ve got a few glasses of champagne in you,” she added, laughing.

It was almost an hour – and two flutes of Bollinger Blanc de Noirs
– later when we caught up with Blake, who looked like he’d been drinking since earlier that afternoon.
With rosy cheeks, hazy eyes, and a grin so broad it looked painful, he walked toward us on unsteady legs. “Freya!” he called. “Dani! I’m so glad you girls could come.” Dressed in a tailored tux, Blake had unknotted the black bow tie at his neck and looked like a blonde Dean Martin in his heyday.

“Thanks for inviting us,” Daniela replied, apparently pleased with him using her nickname. “Some party,” she added. She tipped her glass to him in a small gesture of acknowledgement.

“Well, you only turn thirty once, right?” he acknowledged with a nod. “Have you had a chance to meet anybody yet?” he asked, full of energy and excitement despite the excess alcohol. Or perhaps it was because of it.

“Not really,” I replied. I raised the volume of my voice so I could be heard over the pulsing dance music that was blaring from the massive amplifiers in each corner of the spacious room.

He mumbled something I couldn’t hear before he craned his head over his shoulder. His eyes moving quickly over his guests, and they stopped when he found a painfully thin platinum blonde. “Han!” he hollered at the top of his lungs.

When the girl in question did not turn in response, Blake placed two fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. Sure enough, he got her attention with that. Spinning her narrow face to his, her baby blues lit up and she lifted her lily white hand. It turned out ‘Han’ was Hannah Bonier, the underwear model.

“Come here!” Blake yelled, coaxing her with a rapid movement of his hand. 

On what must have been six-inch heels, the woman made her way slowly through the crowd before draping a long arm around Blake’s shoulders and leaving a bright pink lipstick stain on his cheek. “Darling,” she crooned. “Happy birthday!”
“Hannah,” he smiled, “I want you to meet some people. This is Freya Moreton and Daniela Vargas.”

Barely flicking her gaze toward me, she offered a strained smile of greeting. 

“Freya’s the one I told you about; the yoga instructor in Greenwich,” Blake continued, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Hannah was disinterested at best.

“Oh, right,” she muttered, nodding. 

“Can’t recommend her highly enough,” he added, struggling to make himself heard over the music. “I’ve never felt so fit in my entire life.”

“Right,” Hannah repeated. “So, like, you could help me lose weight?” she said. This time she appeared to be talking to me as she flicked an imaginary piece of fuzz from her perfectly manicured fingernail. “My trainer is a total failure. I don’t know why I bother to pay him.”

“Um,” I blinked, taken aback by the question. “It doesn’t look like you need to lose any,” I told her. “But yoga isn’t really about losing weight. It’s about connecting with yourself on a higher level.”

“I thought you said you were getting toned from it?” Hannah shouted into Blake’s ear. 

“I am,” he insisted, chuckling. As he nodded his affirmation, he swayed dangerously to the left. Unconsciously, I reached a helping hand toward him, but pulled back as he managed to right himself once again.

“Greater flexibility and strength is part of it, too,” I agreed. I took a sip from my almost empty glass of champagne. I had a feeling I was going to need more before the night was over.
“I don’t want any muscles,” she stated, screwing her face up as if she’d tasted something unpleasant. “I don’t want to be one of those women with broad shoulders and big arms.”

Unable to help myself, my focus moved to Daniela, who had a sarcastic smile as she stared at the blonde woman.
“Hannah,” Blake laughed, “does Freya look broad-shouldered to you?” 

“Well,” she muttered. “No, no, she doesn’t.” From the slight frown tugging at her lips , I knew the admission was not one she wanted to make. I swallowed a triumphant smile.

“She can do twice the number of pushups and pull-ups than I can do,” he announced, grinning. 

Hannah grunted, a non-committal sound, as she eyed my figure. Rapidly, she tore her attention from me and, plastering a grin on her face, fixed her eyes on Blake. “Why don’t you dance with me, birthday boy?” she urged, gripping his hand and tugging him to the center of the room.

Good-naturedly, Blake allowed himself to be taken. He also allowed himself to be used like a stripper’s pole as Hannah rubbed herself proactively against him.

“Cabrona,” Daniela muttered in my ear. Her arms were crossed angrily over her heaving chest. I adored Daniela, but I would never want her fury directed against me. But I was all too glad to see it directed at someone like Hannah.

Feeling a smile tug at the corners of my mouth, I turned away from Hannah’s ‘dancing’ and drained the last of my drink. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” I mumbled, mostly to myself.

Somehow, over the din, Daniela must have heard me, because she grabbed my elbow and began pulling me toward the bar. “You just need another drink,” she said. It was her answer to everything that night, it seemed. “No more of this sissy French stuff,” she added. “Tequila slammer,” she shouted to the barman, holding up her index and middle fingers to indicate she wanted two of them.

“Oh,” I grumbled, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Come on,” she yelled, grinning broadly.

However, I couldn’t help but notice her focus drift from my face and over my shoulder. “What?” I asked, glancing behind me. 

Gripping my arm in both hands, she placed her chin on my shoulder. I nearly sloshed the drink in my hand, but the liquid remained in the glass. The lime wedge wasn't so lucky, and tumbled unceremoniously across the floor. I shot her an expression that was a cross between a glare and wide-eyed horror. She ignored me, of course. “Is that Dante Dyess?” she hissed frantically in my ear.

“Where?” I mumbled, eyes moving over the crowd. People crammed so tightly they were shoulder-to-shoulder, and it was hard to pick anyone in particular out.

“There, there,” she practically panted. “In the red shirt.” My eyes found the bright, scarlet shirt quickly enough, and I found myself looking at a broad back and dark hair. It was impossible to say to whom either of those things belonged to.

“Turn around,” Daniela whispered to herself. “Turn around, turn around.” 

Suddenly the man’s head lifted and darted to the left. A woman next to him said something and he burst out laughing. It was too dim and my view too fleeting to be completely sure, but it certainly looked like the strong jaw line and cleft chin that I’d seen on the big screen.

“Dios,” my best friend squealed, her hands, and by default her sharp nails, clutching me even harder. “It is him!”
“Maybe,” I shrugged. I was still not willing to say for sure, and nowhere near as excited by the prospect that it might be him as Daniela so obviously was.

“I’ve got to go over there and talk to him,” she gabbled, taking a quick step back and running her hands over non-existent wrinkles in her black dress. “I can’t go over there,” she added, the argument seeming to rage in her own head. “Yes, I can. He’s just a man, right? I can go up and say ‘Hi.’ I can do that.”

Smiling at her jabbering rant, I simply let it go. I knew only too well that if I tried to stand in the way of that train of thought, I would get run down by it.

“I’m gonna do it,” she determined, spinning to the bar and placing her palm over one of the drinks. With her other hand, she picked it off the bar and quickly slammed it back on the surface. Then, with one smooth move, she downed the Tequila mix. “Wish me luck,” she shouted over the noise.

I watched her stride forward, flicking her hair off her shoulder as she made her way across the room. I admired her boldness as I saw her tap Dante on the shoulder and then saw her lips move as she said a few words to him. I’d assumed she was introducing herself, but when I noticed the percipient smile that distorted his lips, it became clear she’d told him something other than just her name.

Wondering exactly what had come from her tequila-loosened lips, I followed the movement of Dante Dyess’ hand as he entwined his fingers with Daniela’s and stepped backward.

Daniela obliged by following him onto the dance floor. As the Hollywood hunk wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her close to his body, my jaw dropped open a fraction of an inch.

“You go girl,” I mumbled quietly, with a small smile. Boldness was rewarded, it would seem. 

“Excuse me,” a deep, rich voice behind me uttered.
Spinning in the direction of the sound, I found before me a man whose face I had seen dozens of times.

“I don’t believe my little brother has introduced us,” he said, grinning with a faultless set of dazzling, white teeth. His hair was a lighter blonde than Blake’s and slicked in a neat Ivy League style. He was fractionally taller, too. He had flawless skin, an angular jaw, and piercing blue eyes that were accompanied by an intense presence that was unlike anybody I’d ever been around before. His aura was magnetic, powerful; a kind of charged atmosphere that surrounded him and ensured everybody knew when he walked into a room.

I wasn’t gifted with the ability to read an aura, but I had done enough research about them in my travels to know his was likely the clear red of a powerful and competitive nature.

For a moment, I was like a deer caught in the headlights: breathless and mute.
“I’m-”
“Tristan Lucas,” I supplied for him, struggling to regain my grasp on my own emotions. “I know who you are.” 

“Oh,” he smiled, nodding. “Well, that’s good. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about you.” With easy, smooth movements, he lifted his right hand and slipped it into the pocket of his pants.

Like many of the guests, he was wearing a tux. Unlike his brother, however, his bow tie was still neatly knotted and in place. He was every part the older brother, in all the best ways.

“I’m Freya,” I replied. “Freya Moreton.”
“Of course,” he sighed, offering his free hand to me. “Blake’s yoga goddess. He’s been raving about you, and now I understand why.” 

I felt my cheeks flush slightly as his heated gaze moved unashamedly over my curves. His eyes settled on my breasts and gradually made their way back to my face. I accepted his warm hand, and his quiet strength did not go unnoticed.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Freya,” he said, using my hand to pull me a little closer before he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Hmm, you smell amazing, what is that?”

“Um, Chanel,” I replied. 

“No,” he insisted. He kept hold of my hand as he shook his head, trapping me and prolonging our contact. “I know Chanel, this is something different.”

Shrugging, I smiled. “I don’t know,” I told him honestly. My skin had remnants of shower gel, my hair was tinged with shampoo, but there was nothing else that might have created an obvious scent.

“Hmm,” he hummed again, breathing deeply. “Whatever it is, it’s great.”
“Thanks,” I replied, slowly withdrawing my hand from his loose hold.
“So,” he sighed, “you’ve heard of me?” 

Lifting my eyebrows, I laughed. “You’re the most famous defense attorney in the country,” I told him matter-of-factly. “Didn’t you start some reality show, too? What’s it called? ‘Under the robes?’”

His eyes lit up as he smiled. “It’s actually ‘Beyond the Robes,’” he clarified and I blushed at my Freudian slip. “I didn’t really start it myself. It was the brainchild of a bunch of senior attorneys.” Regardless, there was no doubt he knew just how well known he was. There was also no doubt he liked hearing it.

“You’re also probably the richest lawyer in the country,” I added. “Didn’t I read last week that you’d bought a Gerhard Richter piece at auction for over ten million dollars?”
“Twelve and a half,” he nodded. “To be honest,” he added, “I don’t really like modern art.” He unbuttoned his jacket and swept it aside, so that he could place his other hand in his pocket.

“And yet you spent all that money on it,” I replied, shaking my head in confusion. 

Oh, to be rich, I thought fleetingly. To drop that kind of money on something you didn’t even like. I didn’t understand it, and I knew I probably never would.

“I like being envied,” he explained. “I like having things that other people want.”
“There’s got to be more to life than just flashing your wealth.” 

“It’s not about wealth per se, Freya,” he responded. “But money can get you almost anything you want,” he admitted. “Ask anyone at this party and they’ll tell you the same thing.”

I conceded his point with a cynical smile. “Almost anything,” I said, repeating his words. “Not everything, though.”
“No,” he said smoothly. “Not everything.” 

“Freya!” Blake’s voice, more slurred than before, cut across Tristan’s comment. “I see you’ve met the first born,” he added, settling at my side and seeming to prop himself slightly against me. “Tris,” he hollered, much louder than he needed to, but no longer having any sense of his own volume. “This is Freya.”

“Yes,” Tristan replied, “we’ve just met.”
“Where’s Daniela?” Blake asked. His flighty attention span was running out. 

“She’s…” I began to say as I turned in the direction I’d last seen her. However, my words stopped short in my mouth when I noticed that she was no longer just dancing with Dante. “She’s the one with her tongue down that prick’s throat, right?” Tristan offered.

The actor had both arms wrapped tightly around my best friend’s narrow waist. She was pressed flush to his body, with her own arms circling his neck. Their mouths hungrily clasped and unclasped, flashes of tongue visible to anyone who happened to glance that way.

“Huh,” Blake mumbled. “Well, glad she’s having a good time,” he added, smiling. “I’ve got to get back to Hannah. She said something about giving me a birthday present, and I know for a fact she hasn’t bought me anything,” he chuckled, as he nudged his brother with an elbow. “You know what I’m saying?”

“Loud and clear, Blake,” Tristan wearily responded.
Blake tossed his hazy blue eyes to me and winked before making his uncoordinated way back to the skinny model. 

“She doesn’t have much taste, does she?” Tristan asked. “Who?”

“Your friend,” he explained, tipping his head to the spot behind me. 

Once again, twisting over my shoulder, I found Daniela in the process of leaving the large function room. One hand and one buttock held tightly in Dante Dyess’ manly grasp, she was led giggling from the room. She wound an arm around his waist just as they .

“You don’t like him?” I wondered, my face swinging back to Tristan. 

“Overpaid and overrated,” he remarked, lifting one hand from his pocket and adjusting the bow at his neck.
“Maybe some people would say the same about you?” I suggested, smiling good-naturedly.

Taking a second’s pause, his mouth narrowed in a self-assured grin. “Nobody I’ve represented,” he stated. “And nobody who’s ever met me.”

“Never lost a case I hear,” I acknowledged. 

“You hear right,” he said. “I don’t like losing,” he added. His face was serious and his jaw set, showing a certain stubbornness. “So, I make sure I never lose.”

Finding his gaze intense, I began to wonder whether this was all friendly conversation or whether his careful appreciation of my figure had been more than just casual interest. “Is your girlfriend here?” I asked, hoping the sudden change in topic wouldn’t strike him as an advance on my part.

“What girlfriend?” 

“Um,” I mumbled. His strange reply put me on the back foot. I could have sworn that he had a girlfriend. “That country singer, Paige… something or other.”

“There was never anything,” he scoffed. “We went out for dinner once. The media loved it, ran with it, made out that we were having this passionate romance.”

“Oh,” I breathed.
“Don’t trust everything you read in the newspapers, Freya,” he added, smiling. “At the moment, I’m very single.”
“At the moment?” I asked. 

Nodding slowly, he arched one eyebrow. “I’m hoping that won’t remain the case for long.”
“Well,” I began, unsure what to say next. He was flirting with me, of that there was no question. But, lots of men flirted; it didn’t necessarily mean anything more. And, this guy was a renowned ladies’ man. Would I be anything more than a notch on his bedpost? “I… um,” I mumbled.

“Hey, Freya,” Daniela called, sweeping by my side and looping an arm through mine. “Are you ready to leave yet?” she asked. “Actually, Freya and I-” 

“Sure,” I nodded, cutting across Tristan’s objection. “It is getting late,” I told him apologetically. “And I’ve got an early class in the morning.”

“All right,” he accepted. “But you haven’t given me your number.” He cocked his head pleadingly and I treated myself to a little eye roll.

“That’s right,” I replied, “I haven’t.” Grinning at him, I bid him goodnight before weaving my way through the throng of sweaty, dancing bodies.

Once we were in the relative quiet of the lobby, Daniela slowed my stride with a tug on my arm. “Do I know that guy from somewhere?”

“Tristan Lucas,” I told her, not stopping completely as I continued to head for the main entrance. “Blake’s older brother.”
“Oh, right, yeah,” she breathed.
“What happened with Dante?” I wondered, keen to change the subject.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she grumbled, her pace suddenly quickening and her hold of my arm relaxing.
“Come on,” I urged. “You looked so happy when he was leading you out of there.”
“I’m not talking about it, Freya,” she stated.MARGUERITE DE LYON
With a wry smile, I followed her. “You know you’ll tell me eventually.” 

“No, I won’t,” she insisted, as a concierge opened the heavy door and bid us a polite goodnight. Then, we found ourselves back on the chilly November sidewalks. I took a deep breath of the late night air, wondering how long it would take to get Daniela to talk.

Although I tried, I didn't manage to get it out of her that night. But, I was right, she did tell me…eventually. 

CHAPTER TWO An Offer I Couldn’t Refuse

The next morning, after my first appointment, I returned to the front of the studio to find Daniela nursing a hangover. When we’d gotten back to the Manhattan apartment we shared, she’d decided to crack open a bottle of red wine to drown her sorrows, while muttering about false advertising.

I sat a while with her, and had one glass, but she’d stayed up long after I’d headed to bed. Now she was paying for that decision, and she didn't look happy about it. Next to my worse-for-wear receptionist, I found a huge bouquet of roses on the desk. A dozen red and a dozen yellow blossoms were accompanied by a card. I slid it out of its envelope and read silently. ‘Was lovely to meet you last night. I’d really like the opportunity to get to know you better. Dinner? T.L.'

"When did these arrive?" I asked. 

"About thirty minutes ago," she said, holding a palm to her sore head. "And no, he didn't bring them himself; it was a courier," she added, preempting my next question.

My eyes scanned the card once more. It was nice, less cocky than he’d been at the party the night before. Sweet even. However, the question still hung over my head, was Tristan Lucas a man I wanted to get involved with?

"Just take a chance," Daniela muttered, seeming to read my thoughts. "Otherwise, you’ll always wonder what might have been."

"Like you took a chance with Dante Dyess?" I asked.
Her brow screwed up and nose crinkled. "Hey, I'm still glad I did it, regardless of what happened. At least disappointment is better than never knowing."

"What disappointment?" I asked, placing the card back in the bouquet and leaning onto the desk. 

Sighing, she slumped in her chair and shook her head forlornly. "You would think, wouldn't you? A man like that. I mean, he’s…. You just…"

"Dan," I blurted, ceasing her senseless rambling. "What happened?"
Exhaling loudly, she puffed her cheeks out. "Smallest cock you have ever seen," she muttered.
"Huh?" I blurted. Surely I must have misheard her. 

"He’s a big guy," she shrugged, eyes wide in disbelief. "I know that doesn’t mean everything’s going to be big," she added, "but I didn’t expect…" lost for words, she trailed to a halt.

"How small are we talking about?" I chuckled, not quite able to take her distress seriously. 

She held up her right hand, index finger precariously close to her thumb in demonstration. "My clitoris is bigger," she replied, straight-faced.

With a skeptical quirk of my head, I waited for her to retract that, but she didn't. "You’re exaggerating," I laughed.
"Maybe a little," she admitted with a shrug. "But I swear to God Freya, it was tiny."
"Well," I breathed. I shrugged and smiled. "God doesn't make all men equal.” 

"I-"
Whatever Daniela had been about to say was cut off by the buzz of the telephone. Closing her eyes in pain, she rolled the pad of an index finger over her temple as she reached for the handset and lifted it from the cradle.

"Freya Moreton Yoga Studio," she said groggily into the phone. "How can I help?" After a moment, she covered the mouthpiece. "It’s that Tristan guy," she whispered.

He was the last person I wanted to speak with. I shook my head vehemently. "Tell him I’m teaching," I hissed.
Removing her fingers from the phone, she tossed her eyes to the ceiling. "I’m afraid she’s with a client. Can I give her a message?" 

There were several moments during which I could only hear the faint murmur of his baritone voice offset by Dani’s slightly paininduced soprano tone.

"All right." Daniela smiled. "I’ll pass that on," she added, before replacing the phone. She spun in her chair so she could face me fully. "He said he was enjoying your conversation and would like to pick it up over dinner tomorrow night," she announced.

With a small hum, I began to turn away. I didn't even give her the satisfaction of a verbal response. Instead, I headed back to the large studio room.

The following day, there was another set of flowers waiting for me. He tried to call a further three times; each time I avoided him. This pursuit of his continued for five days straight, until Daniela finally convinced me that I was being a coward.

"Why don’t you just tell this guy you’re not interested?" she sighed, tossing her pen onto the desk after taking the twelfth phone message from him.

"Because… I don’t know if I’m not interested," I admitted slowly. "So, why the hell don’t you have dinner with him and find out?" she asked. Her query made the solution sound so simple.

I had to admit, the relentless way he pursued a date was attractive. He was without a doubt interested in me. A man who could have any woman he wanted, was drawn enough toward my… brain? body?... that he was willing to chase me. Not only that, but his notes and messages had all been endearing.

"All right," I sighed, tossing my hands in the air. "All right, I’ll call him and accept his invitation. Happy now?"
"I’d be happier if I was in Maui," she told me dryly. "But I’m not unhappy."
*** 

That night, dressed in an off-the-shoulder little black dress by Anna Elise, which accentuated my hourglass shape, I was picked up outside my apartment in a limousine with tinted windows.

"Hi," Tristan greeted, slipping out of the large backseat and holding the door open for me. "It’s good to see you." He gave me a smile as I moved to climb into the car. "I was so glad you called."

"Well, you’re very persistent," I responded dryly. 

"Ah. Well, I told you I don’t like to lose," he chuckled, placing his hand on the small of my back and urging me into the car before following closely behind me.

He was wearing a charcoal gray suit with an open-necked white shirt. As he settled back into the seat adjusting his coat, I noticed he had a yellow rose bud in the lapel. Yellow? Was that his version of a non-threatening, subliminal message that he just wanted to be friends?
"So where are we going?" I asked, curious about what a billionaire planned for a first date.

"Well, we can do anything you want," he offered, running a forefinger over the bridge of his aquiline nose. "But I booked a table at Masa; you like Japanese food?"

"Yeah," I smiled, nodding. "That sounds good." 

Masa, I already knew, was one of the most expensive restaurants in the city. It was also one of the most selective, with only twenty-six seats. When we walked in I was captivated by the simplicity of the décor. There was nothing falsely glamorous about this place, its straight-back chairs were illuminated by honest lighting, and out of the corner of my eye, I absorbed the rich colors of the bamboo garden behind the sushi counter. The smells were amazing and my mouth watered, already savoring each bite of the meal. Tristan had secured our places at the bar, where we were able to watch the chef, Masa, at work.

Apparently, Tristan ate there quite regularly, because everyone from the waitresses to Masa himself not only knew him, but also seemed familiar enough to engage in informed, but brief, conversation. Finally, he was able to turn his full attention to me.

"So," he sighed. He slipped out of his jacket and set it on the back of the stool before sitting down. "Tell me more about yourself, Freya," he said, smiling.

"What do you want to know?" I shrugged. 

"Everything. You fascinate me," he informed me, folding his hands on the bar. As his sleeve rode up his arm, I noticed that he, like his brother, had a white gold Rolex. "I’ve never met a woman like you before," he said simply.

"How so?" I wondered aloud.
"Well, for example," he began thoughtfully, “I spoke to five other women at that party. All of them agreed with everything I said, were hanging on my every word, and made it very clear that they’d be prepared to open their legs for me that same night."

I should have been taken aback by his abruptness. Yet, I wasn’t. "And that’s the kind of woman you’re used to?" I asked, unable to prevent a smile forming.

"Yeah," he nodded. "A lot of women see the money, see the fame and are just prepared to do whatever it takes to be around that. You’re different. You played a little hard to get, and you weren’t afraid to challenge me. I like that."

"First,” I huffed, “I wasn’t playing at anything. Second, you like that?" I queried, cocking my head. From what I’d read about Tristan Lucas, I thought he was the kind of guy who liked his women to come a lot easier for him. After all, if he didn't need to work to get laid, why would he want the hassle?

"I’m thirty-eight, Freya; I’ve done my fair share of meaningless flings. I’ve slept with women I didn't even like, just because I was attracted to them. That shit doesn't interest me anymore."

Silently, I nodded my understanding, eager for him to continue. He was being surprisingly candid, not just for a first date, but also for someone who was notoriously terse when it came to discussing his private life.

"I wanted to see you again because I like you, and just because you’re sexy as hell," he added, his eyes taking an appreciative glance at the length of my body. "I like you because there’s some spark; some fire in you."

"Well, thank you," I muttered, feeling slightly flushed with embarrassment. Being told you’re beautiful or sexy is one thing; when someone looks a little deeper, it’s rare, flattering and scary all at once.
Throughout the meal, we talked about numerous things. He tried to get to know me better, but I was always careful only to tell him the bits I wanted him to know, and there was a lot that I wanted to withhold from him. Fortunately, it wasn’t difficult to ease the conversation onto something else.

"See," he eventually said, picking up the last morsel of his meal and popping it into his mouth, "the problem is people think they know me, but they don’t. And they sure as heck don’t understand me."

"No, I guess not," I agreed. I knew what he meant, although our circumstances were entirely different.
"I’m really glad you agreed to have dinner with me tonight," he said, the comment coming out of left field. 

"I’m glad too," I echoed. I was surprised to find that I meant it. It was good to get out and spend time with someone new. And Tristan was exciting, partly because he was rich and could do anything and go anywhere. But there was more than that. There was just something about him. That aura I’d felt the night we met was still tugging me to him in a way I could not explain at the time, and it was still alluding me.

"How about dessert?" he asked.
"Oh, um, I don’t know," I murmured, unsure whether I could squeeze in another bite. 

"Well, you have time to think about it," he said, climbing down from his seat and scooping up his jacket. "It’s going to be a while before we get there."

"Wh-?" I blurted as he gently took my hand and eased me down from my seat. 

As it turned out, dessert was being served at the top of the Empire State Building. A perfect gentleman, Tristan draped his jacket around my shoulders as we headed up in the elevator. And when we arrived at the very top, a steaming chocolate cake, with rich cream was waiting on a small candlelit table.

"What do you think?" Tristan asked, pulling out one of the chairs and encouraging me to sit.
"Well," I sighed, breathlessly. "I’ve got to tell you, I’ve never had a first date quite like this before.”
"Good," he grinned. "Because I want it to be a night you won’t forget."
"I’m sure I won’t." I giggled. 

It was true; I had never been wined, dined and romanced in quite that way before. And I hadn’t expected it. I’d thought he was a rich playboy who would simply invite me to his place for a quick fumble and then toss me back where he found me.

I was swept away by it all, and when he invited me back to his place, I accepted without thinking too deeply. Daniela had been right, to know if I was interested, to see if there really could be something between me and Tristan, I would have to take a risk. And, throughout the evening, things had gone really well. I had to admit, I was turned on by this charismatic man.

His home was as lavish and luxurious as expected. Every room was large enough to play football in, with high ceilings and expensive furniture. One wall of the living room was plate glass, which offered a panoramic view of the brightly lit city beyond.

"I like this view," he commented quietly when he noticed my eyes had been drawn that way. "It’s like being on top of the world," he added, his hand returning to the base of my spine. Moving his fingers in lazy patterns, he drew his face close to mine. "Do you want to see the Richter?" he asked, his warm breath caressing my ear.
Tearing myself from the incredible vista, my gaze settled on his sharp blue eyes. They seemed warm and piercing all at once; intense." Sure," I nodded.

Smiling, he took my hand and led me to his bedroom. Of course it would be in the bedroom, right? So much for taking our time getting there.

Like the rest of the house, it was large. And, of course, everything inside it was large too. On one wall was an eighty-inch flat screen LCD television. The chrome king-size bedstead, which was covered in black satin sheets, sat next to a large stocked beer fridge. Eventually, my gaze made it around to the large canvas above the bed. A mess of yellow and red; a depiction of chaos in art.

As I stood on a sheepskin rug at the foot of the bed, staring at the piece he’d paid so highly for and didn't particularly like, Tristan stepped behind me and wrapped both arms around my waist.

"What do you think?" he whispered.
"It’s the first time, outside of a museum, I’ve been this close to a piece of art that expensive," I replied softly. 

"Hmm," he replied, the sound reverberating through his chest and into my back. "There’s that incredible scent again," he muttered. He buried his face in my shoulder and pressed his hot lips to my neck.

For a moment, I wondered if I should call a halt to things and leave. I hadn’t known Tristan very long; it was only the first date and I didn't want it to end with a one-night-stand.

However, as I felt the swell of his erection begin to press against the small of my back, the knowledge that he wanted me settled firmly in my brain.
Of the precious few things I’d learned from my mother, most of them turned out to be untrue. However, one indisputable fact she’d imparted was that men are relatively easy to please. Satisfy their sexual needs, and you keep them happy. Fail to satisfy their sexual needs, on the other hand, and they’ll simply find another willing body that can.

Her exact words on the day I left for college were, "Men don’t want a woman with a brain, Freya. If you ever want to get a man and keep him, you’re going to have to learn to shut your mouth and open your legs."

"So sexy," Tristan whispered, bringing me abruptly back to the present. His lips made a lazy trail up to my ear. 

Lifting my arm, I reached behind me and placed my fingers on the nape of his neck and stroked up through the very short hair at the back of his head.

It was not hyperbole to say Tristan could have any woman he wanted. There were at least half a dozen women at the restaurant, including our waitress, who would have killed to have been taken back to his place. He didn't have to look hard for warm, willing bodies.

"I want you, Freya," he mumbled. He circled his hips and pushed his rigid shaft more firmly against me; yes, that much was clear. 

Not only did he have his pick, but he’d probably already bedded dozens, if not hundreds of women. If I wanted to be something special to him, more than just a roll in the hay, I had to make sure I stood out among those hoards of horny women. If my previous experiences had been anything to go by, that shouldn’t have been too much of a problem.

Giving pleasure had always come fairly easily to me. Receiving it, on the other hand, was another matter.
Tristan, though, would be by far the most experienced lover I’d had. Perhaps, therefore, he was as expert at pushing women to climax as he was at pushing ‘not guilty’ verdicts out of juries.

Spinning in his arms, I pushed my breasts against his firm chest. I determined that it was high time I stopped thinking. 

"How much do you want me?" I asked, my right hand making a slow path down his chest, over his abdomen and to the loop of his belt. I let it hang there for a moment, before dipping a little lower and allowing my palm to cup the rigidness in his pants.

I felt him shiver and jerk beneath my touch, while his eyelids fluttered slightly. "God," he breathed, "I want you so bad." 

Stretching up a little to reach him, I covered his mouth with my own. He immediately responded by thrusting his tongue between my lips and swirling it over every inch of my mouth.

His breath, shallow and ragged, was causing his steely chest to rub vigorously against my breasts, stirring the nipples into stiff, wanting peaks. As if responding to that subtle change in my physiology, Tristan began to press himself harder into me.

As his tongue ravaged mine aggressively, I gently unclasped his pants, and my right hand delved into the warm confines of his boxer briefs. The taut skin of his shaft was scorching to the touch as I folded my fingers carefully around him. His hips jerked reflexively and he groaned into my mouth.

Tearing his lips from me, he panted, his dilated eyes struggling to focus. "I want to be inside you," he gasped.
"You will be," I assured him. I smiled as I slowly worked my hand up and down his length, feeling him become even more engorged. "Ugh, God," he moaned. "Freya, I’m so fucking hard!"
"I know," I giggled throatily. 

"I need you," he huffed, hands tugging roughly at the front of my dress until my breasts were exposed. Hungrily, he dove on them, his rough tongue lapping at the turgid nipples before he sucked on as much of one breast as he could squeeze into his mouth.

"Tristan," I mumbled, soothingly rubbing the back of his head with one hand while the other continued to caress his manhood. "There’s no rush, I’m not going anywhere."

Muffled grunts came in reply, as he continued to feast on one plump, pert breast. His hands gripping my hips, he walked me back until my legs struck the cool, hard frame of the bed. It seemed that patience wasn't Tristan's forte in the bedroom.

Lifting his head, his untamed eyes darted across my face. "I’ve got to have you right now, Freya," he whispered hoarsely. Without another word, he used the weight of his body to push me down onto the bed.

With a quick bounce of the mattress springs, I was on my back. I knew there was no persuading him to take things slowly by that point. I simply had to try to catch up with the desire that had overwhelmed him.

"Christ," he muttered, rising up onto his knees. As he grasped the hem of my dress, Tristan sucked in hurried breaths. He scooped the material up quickly, bunching it around my waist.

His eyes devoured the thin, lacy underwear and the sheer thigh high stockings I wore, but only for a moment. Soon his hands were pawing at the panties and, when he realized he wouldn’t get them off quickly enough, he simply ripped them.

"Tris," I complained, forcing my head up, "those were new." 

"You bought them for me?” He smirked knowingly. “Doesn't matter. I’ll buy you all the underwear you want.” He tossed the torn fabric to one side before pushing his pants and briefs off his hips.
Willingly, I parted my legs for him and he lunged between them. His waist settled between my lifted knees, he racked his tongue over one breast, then the other before claiming my mouth.

Muttered moans and pants passed from one joined mouth to the other as he reached down and clasped himself in his hand. Hurriedly, he guided his tip to my sex. For a moment, I panicked.

I wasn’t ready for him. The foreplay had been far too rushed for me to become aroused enough. However, I couldn’t ask him to stop; I didn't want to disappoint him. Besides, I got the distinct feeling he wouldn’t be able to stop.

Entwining my tongue with his, I focused on the sensation of him above me. I concentrated on the fact that he wanted me so badly, hoping it would hasten my own desire.

"Ugh," he grunted, tearing his lips away from mine and jerking his hips forward. 

It was only an inch or so, an experimental thrust.
"Tristan," I gasped. The firm muscles of my body resisted him. "You’re so tight," he hissed, staring down into my face.

"Just give me a sec," I softly suggested. "I need to get used to you.” I saw his face flicker with disappointment for a moment. “You’re so big," I added with a smile, knowing well enough that every man likes to be told his penis is huge. And it wasn’t a complete falsity. Tristan wasn’t small by any stretch of the imagination. However, in reality he was probably no bigger than average.

"Oh, shit," he huffed. He squeezed his eyes shut as he held himself expectantly above me, with just half of himself sheathed within my body.

One hand slipping between our bodies, I gently parted my outer folds and pressed my middle finger to my clitoris. With a few good flicks and some gentle rubbing, I began to feel my desire heighten, I just hoped it would be enough.

Feeling my movement, Tristan opened his eyes. When he saw what I was doing, a lascivious grin spread across his features. "Fuck, Freya, you’re so hot," he groaned, thrusting his hips forward.

He speared me painfully and my hips bucked in protest as I inhaled a sharp cry. The walls of my sex clenched violently around him, causing him to grunt.

"Oh, yeah," he muttered. 

Peering up, I found his eyes clamped shut and face set in concentration. Letting my gaze drift from him, I noticed for the first time that there was a massive mirror that covered the whole of the ceiling.

As he started to thrust; short, sharp pumps of his hips, I watched the movement of his naked buttocks, which poked out from beneath the white of his shirt tails.

Each time he slammed himself deep within me, I let out a moan of discomfort. However, I knew from experience that the tighter it felt for him, the better. So putting my own pleasure aside in favor of his, I crossed my heels at his back and began sliding my legs higher.

Altering the depth and angle of his entry, his shaft was being squeezed even more firmly in my tight channel.
"Oh… fuck… me," he gasped on each thrust. "Feels… so… damn… good."
As the movement of his hips quickened and his breath became shallower, I knew he was on the cusp. 

"Ugh, ugh, ugh," he groaned, no longer having the strength to pull all the way back.
"Tristan," I whispered, stroking one hand over his back and the other cupping his neck.

"Yes, yes, yes!" he grunted, suddenly turning rigid. After a suspended second, his lower half moved in lazy, jerky movement. Then, I felt the pulse of his hot seed entering me and realized neither of us had even thought about using a condom. A sudden dread filled me, and I prayed that the universe would smile kindly on me. I couldn't believe neither of us had remembered.

Still not aware of that fact, or perhaps not caring, Tristan collapsed on top of me, his heavy weight pinning me to the bed. It was a few minutes before he returned to consciousness and lifted his sweaty head.

"Fucking hell," he muttered. His erection had completely subsided, but he was still within me. "I haven’t come like that since….Well, I’ve never come like that," he huffed, smiling contently as his warm, blue eyes danced over my face. He propped himself up on elbows and pushed a stray tendril from my face. "You’re beautiful, do you know that?" he whispered.

The difference in him from just a few short minutes before was profound. Now, as he looked at me, speaking tenderly, he was like another man; a sensitive lover. If only he’d been like that right from the start, maybe he wouldn’t have left me so far behind him. Far behind, and in more than a little pain.

Sighing, he pressed his hands onto the bed and heaved his bulk from me. His flaccid penis slipped wetly from my body, and he tossed himself onto his back by my side. "Wow," he breathed, clutching his forehead with one hand.

"Um, Tristan," I whispered. I began adjusting my dress to cover my breasts, and put the hem back near my knees. "I know there are other reasons to use protection, but, from a pregnancy point of view, you don’t need to worry."
"Oh, fuck," he groaned, still lying flat on his back with his manhood flopped on one thigh, and his pants around his knees. "I’m sorry, I got a little carried away. Don’t worry, I don’t make a habit of having unprotected sex. You don’t have to worry about catching anything."

"Me neither," I added. "I mean, I don’t make a habit of having unprotected sex." 

"Hmm," he replied, smiling incongruously. "I think you might be about to start," he said smoothly. "Because I definitely want to see you again."

Sitting up, I looked down at his half-lidded eyes. 

It would certainly be foolish to call it quits just because of one lousy night in bed. And, of course, I had to remind myself, we didn't have a lousy night in bed. I was the only one who had been left disappointed, and that didn't mean I would always be.

"Are you going somewhere?" he asked, forcing his slightly glazed eyes to focus on me.
"I think maybe I better get home," I suggested, beginning to shuffle off the bed.
"Don’t go, Freya," he begged, grabbing my wrist. "Stay here with me." 

"I don’t have a toothbrush, or clothes for the morning, or-" "Just stay with me," he interrupted.

It was heartfelt. It seemed like it was about much more than just sex. It was too sincere to turn down. I argued with myself in my head, but only for a moment.

"All right," I agreed, nodding.
Grinning broadly, he sat up enough to kiss me quickly on the lips. He knew he won; of course he would win. Men like Tristan never lost. "Bathroom’s just through there if you want it," he said, gesturing to a door.

"Thanks," I replied, getting up and heading in that direction. "Hurry back," he chuckled, his hands unbuttoning his shirt.

I smiled over my shoulder at him as I opened the door and crossed the threshold. 

As soon as I was in the privacy of the bathroom, I peeled my dress from my body and pushed the stockings off my legs, kicking off my shoes as I did so.

For a second, in the long mirror, I regarded myself; the smooth, tanned skin, flared hips, rounded buttocks and full breasts. Then my eyes moved to my face, the slightly smudged lipstick, the long lashes and the green eyes beyond them.

What was wrong with me, I wondered. Why didn't I seem capable of having an orgasm during sex? After the first two men, I convinced myself the problem was with them. However, Tristan now had brought the total to five. The odds of it being me, rather than all of them, were growing. Not once, with any of them, had I come even close to experiencing the rush of climax I felt when I masturbated. What did that mean? Was I frigid? Maybe I was a lesbian? Although, I reminded myself, I’d never found myself drawn sexually to a woman.

Tearing away from my reflection, I reached for the door of Tristan’s shower and slipped inside the glass walls. Setting the temperature hot, I switched on the water and simply stood under the scorching jets for what could have been hours for all I was aware.

Slowly, my hands began to smooth over my body, cupping my breasts and playing with the nipples, teasing them into stiff peaks. Eventually, my right hand drifted over the small triangle of short, dark hair between my legs and the fingers probed the pouting flesh that had been left tender from Tristan’s desperation and slick from his orgasm.

Rolling the pads of my fingers over my clitoris, I gradually coaxed it to life. Closing my eyes, I imagined Tristan’s hand moving over me and realized I liked the thought of that. I wanted him. I just wanted him to be a different kind of lover, one that didn't leave me behind.

As the words he’d muttered during our coupling resounded in my head, I played with my engorged, tight bud. With steady strokes, I strummed it... until it wasn’t enough.

My left hand snapping down to join my right, I used both to press harder. My breath coming in strained whimpers, I clamped my eyelids tight and began to rub myself with a vigorous frenzy. It was only seconds until I had to bite down on my lip to stop myself from crying out as my brain shut down. My pulse pounded in every inch of my body, blood rushing and pounding through my heart and my head, and then, just when I was at the peak of desire, my sex convulsed.

A few minutes later, mostly dry and clothed only in a towel, I walked back into the bedroom more relaxed than I’d been when I went in.

Tristan was still awake, but barely. "Damn it, you look even sexier wet," he chuckled. "Next time, I’ll have to have you in the shower."

Smiling at him, I gently peeled the towel from me, flashing him a quick view of my nakedness before tugging back the satin sheets and slipping beneath them.

Exhaling happily, he took my right hand in his and played with the fingers for a moment before kissing the knuckles.
"This has been an incredible night, Freya," he mumbled, voice thick with exhaustion. "I wanted to make sure you’d never forget it, but, I’ll tell you something, I’m the one who is never going to forget this."

"Good," I smiled, echoing his response from earlier in the evening. Grinning, he kept my hand in his, but guided it beneath the sheets, encouraging me to cup the soft, wrinkled skin of his sack. I did so without question, gently massaging the fragile, warm flesh until he slipped into a deep sleep. 

CHAPTER THREE Falling

Despite finding release in Tristan’s shower, I didn't find any comfort in sleep that night. Instead, I lay for some time watching his mirror-image, with the gentle rise and fall of his chest, in the reflection above the bed. Eventually, my gaze drifted to my own form, lit by the soft amber glow that drifted in through expansive windows on the right.

I remained that way until five in the morning. Then I quickly got up, took another quiet shower, and left Tristan’s apartment while he continued to sleep.

When I arrived at my own home, I found Daniela in the kitchen, dressed only in a T-shirt and her underwear. She was leaning warily against the counter with a bowl of cereal in one hand and a spoon in the other.

"Hmm," she chuckled with her mouth full. Her playful eyes looked me up and down as I set my keys on the table. "Date went well then?" she asked. She grinned as she swallowed a bite of her breakfast.

"Yeah," I replied with a soft smile of my own. "Yeah, it was nice." Impishly, she wriggled her eyebrows. "So?"
"So?" I echoed.
"What was it like?"

Sweeping the hair that tickled my cheek behind my ear, I dropped my gaze from hers. "It was fine," I uttered quickly, making a move toward my bedroom.
"Fine?" she shrieked. "You gotta give me more than that."

"I’m going to be late for work," I reasoned, tossing the excuse over my shoulder. "We’ll talk about it another time." 

It wasn’t that I didn't want to talk to Daniela about the date itself, or even what happened afterward. We’d shared intimate conversations in the past, although I’d never told her about my track record of zero orgasms. I don’t know why, we’d spoken quite frankly about every other aspect of love and sex, but that’s one thing I’d always kept to myself. Perhaps I was worried she would think I was weird. She’d described climaxes she’d experienced with men, worsening the sense that there was something very wrong with me.

"I bet he’s well hung," Daniela yelled, not deterred by the click of my door closing. "The way he struts around, he must have a freaking anaconda in his pants."

The size of men’s genitals was something of a preoccupation with Daniela. For her, bigger was definitely better. 

With a quiet sigh, as I listened to her continue to wax lyrically about the delights of a big, hard phallus, I stripped off my clothes and readied myself for the class I would be teaching that morning.

Although I’d managed to put her off temporarily, she began anew on the way to work, insisting that she receive all the 'juicy details.' I skimmed over them as best I could, feeling a little uncomfortable; something that did not go unnoticed.

"It’s as though you don’t really want to talk about it," Daniela nudged, giggling. "Oh, God," she breathed. "You haven’t fallen in love with him already?"

"No," I scoffed, "of course I haven’t."
"So what’s the problem?" 

"I don’t know," I shrugged. "It’s just… in the past, my boyfriends haven’t been famous. It feels weird talking about him, even to you."

With a quiet hum, she nodded. 

What I’d told her wasn’t the complete truth. There was more to my reluctance to discuss the previous night than the simple fact that Tristan was famous, but even I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. Thankfully, she didn't press the issue and the rest of the cab ride was spent talking about other things.

Arriving at the studio, we found a young delivery guy waiting outside the locked door to the office. As Daniela punched in the security code, I looked curiously at the man and the moderately sized pink box he clutched loosely in his arms.

"Freya Moreton?" he asked.
"Yes," I replied, nodding.

"Could you sign, please?" he asked, thrusting an electronic pad at me along with a stylus. 

"I’m not expecting anything," I told him, shaking my head. "Well," he smiled, "it’s definitely for you."

Slowly, I took the pad from him and placed my signature on the screen. "There you go," I offered, handing the surprisingly heavy pad back to him.

"Thanks," he replied, nodding courteously. "And, here you go," he added, offering me the package.
Peering over her shoulder, Daniela watched the man leave. He trotted down the steps two-at-a-time. "What is it?" she asked. 

"I have no idea," I breathed.
Pushing the door open, she walked inside and rounded her desk. "Well, come on, open it," she said, like a little girl excited on Christmas morning.

Intrigued, but not quite as wired as my friend, I smoothly walked into the studio, kicking the door closed with the heel of my foot. "Probably a mistake," I muttered, striding forward and placing the package on the reception counter.

"Just open the damn thing," she sighed. 

"All right, all right," I huffed, unable to help the grin her impatience prompted. Sliding my fingers over the edges of the box. I found the small pieces of tape that held it closed and peeled them back. Then, with a curious crinkle in my brow, I lifted the lid to find another box inside. This one was a soft cream color and had ‘Guia La Bruna’ printed in thin, plain black lettering.

"Wow," Daniela murmured.
Opening the inner box, my mouth dropped open. "Oh, my God," I whispered. 

Before I was able to stop her, Daniela’s fingers darted forward and she snatched one of the pairs of panties. "Hijole," she giggled, twirling the sheer black lace around her index finger. "I think you made an impression on Mr. Lucas."

At initial count, I spotted a dozen pair; different styles, different colors – all classily sexy.
"Freya, do you know how much this stuff costs?"
"No," I muttered, not looking up. My focus fell on a small white envelope nestled amongst the silky underwear. 

"There’s got to be over ten thousand dollars’ worth here," she chuckled. "What did you do for him last night?"
Ignoring her question, my fingers scooped up the envelope and opened it. On the small handwritten card within were the words, ‘Hope this makes up for the ones I ruined. I have to see you again tonight. Will call you this afternoon. Tristan.'

"I take it they are from Blake’s brother," Daniela said unnecessarily, noting the expression on my face as I read. "Yeah," I told her automatically. "Yeah, he wants to see me again tonight."
"In all of these?" she asked, beaming as she began swinging the black panties she still clutched around her forefinger. 

Laughing as I shook my head at her, I snatched the lace from her hand and stuffed it back in the box. "My students are going to be here any minute," I warned her, picking up the package and hurriedly stashing it in my own small office.

Discovering that my hands were trembling slightly, I tried to calm myself, breathing deeply, before heading to the large studio space. 

Why was I so affected? I had been the object of a man’s attention before; nothing quite on this scale, but doted on nonetheless. It wasn’t the extravagance of the gesture, it was him. It was Tristan. Something about him, about the fact that he’d singled me out as worthy of his attention, was making me feel like a giddy teenager all over again.

"Pull yourself together," I told myself quietly, but insistently. 

And of course, when he called that afternoon, I was powerless to refuse his offer of dinner. It did briefly cross my mind to tell him I was busy, although I wasn’t, because I wondered if I should play hard to get. However, quickly dismissing the idea of playing any kind of games, I followed my instincts.

*** We didn't eat out that night.MARGUERITE DE LYON

Instead, Tristan suggested a quiet meal at his place. At first, I assumed that meant he intended to cook. But, as could be expected of a man of his means, he’d chosen to hire someone: Anselme Jules, who had his own Michelin star restaurant to attend to, but could apparently be persuaded away from it for the right price.

"So, you thanked me earlier, but you never said what you thought," Tristan said as he spooned a generous serving of Almas caviar onto a small blintz.

"Thought?"
"Of the package," he explained, grinning. He popped the appetizer into his mouth and crunched joyfully on it.
"Oh, it’s… um… it’s too much, Tristan-"
"Don’t be ridiculous," he interrupted, dabbing at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. "I told you I’d replace the ones I ripped." "I know," I nodded, "but I can’t accept all that. I mean, it’s…" 

"Well," he smiled across the small, intimate table he’d set up, "I might rip a few of those at some point in the future. So, I think it’s fair, right?" he asked, huskily.

"I… I…."
"How’s the caviar?" he interrupted, stretching one hand forward to reach the stem of his champagne flute. 

Struggling to understand how he could shift gears so suddenly, I was silent for a moment. "It’s nice,” I eventually said. I had only tasted a tiny amount and not knowing what constituted ‘nice’ when it came to caviar anyway, it was the best answer I could give. "I have to have this stuff shipped from London," he commented, picking up the small serving spoon and tapping the edge of the dish. "Only place in the world that sells it."

Trying to work out whether he was bragging specifically to impress me or if he simply liked to talk about his wealth, I regarded his vibrant eyes for a moment. It would be a lie to say I wasn’t swept away by the money, or more specifically the extravagance his money could buy. However, it was not the reason I agreed to the first date, or the second. And I wanted to make sure he knew it, too.

"Tristan, it’s-"
"You know, I admire you," he interjected quickly, gracefully picking up his glass and swigging back its contents in one gulp. Leaning on my elbow, I fiddled casually with the loop of one earring. "You do?"
"I think you and I are a lot alike," he continued, nodding. "We go after what we want, and we get it."
"I…" I croaked, unsure exactly what he meant. "I don’t…" "You’ve come a long way, Freya," he smiled. "Starting out as a child to a poor, single mother, a questionably fit mother at that..." "How do you-?" I blurted. 

"I was curious," he supplied smoothly. "You didn't seem to want to talk about whom you are and where you came from, so I wanted to know more. And in my line of work, I retain a few people who are very good at digging things up."

"Wait a minute," I babbled, "you mean, you’ve been investigating me?" 

"Investigating is putting it a little strongly," he chuckled. Feeling naked, much more so than I had in his bed the night before, I stared at him. "I can’t… I… you…"

"You fascinate me, Freya," he continued, unperturbed by the expression of mild horror on my face. "Besides," he reasoned with a jerk of one shoulder, "a man in my position can’t be too careful. I needed to know if there was anything in your past that could damage me if the press got wind of it. I also had to know what kind of woman you are."

"Only after you slept with me?" I scoffed.
"After last night," he stated firmly, "I realized that you were going to mean something to me, and then it became more important." "And what did you decide? What kind of woman am I, Tristan?" I asked hotly, meeting his eyes in challenge. 

Running one finger over his temple and down the length of his jaw, he settled back into his chair. "I told you," he hummed, "you’re a woman who gets what she wants."

"What does that mean?" 

"You don’t let things stand in your way; you didn't let where you’d come from stop you from getting what you wanted," he said smoothly. "Listen, I understand why you were cagey, but how much money you were born into doesn't matter to me."

"I was cagey because we’d only just met," I snapped. "People get to know each other gradually, Tristan. They build trust, they don’t hire private investigators-"

"Hey, hey, hey," he grumbled. "It wasn’t like that, okay?" "No, it’s not okay," I announced, pushing my chair back and standing up. "You flash all your money around and think-" 

He jumped out of his chair almost simultaneously and grabbed my wrist to prevent me from leaving. "Would you just listen to me," he demanded. "I got a little background information, all right. I didn't invade your privacy."

"Yes, you did," I countered. "That’s exactly what you did." 

"All right," he huffed, refusing to release me. "Even if I did, why is that a problem? Why does it matter that I know something about you?"

"It’s not… I would have told you what you wanted to know. But in my own time," I spat.
"Fine." His voice rose. "Let’s even the playing field then. What do you want to know about me? Ask me anything."
"That is not my point," I muttered, shaking my hand as I tried to pull my arm from his grip.
"Then what is your point, Freya?" 

Biting my lip, I stared at the strong fingers that pinned me to the spot. "I didn't want to bare my soul to a virtual stranger," I sighed, still looking at his viselike grip.

"But you didn't mind baring your body?"
Eyes darting up to his, I flushed with anger. "You were the one who instigated things, but I’m the slut?" 

"I never said you were a slut," he quickly argued. "And you know I don’t think that about you. I just don’t understand how you can offer someone your body, your sex, but nothing of yourself."

Scoffing humorlessly, I prodded at the inside of my mouth with my tongue. "Yeah," I sighed, "I bet that’s something you’ve never done."

"What happened between us last night was different," he insisted. "Didn't you feel it?"
Open-mouthed, I struggled to form an answer. Fortunately, he didn't require one.

"It was more than just a quick fuck," he continued. "Is it so wrong that I’m interested in you? That I want to know you?" he asked, sighing as the frustration and tension left his body and he gradually relaxed the grip of his fingers.

Feeling the blood return to my hand, I slowly slipped my arm free of him but remained rooted. "No," I breathed. "No, that’s not wrong. It’s just the way you went about it."

"Would it help if I said I still don’t know very much?" he asked, a half smile tugging at his lips as he tried to lighten the mood. "Not really," I admitted, managing to mirror the movement of his lips.
"I know you’re mad, but will you please sit down so we can talk about this rationally?" he suggested, tilting his head to my seat. 

Part of me wanted to run. Part of me wondered if I should run. He had violated my privacy; he spied on me. What had prompted him to do it, though, was, for some strange reason, softening my resolve. Was it possible that he meant it, that last night had been about more than adding another notch to his bedpost? Did he truly want to get to know me?

However, therein lay an entirely new problem. If he did know me, would he still want me? He said he hadn’t managed to dig up much, but what did that mean? Exactly how much was ‘not much’? Did he know about my mother’s… No, no, I couldn’t go down that path; otherwise the fear of him discovering the truth would drive me out of there.

"Freya, please," he said, fixing me with intent and pleading eyes. "I’m sorry," he added. "And that might not seem like it means much, but I never say that," he smiled. "Ask Blake if you don’t believe me."
"Then why are you saying it now?" I asked.RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA

"Because I would be prepared to do anything to stop you from walking out that door," he reasoned simply. "If you need to yell at me some more, go ahead," he chuckled. "Get it all out, and then, when you’ve calmed down, maybe Anselme will reheat his signature salmon."

"I’m calm now," I told him quietly.
"Then can we eat?" he asked, with a smile.

Not knowing whether I was doing the right thing, I was drawn back into my seat. For a few moments, the awkwardness between us lingered, but, eventually, Tristan began talking about the case he was working on and the tense atmosphere gradually lifted.

He mentioned the uncomfortable subject just once more, apologizing for a second time as we lingered over a shared crème brûlée.

"And I promise," he murmured, extending his spoon toward me, "I will never do that again. If I want to know something, I’ll ask you."

"You promise?" I echoed, before parting my lips and accepting the sticky, sweet dessert he offered me.
Focused on the movement of my lips, he nodded. "Yeah, I promise."
Accepting his word, I smiled as I swallowed the creamy mouthful, and moaned softly in delight. 

That night, I stayed with Tristan and we made love again. Unlike the first time, it lasted long enough for the two of us to actually remove our clothes; he entered me with less frenzy, but his excitement still surpassed mine.
Although the rocking of his hips began temperately enough and he breathed sweaty words of endearment in my ear, the mounting need to reach completion soon set his body in a ruthless and rapid drive. He climaxed quickly and messily, leaving me with an empty longing between my legs and a damp patch on the sheet beneath me.

Once he’d rolled off me, with a muttered, "God, that was good," he draped a heavy arm over my abdomen and quickly fell asleep. 

Staring at my unusually pale face and tousled hair in the mirror above me, I fought the urge to touch myself. If he woke, I didn't want him to know that I’d been left unsatisfied.

*** 

Over the course of the following week, Tristan sent me flowers every morning, sometimes accompanied by another gift. Once, that gift had been a diamond necklace. With each delivery would be a note asking me to spend that coming night with him.

'I just can’t get enough of you!' one message read. 

I was worried that his interest, which, as Daniela pointed out, bordered on obsession, would burn itself out. I kept waiting for the morning when there would be no delivery man waiting by the studio doors, but it never came.

Five nights in a row, Tristan and I spent time together. Five nights in a row, we ended the evening in his bed. And five nights in a row, I was left wondering why I seemed to get nothing from the experience.

Well, that wasn’t true. I got something. He made me feel sexy and attractive, he made me feel wanted. That felt good. It was… nice. But it wasn’t quite what I’d hoped to find in a sexual relationship. The more I fixated on the issue, the more I became convinced the problem lay in me.

On that fifth night, Tristan didn't instantly slip into his usual deep sleep after groaning in his pleasure and finding release. As he lay beside me, his right hand absent-mindedly fondling my breasts, I found the courage to ask him something that had been bothering me since our second date.

"What did you mean?" I wondered quietly.
"Huh?" he muttered, dipping his face to my shoulder and kissing it.

"The other night, when you said you admired me because I was prepared to do whatever was necessary to get what I want," I explained. "What did you mean by that?"

"Oh, Freya," he moaned softly. "I thought we weren’t going to talk about that anymore." 

I didn't recall that being an agreement, but didn't argue the point. "I’m not mad," I soothed him, turning onto my side so I could face him. Searching his crystal clear eyes, I placed a palm on the hard plane of his chest. "I’m just not sure what you meant."

"I really don’t want to talk about this," he said, voice thick with the lateness of the hour and sluggish with his recent orgasm. "I especially don’t want to talk about it now," he added. "I was out of line, I apologized. I don’t want to rake it all up again."

"I’m not talking about raking it all up," I calmly countered. "I’ve just been wondering what you meant." 

"It didn't mean anything," he insisted. "I was just saying that we’re not that different. We both take a pragmatic view of life and we go after what we want."

"See, that’s just it. I don’t know what you think it is I went after." "You were a student with barely a penny to your name, but you found a way to get your business started," he sighed, warm hand leaving my body as he turned onto his back.

"Wh…what?" I mumbled. 

"John Lytton’s name is still on the building," he replied. "And I wouldn’t have told you I knew that if you hadn’t brought it up again."

"Wait a minute," I gasped, sitting up and gripping the sheet to my chest. "I don’t know exactly what you think, but-" 

"I’m not judging you, Freya," he interrupted calmly, still lying on his back and looking at me in the mirror. Or maybe he was looking at himself, I wasn't not quite sure. "You did what you had to do."

"No," I quickly corrected him. "No, that’s exactly the point. I didn't do what I had to do. John was a… well, he was…" 

"Your professor," he supplied for me. "And, for a period of time, your lover." He said it clinically, as if it was of no consequence to him at all; no different from a trivial fact concerning someone he didn't know. "Then he paid for your studio."

"I did not whore myself for a yoga studio," I told him.
"I never said you did."

"That was your implication," I retorted. "For your information, I didn't ask John for anything. It was a gift."
"Expensive gift," Tristan commented sardonically.
"Says the man who sent me thousands of dollars’ worth of underwear and jewelry," I pointed out rapidly. 

"Would you just relax," he eventually sighed, smiling as he flipped back onto his side and propped himself up on his elbow. "I never said you’d done anything wrong."
"No, but what you’re assuming isn’t what actually happened," I argued. "John and I were close, he meant something to me. I don’t know if it was love, but it was something."

"Okay," he breathed, nodding. 

"And he wanted to help me get my business up and running, so he offered to put up some cash for the studio. I told him not to, but he went ahead and did it anyway."

"Okay," Tristan repeated in the same unaffected tone.
"Ever since, I’ve been paying him back. Every month, I-"

"Freya, will you stop," he chuckled. "Look, I don’t think you’re some gold-digger. If I did, I would never have asked you out a second time, let alone a…" Drifting silently, his eyes moved to the ceiling as he seemed to count the number of nights in his head. "Fifth time," he eventually smiled. "Speaking of which, you are free for number six, right?"

"Tristan," I grumbled, shaking my head. "I’m serious about this." "I’m serious, too," he insisted.
"I am not ruthless or money-grabbing," I told him.

Leaning toward me, he draped an arm over my waist and let his hand stray down to my hip. "Not for a minute did I think you were," he whispered, his lips drawing closer to mine.

"I’ve never slept with a man because I think I can get something out of it," I added. 

"Mmhmm," he agreed, nodding before covering my mouth with his. "You know," he mumbled against my lips. "I love it when you get all fired up."

"You do?" I asked, tipping my head back far enough that I could look at him without seeing double.
"Oh, yeah," he confirmed. "It turns me on." As if to prove his point, the hand at my hip moved to my arm and slid down to my hand. Grasping my fingers, he tugged them down to his groin, wrapping them around his steely, freshly engorged length.

"Tristan," I whispered insistently, allowing him to guide my hand in a steady stroke of his shaft. "I don’t want you to think I’m something I’m not."

"I don’t," he responded, eyes locked on mine as he continued to move my hand up and down his swollen member. "It doesn't matter anyway," he added. "Your past, I mean."

"Matters to me," I told him softly. "And it mattered enough to you to dig it up in the first place." 

"Hmm," he groaned, eyelids fluttering closed and features tensing. "Yeah, well, I was wrong," he said, beginning to struggle. "I don’t need to know anything about you, except the fact that you’re here… Oh, God… and that you’re doing that."

Twisting my hand slightly as my fingers moved from his thick base to the rounded tip, I felt his manhood jerk and twitch beneath my touch. "Do you mean that?" I asked in barely a whisper.

"Yes," he hissed. "Yes! Freya, babe, I’m gonna come. I’m gonna…Fre-!" The rest of my name was cut off as his throat constricted, and nothing more than a primal growl erupted from him. Entire body quaking, his shaft expelled its seed, coating my thighs with the thick, sticky streams.

Continuing to calmly stroke his softening member, I watched the small tics in his jaw as the last spasms of climax rocked him. "Oh, God!" he gasped. "I love you, Freya," he breathed, eyes still clenched and only partially aware of what he was saying. 

"Say again," I mumbled dumbly, sure I must have misheard him. "I love you," he repeated, slowly opening his dazzling (and dazzled) eyes and setting them upon my face. With a half-smile, he once again covered the hand that stroked him, but this time it was to bid me to stop. "It’s been a long time since I’ve said that to a woman," he informed me quietly. "I don’t usually…" Stopping himself, he chuckled. "Never mind," he added. "The point is, I do love you. I don’t know quite what it is about you, but I know that I can’t get enough."

"I… I don’t know what to say," I replied, shock and a sudden flood of affection battling to be the more overwhelming emotion. 

"It’s all right," he replied, smiling easily. "I don’t want you to say it back, not if you’re not ready. To be honest, I don’t think I’d have said it in a clearer state of mind. I know it feels too soon. But, I’m not sorry I said it." He crossed his arms over his bare chest, making the perfect impression of a stubborn four-year-old.

With a quiet laugh, I reminded him that he also never said sorry. "That’s true," he conceded. "I don’t."

"It’s just… I don’t… I mean," I babbled, knowing that I should say something in response to his declaration, but unable to find the words. Did I love him? I didn't know. I certainly felt something; some strong tug. Was that love? Maybe. So many thoughts were banging around in my head, I could barely focus on each one. In fact, I know I forgot to breathe for a few seconds and a shuddering sigh pushed through my lungs when I realized I had no oxygen.

"Freya," he soothed, silencing my efforts with a brief kiss. "You don’t have to say anything," he assured me. "But I can’t promise I’m not going to say it again."

"I do have strong feelings for you, Tristan," I finally breathed, unable to counter ‘I love you’ with nothing but incoherent rambling or silence. "It’s… well, it’s a feeling I can’t put into words."
"That’s okay," he grinned, and for the first time I saw in him a completely genuine, unpracticed expression of joy. His eyes crinkled with the spontaneity of it.

Usually so careful and measured in everything he did and said, it was unusual, outside the parameters of sexual excitement, to see him out of control of his reactions.

"I’ll still be here when you can put it into words," he added teasingly, slipping a leg between mine. "Ugh," he blurted, his thigh sliding on the slippery orgasm he’d left on my skin, "you’re a little messy," he commented.

"Yeah," I acknowledged with a nod.
"Why don’t you take a shower and then come back to bed?" he suggested. 

"Um," I hesitated, a little disorientated by the sudden change of mood between us. "Sure," I nodded slowly, pulling out from beneath the sheets and getting to my feet.

"Oh, and Freya," he added as I wandered naked toward the bathroom. "About what I asked earlier; is it a yes?"
"What did you ask?" I responded, confused.
"Number six?" he grinned. "Will you go out with me tomorrow night?"
"Maybe," I shrugged coquettishly before slipping into the bathroom and shutting the door. Well, how could I say no? 

Although, as I climbed into the shower and my fingers found my patient bud, ripe and wanting, I couldn’t help but worry about that one little problem.

CHAPTER FOUR The Other Side

December brought the crowds to New York, but the holiday season always meant a slump in business for me. The frigid weather, the overindulgence, and the generally hectic atmosphere pretty much ensured that health and fitness were the furthest they could be from most people’s minds. Old clients were not booking frequent sessions, and new clients were all but non-existent.

The first year I was operating, the winter decline panicked the hell out of me. But after five years, I knew the New Year would bring in a rash of fresh interest. Like Mother Nature herself, my business wilted in the cold only to bloom once again as spring approached. I could always count on the New Year's resolutions to drum up business for me.

However, during this particular winter, there was a good reason for me to wish things were different. The more time I had on my hands, the more I dwelt on my thoughts… most of them concerning Tristan. I felt as though I’d been swept away in a tsunami.

Dazzled by the lifestyle I’d been introduced to, and left breathless by the intensity of Tristan’s interest in me, my buffeted brain grappled with attempts to define my own feelings. I was infatuated, that much was sure. But did it run deeper? That was more difficult to discern from the gold plating of his wealth.

And, while I tried to wrap my head around it all, his continued wooing offensive continued. It was more vehement than anything I had ever been subject to, and it kept me perpetually off-balance. While I was opening yet another gift – diamond and platinum drop earrings from Tiffany’s – a light tap on the doorframe of my office caused me to lift my open-mouthed face.

"Hi, Freya," the broadly smiling face greeted.
"Blake," I replied, my fingers still caressing the expensive jewelry. "I wasn’t expecting you." 

"I know," he said, still lingering at the threshold, as if waiting for permission to enter the room. "I’m sorry to just drop by, and I’m also sorry that I haven’t been in for my regular appointments this past week."

"That’s okay," I dismissed. I quickly closed the black velvet box and set it on the table. "It’s a busy time of year," I continued. "Thanks, by the way," I sighed, lifting myself from my chair, "for inviting me to your party."

With a slight quirk of his head, his eyes drifted about the room. "Has it been nearly two weeks since I last saw you?" he asked disbelievingly.

"Hmm," I confirmed with a nod as I rounded the table and drew close to him. 

Seeming to accept my movement as an invitation to step forward, he took a large stride and wrapped an arm around me. "Well, I’m glad you came. It was a good night… well, what I remember of it was good," he added with a bashful chuckle. Pausing, he grimaced. "Actually, it didn't end all that wonderfully."

"I thought you were heading off to get your present from Miss Underwear Model," I pointed out, easing from his loose embrace and peering up at his reddening face.

Sticking his hands into his pockets, he peered at the floor, then at my desk – everywhere but my face. "I’d… um… had a lot to drink, you know," he said with a self-deprecating smile.
Bemused, I shook my head. As his gaze finally met mine squarely, he widened his eyes as if expecting me to understand without any more information.. "You know," he stressed in hushed tones. As my features remained quizzical, he spoke again. "I couldn’t…" he muttered, head moving encouragingly as if we were playing charades.

"Ohh," I suddenly sighed, eyes widening in realization. "Well, it happens," I added quickly. "It’s nothing to be embarrassed about." 

"Right," he grunted. "I’m not sure Hannah saw it that way." "Well…" I began slowly.
"I know, I know," he huffed. "She can be a bit of a bitch."

"That’s not really for me to say," I responded. "I met her for all of two minutes," I reasoned. I knew that my judgment of her had been made incredibly quickly. "I mean, you can’t-"

"No, you’re right," he said matter-of-factly. "She is a bitch, she’s just got certain… redeeming qualities," he added with a rueful smile. "I know that makes me a pig," he said, holding up a palm as if preempting what I’d been on my mind. “I’m not proud of it, Freya, but… God, there is nothing that woman won’t do," he sighed. His thoughts were obviously in another realm. "And I tell you, she could suck a-"

"Woah, woah!" I gabbled, placing both hands on his chest. "I don’t need to hear this."
"Sorry," he grinned. 

"So, anyway," I sighed, chuckling as my fingers slid from him and rested on my hips, "what can I do for you? I take it you didn't come all this way to thrill me with tales of Hannah’s… skills."

With an exhaled laugh, he shook his head. "No, no. I came to ask if you wanted to grab a bite of lunch." 

"Oh," I breathed, nodding. "Well… I…" MARGUERITE DE LYON
"Don’t tell me you’re busy, because I know you’re not." "That’s true," I conceded, "I’m not."

"Come on then," he urged. He lifted one hand from his pocket and grabbed my wrist. "It’s my treat."
"I’d feel bad about leaving Daniela, though." 

Not relaxing his grip, he tugged me through the door and into the hallway. "She didn't feel the same way, apparently," he pointed out with a wry smile, nodding his head toward the empty reception desk at the end of the corridor.

"Where…?" I mumbled. 

His fingers released my arm and smoothed over my back, and he continued to hustle me out of the building, stopping only to grab my coat from behind Daniela’s desk. "When I was coming in, she was heading out with a seven foot black guy who was built like a brick house," he explained, holding my coat open for me to slip into it.

Turning, I placed my arms into the sleeves and allowed him to ease the jacket up to my shoulders. "Thank you," I mumbled, facing him once more.

"New boyfriend of hers?" he asked. 

"Not that I know of," I replied, shrugging. Over the previous days, Daniela and I hadn’t really had a chance to talk. Was it possible that she’d met someone and not told me? I scribbled an “out to lunch” sign on a piece of paper from the copy machine and taped it to the door. “Hopefully she thought to bring the key with her in case she gets back before me.”

"Hmm," he hummed thoughtfully, buttoning his long, black tailored coat. "I’m betting she’s taking an extended lunch break. But, anyway. Let’s go, shall we?" he suggested, offering me his arm.

Less ostentatious than his older brother, Blake took me to Market Table on Carmine Street and ordered a burger. I asked for roasted vegetables and falafel, then sat back in my chair and sipped on a glass of water.

I wanted to ask why he’d had the sudden urge to invite me for a meal, but I was certain he’d get around to his reason eventually, so decided to let him reach it in his own time. Although I was slightly concerned; was this a ‘date’ of sorts? Did he realize that I’d been seeing his brother? Perhaps Tristan hadn’t mentioned it.

"So," he breathed, halting the internal flow of questions. "How’re things?" 

"Oh, well, you know," I rambled evasively.
"Tristan’s been talking a lot about you," he said with a small smile.

So, he did know. As much of a relief as that was, I did not have time to enjoy it. His words immediately brought up a fresh wave of panic. What did that mean? Tristan had been talking a lot about me, sure, but what had he been saying?

"Seems you’ve made quite an impression on the first born," he continued, reaching for the pitcher of water and pouring himself a tall glass.

"Um," I mumbled, not quite knowing how to respond. "Well, I…. He’s made quite an impression, too," I admitted.
Setting the jug down, the smile slid from Blake's face. "He has?" he asked. 

"Yeah," I replied, slow to pick up on the subtle change in his demeanor.
Eyes darting to the white table cloth, he raked his upper teeth over his bottom lip.

"Is something wrong?" I wondered aloud. 

"No," he replied, lifting his focus to my face. He did not cease the contemplative chewing of his lower lip, however. "No, nothing’s wrong. I just…. Well, it’s sort of…"

My mind whirring, I tried to reach the punch line before he delivered it. "It makes being my client awkward?" I guessed. 

"No," he adamantly stated, with a shake of his head. “No, of course, not. That’s not why I haven’t seen you for a while," he added. "It’s…"Fumbling over his choice of words, he drifted into silence once more.

"You don’t think I’m good enough for him?" I asked, with a light scoff. It didn't seem possible that Blake would be such a snob, but behind the joke, there was a niggling insecurity.

"Don’t be ridiculous," he said flatly.
"So?" I expectantly sighed.

Running a pensive finger and thumb over his upper lip and around to his chin, he exhaled and leaned back in his chair. "This isn’t easy," he uttered, softly mostly, it seemed, to himself. "He’s my brother," he added, this time very much talking to me, "and I love him."

"I don’t think I’m following," I weakly muttered. 

"Tristan has been known to be… unreliable where relationships are concerned," he said haltingly, as though he imagined revealing that fact to be an act of betrayal. "I’m saying that, because I-"

"It’s okay," I interjected, trailing my finger over the lip of my water glass. "Listen, Blake, Tristan has told me a little bit about his past with women. And what he hasn’t told me, I’ve read in the press."

Squinting a little, he examined my face. "So you two aren’t serious?" 

Struck by both the simplicity and the complexity of the question, I was quiet for several seconds. "Well, I don’t exactly know," I told him honestly. "It’s pretty early to tell, but I think your brother is sincere."

"Yeah?" he asked. I watched him absently prop an elbow on the table and run a hand through the short hair above his ear. I wondered why he seemed so restless. What was I missing here?

"Yeah," I nodded. "I don’t think he’s planning on being done with me by this time next week if that’s what you’re worried about." That was certainly what I had been worried about, especially early on. And my fear hadn’t abated much, even after those three little words slipped from his lips.

After all, even though he said that it wasn’t a phrase he bandied about, how could I know that to be true? He might tell every woman he beds he loves her. But then again, if he was in the habit of doing so, why hadn’t he said it that first night?

"Worried is probably a little strong," He shrugged good-naturedly. "I just don’t want to see you getting hurt. I especially don’t want you to be hurt by him, because then things between us would be awkward… I don't want to lose you as a friend. Or a teacher," he finished weakly.

"That's sweet," I said, smiling broadly at the sentiment. "I don't want to lose you as a friend, either." 

When our food arrived, the mood lightened, and I felt able to tease him lightly about the hypocrisy of his concern for my heart’s welfare.
"Is it a trait of the Lucas men to love 'em and leave 'em?"

"Huh?" he muttered, opening his mouth wide as he offered his burger to his lips. 

"I just wonder why it’s okay for you to use women for sex, but it’s not okay for your brother," I said, nonchalantly piercing a piece of falafel.

"I don’t use women for sex," he mumbled, chewing on a mouthful. 

"You would have used Hannah the other night. And I assume, as you’re already privy to what she can do, you’ve been…" Leaning a little nearer to him, I dropped my voice conspiratorially, "fellated by her in the past."

"That’s different," he stated. He wiped a droplet of oozing caramelized onion from the corner of his mouth with the pad of his thumb.

"How?" I challenged, grinning. 

"Hannah is shallow; she’s spoiled and selfish, and she is not looking for something substantial. She just likes the attention, preferably from as many men as possible." As he reeled off the list, he counted them on the fingers of his right hand. "I’m not proud of the fact I let my hormones get the better of me where she’s concerned," he added. “But I’ve never led a woman on."

With a rueful smile, I shook my head.
"What?" he chuckled, lowering his hands to his plate and resuming his grasp on the burger. 

"I don’t think I’ll ever understand you," I responded quietly. "Me?"
"Not you specifically," I chuckled. "Men."

"Oh," he sighed. "Well, there are plenty of women who aren’t that different from us, you know." 

"Like who?" I asked.
"Daniela for one," he replied.

Now, there was something I could not argue with. When it came to sex, Daniela did tend to approach it more like a man, as something to be had as often as possible. She was able to sleep with people with whom she had no emotional attachment. She was able to enjoy the physical pleasure in and of itself; uncluttered by selfdoubt, unconcerned with whether she was being seen as anything more than a warm body as long as she got her share of the fun.

In some ways, even though I had never craved that kind of meaningless encounter, I envied her.
But as I thought about what Blake had said about Hannah, I felt a sudden flash of defensiveness. "Daniela isn’t shallow," I told him. "I never said she was," he calmly replied. "I didn't mean it like that."
"She’s free-spirited and she enjoys life, but she’s not some-" 

"Freya," he soothed, holding up a hand to halt my rant, "I know Daniela is a great person; she must be to have such a loyal friend. And I didn't mean anything by what I said, except that she does view sex in a more…" Searching for the best way to conclude the sentence, he stared at his plate. "Easygoing way." He eventually smiled.

"She does," I nodded. "And she’s going to make some man very lucky someday… When she meets the one who deserves her." 

Without a word, the shadow of a smile quirked at the corners of his mouth.
Mirroring his curious expression, my attention drifted back to the lunch in front of me.

Throughout the rest of the meal, we chatted about inconsequential things and he promised to visit the studio for a session the following week. Then, as he held the door open for me to step back on the frigid sidewalk, he said something unexpected.

"If you need someone to talk to, you’ve got my number." Small wrinkles appeared in my brow as I glanced up questioningly at him.
"I know you’ve got Daniela, but if you need another friend," he shrugged. "Don’t feel awkward about Tristan being my brother." Even more confused, my head tilted slightly. "You think I’m in more need of a friend now I’m dating your brother?" I asked. 

He looked uncomfortable at that, and his feet shuffled slightly. "He can be a great guy," he said, his breath pluming visibly in front of him, "but he can also be an ass sometimes."

"Look, I appreciate your-"
"Please, just…" With a sigh, he shook his head. "All I’m saying is, if you need to talk to someone, I’ll be there for you, okay?" 

"Okay," I accepted, although I was still a little confused to say the least. He obviously knew Tristan better than I did, but why did he know that I would need help deciphering his brother’s behavior? Blake’s preoccupation with my relationship bordered on the soothsayer warning Caesar of the Ides of March. What did he know that I didn't? Had Tristan said something to his younger brother?

Those questions remained with me until I returned to work. Daniela still hadn’t returned so I wandered back to my office and realized I left my cell phone on my desk. The screen was brightly lit with notifications. Three missed calls and two text messages flashed up. All were from Tristan.

'Freya, thought you said work was slow. Where are you?' With a few taps of my thumb, I brought the second message up.

'Been trying to call you for an hour. I’ll be in a meeting from 2:30, but come by my office when you’re free. I want to see you.' 

Glancing up at the clock above the door, I noticed it was already close to three. Not bothering to return his calls, I headed out the door, locking up once again as I went.

*** 

Tristan’s office was on the fourteenth floor of a building he owned. With sleek modern lines, coupled with high ceilings and marble floors, it was a strange mix of old and new.

Beneath my coat, I was still dressed in my tight-fitting yoga clothes, and felt distinctly out of place among the smart suited men and women who passed me in the halls. I hugged my coat a little closer for security, and made my way to the safety of the elevator. Thankfully it was empty, and remained that way until I reached the fourteenth floor.

Stepping out of the elevator on Tristan’s floor, I found his receptionist’s desk right in front of me. Evidently, it was a quiet day for her, too, because she was filing her ruby red nails.

As I stepped toward her desk, she glanced up. With a face coated in a thick layer of make-up and eyebrows shaped in a peculiar mix of alarm and curiosity, she looked more like a doll than a human being. I almost laughed, but stopped myself just in time.

"Can I help you?" she asked, flicking her platinum blonde hair from her shoulder and forcing a smile.
"Um, I’m here to see Tristan," I quickly explained. "He’s expecting me, I think."

"Ms. Moreton?" she replied, the artificial grin gone. At my nod, she cocked her head to a set of double mahogany doors a few feet down the hall. "He asked that you wait in his office," she muttered. "He’s in a conference at the moment." Wow, for a super-rich man, you’d think he would employ a more professional receptionist. What crawled up her ass?

"Right," I softly responded. "Thanks." I turned from her and quietly crossed the floor in my flat canvas pumps; entirely impractical for the wintry New York streets, but too comfortable to be cast aside for boots.

Clutching the highly polished doorknob, I let myself into Tristan’s office. As the warmth in the room hit me, I unbuttoned my coat and slipped out of it while gently kicking the door closed behind me.

His office was exactly what I would have expected; a dense, dark gray carpet with matching drapes; massive windows looking out on the vast city and just one picture on the plain white walls. The picture was a beach scene that looked to me like it was taken in Hawaii. His law degree hung on another wall. Other than those two objects, nothing disrupted the clean white. In one corner by the window was an L-shaped black leather sofa. And on the other side of the room was a curved mahogany desk, behind which sat an expensive graphite framed ergonomic chair. To my right, a few feet away from the longer end of the couch was a single door, which I assumed led to his conference room.

Drawn to the panoramic view before me, I wandered toward the window, tossing my coat on the arm of the couch as I went. 

"What the fuck do I pay you for?"
The yell came from the next room and, although it was slightly muffled by the thick wall, I recognized the voice well enough. Tristan. What I didn't recognize was the quality in his tone; the unrestrained anger.

"No, I don’t want to hear any damn excuses," he continued. The vehement statement was followed by the bang of a palm striking a desk or a door. "I am not going to lose this case now. So, I suggest you get your thumb out of your ass, and get something that works."

There followed a few seconds of silence and I lifted my head over my shoulder in the direction the shouts had come.
"I swear to fucking God, if you bastards screw this up, I won’t hesitate to fire every single one of you!" 

With a suddenness that made me flinch, the door handle slammed downward and the door itself was flung open. Tristan appeared, wearing a plain white dress shirt, with silver cufflinks, and a blue silk necktie. His pants were charcoal gray with only fractionally lighter pinstripes. All of it was accompanied by the darkest scowl I had ever seen on him.

"And don’t think of making any plans tonight," he barked over his shoulder. "No one is leaving this building until we’ve got a convincing defense for that phone call, understand?" His face bright red with anger, he didn't wait for a reply. Instead, he grabbed the door and slammed it violently shut. Muttering, he clasped the back of his neck with a clenched hand. "Jesus fucking Christ," he growled, kicking the door with the back of his heel for good measure.

I stood motionless, unaware whether he’d noticed my presence, if not, I was unwilling to make it known. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I simply waited for him to speak again.

He scanned the room, and when his eyes found me, some of the tension within him visibly lifted. "Hey," he greeted, his voice feathery soft in comparison to the words he had just flung at whoever was in the conference room. "I didn't know you were here."

Flashing him a small smile, I turned to fully face him. "I haven’t been here long," I shrugged.
"Don‘t worry about that," he mumbled, poking his thumb at the expanse of wood behind him. "Things got a little tense in there." Finding his gaze slightly uncomfortable, I flicked my eyes down to the carpet.
"Where were you all afternoon?" he added, pushing himself away from the wall and striding toward his desk.
"Oh," I breathed, remembering his attempts to contact me. "Sorry, I went out to lunch and left my phone at the studio." 

Placing his hand on one rounded corner of the desk, he bent at the waist and yanked open a drawer. "Who were you with?" he wondered, his voice carefully casual.

"Blake," I replied. "He hadn’t been in for a session for a while and… just wanted to catch up. I guess." 

"Hmm," he replied, eyes focused on the contents of the desk drawer. "That’s nice," he added dismissively. Fumbling for something that he could not find, he suddenly snapped his head up in frustration and jab a button at the base of his phone. "Amy, do you have any aspirin out there?" he said.

"Um, I’ll look," came the slightly distorted reply.
"God," he huffed, straightening up. He ran a hand over his forehead. 

"Headache?" I asked, stepping forward.
"Yes," he grumbled wearily.
"I might be able to help with that," I suggested.RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA
With a suspicious rise of an eyebrow, he blinked. "You can?"

"I can give it a try," I offered smiling. "As long as you’re game," I added, moving around the desk, until I was within reach of him. Looking decidedly doubtful, he nonetheless allowed me to loosen his tie and unclasp the top button of his shirt.
"You know I’m not sold on all of this hippy stuff," he softly complained. 

"Don’t knock what you haven’t tried," I chuckled, sliding my palms over his chest. "Okay,.” I removed my hands from his body. "Kick off your shoes," I urged, doing exactly that with my own.

"Freya, I’m not-" 

"Just trust me," I interjected. "Come on," I added, unable to help the laugh that emerged from my lips as I gazed at his very serious, very reluctant features. It was as though I was asking him to do something intensely unpleasant. "How flexible are you?" I asked, noticing that he still wasn’t making any effort to remove his expensive mirror-shine shoes.

"I don’t know," he muttered, with an adolescent jerk of one shoulder.
"Tris," I chuckled, "work with me here. Now, the forward Virasana will-" 

A light tap at the door prevented the conversation from going any further. Without waiting for a reply, Tristan’s secretary opened the door. Between her forefinger and thumb, she held a bottle of aspirin.

"Here you go," she offered. With a slight shake, she rattled the pills inside.
"Life saver," Tristan breathed, marching toward her and eagerly snatching the tablets from her grasp. "No offense, Freya, but I’m not much of a vera-whatever-you-call-it kind of guy." he added, unscrewing the cap and dropping a couple of pills into his palm. Without the aid of water, he tossed them into his mouth, threw his head back and swallowed. "That’s all for now, Amy," he muttered over his shoulder without really looking at the young woman.

"So," I sighed, running my bare foot in small circles on the coarse fabric of the carpet. "Um… Oh, thank you for the earrings," I eventually said, realizing I actually had something to say. "They’re beautiful."

"They’re okay," he said, smiling as he slipped the aspirin bottle into the pocket of his pants. Hands snapping up to his neck, he quickly fastened the button and tightened his tie. "They will look beautiful when they’re on you," he added.

Embarrassed by the compliment, I felt my cheeks warm. 

"There... err…" he continued, moving quickly back to his desk and tossing himself into the chair. "There was a reason I wanted to talk to you. Well, two, actually."

"Okay," I nodded, noting the tension that was creeping into his voice again.
"The first thing is that I’m not going to be able to see you tonight." 

Feeling my heart thud a little harder, a knot formed in my stomach. Had this fling come to the end of its life already? Did Blake know that Tristan was planning to end things? Is that what he was alluding to at lunch?

"Yeah," he muttered, propping an elbow on the table. "The DA is introducing some new bullshit evidence in the trial I’m working on. I’ve got to come up with a rebuttal before I go back into court tomorrow, so I’ve gotta work."
"Oh," I replied, trying not to let disappointment creep into that small sound.

"I’d much rather be with you, but… umm," he hummed, smiling. "You can be something of a distraction, and I’ve got to be focused on this right now."

"Well, that’s okay," I told him. "I’m sure one night won’t kill me," I added, forcing the joviality in my tone. 

"It might kill me," he countered darkly. "Listen, I’ll make it up to you at the weekend. We’ll go away somewhere. How does that sound?"

"That sounds good," I agreed, not having to counterfeit my smile this time. 

"All right. Great."
"So, what was the other thing?" I asked.

Grin fading fast, he sighed. "Sit down," he urged with a cock of his head. 

The ominous tone forced a hefty weight to settle in the pit of my stomach. "Is something wrong?" I wondered, stepping back toward the couch and perching stiffly on its edge.

"Well… it depends how you look at it," he said, examining the surface of his desk. Lifting a manila file, he grabbed a tablet computer that lay beneath it. "I got a call from someone at one of the gossip sites," he muttered, as if they were dirty words. "He told me they were running with this.” Getting to his feet, he walked toward me with the tablet outstretched.

I took the offered computer and brought it to my face. It was displaying one of the many showbiz gossip sites; the headline read: ‘Lucas and His Latest Squeeze.’ Below those words was a shot of Tristan and me outside Masa on our first date.
"They must have been sitting on that picture for a while. I guess they had better things to post until now," he added derisively.

Gaze still fixed on the article, I scrolled down, scanning over the patchy and largely inaccurate details of my relationship with Tristan, which amounted to no more than four lines. The rest of the page was taken up with a history of his conquests: actresses, models, singers, heiresses. All strikingly beautiful women, and all famous.

"I wanted to warn you," he said softly. He stepped across me and settled into the couch by my side. "Now that it’s out, you might get your fair share of unwanted attention."

"Okay," I nodded, inhaling in resignation. I moistened my lips as I tore my gaze away from one particularly dazzling woman who was pictured in a bikini with one arm draped around Tristan’s waist.

"I’ve got a couple of security guys, so if you want, I can get one of them to-"
"No," I halted him. "No, thank you. I don’t want someone to babysit me. I’ll be fine." 

"You don’t know what these vultures can be like," he countered. "No, I don’t," I conceded. "But that’s not necessary, really."

"All right," he accepted skeptically. "But you’re okay with this?" he added. "I mean, it doesn't freak you out too much?"
"Well… I…" 

"I guess, you had to have known that was part and parcel of dating a guy who’s in the media," he pointed out, leaning back into the soft leather and stretching an arm across the back of the couch.

"Tell you the truth, I hadn’t really thought about it," I breathed. "Did I tell you how hot you look in those pants?" he mumbled, attention flitting as his eyes began a lingering examination of my thighs.

Giving him a sideways glance, I smiled.
"We’re going to be okay, right?" he asked. His eyes no longer enough, he placed his hand on my leg, then pulled me close. 

His question and the veracity with which it was asked made my earlier doubts about him losing interest seem ridiculous. Slipping my own hand over his larger one, I laced our fingers. "I think we’ll be just fine," I stated.

"So, this weekend," he crooned, his face drawing closer as he nestled his chin on my shoulder. "Where do you want to go? Paris, Venice, Rome?"

Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply, inhaling the clean, heady scent of him. "I don’t mind," I told him honestly. "I’ll go wherever you take me. Surprise me."

"All right," he uttered softly. "Challenge accepted." 

I only sat with him for a few more minutes. Our quiet coziness was interrupted by the buzz of his intercom; his client had arrived. I felt his attitude slip back into the skin of the professional attorney. He kissed me hurriedly before scooping up the file on his desk and making for the door, and he left with a promise to call me first thing in the morning.

As it turned out, he was in touch much sooner than that. 

CHAPTER FIVE In Too Deep

When I got back to the apartment, it was shrouded in darkness and silent as a grave. I called Daniela’s name a couple of times and, when there was no response, I determined that she had not yet come home.

It was not uncommon for her to disappear for a few hours, but it didn't mean I worried any less about her. Knowing I probably wouldn’t receive a reply, I sent a quick text message anyway asking if she was okay.

As I tapped out the brief note, I wandered down the narrow hallway, past my bedroom door, then hers, and headed straight into the bathroom. With a sigh, I swept my hand through my hair and dropped the phone onto the counter before yanking my coat off. Uncaring, I let it drop to the tiled floor and reached for the faucets above the bathtub, turning the water on and adding a capful of bubble bath.

Listening to the rush of water, I let my mind drift as I absentmindedly removed my clothes. I can’t say exactly what I thought about as I focused on the pale blue tiles above the tub. A hundred things flitted ephemerally through my mind, some trivial and some profound, none lingering long enough for me to really grab a hold of.


Leaving the pile of fabric on the floor, I dipped my fingertips into the water, testing the temperature. It was intensely hot scalded, I snatched them back and added a little more cold, swishing my hand around the water to mix the temperatures together. Lifting my foot over the edge, I dipped a toe beneath the waterline, tentatively testing once more.

“Hmm,” I hummed contentedly. 

About to step in, my movement was stopped by the buzz of my cell vibrating on the granite counter behind me. My foot still dangling at the waterline, I leaned backward, stretching to reach the phone. As I swept it up into my palm, I succumbed to the call of the warm tub and climbed in.

With a sigh of release, I allowed my body to sink beneath the bubbles. Holding my cell up, I was surprised to see that the text wasn’t from Daniela. Instead, it was from Tristan.

Hey, I’m thinking about you. I miss you, it read. 

Smiling to myself, I tipped my head back onto the cool edge of the bath. Writing a short reply, I reminded him that he had work to do, and that he’d seen me no more than three hours before.

Doesn't matter. If I’m away from you for five minutes, I miss you. Can’t get you out of my head, Freya, he responded.
I stared at the screen for a few moments, rereading the words. So, it wasn’t just me? 

Not waiting for me to respond, another message beeped its way through. Why don’t you come back to the office and I can show you what’s been going through my mind?

You’ve got work to do, remember? I typed back. I’m a distraction. Seconds later, he countered my point. You’re a distraction whether you’re with me or not. I want you, Freya. I want to be inside you. 

My fingers gripped the phone fractionally tighter and I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat. You’ve got a trial to focus on. I gently pointed out.
Ignoring me, he forged on. I keep thinking about how tight and hot your pussy is. I am so fucking hard right now.

Feeling a flush in my cheeks and suddenly aware of my heartbeat, my thumb moved more slowly over the screen. I can’t come back down there. I don’t want to be responsible for you losing the case.

Where are you right now?
At home, I replied, perplexed by the sudden change in his approach. 

Yeah, but where?
In the bath.

This time, his response was a little slower in coming through. In fact, as the moments ticked by, I wondered whether he’d come to his senses and directed his attention back to the work he was supposed to be doing.

Eventually, though, he did reply. God damn it, Freya!
Unsure what tone the message was meant to convey, I waited for him to write again. 

Sure enough, he did. I want you to touch yourself.
What? I replied.
Touch yourself, Freya. Stroke your breasts.

Realizing I was breathing with my mouth open, I deliberately closed my lips.
Are you doing it? he urged impatiently. 

A fluttering between my legs prompted me to follow his instruction. Keeping the phone in my left hand, I gently placed the right on my chest. Sweeping my wet fingers over equally wet skin, I ran down the length of my breastbone and followed one flushed curve.

Yes, I’m doing it, I hurriedly typed with a trembling thumb. Describe it, he wrote in reply.

Taking the buoyant weight of one breast in my palm, I smoothed my fingers over the turgid nipple. Hot, I tapped out, but covered in goose bumps. Soft and sleek.

Don’t stop, babe. 

I held my eyes focused intently on his words on the brightly lit screen, hearing them as clearly as if he’d spoken them aloud. I ran the backs of my hands over the straining peak, teasing it before taking it between my finger and thumb.

My nipples are hard, I wrote. So hard.
What about your pussy?

I didn't have to touch myself to know I was wet. My arousal was merging with the bathwater between my legs and clinging to my inner thighs. Nevertheless, as he mentioned my sex, I was drawn to that part of my body. My fingers relinquished their hold on my right breast, and they swept leisurely down my abdomen, lingering momentarily to outline my naval.

Freya? he restlessly tapped out. Are you still there?
I’m here, I replied as my fingertips glided over the hard, swollen mound.
Are you touching your pussy? 

Almost, I told him, gently allowing two fingers to drift between my tingling folds. “Ahh,” I exhaled, eyelids fluttering a little as I tried to retain my focus on the phone’s screen.

Stick your fingers inside, he wrote.
In no hurry, I stroked my fingers back and forth, coating them with the thick fluid that seeped from me. I’m imagining it’s you, I told him. Your fingers in me, moving in and out.

Yeah, baby.’ he responded. I'm deep inside you.
Not bothering to correct him, I let him continue with his own fantasy while I continued with mine. 

Closing my eyes momentarily, I circled the entrance of my sex with the pad of my forefinger and realized as I did so that twelve consecutive days with Tristan had left me sore. Mindful of my sensitive flesh, I tenderly slipped just the tip of my finger into the hot cavern.

The beep of another message caught my attention. How about thinking about my cock inside you? he suggested.
Sounds good, I replied automatically while I played teasingly no more than an inch into my snug passage.
Right inside you, he continued. Deep and hard. 

Tentatively, I pushed my index finger a little deeper, but when it caused discomfort, I stopped. With a quiet moan, I allowed it to remain at my entrance, while my thumb stretch upward to the woken bud that was as tight and hard as my nipples.

Giving it to you just the way you like it, Tristan wrote.
I tried to reply, but my fingers were trembling so much that I could type nothing but gibberish.
But, as it happened, Tristan didn't seem to need my responses any longer. Giving you every inch of my big, fat cock. You love that. 

Lazily, my thumb swept back and forth over my almost painfully tight clit. With each gentle rub, an unbidden whimper escaped my lips and my hips jerked causing a small wave on the surface of the water.
All the way in. So deep, Tristan continued. Fuck, Freya, I’m going to cum!

Finger and thumb moving simultaneously, I circled the thick, spongy flesh of my inner sex while caressing the exposed and pulsing sweet spot to the rhythm of my pounding heart.

I felt all the muscles in my body contracting in anticipation as the tension mounted. The phone bleeped again, and I looked at the message, expecting that Tristan was going to push me over the edge into ecstasy.

That was great, babe. I’ve got to go, but I’ll call you in the morning. 

Brought back to earth by his text, the hand between my legs stilled abruptly. I came down from the edge, and my arousal abated almost immediately. Even with the sex only in our heads, somehow Tristan had managed to leave me feeling passionless and wanting. Why didn't I respond to him? Well, it wasn’t so much that I didn't respond. I was turned on; I was close. But, not quite close enough.

Wearily, I let my left arm droop to the floor. I released my grip on the phone and it clunked to the tiles. 

“What is wrong with you?” I whispered, my eyes drawn to the ceiling. Even when I was in control, I still couldn't orgasm when I was “with” Tristan.

The sudden rattle of the door handle prompted me to quickly snatch my hand out from where it remained motionless between my legs. Gaze darting to the left, I found Daniela’s head poking through a narrow gap in the doorway.

Wearing a broad grin, she took a sideways step rather than opening the door wider. “Hey,” she said. “How’s it going?” 

“Fine,” I sighed.
“Really?” she asked, lifting both hands. In her right she held a bottle of Cabernet and in her left she held the stems of two upside down wine glasses.

Smiling softly at her, I beckoned her in with a jerk of my head. “Where have you been all afternoon?” I wondered aloud, sitting a little straighter in the tub and lifting my head from its edge.

“I met this guy,” she explained simply.
“Yeah, I know,” I replied. “Blake saw the two of you leaving the studio.” 

“Oh,” she responded, the smile faltering, but only slightly. “Anyway, this guy was phenomenal, Freya,” she gabbled. She put the glasses on the edge of the bath and set her hands to unscrewing the cap on the bottle. “I mean, body of a freaking god. So strong, and a dick that was just...” Her features took on a dreamy quality as she began to pour one glassful of wine. “And, hijole! He knew exactly how to use it.”

As she offered me the glass, which was filled to the very brim, I stretched up to accept it. “What about Blake?” I asked, curiously. “What about him?” she replied, not looking at me as she grasped the second of the glasses. 

“Oh, come on, Dani,” I muttered, sipping on the overfilled glass before sinking back into the bath’s welcoming embrace. “I know you too well for that.”

“All right,” she huffed with a roll of her eyes. “I like him. So what?” 

“What do you mean, ‘so what?’” I scoffed. “I think he might have a bit of a thing for you, too,” I pointed out, eying her carefully as I took another mouthful of smooth, rich wine.

“What if he does?” she snorted, tossing herself down on the edge of the tub. “It would never go anywhere, would it? I’m not exactly in his... set,” she finished deliberately. Crossing one leg over the other, she leaned an elbow on her thigh as she twisted her upper body to face me. “Speaking of which, how come you’re not with lover boy tonight?” she added. She seemed desperate to change the subject, and I didn't push any further.

“He’s got to work,” I replied. 

“Oh, yeah,” she breathed, nodding. “The Hammersly case.” She cupped her glass in both hands and stared at its contents. “How does he do that?” she asked, her tone contemplative.

“Do what?” I countered with a confused shake of my head. Tucking her beautifully shiny black hair behind her ear, she looked at me. “Defend someone who is obviously guilty,” she said. 

“It’s not for us to decide whether he’s guilty or not,” I reasoned. I knew, however, even as the words came out of my mouth, that it was a simplistic view that I’d unsuccessfully used to convince myself that the guilt or innocence of Tristan’s clients wasn’t something I should dwell on.

“You’ve read the papers,” she stated, defiantly. “You know that he killed that woman.”
“I don’t know anything,” I argued calmly. “Neither do you and neither do those journalists.” 

She prodded the inside of her cheek with her tongue while shaking her head. “He’d been sleeping with her, and she wanted to call it off. Then he flew into a rage, beat her, raped her, and finally strangled her to death. He was the last person to be seen leaving her apartment and, when he did, he had a jacket bundled under his arm. The cops never found that jacket at his house, why? Because it had her blood on it.”

“That’s speculation,” I told her reasonably.
“Is it speculation that he’d been banging her for three months before the murder?”

Taking a larger mouthful of wine, I swallowed and gave her a small nod. “Okay, he was having an affair. That proves he was a lousy husband, but it doesn't prove he murdered anyone.”

She breathed deeply and was quiet for a moment. “Doesn't sit well with you, does it?” 

“What?” I asked.
“That he’s defending that piece of shit.”

She was right. Everything about the case made me feel uneasy. As soon as I made the connection between the flashy attorney I was dating and the heinous case I’d been reading about, I had protected myself by simply pretending the two were not linked at all. That was easy enough in his company because he didn't talk about the specifics of his work much. I’d avoided all the newspapers but by that point, I’d already read enough to determine for myself that Ryan Hammersly brutally killed his ex-lover. And my lover was defending him.

I drained my glass, grateful for the lightheadedness that came with it because it helped to block out so much of the other crap floating around in my brain. “Can we talk about something else?” I suggested.

“Sure,” she replied softly. “Sorry,” she added.
“It’s okay,” I quickly assured her. “So,” I breathed, pointing to the bottle by her feet. “Tell me more about this man.”
Having no trouble understanding my silent request, she scooped up the bottle and filled my glass once more. 

“Well...” she said, grinning.
We spent an hour talking about her adventures with the bodybuilder whose name she didn't know. My bath water got gradually colder and both of us became slowly drunker. Apparently, the bodybuilder had told her his name but she’d been so busy staring at his biceps that she hadn’t absorbed that particular piece of information. No surprise there.

At some point as she talked, Celestin waltzed into the room and she scooped him onto her lap. The beautiful, blue-eyed Siamese purred contentedly as we both fussed over him.

By the time the conversation rolled back around to my relationship with Tristan, my lips had well been loosened by the two bottles of wine we’d consumed between us. I began to talk about things I would never have talked about sober. I began to talk about things I’d never talked about before... to anyone.

“It’s fine,” I lazily sighed, reaching with shriveled fingers for the second time to add more hot water to the tub. “You know, it’s just... fine.”

“Fine is not a word I’ve ever used to describe sex,” she chuckled, easing Celestin from her legs and lowering him to the floor. As if sensing that the discussion was not suited to male ears, he silently slunk from the room in exactly the way he’d entered.

“I was hoping for something a bit more...” I fumbled for the right word.
“Exciting?” she offered. “Big? Hot?” 

Chuckling at her, I clutched both sides of the tub and leaned closer to whisper conspiratorially. “It’s just that I haven’t... you know... gotten to the good part,” I finished weakly, hoping she’d catch my drift.

She didn't. “What the hell are you talking about? You’ve spent every night with him for almost two weeks. You’re telling me that you two haven’t been doing the wild thing?”
“No,” I smiled as only a drunk person can. “We’re doing it. He’s just having more fun than I am.”

“You haven’t climaxed?” she asked, almost screeching with wild incredulity.
Picking up our most recent bottle and tipping it, I watched just two drips enter my glass.
“Freya!” Daniela cried. “What’s he doing wrong?”
“I... I...” Mumbling, I stared forlornly at the empty bottle. “I think the problem might be with me.”
“What do you mean?” she demanded.
Shaking my head, I gave up on the wine. “It’s not him. It’s me, I think,” I told her.
With a ridiculing puff of air that vibrated her lips, she laughed. “Why the hell would you think that?” 

“Because he’s not the only one,” I replied bluntly.
“What?”

Sucking in a shaky breath, I prepared to tell her my secret. The room was swirling a little, and every fiber of my being was screaming to shut up. Yet, I could not seem to stop the tumbling words that fell from my mouth. “I’ve never had an orgasm,” I admitted with surprising ease, even when taking into account the Cabernet’s help. I felt like a huge weight had been lifted from my chest.

For a moment, she stared at me, eyes and mouth wide open. “Never?” she croaked. 

“Well…. not with someone else in the room,” I responded with a helpless shrug.
Thinking that I was joking, she began to laugh. However when her eyes fell on my stony, straight face, her chuckles quickly abated. “Well... I...” she blustered. “You.... if you can get there, then the problem isn’t you, Freya,” she stated abruptly.

“Maybe it is,” I insisted. “Maybe there’s some mental block when I’m with a man.” 

“Nope,” she dismissed offhandedly. “No, I don’t buy that.” “How can you be so sure?”

Standing up unsteadily, she gripped the counter on the other side of the room. “Freya, orgasm is about pressure and friction in the right spot. We’re really not that different from men when it comes down to it.” Turning to face me, she leaned against the granite. “Even when you’re on top of Tristan? There's nothing?” she asked.

“Um,” I mumbled. “Well, I haven’t... we haven’t ever...” “Freya!” she cried. “Girl, you’ve got to get on that man and ride him like a rodeo stallion.”
Unable to help myself, I descended into giggles as I slumped back into the curve of the bath. 

“I’m serious,” she insisted, smiling, but not quite as amused as I was. “It puts you in control of his angle and depth; lean into him and you’ll get plenty of stimulation on your clit. I am telling you, you want to know what it feels like to come with a man inside you, that’s the way.”

*** 

Despite being flooded by strong red wine, my brain did file away Daniela’s advice. It wasn’t until the weekend that I saw Tristan again, though.
Three days without spending any significant amount of time in his company meant that I was relaxed, and my body had a chance to recover from the vigorous loving he’d given me in the dozen days before that.

On Friday night, he called to instruct, “Pack a suitcase and have your passport ready. We’re leaving at seven in the morning.” 

“Are you serious?” I replied.
“Yes,” he chuckled. “You wanted to be surprised.”

“What do I pack?” I muttered. “I don’t know what kind of climate I’m-” 

“Not dissimilar to the temperature here,” he offered. “Little warmer, maybe. But you’re not going to be wearing much clothes this weekend, so this is a pointless conversation.” I could hear the broad grin in his voice and could well imagine the sparkle in his mischievous blue eyes. Good thing I had given myself time to recuperate.

At exactly seven o’clock the following morning, he came to the apartment and hustled me down to his waiting car. But his car wasn’t the only thing waiting for us. Four photographers were hovering by the doors and quickly snapped a series of shots, their flashes blinding me, as Tristan led me with a hand on my back.

“What’s with the cases?” one paparazzo asked.
“You guys taking a little vacation?” another asked.

I looked to Tristan and spied his rigid features. With long, hurried strides, he reached for the rear door of his limo and urged me inside.

“Is this one for keeps, Lucas?” another voice hollered. 

“You must be feeling pretty relaxed about the Hammersly verdict to be leaving the city, Tristan?”
“I hear you’ll do anything to get a ‘not guilty’ verdict… what exactly do you do?”

Another reporter caught the stream, “Miss… what do you think about your boyfriend pimping to get Hammersly off?” 

But it was the ‘genius psycho’ comment bellowed from the back of the crowd that made Tristan’s eyes blaze hotly before he eased in the confident, smooth smile I knew, the one that I could envision him using in court. “You know I won’t comment on my defense approach,” he said easily. “I sincerely hope if one of you is accused unnecessarily of a crime, you can find a lawyer half as good as I am.”

Tristan followed me into the back of the car and slammed the door behind him. “Let’s go,” he barked to his driver. As we pulled away, he let himself relax with a muttered, “For fuck’s sake.”

He was quiet and tense all the way to the airport. I was too nervous to speak in case I exacerbated his irritation, which seemed to be directed at anyone and everyone.

When the limo pulled to a halt on the deserted private strip, Tristan climbed out without a word and marched to the trunk. “We’ll be back tomorrow afternoon,” I heard him saying to the driver who had also leaped out of his seat and rushed to the rear of the car.

“Yes, Mr. Lucas.”
“Don’t keep me waiting,” Tristan demanded harshly.
“No, Mr. Lucas.”

Suddenly appearing at the still open rear door, Tristan bent down to look at me. “You coming?” he asked, not quite as bluntly as he’d spoken to his driver, but testy to say the least.
“Sure,” I eagerly replied, smiling in the hope of easing his tension. It didn't seem to work because as I slid along the long back seat, he continued to walk toward the waiting plane.

A smartly dressed pilot stood at the bottom of the steel steps and gave Tristan a casual salute with one finger. “Morning, Mr. Lucas,” he smiled. “Your plane’s all ready.”

“Your plane?” I uttered quietly. 

Tossing his face over his shoulder, Tristan gave me an incredulous arch of one eyebrow. “My plane,” he stated. “One of them, anyway,” he added, turning back to look at where his feet were going as he climbed the steps.

The interior was ridiculously spacious. Rather than rows of seats, there were four couches; two running either side. End tables sat at the arms of each couch, cream drapes covered the small windows, and then, toward the rear of the plane, was a partition wall and a door, which he told me lead to a bedroom.

It wasn’t until an hour or so into the flight that he seemed to visibly relax. Sighing, he leaned into me and rested his head on my shoulder.

“It’s been a hell of a week,” he muttered.
“Trial not going well?” I asked, hesitantly.

“It’ll be fine,” he gruffly responded. “Just sick and tired of being surrounded by incompetent morons.” 

I placed my lips quickly to the top of his head, eager to change the subject. “So, are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked, kissing him again.

“You ever been to London?” he queried in turn.
“London?” I smiled. “No, no, I haven’t.” 

“Well, don’t bank on seeing too much of it other than the hotel,” he teased, nudging my leg with his. “But I’ll show you a few of the hot spots.”

What I would find out seven and a half hours later was that the hotel he’d booked us into was the Savoy. We had a large suite with views of the Thames River and the city beyond it. Awaiting us, on a small table, was an ice bucket with champagne and next to it sat another jewelry box.

“Tris,” I sighed, as he strode towards the table and scooped the maroon box into his palm. “I’m serious; you’ve got to stop this. It’s too much.”

Offering no words in reply, he smiled. It was a curious grin, though. Something secret was on his mind.
“What?” I wondered. 

“Spending a few days away from you made me realize something,” he replied, his fingers smoothing over the box. “I need you, Freya. I need to be with you, and the thought of ever being without you makes me crazy.” With a quick lick of his lower lip, he glanced down at his hand and eased open the box within it. “So, I want to ask…” he breathed, finally turning his hand toward me and showing me the solitaire diamond ring he held between his finger and thumb. “Freya, will you marry me?”

“What?” I whispered, feeling all the breath leave my lungs. 

“I know it seems crazy and sudden. But it feels right to me,” he stated. “I’m not a kid anymore. I want to settle down, have a family. And I know that I want those things with you.”

“Tris,” I mumbled, struggling to suck in air. “I… I… didn't expect this.” 

“You said surprise you,” he chuckled.
Just before the lack of oxygen to my brain caused me to faint, my lungs drew in a hurried, deep breath. “I don’t know what to say,” I quietly uttered.

“Say you’ll be my wife,” he replied calmly. 

Overwhelmed, flattered, and immensely grateful to have found a man that held such affection for me, I found myself breathing the only word that I could in that moment. “Yes.”

He stepped toward me, his grin spreading so wide that it looked painful. Throwing his arms around my waist, his mouth eagerly claimed mine as he tugged me flush with his body. He hummed in satisfaction as he chucked against my lips.

“You’re sexy, you’re beautiful, and you’re mine,” he mumbled against my mouth. “You’re mine forever,” he added, his lips covering mine in feather-light caresses. “I’m never going to let you go, Freya.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I assured him, my hands smoothing over his back and squeezing him tight. 

That night, as our kisses in the king-size bed turned more passionate, I recalled Daniela’s instruction and slipped one leg over him. Straddling his thighs, I placed my hands on his chest. With my hair curtaining both of our faces, I kissed his jaw and neck.

“Freya,” he groaned.
Smiling to myself, I moved a little lower, trailing a path down his chest with my lips while my hands massaged his pecs.
“Freya,” he repeated. 

Clutching his stiffening member in my newly bejeweled left hand, I continued to kiss his abdomen.
“Suck me, Freya,” he growled. His hands cradled my head, and he seemed to shudder with anticipation.

Although it wasn’t what I had planned when I slipped atop him, I was willing to go with the flow. Lifting my face, I met his eyes and smiled at him. Without realizing that the desire to say anything was on my mind, words tumbled out of my mouth. To my surprise, heard the words, “I love you, Tristan.”

“I love you, too,” he echoed, grinning as his hips rose to remind me of what lay hard and waiting between my fingers.
Slowly, I turned my focus to his straining manhood, extending the tip of my tongue to the crest and gently tasting him.
“Oh, God,” he muttered, his hand tightening on my head and coaxing me further down.
I parted my lips and wrapped them around him, not wanting to fight his obvious guidance.
“Take it all,” he groaned. 

Keen to please him, I let him glide smoothly over my tongue, nudging at the back of my throat. I couldn’t fit the whole of him in, but I kept my hand wrapped tightly around his base and rubbed it slowly as I lathered my tongue along the vein on his underside.

“Yeah, babe,” he moaned, hips thrusting upward as his hands continued to guide me. 

Allowing him to move my head up and down at the rhythm he desired, I tasted the saltiness of his pre-ejaculate. Lapping at it enthusiastically, I hummed knowing he would feel the vibration.

“Ugh,” he panted, arching his back. “You’re so fucking good at that,” he added, breathing heavily. 

It was only a few seconds until his groans took on a constricted pained quality and he was coming. Copious and strong bursts of his essence struck the back of my throat. Although there was a bitterness in his flavor, I wanted to show him complete love and acceptance, so I swallowed quickly.

“Oh, Freya,” he mumbled sleepily. His body seemed to melt into the mattress, and all tension drained away.
Lifting my head, I continued to stroke his softening shaft. “Was that okay?” I asked.
“Great, babe,” he replied. “It was great.” 

Sliding back up the length of his body, my face hovered over his. Smiling at him, I made a move to kiss his lips, but he twisted and I only caught his cheek.

“Something wrong?” I wondered, tipping my head back so I could study him.
“Why don’t you run to the bathroom and rinse your mouth out?” he suggested.
“Huh?” I replied, blinking.
“I really don’t want to taste myself,” he stated flatly. “I mean, that’s just weird.” 

“But…” I mumbled. I was taken off guard by the sudden request. I didn't think there was a difference between kissing before and kissing now, but I said nothing, I was too busy struggling internally. Was I being unreasonable or was he? Was it ‘weird’ to taste your own secretions? Maybe it was. After all, I’d never sampled my own fluid. I couldn’t imagine making a man who’d gone down on me swill and spit before kissing me, though. Of course, I’d never had a man go down on me, so it was moot.

“Go on,” he coaxed with a gentle lift of the legs that were still beneath me. “When you get back, I might be ready to go again,” he added with a sexy, deep timbre.
“Really?” I responded, a small smile returning.

“Yeah,” he nodded. 

Sure enough, he was hard again when I returned from the bathroom. But the minty mouthwash was otherwise a waste of time, because we didn't kiss. Eager and passionate, Tristan got off the bed, took my hand and led me through to the suite’s living area.

Slightly disorientated, I didn't ask any questions as he guided me to the couch. When we arrived, he simply bent me over it, and quickly entered me from behind.

With hurried thrusts and deep groans, he mumbled words of pleasure. “You feel so good.” 

Aroused from pleasuring him, I was wet, allowing him to slide easily into my sex. However, the movement of him inside me was too short and sharp. Gripping the couch cushions tightly, I could do nothing to increase my own enjoyment. Still, except for the gently rocking caused by the force of his body against mine, I was quiet and still. I waited for him to find release, no longer interested in what was happening.

With an explosive bark of, “Fuck!” he breathlessly collapsed, draping his upper body over my back as his climax dripped down my inner thigh. “Oh, God, Freya that is so good,” he mumbled. “So good.” And then, he whispered something that bewildered me. “You’re always so quiet when you come.”

One question, at least, was answered at that moment, it wasn’t that he was disinterested in my pleasure, he simply assumed that I was orgasming each time. I couldn't tell if I should feel relief that he wasn't purposefully forgetting about me, or frustration that he didn't care to check.

Breathing heavily and with him still buried within me, I turned my face over my shoulder. Should I tell him the truth? Could I hope for things to change if I continued to say nothing? Would he think there was something wrong with me if I corrected his misapprehension?

In the end, fear won out. “Yeah,” I whispered. “Yeah, I guess I am.” 

CHAPTER SIX Getting to Know You

At my return to New York, and my apartment, Daniela was understandably surprised to see the huge rock on my left hand. She was also reticent, to say the least, about my decision. She gave me all the standard, rational questions that best friends ask with sudden relationship decisions. How well did I really know him? Could I seriously be thinking about marriage after dating for less than a month? Had I thought about what it was I was doing?

The fact of the matter was that I’d asked myself all of those questions on the flight home. While Tristan had dozed through the journey, the storm of thoughts in my head swirled around and berated me. Did I know what I was getting myself into? The truth was I didn't. But then again, from the moment I’d met Tristan, I hadn’t known what I was doing. I had always just allowed myself to be swept away by his powerful tide. And, for the most part, that felt good. It felt really good.

He was attentive, he was thoughtful, he was handsome, and he was ambitious and successful. He was the whole package. In fact, I wasn't sure what it was that was making me second guess the decision. He was everything that a woman looks for in a husband and future father of her children.

Our sex life, however, was lacking. To me, it was all perfunctory. I knew he wanted me, so I went through the motions like an automaton. Sure, I felt flushes of desire in his presence, but I had quickly come to realize the result would always be the same, and those instances of arousal were becoming fewer and further between. Knowing that for him it would all be over in a matter of minutes was more effective than any cold shower could ever be. But that too was a compliment, wasn’t it? He was turned on by me, so much in fact that he couldn’t control that primal eruption of pleasure. I shouldn’t be feeling let down by that; it was another reminder of his feelings toward me. It should be making me feel beautiful, and desirable, and sexy. So, why wasn’t it? In the days and weeks after Tristan proposed, the tornado that I’d been sucked up into grew more powerful. He was keen to introduce me to everyone he knew; friends, family, colleagues. He invited me to a handful of parties, arranged a dinner to get acquainted with his parents, and even flew me out to the south of France to meet an aunt and uncle… or were they cousins? It all became so confusing and I forgot half the people I met, and the half I remembered became a blur.

Faces and names became a jumbled mess in my head, and I continually had to ask for reminders of who was who. I think this gave Tristan the impression that I was either scatterbrained or wasn’t taking an interest. But the simple truth was that the conveyor belt of new people moved too fast. My brain was unable to process it all.

As Christmas drew closer, I had spent precious little of December at work, or in my own home.
"That was Scott on the phone," Daniela muttered, as I readied myself for another dinner, this time with Tristan’s colleagues. 

Leaning closer to the mirror and brushing at my eyelashes with the pad of my index finger, I didn't turn toward her to answer, I was too preoccupied with the task at hand. "What does he want?"

With a small shrug, she told me all she knew. "Said he’s going to be in town over New Years, asked if you wanted to get together?" 

"Why?" I wondered flatly, the word spitting more venomously from my mouth than I’d intended it to.
"I don’t know," she sighed quietly. "But I get the impression he wants to mend some fences."

Tossing an incredulous look at her, I scoffed. "I’d rather leave them broken." 

"Yeah," she agreed with a slow nod of her head. "So, I was hoping we’d be able to do something this weekend," she added, abruptly changing the subject.

"Yeah, sure. That sounds good."
"Are you sure?" she asked. "You’re not going to be busy being paraded around town like a prize pig?"
"What?" I chuckled. My earlier irritation evaporated as I twisted my face to find her leaning against the doorframe of my bedroom. 

Folding her arms beneath her bosom, she sighed. "Don’t you feel like he’s showing you off?" she wondered, features uncharacteristically heavy.

"I…" I began, before closing my mouth. For a moment, I considered the events of the previous weeks. "Maybe," I admitted shrugging. "But what’s wrong with that? We’re in love; he wants everybody to know about it."

With a not so subtle roll of her eyes, she exhaled.
"What?" I asked.
"Nothing," she sighed, shaking her head. "It’s nothing, I just…" "Just what?"
"There’s something about the guy I don’t like."
"You barely know him," I argued.
"I can say the same about you," she retorted.

I slipped into a pair of two-inch, open toed heels and smoothed my hands over the black cocktail dress that reached my mid-thigh. Taking my focus from her and placing it back on my reflection, I continued. "We can talk about this over the weekend," I told her calmly. "But just remember, you were the one who was encouraging me to go out with him.”

"Yes," she agreed. “I thought it would be fun to have dinner with him; I wasn’t pushing you down the aisle, Freya." 

"Sometimes things happen quicker than you expect them to," I reasoned with a small shrug. "How do I look?" I asked, twisting to face her.

"Beautiful," she said softly, giving me a small smile. "You are incredibly beautiful; sometimes I don’t think you realize it," she continued. "There are women who would kill to look like you."

"Ha," I scoffed, waving a dismissive hand in her direction. "Women would kill to look like you," I informed her firmly. Unfurling her arms, she stepped away from the door. "Go on," she huffed. "You better get going." 

Later, when I arrived at The Plaza, I learned that the party was much more than your average office Christmas event. Tristan had rented the 4,800-square-feet Grand Ballroom and laid out a banquet for five hundred people.

Feeling very small, I walked into the massive room, peering up at the glorious chandeliers, then allowing my eyes to move around to the Grecian-style pillars. I gazed at the long cream drapes that hung between them, and finally found my focus lingering over the huge banqueting tables that ran the length of the room.

I wasn’t aware of anyone moving behind me until I felt a warm hand cover my bare shoulder.
"God, you look sexy," he muttered in my ear, pressing his cheek to my head before dropping a kiss on my temple.

"Thank you," I smiled, turning slightly and finding his bright eyes sparkling with joy. 

He was dressed impeccably, as always. But for functions like these, he turned it up a notch. Tonight he was in an immaculately tailored, black three-piece suit and a herringbone patterned bow tie. He straightened his cuffs before lifting one smooth, wellmanicured hand toward me, and sweeping my dark hair off my shoulder. He leaned forward again to lay a lingering kiss against my neck.

My own mouth quirked in a smile as I placed my fingers on his left arm and slid it all the way down to his fingers. Gently taking his large hand in mine, I ran my thumb gradually over his smooth knuckles.

"Come on," he said, head darting up and hand snatched suddenly away from mine. The change in his attitude left my mind rushing to catch up. Sometimes I felt like I had whiplash when I was around him. "I’ve got some people I want you to meet."

It was early and many of the guests hadn’t arrived, but some of the early-comers sat at the banqueting table in front of their name cards.

Tristan led me to a middle-aged man with a receding hairline he was trying to mask with the thinning hair he had left. The combover was more than obvious, and I wondered why the man had even bothered with it.

"Babe, this is Tom Jenkins," Tristan announced, gesturing to the man. 

Mr. Jenkins turned, his swollen belly hanging over the black leather belt he wore. "Hello there," he said, his deep voice gravelly. "You must be Freya. My, he was right about you," he chuckled. With a smile of bemusement, I glanced at Tristan, who simply grinned at me.

"Pleasure to meet you," Jenkins added, offering me his hand. "Likewise," I replied, taking his palm.

Expecting him to shake my hand, I was caught off guard when he tugged my fingers toward him and leaned forward to kiss the back of them. "You’re a lucky man, Lucas," he muttered, as his head lifted once more. "She’s quite a prize."

"Yeah," Tristan agreed, smoothing his hand over my lower back. "I know." 

Throughout much of the party, Tristan mingled. Sometimes, he took me with him; new people, and more introductions. But, for short spells of time, he simply disappeared. Leaving me awkwardly fielding questions from people who wanted to know what I thought of the latest hot investment tip, or whether changes to the trespassing laws would help or hinder vagrancy in the city.

I didn't know how to answer either of those questions, and often I just offered an awkward shrug of my shoulders. But, thankfully, those asking the questions seemed more than content to inform me of their opinions on the subject.

Then, of course, there were the few men who invited me to dance. On the occasions when Tristan was around, they didn't actually ask me; they sought permission from him instead. If Tristan was elsewhere engaged in conversation, I found that I actually had a say in the matter. Not wishing to appear rude though, I assented to each of them.

After twenty minutes of lingering near the edge of the ballroom’s dance floor, my fiancé swept back onto the scene as suddenly as he had left it. I was being talked at by a couple of junior attorneys in Tristan’s firm who seemed to model themselves on their employer in dress, manner, and ambition.
"You two enjoying the party?" he asked the two men, draping an arm around my waist and tugging me close until my hip bumped against his.

One of the men, who had introduced himself as Brendan, adjusted his thin-rimmed glasses and nodded. "Yeah, it’s great," he smiled. "Company’s fantastic," he added, eyes moving toward me.

Next to him, his friend sipped at his champagne as he nodded. 

"Great," Tristan replied sincerely. "Glad you’re enjoying it. By the way, I need you both to start work on the Reynolds case first thing Monday morning."

"Sure," Brendan uttered excitedly.
"Sounds good," his friend agreed.

"Good," Tristan echoed. "If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to steal my wife-to-be for a few moments," he continued, tightening his grip on me and leading me forward. "Every man in this room has had his eyes on you," he told me quietly, as we negotiated dancing couples.

"Umm," I hesitated, feeling sure what he’d said was an exaggeration and not knowing how to reply. "I… err…” I continued to mumble. Allowing myself to be steered across the dance floor, I was a little confused when he didn't stop. Instead, he kept walking toward the large open doors.

"I’m the envy of all of them," he added gleefully.
"Where are we going?" I asked. I was keen to change the subject, it was making me uncomfortable.
"You really do look incredible in that dress," he continued, ignoring my question and striding along the marble hallway. 

"Thank you," I quietly responded. "But, umm…"
His arm suddenly sliding away from my back, he clutched my hand and hurriedly tugged me in the direction of a doorway. "This way," he urged with a jerk of his head.

"Wh—?" I blurted, watching him as he pushed the door open. 

He pulled me through the threshold into a darkened stairwell. Without a word, he closed the door behind me with a determined thud and then with both hands on my hips, he pushed me up against it.

I released a small cry of surprise as my back flung against the solid wood. "Tris—" I began to say, but his name cut off on my lips as his mouth aggressively covered mine.

His tongue, thick with the taste of scotch, swept between my parted lips and roamed urgently over the confines of my mouth. After a few moments, his breathless face tipped back. "I overheard Brendan and Louis earlier," he said, the half sentence making no sense to me.

"What?" I murmured. 

"They were talking about you," he uttered, His voice was dark, and a devilish smile stretched his mouth and illuminated his pale, blue eyes.

Still confused, I blinked at him. 

"They were talking about how much they want to fuck you," he added, his hands moving down from my hips, smoothing over my thighs and grasping the edge of my dress.

"Tristan," I said, placing my hands on his shoulders in a bid to halt his movement. 

"Do you have any idea how much that turns me on?" he asked, his smile widening. As he spoke, his hands pushed the clinging material of my dress upward.

"Tris," I urged gently. "Not here."RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA
"Yes," he countered, head nodding as he continued to grin. "Here," he insisted. "And right now. I’ve got to have you, Freya." "Why don’t we wait until we get home, huh?" I suggested, making no physical effort to cease the inexorable movement of his hands. 

With the dress in his fingers now bunched at my waist, Tristan shook his head. "Those boys want you," he told me. "They are going to go home tonight and masturbate while thinking about you. They are going to have only their thoughts as they spend the night alone, and I have you here in front of me."

"Tristan," I whispered, shaking my head. 

Although the thoughts running through his head were obviously highly arousing to him, they made me feel entirely different. I didn't like it one bit, and I needed him to know that. I needed him to stop.

"I don’t want to talk about this," I mumbled. "Let’s just go back." 

"They won’t be the only ones, Freya," he forged on regardless, his fingers slipping into the edges of my silk G-string. "Dozens of men in there are going to be banging their wives or jacking off to thoughts of you."

"Tris, this isn’t sexy," I told him calmly. My right hand moved quickly down to his wrist to stop him from removing my underwear.

"Yes, it is," he countered. "I told you before," he chuckled. "I like being envied, Freya." His face drew closer to mine as he spoke. "I like having things other people want," he said, fingers grasping my panties before sharply tearing them from me.

Flinching at the rip of silk, I knew that things were far beyond my control. I was powerless to stop what was happening. Tristan was like a train, and I was the damsel in distress tied to the tracks. "They want to touch you," he murmured, flicking the underwear aside and smoothing his right hand over my mound. "They want to bury themselves in your cunt," he added, his fingers parting my folds and sweeping determinedly to my entrance. "They want to fuck you, Freya," he whispered.

Closing my eyes, I shook my head. In a last ditch effort, I tried to get him to stop. "Tristan, I don’t—" 

"And I’m the one who gets to do all the things they’re fantasizing about," he finished, grinning as he pushed two fingers inside my tightness.

"Argh," I winced, sucking in a breath and opening my eyelids once more. He might have been turned on, but I was far from it. My sex was entirely dry, and the insertion of his fingers was painful.

"I’ve got to have you," he muttered hoarsely, his free hand snapping to his groin and yanking down on the zipper.
"Wait," I quickly begged. "Why don’t we go back to your place?" At this point I was desperate. I knew I couldn't force him off of me, but I needed to do what I could to stop him. It wasn't enough. 

Silently and with the same narrow smile, he shook his head. "I can’t wait, Freya," he informed me, reaching inside his smartly pressed pants and freeing his straining member. Keeping a hold of himself, he shuffled closer, using the tip of his highly-polished shoe to kick my foot slightly, widening my stance.

Numb, I was unable to find words. I was unable to force any movement from my body either. I was frozen, and could not force myself to move. Instead, I seemed to observe what happened next as though it were two strangers in that dimly lit stairwell.

Bending a little at his knees, Tristan aligned himself with me and thrust forward fractionally before placing both firm palms on the door behind me. With a groan of effort, he propelled his hips forward.

My lips parted and I exhaled a quiet breath of pain as his rigidness tore into me, and the zipper of his pants scratched harshly against my inner thigh.

"Ugh, God," he growled, his face screwed up in determination as he drove into me again. "I’m the one," he exhaled. "I’m the one who gets to fuck you."

Heart hammering hard against my chest with no trace of arousal, I stood limply as his upper body pushed against mine, pinning me fast to the door.

Lower body moving in aggressive, jerky thrusts, Tristan hammered into me again and again, unperturbed by my stillness and unconcerned with my silence. I was little more than an object to him in those moments. Like the painting above his bed, he did not look at me, simply owning me was enough.

"So tight," he groaned, not ceasing in his single-minded pursuit. "Your cunt is so fucking tight," he muttered. The piston action of his body pounded against me, banging me hard against the door with each slam of his hips. "Damn, Freya," he grunted, suddenly pulling free and taking a step back.

Startled by the abrupt way his hardness had withdrawn, I continued to stand motionless. With my naked sex still on display, he stared at me, breathless and running a hand through his hair. His rigid manhood poking out of his fly, his free hand seemed to absentmindedly clasp it and stroke rhythmically.

"I want to come on you," he huskily uttered. 

Unshed tears glossing my eyes, and I stared at him with expressionless features. As though anesthetized, not a single part of my body moved. I was a statue made of flesh.

"Get on your knees, Freya," he continued.MARGUERITE DE LYON
Unmoving, and possibly even unconscious of what he was saying, I did nothing.
"Come on, babe," he encouraged, stepping forward again and placing a hand on my shoulder. "Do it for me."
With light pressure, he insistently pushed me, and my body listlessly complied.
Eyes seeing, but not really registering anything, I fell to my knees until my face was level with his erection. 

"Oh, yeah," his thick voice rumbled, as he began to move the hand that circled his hardness with more purpose. With a frenzied ferocity, he handled himself, stroking violently for just a few seconds.

Then, with a shudder that caused his whole body to tremble, he came. Spurts of semen splattered my face, my neck, and dripped down to my breasts.

"Ugh," he groaned, face lifting to the ceiling. "Yeah!" 

With his creamy fluid staining my black dress, my numbed face peered up at him. I was unthinking, unfeeling, and uncertain that I was really alive.

I don't remember much of what happened after that. I can’t recall whether Tristan and I spoke to each other. What I do know is that with the bodice of my dress decorated with his orgasm, I could not go back into the ballroom. Leaving the stairwell, I headed to the closest bathroom, hurriedly washed my skin and tried to clean my dress before heading outside and catching a cab.

That night, I didn't sleep well. Instead, the events of the evening kept circling through my head, and I wondered what the hell had happened. All I knew was that I felt branded, reliving the events as painfully as a calf seared by a red-hot iron.

*** 

Early the next morning, I received a delivery of flowers at the apartment. With them was a card that read: Had too much to drink last night. Have dinner with me Saturday, and I’ll make it up to you.

I didn't doubt that he'd had too much to drink. However, I wasn’t sure whether what occurred in the stairwell was as easily brushed aside as that. Was it something that could be “made up” to me? On one hand, I reminded myself that I didn't specifically say the word, ‘no,’ nor had I tried to push him away. So, perhaps, in my own mind, the incident was starting to seem like a bigger deal than it really was. And yet, something niggled perpetually at my brain, raising a red flag that was difficult to ignore.

In any event, I could not have dinner with him on Saturday because I’d already promised Daniela I’d spend some time with her over the weekend. So, as far as I was concerned, that question was settled. Apparently, Tristan did not see things quite the same way.

Once I’d got to work, he called my cell. When I failed to answer it, he called the office number. 

"Hello," I said, picking up the receiver and bringing it to my ear. "What do you mean, you’re busy on Saturday?" he asked bluntly.

Realizing he was responding to the text message I’d sent him on my way in, I sighed. "I promised Daniela that we’d do something," I replied evenly. "I haven’t seen much of her lately and—"

"You’re blowing me off for a girl’s night?" he muttered, incredulous.
"It’s not like that, Tris," I smoothly replied. "But she’s my best friend."

"Is this about last night?" he demanded. 

Pausing for a moment, I creased my brow and leaned forward until my elbows were resting on the desk. Was it about last night? Well, no, not completely. Yet, it would be a lie to say what happened hadn’t affected me and the way I felt about him. I carefully considered my words before I spoke, knowing that this could turn out ugly if I didn't proceed with caution.

"Listen," I breathed. "I saw a side to you last night that—" "All right," he interrupted. "All right, I had too much to drink, Freya. So, sue me."
"It’s not—"
"Did I hurt you?" he blurted, managing to make the question sound more like an accusation than a concern for my well-being. 

Swallowing, I composed myself before replying. "A little bit," I admitted quietly, recalling the viciousness with which he’d entered my unwilling channel. I was still sore this morning, and it wasn't a pleasurable ache from a night of love making.

"But not a lot?"
"No," I conceded.

"Then what the fuck are you getting your panties in a bunch over, huh?" he asked wearily. 

"Tristan, I’m not saying I don’t want to see you on Saturday. I’m just saying that I already made plans. You’re the one who’s blowing this out of proportion," I reasoned.

"Let’s get one thing straight right now," he ground out harshly. "I do not blow things out of proportion. I’m a rational human being, Freya, unlike you and your…" he stretched the word out as he tried to find an appropriate term. "Bohemian bullshit," he eventually puffed out.

Nice. I knew I he wasn't on board with every aspect of my job, but the fact that he so easily dismissed it as pointless was news to me. 

"I’m not having this conversation right now," I sighed.
"Don’t you dare hang up on me, Freya," he insisted.

"I’ve got to go," I told him. "I have a client who is interested in my ‘Bohemian bullshit,’" I stated before forcefully placing the phone back in its cradle.

After the session had ended and I returned to my office, I found my cell phone flashing with four missed calls and six text messages. Unwilling to deal with whatever they contained, I backed out of the room again and headed to the front desk.

"Tristan’s been calling non-stop for the last hour," Daniela commented dryly. Her eyes on the computer screen before her, she did not even need to look up to see my approach. "I don’t think he likes me very much," she pointed out matter-of-factly. "Something I’ve done?"

"No," I replied simply. "No, he’s just angry with me."
"Why?" she asked, finally lifting her face.

"Because I told him I had plans with you Saturday," I explained with a sigh. "He’s gotten a little…"
"Possessive?" Daniela suggested. "Childish? Selfish?" 

"I don’t know what it is," I responded with a shrug. "He just wants to spend time with me, and I guess I should feel flattered by that," I huffed, resting an arm on her desk and rubbing a tired hand across my brow.
"That’s no reason for him to act like an ass," she muttered.

"No," I agreed with a smile.
"Look, if you need to cancel our plans, I’d understand," she reluctantly suggested, her gaze moving back to the computer. 

For a second, I considered it. Perhaps Tristan was feeling guilty about last night; I already knew how impossible it was for him to say he was sorry. Maybe this was his way of doing that, and he felt that I was refusing to accept the olive branch. But then I pushed the thought from my mind. Even if this was his way of apologizing, it wasn't a very good one. Besides, Daniela was right; that didn't give him the right to behave like an ass.

"No," I insisted with a shake of my head. "No, I promised you. And you’re important to me, Dani," I reminded her.
"Are you sure?" she offered.
"Yeah," I asserted, grinning. "Besides, he’ll get over it. It won’t kill him to spend a night without me, right?"
Leaning back in her chair, she brought a pant-covered leg onto the tabletop. "Right!" she agreed heartily. 

Tristan, however, didn't let it go. He spent the next two days bombarding my cell phone, home phone, and office with calls. There were deliveries of flowers, jewelry, and more underwear as he tried to convince me that our argument was stupid. The frivolity with which he treated the subject was another red flag for me, but I was more concerned with the fact that he assumed I was angry with him or attempting to avoid him.

I tried to convince him that we weren’t having an argument—I was simply too busy to have dinner with him on one, solitary night. Eventually, his persistence wore Daniela down and she became adamant that I meet with him.

"But—" I tried to counter her firm statement.
"Don’t ‘but’ me," she insisted, her Latina accent growing thicker when she took on that tone. "If he’s gonna be a baby about it, I can be the bigger person," she huffed early one morning. She was still wearing her robe undone and silky nightgown on display. "You and I can arrange our plans for another time. And I can get a date for Saturday," she added with a grin.

There. As far as she was concerned, the conversation was over. 

So, what I wanted didn't figure much into it. Tristan and Daniela had squabbled over their turf (namely me), and Tristan, it seemed, had won.

When he came to my apartment on Saturday evening, he had the good grace to at least look chagrined. "I’m not proud of the way I behaved the other night, or how I’ve behaved since," he admitted as soon as I’d opened the door. "But I’d like it if we could just put it all behind us."

"Forget it ever happened?" I asked skeptically, thrusting my arms into a coat and shrugging it over the white, asymmetric Nicole Bakti mini dress I wore.

"Sounds good to me," he chuckled. "If there’s something I don’t like, that’s my usual approach."
"Tristan," I sighed, shaking my head like a weary mother toward her child. 

"Listen, I’m not used to being in this kind of relationship; I’m not used to feeling this way about someone," he confessed. It was those moments—those times when he flashed me a rare, fleeting glimpse of his vulnerability—that I was confused about who and what he really was. How could somebody capable of such emotion seem so calloused all the time?

I saw something that he showed nobody else, and I liked that side of him. However, the ruthless lawyer, the multimillionaire who treated those beneath him like dirt, the man who had seen me as little more than an object when he’d had sex with me at The Plaza, I was not so fond of that man. In fact, I thoroughly disliked that man.

I’d hoped the Mr. Hyde act was just that, an act. Something he put on for the theater that was the courtroom. No more real than the reality show he was involved with. Yet, the more I saw of him, I couldn’t help but wonder whether it was the Dr. Jekyll I loved who was the act.

"I’m going to occasionally fuck up, but that doesn't mean I don’t love you or that we won’t still be great together," he continued, oblivious to my thoughts. "I do love you, Freya."

"Say it then," I urged, still holding the front door open in my left hand.
"I just did," he laughed. "I love you."
"No, that’s not what I mean," I gently told him. "I mean, say you’re sorry." 

With a curious tilt of his head, he slipped both hands into his pockets, his lips tightening into a hard line. "I told you before, I never say that. You heard it once from my lips, Freya, you’ll never hear it again."

"So, you’re not sorry?" I asked.
"Are we really doing this right now?" he asked, smiling harshly.

"It’s just one of the things about you that I don’t get," I sighed, closing my eyes and letting my forehead drop to the cool doorframe.

"You want to ‘get’ me?’" he asked. "Then get that gorgeous butt of yours out here and let’s go." 

"Go where?" I asked.
"Little Italian place," he replied. "We’re meeting Blake and a group of our friends."

"I thought this was supposed to be a romantic night out?" I grumbled, stepping across the threshold and tugging the door closed behind me.

"Who says it won’t be?" he argued. 

With a quick twist of the knob, I ensured the door was locked before turning away and strolling down the hallway with him at my side. "So I gave up a girl’s night out to be part of a boy’s night out?" I asked, tossing him a sideways glance.

"It’s not quite like that," he chuckled, sweeping a casual arm around my shoulders. Again, his nonchalant attitude irritated me. Was this really no big deal to him? Now that he had me in his presence again, was everything fine?

"It’s a tradition," he tried to explain, one hand pressing the call button on the elevator. "We get together once a month or so; been the same for the last decade."

"So, why were you so insistent that I come?" I wondered. 

"Some of these guys haven’t met you yet," he offered with a shrug. "Work takes some of them all over the world," he added. "It’s be the first time since I met you that they’re in town."

Silently I nodded. Did Daniela have a point? Was he showing me off like a prize pig?
"Anyway, I’m really keen for you to meet Corey," he continued excitedly.
"Corey?" I echoed in question. 

"Yeah, he’s been my friend since high school; he’s quite close to Blake, too. And if you want to figure me out, Freya Moreton, he’s the man to help you do it."
"Here I was thinking I ought to ask your mother," I remarked, smiling.

"Nah," he laughed, tossing his head back. "Mom doesn't know much about either of her children. Corey, though… he’s seen just about everything there is to see."

"Right," I muttered, nodding slowly. "I’ll bear that in mind." 

CHAPTER SEVEN New Sensations

As Tristan and I walked through the doors of Dominick, Blake was waiting at the threshold.
"Hey, you!" he smiled, automatically moving around to my back and helping me to take my coat off. 

"Hi," I greeted him in return. I gave him a quiet thanks as he slipped my outer garment from my shoulders and looped it over his arm.

"It’s good to see you," he said brightly. There was a slight flush to his cheeks that made me wonder if he’d already had a drink or two. But he didn't seem drunk, and I certainly couldn’t smell any strong spirits wafting from him.

"I’m here too, little brother," Tristan remarked grumpily as he tugged his own coat from himself and thrust it toward Blake. 

Without a word of complaint, Blake calmly took the overcoat from his brother's hand. "Good to see you as well, bro," he muttered, turning to check our coats. "We’ve got a booth in the corner," he added, tossing the comment over his shoulder as he stretched a hand up and pointed to the table he was referring to.

"Come on," Tristan urged softly, wrapping an arm around my waist and urging me forward. 

Taking a small breath to brace myself, I psyched myself up for another evening of the same old questions from new faces that would quickly become blurred with the dozens of acquaintances I'd made over the previous two weeks.
As we strolled to the table, the three men looked up from their seats.

"Hi," Tristan said, the beam on his face evident in his voice. "Guys, I want you to meet Freya," he said. "Freya," he added, "this is Steven."

A man with gray eyes and black, wavy hair that reached his shoulders rose from his seat and offered his hand. I took it, smiling politely.

"And this is Greg," Tristan continued, pointing to the man sitting next to Steve. 

Greg was balding and had decided to shave the whole lot off. He was also an incredibly well-built man with bulging muscles that were obvious, even through the casual suit jacket he wore.

"And this," Tristan added, "is Corey Wallace." 

My gaze traveling around the curved table, my attention landed on a smiling, bronzed man with dark hair that just brushed his collar; a few strands fell from his side parting and dropped onto his forehead. Like Steve, he got out of his chair and extended his smooth, large hand toward me.

For a second, unable to take my focus from his eyes, I didn't move. Then, suddenly realizing that I was doing a passable impression of a statue, I compelled my hand forward with a flustered rush.

"So, you’re Freya," he smiled, sliding his fingers over my palm. 

Feeling as if I had been struck with a hundred-volt shock, my eyes widened. The spark of electricity that began at my hand rocked through my entire body, accumulating and swelling tenfold at the juncture of my thighs. An explosion of warmth, so violent and unexpected that I almost yelped, shook me. And, as my sex began to clench, a flood of dampness drenched the crotch of my panties. Chewing hard on the inside of my mouth, I tried to keep the savage wave that swept over me contained. However, I suspected the flush that consumed my face and chest was visible to everyone in the restaurant, and must have been obvious to the four men around me.

"Are you okay?" Corey asked, his smile faltering as he tilted his head to one side.
Swallowing, I forced myself to nod. "Yes,” I replied quietly, my voice sticking in my throat. "I’m fine, just... um..."
"It is a little warm in here," he said calmly, slowly withdrawing his hand from mine and tugging out a chair. "Would you like to sit?" 

"Yeah," I breathed gratefully, collapsing into the seat. The pressure accentuated the persistent tingling between my legs and prompted me to close my eyes. I was worried I was going to lose it right then and there, but just barely managed to hold it together.

"You sure you’re all right?" Tristan asked, resting a hand on my shoulder. 

Lids flicking swiftly open, I twisted my face to him and blinked. "Err," I mumbled, staring into his concerned face. "Yeah," I whispered. "I’m okay."

"You look kinda flushed," he commented, placing the back of his hand to my forehead. 

Allowing him to sample my temperature, I shook my head. "It’s warm in here. I think the change from being frozen outside..." I never finished the half thought. I didn't need to.

Tipping his face toward mine, Tristan whispered in my ear. "You can’t be ill now," he stated. It wasn’t a question. "We’ve only just got here, and I’m not taking you home."

"I don’t need to go home," I informed him tartly. "I said I’m fine." "Fine," he sighed, straightening and sliding into the seat opposite me.

"So," Corey said, settling into the chair by my side. "How did you two meet?" I wasn't sure whether he was asking me, Tristan, or both of us, but Tristan answered and saved me the trouble of trying to figure it out.

"We met at Blake’s thirtieth," he remarked, grinning as he nestled back into the high-backed booth seat. 

"And you would have met her before then," Blake chipped in, returning to the table and resuming his seat, "if you’d had the sense to take a class with her."

"A class?" Corey asked, his face moving from Blake to Tristan, and finally to me. 

"I... um..." I said shyly, unable to look at him. I found that my voice was still shaking just from that one touch. Somewhere in the back of my mind I wondered how that touch would feel elsewhere on my body. "I teach yoga."

"Ohhh," Corey breathed, nodding in acknowledgment. "Of course. Yeah, Blake told me about you." 

"I don’t think we really want to talk about that tonight, Freya," Tristan muttered dismissively, lifting a hand and clicking his fingers at a nearby waiter.

"Well, I’d love to hear about it," Corey insisted quickly. "I studied a bit when I was in India," he added excitedly, running his large, adroit fingers through his thick hair.

"You did?" I blurted, staring at him quizzically. It shouldn’t have seemed so strange. But, somehow, I’d assumed that everyone who was friends with Tristan would feel the same way about my ‘hippie’ life.
"Well," he chuckled. "I mean, only a little, you know. I don’t know a lot, but it’s a fascinating discipline."

Smiling, as I dared a quick glance at his gleaming eyes, I nodded. "I’ve always thought so," I agreed quietly. I wanted to ask him more about his trip to India, but I was painfully aware of Tristian’s eyes on me, even though he was answering a question Steve directed at him. "Um," I added, fidgeting restlessly in the chair. "I know this is going to sound like a strange question, but have we met before?"

Corey’s smile did not waver, but he slowly shook his head. "No, I don’t think so," he uttered calmly. He reached for the glass of water in front of him and sipped carefully. "I’m sure I would have remembered you," he continued conversationally.

My God, he smelled good. I couldn’t place my finger on it, but his scent was fresh. As I drew him into my lungs, I could only imagine clean light. If anyone could put an olfactory comparison to the sun, it would be Corey. He was rejuvenating in a world where I didn't know I needed the breath of youth. The pure knowledge was invigorating… if not blindly unsettling in contrast with the wellconstructed rich scent that was Tristan.

Much of the rest of the night was taken up with jovial reminiscence, as the guys told stories from their youth. They seemed to enjoy having a fresh audience to share these tales with, and I was content enough to listen to them.

However, it would be a lie to say I ever got over what happened the moment Corey took my hand in his own. As I sat quietly listening to Steven’s version of the night he and Tristan passed the bar, part of my mind was focused on the intense feeling that had overwhelmed me so completely and so suddenly. It was a sensation like I had never known. It was a bit like a firestorm, allconsuming and ferocious. Yet, at the same time, there was something calm and serene, almost gentle, about it. The contradiction made no sense. It still makes no sense. I can no more explain it than I could intentionally replicate it.

Occasionally, I’d toss furtive glances at Corey, wondering what it was about this stranger that caused such a powerful response in me. Each time, I was none the wiser. All I learned was that the merest glimpse of him caused miniature versions of that sensation to flutter in my belly. And, I also discovered that it wasn’t just me who was drawn to him. Everyone at the table obviously held him in high regard, as well as high affection. And the waitress giggled girlishly whenever he asked for something or thanked her.

But he didn't achieve all those things by being loud or trying to assert his dominance. Instead, Corey was one of the most softly spoken people I’d ever met. His voice was deep, but gentle and smooth; it commanded attention without having to compete with the other sounds in the noisy restaurant.

I couldn't take my eyes off of him all night. It wasn't just the feeling that he unquestionably invoked in me, I was fascinated by his character. I watched him as his hands moved carefully over his wineglass. I watched the way he gracefully ate; each movement of his fingers and mouth was unhurried, measured and adroit. I watched the way he smiled, such a genuine expression that lit up his entire face, particularly those dark eyes, which danced whenever he laughed.

"Freya?" Another voice said, disturbing the pleasant path my mind had taken.
"Hmm?" I hummed, looking up and finding Tristan’s rigid face before me. 

"The guys want to go on to a club," he sighed, as if he’d spoken those words before. If he had, I hadn’t heard them. "Are you game?"
"Oh, um," I hesitated. "I don’t know," I admitted with a grimace. "It’s been a long time since I’ve been to a club."

"Are you kidding me?" Blake blurted. "You’re twenty-seven, Freya."
"Exactly," I tossed back at him.
Grinning, he used a napkin to wipe his mouth as he got up from his chair. "Well, I think you should come."
"Do you want to?" I asked Tristan quietly. 

Peering across the table at Steven, who was busy fishing some money out of his wallet, he shrugged. "Why not?" he asked. "It’ll be fun, right?"

"Well..." I mumbled. 

"You’re coming, aren’t you, Core?" Tristan called out to the man who had left the table and was halfway across the restaurant on his way to the coat check.

Twisting in my seat, I watched Corey turn nimbly on the ball of his foot. "Sure," he mouthed, nodding.
"Everyone’s going, Freya," Tristan gruffly determined. "You can go," I reasoned, turning my upper body back around to him. "I’m fine getting home on my own."
"I want you with me," he countered.
Unable to prevent the smile that lifted my lips, I studied his face. "You do?"
"Yeah," he insisted. "You know I always want you on my arm." 

My happiness faltering slightly, I wondered whether he meant that the way it had come out. Perhaps he hadn’t, I reasoned. Men don’t always think about what they’re saying. Then again, men who are top-notch criminal defense lawyers are rather more wary of what they’re saying than most. He made it sound like I was there as eye candy instead of for the company.

"I’m going to be your wife, not your trophy," I softly said, sure that his friends had moved far enough from the table that they could no longer hear.

"I’m not going to quibble over this with you now," he muttered, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. "But, whether you like it or not, the way a woman behaves says something about the man she’s with."

“I... I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at," I told him stiltedly. 

"I want you to support me," he whispered harshly.
"I do," I insisted. "And I will."

"Right, then. So, when I ask you to come somewhere with me, you’ll come?" 

Once again knocked off balance by him, I was mute for several seconds. Did I hear that correctly? The command was barely buried in the question. "Does that rule apply vice versa?" I wondered aloud.

"It’s totally different the other way around," he argued. "It is?"
"Look-"

"So, what’s the verdict?" Blake interrupted, returning to the table with the enthusiasm of a puppy dog. 

Lifting my face to his, I quickly nodded before pushing myself up. "Yeah," I told him brightly. "Why not? But you’ve got to promise to dance with me, Blake," I warned, reaching out and grabbing his sleeve.

There’s only one thing worse than not getting what you want, and that’s getting what you want. If Tristan wanted me to go clubbing with his friends, he was going to get it. And I was going to make damn sure he didn't like it.

Flashing Blake a warm smile, I walked with him to the restaurant doors, leaving Tristan a couple of steps behind. 

Outside, there was a small cluster of photographers. Flashes from their cameras began to reflect blindingly off the glass panes in the door before it had even been opened.

"Oh, God," Blake mumbled, pausing at the lobby and helping me back on with my coat before slipping into his own. "I swear these guys have no life," he added.

"I'm sure it'll be okay," Steven determined, smiling as though he was pleased with the attention our small party was receiving. Greg remained silent, but was the first to pull the door open and step out into the street. 

Corey, meanwhile, stood calmly with both hands in his pants pockets. "They just want to get a few shots, then they’ll be on their way," he reasoned smoothly. "We’re not doing anything that's going to prove interesting to them."

"That's not the point," Tristan grumbled irritably, sweeping his arm over mine and tugging me to his side. "Those scumbags have no right to follow us around like this."

"It's their job," Corey reminded him. "People are interested in you," he shrugged, with a soft smile. "If they weren't, those guys wouldn't be making any money."

Muttering something beneath his breath, Tristan stepped forward as his fingers gripped mine and urged me after him. Moodily shoving on the glass door, he strode purposefully out into the street and headed straight to the waiting car. Greg was standing at the rear door, ushering Tristan with a wave of his hand. With the way he was dragging me to the car, I wondered if Tristan planned on tossing me inside like a toy doll.

Steven, Corey and Blake were following us, and I could hear Blake and Corey making polite conversation with the paparazzi. "You guys heading off to make a night of it?" one voice asked. "Yeah," Blake replied genially. "Evening's still young," he added. "And so are we." 

"Where you going?" another photographer asked.
"We're not sure yet," Corey easily responded.

Meanwhile, Tristan had paused by the limo and with a hand on the small of my back was guiding me into the car. 

"Ms. Moreton," one of the men hollered as I was sliding into the plush warmth of leather seats. "Does your hubby-to-be always take you out with the guys?"

A chuckle could be heard, and then another masculine voice muttered, "Are you used to having five men in one night, Freya?" 

Twisting slightly, my view through the open limo door was obscured by Steven's back. However, I heard the eruption of rage and scuffle of feet as Tristan dove at the photographer.

"You piece of fucking shit," he yelled. 

Blake tried to intervene, taking his brother's arm and trying to pull him back, but Tristan was filled with blind anger. He pressed ahead and drew his fist back over his shoulder.

"You want to come here and say that, you cocksucker?" he demanded.
Just before Tristan made it within reach of the alarmed looking paparazzo, Corey smoothly inserted himself between the two of them. I was amazed at his grace under pressure, and I felt that warmth between my legs once again.

"Tris, come on," he said. His voice was calming, but firm, as he lifted his open palms. "You don't want to do this," he stated. "Let's just get out of here, huh?"

"You talk about my fiancée like that again, and I'll rip your fucking head off," Tristan seethed, shouting over Corey's shoulder. "It was just a joke, man," the photographer insisted.
"Come on," Corey continued to advise, tilting his head toward the car.
Noticing that his older brother had cooled somewhat, Blake stepped forward and swept an arm around Tristan's shoulders. 

"You won't think it's so funny when I'm kicking your teeth down your throat, you motherfucker," Tristan continued to shout, as he was bundled into the back of the limo and the door was swiftly closed behind him.

He didn't bother to look at me. Hunching forward in his seat, he rested his elbows on his knees and laced his hands at the nape of his neck.

"Are you okay?" I asked.
"What do you think?" he snapped.

Fortunately, we weren't left alone with that awkward silence for long. The opposite door was soon opened and the other men quickly climbed inside.

"You wanna cancel?" Greg gruffly asked, running the flat of his palm over his forehead.
"No," Tristan immediately replied, his head bolting upright as if he'd been stung. "I'll be damned if I'm going to let those dicks ruin the evening."

Nestling beside me, Blake gave me a soft nudge with his elbow. When I turned in response, he offered me a sympathetic smile before mouthing 'are you okay?' I was bewildered as to why Tristan seemed to partly blame me for the incident, but I nodded.

"Well, come on then," Steven uttered joyfully, apparently the only one completely unaffected by the scene that had taken place on the sidewalk. "Let's go to Westway," he added, shuffling along the long seat that ran the length of the side of the vehicle before tapping on the partition that separated us from the driver. "Clarkson Street, and step on it," he demanded, chuckling.

Nobody agreed with his decision. But nobody objected, either. 

The limo gradually pulled away from the curb and joined the sparse late night traffic. Through the long, narrow tinted windows, we could see some of the photographers still snapping away, while others got on motorbikes and began to follow.

"You've really got them stirred up now," Blake commented, peering over his shoulder out the rear window. 

"Shut up," Tristan grumbled.
"I'm just saying," Blake shrugged.

I said nothing. I didn't want to be the one who caused Tristan to blow another gasket. And besides, with my limited knowledge of life in the limelight, it hardly seemed my place to comment. But it seemed to me that Blake was right. The paparazzi were riled up. Tristan had given them something to get their teeth into, and now that they felt there was a story to be pursued, they would no doubt pursue it doggedly.

"Lose them," Tristan hollered toward the partition.
In response, the car accelerated rapidly, forcing me back into the seat.

Throughout the forty-minute drive, Blake continued to glance out the rear window, each time giving us updates as to how many were behind us and how close they were.

Tristan grew more irritated with the commentary, and tossed himself into the seat with a frustrated sigh.
I was only half listening to Blake. The larger proportion of my attention was taken up by Corey. 

He sat on the bench seat opposite ours, hands gently pressed together and resting between his open knees. Now and again, he would sweep a hand along his thigh, brushing the soft fabric of his light gray dress pants. Occasionally he'd glance up and find me looking at him.

Embarrassed, I quickly looked away, but not before I noticed the soft, reassuring smile on his face. 

Eventually, we arrived at the club; as we pulled up, Blake informed us that there was only one bike, which was several yards behind.

"Hurry up then," Tristan insisted, reaching for the door and shoving it open moodily. He jumped hurriedly out of the vehicle and headed directly to the heavyset doorman.

As the rest of us rolled out of the car behind, Tristan spoke to the man. I couldn’t overhear what was said, but the bouncer stepped aside offering us all entry.

Not waiting to see if we were following him, Tristan strode in. Steven and Greg jogged after him. Corey paused, turning and gesturing for me to go before him. Blake remained at my side and walked in step with me as we entered the dimly lit, pulsing atmosphere.
Westway had been a stripper joint and, although ownership had changed hands, much of the décor remained unaltered; flashing lights, illuminated tiled floors and poles were the order of the day. I felt odd in such a place, but I was determined to have a good time. More importantly I was determined to make Tristan believe I was having a good time, only it wouldn't be because of him.

The place was small, but evidently popular, because it was almost wall-to-wall with people. Impossible to move without brushing shoulders (or more than shoulders) with someone, making our way to the bar was a series of shouted words, most of which were, 'excuse me' and 'I'm sorry.'

Tristan stopped to make brief conversation with a handful of people along the way. None of them I recognized and, for once, he didn't seem keen to make an introduction. It was becoming abundantly clear that he was annoyed with me.

Determined not to let his mood affect my evening, I draped a casual arm around Blake's waist as the two of us sidestepped our way to the bar.

"You like mojitos?" he asked, leaning close and yelling the question directly in my ear so I'd be able to hear over the thumping bass.

"Sure," I shouted in return.
"Mojito!" he hollered to the bartender, holding up two fingers as he did. 

Peering over my shoulder, I noticed our small cluster had broken apart. Greg was lingering near the edge of the dance floor, practically drooling over some nubile blonde, who was dangling upside down from one of the poles. Steven, meanwhile, had come to a halt at the corner of a small table of three casually dressed men.
Corey was shaking the hand of a beautiful redhead, who must have been close to six feet tall, because with her average-sized heels, she almost matched him in height. She also seemed a little older than the club's average clientele. Most of the women in the darkened, loud space were in the twenties (their very early twenties at that). Corey's friend, though, appeared to be in her mid-thirties.

He was giving her the same smile he'd offered me when we'd met at the restaurant and I couldn't help but wonder if she felt that explosion of intensity that I had. I jealously hoped not, and then I shook the thought out of my mind. What was getting into me?

"Here," Blake said, offering me the drink.
"Thanks," I replied, reluctantly dragging my eyes from Corey and accepting the glass.
"Cheers," he added, holding up his own.
"Cheers.” I clinked the edge of his glass with mine before lifting the drink to my lips. 

"Where's Daniela tonight?" he asked, shouting and moving his mouth very deliberately so that, if my ears failed me, I would be able to lip read.

With a shrug, I sipped on the cocktail. "Not sure," I told him honestly.
"Is she seeing that big guy I saw her with the other week?" he continued.
"Not that I know of," I responded. "Listen," I added, leaning closer to his ear, "why don't you ask her out?"
"Huh?" he blurted, head bolting back so he could stare at me. 

With a small smile, I shook my head. "I know it's not my place," I said, again leaning into him. Our temples were almost touching as I attempted to make myself heard. "But, I think you should go for it. She likes you."

"You think?" he countered hesitantly. 

"Yeah," I insisted. I gave him a smile, even though with my cheek so close to his, I knew he couldn't see me. "She's had a thing for you forever."

"Then why hasn't she asked me out?" he argued. "It's not like she's shy about that kind of thing." 

"I know, but I-" my words, my thought and my smile abruptly ended when a rough hand grabbed my wrist and yanked me back a pace. "Wh…?" I mumbled, my face darting round to find Tristan glaring at me.

"What the fuck are you doing?" he demanded.
Confused, I stood silently for a moment. Eventually, the only word I could form was expelled from my lips. "What?" 

"I know most of the people in this club," he stated, yanking me closer to him and shouting the words directly into my face. "What are they're going to be thinking when they see you flirting with my brother, huh?"

"I wasn't flirting with him," I told him flatly. "We were just talking." 

"And you need to be pressed up against him to talk?" I was unsure whether Blake could hear the conversation, but he undoubtedly noted the expression on his brother's face and attempted to intercede. "Hey," he said, stepping forward and placing a hand on Tristan's chest. "You're getting worked up over nothing."

"Is that right?" Tristan snarled, heated eyes flashing toward his younger sibling. "Do you think I'm getting worked up over nothing?" he repeated, tossing the question at me.
"Nothing was going on," I told him. "We were talking."

"Right," Tristan flatly blurted, releasing my wrist and tossing it away from him as if it disgusted him. "Right," he added, spinning on one foot. As he stalked across the club, he shoved irritably at anyone in his way.

"What was that all about?" Blake asked from behind me. "I don't know," I uttered quietly, knowing he wouldn't be able to hear me. 

My eyes followed Tristan as he walked with purpose to one darkened corner of the club. He stopped at a dimly lit table and leaned over it. As he did so, a long, blonde head of hair inclined in counterpoint, meeting him somewhere in the middle of the circular table.

The woman, with flawless skin and thick, wavy hair, giggled as she leaned closer. Deliberately pressing her arms together, she pushed her breasts out prominently, causing them to nearly topple out of her skin-tight red dress. She was practically throwing herself at Tristan in order to get his attention, even though she clearly already had it.

Tristan extended his hand to her and encouraged her from her seat. Then he began to lead her onto the dance floor. As the woman got closer and her face became lit by the dazzling lights on the floor, I recognized her. Caitlin Engler was an actress. A 'star' in one of the soaps, the name of which escapes me, she was usually found in Hollywood. However, that month, for reasons other than her acting ability, she was making her debut on Broadway. And she had evidently decided to explore the best New York nightlife had to offer.

And at that moment, the best New York nightlife had to offer was grinding against my fiancé.
Smirking as she rubbed herself against him, Tristan placed his hand on her hip, then rolled the palm over the curve of her ass.

"Freya," Blake called, placing a hand on my shoulder. "Do you want me to go break that up?" 

Turning away from the dance floor and facing my friend, I forced passivity onto my features. "No," I assured him, shaking my head. "He's only dancing, right?" I reasoned with a shrug.

It was more than that; I knew it, Blake knew it, and Tristan knew it. It was possible that maybe even Caitlin Engler knew it, too. He was teaching me a lesson, or attempting to. He was proving a point, he may have asked me to marry him, but I wasn't irreplaceable by any stretch of the imagination. For Tristan Lucas, picking up a woman was as easy as picking up a pebble off the beach.

"Don't let it bother you," Blake urged, taking a mouthful of his drink. "He's being petty." 

"He's sending me a message," I replied, furtively glancing back at the couple whose bodies were now almost indistinguishable. "And I've got it loud and clear," I added, mumbling those words to myself.

"Freya," Blake sighed, running his free hand through his typically messy hair. "You know, sometimes, Tristan can be…" He screwed up his face as he tried to find a word. However, he never finished the thought. Instead, his thought was sidetracked by a pair of long legs beneath a short skirt, tube top, and a pair of green eyes and pixie-cropped brunette hair.

She slid into the space between Blake and I, brushing deliberately against him as she did so. I heard the vibrations of her high voice over the throbbing beat, but I could not discern any of the words.

Soon, the expression of concern left Blake's face. In fact, it seemed his eyes were solely focused on the beautiful physique in front of him. It wasn't until he was being tugged onto the dance floor a few seconds later that he seemed to remember that we'd been in the middle of a conversation - a stilted, hollered conversation, but a conversation nonetheless. Apologetically, his eyes pleaded with me as they shifted from my face to the ass of the woman who held his hand captive.

"Go on," I said, smiling. Whatever he'd been about to say, it was not the time to talk. Besides, I had a feeling that the whole thing was one of Tristan's tantrums: it would blow over, probably by the morning.

"Hey," a smooth voice uttered. I felt a warm hand gently fold around my elbow. 

Jerking violently as a thousand bright lights, which had nothing to do with the club, flashed in front of my eyes, I snatched my arm away as if I had stuck my fingers in a wall socket.

"Sorry," he said, quickly withdrawing. "I didn't mean to startle you." 

Turning, I avoided Corey's eyes, knowing that they were dangerous - if not in general, then certainly to me. "That's all right. I'm sorry," I chuckled, face flushing. "I'm a little jumpy, I guess."

"I just wanted to make sure you're all right," he said, dipping his six-feet-and-some-inches frame so that his head was closer to mine. He lifted the volume of his voice, but he didn't seem to need to shout as Blake or Tristan had. "Is something going on?" he asked, gesturing with a small movement of his head toward the dance floor.

"He's upset with me," I sighed. "I guess he's reminding me that I'm lucky to be with him." 

Focusing intently on me, Corey shook his head. "He's the lucky one," he informed me earnestly. "And I think he knows it," he added. "He's used to being in control, though."
Wondering what that meant, I swallowed and continued to fight the urge to meet his eyes directly.

"When you're in love," he continued, "you lose all control. Knowing Tristan like I do, my guess is that this scares the hell out of him." With a smile, he added, "Of course, Tris would never admit to being scared, so he just acts out."

Seeing some sense to his logic, I nodded while my fingers absentmindedly pushed some of my long brunette hair off my shoulder. My gaze thoughtfully lingered on the black shirt that covered his chest before gradually moving down his long legs and landing on his polished wingtips.

"I know it's not fair that he's taking it out on you," he said. "I’ll talk to him about it." 

"No," I quickly spluttered, face moving rapidly back up to his, but my eyes still avoided the dark ones that I felt sure I could lose myself in. "No, that's okay," I said a little more calmly. "You don't have to do that."

"I know I don't have to," he smiled. "But I think someone needs to tell him that, if he carries on, he's gonna lose you." As my attention moved over the smooth, freshly-shaved skin of his cheek, I gently shook my head. "I'm not going to leave him over some stupid tiff."

"Actually, I think her name's Caitlin," he quickly retorted, grinning.
Without bidding them to, my lips lifted in a smile. "It's no big deal, right?" I reasoned with a shrug. 

"No," he replied, not needing to lift his voice to be understood. I could read the movement of his soft, perfectly pink lips. "No, I suppose it's not. But I'm still going to talk to him."

I opened my mouth, but he quickly stalled me with the lifting of his palm.
"He won't know it's anything to do with you. In fact, I would have had words with him even if we hadn't talked."

"Well…" I mumbled, dipping my green eyes. 

"I know it's not a huge thing now," he forestalled me. "But it will become one if things are left," he warned me. "I know he cares for you deeply, Freya."

At the sound of my name spoken in his deep tones, I felt my internal muscles clench viciously. My physical response was entirely inappropriate, and made even worse by what Corey had been telling me. I should have been thinking about Tristan; his love for me; our future together. My body, though, was instinctively reacting to Corey in a way that was so unexpected, forceful, and out of my control that it frightened me.

I thought about what Corey said, “he cares for you.” Of course he does! I thought. Why couldn't Corey have just come out and said Tristan loved me? It was that simple. After all, he wouldn't have proposed if he didn't. Care was an understatement.

On the other hand, I thought, as I watched Tristan gyrate through his “Tango with Bimbo” dance, I couldn’t help but wonder if Corey’s statement was actually an overstatement. Maybe Tristan didn't love me, so much as he simply wanted to possess me. Maybe even my own fiancé was confused by what it meant to care for someone.

CHAPTER EIGHT Confusing as Hell

For the remainder of the night, Tristan and I barely spoke. When he'd finished dancing with Caitlin, he found another willing woman; a stick-thin girl, who was barely legal. He danced with her as provocatively as he had with the actress. However, nothing overtly untoward occurred between them. Intent on making me jealous, he was careful to straddle the line without ever stepping across it.

When he was eventually ready to go home, he approached me and gruffly announced that fact. 

It entered my head to tell him I wasn't ready to go; that I was having a good time and had promised Greg a dance – only the last of which was true. I did quietly mention it, indicating the baldheaded, muscular man standing just a pace away.

Tossing his half-lidded eyes to Greg, Tristan told him there would be no dancing with his fiancée. "We're getting out of here," he added, circling his strong fingers around my wrist.

Good sense told me that things between the two of us were tense enough without annoying him further. So, I let him pull me away from his friends and out of the club, without even saying 'goodbye' to Blake, Corey or Steven.

Without a word, we got into the back of his limo and he barked, "Take us home," to the driver. 

Biting my tongue, I wondered if he seriously expected me to return to his apartment, and his bed, that night. After the minor row we'd had in the club, and the fact that we were traveling away from the West Village in a strained and soundless atmosphere, surely he didn't envisage us spending what little there was left of the night together. I had flashbacks to the other night, and wondered if perhaps I would have a choice. He might just expect me to hop into bed.

I certainly wasn't comfortable with that idea. For several minutes, I sat anxiously grappling with the question of how I should bring it up, and how I could tactfully tell him that, after the events of the evening, I was in nothing remotely resembling an amorous mood.

The last time we'd had sex kept rolling over and over in my mind too, reminding me loud and clear that, whether I was in the mood or not was of little consequence to Tristan. Used to getting what he wanted, no was not a word he'd heard often, if ever, from a woman.

Fortunately, my concern was ultimately unneeded. 

A low rumbling snore began to drift across from Tristan's side of the car. With his blonde head slumped against the window, he was sleeping soundly. So, quietly I shuffled forward and asked the driver to drop me at my place.

He agreed; his soft, polite voice came through the partition as hushed as mine had. 

It was close to three when I got back to the apartment. No lights were on, but breathy grunts and soft, feminine squeals resounded from Daniela's bedroom, leaving me in no doubt that she'd made it home.

Trying to block out the mingled and graphic sounds of pleasure, I swiftly crossed the living room to the phone and the answering machine that was flashing with a new message. Quickly pushing the button with my index finger, I began tugging free of my coat.

"Hey, Freya. It's me... Scott."
Rolling my eyes as I listened to the message, I lowered myself into the couch.

"I've tried to call a few times, but you never seem to be there. Don't know if Daniela's been passing on my messages," he added chuckling. "Anyway, I saw in the papers that you're engaged to Tristan Lucas; is that for real?"

Leaning back, I closed my eyes and tried to remember the last time I'd heard his voice. Four years. Maybe longer. Nevertheless, each time his tone never failed to take me back to a time beyond that. It brought a flood of unwanted, miserable memories, some directly associated with him; others not.

"That seems so bizarre to me," he laughed. "Well, the fact that you're getting married in the first place is weird, but you're really getting married to him? He's, like, a billionaire, right?"

"Oh, yeah!" a masculine growl erupted from behind the closed bedroom door. Daniela's extracurricular activities made for an interesting soundtrack to Scott's message.

"Listen, I know it's been a while, but it would be nice to see you. I told Daniela I'll be in New York over the New Year, so if you're interested in meeting, let me know." With that, the message ended. A harsh beep filled the dark living room and I blindly reached to push the button I knew would remove Scott's voice from the machine.

He probably just wanted me to introduce him to Tristan. I knew with a vehement certainty that he was not genuinely interested in my life or its future path. The only interest he'd ever shown in me had been for selfish motives, and there was no reason to believe that had suddenly changed. I deleted his message from the machine and sunk into the couch.

"Argh!" Daniela cried, a strangled sob of ecstasy so powerful it verged on painful.
With an amber glow from the street bathing part of the living room floor, I sat staring ahead with no emotion at all. Dani's explosion of pleasure brought my mind back to Corey and the feeling I'd had when he shook my hand. Was it possible to have an orgasm just from the touch of someone's fingers? It certainly felt like an orgasm; albeit an orgasm unlike any I'd ever had before.

If it was pure, primal sexual pleasure, what did that mean? One thing it unquestionably meant was that I needed to stay away from Corey. I was marrying his best friend; I was in love with Tristan. "At least...." I mumbled almost silently, "I think I'm in love with Tristan. I'm in love with him when he's not being an asshole." Which, of course, was getting more and more frequent. The asshole part, anyway.

So, I shouldn't have been drawn to Corey. I definitely shouldn’t have been climaxing whenever he came within a three-foot radius. 

Sex didn't matter. I'd already traipsed that ground and determined that whether or not Tristan had me screaming with the thrill of sexual gratification didn't matter. He loved me; that was what was important.

Corey, on the other hand, was a complete stranger. 

Yet, as I shook my mangled head, got up, and gradually wandered into my bedroom, I couldn't stop thinking about that stranger. As I slowly peeled my clothes off to the sound of thumping against the wall, which indicated Dani and her date were going for another round, I was still thinking about Corey. I couldn't get him out of my head. I absent-mindedly headed for my bed, and peeled back the covers.

Naked, I slipped beneath the soft, cotton sheets. And, accompanied by the noises of raw lust coming from the next room, I began to touch myself. Thinking about Corey, I gently played with my sex, coaxing it into arousal. Damp, pliant and warm, I explored my body carefully, as if for the very first time. Imagining that it was his long, strong and inquisitive fingers that desired better acquaintance of me, I teasingly quested my depths. The more I thought about him, the wetter I became.

Eventually, I was aching for more – much more. Roughly strumming my clitoris, I bucked and writhed against the mattress until I was whimpering a climax that paled in comparison with what I'd experienced earlier that night. I briefly thought about what Tristan had said the other night, about his friends and co-workers masturbating to thoughts of me when they went home. A small chuckle escaped my lips at the irony of the situation, that was, until, the guilt washed over me. Why did I feel so much more pleasure from just the thought of Corey than I ever did with Tristan when we actually made love? Nevertheless, it was a much-needed release, which allowed me to slip into a dreamless, deep sleep.

*** 

The next morning, even though I was still angry with Tristan, I felt incredibly guilty. Small though it might have been, it still felt as though I had been unfaithful in some way. After all, since I'd known Tris, my thoughts while masturbating had been focused on him. Fantasizing about the way it could have been between us, I'd fashioned a separate idealized sex life; one in which he satisfied me completely. Somehow that made the wanting I experienced in reality easier to bear.

And yet, now my satisfaction was being sought elsewhere. That surely meant I was cheating on him, in a sense at least.
"You've been quiet all morning," Daniela noted on our way into the yoga studio. 

"Hmm," I acknowledged with a nod. "There's a lot on my mind, I guess."
"Couldn't help but notice you didn't spend the night with Señor Lucas, either," she stated conversationally, although we both knew her words were loaded. "Did you two fight last night again?"

"Again?" I countered. 

"Well," she shrugged, not looking at me as she pushed open the door and sashayed to her desk. "He was being a prick about you daring to have plans that didn't involve him," she pointed out, setting her purse down and spinning so she could rest her curvaceous butt on the edge of the table. "And, I noticed the Internet was going crazy over pictures of him attacking a photographer." As she spoke, she lifted her cell phone, the vibrant screen displaying a shot of Tristan's tightly furrowed face as he shouted ferociously at the paparazzo.

"Oh, God," I sighed, closing the door behind me. I'd managed to temporarily forget the incident outside the restaurant. But, of course, I should have known it was going to be blown into a huge story.

"So, I take it he wasn't exactly in the best of moods," she said wryly. She folded one slim leg over the other, and waited for me to reply.

"No," I muttered quietly. "No, he wasn't." Gripping my bottom lip between my teeth, I inhaled deeply. "I don't know what it is with him," I admitted softly. "He can be such a sweet guy sometimes, but other times he's…"

"Like this?" she asked, lifting the phone again.
"Yeah," I replied flatly.

"Well..." she began, grinning. She began to speak, but whatever jovial piece of sarcasm was due to emerge from her mouth stopped short. Instead, she fell serious, seeming to notice the consternation on my features. "Everybody's got different sides to them, Freya," she suggested sympathetically. "And, you know, no totally sweet guy can do what Tristan does for a living. So…"

"So, what do I do?" I asked her.
"You want an honest answer?" she prompted.

"Yes," I insisted, nodding. I realized that I wasn't lying, I really did want to hear what she had to say. 

"I don't know," she breathed. "I don't know exactly how you feel about him, and I haven't seen you together enough to say whether I think he's good for you." With a jerk of one shoulder, she slipped down from the corner of the desk, her heels landing on the floor with a click. "I guess you have to focus on how he treats you, not how he treats parasitic photojournalists," she offered.

I didn't bother to tell her that I was also concerned about the way he treated me.
"And, umm, someone's at the door," she added, pointing over my shoulder to the glass panel we'd just come through. 

My flat pumps twisted easily on the hardwood floor as I spun around and found Corey Wallace reaching for the door handle. As he spotted me, he smiled warmly and lifted a hand in greeting.

"Who is that?" Dani huskily muttered. I could hear the appreciative grin in her voice, and I could well imagine the way she was eyeing the man as he pushed the door open.

“Down girl,” I said to her. But then again, maybe I was saying it to myself. 

"Hi there," he said, his soothing, rich tones vibrating off the walls of the entryway and filling me with warmth. "Not interrupting, am I?" he asked.

"No," I responded automatically. I was in shock at seeing him, and it was rendering me almost catatonic.
"Hi," Dani eagerly offered, stepping around me and supplied her hand to the tall, dark man. "Welcome, are you interested in taking a class?"

"Hello," Corey responded, shaking her hand. 

As his fingers met Daniela's, my gaze reflexively snapped to her face, studying it closely for any trace of the blast of sensation I'd experienced. She grinned broadly, but there was no flicker of her eyelids, no dilation of her pupils, and she continued to speak without missing a beat.

"We offer a whole range of classes to suit any ability," she said efficiently. "You look like you're quite flexible," she noted, eyes moving thoroughly down his body.

He chuckled slightly as he slipped his hand away from her and placed it into his pocket. 

"I don't think he's here for a yoga class," I pointed out. "Daniela, this is Corey Wallace, a friend of Tristan's. Corey, this is my receptionist, and very best friend, Daniela."

"Oh, I see. Well, it's a pleasure to meet you," Dani smiled. 

"Actually, I'm not totally opposed to the idea of taking a lesson with you, Freya," he commented. "I've been getting a lot of tension in my back and shoulders recently," he continued, placing his free hand on his left shoulder and rubbing gently over the spot I assumed he felt most of the tightness.

"Oh," I breathed, nodding. "Well, I'm sure we can… um…" I didn't know how to finish the phrase. After all, I'd only decided hours before that it was a very bad idea to see Corey. But how could I turn him down without seeming rude?

"You've got some free time now," Daniela stated, in what I'm sure she thought was a helpful manner. "Is now good for you, Mr. Wallace?" she asked.
"Corey, please," he quickly smiled. "Sure, I'm free, if it's okay with you," he added, this time looking at me.

"Um… okay," I nervously nodded. "Just give me a minute to get ready. Dani, could you show Corey through to the Blue Room, please?"

Hearing her eagerly accept, I stepped away from the pair and headed to my office. 

"Shit," I hissed, once I was safely behind the closed door. "Shit, shit, shit." I couldn't do this. This man, for reasons that were entirely inexplicable, had an effect on me. Already, my heart was thumping at twice its usual rate, and my breath was coming hard and fast. Putting myself in the path of this train was insanity. Yet, there was no way out.

Taking a few deep breaths, I tried to tell myself that I was being ridiculous. I was a professional. I could teach a man I had a crush on, because that, after all, was all it amounted to. He was handsome, sure. Well, actually, he was more than handsome: he was beautiful in an incredibly masculine way. Everyone who ever laid eyes on him must have felt that same swell of girlish weakness in the knees. Daniela certainly did. But I was a professional.

So, all I had to do was get over it. Simple.
Yeah, right!

Ripping my jacket off, I tossed it on the back my chair before running a hand down my dark blue leggings and adjusting the hem of my white, cap sleeve shirt.

Commanding myself to keep a cool head, a completely useless exercise, I left the office and made my way down the corridor. 

In the Blue Room, Corey was standing by the wall, admiring a print of a Syrian mountain landscape. His hands were resting casually in the pockets of his cargo pants. His outer clothing had been shed and was draped over a beanbag in the corner of the room. All that left him with was a black T-shirt that clung tightly to his firm biceps, broad chest and the defined muscles of his back. The previous night, in his smart dress shirt, those attributes had been concealed from view.

"Hi," he said, sensing my presence and swinging his upper body to face me. "This is stunning," he noted, eyes tipping to the photograph he had been absorbed by.

"Yes," I whispered, gazing at his physique. "It is."
"You ever been?" he asked, stepping forward.

"Err, no," I admitted, snapping out of my daze. "I haven't really gotten a chance to travel much, but it's something I really want to do."

"You should," he smiled. "There's nothing quite like it." Offering him a weak, nervous grin, I remained quiet.
"So, how come you work Sundays?" he asked.

"Only mornings on the weekends," I told him. "A lot of my clients have busy nine-to-fives, so I try to offer convenient times for them."

"Means you work some strange hours, though?" he suggested. "I guess," I admitted.

With a hum, he nodded. His deep eyes settled on mine, solid and unflinching, as if he had nothing to hide. That was an openness that was unusual in anyone, let alone someone I hadn't even met twenty-four hours previously. For a moment, I got lost in his eyes. But then I began to feel uneasy with the intensity.

Finding the candor of his gaze discomforting, and not knowing why I felt that way, I flicked my own eyes away hurriedly. "So, umm, tension in your back?" I said, stepping past him and heading to the front of the room, where a small stereo sat on a shelf.

"Yeah," he replied smoothly. "And my shoulders." 

"Okay," I continued. I avoided looking at him as I turned the stereo on and filled the room with the soft, soothing sounds of pipes and strings. "Have you been feeling particularly stressed recently?" I asked.

"Not that I'm aware of," he replied.
Adjusting the volume on the stereo slightly, I turned to face him. "Well, your posture seems good, so it may be an emotional thing." "Emotional?" he asked. 

"There can sometimes be things that we think we've dealt with," I reasoned. "But, if we haven't fully addressed them, they can affect our bodies."

"Oh," he nodded. "I see." 

"I'm not saying we have to dig into that," I quickly added, concerned that his brief reply indicated he was disquieted by what he thought was an attempt to psychoanalyze him. "It's none of my business, it's just something you might want to think about."

"Sure," he responded, his lips curving upward. "I'll definitely do that." 

"Okay, then," I said, offering him a half smile in reply. "Do you want to sit first?" I suggested, moving closer to him before lowering myself to the soft floor.

About three feet in front of me, Corey did the same, crossing his legs before deliberately straightening his back and opening his shoulders.
"I'll show you some stretches that should help," I said, trying to keep my focus away from his face. "Inhale deeply," I instructed slowly, "and reach up with both hands." Demonstrating as I spoke, I lifted both arms over my head, palms facing the ceiling.

Watching me intently, Corey followed my lead, mirroring my movement. 

"Then, as you exhale," I continued, "place your left hand on the floor by your hip and reach across your body with your right hand." Again, I showed him, keeping my right hand in the air, I leaned onto my left and exhaled slowly.

Smoothly, he followed my direction.
"Take another breath in that position," I continued softly. "Relax your head and neck."
Corey's head dropped a little as some of the tension seeped from his neck.
"Then lower your right hand until it's level with your shoulder, and reach out, stretching your fingertips." 

As I began to get into the role of teaching, I started to forget that this was the man who had thrown me into complete disarray the night before. That was good, I wasn't sure how much good I would have done him otherwise.

"That's good," I urged, unfolding my legs and pushing myself to my feet. Quietly, I moved around to his back and placed my hand on his outstretched forearm. "Really reach with the fingers," I encouraged softly. "And you should feel a good stretch right here," I added, placing my free hand to the taut right side of his neck.

"That feels pretty good," he agreed, smiling. 

"You can relax this arm," I added. The warmth of his skin made it difficult for me to swallow. Reaching down to his left elbow, I gave it a slight tug, forcing him to release the lock and allowing it to nestle against his torso. "That's better," I breathed, inhaling a rich, exotic scent that drifted from him in heady waves.

Feeling my pulse flutter, I realized I'd misjudged the control I had over my body. I was all sorts of tense, though it had more to do with his presence than with actual stress. Releasing a tense breath of my own, I moved away and settled a few feet in front of him once more.

For the rest of the hour, I did not touch him again. In fact, I didn't dare move any closer. Keeping my distance, and trying to remain focused on the exercises I was teaching, I showed him another two moves before the hour was up.

"Wow," he breathed, rolling his shoulders and inhaling deeply through his nose. "That feels better already." 

"If you've been getting a lot of trouble with tension, I'd recommend doing at least one of those exercises every morning," I commented, as I got up from the floor and moved to switch off the stereo. "Sit on the bed, in a chair, on the floor," I continued. "Any place that's most comfortable."

"Thanks, Freya." 

Again, at the sound of my name on his lips, I felt a surge of powerful heat swell within me; starting in the pit of my stomach, it radiated outward, filling every cell and causing every inch of my skin to tingle.

"It's no problem," I answered, trying to mask the torrent of sensations that whirled through me. 

"Can I see you again?" he asked. "I'd love to learn some more." Swallowing, I turned off the music and twisted my face to him.

He had just gotten up and was running one hand through his thick hair. Calmness had smoothed out his features, leaving only a serene smile, although even his lips seemed too relaxed to manage a proper grin. Instead, lazy muscles just tugged at the very corners of his mouth.

"I'll be in town for a couple of months this time before I'm due abroad again," he added. "Would it be possible to set up a weekly appointment?"

"Sure," I nodded. As soon as the word came out of my mouth, I regretted it. What the hell could I have said, though? 'No, I can't teach you, because you gave me an orgasm with nothing more than a slight touch of your hand.' I couldn't lie and claim that I was too busy, because it was evident the studio was hardly teaming with clients. No, all I could do was go along with his request.

"So, um..." he added, fingers curling around his neck as he moved his head slowly from side to side, stretching it out a little more. "Have you heard from Tristan this morning?"

"No," I responded, eyes falling to the floor. I didn't want him to see my reaction, but it was hard to hide my disappointment at the mere mention of my soon-to-be husband.

"Do you have time to grab lunch?" he continued, the question seemingly unconnected with the first. 

"Well... I...." I hesitated. Again, lies about being busy would have been ridiculously transparent. What other excuse could I give for turning him down? "I guess, yeah," I mumbled.

"Good," he smiled. "I know a quiet place where we can have a chat." 

Allowing him to lead the way, we left the room, strolled down the corridor and found that Daniela had already left her desk. On a note, she'd written. 'Had date for lunch. Didn't want to disturb your class. See you back at the apartment. Love, Dani.'
"You said you two were best friends," Corey noted. His tone made it more of a question than a statement. His eyes unable to avoid the prominent, bright Post-it she'd left on the back of her flat computer screen, and it was clear he had read the message.

"Mmhmm," I nodded. "We met working part-time while we were both in high school."
With a soft smile, he nodded. "Those kind of friendships are special,” he commented. "And rare," he added.
"You have one of those friendships with Tristan?" I asked, opening the door and holding it for him to pass. 


Refusing politely, he took hold of the edge of the door and urged me to precede him with a tip of his head. "It's not exactly like that," he quietly said. "Tristan and I have known each other since high school too, but… um... well, it's..." With a chuckle, he shook his head. "Let's put it this way, I couldn't live, or even work, with him."

Not offering any comment in reply, I waited for him to cross the threshold before closing and locking the door. 

Hailing a cab, Corey took me to a small bistro. As he'd promised, it was quiet. A family-run place, where everyone was welcoming, friendly and eager to please.

After ordering an omelet and pouring himself a glass of water, Corey's dark eyes made a small circuit of the sparsely populated room.

My own focus lifted to our waitress. I asked for a mixed leaf salad with croutons. 

"I did call him this morning," Corey mentioned, handing his menu back to the middle-aged waitress. There was no need to clarify which 'him' he was talking about. "He was rather hung-over, so I'm not sure how much of what I said sunk in, but I did tell him that he'd behaved like an idiot last night." My eyes widened in surprise, and I looked into his face. "Those were the words you used?"

Grinning, he lifted both of his shoulders in a shrug. "When you've known someone since they were fifteen, it’s easy," he reasoned. "Anyway, I had hoped he'd try to apologize to you. He seemed to realize he'd been a bit of a jerk."

"He doesn't apologize," I informed him. "He made that quite clear to me within the first week of knowing him."
"Well, he doesn't say the word 'sorry' very often, that's true," he admitted, chuckling. "But he does apologize in his own way." "Gifts?" I prompted. 

"Sometimes," he nodded. "Some people aren't very good at expressing themselves," he continued softly. "For them, it's difficult to find words to communicate how they're feeling. Tris is one of those people, and, for him, money is a quick fix. With every woman he's ever known, a gift has solved the problem. Bigger the problem; bigger the gift. I don't think he's ever met anyone like you."

"What do you mean?" I asked curiously. 

"The kind of woman Tristan usually attracts is fame-hungry, or money-hungry. But then, you can't feel sorry for him, those are the sort of relationships he's wanted; shallow, brief, no mess when the inevitable breakup rolls around," he explained. "You're far from shallow, Freya," he added, smiling.

"How can you tell?" I wondered. "You haven't known me very long."
"I can tell," he insisted. He set his unblinking eyes on my face. 

I tried to evade them, but was compelled like a moth to a flame. As my gaze met his, my sex clenched and liquid fire raced through my veins. Desire, plain old scorching need, pulsed inside me. Again, I was surprised at the suddenness of it all. A mere glance from this man could send the space between my legs into a frenzy.

"You're good for him," he noted seriously. "You could bring out the best in him, if he'd let you." 

My cheeks glowing from the heat he'd sparked inside my very core, rather than from coyness at his words, I remained mute. Somewhere in my frenzied brain, in the background, I did register what he'd said. It wasn't until later, though, that I would realize the significance of it. I wasn't the only one who saw two very different sides to Tristan Lucas. Corey obviously thought my influence could help bring Dr. Jekyll to the fore. I wasn't as convinced, but he'd known Tristan a lot longer than I had; perhaps I needed to take his word for it.

"Anyway," Corey persisted, "I think he will try to make amends before the day is out." 

Nodding quietly, I continued to stare at his eyes, examining the seemingly bottomless depths of his bright pupils and the rich mahogany that surrounded them.

Nothing more was said on the subject; our meals arrived and the topic of conversation moved to polite questions back and forth. He seemed keen to know how I had gotten into yoga, and I inquired about what it was that took him all over the world.

"I... um..." he said, resting his knife and fork neatly on the empty plate before dabbing at his mouth with the corner of a napkin. "Well, I suppose my job is a little difficult to define," he admitted. "But, I help people."

"I thought you were a real estate mogul or something," I commented, recalling snippets of the conversation the men had engaged in the night before. Having nothing else to go on, I had obviously drawn assumptions based upon them.
"Yeah," he agreed, nodding. "That's how it all started out, anyway. But, now, most of my time is taken up with motivational speaking," he continued. "I try to teach others how to make their dreams come true."

"And you do that all over the world?" I asked. 

Smiling, he nodded. "The principals of handling money, and buying and selling property, are the same wherever you go. And wherever you go, there are people desperate to find their way out of poverty."

"You make it sound simple," I commented wryly. 

"No," he responded softly. "It's not simple, but it is possible, and that's what I try to instill in the hearts and minds of the people who come to hear me talk."

With a light chuckle, I shook my head as I used the prongs of my fork to push a cherry tomato lazily about the plate.
"What?" he queried, grinning. 

"Just trying to figure out how you and Tristan can be such close friends," I replied quietly. "You're very different." I didn't bother to elaborate on the ways in which they differed. I was sure it was as obvious to him, as it was to me.

"People don't have to be alike to be friends," he offered casually. "No," I conceded. "That's true, but still..."

"I don't know what to tell you," he sighed, leaning forward and resting his elbows either side of his plate. "Not sure I can understand it either. But I have known him for over twenty years: that's a lot of history."

"Yeah," I smiled, gently piercing the skin of the tomato and bringing it to my mouth. Chewing on the juicy, final morsel of my salad, I felt the moisture overwhelm my mouth. I didn't, however, notice a small droplet of tomato juice had crept from the corner of my lips.

Corey did. With a soft grin, he reached forward and brushed the pad of his thumb along my bottom lip. 

At the touch, a sudden hollowness entered my belly, and my heart rate tripled. His thumb, so warm and soft, moved tenderly across my skin. The warmth exploded from my sex and into every crevice of my body.

To him, there was nothing intimate in the gesture. His action was easy, unashamed and relaxed. It was nothing more than a quick sweep that efficiently removed the errant droplet from my lip.

To me, it was intensely erotic. I wanted so badly to open my mouth and take his thumb inside. I wanted his hands on other parts of my body. I wanted that simple touch to last forever.

But it was over quickly. Much too quickly. 

The touch sparked a feeling in me other than my lust for him. There was a familiarity about that touch. She couldn't shake the feeling that she knew it somehow: which was absurd, because nobody had ever made her feel like Corey was making her feel right now.

Withdrawing his hand, he wiped his thumb on the napkin and leaned smoothly back in his seat as though nothing had passed between us. Was that possible? Could something so intense have occurred in me, while he experienced nothing? Could that shock of electricity be moving entirely in one direction?

His calm, cool demeanor suggested it was. Shuffling forward again, he dropped his chin into the heel of his hand. Moving the tips of his fingers absent-mindedly over the ridge of his cheekbone, he exhaled. "This has been a lot of fun," he uttered quietly. "Yeah," I automatically agreed, forcing myself to smile when all I really wanted to do was run and hide from the man that sat across from me.

"I'd like to do it again sometime," he added.
"Really?" I replied, the word no more than a whisper.
"Yes," he nodded. "I'd love to get to know you better, Freya."

Hiding fingers that had started to tremble beneath the table, I reveled at the sincerity in his leisurely spoken words. Yet, terror was also welling up and constricting my already troubled breathing. I wanted to know him; desperately wanted to understand why and how he did the things he did to me. Yes, I wanted nothing more than to spend time with him.

Warning signs littered that path, though. Red flashing lights and barriers might as well have been blocking the route, reminding me that I was in dangerous territory. He was dangerous. The way I felt around him was dangerous. I was going to marry his best friend, for heaven's sake!

"Well... um... Tristan can be a bit..." I mumbled. "Funny about me spending time with other people. He doesn't even like the fact I'm friends with Blake."

"I'm sure he's not really bothered about your relationship with Blake," he said thoughtfully. "Don't set too much store by what happened last night. I think he's got other things on his mind; stress at work that's just bubbled over, you know?"

With a soft hum of acknowledgment, I shrugged.
"Besides, I know he won't worry about me spending time with you," he added, his confident beam returning. 

"How can you be so sure?" I asked.
Running his index finger up his temple, he dropped his face more fully into his hand. "For one thing, he trusts me," he offered simply.

"But he doesn't trust me?" I countered.
"It's not exactly like that," he quickly reassured me.
"Then what is it like?"

Breathing in slowly, he lifted his head and straightened in his seat. "Have you ever been in a relationship, and was petrified that someone else is going to come along and steal that person away from you?" he asked quietly.

"I.. um..." I mumbled. In terms of a romantic relationship? No, I hadn't ever felt that way. But, I did know the sensation he was referring to. And, I didn't need him to say anything else to understand where he was going with that line of thought. "But nobody can steal a person," I argued, evading the question. "Someone can only be taken if they want to go."

"That's true," he agreed smoothly. "I'm not saying it's a rational feeling," he added, "but nothing about love is rational, is it?" 

Those words stayed with me the whole afternoon and well into the evening. They were unequivocally true. Since I had met Tristan, very little of what had happened between us had been logical or levelheaded. And, as if things weren't crazy enough, Corey had swept into my life and given a whole new meaning to the word 'irrational.' As in, orgasms from looks irrational.

That evening, when Tristan called, the thoughts and emotions tumbling around my head were as tangled as the Christmas lights Daniela grappled with in the living room.

CHAPTER NINE Through The Eyes of Strangers

Picking up my cell phone, I braced myself for what I felt certain would be an uncomfortable conversation. It was one, however, that I couldn't put off. And I knew that if I chose not to try and mend things, Tristan would simply become angry all over again. Besides, Corey's point over lunch had struck a chord, some people did find it hard to express themselves. If Tristan was making the effort, I owed him the same courtesy.

"Hello," I said quietly into the phone as I got up from the couch and paced through to the kitchen.
"Hi," he replied. His voice was groggy as if he'd strained it. 

A spell of heavy silence fell on us both, while I stroked the edge of the granite counter top. Celestin weaved around my legs and rubbed himself against my calves.

"Why don't you come over?" he eventually suggested in an oddly casual way. It was as though he was unaffected by the awkwardness between us. His tone didn't sit well with me.

"You could come here," I offered flatly in turn.
"I asked first," he countered.

"You could always ask Caitlin Engler," I told him, my voice quiet but with an unmistakable edge to it. "I'm sure she'd be there faster than you could ask."

"I don't want her," he rapidly blurted. "I want you. She's nothing compared to you, Freya. You're a hundred times more beautiful than she is."
"Then what the hell was last night about, Tris?" I sighed.

"All right, Corey's already given me the lecture. He said, in no uncertain terms, that I was an ass."
"You're not the man I know when you're like that," I admitted quietly. 

A pensive silence entered the conversation, and was eventually broken only by the clicking of his tongue on the roof of his mouth. "I have a stressful career, Freya," he huffed. "I can't always be sunshine and rainbows, you know? Life ain't like that."

"I know," I quickly assured him. "And I'm not expecting you to always be in a wonderful mood, I just wish that you'd talk to me if you're feeling tense."

"I'm not used to doing that," he grumbled. "I'm used to dealing with things on my own."
"I realize that, but if we're going to be married-"
"I know, I know," he sighed heavily, cutting me off. "Listen, I will try to get better at telling you when something's on my mind." 

"That's all I'm asking for," I replied, smiling. That was his apology, and this time it wasn't a gift – at least not one that could be bought with one of his many credit cards.

"Come over, Freya," he said softly. His tone suggested that it was more of a question than a demand, and I found myself considering it.

Glancing over my shoulder, across the open plan kitchen and into the living room, my eyes found Daniela sitting cross-legged on the floor. She had a large glass of red wine by her knee and a knotted string of Christmas lights on the rug in front of her.

"Freya," he continued. "Baby, I've been thinking about you all day, thinking how stupid I was to argue with you. If I hadn't gotten upset over you talking to Blake, I could have had you in my bed last night."

Dani swore under her breath, as she pawed ineffectively at the tangles. 

"Freya, I'm not spending another night like that. I want you. I want to show you how much I love you," Tristan continued softly in my ear.

"Haven't you got to be in court early in the morning?" I noted, remembering that the verdict for the Hammersley case was due in. "Yeah," he confirmed curtly. "But I'm not going to get any sleep without you here."
"All right," I slowly replied. "Just give me a little while to get ready and then I'll catch a cab over."
"I don't need you to get ready," he insisted quickly. "And my car's waiting outside for you."
"Are you...?" I blurted. "But, Tris I'm just in an old pair of jeans and a sweater."
"You won't be wearing anything for very long, Freya," he chuckled. "So, what does it matter?"
Striding across the room, I reached the windows and peered down onto the street. Sure enough, there was his limo idling by the curb. "Something wrong?" Daniela asked, lifting her face.
Shaking my head at her, I turned my focus back to Tristan. "We do need to talk, though, Tris," I urged. 

"We'll talk, babe," he replied, grinning. "I never said you being naked meant we couldn't talk, did I? Just go downstairs and get in the car, Freya," he encouraged. "Don't make me beg."

I didn't make him ask again.
Leaving Dani with her mess of lights, I scooped up my purse and headed out the door. Jogging down the steps in my sneakers, I opened the door and stepped out on the street.

Feeling strange to say the least, as I climbed into the back of a limo in denim and a faded, old sweater, I greeted the driver, who smiled kindly at me.

"Evening, ma'am," he nodded. "You okay?"
"I'm fine, thanks," I replied.
"Patched things up?" he queried.
"I think so," I confirmed.

When I arrived, Tristan was leaning in his front doorway. One black pant-covered leg twisted over the other, he wore a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled over twice. "Hey there," he said, smiling broadly.

"Hi," I greeted quietly in response. 

"You know," he sighed, still lingering in the doorway and blocking my path into his apartment. "Sometimes I forget how gorgeous you are," he said reflectively. "And then, when I see you again, you take my breath away."

So, it was to be Dr. Jekyll that night, the sweet Tristan, who made me feel good about myself, who made me feel loved. When he spoke to me that way, and looked at me with those sincere eyes, I wondered how it was possible that this was the same man who had been so angry and unpleasant not twenty-four hours before.

"Come on in," he added, shaking himself from his reverie and stepping aside. 

"Thank you," I replied, accepting his invitation and crossing the threshold. As I wandered into the living room and settled in the corner of a black, leather L-shaped couch, I listened to him make casual conversation.

"So, Corey said he'd been to see you," he said offhandedly. Unlike with Blake at the club, he mentioned it casually as he closed the door and took long strides to join me. There was no hint of jealousy in his voice.

Just the mention of Corey's name was enough to toss my brain into turmoil. "Err, yeah," I admitted, sure there was a guilty tinge to my cheeks as I nodded.

"That's good," he said. He broadly as he settled into the couch by my side and shuffled along until his thigh was pressed against mine. "I'm glad that you two are getting to know each other," he added, lifting one arm and stretching it over the back of the couch. His fingers playfully teasing at the sweatshirt at my shoulder, and he grinned.

"You are?" I wondered, looking at him with a perplexed crinkle of my eyebrows.
"Yeah," he insisted. "You're important to me, and he's the oldest friend I've got." 

"Hmm," I respond, nodding. "But you..." I began, stopping myself when I realized there were precious few tactful ways to say what was on my mind. "Usually, you..."

"Like to keep you to myself?" he offered, voice low as he dipped his head toward mine and pressed his lips to my jawline. "Something like that," I admitted quietly. 

Tristan didn't lift his head. He continued to place ever more insistent kisses down my neck as he offered his reply. "I'm not worried about you with Corey," he claimed dismissively. "You're not his type."
Not his type. Those three words struck me like a bullet to the head. Not his type. "Wh...What does that mean?" I whispered.

Chuckling, his hands moved to the bottom of my sweater and he slipped warm fingers up inside. Cupping my breasts over my bra, he lifted his face to mine. "I've known Corey a long time," he mumbled, hands moving purposefully and demandingly over the soft globes of flesh beneath them. "He's always gone for a certain type of woman... and she's nothing like you."

Almost completely unaffected by what Tristan's fingers were doing, I passively allowed him to continue playing with my breasts. There was no arousal in me, not even the smallest hint – my head wouldn't allow me to focus. Instead, I was grappling with what Tristan had said about Corey. How was I not his type? Was there something about me that was completely unappealing to the tall, dark, handsome man I'd met the day before?

And then, of course, there was the deeper implication of what Tristan had said. He was happy for me to be in the same room as Corey, simply because Corey wouldn't want me. So, Tristan had basically just admitted that he didn't trust me. My capacity to be faithful was, to him, based solely on whether a man in the vicinity desired me or not. I silently repeated Corey's words that afternoon 
– it wasn't logical, but neither was love. However, knowing that Tristan doubted me was disquieting.

"So, what do you think of him?"
"Huh?" I asked.

"Corey," Tristan clarified, his hands moving down the bare skin of my belly and focusing on the clasp of my jeans. "What do you think of him?"

"He's..." I spluttered, finding that the question caused a torrent of the sensations that I'd experienced while in the man's presence. "He's nice," I breathed.
"Yeah, he is," Tris concurred, hurriedly unbuttoning my pants and slipping one hand into my underwear. "Hmm," he groaned huskily as his fingers moved over my mound and claimed my sex with confidence. "Will you do something for me, babe?" he muttered.

"Uh, sure," I replied, swallowing uncomfortably as he unceremoniously drove two fingers deep into my core. 

"Would you wax for me?" he asked.
"What?"

"I know you always keep it neat and everything," he continued. "But it'd be so sexy if you were completely smooth."
Knocked off balance by the request, I was quiet for a moment. "Um, okay," I softly agreed.
"Thank you," he sighed, pushing his fingers further. "You have no idea how addicted I am to this pussy," he chuckled. 

Reaching down between my legs, I gently clasped his wrist, stilling the movement of his hand. Before he could get angry about me stopping him, I said what was on my mind. "Don't forget you've got an early start in the morning," I reminded him.

"I know," he assured me, smiling with a broadness that displayed the full brightness of his teeth. "So do you," he added.
"No, I don't," I replied, confused. 

"Yes, you do," he insisted, using the pressure of his upper body to push me further into the couch. "You're going to the Hilton in Midtown."

"What?" I muttered, bewildered. I hadn't made any plans. 

"Corey's holding a conference there tomorrow," he stated. "I want you to go."
"Why?" I asked, wincing a little as his fingers began to move frantically within me.

"I told you," he mumbled, "I want the two of you to get to know each other better." 

The independent streak in me, which rebelled at being told what to do and where to go, wanted to protest at the plan being made on my behalf. It also troubled me that I was about to spend another day around the only man I'd ever met who made me literally weak in the knees.

Tristan, however, was unconcerned. He was busy pulling my jeans off and undoing his pants. In seconds, he had me laid out on the couch and his erection was buried within me. As his hips pumped desperately, he grunted half-words of pleasure and passion.

I gave myself to him willingly, my body a peace offering in the hope that we could put the recent unpleasantness behind us. 

Unlike the last time we'd had sex, he wasn't rough. He wasn't completely oblivious to me, nor was he intentionally selfish. Nevertheless, his pleasure peaked quickly and I was, once again, left feeling frigid and disappointed. Although, Tristan, as always, seemed perfectly satisfied by the encounter.

"Ah, God!" he groaned, as he came copiously. "Freya, that's so good."
*** 

The following morning, I got up early and went back home to shower. Tristan's request on my mind, I grabbed hold of the hair removal cream from the cabinet before stepping under the flow of water, and then I pulled the sliding door behind me.

Once I was dressed, I jumped in a cab that took me across town to Avenue of Americas.
Corey, or at least Corey's company, had booked the large conference room in the hotel. The room was set up a little like a lecture theater; a rostrum and lines of seats set out in five sets of eight rows. Even though I'd arrived early for the event, at least a couple hundred people were already seated and waiting for the event to begin. The noise of conversation in the room was a perpetual low drone.

Glancing around, I looked at the faces of people from all walks of life, all backgrounds, and ethnicities. Clearly, Corey's brand of 'help' was all-encompassing.

Not wanting to seem too conspicuous, and hoping to avoid Corey's eyes if at all possible, I settled myself in one of the back rows and waited patiently for the conference to begin.

An excitable woman eventually took the seat next to mine as the conference room began to fill with a thousand or more people. She smiled and said hello before asking whether I'd ever been to one of the seminars.

"Uh, no, it's my first time," I told her. 

"Oh, you're in for a real treat," she gabbled in her deep southern accent. "He's very good," she told me sincerely. "Oh, and he's quite handsome," she added, giggling as she wafted her hand in front of flushed cheeks.

Agreeing with a small nod, I remained quiet. 

"He's totally changed our lives," she continued. "I usually come to these things with my husband, but he broke his ankle over the weekend." She talked quickly and easily, having no trouble, it seemed, discussing details of her life with a perfect stranger. And she continued to talk until bright lights hanging from rigging above our heads were shone on the rostrum and a hush fell on the whole room. The silence was expectant and heavy – and it didn't last long.
As soon as a set of curtains opened, revealing a smiling Corey, the audience erupted into rapturous applause and cheers.

Not quite knowing what to do with my own hands, I joined the clapping as I stared at the mass elation that surrounded me. "I told you," the woman beside me yelled over the noise. "Handsome, huh?"
Offering her a small smile in reply, my eyes moved back to Corey. 

He was dressed in a smart three-piece suit, which I found disappointing, because it concealed the impressive physique I knew was under it. However, I quickly chided myself for those thoughts, reminding my wayward mind that I wasn't supposed to be thinking about the man on stage in that way.

Stepping forward to a lectern with a microphone, Corey lifted his hand in a casual wave, mouthing the words, 'thank you' as his gaze moved around the conference crowd. He seemed at home on stage, and I could tell that he loved what it did.

When he finally reached the glass reading stand and placed his large hands on its surface, the noise in the room began to dissipate. 

"Thank you so much," Corey spoke into the mic, before he had complete silence. "That's very kind of you, and I also want to thank you all for coming today. I hope that it's going to be rewarding and helpful." His words flowed easily and had a ring of sincerity to them that seemed to resonate with everybody around me. There was no doubt that he was genuinely grateful and pleased to see these people.

I also had no doubt that his primary desire was to help them. He wasn't just an egomaniac who enjoyed having the eyes of the entire room on him. There was no arrogance to his movement as he'd stepped to the front of the stage. Instead, warmth radiated from him, prompting a general feeling of 'good' that is rare to find in any room. I was once again struck by how different Tristan and he were. It still baffled me as to how they were friends.

"It's always great to be in New York," he began, as the large space went so quiet that a pin drop could have been heard. "Though, I should warn any of you that have traveled in from out of state that it is illegal to flirt." His lips rose in a mischievous smile as the crowd around him chuckled. "It's true," he insisted nodding. "An old law, that still stands, prohibits men from looking at women in 'that way.' You can be levied with a twenty-five dollar fine," he told them with mock severity.

People around me laughed and the atmosphere of the room become much more relaxed. 

"And for a second conviction of this heinous crime, you will be compelled to wear horse blinders whenever you go outside," Corey concluded, grinning from ear to ear. "You've been warned, gentleman."

Ripples of mirth moved over the audience, and the woman beside me giggled. 

"So, you know," Corey sighed, "I started running these seminars, conferences, whatever you want to call 'em, because I realized that financial freedom is something all of us seek, but very few of us find. And I got to wondering why that is." He smiled a relaxed, soothing grin that lit up the room more vibrantly than the artificial lights that shone on him.

Feeling my body respond in the way that was starting to become familiar in the presence of that smile, I crossed my legs and tried to quell the need I felt between them. Never before had I met a man who could make me wet just by smiling. And he wasn't even smiling directly at me!

"See, the thing is, my life is really good; I wouldn't change it for the world. But it hasn't all been wonderful," he continued. "As some of you may know, when I was fourteen, I lost my entire family - Dad, Mom and sister - in a car crash."

Feeling my mouth go dry, I stared fixedly at Corey. 

"Now, I was lucky in that I got taken in by great foster parents, but I know that there were paths I could have taken that would have led me to a very different place to where I'm at now."

My heart calling out for the fourteen-year-old who I felt sure still dwelt within the capable, attractive man at the front of the room, I wondered why Tristan hadn't mentioned the tragedy of Corey's past.

"In any event, I wasn't always rich, and I'm really no different from any of you. I started with pretty much nothing," Corey continued. "My foster parents had their own business, and I worked with them for a while. But they weren't rolling in spare cash, so I knew, if I wanted to make something of myself, if I wanted complete financial freedom, I was going to have to get out there and grab it with my own two hands. And, I think, that's the problem most people face. They want to have wealth, but they expect it to come to them."

A few words of agreement were spoken among the conference crowd and I saw some heads vigorously nodding in agreement. The audience was hanging on his every word.

"Now, that's natural," Corey continued. "It's normal to feel scared about taking that big leap, and it's human to wish that things come to you easily. But, I've gotta be honest with you, it just doesn't work that way."

Again, his audience murmured approval. 

"If you take nothing else away from this, I want you to remember one thing: Anything worth having in this world has to be worked for; it has to be earned. For that, you might need patience, and perseverance and perspiration. But never give up, never settle, because I promise you, you will find everything you seek... and, who knows, you might even find more than you could have dreamed."

His soothing voice continued to fill the room, having both a relaxing and inspiring effect on his listeners. He went on to speak about the fact he'd dropped out of high school, something else about him that surprised me. Eventually, he told the story of how he met Zig Ziglar, and how that meeting changed the course of his life.

"I was seventeen," he said, "and Zig came into my foster parents’ store. He was such an immense presence but there was a warmth and magnetism that surrounded him. I was instantly captivated by it."

The way Corey spoke of Ziglar was strongly reminiscent of the way I felt around him, and it caused my lips to quirk in an enigmatic smile. If he only knew the irony, he might have burst out in one of his captivating laughs.

"And I guess he must have seen something in me, because right then and there he offered me a job," Corey's strong, deep voice continued. "I spent the next few months working as Zig's driver; traveling all over the country. And at every one of his engagements, I sat in the back row, listening just as intently as all those people who had paid hard-earned money for their seats."

Managing to tear my eyes briefly from the powerful energy that surrounded Corey, I tossed my gaze to the woman by my side. She was spellbound by him. Although, given her comments, I suspected she'd heard this story before, she still soaked it up eagerly.

Corey paused for a moment, drawing his forefinger across his brow. "I'd never really understood motivational speaking before then, and I definitely hadn't understood the force of it, the good it could do. But I very quickly learned. And, in fact, at the end of three months, I knew Zig's speech so well that I could have gotten up and performed it for him." He chuckled. "One afternoon, I joked about it, telling Zig that, if he was ever sick, I could fill in for him. And his response was to urge me to go out in the world and learn more. He told me that, at seventeen, my brain was like a sponge and it should be drawing in everything it could. He made arrangements for me to meet Jim Rohn and Tony Robins."

Leaning forward in my seat, I began to become as enraptured by his tale as the hushed, suspenseful crowd. 

"I learned more from them than I could ever have imagined, but what really struck me was how much I loved what they did; I loved the fact that they helped people, inspired them to make changes and reach for their dreams. I recognized that it was something special, and I wanted to be a part of it." Smiling, Corey smoothly placed a hand in his pants and leaned back a little. "So, I was lucky. Lucky enough to be a young man at the back of rooms much like this one."

Unaware that my face had moved to mirror his smile, I found my lips stretched wide. I looked around and saw that I wasn't the only one mimicking him. His happiness was infectious, and it permeated every inch of the large space.

"And guess who's at the back of this room?" he asked, chuckling. "My driver, Travis," he continued, eyes moving to the very last row as he lifted one hand.

Collectively, the crowd turned, finding a very tall African American man half standing in acknowledgment to Corey’s statements. Travis sported a bashful grin and a smart, tailored suit. With finesse, he lifted his large hand and waved to all of the faces that were staring at him.

"So ladies and gentleman," Corey added. "You may just have met the next Corey Wallace, Les Brown or Stephen Pierce. He probably knows my speech better than me."
Travis gave his boss a gracious smile and a tip of his head before seating himself once more.

Laughing, the audience swiveled back in the chairs and focused once more on the enthralling man at the front of the room. 

"After learning so much from these gurus, I had the passion and drive to start making it on my own. But I was a seventeen-year-old high school drop-out with just a few bucks to my name. I did have ambition, though, and persistence. I, eventually, managed to get a job selling timeshares for investors in Hawaii. I had no experience but I read everything I could get my hands on, dedicated myself to learning everything I could, and by the time I was twenty-one, I'd made my first million."

A small ripple of applause filtered through the rows.
"I don't say that to brag," Corey quickly added. "I say it because I want you to understand that it's absolutely within your reach, too." The applause grew louder and there were some whoops and whistles of approval. 

"You can," he affirmed, nodding. "Whether you want to realize your dreams in the world of real estate or any other walk of life, you can do it."

He was fascinating and captivating, and it wasn't just me who felt that way. Everyone in the room clung to his every word. After it seemed like we'd only been listening to him for ten minutes, he announced that it was time to break for lunch. The people around me seemed as disappointed as I did, but as they broke into grateful applause, I realized that my stomach was clawing with hunger.

"We'll come back in an hour's time," Corey stated over the noise. "And I'll talk about how you can achieve all of these things for yourselves." With another broad smile, he turned and began to walk from the rostrum. As he reached the steps, he was approached by a tall redhead that seemed to be around his age, who I felt sure I recognized. She placed a friendly hand on his forearm and leaned close to whisper something. He chuckled, spoke a few words in reply and then kissed the attractive lady on the cheek.

"The club," I whispered to myself, recalling exactly where I had seen her before. 

"Excuse me, dear?" the woman beside me asked.
"Oh, it's nothing," I quickly assured her. "Just talking to myself."

My focus moved back to Corey as the woman stepped aside and allowed him space to descend the stage's few steps. 

"You know, I think there's a sadness in that man," the woman beside me uttered, leaning conspiratorially close, as if her words were a secret. "He tries to keep it hidden, but it's there.”

My first instinct was to dismiss her concern, feeling sure that the carefree man I believed I was coming to know wasn't hiding anything from anyone. Yet, the more I thought about it, the more I wondered. The intensity in his eyes had to come from somewhere, and I found myself thinking that perhaps there was something hidden, something contained, in his deep gaze. And, of course, knowing what I now knew about his past, he certainly had a reason to carry a burden of sadness.

"He needs a good woman," the lady continued. 

"Hmm," I replied unthinkingly. "Maybe her?" I suggested, nodding to the redheaded woman. She lingered at the side of the stage as Corey made his way forward.

The crowd rose to its feet and people hurried forward to shake his hand or even just to be a little bit closer to him. Beautiful women went giddy, almost as if he was a rock star. Flashes from camera phones blinked all around as people tried to snap themselves with the man they considered a god.
Patient, humble, and appreciative in the face of all that adulation, Corey stopped and talked with as many people as possible.

Gradually he, and the small cluster of people that surrounded him, moved up the aisle, getting ever closer to me. And then, as his face lifted, his eyes found me. When his gaze met mine, I had another nagging familiarity tug at my subconscious. What was it about this man?

"Freya!" he called out over the excitable chatter around him. Reaching out, he waved his hand, urging me forward. 

Unable to refuse, I got to my feet and sidestepped along the row, listening to the screeched and disbelieving voice beside me. "You know him!" I heard from my new found southern friend.

His hand remained outstretched and I reluctantly offered him mine, but not without first bracing myself for the possible tidal surge that could come with it.

Just as before, his touch ignited me with a spark of want. But, prepared for it, I was able to contain the previously overwhelming sensation that had left me breathless and incapable of speech.

"Hey," he said warmly, tugging me closer. "Tristan said you might come, but I couldn't see you. What are you doing way back here?" "Oh, well... I...." I shrugged gauchely.
Unconcerned, he forged on. "I'm so glad you could come," he added, grinning. "Are you hungry?" 

"Um, yes," I mumbled in reply. My shoulders were buffeted by men and women who were desperate to get close to the man who clung to my fingers.

"Let's head up to the room," he suggested with a flick of his head. 

He didn't release my hand as he continued to the huge double doors, talking with yet more of his grateful fans before finally making it out into the lobby. He led me to the elevators and then up to the sixth floor, where he had a suite. When we arrived, I was happy to find that it was peaceful and quiet; there were no fans waiting for him, clawing to get the opportunity to merely touch his clothing.

The room was luxury defined, with a large living space, a huge bar, TV on the wall, and two couches. It connected to an open plan game room, with a pool table and floor-to-ceiling windows on all sides.

As he entered the room, he breathed a small sigh and slipped off his outer jacket, leaving the vest of his suit in place. Tossing the jacket on the back of the couch, he gestured for me to sit. "Make yourself at home," he urged. "We'll order something up."

He waited for me to step forward and gingerly place myself on one of the couches, before dropping his tall frame into the seat opposite me. "Ahh," he sighed. "Sorry about that," he chuckled, "it can get a little manic sometimes."

"They really love you," I pointed out, smiling. 

"Well, I don't know about that," he responded modestly. "They love what I do for them. But you know what? I wouldn’t trade it for the world; it’s amazing to think that I might be helping these people, even if it’s only a few people with a couple of words that I say." Corey suddenly looked vulnerable, like he knew he was failing in many respects, but clung to the successes he experienced.

My lips parted and I was about to argue with him, but I quickly closed my mouth again. 

"I hope Tris didn't force you here against your will," he added, leaning back in the seat. He reached for the room service menu that lay on the end table beside him and picked it up. He began paging through it, trying to find something to satiate both his and my hunger.
"No," I replied, not completely truthfully. If it had been my decision alone, there was no way I would have gone. Yet, even then, there was a part of me that was glad I had.

"I'm... err... sorry about your family," I mumbled gracelessly. "I didn't know." 

Eyes meeting mine, he gave me a soft smile. "That's okay," he said quietly. "These things happen," he added with a philosophical quirk of one shoulder.

"It's um..." I muttered, staring at the shiny oak coffee table that sat between us. "It's not the same, but I... I lost my sister when I was young," I confessed. As the words tumbled from my mouth, I realized that it was the first time in nearly fifteen years that I'd spoken about it.

Saying nothing, he flicked the menu aside and leaned forward attentively. Seriousness instantly fell over his face as he rested his elbows on his thighs and laced his fingers.

"She was older than me," I offered, that piece of information pointless, but drifting from my mouth nonetheless. "And she drowned."

"I'm sorry to hear that, Freya," he stated softly.
"I can't say I know what you've gone through," I admitted. "I was so young, I barely remember her, but I... well..."
"Doesn't matter how old you were," he quickly told me. "It's still a horrible thing." 

Feeling tears settle in my lower lids, I lifted my face to meet his. "Anyway," I breathed, forcing the sorrow back. "I didn't mean to depress you," I apologized.

"You haven't," he assured me swiftly. "And even if you had, that's nothing to be sorry for." With a half-smile, he cocked his head to the side. "Do you want to talk about it?" he wondered.
"No, no," I uttered rapidly. "It's okay. I didn't bring it up to burden you with it, I just... I don't really know why I brought it up," I conceded with a sheepish shake of my head.

"Because she was on your mind?" he proposed innocently. "Yeah," I agreed. "Yeah, I guess she was."

"Well, I'm glad you felt able to talk to me about her," he replied, setting his genuine eyes on mine.
"I-" I began, but my thought was cut off by the sound of the door opening. 

"Corey," a soft feminine voice said. The redhead I saw earlier breezed elegantly into the room on high heels and swaying hips that were hugged by a tightly-fitted pencil skirt. "Oh, sorry," she mumbled. "I didn't realize you had company."

"That's all right," Corey smoothly said, getting up from his seat. "Rebecca, I'd like you to meet Freya; she's Tristan's fiancée." Introducing me with a gesture of his flat palm, he smiled. "Freya, this is Rebecca, the woman without whom I'd be lost," he finished with a chuckle.

The striking, tall woman by his side gave a wry smile and a roll of her eyes. "Quite the charmer, isn't he?" she muttered to me. "Anyway," she added, turning her attention back to him. "I didn't mean to interrupt; this can wait."

"You sure?" he asked. 

"Yep," she replied swiftly. "Nice to meet you, Freya," she said, turning her creamy skinned face to me briefly before heading back out as quickly and gracefully as she'd entered.

"You too," I replied as she reached the door and turned to offer a small wave.
"So," Corey breathed, resuming his seat. "You still up for something to eat?"

"Definitely," I agreed, nodding.
His eyes danced in naughty suggestion. “How about we skip lunch and go right for dessert?”
“What?” I would have choked on my food if anything was in front of me. 

“Seriously,” he said in a challenging tone. “What is lunch? A limp sandwich? A scaled-down dinner? Let’s bypass it. We’re adults; we can do whatever we want. Let’s order dessert. Just. Dessert.” He nodded in emphasis.

The salad-hugging approach that I had embraced for many years rose up and bellowed. But still. “Say that again,” I offered hesitantly.

“Dessert,” he grinned. I groaned. “Just this once. I read somewhere: Life’s too short; order dessert first.”
It made sense. Sick and twisted, but it made sense. I wavered. “Dessert. Like what?”
Corey shrugged magnanimously. “Your choice, Freya. What do you want?”
My throat went dry. What did I want? Um. Him. Wait, we were talking food, right? I sighed heavily. “Sure, fine. Whatever.” 

He grinned. “So, what will it be?”
OH. Dessert. Focus, focus, focus.

“Well... I’m not sure. I’ve never ordered dessert for a meal,” I managed to stutter. 

Corey reached out and took my hands in his. “Close your eyes,” he ordered.
I closed my eyes. God help me: I could only smell his scent and it still made me crazy. The rest was a mush of sensation pushed off to the side.

“Now,” he continued. “What do you want?”
I snorted. Yeah, wow, nothing like advertising ones hormones. “What do I want?”
“For dessert,” he clarified, nonplussed. “If your favorite treat was in front of you right now, what would it be?”
“Um…” I struggled.
“Stop thinking,” Corey ordered, squeezing my hands almost harshly. “What you do you want? For dessert.”
“Yeah….”
“Quick.” His voice barked out an order. “What do you like? Your favorite dessert. NOW.” 

I answered without hesitation to his command.
“Crème brulee.”

His features went soft once more. “Crème brûlée it is.” He picked up the phone.
“Six orders of crème brûlée as soon as possible.” With that, he set the phone down matter-of-factly in its cradle.
My eyebrows raised. 

“They know who’s calling,” he said as he waved away the lack of direction. “And six orders? Well… we are skipping a traditional meal, right? But we still need sustenance.”

I smiled weakly. 

Over our sugar-laden lunch, he told me about his foster parents' boutique store and how it had taught him the fundamentals of enterprise. It had also sparked in him a strong desire to be his own boss. I was struck once more by the vast difference between Corey and Tristan; while Tristan had always known the trappings of wealth, Corey hadn't been blessed with millionaire parents who could buy him the future he wanted.

Sure, neither his birth parents nor his foster parents were paupers, far from it, but Corey's money had been entirely earned. I couldn't help but wonder, if Tristan had found himself in the same position, whether he would have been anywhere near as successful.

As we finished and readied to head back down for the second part of the seminar, Corey asked whether I was busy that coming weekend.

"I'll probably be spending it with Tristan," I replied, transfixed by the fluid motion as he put his jacket back on. 

"Oh," he breathed ominously.
"What?" I asked.
"He hasn't told you yet?"
"Told me what?" I insisted, shaking my head.

"He's going away for the weekend," he said. His face screwed up apologetically. "I'm sure he was going to talk to you about it." "Going away without me?" I wondered, my eyes searching the spotlessly clean carpet.
"It's the annual golf weekend," he explained gently. "It's always been a guys-only thing." 

"That's okay," I said with faux brightness. "I'm just surprised he didn't tell me."
"Well, he's been a little busy, I guess," he suggested, excusing his best friend. "But, anyway, that means you'll be free this weekend, right?"

"Err, I guess," I replied slowly. 

So much for avoiding him. I was beginning to think the danger that Corey presented to me was going to become a way of life where each day was another brush with temptation.

As we headed back down and re-entered the auditorium, he insisted that I come with him and take a seat at the front of the room, I tried to decline, but he doggedly persisted. Knowing that he wouldn't give up, I obliged him and sat in the front of the room.

I spent the rest of the afternoon listening to him outline what he considered to be the keys to success. His fans were, as ever, respectfully silent and mesmerized. Eventually, as he brought his lecture to a close and thanked everyone for their kindness, the place erupted in rapturous applause.

Every single person rose to their feet, to deafening claps, loud whistles and cheers. 

As they had before, several people tried to get closer to Corey as he got down from the rostrum. Calmly and enthusiastically, Corey greeted them before, eventually, a couple of hulking security personnel grabbed him from within a scrum of beautiful young women.

"Sorry," Corey called as he was urged away. "I have another appointment," he added apologetically before tugging on the sleeve of one of the guards and whispering something in his ear.

Immediately, the bouncer nodded and strode forward, weaving through the mess of people that filled the aisles until he reached me. As he approached me, I stood up in surprise.
"Mr. Wallace asked me to walk you to the other meeting, ma'am," he explained, cocking his head to the exit.

"I... um..." I muttered, eyes moving from the buzzed hair on his head, to his dark eyes. There was a cord of an earpiece than ran down his neck. "I hadn't..."

"This way," the security officer continued, looping his hand around my wrist and leading me out.
We arrived at the smaller conference room just as Corey was setting himself at the head of a large, oval table. 

This room, unlike the other, was filled with suited professionals. This clearly was a lecture of a rather more esoteric kind. Taking the only available seat, which was in the back corner and just so happened to be next to Rebecca, I settled quietly.

Corey lifted his head, and as his eyes locked on my face, he smiled. It was fleeting, but it was enough to leave me breathless. 

"Thanks for coming," Corey said, addressing the twenty or so people that sat around the table. "This course is designed to help you take your real estate business to the next level."

He began to talk about things I didn't understand, using words that could have been a foreign language for all I knew. Nonetheless, he held me bound to every deep, masculine sound that rumbled from his lips. It was then I realized, if he'd been reading the phone book, I still would have stared at him with rapt attention.

CHAPTER TEN In My Head

That night, I arrived at Tristan's apartment in the knee-length black skirt, pale blue blouse and court shoes I'd worn all day.
He opened the door with bleary eyes, ruddy cheeks and an insipid grin.
"You okay?" I asked, curiously.
"I won," he responded simply. "We've been out celebrating since noon."
"Oh, shit," I gasped. "The verdict, I'm so sorry, I forgot." 

"No need to apologize," he replied, slurring as he snatched the front of my blouse and pulled me in. "I won, Freya," he chuckled. "I fucking won!"

Startled at the rough way he'd tugged me, and wobbling a little on my heels, I tried to offer him a smile, but I felt the strain of it. The situation felt too much like that night in the stairwell for my liking.

"That's good," I murmured, trying to sound pleased for him. In reality, I heard Daniela's words from two weeks before and felt the wrench of my own conscience. I was as sure as I could ever be that Hammersly had murdered that poor woman. Now, thanks to Tristan, he was a free man.

"What's wrong?" he uttered, releasing me and stepping back. "Nothing's wrong," I hurriedly lied.
"Yeah," he muttered, "something's definitely wrong. What is it?" Shaking my head, I once again attempted to put him off.

"What is it, Freya?" he demanded. MARGUERITE DE LYON
"I don't want to upset you," I told him, this time being truthful.

Grinning, he took another step back and slumped into the couch. "You won't upset me. Right now, nothing could upset me." 

Stiltedly I took a step forward. "Well..." I uttered slowly. "I just... based on what was reported in the news... I think that Hammersly... may be..."

"You think he was guilty?" Tristan blurted, his form still lazily lounging into the plush seat cushions.
"Well..." I hesitated.
With a deep, guttural bark of laughter, he sat upright. "I think you're right," he stated. "But what difference does that make?" 

My jaw falling slightly, I stared at him. I knew that he defended people, and some of them might be guilty, it came with the job. But the fact that he actually knew the man was guilty and helped him stay free…

"The only difference it makes is that it means I'm the best fucking lawyer in this country," he continued, gleefully. "The media had already condemned that man to a life in prison. They had the whole damn city ready with their pitchforks, and I managed to convince twelve people that there was reasonable doubt."

Weakly, I shook my head. "But, you defended him, knowing that he-?" 

"Freya, my job is not to concern myself with what he did. My job is to make a jury believe what I want them to believe. And that's exactly what happened."

Dumbfounded, I stood mutely before him as he continued to grin; intensely proud of himself.
"Freya, why does this bother you so much?" he scoffed, snapping a hand forward and grabbing my wrist. With a sharp tug, he pulled me closer to him. "That woman's death didn't affect you, did it? She wasn't someone you knew, so what do you care whether he gets away with it or not?"

Wondering if I was hearing him incorrectly, I peered down into his face, studying it carefully. 

"Don't give me any crap about justice," he continued. "Because, let me tell you something, it doesn't exist, Freya. Not in the real world, anyway."

"But-" I whispered. 

"It's sweet that you think there is still 'right' and 'wrong,' Freya," he chuckled. "But the fact of the matter is, with a trial like that, it isn't about the truth. It's about who can get the jury on their side."

Part of me knew what he said was true. I wasn't some naïve girl, I knew the system was flawed, and that miscarriages of justice occurred all the time. Yet, deep down, I still believed that there was some sense of fairness to be found. Perhaps it was the result of spending a day in Corey's company. Listening to the way he talked so passionately about opportunity being for everybody, he had me believing in the good of the world. He certainly seemed to believe there was equity in the universe.

"You're an idealist," Tristan hummed, tugging me nearer until I was standing between his open legs, his head level with my abdomen. "That's one of the things I love about you," he added, a tone of indulgence coating the edges of his slick, commanding voice. "But can you at least try to be pleased for me?" he asked. His drunk blue eyes were barely able to find and hold mine.

"I am pleased for you," I responded, placing my fingers on the soft, white cotton of his shirt. "I just-"
"You're marrying a fucking genius," he added, with a smug simper. "I won!" he repeated vehemently.

"Yeah," I softly replied, nodding. 

"I always win, Freya," he told me. His eyes were steely and unflinching. His jaw tensed, as did the hand that still grasped my wrist.

"Is winning all that matters, Tris?" I wondered quietly, asking a question to which the answer should have been obvious by that point. Perhaps it was obvious. I was simply hoping against hope that he would say something other than I expected.

"Yes," he confirmed bluntly, his alcohol dazzled eyes drifting down my body while his hands moved to my hips. "I know you don't like to think of the world that way, Freya," he said, smiling to himself as his fingers roamed around to my buttocks and cupped them firmly. "But life is made up of winners and losers – that's all there is to it."

Something about the way he said that made me think of my mother and I felt my entire body stiffen. Then, just as suddenly, my mind was filled with Corey. He would no doubt argue that everybody had the capacity to be a winner. Closing my eyes to Tristan's rigid, conceited face, I found the image of Corey's soothing smile appear indelibly upon my darkened lids.

Oblivious to where my thoughts had taken me, Tristan continued his session of self love. "Deep down, you know that. That's why you're with me." He spoke in low tones. "All women are looking for a winner. The alpha male, right?"

Snatching my eyes open as the vision of Corey threatened fresh stirring between my legs, I found a bright gaze fixed intently on me.
"I suppose," I mumbled. Was he right? Was that what had attracted me to him? On some level, perhaps. But it was more than that, wasn't it?

Reaching further around me, his hands found the small zipper at the back of my skirt and pulled it down.
"Tris," I breathed, "I don't think I should stay tonight. I've got to meet a new client early tomorrow." 

"You're going to pass up the chance to have sex with a winner?" he scoffed. "I don't think so," he chuckled, pulling my skirt where the garment clung to my hips, and yanking it down.

I didn't step away. I didn't say anything.
Grinning, he grasped my underwear. Running his fingers down to the crotch, he quickly pushed his palm to my sex. 

Flinching at the force he used, I blinked.
"Hmm," he chuckled. "Have you been thinking about me today?" "Huh?"
"Your panties are soaked," he noted casually.

Panicked, I froze. My arousal for much of the day had been at fever pitch, but it had absolutely nothing to do with my fiancé. I was glad that he couldn't read my thoughts, he would not take kindly to hearing that his best friend was the reason I was aroused for most of the day.

Laughing to himself, he continued to move the heel of his hand roughly against my plump outer lips. "You must want it real bad," he pointed out. Not waiting for a reply, he suddenly pulled the panties from my body, revealing my freshly smooth sex. "Fuck, Freya," he growled. "Oh, babe, that is so hot."
Glancing down, I found him staring at me with fascination and awe. I had almost forgot that I shaved for him earlier.

"Thank you," he said, lifting his head. 

His gratitude prompting the tenderness I carried for him, my hands moved up from his shoulders and cupped both sides of his face. Grazing the backs of my fingers over the soft skin, the strong cheekbone and defined jaw, I smiled.

"That's a beautiful cunt," he slurred. 

"Tris," I whispered, "will you do something for me?" I don't know what made the thought flash into my head. I especially don't know why it chose that moment. Upon reflection, I think I was seeking some kind of redemption from him; an unselfish, loving gesture that would allow me to forget all that had been said that night. I should have known better.

Focus moving back to the juncture of my thighs, he muttered "What?" 

Awkward doesn't begin to describe how I felt. Naked from the waist down, except for holdups and shoes, I stood before him, wanting, for the very first time in my life, to ask a man to pleasure me. It shouldn't be awkward though, I told myself. After all, Tristan and I were going to be married. I should feel free to talk about what I'd like, just as he was.

And, of course, there was the fact that he'd asked me to go bare. Perhaps he'd asked for a reason. Maybe my request would be something he'd had in mind in the first place.

"What is it, Freya?" he insisted, an edge of annoyance in his voice. "Would you..." I began shakily. "Would you lick me?"
"What?" he countered sharply.

I immediately regretted saying anything, but I was already committed to it. There was no taking back the words, so I pushed onward in my request.

"Put your mouth on me, Tris," I pleaded, my fingers trembling as they continued to stroke his face.
Lifting his head, he stared incredulously at me. "I'm not doing that, Freya," he stated. "That's not something I do."
"But..." I fumbled.
"Freya," he interrupted my feeble attempts to speak. "It's gross; I'm not licking your pussy." 

"I... I've given you head," I whispered, disbelief making me a little numb and certainly freezing my capacity to think clearly. If I had been able to think, I probably would have kept my mouth shut. After all, it wasn't a big deal. Was it?

"That's totally different," he dismissed easily. "Now come here," he said. As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over. "Don't worry, babe," he chuckled, as he rose to his feet and pulled me flush against his body with his right arm. The fingers of his left hand, meanwhile, pawed at my blouse, unbuttoning it clumsily and hurriedly. "You'll get what you want."

I was almost certain that I wouldn't. After all, I had just asked for what I wanted and it was turned down like desert after a full meal. Actually, it was worse than that. Tristan had refused me as someone might refuse to eat garbage after someone suggested it to them.

However, I put up no fight as he stripped me of my remaining clothes and steered me around the couch. He bent me over the back of it, so my head dangled down by the seat cushions. Then, he nestled himself behind me.
"I know exactly what you want," he hummed, his voice accompanied by the scratch of his zipper as it was pulled down. "You want my big cock."

Hair curtained my face and cut off my vision, not that I would have seen much from that position anyway. Blood, meanwhile, was rushing to my head and making me dizzy. But I knew that it wasn't just the blood that made me feel light headed, I was being treated like an object again. I was simply a body to be used by him.

"You want to be fucked, don't you, Freya?" he continued. 

I knew from experience that his questions, and the rambled monologue, didn't require a reply. It was more for himself than it was for me. It turned him on.

"You want to be fucked by a winner!" he declared as he jerked his hips forward. 

The drink had greatly affected his hand-eye coordination, and he prodded inelegantly a couple of times before he managed to find my entrance. Still slick from my thoughts of Corey, his violent thrust wasn't as painful as it would have otherwise been. Nevertheless, the force of it shoved me forward, squashing my cheek to the couch cushion.

"Ugh, damn!" he yelled. 

Finding a rhythm, albeit a clumsy one, he began to drive into me again and again. A litany of curse words and grunts were expelled as viciously as the movement of his body within mine.

While he took what he wanted from me, I gripped my lip between my teeth and wondered what was different about me giving him oral sex. Did all men view it differently, I asked myself. Oral pleasure was not something any of my boyfriends had offered to give, but it was something they'd all expected. I supposed, therefore, that Tristan was not unusual in his view. Maybe my sex was gross, disgusting and unhygienic. Perhaps it was wrong of me to ask.

"Ugh, ugh, ugh," he groaned, hips moving rapidly and slapping against my ass. 

As the seconds passed and there was no loud, panted grunt, I began to realize that his orgasm hadn't come as fast as it normally did. Moments turned to minutes, and I began to have the vague hope that it would last long enough for me to climax, especially if I could manage to touch myself.

Tristan seemed oblivious as I lifted my head slightly and forced one hand off the edge of the couch. Carefully, I reached down between my parted legs, my hips constantly jolting with the force he was exerting on me from behind.

Closing my eyes serenely, I rolled the pads of my fingers over my clit, trying to arouse the small bud. As the memory of Corey in his suite, dressed in his vest and shirt sleeves, entered my mind, my body reacted instantly. Pelvis lurching and trembling, I pushed myself into my soft fingers and began to stroke the distended flesh in smooth circles.

"Freya!" Tristan gasped. 

Ignoring the sound of his voice, I focused on the images in my head. I tried to imagine Corey behind me, taking me. Except somehow that picture didn't seem right; it wouldn't be like that. He'd make love to me in a different way, he'd treat me...

What the hell was I doing? My eyelids darted open and the hand between my legs came to an abrupt still. I gasped for breath, realizing that I had been holding it as I thought about Corey.

"Ugh, God, Freya!" Tristan groaned, jolting and squirming as an orgasm shook him and his semen burst into me in surges of wet, sticky warmth.
I barely registered that it had happened. I was too busy asking myself the same question, one to which I had no reply: why was I thinking about someone else while I was in the middle of having sex with the man I planned to marry?

"Oh," Tristan sighed weakly, placing a hand on my lower back as he disengaged from me. "Oh, fuck me," he gasped. "I don't think it's ever been that good," he muttered.

Well, at least it was good for him. I was left wanting, once again, and this time I had a side order of guilt to go with it. Slowly and wearily, I lifted myself from my uncomfortable position. And, unable to look at him, I began to walk from the room.

"Where are you going?" he muttered, stalling me.
"Gotta go to the bathroom," I replied without looking back.

"Okay," he said. "I'll meet you in the bedroom. And hurry up, 'cause I think I'm gonna be ready to go again real soon." 

Not giving him a reply, I hurried down the hallway and quickly dove into the safety of his large bathroom. Breathing raggedly, I stumbled to the tub and set myself on its edge. Unconcerned with my nakedness, I leaned forward, pushing my hands through my long hair. "What am I doing?" I whispered.

Eyes suddenly darting upward, I found my pale, nude reflection staring back at me in the long mirror. My gaze caught the sparkling diamond on my right hand, and I slowly removed my fingers from where they remained tangled in my dark hair. Peering forlornly down at my left hand, I shook my head. "What the hell am I doing?" I asked softly.

I was about to commit myself to Tristan... for life. I was attracted to him, that was certain. He was offering a life I could only ever have dreamed of; I would never have to worry again about slipping back into the world I'd grown up in. And there were times when I felt affection and love for him. Yet, there were other times, like that night, when I wasn't even sure if I liked him.

And then, of course, there was Corey. Damn him. I thought I'd come to terms with the sex life I had, and would inevitably continue to have, with Tristan. How could one man, whom I'd known for all of three days, change all that? More importantly, why couldn't I get him out of my head?

It was ridiculous. It was a stupid, girlish infatuation. I hoped. 

Still staring at the solitaire diamond, I twisted the ring on my finger. "Even if it's more than that...." I mumbled. "It could never go anywhere." As the words dropped carelessly from my lips, I realized that I wasn't exactly sure what I meant by them. But there wasn't time to contemplate it any further.

"Freya!" Tristan hollered, the direction of his voice telling me that he was in the bedroom. "How much longer are you going to be?" "Uh, just a minute," I called back, lifting myself from the edge of the bath.
"This dick isn't going to suck itself," he yelled back, chuckling. 

Part of me rebelled at the thought of offering him what he'd been so flatly unwilling to give me. Guilt weighed much more heavily, though.

Having Corey in my thoughts as I'd masturbated was one thing (and for which my conscience already plagued me). However, thinking about him while I was actually having sex with Tristan was an even greater offense. Self-reproach told me that I owed my future husband. I owed him an apology, even if he didn't realize that's what I was giving him. If he wanted my mouth, I'd give it to him willingly and gladly – and I'd compel my wayward mind to remain focused entirely on him.
Inhaling, I flicked a quick look at my haunted green eyes before turning abruptly from the mirror and leaving the room.

Tristan was naked from the waist up, sitting at the foot of the kingsize bed with a cell phone in his hand. My cell phone. With a sullen gaze and a tense flexing of the muscles in his jaw, he stared at me.

"What's wrong?" I asked, my feet slowing.
Keeping his angry blue eyes on my face, he ran his tongue over his upper lip as he ran my phone through the fingers of his right hand. "Tris?"
"Who the fuck is Scott?" he blurted, an unpleasantly harsh edge to his usually smooth, controlled voice.
"What?" 

"Who the fuck is Scott?" he repeated, jumping up from the bed and hurling my phone as hard as he could. It struck the wall with a crack and small flecks of plastic ricocheted back into the room.

"Tristan!" I yelled. The violence with which he'd smashed my phone caused me to flinch, and I half feared that I was next. "What are you doing?"

"Answer my damn question," he replied, face heating with rage while the muscles in his chest clenched. "Who is this guy who's so desperate to see you, huh?"

"Tris, it's not what you're thinking," I gabbled, trying to cool his mounting anger. 

"Oh, really?" he scoffed. "He said he'd been trying to get a hold of you for weeks, so clearly he’s got a reason for being so persistent. What does he want, Freya?"

"You spoke to him?" I mumbled. "You answered my phone?" "Yeah," he stated unapologetically. "That shouldn't be a problem if you've got nothing to hide."

"But-"
"What does he want?" Tristan growled.

"I don't know," I sighed, replying honestly. "But he doesn't want what you think he does," I insisted. "He's my brother, okay?" As his jaw fell fractionally open, Tristan's head cocked to one side. "Your brother?" he echoed.

"My half-brother, anyway," I affirmed with a shrug. Feeling vulnerable in my nudity, I found my arms reflexively crossing over my chest. "I haven't seen him for years.” I stepped back until my back was flush with the closed door. "I think he read about our engagement."

"Of course," Tristan breathed, lifting a large hand to his head and running his fingers through hairs that were all still exactly in place. "Your brother," he added, slumping back on the bed. The bounce of the spring undulating him slightly, he began to smile. "I should have remembered the name." I realized that Scott was one of the things Tristan must have unearthed about me when he started digging around in my past. He certainly hadn't heard about him from me. I felt anger rising in my stomach, and I tried to remind myself that we'd put that behind us. The truth, however, was it still perturbed me.

Lips lifting in a smile, Tristan began to laugh. "Your brother," he sighed between chuckles. "I thought he was an ex or something." 

Saying nothing, my own features remained humorless while my body stayed huddled against the door. I simply stared at him, wanting to ask him if he thought that the way he acted was okay even if it was an ex. But I remained silent.
"Well, he didn't say who he was," he added. "What was I supposed to think when he starts talking about how it's been too long since he saw you?"

I knew his question was rhetorical. But even if it weren't, I would not have had a response. 

"He said he'd been calling your apartment," he continued, his laughter slowly fading, but the grin doggedly sticking in place. "Have you been avoiding him?"

With a small nod, I affirmed his assumption. I didn't want to talk about it, especially not now, and not in this context, and I hoped that my silence would let Tristan know to drop it. However, like the bull in the china shop that he was, he simply kept prodding.

"Why?"
"Because," I began softly, "he and I.... Well, we... we don't have a lot in common." 

"You can't blame me for being suspicious, Freya," he stated. "You never mentioned him. You could have told me he'd been calling you."

The words, 'it's none of your business' fluttered through my mind, but, thankfully, that's where they stayed. I suppose, on some level, it was his business. He was going to be my husband, after all. But the reason I didn't mention it was simple, the subject of Scott would invariably lead to other topics I'd much rather not discuss. Topics I didn't even want to think about, much less talk about.

I wanted my past buried, forgotten, and undisturbed.
But... why had Faith come so freely to mind, and slipped even more easily from my mouth, when I'd been with Corey? 

"Well, it doesn't matter," Tristan decided, lifting his butt from the bed as he unbuckled his pants and pushed them off his waist. Eyes darting to the left, and the phone that lay in smashed pieces by the baseboard, I found myself shivering slightly although the room was warm.

Presumably seeing the direction of my focus, Tristan huffed. "That wouldn't have happened if you weren't so damn secretive," he pointed out, tugging his pants and socks from his feet. He sat back down in only his black boxer briefs. "I'll buy you a new one," he added, smiling. "The latest model; whatever you want."

"Tristan, that's not the..." I began to murmur, but I didn't have the fight in me to discuss it any further.
"Why didn't you want to tell me about him?" he wondered, ignoring my partial sentence. 

"Scott...isn't someone I like to talk about," I sighed.
"Why?" he asked, refusing to simply let the subject lie.

With a weary shake of my head, I tightened my arms around my torso. "He's a part of my life I'd rather forget," I softly said. 

"Did he do something to you?" Tristan probed, getting up from the bed and walking a few paces toward me. "Did he...?" he added, leaving the unfinished question hanging.

"No," I quickly uttered. "No, nothing like that." 

Blinking, Tristan took another step until he was within reach of me. Smoothly he extended both hands, taking hold of my elbows and gently pulling me forward.

I didn't try to fight him, and with a shaky step, I was suddenly furled in his embrace. Shocked by the sudden change in him, a tenderness that seemed to come completely out of left field, I stood limply in the circle of his arms. Breathing in the strong scent of vodka that emanated from him, my eyes drifted shut.
"I just don't understand why you don't want to talk to me," he softly complained, his chin resting on the crown of my head. "We're supposed to be able to discuss everything, aren't we?"

"I know," I replied, my cheek pressed against his hard chest. There it was, something else that made me feel inherently faulty. Not only was I seemingly incapable of enjoying a normal sex life, but I couldn't open up to the person who I should be sharing everything with. Physically and emotionally, I was frigid.

Large hands smoothing over my bare back, Tristan let out a heavy sigh.
"I'm sorry," I whimpered, unsure exactly what I was apologizing for. Perhaps it was my general inadequacy.
"It's all right," he replied. 

"I will try to be..." I took a breath, as I searched for the words. "I just need time," I eventually mumbled. "It's not easy talking to someone about something you've spent your whole life not talking about, you know?"

"Not really," he admitted quietly. "But I am trying to understand how your mind works, Freya." 

"I know," I said, my arms finally moving from their apathetic place by my sides. Reaching around him I pressed myself more firmly to his strong, broad form. "I guess we still have some things to figure out," I noted, twisting my face so I could kiss his pectoral muscle.

"That's okay though," he responded casually. "We're learning, right? I guess neither of us is very experienced at this whole relationship thing," he added, with a light chuckle that rumbled in his chest.

"I guess not," I agreed. I realized for the first time that although he'd gone through numerous women, Tristan was actually as new to the concept of a proper, adult relationship as I was. Maybe the inconsistencies in his manner and behavior were no different from my inability to be open with him. Perhaps, like me, he was learning.

"At least we know there's one part of our relationship that's perfect," he mused, his left hand smoothing down my spine and curling around the cheek of my ass.

"Yeah," I agreed with a forced smile. 

"C'mon," he urged, squeezing my buttock, "let's go to bed." With that, he uncurled his arms from around my waist and grabbed my hand. "C'mon," he repeated with a half grin as he stepped back, pulling me with him.

I let him lead me to the bed and lay me down. 

Staring at the mirrored ceiling, I let him make love to me, all the while focusing on my reflection, intermittently obscured by Tristan's sweaty, rutting back. Not for a second did I close my eyes. I trained my ears to the sound of his grunts. I honed in on the feel of his needy, panted breaths at my neck. I took deep breaths of the mingled scents of his cologne, and vodka-tinged perspiration. And I centered on the feel of him. His hot skin brushing against mine, and the solid shaft that speared me hurriedly in its eager passion. Determined that my mind would not drift to Corey, every sense remained tightly focused on Tristan.

Spent, he collapsed on top of me, where the vodka abruptly dragged him into sleep. Squashed beneath him, I began to wonder if that was the way I really wanted to spend the rest of my life.

CHAPTER ELEVEN Show Me Nirvana

Tristan didn't mention his weekend away until the Friday evening he was leaving. I hadn't asked him about it, because my mind had been elsewhere.

With Christmas just days away, I still hadn't bought him a gift – what the hell do you get the man who has (or could buy himself) everything?

Meanwhile, Tristan was busy making plans for our wedding, which he'd already booked on a beach in Mauritius for the coming spring. The more he talked about caterers and the ridiculously long guest list, which included a large sprinkling of celebrities, the more concerned I became about what I was doing.

Was I doing the right thing? Was I marrying the one? 

Daniela told me that it was a question most brides asked themselves. I felt almost certain it wasn't 'normal' for brides-to-be to be thinking of other men when they were newly engaged and supposedly in the first flushes of heady romance. But that wasn't something I discussed with her.

Rather, it was something I pushed way down and let burn relentless in the pit of my stomach. 

Eventually, and very casually, he called me on that Friday afternoon, to say he was flying down to Vegas for his weekend of golf. I think my muted response surprised him.

"Aren't you going to miss me?" he chuckled when the announcement was met with little more than an acknowledgement from me.
"Of course I will," I replied, my fingers tapping on my desk absent-mindedly.

Obviously at work and only half engaged in our conversation himself, Tristan muttered something to his secretary. "You could try to say it like you mean it," he grumbled, over the sound of shuffling papers.

"I'm sorry," I responded. "I already knew about the trip, I forgot to tell you Corey had mentioned it." 

"Oh, right," he replied, seeming to brighten somewhat. "He couldn't come this year, because he's got some work to do in Florida."

"Florida?"
"Yeah," he insisted curtly. "Is that a problem?"
"No," I mumbled. "No, he'd asked if I was free for the weekend."

"He's probably planning on taking you down to Miami with him," Tristan commented matter-of-factly. 

"But… but... he never mentioned that to me," I argued. The movement of my fingers stopping suddenly as I leaned back in my chair.

Huffing air out of his cheeks, Tristan was quiet for a moment. "Maybe he wanted to surprise you."
"And you're okay with this?" I asked skeptically.
"Sure, sure," he replied rapidly. "Corey's a reliable, straight-up kind of guy. And-"
"I'm not his type," I finished for him, not particularly wanting to hear the words again. "I know, you've mentioned." 

He chuckled and I heard a muffled thank you to his secretary before his attention came back to me. "Well, this is perfect. You can be having a good to in Miami, while I'm in Vegas, and we'll meet back here on Monday."

"I'm not sure I want to go to Miami," I told him quietly. "I think you should," he urged. "You'll have a good time, and it'll be nice to get out of this icebox, won't it?" 

I offered him a noncommittal hum. The thought of spending some time in warmer climes was appealing, but still... we were talking about going away with Corey. Being around him in the city was bad enough. I wasn't sure I could handle a weekend away with the man who made me weak in the knees.

"Just go, Freya." Tristan sighed impatiently. "Have a good time; I know that's exactly what I'm going to do."
"I'll think about it," I sighed.
"Good," he stated. "I gotta go, I've got a client waiting in the other room."
"Okay," I replied, glad that the conversation was at least being cut short.
"Speak to you tonight," he added, before a click resounded firmly and the line went dead. 

A little startled by the bluntness of his goodbye, I peered quizzically at the phone's receiver as I placed it back in the cradle. "I love you, too," I whispered sarcastically to the phone.

The second the phone came to rest, its buzz filled the room. Fingers reflexively scooping the object back up, I smiled as I brought it to my ear. "Forget something?" I chuckled.

"Umm, not that I know of," came the amused, deep voice at the other end of the line.
"Corey," I whispered. I felt the breath abandoning my lungs in a rush. "I'm sorry," I added, "I just this second got off the phone with Tristan, and I thought you were him calling back."

"Oh," he chuckled softly. "Well, I won't keep you long," he continued. "I just wanted to firm up our plans for Saturday." 

"Oh, yeah, about that-" I began.
"Something wrong?" he asked.

While the word 'yes' resounded loud and clear in my head, my lips were silent for a few moments.
"Freya?" 

"I'm still here," I assured him. "I'm not sure if I'll be able to come away with you. I've still got so much to do before Christmas. I haven't got a gift for Tristan yet and-"

"Who told you we were going away?" he wondered, interrupting my stride. "Tristan's one for ruining a surprise, isn't he?" he added with a soft, good-natured laugh.

"I-" 

"It'll only be for one day," he continued enthusiastically. "I've got a brief meeting down there, but the rest of the day we can relax. I'd like to show you Nirvana."

Quizzically, I pursed my lips. "Nirvana?"
"Yeah," he chuckled. "That's the name of my home down there." "Well, it's really sweet of you to invite me, but I-"

"Come on, Freya," he urged. "You’ll love it. There's a beautiful view, we'll be right on the ocean." 

It was tempting. So very tempting. But it wasn't the thoughts of waterfront property or gorgeous scenery that was weakening my resolve. What seduced me was the sound of his voice; that, and the chance to be in his company again – to be around that powerful aura, that warmed my soul and made me feel.... Well, that was part of the problem. I didn't know what he made me feel. It was a torrent of emotions, some contradictory. What I was starting to realize was that he was an insane cocktail that was addictive – he was addictive. At the very same time I told myself to stay away, I felt the almost painful tug toward him.

"Freya," he nudged softly.
"I don't know, Corey," I mumbled.

"Listen, I'll have you back Saturday night. And, if you want a hand finding a Christmas present for Tris, maybe I can give you some help," he suggested in his always genial manner.

"Well, all right, I guess," I relented, despising my own weakness as the words floated from my lips. Did I possess no willpower at all? "I guess, if it's just the day, it'll be fine," I added.

"Good," he said, his smile brightening his voice. "I'll pick you up from your apartment at eight-thirty in the morning; is that okay for you?"

With a heady mixture of excitement and fear, I agreed. I also spent the rest of the day and, the majority of that night, feeling mildly nauseous.

*** 

When Corey arrived at my apartment the next morning, he knocked quietly on the door, explaining that he didn't want to wake Daniela if she was still asleep.

As it happened, she wasn't asleep. She was intensely interested in the friendship I was starting to forge with the handsome, self-made billionaire buddy of my fiancé.
I suspect – even though I hadn't breathed a word of it to her – she had picked up enough on her own to realize that, at the very least, I was attracted to Corey. If she did, to her credit, she kept any judgments or opinions on that subject to herself.

Despite the trip being a vacation, of sorts, Corey was dressed in a charcoal suit. His pale pink shirt was open at the neck, giving his refined look a slightly casual edge.

He walked me down to the street, where a photographer and his bright yellow Porsche Cayman S waited for us. 

"Morning, Mr. Wallace," the young guy said, lifting his camera and snapping a series of shots as Corey opened the passenger door for me.

"Morning," Corey offered in reply.
"So... err..." the photographer mumbled. "You know there are rumors that you and Mr. Lucas' fiancée are getting quite cozy." Slipping into the comfortable leather seat, I remained quiet. Unflappable, Corey smiled. "Miss Moreton and I are friends. That's all," he commented smoothly.
With a smirk the photographer offered a quick counter question. "Close friends?" 

"People will make assumptions," Corey replied casually. "You wouldn't be here if they weren't doing so already," he pointed out. "But, for the record, there is nothing salacious going on." That said, he closed the door and strode around the front of the car to the driver's side. As he opened it, I heard him say, "You have a good day." Quickly dropping himself into the seat and simultaneously tugging the door closed, he flashed his reassuring, warm smile at me. "You okay?" he asked.

"Yeah," I responded nodding.
"They're just stirring for a story," he stated, with a shake of his head as he started the engine and reached for the stick shift.

"Aren't you worried?" I asked.
"About what?" he said. His eyes flicking to the rear-view as the car pulled away from the curb. 

Reaching over my shoulder for the seat belt, I fastened it as we joined the relatively light Saturday morning traffic. "Well, your image," I quietly said.

Tossing his dark eyes to me, he shook his head. "I think people are smarter than the tabloids give them credit for," he said. "Innuendo and rumor might sell papers, but without any evidence, most fairminded people will have their doubts."

"I guess," I acknowledged. 

"Besides," he offered as his large, masculine hands moved smoothly over the steering wheel, "what really matters is the truth."

With that, the subject was dropped and we spoke of other things as Corey, in his trademark laid back way, negotiated New York's roads.

Soon, he was pulling into the underground parking lot of the Lucas tower block.
"What are we doing here?" I asked, as he backed expertly into a spot and removed the keys from the ignition.
"I just have to get something from my office," he replied. "And then we'll head to the roof."
"Roof?" 

"Hmm," he confirmed, reaching for the door. "The helicopter will be waiting for us."
Following behind him in a state of mild bewilderment, I wondered if asking further questions would clarify anything or simply knock me even further off balance.

I hadn't realized it before, but Corey's business occupied the twelfth floor of Tristan's building. 

"I'm not here much," he explained, opening the doors of his deserted offices. "But I've got a bunch of people working for me, and they needed a base. Here seemed like as good a place as any." Continuing to speak, he strode toward a file cabinet and opened the second drawer.

His words began to fade into my subconscious as my eyes took in the décor of his office. The walls were covered in photographs and art from all over the world. Sculptures sat on floating shelves and the place had an oddly homey feel despite the professionalism it exuded.

Gradually, my eyes moved to his walnut desk. On it sat a closed laptop, and some neatly stacked papers. But it was the object in the corner that caught my attention, and held it. A photograph of a woman in a silver picture frame. At first glance, I thought the woman was Rebecca, the same long red hair, and a tall, gracefully thin frame. Yet, as I focused in on the image, I realized it wasn't the woman I'd met.

The redhead in the picture was smiling broadly, her gaze on a dark-haired, young boy she held in her lap. He could have been no more than around three, and was laughing as he stared adoringly back at her.

Tristan had never mentioned Corey being a father, but the child bore a resemblance to him that was striking. Had he been married? 

"Forgot to pick these up before I left last night," he said, grasping a small stack of glossy brochures. "Right," he stated, pushing the drawer closed and spinning on the sole of one black patent leather shoe. "I'm ready if you are," he smiled.

Eyes snapping away from the picture, I set them on him. "Okay," I agreed. I wanted to ask him about the photo but I held my tongue for the time being.

He locked the office again before we walked through to the lobby and boarded the elevator, which didn't take us quite all the way to the roof. There was a small set of fire stairs to climb and then we were out in the choppy air, with the deafening sound of a helicopter's blades.

Sliding an arm around my waist, Corey walked forward, pausing briefly to speak to the pilot who stood by the open doors. Then, with a gentlemanly hand, he helped me up the steep step. 

The rhythmic slice of the blades and drone of the engine rumbled through me as I settled into the seat and quickly strapped the belt over my lap.

Corey followed closely behind and he scooted across the bench seat. He eventually came to rest with his knee touching mine, and I felt my heart skip a beat. Setting his brochures down, he instantly reached over to help me with the safety harness.

As his warm hands brushed my fingers, I jolted. 

Unfazed, Corey continued with his task. He yanked the belt snugly over around my waist before securing the buckle. "There you go," he said, shouting over the engine noise.

"Thank you," I replied. 

Smiling, he leaned forward, pointing to a headset that hung on the partition which separated the cockpit from us. With a gesture, he encouraged me to put them on while reaching for his own set. I watched him slip the ear defenders on before doing the same with my own pair. They were heavy and chunky, and made me feel a little self-conscious, but, mercifully, they blocked out most of the noise.

"Okay, Mr. Wallace?" the pilot's slightly distorted voice resounded in my ears. 

"Yes," Corey replied. His voice was directly penetrating my consciousness, as though he were whispering intimately to me. "We're ready."

Lurching suddenly, the chopper began to leave the ground. Panicked by the sudden movement, I went to grasp the seat with both hands. Except to my right, my hand didn't meet the soft, shiny material. Instead, it grabbed his leg. Even more panicked, I quickly snatched my hand back.

"I'm sorry," I uttered, feeling my cheeks redden.
"It's okay," he assured soothingly. "It's a little scary the first time; I should have warned you," he added, grinning. 

"Yeah," I agreed quietly, certain we weren't talking about the same thing. "So, um... this is a typical work day for you?" I asked, eager to change the subject.

"Something like this," he nodded, eyes bright and full of life. "Like you, I don't necessarily keep to a 'normal' work schedule." "And you travel like this a lot?" I wondered, my gaze moving to the window at his shoulder and the New York streets below. 

"Depends where I'm heading," he replied. "When I'm going to Hong Kong, Japan, Paris, Brazil or London, I take my plane. More leg room," he added, nudging my knee playfully with his.

During the flight, I should have been mesmerized by the views beneath us. Instead, I was fascinated by the man at my side. The constant pressure of his muscular leg made it almost impossible to think about anything else. And, that sensation didn't fade with the flight's passing minutes. In fact, if anything, it got worse.

I wanted him. No, it was more than that. 'Want' wasn't strong enough to describe how I felt. I craved him. My body ached for him. Damp, pulsing and needy, my sex was crying out to be filled. I had never known desire like it.

Every small movement he made sent sparks shooting through me. So acutely aware of him, the close proximity of the helicopter was painful. Even though I wanted to move away, I thirsted for much, much closer contact.

As I watched him casually take in the scenery as he talked about the home he was in the process of selling, my mind wandered. I imagined his hands on me, and daydreamed about him taking me right then and there in the back of the chopper.

Arousal heightening, moisture flooded the crotch of my underwear. If I wasn't careful, it was going to seep through my outer clothes and be on display for the world.

"You okay?" he suddenly asked, placing a concerned hand on my knee. 

"Yeah," I replied weakly.
"You look a little flushed," he pointed out.

I didn't need him to tell me that to know it was true. The blood was racing through every cell, and it had heated my entire body. "I'm fine," I assured him.

Eventually, in a climate much different from the one we left, we landed. 

The helicopter came to rest on a large stretch of vibrant green grass at the rear of a sprawling estate.
"This is it," Corey said excitedly, removing the headphones from his ears.

I did the same, replacing the headset as he opened the door and jumped down. His body was immediately illuminated by the golden glow of bright sunshine. Like a beacon, he seemed to be drawing me to him.

"This is Nirvana," he greeted with a broad gesture of his right hand, while his left was offered to me.
I took it pensively, and allowed him to assist me down from the chopper's rear seat.
"You'll probably want to leave your coat behind," he pointed out with a laugh.
"Yeah," I breathed, realizing just how hot it was when the sun's rays struck me.
He helped me off with the thick winter jacket and tossed it under his arm as he began to stride along the beautiful lawn.
Staying close, I loosened a button on my blouse, wishing I'd thought my choice of dress through before I'd left the apartment. Seemingly unperturbed by the heat, Corey ran a relaxed hand through his hair. "Look at that," he said, pointing to his right. Following the path of his arm, I looked at the unobstructed view of downtown Miami. "Wow," I mumbled. 

"Oh, and there's the pool," he mentioned as we past the largest private pool I'd ever seen. Striding along the marbled edge, he took me under white archways and into a covered patio area that was connected to the Mediterranean villa-style house by concertina windows.

Corey smiled, as he slid open the doors and the refreshing draft from the air conditioning met my sweaty skin.
We walked into a living area with four couches positioned in a square and a glass coffee table in the center. Like his office, the room was filled with an array of art from every culture imaginable. Decorated in earth tones, the high-ceilinged room was airy and bright.

"This is beautiful," I noted quietly.
"Thanks," he replied, grinning. "I love it. It's my getaway; the place where I feel most at home." 

"I can see why," I said, breathing deeply as I peered up at the large ceiling fan that whirled lazily, moving the cool air around the room.

"It was designed by a man who worked with my father," he told me, tossing my coat onto the back of one of the couches and gesturing for me to follow him. "My dad was an architect," he added conversationally.

With my mouth ajar the entire time, he took me on the grand tour of the fully-kitted kitchen, the vast dining room with a table that could seat twenty, and two other reception rooms, one of which boasted a concert piano. Next was the seventeen-bedroom wing. The master suite had a beautiful canopy bed and sliding doors that opened onto a terrace. From there, I could see the one-hundredand-seventy feet of waterfront that was all his.

No wonder he called it 'Nirvana'; it truly was paradise.
"What do you think?" he asked, leaning a hand on the open doors and nodding toward the ocean view.
"If this were my home, I'm not sure I'd ever want to leave," I told him honestly.
"Hmm," he smiled. "It certainly feels good getting back here when 

I can."
I nodded and offered him a half smile, as I felt my focus swaying rather more intently to the bed and its white cotton sheets. Overwhelmed by another surge of need, and another round of completely inappropriate images, I forced my eyes away from the mattress.

Scanning around the room, I noticed another solid silver picture frame like the one I'd seen in his office. This one was sitting on a deep, long, cherry wood chest of drawers. The same redhead was within the frame. This time, she was alone, sitting on a beach with a long flowing, floral sundress and a wide-brim white hat that shaded her pale skin. The shot seemed to catch her in mid-laugh, her eyes dancing and bright, white teeth dazzling. She was a stunningly beautiful woman with a long, slender legs to go with the rest of her lithe figure.

"My mom," Corey softly said.
"Huh?" I asked, caught unawares by the sound of his voice.

"That's my mom," he repeated. "My real mom.... Well, my foster mom is a 'real' mom, too," he corrected himself. "But that's my mom."

"Oh," I breathed, tearing my eyes from her and facing him. "She was very pretty," I quietly uttered. Somehow, I felt that the sound of my voice might disturb the memory of her.

"Yeah," he agreed, an enigmatic smile brightening his face. "Inside and out," he added. "I..." he began before coming to a stilted halt. "There's not a day that goes by I don't miss her."

"I'm sorry," I said, feeling responsible for bringing the topic up. Even though he still wore that temperate smile, there was a sadness to it that I felt guilty for placing there.

"Don't be," he said, stepping forward. "It's not your fault.” He placed his warm palm on my upper arm and smoothly ran his fingers down to my wrist. "Anyway, I've got to go and show a house down the beach," he sighed. "I'll be back in an hour or two, but in the meantime, make yourself at home."

"Um, okay," I muttered nervously, too fixated by the light touch he still held at my arm. 

"Feel free to go for a swim if you want," he urged.
"Oh, well, I didn't bring a bathing suit," I quickly.

Releasing me, he broke into a broad grin. "Not to worry," he shrugged. "We're not close enough to any neighbors to be seen." "What?"
"It certainly doesn't bother me if you want to skinny dip," he added dryly. "I've done it a time or two myself."
Assaulted by the thought of him naked and wet, I trembled. "I... uhh..." 

With a genial laugh, he took a step to the door. "It's entirely up to you," he assured me, pausing as he reached the door. "When I get back, we'll take a walk or something. Whatever you want.” His tone was joyful as he gripped the one sleeve of his shirt, adjusting the gold cufflink.

"Okay," I replied, unable to prevent the smile that appeared on my face.
"And then, we'll have some dinner, and head back to New York in time for you to still do some late shopping," he assured me. 

I followed him from the room, down the stairs and to the front door. Then I watched him climb into his silver Land Rover and drive down the long gravel entryway until he joined the quiet road.

Left alone, in a house so filled with him it was enough to blow my sexually overactive mind, I considered his suggestion. The thought of slipping naked into his pool was intensely electrifying. To know that water that had touched his skin was touching mine. Touching all of me. God, I had to stop thinking like that.

Trying to force my thoughts elsewhere, I strolled through the spacious living room and back out onto the patio. I tried to bring Tristan to mind, and realized something terrifying, I didn't miss him. The fact I wouldn't see him for two days didn't bother me in the slightest. In fact, the thought of seeing him again filled me with more dread than excitement. The only excitement within me was to be found at the thought of Corey getting back.

The knowledge that I could be so disloyal chewed a hole in my stomach. But it still didn't stop me from watching the clock and waiting expectantly for Corey.

CHAPTER TWELVE A Long Night to Remember

He got back a little over two hours later. The minutes had dragged by as I tried to casually stroll through the huge grounds that seemed to blend seamlessly with the beach behind them. Eventually, I wandered back to the house, unbuttoning the top of my blouse before settling into one of the high-backed woven chairs that sat around the large table in the shaded patio.

That was where he found me as he emerged at the sliding doors. He was wearing a pair of Bentley Platinum sunglasses, and the scent of brand new leather wafted from him in the slight breeze.

"Hi," he said, grinning as he stepped onto the patio and moved to the seat next to mine. "Didn't feel like swimming?" he asked, as he lowered himself into the chair and leaned back.

I watched his smooth, easy motion and found myself inordinately captivated by the soft sway of his widely parted knees. "Um, no," I managed to mutter in reply. "How did it go?" I added, snatching my stare away from his crotch.

"Oh, it was fine," he breathed. Behind the dark, aviator style sunglasses, it was impossible to say exactly where his eyes were, but I did know he was looking at me. "Looks like he’s interested in buying."

"So, it's been a good trip?" I suggested, forcing myself to focus on anything other than the unruly meandering of my thoughts. Smile widening, he nodded. "So far," he agreed. "Hopefully, it'll get even better, though." 

Unsure what he meant by that, I stared quizzically back at him. Chuckling, he suddenly rose from the chair, offering me his hand. "Come on," he urged. "Let's go take a walk on the beach."

Staring with both fear and interest at his large palm, I reluctantly placed my fingers in his, inhaling sharp, quiet breaths when my sex quivered in response. "I'm... I'm not really dressed for a walk on the beach," I murmured.

"You're fine," he insisted. "Just slip your shoes off and we're good to go."
Eyes darting down to my nylon covered legs, I realized my shoes weren't the only things that needed shedding.
"Oh, well, and the pantyhose, too, I guess," he added with a chuckle. 

I didn't bother to correct him. Thigh-highs or pantyhose, it made little difference. The point was, they weren't really suitable for walking on a beach. Feeling stupidly nervous, I kicked off first one, then the other, three-inch heel. Placing my covered soles on the burnished clay tiles, I realized just how warm the patio floor was.

Without needing to ask for it back, Corey relinquished my hand. "I'll just make a quick call," he smoothly excused himself. "Back in just a second." He turned and strode back into the house.

Contrary as always when it came to my feelings concerning him, I was flooded with both relief and disappointment. Part of my really hadn't wanted to grapple with my sheer hold-ups while he'd been watching. Another part of me was intensely aroused by the thought of him being captivated by the baring of my legs. Of course, in reality, he wouldn't have been captivated, I was sure of that. After all, as Tristan had delighted in telling me I wasn't Corey's type. The man who drove me to distraction felt nothing for me. No doubt my undressing would leave him completely cold. As I reminded myself of this fact repeatedly, I dejectedly reached for the clinging nylon above my knee and coaxed it down. Once I'd done the same with the other leg, I tossed both tan colored holdups onto the seat of the chair I'd been sitting in.

"Okay," I heard his deep voice behind me. 

Flicking my face over my shoulder, I swiped the solemn, thoughtful expression I knew must have been marring my face as I'd been pondering the distinct lack of appeal I no doubt held for him.

"I just spoke to a friend of mine who's kindly agreed to rustle us up some dinner," he said, reaching up with his right hand a carefully removing the glasses from his face. "It'll be waiting for us when we get back," he grinned. "So, are you ready to go?"

Studying the adroit motion of his hand as he tucked the arm of his expensive sunglasses into his breast pocket, I nodded. "Sure," I breathed, compelling a smile.

"Great!" he beamed, bounding enthusiastically across the patio and down the two steps. When he reached the lawn, he paused, swung excitedly back to face me and waited with a broad smile.

I followed, drawn to him by some invisible, inexplicable force. 

"By the way," he uttered, as I reached him and we began to walk in stride through the rear of his property. "I've been meaning to thank you."

"Hmm?" 

"Those exercises you taught me," he explained. "I've been doing them every morning, like you suggested, and I've been feeling much better." As if to prove it, he shifted his head from one side to the other, stretching his neck. "Can't tell you how grateful I am," he smiled.
"It's nothing." I shrugged.MARGUERITE DE LYON

With the winter sun dipped low, we both watched the distant waves rolling in as we continued to talk.
"So, what got you interested in yoga?" he asked. 

"Um," I hesitated, my bare feet leaving the neatly trimmed grass of his lawn and meeting with soft, powdery sand. "When I was in college, I had a lecturer who was big into all things spiritual," I told him quietly. "At the time, I was feeling kind of lost and... I guess I was looking for something, and thought maybe meditation and yoga would help me find it."

The distant cries of seagulls floating on the subtle breeze was accompanied by the rhythmic rush of waves. A hundred yards or so further down the beach, a group of teenagers were laughing and yelling as they played volleyball without a net.

"Did you?" Corey gently asked.
Having let my mind wander, I was confused. "Did I what?"

"Find it?" he clarified. "Find whatever it was you were looking for?" 

"Oh," I mumbled before inhaling deeply. The movement of my feet had slowed and his pace had pulled back to match it. How the hell did I answer that question? What was it with him and asking deep, intense questions? More to the point, what was up with me? Why did I keep talking so candidly around him, as if I'd known him all my life and he was some solid confidante?

He hadn't tried to drag it out of me. He hadn't bullied me into discussing something I didn't want to. No pressure had been applied. Yet, somehow, he pried open parts of me that I kept tightly shut to anyone else. The fact that he could do that, without even seeming to try, left me feeling vulnerable and threatened. It made me want to run. Nevertheless, I was incapable of resisting whatever power it was he held over me.

"I'm not sure," I eventually replied, shaking my head in confusion. "I thought I had.... And, I mean, I have definitely come a long way. But, I'm beginning to wonder if I've been fooling myself."

"I guess we're all guilty of that sometimes," he said warmly, sliding his hands casually into his pants pockets. He was walking so close to me that we almost brushed, but only almost. Without seeming to do so intentionally, Corey's stride matched mine perfectly; each footfall softly meeting the sand in unison.

"I suppose so," I agreed. I gazed out to my left and focused on the white crest of one wave as the water was inexorably drawn to the shore. I was struck by the imagery the ocean provided me. People saw the ocean as a vast place, a kingdom of freedom. But as I watched the waves crash against the shore, I saw it for what it truly was, a captive to powers beyond its control. No matter how hard it tried, the ocean was drawn in toward the sand, and the waves buffeted shoreline.

"And we're all looking," he added calmly, breaking me out of my rabbit hole of thought. "That's what life is, isn't it?" 

"Not for some people," I mumbled. I was unable to take my eyes off the constant conflict of the water, wanting to be both with and apart from the land. "Some people know what they want, and have what they want."

"You talking about Tristan?" he wondered curiously.
I hadn't been consciously doing so, but reading between my own lines, it seemed obvious that I was referring to my fiancé. 

However, he didn't wait for me to affirm his assumption. "Some people think they know what they want, but they're not truly content," he offered. "Tristan's been looking, too." He nodded thoughtfully. "He thinks you're what he's been looking for," he added, twisting his face to me and flashing a brief smile.

Aware of his eyes on me, I turned toward him, gazing at the warm amber glow of the sun bathing his features. His already tan skin was radiant, vibrant and full of life.

"You don't think I am?" I asked, wondering about the curious way he'd chosen to phrase his words.
Breathing in slowly though his mouth, his feet came to a still. "I think Tristan has had a tough life," he eventually murmured. 

"Tough?" I practically scoffed. Tristan Lucas' life had been many things 'tough' certainly wasn't one of them. "He's had everything he's ever wanted," I argued.

"Having everything you've ever wanted isn't always good for you," he evenly countered. "Having everything you've ever wanted can mean you lose sight of what's really important, those things that bring true happiness."

Accepting his point as valid, I shrugged. "So, I'm not what he really wants?" I reiterated.
"I never said that," he smiled. "He wants you very much, Freya. And you could be great for him."
"But?" I prompted. 

Gaze moving to the sand that coated the tips of his black loafers, he was silent for a moment. "Nothing," he breathed quietly. "It's nothing. I just hope that he's still able to see what's really important."

Before I had a chance to ask him to explain that, his face had lifted and he was staring back in the direction of the house. "I think dinner should be just about ready," he said, smiling. "Let's head back."
Nodding, I turned with him and we began the calm, scenic walk back to his luxury home.

*** 

We ate in the huge dining room at a table that would have comfortably seated two dozen. Although, in many ways it was much too large for the two of us, it was somehow very intimate. Our places were set in the top corner of the long rectangular table, and our legs almost brushed.

The bacon-wrapped filet mignon was grilled to perfection and I felt like a kid in a candy factory, thrilling my taste buds with the salty beef and the sweet lobster tail. I already knew that a generous helping of crème brûlée would cap off dinner. Corey blushed when he realized he referred to it as “our dessert.”

During the delicious meal, the heavy subject we'd discussed at the beach was replaced with my questions about his career, and his enthusiastic answers. He told me he'd never thought of himself as a showman, and hadn't been particularly interested in the idea of making himself one. However, he also knew that it would be impossible to help people on a grand scale if he tried to do so oneon-one.

I listened closely, fascinated by the glimpse into his view of the world and his place within it. He was as captivating when he spoke quietly to me, and me alone, as he was when he addressed a room full of people.

"Anyway," he eventually said, leaning back in his chair. "There's something else I want to show you before we head back." 

"Really?" I asked, curious.
"Yeah," he grinned. Quickly finishing the small mouthful of wine that dwelt in the bottom of his glass, he pushed himself to his feet. "Come on," he urged with a playful jerk of his head.

Gently removing the napkin from my lap, I laid it on the table beside my empty plate and rose from the chair. Still barefoot, my toes lingered over the thick carpet of the dining room before we headed down the tiled hallway and, eventually, climbed the stairs.

"I think you will really enjoy this," Corey said, tossing the words over his shoulder as he reached the landing and strolled along another long hall.

Bemused, but happy to simply follow him, I was less than a step behind. I watched him reach for a brass doorknob at the end of the hall and push open the door. Then, turning to me with a smile, he stepped away from the opening and gestured for me to enter first.

Peering at him with bewildered amusement, I did as he was directing and slowly crossed the threshold. At first I wasn't quite sure what I was looking at.

The room was dark, but I could immediately tell it was bare. It had that feeling that empty rooms always have, cavernous and a little chilly despite the obvious warmth that filled the building. The 2000-square feet of floor featured bare boards. A vaulted ceiling was also made up of naked beams. The length of two walls was solid glass – and, as I stepped forward, I found myself in awe of the beautiful view it afforded of the beach we'd walked on earlier that day.

"Wow," I breathed, settling myself in the center of the room and staring avidly at the scenery.
"What do you think?" he asked, lingering in the doorway behind me. 

"It's incredible," I sighed, unable to tear my gaze from the scene before me.
"I'm glad you think so," he uttered, the subtle change in the sound of his voice telling me that he was taking a couple of paces forward. "I love this room. But I haven't been able to decide what to do with it yet," he added. "I was thinking about turning it into a study or maybe just a little corner of the house that I can use to meditate. What do you think?"

"Uh, yeah," I nodded, suddenly distracted when I realized he was standing directly behind me. 

He took me by the hand and led me out onto a small balcony. I couldn’t help but throw my head back and breathy in the salty sea air. My senses came alive and I felt, rather than heard, Corey turn to me. I opened my eyes and smiled gently, matching the soft gaze in his eyes. Then, he shook his head slightly, breaking the magic. I padded back into the room, wanting to leave the simplicity of our exchange unblemished by any practical conversation… that might include Tristan.

"I wanted to ask you if you'd consider decorating it for me," he said, taking another step until he was at my side, his bicep brushing my shoulder. "I love what you've done in your studio; the colors and the art are stunning. The whole feel of the place is just... well, it's just the kind of thing I'd like in here."

"You want me... you want me to design the room?" I mumbled, staring at him with wide eyes. 

"If you're game," he replied, beaming.
"But... what if you don't like what I do?" I babbled.

His soft eyes seeming deeper and darker in the dim room, he shook his head. "I trust you, Freya. Whatever you do, I know I'll love it." 

Stunned not just by his request – which had come completely out of nowhere – but also by his unwavering confidence in the judgment of someone he barely knew, I opened and closed my mouth several times. I felt absurdly like a guppy.
"You don't have to get started right away," he chuckled. "In fact, you don't have to do it at all if you don't want to."

"It's not that," I quickly stated. "I just... I didn't expect this." 

"Well, give it some thought," he urged gently, his right hand reaching into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. "And, if you're kind enough to agree to help me out, you can use this." With that, he produced an envelope from his jacket, which he held out to me.

"What's this?" I mumbled, cautiously slipping the paper from his grasp and turning it over. When he didn't offer so much as a hint, I began to carefully rip the envelope open. In the half-light, I slowly took the small rectangular piece of plastic between my finger and thumb. Lifting it to my face, I tilted it slightly toward the light that drifted in from the window.

It was an American Express Centurion card, with the name Freya Moreton embossed along the bottom.
"There's no limit on it," he said. "Use it to buy whatever you think will work in here." 

"Corey," I breathed, "I can't take this."
"Sure you can," he insisted. "I trust you."

"Why?" I asked quietly, my eyes leaving the card clutched in my trembling fingers and setting on his guileless features. I knew I should just take the card and shut up, but I couldn't believe that he would trust a stranger like this.

Lips twitching in amusement, he cocked a dark, arched eyebrow at me. "Why what?" 

"Why do you trust me?" I responded, trying to remain calm, although my heart was beating so hard it seemed to fight for freedom from the cage of my ribs. "You don't know anything about me."
"I know enough," he replied. The smile faded from his mouth as his features became much more intense. "I know that I can trust you," he insisted, blinking.

I watched his eyelids, marveling at the lashes that seemed almost too long to be masculine. He moved, so gently that I barely registered he was moving, and reached forward with his right hand, wrapping his fingers tenderly around my free hand.

"Freya," he whispered almost reverently. Then, as his dazzling eyes blinked once more, his face swept forward and he pressed his lips delicately to my cheek.

The contact caused me to suck in a hurried breath, as my pulse hastened causing a thumping noise in my ears. I felt sure that it was loud enough for him to hear.

"Corey," I whimpered, unsure what the pleading in my voice was for. Was I asking him to stop, or was I begging him not to? He didn't stop. Instead, he dipped his head lower, settling his chin on my shoulder and grazing his inquisitive mouth across my throat. 

As if frozen to the spot, I did nothing. I could feel unfamiliar heat flooding my entire body; every inch of me trembled with fear, excitement and desire the like of which I had never known. It all felt far too good to be real. I let my eyes drift closed and tried to shut out the nagging thoughts that fluttered through my brain. If I was going to be honest with myself, I didn't have to try very hard. In the moment my lids sank, I felt the very tip of Corey's tongue tease at my clavicle. With an abruptness that almost knocked me off my feet, I climaxed. I had never felt anything so powerful, so abrupt, and frankly, so damn good.

Dropping the card and envelope he'd given me, both hands immediately darted to his shoulder, clinging to him for support as the strength was robbed from my legs. Trying to stifle my groans by biting down on my lower lip, my body jerked and trembled. My core clenched and quivered in time, and then dampness flooded from me drenching the crotch of my panties and moistening my thighs.

"Ugh," I groaned, convinced he must have touched me somewhere other than just my neck. Surely, he couldn't have done that with the lightest lick at my throat. "Corey," I mewled breathlessly, my lungs dragging in short, sharp heaves as my mind blacked out. I was still sinking in ecstasy, and I was sure I would wake up soon to a knock on my door, finding that I hadn't left with Corey yet. Surely this was all a dream. But that, of course, didn't make it real.

I was brought back to reality by a long, low rumble. Heavy eyelids snapping open, I found his head had also darted up at the sound. Snatching a glance over his shoulder, he stared through the Lshaped windows in time to see the fork of lightening that speared through the skyline.

The muscles in my thighs were still twitching along with the muscles of my sex, and I continued to hang desperately on to him, fearful that I'd slink to the floor if I let him go. Forcing myself to take deeper, slower breaths, I tried to tame my savagely pounding heart.

"It's just a storm," he offered quietly. 

Wondering if he'd mistaken my intense orgasm for fear over the thunder, I didn't bother to correct him. It was probably for the best if he did think that. After all, the ease and violence with which I'd come was embarrassing. What would he think of me if he knew the truth: sex-obsessed, slut, cheap? Any of those words, and many worse, would do the trick.

"Are you okay?" he asked, turning back to face me as his fingers slowly drifted from mine.
"Yeah," I responded automatically, my eyes fixed on the horizon. 

Although I hadn't been aware of the thunder when my climax struck, I didn't have to fake the anxiety on my face now that I was aware of the storm. Stupid and childish as it may be, I've always been scared of them. Ever since I was seven years old, I hated being in them. It was funny, before that, I don't remember being too bothered by them. Maybe that's because before that, I'd never been left all alone during one.

"You sure you're all right?" he asked, the question interrupted before it fully emerged from his mouth. The subtle jingle of his phone sounded in his pocket and he reached for it, still looking intently at me for a reply.

"Yeah," I nodded slowly. "I'm fine." 

With a small sigh, he peered down at his phone and swept his thumb across the screen. Then, came an even deeper sigh. "I'm sorry," he said softly, lifting his face. "Looks like we're not going to get back to New York tonight. My pilot says the storm's too dicey to fly in, and the forecasters think it's set in for the night."

"Oh," I breathed, the heat between my thighs only just starting to fade.
"Sorry," he grimaced. "I know I said I'd get you back by tonight, but-" 

"It's all right," I quickly interjected. "It's not your fault." "Sure you're okay about us staying here for the night?" he asked. "Yeah," I responded numbly.

Grinning, he bent at the waist, sweeping the credit card and envelope from the floor. "Okay," he sighed warmly. "Well, I guess we should think about turning in," he suggested, gently rubbing his fingers over my shoulder as he mildly encouraged me out of the room.

I let him lead me, sparks fluttering through my sex with each brush of my thighs as I walked on legs that felt like a newborn giraffe's. I also, in that moment, became aware of just how much fluid had rushed from me. My panties were absolutely soaked, much more than just a surge of arousal.

"The only problem," Corey said, as if in the middle of a sentence the beginning of which I'd been too distracted to hear, "is that I've only got the one bedroom made up at the moment. I really haven’t had company here yet so there hasn’t been much sense focusing on the other rooms. Will you be okay sleeping in my bed?" he asked as he reached the door and pushed it open.


"Hmm," I quietly hummed, stepping across the threshold and once again assaulted by the image of his canopy bed, and crisp white sheets. As if sleepwalking, I gradually made my way to the foot of it, while the thought of the two of us tangled in those sheets created a fresh tingling in my lusty core.

"So, you'll be okay?" he asked. 

Turning I found him a few paces away, making as if to leave. "Where are you going?" I queried, the words coming out rather more desperately than I would have chosen.

"I'll sleep in another room," he offered casually.
"But you said none of them are made up yet," I argued.

"Yeah," he agreed, smiling. "But I'll just crash on the couch or something." 

"Don't go," I mumbled, staring pleadingly at him as the atmosphere crackled with the charged air. Was it the storm that was unsettling me or my own feelings? I didn't know anymore. I picked absentmindedly at a chip on my thumbnail while I waited for him to respond.

"Freya," he breathed, all traces of humor leaving his smooth, soft features. "I... um..." he muttered in a rare moment of inarticulacy. "It's probably not a good idea, is it?"
Was he referring to the two of us having sex? Was he saying that his body inside mine wasn't a good idea? At that moment, to me, nothing seemed like a better idea. My sex craved him, and had from the second I set eyes on him. I couldn't stop thinking about his skin on mine; his manhood demanding entrance and finding me willing; his large hands touching every inch of me; his weight pressing me to the mattress and taking just as much pleasure as he did in the carnal act. It all seemed like a pretty good idea to me. In fact, nothing had ever seemed better.

A deafening crack of thunder rolled directly over the house, causing me to flinch. Peering up at the ceiling, as though I expected it to have been sucked away by the violent noise, I inhaled shakily. "Please," I whispered. "Please stay with me."

"Freya," he gently said. 

"Please, Corey," I continued, not waiting for him to talk me out of anything. Setting my worried gaze on his face, I felt unshed tears settle in my lower lids. "I know it's stupid, but I've never liked storms. I don't want to be alone."

For the briefest of moments, he looked as though he were about to argue. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. Instead, he twisted and kicked the door closed before turning back to me. "Okay," he nodded. "I'm not going anywhere."

Thrilled, but terrified, I smiled weakly. God, it was really going to happen. Moments I'd fantasized about since meeting him were about to happen in reality. Given the pleasure he'd already given me, through such simple gestures, I had no doubts about his prowess as a lover. My own, however, were a sudden and very severe cause of concern. How many other women had shared that king-size bed? Doubtless, they'd been beautiful, successful, sensual women who knew how to drive men wild. Had Rebecca been entwined with him under those sheets?
What if I didn't please him? What if my body didn't turn him on? What if, when it came to the actual act of sex, I was just as frigid as I'd always been with every other man? He was a well-traveled, experienced man. I was just some poor girl from Fresno, who was lacking sexually and not even sure what she wanted. I had never been more afraid of my own sexuality than in that moment.

Was I jealous of all those women who had gone before? Those girls who had known the pleasure of his touch? Or was I jealous of the one that would come after me, the one who would have him forever?

Shaking those wretched thoughts from my mind, I determined the only way to conquer my fear was to face it head on. Reaching quickly behind me, I took the small zipper of my skirt between my finger and thumb and yanked it down. As the fastening opened, the material that clung to my hips loosened and began to slip down with the weight of gravity. I gave it a little nudge until it was flopping in a puddle around my bare feet.

Corey took a step forward until he was within reach of the bed. With one calm hand, he rested himself against the canopy post, ruffling the gossamer curtain as he did. He didn't make a move toward me, he simply looked on as I undressed in front of him.

Keeping my focus solidly on him, my fingers moved up to my blouse. Despite the trembling that I tried to conceal, I managed to undo the buttons without too much clumsy fumbling. I opened the blouse, exposing my breasts and the bra that hugged them tightly.

His dark eyes swelled slightly at the sight of my lacy white bra. However, he didn't move, nor did he speak. 

Shucking the blouse from my shoulders, I dropped it carelessly onto the carpet, my tongue drying rapidly. The backs of my knees twitching, I reached around my back and hurriedly unhooked the bra. The straps slipped easily from my shoulders, exposing the smooth curves of my breasts and the straining peaks in their centers. I was a burning pit of desire in that moment. I wanted nothing more than to have Corey throw me on the bed and have his way with me.

Corey's attention appeared to briefly acknowledge my nudity before settling once more on my face. But still, he said and did nothing.

Swallowing with difficulty, I slid my thumbs into the edge of my panties and began coaxing them down, realizing as I did that the musky smell of my arousal and whatever had gushed from me earlier hung heavy in the room. He cannot have failed to realize how turned on I was; how ready for him I was. I was like a freaking fire hydrant, and I knew that there would be no pain when he entered me. I was more than ready.

Letting the underwear hit the carpet, I stepped out of it and, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, I stood naked and open to his gaze.

A soft smile moved the corners of his mouth as his eyes traveled slowly down the length of my body. "You're a very beautiful woman, Freya," he stated, with a voice that was a shade deeper than usual.

Waiting and wanting, I quickly moistened my dry lips. 

However, as Corey took a step, it wasn't toward me. It was to the large chest of drawers upon which sat the photograph of his mom. Turning is back to me, he opened the top drawer and grabbed something from inside. Swirling on the balls of his feet, he stretched out his hands. In them he held a pure white, silk T-shirt.

"Here," he said softly. "You can wear this." 

Perplexed, I stared at him, then at the shirt. Then, gradually I lifted my hand toward it and took the soft garment from him. "I'm just going to change," he added. "Why don't you get in bed? If all goes well, we'll have an early start in the morning." With that, he spun back to the drawers, grabbed something else from it before slipping into the connecting en suite.

Mouth agape, I looked wide-eyed at the shirt in my hands. What the hell had just happened? Was I so repulsive to him that my nakedness sent him rushing into the bathroom? Men didn't act like that if they found a woman attractive. I was, without words, offering myself to him... and he'd rejected me. Sure, he'd been a gentleman about it, with that ‘beautiful' line, but that was just for politeness, obviously. I knew men, and they didn't walk away when a ‘beautiful' woman undressed in front of them.

Feeling suddenly exposed and forlorn, I quickly pulled the shirt over my head, noticing as I did that it smelled of him. Seeking comfort in his scent, I tugged the neckline to my face and breathed deeply.

As I did, the bathroom door opened and Corey casually strode back into the room. He was wearing black silk full-length sleep pants. And nothing else. His sleek, godlike chest was bare, displaying the wonderfully defined pecs, carefully carved abs and tiny wisps of dark hair that began below his navel and laid a trail to the promise beneath.

Running a hand through his thick dark hair, he smiled as he approached me. "I know it's a bit big," he chuckled, "but it'll do." Stopping just before me, he dipped his head down to my face and brushed his lips chastely against mine. "Good night, Freya," he whispered.

What the hell was that? I was naked and wanting, and instead of taking me, he left me with a goodnight kiss? With that, he moved smoothly to the bed and tugged back the sheets.

Still bewildered by almost everything that had happened that night, my feet moved sluggishly to the other side. As I lowered myself onto the mattress I heard the soft beep of my phone, which was still tucked in the purse I'd left in the room when we first arrived.

"Is that your cell?" Corey said, sliding into the bed.
"I think so," I replied hoarsely. My throat was completely dry in my shock of the events unfolding around me. 

"Might be Tristan," he stated, pulling the sheet over himself. "Probably," I agreed.
"You're not going to answer it?"

Shaking my head, I laid back onto the soft mattress, pulling the cotton sheet almost up to my chin. "No," I breathed. "No, I'm sure it's nothing important."

Accepting my decision without argument, Corey clapped his hands together twice, prompting the lights to go out. Then, with an ease I found amazing, he rolled onto his side and seemed to drift almost instantly to sleep.

I couldn't shut my eyes. For ages, it felt like hours, I simply stared at his back, the sleek skin, the subtle movement of muscle as he breathed. It was just about the most erotic sight I had ever seen.

Lying slightly more than a foot away from a man who drove me crazy with desire, I spent the entire night being very aware of the nagging longing between my legs.

Thoroughly rejected, I wondered what it would take for me to be ‘his type,' because Tristan had evidently been right over that. Or maybe it was something else... maybe he was being loyal to the woman he loved, Rebecca. Maybe he was being loyal to his best friend.

Loyalty was definitely a word that had eluded me that night. But, as I turned my gaze to the ceiling and the flashes of lightening that danced across it, I realized it shouldn't have been so difficult. If I was in love with Tristan, Corey's presence wouldn't have affected me so much.

It was Corey. God help me, I was in love with my fiancé's best friend. 

He was the only one I could think of. He was the one who prompted feelings in me that I had never known, much stronger than any other man I thought I'd loved. What I felt for him was painful, wonderful and terrifying all at the same time. And whether he wanted me or not was no basis to decide my future with Tristan.

No, regardless of what happened (or didn't happen) between me and Corey that night, it made one thing abundantly clear to me, I could not continue my relationship with Tristan.

The more I thought about my husband-to-be, the more I found myself comparing him with the man by my side. And, in every aspect, Tristan was lacking. Ruthless, narcissistic, obsessed with money and power, unconcerned with the guilt or innocence of his clients – there was so much about Tristan that left me feeling uneasy. Not to mention that he had never been in tune with me sexually.

Corey, on the other hand, struck me as decent, loyal, and chivalrous. He was the kind of man that simply didn't seem to exist anymore. And yet, here he was, as large as life and in the bed next to me.

Wide awake, I listened to the steady, soothing rhythm of his breathing. Fighting the urge to pull myself closer and beg him to hold me; battling against the desire to climb on top of him and demand that he take me.

In the heavy silence of the room, with only my imagination to torment me, I must have eventually worn myself out. 

I fell asleep curled tightly into myself. Despite my misery, my skin rejoiced in the feeling of the silk T-shirt against my body. Sleeping on my right side with my back pointedly turned toward Corey, my arms were wrapped in a defensive position against the rejection I felt, my right hand comforting my unsettled demeanor is it stroked the soft material on my left arm.

But at some point in my dejected slumbering, my own soothing caresses were complemented by another set of strokes. In the dark night, with the sounds of the ocean carrying into the bedroom, I woke long enough to feel Corey roll toward me and tuck himself protectively into my body. His hand pushed insistently into my cocoon of self-comfort. I tightened my arms to lock him out, my subconscious unwilling to concede to his assuring touch, but his persistence wove through my arms and drew me closer to his body.

My thighs relaxed at the sensation of his silk pants rubbing against me, his knees pressing insistently against the backs of my own. I felt Corey tuck his face against my hair, and then I felt my locks tighten briefly as his facial muscles pulled into a smile. 

As I drifted off to sleep, my last thought was that even if it was only for a few hours, even if Corey was turning to me in his sleep, I finally knew what it felt like to be loved. Truly loved.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN An Unhappy Homecoming

As promised, the ominous weather had lifted by morning and Corey's pilot had been given the all clear. And, as promised, Corey seemed intent on making an early start. It was still dark when he woke me, and urged me to shower and dress.

The sun was only just beginning to emerge on the cusp of the horizon as we boarded the chopper. From the helicopter, we could see a million lights along the coast, reflecting over the water and making for a truly spectacular sight.

Corey appeared to be mesmerized by the light show; I was mesmerized by him. 

Who was this man? A guy many people thought they knew, but did any of them really? Had he ever let anyone penetrate that cool, calm surface? There must have been something beneath that. There must have been red-blooded, wild, passionate, irrational desire.

I admired his control. I admired it greatly. But, it also left me feeling desperately inadequate. If I'd been sexier, he would have lost his grasp on it...wouldn't he? With Tristan I felt inadequate in other ways, but this way might have been worse. To give myself so fully to him only to have him walk away from it was a harsh judgment.

Neither of us said much during the flight back. I don't know what was going on in his head, but he seemed contemplative. 

It wasn't until we landed that he shifted back into his usual, smooth demeanor. "Thanks so much for coming with me," he grinned, after we'd clambered down from the helicopter and we stood on the breezy asphalt of the airport. "Here," he added, offering me the credit card I'd dropped the night before.

"Corey, I can't-"
"I'm in no hurry," he insisted, not letting me finish. "Take as much time as you need. I know it'll be worth it in the end."
"All right," I mumbled, trying to give him a smile. 

"Travis will take you home," he continued, nodding to the tall, black man I'd seen during Corey's speaking event. "I've got some things I need to do back at the office, but I was wondering if I could come by the studio tomorrow?"

"Um," I hummed distractedly as I stared at the exclusive card that he'd willingly handed to me with such open faith. 

"I'd like to have another lesson," he added. "If you're free." "Okay," I nodded with a small shrug.

Was this how it was going to be between us? Were we just going to pretend that nothing had happened, that he hadn't seen me naked? I would never be able to pretend that he hadn't given me the most explosive orgasm of my life while barely touching me.

"Great," he grinned. "Well, I'll see you tomorrow then." With that, he jogged to his Porsche and jumped into the driver's seat. Travis, meanwhile, had taken a few steps toward me. "You ready to go, miss?" he asked. 

"Yes," I replied, fighting the tears that threatened to spill onto my cheeks. "Thanks, Travis," I mumbled, I walked to the back of the car and climbed in, shaking my head at the absurdity of what my life had come to.

It wasn't until we were on the road, and stuck in New York traffic, that I dug my phone from my purse and began checking the messages that had stacked up. The voice mail, I quickly discovered was completely full. There was also a barrage of texts, all from Tristan.

‘Where are you, babe? Been trying to contact you for hours?' ‘I'm missing you. You know, a Las Vegas bed just doesn't feel right without you in it!'
'My flight gets back Monday at eight, how about you meet me at my place?'
Realizing that they were all a similar theme, I slowly went through each and deleted them. 

"Uh, Travis," I mumbled, "could you do me a favor?"
"What's your pleasure, miss?" he responded brightly.

A truthful answer to that would have been rather more involved than I wanted to get. Instead, I focused on my request. "Could you take me to my studio in Greenwich Village?" I asked.

"Oh, sure," he grinned. "I can take you there after I've dropped you at your apartment," he offered. "If you need to stop at home first." "Err, no, that's all right, thanks." I kept at least one change of clothes at the studio, so there was no need to go home.
"Working on a Sunday morning?" he wondered, glancing in the rearview. 

I didn't have to work. I had no appointments that day. However, I wanted to be alone, and the studio seemed like the best place for that. Heck, it was the only place. "No rest for the wicked, huh?" I mumbled in return, trying to sound light and jovial.

"Guess not," he agreed, grinning. 

It wasn't long before we arrived in Greenwich, and Travis pulled the dark gray Lexus LS up to my building. I thanked him before opening the door myself and hauling my exhausted body off the backseat.

He, nevertheless, opened his door and stood beside me on the sidewalk. "Sure there's nothing else I can do for you?" he asked. "I'll be fine from here, thanks," I assured him. 

"Well, if you need me at all, here's my number," he urged, reaching into his breast pocket and producing a small card with his cell phone number on it.

Hesitantly, my hands remained motionless by my sides. "That's kind of you, but I'm sure you've got plenty on your plate." 

"Corey asked me to make sure you have this," he insisted. "Said, if there was anything you ever needed - anywhere you needed to go, you just gotta call me."

"Oh," I breathed, flummoxed even further by the enigma that was Corey Wallace. He seemed to genuinely care for me, but if it was anything more than a platonic relationship between us, why hadn't he made a move the night before? I practically threw myself at him. He can't have misread that, even if he did turn to me in the middle of the night.

Slowly taking the card from him, I flashed a grateful smile before ensuring him that I wouldn't be bothering him with anything trivial.

"You can bother me with anything you like," he chuckled. "And that offer extends way beyond today. The boss doesn't use me much; prefers to drive himself. So, I usually run his employees around. Or his friends," he added meaningfully, smiling warmly as he adjusted the Windsor knot of his black tie.

"Well, I appreciate it," I replied, feeling certain that I would never call on him to ferry me around. "Thanks again," I added, turning from him and heading into the studio's building.
Entering the airy reception area, the place was serenely quiet as I passed Daniela's empty desk. I paused momentarily when I noticed she'd left the computer on, and leaned across the table. Fumbling with the mouse, I shook it until the screen saver dissolved.

As I was cursing how difficult it was to steer the cursor from my backward angle, a tap on the thick glass door startled me. 

Bolting upright, I found a bright pair of blue eyes staring at me. Grinning, Blake pushed the door open as he brushed a hand through his hair that was starting to seem a little too long and shaggy, even for his more laid back style.

"Hey there!"
"Hi," I replied, surprised by his unexpected presence and unable to prevent the curious look I tossed his way. 

Dressed in a long black coat, with dark blue jeans and a chunky knit, cream, roll-neck sweater, he stepped toward me. Leaning his butt against the edge of the desk, he continued to smile. "How are you doing? Feels like it's been a while."

"Um, yeah, I guess it has, "I agreed, straightening and selfconsciously rubbing my hands over my skirt. 

His eyes seemed to follow the movement of my hands, his lips quirked in amusement. "Heading out somewhere?" he suggested, noting that I wouldn't normally be wearing a blouse and skirt at work.

"Not exactly," I replied, not wanting to lie, but reticent about giving him the truth. If I told him I'd spent the night with Corey what would he think? I might have made my mind up about ending things with Tristan, but I didn't want him to hear about it from anyone else. I certainly didn't want him to think that I'd cheated.

Of course, a quiet voice reminded me, given half the chance I would have cheated. But that was beside the point. The fact remained, I hadn't. Nothing happened – nothing really. That licking my neck business was still, technically, nothing... even if it had been the most erotic thing I'd ever experienced.

"Oh... you've only just got back," he breathed.
"Huh?" I mumbled.

"Corey told me that you were going to Florida with him, and then I bumped into him at the Lucas building. He said he'd been stranded out there overnight, so you must have been stranded, too," he explained easily.

"Yeah," I nodded.
"Did you enjoy it down there?" he continued, as enthusiastic as a puppy. 

"Uh," I muttered, unsure how to answer. My guilty conscience was leading me to wonder whether there was a subtext to his question. "I... um...."

"It's beautiful, isn't it? Corey took me when Nirvana was being built."
"Oh, yeah, yeah," I quickly uttered. "It's really pretty." 

Tucking his hands into his coat pockets, he settled more squarely on the desk. He made himself at home, scooting back until only his toes touched the ground. "Freya, are you okay?" he asked, his blue eyes moving over my face with concern.

"Sure," I responded a little too quickly to be convincing, "why wouldn't I be?"
"No reason," he mumbled, his bottom lip sticking out slightly. "I just wondered if everything was all right. You and Tristan cool?" "Hmm," I said, turning my focus back to the computer and managing to shut it down this time. "We're fine." 

"And you're okay?" he persisted. RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA
"Yes," I sighed. "I'm fine."

His gaze flicked to the carpet apologetically, and he was quiet for a few moments.
"What?" I breathed. "What is it?"
"Nothing," he calmly replied. "I'm sorry," he added. "I don't mean to badger you about it. I just want to make sure you're all right." 

For a fleeting second, I opened my mouth to ask him where this concern of his had sprung from, but realizing that it was a subject I didn't want to delve too deeply into, I simply let it go.

And, thankfully, he seemed equally keen to change the subject. Although, where the conversation moved to made me just as, if not more, uncomfortable.

"Corey's a great guy, isn't he?" he commented offhandedly. "Uh, yeah, he seems nice," I agreed, trying to sound as casual as he was.
With a hum, he nodded. 

"It's... um..." I mumbled, sensing an opportunity to get a better insight into the perplexing man I'd spent the night with. "It's strange that Tristan's happy for me to spend time with Corey, don't you think?"

"Not really." He shrugged. "Corey's the dependable sort," he added, smiling. "I don't think he's ever betrayed anyone in his life." Silently, I nodded, hoping he'd continue. 

"And Corey's always been interested in a certain kind of woman," he added.
"Uh huh," I muttered, my tone intrigued. "Redheads?" I asked, "Tall, classy, professional?"

"Yeah," he grinned. "You know about some of his exes?" "No," I quietly replied. "No, I just... I've met his current girlfriend, Rebecca." 

Blake continued to chat, but I wasn’t sure what he said. Instead, my mind was mulling over the 'type' of woman Corey was apparently interested in. Women who, it seemed to me, resembled his mother. On some level, that made sense. After all, he'd lost her at a critical time in his development. I could only imagine how that must have messed with his head.

So, that was where I was going wrong. I didn't look like his mom. I was shorter than her, had the wrong color hair, wrong color skin, everything about me was wrong. That's why he resisted me with no apparent problem. I would never be the kind of woman Corey would desire, never be the woman he'd want to build a life with, because he was too hung up on the woman he'd lost so very long ago.

"...But I don't know," Blake added, mid-sentence.
Not asking him to repeat himself, I simply nodded.
"Anyway," he sighed. "Err... Dani not here?"
"Uh, no... I think she must be at the apartment."
"She busy today?" he wondered.

With part of my brain still fixated on Corey and the multitude of reasons I would never be attractive in his eyes, I shrugged. "I don't know."

"I was wondering if we could do something," he suggested. "The three of us."
My fingers moved restlessly over the edge of the desk as I shook my head. "I'm pretty tired, but don't let that stop you."

"Oh, come on, Freya," he grumbled like a disappointed kid. "It won't be the same without you. We don't have to do anything crazy. Just some brunch, maybe take in a movie. How about you come to my place and we can just lounge around?"

It almost seemed like he thought I was in need of cheering up. Of course, I was, but he wasn't supposed to know that, I'd been trying to hide it from him. I'd even been trying to hide it from myself on some level. Perhaps I hadn't been able to mask it as well as I'd hoped.

"Wouldn't you rather spend time with Daniela alone?" I suggested. Pursing his lips, he tipped his head to one side. "I don't know," he muttered. "I don't think she's interested."
"I'm telling you, she is," I stated emphatically. 

"Then why is she seeing other people?" he argued, referring to the huge, hunk of man he'd seen her leaving the studio with earlier that month.

"Because you haven't made a move," I countered quickly. "You've been seeing other people, too," I added. "Who was that woman at the club the other night?"

"Oh," he sighed, "she was just an old friend."
"She didn't look that old to me," I sardonically told him.

With a self-effacing blush, he conceded my point. "All right," he grumbled. "Getting back to the point, let's spend the rest of the day hanging out."

"Getting back to the point," I parried, "why don't you ask my friend out?"
"What if she says no?" he asked quietly. Even though his hands were still deep in his pockets, I could see he was fidgeting with his fingers.

Staring incredulously at him, I expected to discover that the bashful act was just that, an act. However, the pink tinge to his cheeks seemed very genuine. Shaking my head, I couldn't help but smile. Here was an incredibly handsome young man, a man who was used to having women fall at his feet, a man who had never seemed to have a problem approaching girls. And now, suddenly, he was shy!

"Are you kidding me?" I mumbled.
"What?"

"You're a Lucas," I reminded him. "You people get whatever you want, right? Women flock to you like moths around a porch light. I know, I've seen them doing it."

"This is different," he insisted. 

"Why?" I chuckled, momentarily able to push my own concerns to the back of my mind. "Daniela's a woman, just like the dozens of others you've asked to dinner since puberty."

"She's..." he began, fumbling to a pause when he couldn't grasp hold of another word. "She's..." he attempted again. "She's something special, Freya," he sighed.

Grinning, I nodded. "I know that," I said, glad beyond measure that he knew it, too. I'd seen many men drift in and out of Dani's life, some she was apathetic about losing, while others left her with a bruised and battered heart that she'd never admit to. I sometimes wondered if her sexual escapades were sometimes just cover ups for the hurt she felt from those real relationships.

Blake saw what I saw. She was special. She was passionate, and vibrant and she seized life like no one else I'd ever known. She could be playful and gentle, despite the sarcastic, strong exterior she liked to display to the world. Somehow, he'd caught a glimpse of all that, and I felt sure he wouldn't treat her as a conquest, she wouldn’t just be another notch on his bedpost.

"And she's experienced," he added. "I'm not saying it bothers me," he said quickly. "It's just a little intimidating, you know? She's probably had lovers who are better than me," he concluded quietly, as if he were uttering some deep confession. "What if I don't measure up?"

"Are we talking literal measuring or figurative?" I asked, tossing him a mischievous grin that I hoped would lighten the mood. He gave me a reluctant smile in response, as he removed one hand from his pocket and ruffled the scruffy hair on his forehead. "Listen," I exhaled. "It's not like you're a virgin. You know how a woman's body works," I rationalized.
"Yeah, but..." he huffed. "But what if I can't please her?" 

Finding the fact that he asked me that question ironic beyond words, I shook my head slowly. "I think," I softly said. "I think that if a man cares about whether he's pleasing a woman or not, she can sense it. Chances are, if you're trying to make her feel good, you will. It's when a guy doesn't care about anything but his own orgasm that she's left dissatisfied."

With a sudden clarity of thought, I realized that what I'd said was more than just a cliché, intended to make him feel better. It was the truth, and it was just as true of all the lovers I had known.

Part of me had been aware of Tristan's selfishness, and part of me had been aware that all of the men I'd slept with had been more concerned with themselves than they had been with me. Somehow, though, I'd managed to convince myself that it was normal. I had managed to make myself believe that I was the one who had the problem.
It was the selfish ravaging of my body by men that had left me cold. It was the entirely unselfish warmth of Corey that had made me climax so intensely.

"Do you really think so?" Blake asked, leaning forward as he seemed to absorb my words carefully. 

"Yeah," I confirmed slowly, not really focusing on him anymore. My brain replayed every sexual encounter I'd ever had, and found the common theme. Hasty, greedy men with even hastier and greedier hands. Bodies that had taken from mine, and never given in return. Tristan had been the worst of all. "Yeah," I continued quietly. "I think so."

"Well, I.... Maybe I'll try asking her out," he stated, with a mixture of excitement and nervousness. "But... um... we're still going to do something today, right?"

"Oh, Blake," I sighed. "I... I don't know."
"Please, Freya," he urged. "Won't it be nice to just hang out?"

Tristan would be back the next day, and then I would have to confront... everything. Not only was being good company something I really didn't want to struggle with, but I also didn't think it appropriate to be spending time with Tristan's brother as if nothing was wrong.

"Tell you what," he suggested, "you give Daniela a call, find out what she's doing. If she's free, the three of us will do something. If she's not, and you still want to be left in peace, I'll let you get some rest. That sound fair?"

"If Daniela is free, you should try spending time with her on your own," I urged. 

"Don't toss me in at the deep end, Freya," he chuckled. "We can ease into it, can't we? If things go well when we're just hanging out as friends, I'll ask her out to dinner. I promise."
Dani was, in many ways, the best thing that had ever happened to me. I met her at one of the lowest points of my life, a point where I was feeling dejected, abandoned and hopeless. She was the person who had lifted me out of that funk. She was the one who made me see that the problems lay in the fucked up people around me, not in me. She insisted that I wasn't the useless piece of crap my mother had made me believe I was. I knew, instinctively, that I would never be able to thank her adequately for that.

But I'd made a silly, childish, adolescent vow – way back when I was sixteen. I'd told myself that if there was ever anything I could do for her, no matter what it was, or what the sacrifice to myself, I would do it for her.

And here it was, my chance to, in some small way, repay her. She loved Blake. Blake would, I felt sure, be good for her. If I could help bring the two of them together, I had to do it. If I wasn't able to keep a promise to my sixteen year old self, then what good was I?

Puffing my cheeks out as I sighed, I nodded. "All right," I mumbled. "I'll call her and I'll do something. But if things start to go well between you, I'm out of there," I added. "Three’s a crowd and all that." Reaching for my phone, I chuckled as I pulled up Dani's cell phone number from my contacts list.

She answered quickly, "Hey, Freya, where are you? I was worried when I realized you hadn't come home last night."
"I…" I began, but was immediately cut off by her continued rambling.
"So, you spent the night with Mr. Wallace, huh?"
"It wasn't like that," I quickly informed her, eying Blake to ensure that he wasn't aware of her end of the conversation. 

"Hey, girl, I don't blame you. That is one fine man. If he made the moves on me, I would have opened my legs and screamed, 'come get me!'" I could hear her moving around the kitchen as she giggled. "And it's not like you're married yet, right? I mean, it's only fair that you get one last ride on the merry-go-round."

Keeping my gaze fixed on Blake, thankful that he was peering back at me with an unaffected smile, I hastened to halt her line of questions. "Anyway, listen, I'm at the studio and Blake's here with me. He's asking if we want to go out and have some brunch."

"Oh," she breathed, her giggles and the teasing tone in the voice evaporating instantly. "Oh, well... uh sure. Yeah, I guess."
*** 

The day's plans seemingly set in stone, I asked Blake to wait while I dashed into the office and changed my clothes. Most important of all was putting on new underwear. The panties that had been soaked the night before had been balled up and stuffed into my purse. I took them out and shoved them in a desk drawer, and put on fresh pair.

I dressed casually, slipping into a pair of skinny jeans and tossing a light sweater over my head, before once again donning my thick coat in preparation of the New York freeze.

Then, Blake drove the pair of us to my apartment, where we picked up Dani. From there, we headed to Kips Bay in midtown to a place called Penelope.

I remained subdued throughout the meal, listening to Blake and Daniela as they talked about the best clubs they'd been to in the city. It wasn't my idea of stimulating conversation, but they were getting on well, and that was all that mattered.

My best friend seemed a little shyer than usual, and I couldn't help but wonder what it was about the two of them that seemed to bring it out in the other. Daniela had never been the shy type, at least not as long as I'd known her. But somehow Blake made her seem like a school girl talking to her crush.

Maybe, I thought, there is something real and intense between them. Something that scares both of them the same way Corey scared me.

Part of me wanted to talk to Dani about that, to offload all that had happened and tell her that I planned to end my engagement to Tristan. However, there was no opportunity so it all festered in my belly like a cancer. I needed to talk about it, and she was the only person I could talk to, but now was not the time.

It was a long afternoon. 

And when we finally got back home, I was too exhausted to discuss anything. Unfortunately, that night, knowing exactly what lay ahead of me in the morning, I slept just as fitfully as I had the night before.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN Saying Goodbye

The following morning, bleary-eyed and dreading the conversation that lay ahead, I pulled my weary body out of bed and struggled to shower and dress. Leaving early, I let Daniela sleep in, writing a quick note for her to find on the kitchen counter. Not bothering to explain exactly what it was I had to do, I simply let her know that I had to do something before work.

I knew Tristan would be in his office at the crack of dawn, he always was. I also knew that I couldn't put it off any longer. In my mind, our relationship was already over. No matter how tempting it might have been to put off the uncomfortable discussion, it wouldn't do me, or him, any favors. This was one of those times I just had to suck it up and push forward.

When I got down to the sidewalk, I began to raise my arm to hail a cab, but the motion came to a grinding halt when I noticed Corey's Lexus parked a few feet away. By the rear of the car stood Travis, shivering slightly with no overcoat. "Morning, miss," he called. "Need a ride?"

"Wh... what are you doing here?" I asked, approaching him gradually.
"I told you, ma'am, I'm under strict instructions from the boss to take you anywhere you need to go."
"But... but it's not even seven o'clock," I argued. "How long have you been here?" 

"Oh, about thirty minutes," he shrugged. "Didn't figure you'd be making a very early day. So, where can I take you?"
"Travis, this is... sweet," I muttered, unsure whether 'sweet' was the candid word I would use for it. "But you don't have to run me around town. I can get a cab."

"I'm sure you can, miss," he smiled. "But seeing as I'm here…" he suggested teasingly. "Come on," he added, reaching for the rear door and opening it. "It's nice and warm in there."

Glancing up and down the street, I searched for a non-existent cab. "Typical," I mumbled beneath my breath. "Um, okay," I relented. "But you can't keep doing this," I insisted.

"Just following orders," he chuckled. 

Rolling my eyes, I slipped into the luxurious leather seats and noted that he hadn't been exaggerating. It was warm, too warm, in fact, to need my coat. I shrugged out of the thick layer as Travis placed himself in the driver's seat and twisted to face me.

"Where can I take you?" he asked. 

"Uh," I breathed, with a second of doubt. Should I be doing this? There would be no taking it back once it had been said. But the feeling in my guts wouldn't go away. No, I knew there was no mistake. Tristan wasn't the man I was meant to be with. I had been attracted to him because he'd lavished me with attention. He'd made me feel special. I had been flattered by his fascination with me.

But there was no more to it than that. He was filling a void. And, I suspected, his love for me wasn't as sincere as he professed. I wasn't sure he was capable of any deep emotion toward another human being. He was too much like my mom in that respect. I should have spotted the signs a long time ago.

"Um, could you take me to the Lucas offices?" I asked, my decision made. This was it. No going back now. 

"Absolutely," he stated, with a grin.
When we pulled up to the building, I felt an ominous swell of heavy dread settle in my stomach. This wasn't going to go well. I tried to envisage it, playing out the different scenarios in my head. But, whatever I pondered, it ended horribly. Tristan was a man who didn't like to lose. He was also a man with a pretty ugly temper. Announcing that I wanted to call off the wedding wasn't going to be handled calmly or rationally by a man who was so used to getting everything his heart desired. When we arrived at the Lucas tower I was shaking ever so slightly.

"Are you all right, miss?" Travis asked as I climbed out of the car and stood next to him on the sidewalk. 

"Not really," I admitted softly.
"Anything I can do?"
"No," I assured him. "Thanks, there's nothing."

With a doubtful nod, he accepted my words reluctantly. "Shall I wait for you?" he suggested.
"No. Thanks, but I don't know how long I'll be," I responded. I was grateful for the offer nonetheless. 

Shaking his head, he shut the rear door closed with a firm thud. "Doesn't matter how long you are. I can wait all day if you need me to."

"No, really," I smiled. "I can make my own way from here. You've done more than enough already."
"If you're sure," he responded smoothly. 

Feeling like Marie Antoinette on her way to the guillotine, I left Travis' friendly face behind and headed through the large, glass rotating doors. The open entrance floor was empty, except for a handful of dedicated office workers and the janitor, who was busy polishing the floor.
Carefully walking around the section of tile he'd already cleaned, I headed down to the elevator and boarded it with another woman. She was dressed in a pant suit and was busy reading the New York Times, while sipping on a Starbucks.

Her beautifully long lashes flicked delicately as her eyes scanned the newspaper, and she seemed completely unaware of my presence. When the elevator stopped and she got out on the floor designated to Corey Wallace Enterprises, I felt a pang of jealousy. She got to work with him.

I also found my heart thudding faster as my gaze studied the name on the wall in front of me. "Damn it," I mumbled, as the silver doors slid closed once more. Was it really that bad? Just the sight of his name was enough to set my pulse tripping double-time. Yes, I had it bad. I had it bad for a man who would never feel the same way about me. With a fatigued roll of my eyes, I realized there was something fitting about that. Hadn't life always been trying to teach me that I would never have what I wanted?

Quietly, I waited for the elevator to open out onto Tristan's floor. As it did, I wandered numbly across the hallway, passing his secretary's empty desk on my way to the double doors to his office.

"Come on," I urged myself, hand freezing just above the doorknob. "You can't go through with this when you know you're in love with someone else," I whispered.

I knew, deep down, there were no second thoughts. However, fear was causing me to hesitate. 

Quashing those nagging doubts, I gave a determined nod as I gripped the doorknob. Lifting my other hand, I wrapped my knuckles lightly on the panel as I pushed the door open.

Everything after that happened very fast. 

Tristan was standing almost in the middle of the room, dressed in black pinstriped pants and a navy blue dress shirt. His head was tossed back, his face tipped toward the ceiling with his eyes screwed tightly shut. His hands, meanwhile, stretched out in front of him, clutching the long, blonde hair, which graced the face that was pressed to his groin. Grunting, Tristan was thrusting violently into his secretary's mouth, who moaned excitedly in reply.

"That's right," he growled. "Take it all, you dirty little slut." 

In the blink of an eye, he registered the sound of the door and swung his head around to face me. Meeting my stunned, wide eyes, he halted the movement of his lower half. Aggressively, he shoved at the woman who knelt before him, as though she had somehow attacked him.

Amy rocked back with the force of his push, and with saliva dribbling down her chin she gradually seemed to reach the realization that they were not alone in the room.

Reaching down to his penis, which was slick from her tongue, Tristan hurriedly tucked his erection back into his pants and zipped himself. "Freya," he breathed, "this isn't what it looks like."

"What?" I mumbled, pins and needles wracking through my entire body. "What the fuck?" I gasped. 

Peering down at the woman on the floor, Tristan barked, "Get out." Amy's hazel eyes widened as she realized what was happening. Looking like a deer in the headlights, she clumsily staggered to her feet and dashed from the office, brushing my shoulder on her way out. She hurriedly slammed the door, and I heard her high heels clapping loudly on the shiny floor outside.

"All right," Tristan huffed, stepping toward me. "Don't go blowing this out of proportion." 

I said nothing. My blood was racing through my veins at a ferocious speed, and my limbs trembled with shock. I simply stared at him, almost daring him to try and explain this away. I had never felt so much anger and pain rolled up in one moment. "It's not a big deal," he continued. "It's not like she means anything. She's just some cheap slut who begs for it."

"Begs?" I repeated, unable to feel my lips move. "As in, this isn't the first time?" 

"She's young and eager to please, Freya," he stated flatly, as if that explained everything. "She throws herself at me. What am I supposed to do, huh? Say no?"

"Yes," I blurted. "That's exactly what you were supposed to say," I said. My brain did not have much of a handle over what was coming out of my mouth. "I thought you wanted to marry me."

Scoffing, he ran his hands down the front of his pants, his manhood still straining at his crotch. "I do want to marry you," he sighed. "This doesn't change anything. It's not like I ever had sex with her, Freya. It was only ever her mouth."

"What is this, the Bill Clinton school of fidelity?" I snapped. 

"You're making a mountain out of a molehill," he stated unapologetically. "So, some stupid little whore sucks me off. That doesn't mean I don't love you, and it won't affect our marriage, either."

"What do you mean?" I mumbled.
"Little bitches like that will come and go, Freya, but you're the one I'll be coming home to."
Shaking my head in disbelief, I dragged my anesthetized feet over to the couch and dropped myself into it.
"What?" he yelled. "What the fuck is the problem?" 

"So..." I mumbled. "It would be okay for me to sleep with someone else?"
With a sigh of frustration, he tossed his face to the ceiling. "We're not talking about sleeping with someone. It was a fucking blow job, that's all."

Still having difficulty with the distinction, I let it slide. "So, it would be all right if I gave someone else a blow job?" 

"No!" he shouted. "Of course, it wouldn't."
"Why not?" I asked defiantly.
"Because you're mine," he growled angrily.

As if I needed it, there it was, confirmation that he saw me as nothing more than an object. I was no different from that painting he'd bought. He wanted it because other people had wanted it, and he wanted me because other people might want me. I wasn't an equal in his eyes. In fact, I wasn't even a human being. I was just another trinket to add to the collection.

The night he'd fucked me in that stairwell, and ‘fucked' was exactly what he'd done, I'd seen the real Tristan. Then and there, I should have realized how he viewed me and our relationship, and I should have run the other way.

Incongruously, I began to laugh. The ridiculousness of worrying over my ‘infidelity' seemed suddenly comical to me.
"What's so funny?" he demanded. 

"Me," I answered curtly, as my amusement subsided. "I'm a fool." Shaking my head, I leaned back in the couch, letting my limbs slacken as I did so. "I'm an idiot," I continued. "A blind, stupid fool."

"Look, I get it, you're upset. But once you've calmed down we can talk about this," he announced gruffly. 

"No, Tris," I sighed. "We won't be talking about it. We don't need to, because I came here to tell you something." Taking a deep lungful of air, I lifted my eyes to meet his face. "I came here to tell you that I can't marry you."

"Freya," he muttered, shaking his head. "Don't be so fucking stupid. It was a blow job, for Christ’s sake." 

"You're not listening to me," I urged. "I was planning on telling you that before I found you in here with... Amy," I muttered, flicking my hand to the door she had exited through.

Staring at me, he quirked his eyebrow suspiciously. "Why?" 

I didn't feel like I owed him any honesty. I didn't owe him anything. Nevertheless, I felt that I had nothing to hide, either. "I'm in love with someone else," I told him quietly.

"Who?" he scoffed. "No...." he quickly added. "No, don't tell me. It's Corey, isn't it?" When I didn't provide an answer, he took that as confirmation. "He fucked you while you were in Florida?" he snarled.

"No," I informed him self-righteously. "Nothing happened between us. And I don't think for one moment he feels the same way about me, but I know I'm in love with him, and I always will be."

The stern rigidity in his face began to fade, and then he did something that seemed both out of character and completely inappropriate, he started to laugh. It was the kind of deep, hearty laugh that leaves you breathless, that physically hurts. Surprised by his reaction to my statement, I stared at him until the bought of laughter subsided into a chuckle.

"What?" I muttered, sure that I was the source of his amusement, although not quite understand why. 

"He's playing with you, Freya," he spat between his continued laughter. "He's been leading you on, because he's always been so damn jealous of me."
I shook my head emphatically. "No," I insisted. "He hasn't been leading me on."

"You sure about that?" he scoffed. "You don't know him as well as you think you do, Freya. He's got the charm and the patter, he knows exactly what to say."

"He's behaved perfectly platonically toward me," I told him sharply. "He didn't try anything, even when he had the opportunity to."

"Worked, though," he muttered, shrugging. "Didn't it?" Striding toward the window, he peered down at the street below. "Worked like a fucking charm," he added quietly.

Unwilling to accept what he seemed to be implying, I shook my head. "Corey was loyal to you. You said yourself that you trusted him, and that I wasn't his type anyway."

"You're not his type," he reiterated. He twisted his face over his shoulder so he could look at me. "He doesn't want you, Freya. He just doesn't want me to have you."

Forcing myself suddenly from the couch, I made two hurried strides to the door. But that's all I managed, before his quick reflexes had enabled him to grab my wrist and halt my progress.

"Where the hell are you going?" he demanded.
"I'm not going to listen to any more of this," I retorted, trying to free myself from his strong fingers.
"You mean, you don't want to hear about how my best friend played you for a fool?"
"Why?" I blurted frustratedly. "Why would he do that?" 

Grabbing me even tighter, he refused to relent. I struggled to get free, but I was no match for his strength. "I told you, he's jealous of me, he always has been."
"He's your friend," I shouted in return. "He was a hundred percent loyal to you, and five minutes ago, you trusted him completely."

"Well, now I know how wrong I was," he stated. 

"Yeah," I whispered. "You and me both." Staring into his eyes, I wondered if the Tristan I'd thought I loved had ever really existed. I could no longer find any trace of him. "I thought you loved me," I mumbled, unsure whether the words had actually come from my mouth.

They must have done the trick, because he breathed, "I do love you. She's nothing, Freya. Come on," he added, "you didn't honestly expect me to never touch another woman?"

"Yes," I confirmed, slowly. "Yes, that's exactly what I expected." My gaze moving forlornly down to the iron fist he clutched around my wrist, I quietly murmured. "Let me go."

"Where are you going?" he asked, his fingers loosening, but not entirely surrendering their hold of me. "You gonna go to him?" 

"No," I replied. "I don't know where I'm going; I just can't be around you right now." With one last determined tug, I yanked free of him and took a step backward.

"We'll, uh…" he mumbled. "We'll talk later, all right?" 

Confused by the sudden change in him, I pivoted on the ball of my foot and realized that his office door had been opened and one of the men I'd met at the Christmas party stood on the threshold.

"Sorry," the young man muttered. "I didn't realize I was interrupting something."
"Don't worry," I said, as I headed quickly for the open door. I needed to get out of there. "You're not interrupting anything." 

*** In a numb haze, I stalked from the office, passing Amy's still empty desk and not stopping to wonder where the young woman had gone. It didn't matter. It wasn't her I was angry with... well, not really angry, anyway. Mostly my rage was directed at Tristan. He was the one who I'd been engaged to, the one who owed me loyalty and respect. Amy owed me nothing. I was no one to her. If she'd seen an opportunity to get a promotion, or a raise, then she sure as hell wasn't going to let the fact that he had a fiancée get in her way.

Unaware of where I was heading, or any particular plan, I somehow ended up at the studio. 

Daniela was at her desk, filing her nails with her feet propped on the desk. "Hey there," she called as I shuffled like a zombie through the door. "Hey," she added, seeming to notice the blank expression on my pale face. "What's up?" Tossing her feet from the desk, she stood and walked quickly around the desk.

Placing her hands on my upper arms she halted my slow, inexorable movement and gave me a light shake. "Freya," she uttered softly. "What the hell happened?"

"Umm," I mumbled, still too shocked to really process exactly how I felt about what had happened. "I..." I stuttered. "I... I don't really know."

"Freya, you're worrying me," she stated, steering me toward the wall and the line of four plush chairs that faced her desk. Gradually, she urged me into one of the seats and crouched in front of me. Her hands loosely folded on my knees, she peered up with anxious eyes and studied my face. She didn't ask any more questions, though, realizing that I was incapable of answering.

"I... I..." I continued to mumble, my head gently shifting from left to right. "It's over..." I breathed.
"Huh?"
"Me and Tristan," I muttered. "It's over."MARGUERITE DE LYON
Bewildered she shook her head, her dark hair flicking from her shoulders as she did so. "I don't understand," she mumbled. 

"He's been messing around with his secretary," I said. My eyes looked through her rather than at her as I recalled the vivid image I'd been confronted with in Tristan's office. It was a tableau that would stay with me forever.

"What?" she practically shrieked. "Are you serious? What an ass! Oh my God, Freya... Are you... How did you find out?" 

"I caught the two of them," I replied, the words tumbling from my mouth as though I were apathetic of them. In truth, I still couldn't get to grips with what I felt. It shouldn't have mattered. After all, I had intended to leave him anyway. I had realized that I didn't love him, so this shouldn't have affected me so much. Nevertheless, the betrayal hurt. Tristan hadn't been the man I thought he was. He was cold, heartless and self-obsessed. He was exactly like my mother. Ever since college, I'd sworn to stay away from her.... how the hell did I end up falling for a man who was, in many ways, a carbon copy of her?

"Wh... What?" Dani blinked, still crouched before me. "Jesus," she hissed, tipping her face and casting her rigid features to the floor. "I... um..." I continued. "I was going to break it off anyway," I softly added.
"You what?" she countered hurriedly. "What did you just say?" "I..." I mumbled. "I don't love him," I stated. "I'm in love with someone else." 

Her bright, rich eyes widening, her lips parted in dramatic question, but no word emerged from them. There wasn't any time for her to speak.
The studios door swung open and her head snapped around at the sound.

My own face was much slower in reacting, but, eventually, I turned to see the tall, broad figure who lingered at the threshold. 

"Hi," he said, smiling. "Hope I'm not late." His astute gaze quickly took in the scene and his grin began to falter. "Is everything okay?" he asked.

"Ohh," Dani breathed softly, her attention turning from him to me. When her focus finally settled on my face, she nodded. "Now I understand," she added quietly.

Having known her for so long, it shouldn't have been a surprise that she could see right through me. Nevertheless, I peered curiously back at her, wondering what it was that had made my feelings for Corey so obvious to her.

"It's not like that," I assured her, unconcerned that the conversation must have been nonsensical to the man by the door. "We'll talk later," I insisted, forcing myself from the seat and moving to greet Corey.

"Freya?" he said, cocking his head. "Are you all right?" "I... uh..." I began slowly. "I don't think I'm going to be able to give you a lesson today," I told him. "I'm not really feeling up to it." "You sick?" he asked, automatically lifting his hand and gently placing the backs of his fingers to my forehead. 

I shivered beneath his touch, savoring that familiar warmth and rush every time he was near. But something was tainting it. A sudden doubt hung over everything he'd ever said and everything he'd ever done.

Tristan was a liar with dubious morals, that fact had been established well enough in the short time I'd been dating him. So, I certainly wasn't taking his words as a given. But, was it possible that he could have been right? Like Tristan's smooth way of wrapping a jury round his finger, Corey was a salesman. He could work a crowd just like Tristan could work a courtroom. And given how I had been so very wrong about Mr. Lucas, was it possible I was equally wrong about Mr. Wallace. After all, my judgment was severely clouded by my attraction to him.

"It's... um..." I mumbled, wondering what to tell him. 

The jingle of his cell phone prevented me from having to find any other words. His eyes broke from my face momentarily, as he glanced down at his jacket pocket. Then, shaking his head, he forced his gaze back to me. "It's okay," he urged. "Go on."

"Maybe you better answer that?"
"Whoever it is can wait," he insisted.

Behind me, Dani had gotten to her feet and was wandering back to her desk. She watched the exchange between Corey and me closely, even though she pretended not to.

"It might be something important," I argued, glancing at my friend from the corner of my eye and finding a knowing grin on her lips. 

"Well... I..." Corey hesitated before plunging his hand into his inside pocket and producing his cell phone between his finger and thumb. His brow furrowed slightly as he looked at the screen. "It's Tris," he mumbled, tapping the phone with his thumb and bringing it to his ear.

"Oh, shit. Don’t-" I began to protest, but it was too late. 

"Hello," Corey said. A voice on the other end of the call began to yell immediately. "Woah, woah, slow down," he quickly uttered, the folds in his forehead increasing in depth. "What are you talking about?"
I couldn't hear what Tristan was saying on the other end of the line, but I could hear his voice. The angry shouts pushed through the air, and I winced at the venom that they seemed to hold.

"Listen," Corey stated, turning from me and facing the door. "I have no idea what's going on, but I can tell you right now nothing happened between Freya and me."

Dani's head snapped up and she wriggled her eyebrows suggestively at me. In turn, I glared at her as I slowly shook my head. The suggestive smirk did not leave her lips, though.

"Tristan," Corey firmly said into the phone, "Freya and I-" Something stopped his flow and the muscles in his back went rigid. "She did?" he asked, his tone softer than before. "Well... I..." he mumbled.

Closing my eyes, I wondered what Tristan had just told him. A knot forming in the pit of my stomach, I could take an educated guess at what my ex would have no doubt gleefully blurted.

"Look I need to talk with her, all right. And then you and I can have this out," he uttered calmly, finding his smooth veneer once more. Flicking his head over his shoulder, his cool brown eyes caught my face. "I just need to clear up what's going on," he added seeming to speak the words to Tristan, although he stared intently at me.

Mortified, I could not hold his gaze and quickly cast my own startled eyes to the floor. 

"Look, we'll talk later," Corey continued, uncharacteristic impatience creeping into his tone. "I'm not getting into this with you now." With that, he shifted the cell from his face, ended the call and thrust it back into his pocket.

Lifting my face fractionally, I hurriedly caught a glimpse of him as he rubbed his palms down the soft wool of his overcoat.
"Um, Freya, can we talk?" he asked softly.MARGUERITE DE LYON
"Did he mention how I found him?" I countered, feeling vulnerable and leaping to my own defense.
"Err…" he replied, shaking his head. 

"I walked into his office and found him with his penis in his secretary’s mouth," I stated. "So, I had plenty of reason to call off the engagement."

While my emotions rose, he's stayed relaxed and even. "I never said you didn't have reason," he said, smiling. "But maybe we could do this in private," he suggested, tossing his head toward Daniela.

"Well," I huffed, throwing my hands up, "she knows anyway." Pursing his lips, he nodded, but said nothing.

"But... um..." I added, nervously. "Sure," I agreed. He knew. He knew how I felt and was about to let me down... no doubt, he'd do it as gently as he could. But it would never be gently enough.

With a slight quirk of my head, I gestured to my office door as I turned to walk down the hallway. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN Exposed

Corey followed me into my office, shut the door behind him, and then slowly removed his coat. All the while, his eyes were on me. I could feel them. Standing by the edge of my desk, I felt naked. Completely exposed in a way I had never been, not even when I stripped in front of him. He knew the truth. He could see inside my heart and soul. I, on the other hand, could see nothing of his.

"Well," he began, inhaling slowly as he tossed his jacket over the back of a chair. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his Levi 501s. "Um, I guess the first question is, are you okay?"

Flicking my tongue across very dry lips, I nodded. "I suppose," I mumbled. "I'm still in shock, you know? I went over there to-" Stopping myself, I realized that I had been about to reveal too much. Certainly more than he needed to know, particularly at this point.

"Freya," he sighed, removing one hand from his jeans and rubbing at his brow. "I don't know if what Tristan just told me is true." Wishing the ground would simply swallow me up, I stayed mute and motionless. 

"But before I go and talk to him, I think it would be a good idea for us to straighten things out," he continued. "So..." Pausing, his hand swept around to the back of his neck and he unconsciously massaged the nape. "I need to ask..." he uttered slowly." Do you have feelings for me?"

My cheeks flaming with embarrassment I stared fixedly at his tan loafers. Oh, God, how could this be happening? And I was prepared to bet he was feeling pretty smug about himself. He managed to snare women right, left and center – so many, in fact, that he didn't even want some of them. Like me. He didn't want me.

"Freya?" he encouraged when I remained stubbornly mute. "I... really think we need to talk about this, don't you?" 

He was right, I knew that. I couldn't hide from it forever, no matter how much I may have wanted to. Knowing that didn't make it any easier, though.

"Do you mind if I sit?" he asked, tipping his face to the chair that I was blocking. 

Scuttling out of the way, I rounded the table, keeping it between us. It was childish, I know that now and I knew it then, but somehow an object separating us made me feel just a little bit safer.

If he was aware of just how immature I was being, he was much too polite to say anything, and didn't even let it show on his face. Instead, in his unique way of maintaining a peaceful atmosphere, he calmly pulled out the chair and lowered himself into it. "Maybe I should start," he offered, tilting his head to one side as he gave a soft smile. "I like you, Freya. A lot."

"Listen," I said, clearing my throat. "Tristan's upset, and he's trying to..." My lips became suddenly still as I realized I wasn't entirely sure what he was trying to do. "Hurt me," I shrugged. "So maybe it would be for the best if we just pretend none of this happened."

He said nothing. I saw the corners of his mouth quirk, but otherwise his face remained expressionless. His dark eyes pierced me with their unflinchingly open stare. "Is that really what you want?" he asked after studying me like a bug under a microscope. "I... I don't know what I want," I said, reaching out and gripping the edge of the desk with both hands. "I thought I knew..." I whispered, focus drifting to the surface of the table. My diary lay there taunting me, and my iPad sat upon it. It seemed to say, don't you wish your feelings had stayed in me? In my pages and away from the world? I shook my head, clearing it of such absurd thoughts. "I thought I loved Tristan and then..."

"Then, what?"
"I met you," I breathed, refusing to look up. "And I began to question everything."
I heard him release an even breath as he drew his fingers over a denim-clad thigh. "Okay," he gently said. "And now?" 

"Now?" I almost choked on the word. "Now I'm even more confused, because Tristan-" Determinedly closing my mouth, I stopped myself before shaking my head. "It doesn't matter," I insisted. "I know that you're not interested in me. I'm sure you had your fun flirting, and maybe you'd had a little too much to drink the other night when you kissed my neck. But, you're obviously..." Stumbling over my own words, I came to a stilted halt. What was I trying to say?

"I'm obviously what?" he asked, still looking intently at me. He was managing to retain his calm exterior, and it was a little infuriating.

I, on the other hand, was unraveling. And I was pretty sure it was visible to even the most unobservant. "I'm not your type," I whispered, lifting watery eyes to him, "…as I've been repeatedly told."

"I don't-" he began. 

I wasn’t finished though, and stormed over whatever he'd been about to say. "Besides, there's Rebecca," I stated. "And I don't go around stealing-"
It was his turn to steamroll my attempts to speak. "Wait a sec," he said, lifting his palm. "What are you talking about, 'Besides, there's Rebecca,’ who do you think Rebecca is to me?"

"Well, you..." I began weakly. "I mean, I thought you two were..." Picking up on my meaning, Corey shook his head. "Who told you that Rebecca and I were an item?" he wondered.
"No one," I replied sheepishly. "I just assumed.... You said you didn't know what you'd do without her... and I..." 

"She's my P.A.," he said smiling.
"Oh," I replied.

"I'd be lying if I said there had never been anything between us," he added, a little reluctantly. "But that was a while ago, it didn't last long, and she's now very happily married."

"Oh," I repeated, unsure what else to say. Did that mean he was single? Closing my eyes, I reminded myself it didn't matter whether he was or not. I wasn't his type. And, what if Tristan was right? What if Corey was just another rich playboy, who got a thrill out of toying with women? He'd certainly toyed with me that night at Nirvana.

"Freya," he softly mumbled. "I would never have deliberately come between you and Tris. If you loved him, I would have kept away and tried to bury the way I feel about you."

Blinking, I stared at him, attempting to figure out exactly what it was he was saying.
"But if you don't love him...." he added. "If you have feelings for me...." 

My heart thudded violently against my ribcage as I waited for him to complete his half sentences.
"Freya, I just need to know how you feel," he sighed. "If you want me to leave and never bring this up again, I will. But if you want to explore this..." he lifted his hand and gestured between the two of us, "whatever it is...then, I think we owe it to ourselves to.... Well, to figure this out."

So many questions flooded my brain. Too much had happened, and it had all happened far too quickly to process it. I was running on emotional fumes, and I was being required to make some life altering decisions today. "Corey, I...." I whispered as one hot teardrop spilled onto my cheek.

"Just tell me, Freya," he breathed. "Tell me what you want." 

"I don't know," I sobbed quietly. "It's all... just..." Grasping my desk a little tighter, I clung to it for support. "I don't even know if I can trust you," I eventually muttered.

"What do you mean?" he asked with a confused shake of his head. 

"I don't know what this is to you," I explained, swiping at my damp cheek. "Is this just a game? Am I just a toy that you and Tristan are squabbling over?"

"No, it's not a game," he insisted smoothly, pushing himself from his chair and moving around the table. "It's not a game," he repeated.

I remained frozen to the spot, my eyes tracking his movement as he drew closer. I began to tremble. Half of me wanted to bolt right then and there, but the other half won over and I remained bolted to the floor.

"I wouldn't do anything to hurt you, Freya," he uttered as he slid one of his large, warm hands over the fingers that continued to grasp the table fiercely. "I can't...." he muttered. He gently rolled his thumb over my taut knuckles, trying to find words. "I need to go and sort this out with Tristan," he said, his deep voice washing over me in waves that I hoped would drown me. "But I want to know first whether you think there's any chance for us."

Ignoring his question, I focused on the first part of his statement, while I tried to pull myself free from the hypnotic effect of his tender fingers. "I don't think talking to Tristan is a good idea," I urged. I knew that Tristan Lucas was in no mood to talk reasonably about anything. But, my plea was also one of self-preservation: I didn't want Tristan to say anything else to Corey. Anything that he said could just increase my embarrassment.

"I have to," he insisted. "I'm not going to run away from this," he added, with a gentle smile. "And I'm not going to let him continue to believe that anything happened between us."

"But-" 

"If you don't want to talk right now, that's fine," he said diplomatically. "If you don't ever want to talk about us, that's fine, too," he added. "But I need to set things straight with him." With that, suddenly, his hand was gone and he was taking a pace back.

"Wait," I blurted.
Not looking back, Corey scooped up his coat and strode to the door.
"Corey," I begged, releasing my grip of the desk and following him as quickly as my shaky legs would allow. 

On a mission from which he could not be deterred, he made his way determinedly along the hallway, across the reception and out the door. But first, as the door was closing, he turned and gave me a reassuring wink. A smile emerged, despite my misery.

"What's going on?" Daniela wondered, lifting herself from her seat.
"Shit," I muttered beneath my breath as the door swung closed. "He's going to talk to Tristan," I added in answer to her question. 

"When you say, 'talk'..." she mumbled ominously.
"I don't know," I replied, shaking my head.

"Hey, are you all right?" she asked, seeming to suddenly notice the tear stains on my face. 

"Not really," I replied truthfully.
"Did you tell him?"
"Tell him what?"

With a perplexed expression, she stared at me. "Did you tell him that you're in love with him?" 

"I'm not-" I stopped myself before I denied it, wondering why that had been my knee-jerk reaction. "No, I didn't tell him," I added quietly.

"Why the hell not?" she asked. 

That was a good question. The answer, which I had assumed was hideously complex, was actually very simple: fear. Fear of rejection, fear of getting hurt. Fear of leaving myself vulnerable in a way that being with Tristan had never done. With Tristan, my heart had been safe, because I'd never really loved him. With Corey, my heart could be savagely battered and bruised, and left out to dry.

"Tristan," I began, not really looking at her as thoughts swirled around my head. "Tristan said that he was just leading me on." "Tristan said Corey was leading you on?" she asked, her brow creased in confusion.
I nodded numbly in response.
"And Tristan's a bastion of honesty," she scoffed sarcastically. "I know I can't trust him," I replied, "but I don't know if I can trust Corey, either." 

"Hmm," she replied skeptically. She tilted her head to one side, giving me a questioning look. I ignored it, and instead turned toward the door.

"I've gotta go," I said quickly.
"Where?"
"I need to stop Corey," I insisted.

"Woah," she responded, reaching out and grasping my wrist as I made a move for the door. "Maybe you should just let them have it out," she suggested. "I mean, they're going to sooner or later, right?"

For a moment, I considered her point. However, shaking my head, I yanked my arm free of her. "I don't want Tristan telling him God knows what about me," I explained, spinning hurriedly from her and bolting out the door.

Out on the street, I rapidly looked left and right, searching the road for a cab. It was only as I did so that I realized I hadn't stopped to put on a coat. However, refusing to turn back, I took a step to my right.

"Ma'am," a deep voice behind me called. 

My face swiveling over my shoulder, I caught sight of Travis, standing beside his car with one hand lifted in a wave. I let out an emotionally charged bark of laughter at the sight of him. Of course he was here.

"Can I take you some place?" he asked.
"I..." I hesitated. Taking another glance up and down the street, 

Corey's car was nowhere to be seen. He was obviously already on his way to Tristan's office. With a deepening sense of dread, I jogged the few paces toward the ever-smiling Travis.

"You okay, ma'am?" he asked, grin faltering slightly as he took in my concerned expression.
"Um, yeah," I lied. "Could you take me back to the Lucas building?"
"Sure," he nodded quickly, already reaching to the back door and flinging it open.
"Thanks," I said gratefully, jumping into the car. "And if you could try to get us there quickly," I added.
"No problem," he assured me.
*** 

True to his word, Travis got across town in record time. Knowing the city like the back of his hand, he took all the small side streets that allowed him to avoid the bulk of traffic.

I didn't wait for him to open the door for me. Instead, I leaped from the backseat and dashed through the revolving doors, tossing a hasty thanks in my wake.

Gaining more than a few puzzled glances as I ran through the lobby and punched impatiently at the elevator call button, I found myself breathless from panic more than exertion. I had been foolish to remain mute when Corey had asked me about my feelings. At least, coming from me, it would have been the truth. As I stood there, waiting for the stupid elevator, Tristan could have been feeding him all kinds of garbage.

When the car finally arrived, it was almost completely full, but I wedged myself into it anyway. In retrospect, that was a mistake, because the car stopped on every floor between the lobby and Tristan's office. Every time the door opened, I heard another nasty comment come out of Tristan's mouth.

It seemed like an eternity before I was stepping out on his floor and jogging toward the door. 

I couldn't help but notice as I dashed to the large, double doors, that Amy was still absent from her desk. Skidding slightly as I reached the doors, I paused with my hand on the knob.

"...that's what you took her to Florida for, right?" Tristan's voice boomed through the thick wood panel that separated us. "No," Corey replied, with an exasperated sigh. "It was never like that."
"Don't give me that shit," Tristan bit back. "You wanted her because she's mine, and you fucked her the first chance you got." 

"Nothing happened between me and Freya," Corey shouted. For the very first time, I heard anger and hostility in his usually serene voice.

"You think I'm stupid?" Tristan countered. "I've seen the way you play women, Corey," he added. "I know how you reel them in and take what you want from them."

"Don't confuse me for yourself," Corey snapped.
"Oh, please. You haven't exactly lived the life of a monk. You've bedded more than your fair share, Corey." 

Corey said something in reply, but it was spoken too quietly. I leaned forward, pressing my ear against the door, but could hear nothing but the low hum of his deep tone. After a while, the words became crisp again and I was able to make out the continued conversation.

"And now you want to add Freya to the notches on your bedpost, right?"
"For God's sake," Corey sighed. "Would you listen to yourself? I haven't slept with Freya."

"Why not? You're not attracted to her?" 

"I'm attracted to her," Corey stated unapologetically. "She's beautiful, and she's vibrant, and passionate... and you met her first," he added. "I've never stolen a girl from you Tristan, and I wasn't going to start now."

"But that's exactly what you've done." 

"No," Corey insisted. "No. If you've lost Freya, you've done it all on your own. You're so paranoid about her cheating on you, but you're the one who was messing around."

"Some little slut gave me a blowjob," Tristan scoffed. "It wasn't cheating."
"That's not the way Freya sees it, and it's not the way I see it, either."
"Spare me this holier than thou bullshit. You've fooled around." 

"I've always been honest with the women I've dated," Corey retorted. "If we weren't exclusive, they knew about it. You were ready to marry Freya!"

"I'd still be marrying her if it wasn't for you."
"No, if it wasn't for you," Corey countered. "You screwed this up." "She would have taken me back if it weren't for you."

I listened, barely breathing, as they squabbled back and forth. The fingers that clung to the door handle quivered, as blood raced through me and hammered at my eardrums. My dry tongue was cleaving to the roof of my mouth as I questioned what I was doing. "Do you hear yourself?" Corey demanded. "For Christ's sake, nothing happened between me and Freya at Nirvana."

"And nothing ever will happen between you," Tristan spat vengefully. "You are never going to fucking touch her, because she's mine!"

Unable to prevent myself, I twisted the knob and pushed the door open in a violent rush. "I'm yours?" I demanded, taking in the scene before me.

Tristan, with his tie askew and a fist running through his hair was pacing next to the window. Corey, meanwhile, was almost directly in the center of the room, standing tall with his feet shoulder width apart and his broad chest jutting forward.

Both of them turned to face me as I burst into the room. "I'm yours?" I repeated. "What the fuck is this? Am I just some whore to be battered over?"
"Freya-" Corey started to say. 

"Don't say her name," Tristan screamed. "Don't you dare fucking speak to her." Trying to erase the coarse furrow in his brow, he left the window and walked toward me. "Freya, babe, you are mine," he insisted softly, as though he felt I would be wooed by his honeyed words. "You know you're mine."

"I don't belong to anyone," I told him flatly, taking a step back when he got too close. "Least of all you."
"Because he turned your head?" Tristan demanded, spittle flying from his lips.
"I-" Corey began to protest his innocence.
"Even if he did, it doesn't change the fact that you were fucking your secretary," I yelled.
"I wasn't-" RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA 

"Whatever the hell you call it," I interjected. I was getting weary of his arguments about what did or did not constitute sex. "It amounts to the same thing."

Tristan squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head irritably. "This wouldn't be an issue if it weren't for him," he hollered. "You're just using what happened with Amy because you want to be with him!" he added, spinning his upper body and pointing an angry finger at Corey.

"Yes," I admitted on impulse, immediately regretting the speed with which the word had left my mouth. "I do want to be with him, but that has nothing to do with you and me. If I'd never met Corey, I still wouldn’t be marrying you after what I saw you doing this morning."

"The fuck you wouldn't," he scoffed. 

Suddenly very aware of the ring on my left hand, I peered down at it. "The hell I wouldn't," I repeated monosyllabically. He didn't really know me at all, did he? If he thought I'd just brush aside his fling with Amy, he knew nothing about me. Had I really been about to marry a man who didn't have the first clue as to who I was?

Twirling the engagement ring methodically for a moment, I began to pull it from my finger. As soon as it was free of me, I was the one who felt liberated. Without fear, I looked up at Tristan, meeting his eyes to ensure he did not misunderstand the gesture.

"It's over," I said, taking a few paces forward and placing the ring deliberately on his desk. 

"Freya," he blurted, following me and grabbing my elbow. He twisted me to face him, but I yanked my arm free. "I think we've probably both been saved from making a terrible mistake, don't you?" I suggested calmly.

"No," he bellowed. "No, I fucking don't."
"Tristan," Corey intervened. "If Freya has decided to call off the engagement, you're just going to have to accept that." 

"No way," Tristan shouted, spinning on the balls of his feet and swirling angrily around to face his friend. "You want to take her from me?" he added.

"For God's sake," Corey sighed, tossing his eyes to the ceiling. "This isn't about-"
"We race for her," Tristan continued, ignoring Corey's quiet and weary objection.
"You'll do what?" I asked incredulously. Did I just hear that right? Was I suddenly in a street racing movie?
"We race from here to Washington, D.C. Winner gets Freya," Tristan forged on, ignoring me this time.
"A race?" Corey asked, shaking his head. "Are you serious?" "Deadly," Tristan replied. "Your Suzuki Hayabusa against my Honda Blackbird," he stated. 

He was joking. He had to be joking. What kind of messed up scenario did he envision? Did he really believe that I'd run into the arms of whoever won, even if that were him? With my jaw open, I stared at Tristan's back, then shifted my gaze to Corey. I knew he wouldn't take Tristan up on the ridiculous challenge, he was too mature for this childish crap. He also knew, without a doubt now, how I felt about him. He knew that a race was pointless. It would prove nothing and it wouldn't change my feelings toward either man.

"All right," he nodded. RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA
"What?" I practically screeched. "What are you talking about?"

"And if I win," Corey persisted, also oblivious to my protests, "you'll accept that Freya's not yours anymore."
"I'm not his now," I insisted. "I was never his."
With a cocky laugh, Tristan shook his head. "You're not going to win." 

"If I do," Corey countered, "you'll leave her alone?"
"If you win, she's yours," Tristan shrugged.

"Oh, fuck this," I huffed, spinning on one foot and heading back to the door. 

"Freya, wait," I heard Corey call. However, I didn't turn back. Sick of the pair of them, and sure I'd misjudged Corey as catastrophically as I'd misjudged Tristan, I just wanted out. And, in that moment, I didn't care if I laid eyes on either one of them again.

"Get back here, Freya," Tristan hollered. "We're not through." 

Quickly, I passed Amy's desk, my feet slipping on the highly polished floor. Reaching forward, I pushed the elevator button and that's when I felt a hand on the small of my back. Whirling angrily, I turned to face him, ready to physically shove him away if necessary.

"Freya, don't just run off like this, let me talk to you." 

Staring up at Corey's sincere dark eyes, I found it difficult to remain firm. Biting on my lower lip, I determinedly shook my head.

"Freya," Tristan practically screeched as he stalked out of his office.
"Please just let me explain," Corey urged, ignoring the movement of his friend.

"Explain what?" I irritatedly asked. "That you're no different from him?" I blurted. "That I'm just some trophy to be won in your stupid race?"

"No," he said flatly. "It's not like that." 

While Corey spoke, I was aware of Tristan in my peripheral vision. He strode aggressively forward before snatching out with one hand and grabbing my arm. I flinched, but he held fast.

"You're not going anywhere until you've listened to me," he growled.
"I've done enough listening," I informed him, struggling to yank from under his grasp.
"Get your hands off her," Corey insisted, jabbing the heel of his hand into Tristan's shoulder. 

Caught by surprise rather than by any real force behind the hand that shoved him, Tristan instantly released his hold and surged toward Corey.

As I heard the elevator doors sweep open, I swung away from them both. However, Corey wouldn't let me leave. Weaving out from Tristan's rage-filled, uncontrolled path, he placed both hands on my waist, and gently urged me inside, following close behind.

"What are you doing?" I demanded, while the doors swished closed behind us.
"God damn it!” Tristan yelled, his voice followed by several loud bangs as he violently punched the stainless steel doors. 

"I need you to listen to me," Corey said, peering behind him. Waiting for a second or two, he reached back and jabbed a button on the panel that stopped the car with a jolt. "Come here," he coaxed, turning me to face him before placing both hands on my neck. His long thumbs grazed my chin and he tilted my head so he could look directly into my eyes.

I hated it when he did that. I wanted to shy away from the intensity of his stare. But I couldn't. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. It was just me, Corey, and the smallest damn room in the universe.

"This isn't about racing for you," he said once he was sure he had my undivided attention. "You know Tristan," he added quietly. "You know he's not just going to let you go. He'll keep pestering you, keep trying to win you back. He won't leave you alone unless I do this."

Rapidly, my mind worked through the logic, and had to admit there was some there. Still though, it didn't sit right with me. "And what if you lose?" I wondered, sure that it was probably fifty/fifty odds, maybe even greater in Tristan’s favor. After all, he prided himself on never losing.

Smiling in reply, he shook his head. "Don't worry, I'll win." "How can you be so sure?"

"Trust me," he replied, his thumbs softly rubbing at the point of my chin. "Everything’s going to be okay, Freya, I promise." 

The problem was I still wasn't sure if I could trust him. Tristan had successfully made me doubt everything. Everything and everyone. I hated him for it, too.

"I'm not some prize to be won in a stupid, childish..." 

"I know you're not," he smoothly said, smiling warmly. "And you know that's not how I think of you. I'm doing this for us, so we can be together without having to constantly deal with Tristan trying to tear us apart."

"Do you honestly think that even if you win, he'll accept that?" Silent for a moment, he drew in a slow breath. "Maybe," he quietly sighed. "Certainly a better chance than if I don't take him up on this."

"And what if you get yourself killed?" I challenged. 

With a half-smile, he dipped forward and placed his lips gently to my forehead. "I'll be careful," he assured me. "There's no way I'm not coming back to you," he added.

I wanted to believe him. I ached to be drawn into the wonderful feelings he incited in me. Here he was, within my grasp, but I felt him slipping away already.

"Why don't you get out of here?" he suggested. "Travis can take you to the airport, and you can head to my apartment in Paris. I'll meet you there when this is all over."

"I don't want you to do this," I whispered. It was no longer just about my objections to being treated like a prize or a toy. I was concerned that he'd get hurt.

"Everything's going to be okay," he repeated. "I'll be there with you tomorrow. And then, we can put this all behind us and start living our own lives."

It was tempting, so very tempting. Yet questions still hung over him. If I wasn't his type, why did he want me? Did he envision nothing more than fling with me? I knew my heart couldn't handle that.

"What do you say?" he coaxed calmly.
"I don't know," I replied, voice thick and catching in my throat. "What if... what if it doesn't work out between us?" 

"Honestly," he breathed, "I don't know what the future holds for us, Freya. But I know how I feel about you, and I know I can't just walk away from that."
"How do you feel about me?" I asked.RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA

With a light chuckle, his grin broadened. "I think I might be in love with you," he said softly. 

"Corey," I whispered, his name the only thing my lips could produce. My sex clenching violently, I waited for a kiss that never came.

"You can trust me, Freya," he said. "You know that." 

As silly at it seemed given the short period of time I'd known him, I did feel that I could trust him. Despite my own caution, deep down I had felt that way from the very second I saw him, when I was so sure I already knew him. Tentatively nodding, I accepted his assurance. "I do trust you," I said shakily. "But I'm scared."

"There's no need to be, my darling," he replied. "I would never do anything to hurt you." Expressive, deep eyes boring into my soul, he smiled. "So what do you say? Will you wait for me in Paris?"

Knowing that I certainly didn't want to be around to witness this ridiculous race, I nodded. "Okay," I mumbled. "I'll wait for you." 

"Thank you," he replied, with gratitude so genuine that it took me aback. "I'll be with you before you know it," he added, grinning. "And I'll make this all up to you."

"You don't need to," I replied softly. 

Somewhere in the depths of my brain, as if it were a long forgotten memory, I saw him as a warrior, going to battle for the sake of my love. It was as if he was fighting for my honor: fighting for our love. Somehow this stupid race was his way of fighting off the world, fighting off Tristan, so that we could be together. However, as I tried to bring that fantasy into focus, it drifted away as enigmatically as it had arrived.

Shaking my head of the dream, or was it a memory, I focused on the man before me. "Sometimes, I get the strangest sense of deja vu around you," I told him by way of explanation for my distracted features.

"Yeah?" he asked, curiously.
"Yeah," I echoed, nodding. "Weird, huh?"

With a subtle shake of his head, he smiled. "I don't think it's weird," he said. "I think maybe that's how you know you can trust me. No matter what Tristan, or anyone else, may tell you... I think, somehow, you know me."

Unable to prevent myself, I grinned at the thought. Was it possible that I knew him so well, even though I wasn't aware of it on a conscious level? Perhaps. Or perhaps we were both overly romanticizing the moment.

"Come on," he said, slowly dragging his hands from the sides of my neck and reaching back to the elevators panel. "Let's get out of here."

Suddenly the car burst into life once more, and we were traveling down. Peering up at him, I mourned for the kiss I had wanted so badly. I could almost taste it. As I gazed at his rich eyes and his strong, noble jaw, for a fleeting moment, he was my hero once more: the warrior who would fight for the death for my love. But, the image was gone as the elevator doors opened and two suited men climbed in. The thought refused to leave me entirely though, haunting me like a song that circles around and around.

When we finally arrived on the ground floor, he took my hand as we exited the car and walked calmly to the large doors. 

Outside, Travis and his beaming grin waited for us.
"Hey, boss," he greeted. "Ma'am," he added, nodding at me.

"Hi, Travis," Corey returned. "I'd like you to take Miss Moreton to the airport. And then call Pierre, ask him to pick her up from Charles de Gaulle."
"No problem," Travis efficiently replied.RISE OF THE GODDESS FREYA

"Wait, I need to go back to the apartment first," I told him. "What for?" Corey asked.

Staring at him as if he'd just asked the most bizarre question, I blinked. "I need to get some clothes," I said. 

"Buy new stuff in Paris," he shrugged. "Use the Am Ex," he added. "But what about Celestine?"
"Celestine?" he repeated.
"My cat," I offered quietly.

Smiling warmly, he placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. "Daniela will take care of him for you, won't she?"
"Well, yeah," I softly agreed. "I guess, but I haven't told her I'm going anywhere."
"I'll swing by the studio," he said, unfazed. "I'll tell her what's going on and where you've gone."
"Well, umm," I mumbled. "Okay." 

"I should be with you tomorrow night," Corey continued, as he rubbed his hand down the length of my arm. "If not, it'll be first thing the next morning," he added, smiling. "Use the credit card for everything you need, and Pierre will take you anywhere you want to go."

"Corey, I-" I began.
"Don't worry," he said, preempting my thought before I could give it voice. "I'll be with you again before you know it." 

"I doubt that," I muttered, not bothering to tell him that ever since I'd met him, each moment away from him had felt like an eternity. "Please," I added, "be careful."
"I will," he agreed softly. "Go on.” He nodded toward the car, where my future was waiting for me.

Travis was already moving to the rear passenger door and opening it for me. For a long moment, I couldn't bring myself to pull my eyes off Corey's handsome face. However, when he urged me toward the vehicle again, I slowly turned from him and slipped into the leather seat.

He stayed right there on the sidewalk, and said a brief few words to Travis, before the driver climbed into the seat and started the engine. I continued to look at Corey as we pulled away, craning my face over my shoulder until he was completely out of sight.

Despite his promise, I knew it would be a long day, or an even longer two, before I'd lay eyes on him again. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN Waiting

Throughout the drive to the airport, Travis made small talk that I barely listened to. I tried to nod and hum in the right places, hoping he wouldn't think me completely rude. Although, I suspect, he knew that I wasn't really listening.

I couldn't stop thinking about Corey. While I persistently worried about what he was about to do, and doubted his assurance that it would solve the problem of Tristan, I also questioned his motives, his sincerity and his feelings for me. Would he break my heart? Was this all just a thrill for him in the moment? What he'd said back at Tristan's office left me in no doubt that he was capable of fleeting affairs. So, was I just to be another one of those?

Several times, my lips parted ready to ask Travis to stop, turn around and take me back to my apartment. But, for reasons I couldn’t explain, even to myself, I never spoke them out loud.

It was late morning when we arrived at Long Island MacArthur. Travis drove onto one of the helipads and stopped beside a chopper with blades already slowly whirring. Slipping out of the seat, he smiled as he opened the rear door for me and offered his hand. I took it gingerly, and stepped out of the vehicle.

A bald-headed pilot stood beside the helicopter, his tie buffeted over his shoulder by the breeze. As he saw me get out of the car, he tugged off his aviator sunglasses and took a few long strides toward me.

"Miss Moreton?" he asked, lifting his voice over the sound of the engine as he offered me his hand.
With nothing more than a mute nod, I took his smoothly presented hand and shook it weakly.

"I'm Todd Heller," he said. "I'll be taking you to Paris this afternoon."
"This afternoon?" I parroted. 

With an apologetic nod, he glanced back at his chopper. "We're not going to be cleared for takeoff for another hour," he explained. "That's the pitfall of these last minute trips. But you'll be able to wait in the offices there." Pointing behind me, he gestured to a one-story building, with large glass doors, through which I could see a handful of chairs and small tables crammed with magazines.

"I'll wait with you," Travis automatically offered, already taking a step in that direction.
"It's all right," I told him, halting him in his tracks. "You don't need to do that, and I'm sure you've got other things going on." "Well, I-"
"Really," I assured him, "I'll be fine. And it won't be long, right?" I added, swiveling toward the pilot.
"Hopefully not," Todd agreed.
"I think Mr. Wallace would rather I stayed with you," Travis pointed out diplomatically. 

Forcing a brief smile, I peered up at his tall frame with eyes that didn't reflect the motion of my lips. "I'll be fine, really. I think I'd just like to be on my own for a while."

Seeming to understand, he dipped his face sympathetically. "All right," he conceded. "But you know how to find me if you need to," he added.
Gratefully, I nodded and pushed myself toward the office. I was eager to get into the heated building if nothing else.

As it turned out, there wasn't that much heat in the small waiting room. However, it was better than the bitter chill outside. Nobody, except an elderly man behind a desk, was in the room. He nodded a 'hello' before going back to a small portable television that sat above his work station.

Scanning the seats as I tried to select which one to sit in, I felt the vibration of my phone against my hip. Settling for the nearest chair, I gently lowered myself into it as I fished my cell from my pocket and brought it to my ear.

"Hello," I quietly said into the handset.
"Hello, Freya?" an excited voice replied.
"Blake?" I replied.

There was another voice in the background, and then Blake's voice was muffled, as if he'd covered the phone's mouthpiece with his fingers. "Hey, we just heard about what happened.”

Not stopping him in order to ask who 'we' were, I allowed him to babble on with the same heightened enthusiasm. 

"Just wanted you to know what's going on," he continued. "They're going to go from the Empire State Building to First Street. I managed to persuade Tristan that it was stupid to attempt it in daylight, so they're going to wait until after midnight."

Rolling my eyes, I began to realize that Blake, who was still just a boy at heart, loved every minute of this. "You didn't try to stop them?" I huffed. My tone implied that I was a little more irritated than I really was at him, but I had to take it out on someone.

"You ever tried talking either one of them out of anything?" he asked defensively.
He had a point, but I still couldn’t let it go at that. "They could both get themselves killed," I said flatly. "It's not a game," I added, reminding him that his boyish excitement was misplaced.

"They've been doing this sort of thing since they were kids," he countered. "But you're right," he quickly added, "it is dangerous and yes, I did try to talk them out of it. They're both as stubborn as hell, Freya."

"I'm beginning to realize that," I sighed. 

"Anyway," he breathed, noticeably altering his tone. "We're going to keep an eye on things. Tris and Corey asked us to sort of referee if you will. So, Dani and I are going to take Corey's Porsche and keep track of where they're at."

So that was the 'we' he mentioned. I didn't know if I liked that she had found out about all of this from someone other than me. But I couldn't ignore the feeling of relief I felt when I realized she was up to speed. "Is she with you now?" I asked, wondering if hers was the voice I'd heard earlier.

"Yeah," he replied, "I'll hand you over." 

"Hey guapa," Daniela's voice quickly uttered. "I don't know what you do to these men, but they're loco over you. You've got 'em acting like a couple of elementary school kids."

"I did nothing to encourage it," I informed her gently.
"Ugh, boys and their toys," she huffed. "They just want to show off the size of their engines, you know?"
Releasing a deep breath, I leaned forward and rested my head in my palm. "I don't know what to do," I told her quietly.
"Nothing," she replied simply. "Go to Paris, enjoy yourself." "And then what?" I argued. "What do I do about Corey?" 

She chuckled lightly and I could picture the grin on her soft features. "Honey, I've never known you to be so hung up on a man," she softly said, and I wondered if she was keeping her voice low to avoid being overheard by Blake. “Of course,” she added with a devilish glee, “maybe Corey is just that hung, if you know what I mean?”

Not bothering to ask how she knew my feelings for him when I'd said nothing to her about the way I felt, I focused on the more pressing matter at hand. Ignoring her joke, I carried on in a more serious tone. "That's the point," I mumbled mournfully. "What if he's not who I think he is?"

"Well," she said slowly. "You're never going to know unless you give him a chance. So, I guess you're just going to have to take a little risk."

"A little risk?" I echoed. 

"All right," she laughed, "a big risk. But sometimes they're worth taking," she added, her tone drifting whimsically and causing me to wonder if we were still just talking about Corey. It seemed to me that her mind had quickly begun to wander to other things, like Blake, perhaps.

"I guess," I agreed reluctantly. Part of me knew that I was going to take the risk. I wouldn't have allowed myself to be taken this far if I wasn't willing to gamble. The intensity of my emotions was too strong to simply bury. They could never be buried. I knew that.

"One thing I do know, Freya," she added, "is that man loves you." I hummed skeptically, wondering how she could be so sure.

"Anyway, we'll talk later," she said. "I'll keep in touch while we're following this madness," she sighed. 

"Okay," I replied nonplussed. I had been about to tell her not to bother. I didn't want to know about the stupidity happening in my name. However, on another level, I did want to know. I wanted to know that Corey was safe. Hell, come to that, as much as I hated Tristan in that moment, I didn't want to see him meet a fiery death, either.

"Text you later," she promised, before hanging up. 

Gradually, I pulled the phone from my ear, letting it flop listlessly in my lap. Tossing my gaze to the small table on my right, I scanned the covers of the magazines, looking for something that would distract me. However, I never picked any of the glossy pages.

*** 

The long flight to Paris passed slowly, with only a couple of messages from Dani. One told me that she and Blake had just picked up Corey's Porsche. She then wrote again to tell me how amazing it was to ride it in... and even better to drive. I didn't write back to tell her that she was just as bad as the boys.

As promised, a man named Pierre met me at Charles de Gaulle Airport. He was in his early twenties, with a dark goatee and a pair of trendy, thin-framed glasses. He greeted me with a broad smile, as if we were long, lost friends, and I wondered if Corey always hired such genial staff.

"Welcome to Paris, mademoiselle," he beamed, shaking my hand and placing a quick kiss on each cheek. "Would you like to go directly to Monsieur Wallace's apartment? When he called, Travis mentioned you may want to do a little shopping first," he added in his thick French accent.

"Um," I paused, thinking. Undoubtedly, I needed to buy some clothes, at the very least a change of underwear. I wasn't exactly in the mood for retail therapy, but it was a job that had to be done. "Would you mind taking me to a couple of department stores?" I asked quietly.

"Of course," he declared, tossing his hands up. "It will be my pleasure, mademoiselle." 

Not taking anything in, I didn't linger over any of the sights we passed in the car. I wasn't paying much attention to the things I bought, either. Picking up a few essentials, and hoping they were the right sizes, I swept through the store as quickly as possible. Pierre then drove me to Corey's place on the Avenue Charles Floquet.

The narrow street was lined with trees, all bare except for white Christmas lights and a light dusting of snow. Corey's apartment was in an old Baroque-style building with a striking curve that wound with the road. Each apartment had a balcony with wrought iron rails that stood before expansive French windows.

"It is… how you say… not too shabby, huh?" Pierre asked, pulling the car into a parking spot at the front of the building and opening his door.

Glancing down at my watch, I realized that I still hadn't changed it from New York time. Without having to do any math, I realized that it would still be several hours before the race began. In fact, midnight there would be six in the morning in Paris.

Pierre opened the car door for me and instantly grabbed my bags from the Galeries Lafayette and offered his free hand to me. 

Still in a haze from the speed with which everything had been swirling around me, I took his palm and allowed myself to be eased from the heated seats in the red BMW. Quickly, he hustled me out of the cold and into the building, leading me to the elevator that took us up to the fifth floor.
"I'll leave you with my cell phone number," he said conversationally. "And if you want to go anywhere, you need only to give me a call."

"Thank you," I replied softly. 

"Any time," he emphasized. "Does not matter how late at night or early in the morning. If your heart desires something, I'm at your service." Corey certainly had a knack for employing people who were eager to please. Or, maybe it was that they were eager to please him. I could understand that sensation.

There was something about Corey that made me want to please him, too. Perhaps it was that smile, so genuine and so warm that had become like heroin. Addicted to it, I wanted to see it as much as possible.

"Okay," I replied, with no intention of taking him up on the offer. I wouldn't dream of rousing him on a whim. And, if there was an emergency, I wasn't sure a chauffeur would be the first person I'd call.

The elevator doors opened onto a highly polished corridor with elegant artwork, some modern and some classic, lining the walls. Every few feet, there was a small, circular, and very beautiful, mahogany table. There was a poinsettia sitting on each of them.

Pierre led me past three doors before we reached the apartment he was heading for. Fishing a key from his jacket pocket, he smoothly slipped it into the lock, unfastened the door and then offered the keys to me.

With a blink, I gazed quizzically at him.
"Monsieur Wallace wants you to have these," he explained.

"But..." I began hesitantly. "Monsieur Wallace will be here tomorrow, won't he?"
"Oui," Pierre nodded. "Nevertheless, he wants you to come and go as you please."

Starting to feel a little like a paramour, I sluggishly lifted my fingers and accepted the key from his hand. 

Smiling, he used the pointed toe of his expensive shoe to kick the door open. "And here we are," he declared, stepping away from the opening and tilting his head toward the apartment.

On unsure feet, I stepped into the spacious hardwood-floored entryway. Immediately, I was struck by the high ceilings and the artistic cornices. Just to my left, there was a large, light and airy living room. It was a strange mix of classic and modern, with a cinema-size television on one wall and a Goldmund stereo system on a glass shelf in the corner. There were antique salon chairs, and a couple of ornate sofas arranged around a marble-topped coffee table with curved, gold gilt legs.

The windows, which opened onto the balcony, were covered with cream gossamer drapes that were almost transparent. 

"Well, mademoiselle," Pierre said, reminding me that he was still behind me. "Unless you need anything, I will leave you to explore. There is plenty of food in the kitchen," he added, gesturing with his thumb to the room on the right of the hallway. "But if there is nothing to your tastes, you'll find some menus for restaurants that deliver."

"Okay," I nodded. 

"Of course, if you want to go out to eat, give me a call." As he spoke, he stepped forward and placed my bags in one of the wingback chairs. Once his hands were free, he tugged a card from his jacket and handed it to me. "Remember," he smiled, "any time."

"That's very kind of you," I replied, gratefully. I was grateful, he was very pleasant and helpful, and I wasn't sure I would be surviving it weren't for him. I still had no intention of taking him up on it, though.

"You should have everything you need," he pointed out, quickly glancing around him as if mentally moving through the apartment. “Would you like me to show you around, or would you prefer to explore yourself?”

I grinned, suddenly excited at the idea of poking around Corey’s apartment. Maybe I would learn more about the man I fell in love with.

"I'm sure I'll be fine, thank you," I responded, giving him a small smile. 

Beaming broadly in reply, he nodded. "My pleasure, mademoiselle." And with that, he spun smartly on his expensive shoes and left, closing the door gently behind him.

Suddenly alone with my thoughts, it was quiet. All too quiet. 

Shuffling across the hall to the kitchen, I took a quick look at the much smaller room, and guessed that Corey didn't spend a lot of time in it. Nevertheless, it was kitted out with much more than just a microwave, so someone clearly cooked in there at some point in time.

On the center island was the small pile of menus that Pierre had mentioned, but I was in no mood to think of eating. 

Withdrawing, I wandered a little further along the hall, my feet echoing slightly with each step. Beyond the kitchen was a dining room and at the very bottom of the hallway was an iron spiral staircase. For a moment, I simply stood at the bottom, peering up. Eventually, however, I compelled myself to climb, and found the bedroom on the upper floor.

Like the living room, the bedroom sported several pieces of antique furniture: a scroll end, king-size bed; a white, triple-door armoire; a Louis XI-style tall chest of drawers with cabriole legs; and a hand-painted chest ottoman that sat beneath the broad sash windows.

On the wall, above the chest of drawers, was a large black and white canvas print. It was another picture of his mother. This time, she was holding a baby that couldn't have been more than a few days old – I guessed the baby was Corey.

Emotionally, if not physically, exhausted from the day's events, I turned to the bed and tossed myself on top of the soft cream bed clothes. For a while, although I wanted to, I couldn’t close my eyes. Instead, I was transfixed by the dazzling eyes of the woman who seemed to be staring at me. She was beautiful, she was perfect, and she clearly held a place in Corey's heart that no other woman could ever hope to enter. And for that, I was jealous of her.

Eventually, though, I must have been dragged into unconsciousness, because the next thing I was aware of was the ringing of my phone.

Eyes flashing open, I bolted upright, disoriented and confused by the pitch black I found myself staring into. Shaking my head, I tried to work out what the noise was that was coming from my pants. With uncoordinated hands, I fumbled in my hip pocket, dragging the phone out and wearily lowering my back to the mattress as I muffled a drowsy, "Hello."

"Guapa, it's me."
The sound of Daniela's voice seemed to spark a flood of memories, where I was, why I was there and what was going on back home. 

"Sorry if I woke you," she said. "But I wanted to let you know that we're – red light!" she squealed. "God," she sighed. "We're... err... following Tristan and Corey now." She released a sharp huff before muttering, "Would you be more careful? I'd rather not meet my maker this way."
It was obvious she wasn't talking to me, but if confirmation were needed, it came in the tone of Blake's defensive voice. "I've got to keep up with them somehow," he whined.

"What's going on?" I asked, rubbing the heel of my hand to an unresponsive eye. 

"Well, we've just passed Newark," she replied, her tone pitched a little higher than usual. I sensed that she was no longer thrilled by the speed of Corey's Porsche. "They’re pretty neck and neck, although Tristan looks like he's breaking away."

He'd said it from the very first day I met him, he didn't like to lose. I should have known that he wouldn't have laid the challenge down unless he thought his chances were good. Of course, it wouldn't change anything. I wasn't going to go running back to him, nor was I about to fall out of love with Corey if he didn't win some silly race. But what if Corey had been right, what if Tristan would never accept my leaving him unless he had been 'defeated' in some way?

"Oh, no," she added. "Corey just burst out ahead now." "Oh shit," Blake exclaimed loudly.
"What is it?" I blurted. "What's going on?"

Daniela didn't reply right away, but I heard her quietly ask something of Blake. "Just a sec," she eventually breathed, before everything went worryingly silent again.

"Dani," I urged. I rolled onto my side and using my elbow to push myself up into a sitting position. "Dani, what's going on? Has something happened to Corey or Tristan?"

"No, no," she sighed, "nothing like that."
"Then what?"

"We've got the cops on our tail," she explained, the fluctuation in her voice telling me that she was swinging her head over her shoulder as she spoke. "We're going to have to slow down," she added. "And we're gonna lose them." As she finished, the blare of police sirens began to drift through the phone and into my ears. It was faint to begin with, but, even then, I could tell there were several of them.

"Fuck," Blake groaned. "There are at least six of 'em." 

The rhythmic wail grew louder, until I was forced to lift the phone from my ear to avoid being deafened by it. However, the instant the noise crested, it began to fade again.

"They're going after Tris and Core." I heard Blake say in the background.
"Can we take a different route?" Daniela asked him. "Is there a way to meet them there?"
"We'll never get there before them," he responded. "That's if they make it at all."
Now wide awake and alert, I shuffled forward to the edge of the bed, placing my feet on the floor. "Are they stopping?" I asked. "Stopping?" Dani echoed incredulously.
"Well..." I breathed. "They're not going to try and outrun the police, are they?"
"I don't think the cops are gonna catch them, honey," she replied. "We're struggling to keep up in a frickin' sports car."
"But the police have bikes," I argued. "And helicopters." After a moment’s pause, she hummed. "Can't see any choppers yet. Can you, Blake?"
"No," he agreed. "Nothing yet."
But then came another siren. Not a cacophony like before, just a single blare. 

"Oh, for fuck's sake," Blake's voice groaned. MARGUERITE DE LYON
"What now?" I asked.

"We're getting pulled over," Dani muttered wearily. "I'd better go," she added. "If we hear anything, we'll let you know."
"Are you going to be okay?" I asked, brow creasing in concern. "You're not going to get arrested or anything are you?" 

"Nah," she brushed aside. "I shouldn't think so. We'd slowed right down for the convoy. This guy couldn’t have clocked us doing any more than about ten miles over the limit, right?" Obviously not asking the question of me, I reminded quiet.

"Yeah," Blake grumpily responded. Clearly, he was disappointed that the excitement was over. Perhaps he was also upset about the fine he was about to get slapped with, although money wasn't exactly a concern for him. "Damn it," he groaned. "We'll never catch 'em now." Removing any trace of doubt as to what he was annoyed about, I heard him slap his hand against something, probably the steering wheel.

As the siren behind them went suddenly silent, Dani said a hasty goodbye. "I'll call you again if I have any news," she added. 

"Okay, thanks," I responded, but I was pretty sure she'd already disconnected the call. Throwing the phone onto the mattress by my side, I dragged my hands through my hair as my eyes automatically drifted back to the picture of Corey's mother.

"Watch over him," I whispered. I don't know where the request came from, but it was uttered before I could question it. 

But, of course, my plea was unnecessary. The look in that woman's eyes, as she looked down at her beloved child, was unmistakable. She would never let anything happen to him. She would protect him with every ounce of strength she possessed. I would like to have been able to tell her that I felt the same way: that she and I shared something in common. In that second of realization, the jealousy I'd felt every time I saw her melted slightly and was replaced by a sensation of camaraderie.

Corey's mother loved him fiercely. Loved him in a way no other woman could ever have loved him since. I wanted to love him just as fiercely. Already, after knowing him less than three weeks, there was precious little I wouldn't do for him.

I guess it was the same for her. The infant in her arms was no more than a few weeks old. But she didn't have to know him to know she loved him. It was instant. She fell the second she saw him.

I knew exactly how she felt. 

Unable to stay in bed, I pulled myself up and strolled through the apartment. I didn't know how long I'd been pacing the living room floor, but by the time I was startled by the buzz of the front door bell, I felt sure I was about to wear a trench in the hard wood.

Clutching my cell phone, I automatically glanced down at it, frustrated that still there was no word from Daniela, or Blake...or anybody. Sighing as the bell rang once more, I left the warmth of the sun that streamed through the large windows and headed out into the hallway. "I'm coming, Pierre," I hollered, attempting to stall any further attempt he'd make at grabbing my attention.

Gripping the solid brass door knob, I heaved the heavy door open. Staring mutely at the man standing at the threshold, my jaw dropped ajar. He smiled triumphantly as he reached out to me.

THE END
To be continued...
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