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Chapter 1

	The bell above the door chimed.

	The front door’s fast open and close was punctuated by a blast of cold wind from outside. A crisp and clear breeze, accompanied by the noise of the morning Parisian bustle, and then it was gone and the boutique was flooded with warmth once more. 

	“Bonjour,” Noémie chirped from the backroom where she was sorting stock to get it ready for the hanging racks. It wasn’t close to Dulcie’s shift start, so it had to be an early customer or a delivery. “I’ll be with you in one moment.” Reaching for the last of her breakfast croissant, she bit into it. 

	“Bonjour,” a deep voice that was definitely not Dulcie said. A deep voice that sent a tingle of recognition down her spine. 

	Noémie tripped over a box in her haste to get out of the backroom. She stumbled, hitting her shoulder against the wall beside the change rooms and ended up sprawled on several boxes that had been tucked away in the corner. 

	A rush of movement as the owner of the voice hurried over to offer aid. She found herself staring at his extended hand and followed the line of his arm back up to his face. 

	Time had been more than generous. Once filled with boyish charm and laughter, now a carefully crafted and swoon-worthy smile that even Adonis’ would pale in comparison. A face that seemed to be even kinder than the one she’d fallen for as a teen. He held out his leather-gloved hand for her, concern etched on his gorgeous features, and it was like angels had descended to offer aid. 

	Heir to the von Brandt fortune and face of Celestial Fashion. Sun-kissed golden hair, forest green eyes, and dazzling smile, Kian von Brandt had somehow chosen to grace her little boutique.

	Her lingerie boutique. Chant de La Rose Lingerie. In big letters outside. The place shone feminine sexuality with its bright pink and yellow walls and its modest yet elegant rose-themed decor. Even their uniforms matched the theme, a bright yellow blouse with an intricate pink rose insignia. She specialized in women’s lingerie, including adaptive and plus-size, and she didn’t stock any male merchandise. So why was he here, of all the places in Paris he could be? Had the bachelor been snatched up and was buying a present for his lady love? Or was Celestial, during their expansion to Paris, looking to expand into lingerie?

	Did he even remember her?

	“Are you okay?” 

	Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined he’d walk into her boutique. Yet, there she sprawled, frozen in shock, not at all suave and sophisticated as she would have preferred when meeting him again. Not like this, with her dark hair up in a messily braided crown held together by a pencil, nursing bruised pride, and a sore behind. 

	Lady luck was not smiling on her today, because between forcing down the partly-chewed bite of croissant and her battered ego trying to make her suave when she was really a mess, Noémie tried to speak and the only thing that erupted was a forlorn squeak.

	A small frown marred Kian’s perfect features. “Should I call someone?” he asked in English. “Did you knock your head?”

	Noémie shook her head. “Oh, don’t worry, I get knocked up all the time,” she replied in the same language, then her brown eyes flew wide as she realized what she’d said. “I mean—you can knock me—I knock my head all the time!” Embarrassed by her inability to hold it together, she covered her mouth with a hand. “Wow. Just wow.”

	Kian burst into laughter. “You haven’t changed, Noémie.”

	He remembered her. Even after all these years, he remembered her.

	She and Kian had been in the same friendship circle in England when they were thirteen. The only child of her French mother and London-born Chinese father, Noémie and her parents had moved to England when she was five so that Noémie could grow up closer to her paternal grandparents. During her primary school years, Noémie had become best friends with Zariah Talal, who, in secondary school, had fallen into a relationship with Zane Lécuyer. At the time, Zane and Kian had been best friends so the four of them had spent a lot of time together and Noémie’s cute teenage crush on Kian evolved into full-blown puppy love. 

	Then Kian’s overprotective father had shipped him back to America without a word or even a chance to say goodbye. The time differences wreaked havoc on the friendship as Zane and Kian had drifted apart. Emails and phone calls went unanswered as they threw themselves into school and then university. Noémie’s crush had dwindled and disappeared as she’d met new people and had other romantic entanglements.

	She’d known he’d come to Paris a year ago to help launch Celestial Paris. She’d seen him on billboards, in magazines, on television and online. She’d seen him in fashion walks, but there had never been a time to approach him to say hello and see if he remembered her from school. He was always surrounded by people and she was a small fry in a big pond. 

	He still had the same unbridled and carefree laughter she’d heard when they were teens. A peal of laughter that was as infectious as it was gorgeous and Noémie giggled along with him, and that same stupid crush bubbled up inside her.

	For a moment, she was thirteen again, instead of twenty-four. Thirteen and in braces and braids and stuck on the thought that she knew everything there was to know about being in love when in reality she had no clue. Now, she was older. Wiser. A professional career woman, leaving her friends and family behind to attend university in Paris, then deciding to stay, now owning her own boutique, designing her own merchandise. She could talk to him like a normal person and not fumble over her words and blush at the slightest provocation. It would be nice to see if he was the same sort of person he was as a young teenager and what he’d been up to all these years. 

	After she found out why he was here.

	“It’s great to see you, Kian,” Noémie said and took his hand so he could pull her to her feet. Even though Kian’s French was as good as hers, she’d known him in England in her youth and because of that association, she stayed speaking English. “You look fantastic.”

	Fantastic and tall. Having inherited her height from her Eurasian father, Noémie was used to being shorter than her peers, but Kian towered over her. Even with her heels on, she barely came up to his shoulder.

	“I think that’s my line,” he replied, still holding her hand. “You look amazing.”

	Noémie suppressed a flush from the touch of his gloved hand against her bare one, coupled with the appreciative look he gave her as his eyes drifted across her. Taking her hand back, she dusted down her black skirt and—with a quick glance in the mirror of one of the adjacent change rooms—fixed her appearance. “When I’m not covered in boxes.”

	He chuckled. “I don’t know, the box look could become the new rage.”

	Her face burst into a smile. “If it does, let me know. I’ll lead the charge.”

	“I’ll talk to my mother,” he said with a wink. “See if she’ll take recommendations. Anything’s better than last year’s ‘polka dot’ craze.”

	Giggling, she said, “Yeah, that was really in the spotlight.” 

	Kian snorted. “That was a good spot for a pun.”

	“It got me out of a tight spot,” she retorted.

	He grinned widely. “Glad to see your love of puns hasn’t changed. We used to have the most amazing battles! I’d almost forgotten about them.”

	“I’d heard you were in Paris,” Noémie said, walking out of the change room alcove and led him back into the main boutique area. “What brings the great Kian von Brandt to my humble boutique?”

	He smiled and averted his eyes at her proclamation of ‘great’. Nodding at the display torsos by the windows, he removed his gloves as he spoke. “You know, I never picked you to work in a lingerie boutique. There are some really nice pieces here.”

	Noémie tilted her head at him as she took up a position behind the counter. “Did you come to check out my goods?”

	The tips of Kian’s ears went red, but his smile grew wider and he leaned against the other side of the counter. “Well,” he said with a slow, suggestive smile. “That all depends on what you’re willing to show me.”

	Warmth crept through her. That was a flirt! An actual flirt, not just silly or friendly banter. He never used to flirt with her. And he had definitely been checking her out. She hadn’t expected him to turn on the charm. Encouraged, she kept her smile and matched his tone, “I’m sure I can find something in your size. Are you a fan of lace or mesh?” 

	“An immense fan of both,” he drawled. Blinking, he straightened and lost the smile as he blurted, “But not on me.”

	“Shame,” Noémie chirped. “You would look good in lace. But then, you look good in anything.” 

	He smiled. “Thank you.”

	A thought occurred to her that gave her pause. Even though the media proclaimed Kian was single, that didn’t mean he was. Maybe she shouldn’t have gone to full-flirt-make-up-for-lost-time mode. Squaring her shoulders, she tried to be professional. “So, you’re here to buy for someone special then? Do you know their size? We have lots of pieces on offer, what are you partial to on your partner? Lace, silk, satin? A combination?”

	Oh, yes, Noémie. Good one. Ask about his preferences for lingerie on their first meeting since being kids.

	He made a noise that sounded like a nervous twitter. “No. No special someone. My parents would never allow that.”

	Noémie tilted her head at that admission. It was an odd thing for him to say. She knew his father, Richard, had been overprotective and incredibly strict when Kian was younger. Richard had so many rules that Kian was required to follow, restrictions that would subsequently relax whenever Richard went away on business, which was a lot. ‘I can’t, my father’s home’ was a common reason Kian had given when he couldn’t hang out. Surely now Kian was in his twenties, his father would’ve loosened up. “Really?”

	“Yeah, I know. Pretty stupid, huh?” Kian rolled his eyes and turned so he could rest his elbow on her counter. “I’m under contract to wait for ‘someone special’ until I’m thirty.”

	Her mouth dropped open in shock. “You’re shitting me.” A contract? A literal contract preventing him from dating?

	Kian lifted a shoulder in a shrug, like it didn’t matter to him. “It’s a von Brandt family tradition. Father signed the contract and so did Grandfather. I’m supposed to focus on my studies, my career and the companies, and not romance.” Dragging his gaze away from her he looked out through the windows at the front of the store. “It’s not been an issue so far.”

	She wasn’t sure how that made her feel. If it wasn’t his choice as he made it seem, then he was missing out on a major part of social life. But then why hadn’t it been an issue? 

	“That’s years away,” she blurted, astounded. “Are they still that overprotective? He can’t expect you to blue-ball until then, can he?”

	Kian laughed and winked at her. “One night stands are a thing, you know.”

	Ahh. One night stands. That explained it. “So, no one’s tickled your fancy enough to make it last more than one night?”

	“That sounds like a jab at my stamina.” Though he eyed her, his smile and tone were teasing.

	Noémie copied his one-shouldered shrug. “I’m just asking.”

	With a smile, he said, “I should’ve known someone who works with lingerie would leap straight into questions about sex.”

	She scoffed. “Lingerie isn’t about sex, Kian.” She put her forearms flat against the counter, clasping each elbow with her opposite hand and leaned toward him, using her upper arms to push her breasts together and provide a hint of cleavage. “It’s about power.”

	The move produced the desired result as Kian flicked his gaze down. “I see.”

	Holding the pose, she elaborated, “Clothes are an integral part of personal identity. Comfort, confidence, strength, power, all these can be found in what we wear and how we wear it. A man, such as yourself, in that wonderfully tailored business suit, portrays a sense of pride and privilege. That pea coat appeals to the model in you, it cleverly shows off your figure while still keeping you warm. I bet you feel amazing wearing it. All eyes fall upon you.”

	Kian didn’t answer, but his smile encouraged her to believe she was right.

	Noémie beamed at him in return. “It’s exactly the same with undergarments. If a woman finds the lingerie that she loves, makes her feel good and enjoys wearing, it’s a secret confidence, worn beneath a professional appearance which will empower her.”

	“And the fact that lingerie can be presented during sex to tempt and tantalize is just happy coincidence, I suppose.”

	She smiled. “Absolutely,” she assured him. “Women come in all shapes and sizes and all of them deserve to be able to slip into something that makes them feel amazing. When women feel good about themselves, their partners find that sexy.” Who was this sultry vixen with the honey-coated tongue and where was she when Noémie was thirteen?

	“I know I do.”

	Oh, the purr in his voice made her knees weak. As tempting as it was to continue to flirt with him—especially with the way he was responding to her—he was unattainable and she was working. 

	However, she was friends with him once, a long time ago. Could they possibly rekindle that friendship? She had missed the fun times they’d shared and wanted to know more about him as he was now.

	Lifting out of her lean, she cleared her throat, brought his focus back to her face and shifted the tone of the conversation back to safer ground. “So, um, how can I help you? I’m fairly certain you didn’t come for a lesson on women’s sexuality and if you’re not looking to buy something for a partner, then I’m at a loss at what I can do for you.”

	The suaveness was lost as Kian gripped the back of his neck with one hand and turned uncertain. “I came to see y—ahh”—he blinked and rushed—“I mean, um, I’m trying to get in touch with Zane. We lost contact after I left for America. He’s not answered his Instagram or his YouTube messages; not that that’s surprising. You’re Zariah’s best friend, so I figured you’d be able to tell me. I know he’s coming to Paris soon and I was really hoping to reconnect with him.”

	“A reasonable assumption, although I’m a little disappointed you didn’t come to see me,” she said with a playful pout. “We were friends, too.”

	“I absolutely would’ve come and seen you, had I known you were still here,” he assured her. “I thought you planned to move to Milan.”

	She pressed a hand to her chest and pretended to be in pain. “Ouch. That hurts. Milan? My plan was always to come here.”

	“Oh.” That seemed to make him sheepish as he laughed at himself. “Right. Sorry.”

	“You’re assuming that I’m still in contact with Zariah.”

	Kian appeared surprised at that. “You’re not? But her Instagram has pictures of both of you.”

	Raising her eyebrows, Noémie asked, “You follow Zariah’s Instagram, but you can’t get a message through to her?”

	He turned sulky. “I guess she’s a famous travel blogger now and keeping up with her inbox is hard.”

	“That and she’s Zane’s long-time girlfriend and is sick of fans harassing her about him. If you put his name in the message, she probably ignored it on principle not realizing it was you.”

	Kian’s eyes flared wide. “I didn’t even think of that.”

	“It’s the same reason mine’s on private now.”

	“Ahh,” he breathed with a nod. “That explains why I couldn’t find yours.”

	Smiling, she said, “As much as I’d like to help, I don’t give out their details. If you give me yours, I can get it to him though.”

	Kian nodded. “He’s absolutely huge now. He got to live his dream. What an amazing achievement.”

	“Massive.” Noémie was so proud of Zane and all he’d accomplished. After building a thriving YouTube channel dedicated to his music, he was now living his dreams composing, as well as singing on stage. Along with Zariah’s success as a travel blogger, they still found time to be deliriously in love. Everything was working out for them. It was hard not to be envious. 

	“I can’t wheedle it out of you?” Kian asked in a cute tone and battered his eyelashes at her.

	Thirteen-year-old Noémie would’ve been in a dead faint by now from the sheer fact he was flirting with her. Twenty-four-year-old Noémie squashed the urge to drag him into the backroom and see how well he could wheedle. Smiling, she shook her head and reached under the counter for her phone and scrolled through until she found what she was looking for.

	Playing the message on the speaker, she rested her phone on the counter between them. 

	Zane’s voice echoed through the speaker, with music from his hit single playing in the background. “I don’t care who it is. If the King of France asks for my number, Noémie, you have my permission to tell him to eff off.”

	Zariah’s long-suffering sigh sounded. “Zane, darling, there is no King of France.”

	“I rest my case. Zane out.”

	“So,” Noémie said and shut off her phone. “Eff off, your majesty.”

	Kian burst into rambunctious laughter. “He hasn’t changed either.”

	“My hands are tied,” she replied with a shrug. “As I said, I can pass on your number.”

	After pulling his phone out of his jacket’s breast pocket, he scrolled through the screen. Peeking up at her and wriggling his eyebrows, he said, “And keep it for yourself too, I hope.”

	She giggled at him. “I was already planning on sending you memes at two in the morning.”

	He laughed. “Excellent. Can’t wait for that pleasure.”

	She flicked her gaze to him, startled by the way he said that word. It was both odd and satisfying hearing him flirt with her.

	Kian held her gaze. “I fell out of touch with a lot of people. I would absolutely love a chance to catch up. May I take you out for coffee?”

	Hope filled her at this chance to reconnect with him. And maybe flirt with him some more, but if he thought he could add her to his list of one night stands, he’d have to think again. “Is that before or after I give Zane your number?”

	He handed her his phone, open in his contacts with his number on display. “Regardless of whether you pass on my number, I’d like to see you again.”

	“Coffee can be hard,” she replied truthfully. She added his number to her phone and fired off a quick message to him so that he had her number. “I don’t have a lot of free time during the day, but let me check my sche—”

	“Dinner then,” Kian responded and Noémie’s spirits were uplifted by how eager he sounded for that. Accepting his phone back, he rushed, “Tomorrow night. I’ll text you the details.”

	“I would love to,” she replied.

	He broke out into a grin. “Excellent.” Reaching out, he plucked her hand off the counter and lifted it to his mouth, kissing the air above her knuckles and allowing his breath puff against her skin. “Tomorrow,” Kian replied with a decisive and not-as-confident-as-he-probably-wanted nod.

	And with that, he strode toward the door, not quite a run, but not the swagger he’d had when he walked in. 

	Wasn’t that interesting?

	As the door chimed shut, Noémie slumped against the counter and fanned herself. Fumbling for her phone, she hit Zariah’s number, desperate to talk to her best friend. “You are not going to believe who just waltzed into my boutique.”

	



	


Chapter 2

	“And then Zane gets down on one knee and begs Mrs. Watson to marry him.”

	“While wearing the tutu?” Kian asked, his green eyes twinkling with laughter. “Tell me you have pictures?!”

	“Absolutely!” Noémie chirped. “Zariah and I are standing there, completely dumbfounded by this point.”

	Kian laughed and leaned toward her, completely engaged with her story. “What did Mrs. Watson say?” 

	“She’s not impressed in the slightest, and doing the over-the-top-of-her-glasses stern look as she gears up for a lecture.” Noémie mimicked the look as best she could. “I’m sure you remember that look.”

	“She haunted my dreams for many years,” he agreed. “It was the ‘Mister von Brandt’ tone she used with it. It still sends shivers down my spine.”

	“Mine too. But Zane, he’s ready for it. He starts singing. Loudly. And off-key. He’s in the middle of serenading her with ‘Bicycle Built for Two’.” She tilted her head. “We had to do it for the school play, were you there for that?”

	“I remember,” Kian said, with a nod and a smile of encouragement to continue.

	“So, the whole class is basically wetting themselves with laughter and the Headmaster storms around the corner, all fire and brimstone, and Zane books it. As he’s running down the hallway, the tutu falls down and he ends up with it around his ankles and does this silly shuffle-walk into the boys’ bathroom to hide.”

	Kian guffawed. “Oh, man, I wish I’d seen it!”

	Soft candlelight, a cozy corner, a nice meal, and a string quartet were all the ingredients required for an evening of reminiscing. Kian had specifically asked for a table where they could sit side by side instead of opposite each other, even requesting that the waiter rearrange the table. While she didn’t object, Noémie wondered at that since they were supposed to be meeting as friends. 

	The waiter arrived with the bottle of wine Kian ordered and conversation dimmed while the waiter poured a glass. While Kian tasted the wine and approved it with a nod to the waiter, Noémie had an overlapping image appear in her head, one of thirteen-year-old Kian pretending to do something similar, and she had to smother a giggle and hide her smile.

	“What’s humorous?” he asked after the waiter had poured Noémie’s glass and left.

	Smiling, Noémie answered, “Do you remember that café the four of us used to go to after school sometimes? When we were supposed to be at the library. You and Zane would do this ridiculous wine tasting impression while pretending your milkshake was wine. The face you made then reminded me of it.”

	Kian’s face lit up in memory and he grinned. “Elderberries and stinky toes!”

	Pleased that he remembered, she laughed. “Exactly!”

	His eyes glazed in memory and his smile warm, he said, “Man, I hadn’t thought of that in years! We used to go off on huge descriptive tirades. Fun times.”

	She giggled. “Absolutely was.”

	Kian lifted his glass and held it out toward her so she could clink her glass with his. “What do you make of this one?”

	“For real, or fun?”

	“For fun,” he said, giving her a smile that made her heart skip.

	She swirled her wine and evaded. “I was never very good at that, unless you wanted a pun in there. The fake wines were your and Zane’s thing.”

	“Fair point,” he said. “Enough about Zane, let’s talk about you. You received a degree from ESMOD, but you work in a lingerie boutique. Did you give up on the dream of being a designer?”

	Noémie lifted her head in surprise. “Who said I gave up? I own Chant de La Rose. All of the lingerie I have in stock are my designs, or purchased with my approval.”

	Startled, he rocked back on his seat. “You own it?”

	Noémie’s laughter was light and airy. “Yes. Really, I did think you, of all people, would figure out the name. Chant de La Rose. Think about it.”

	His eyes widened and he snapped his fingers. “Belrose-Song,” he said and wilted. “I can’t believe I missed that.”

	She giggled as he remembered her last name. “Your pun game is off.”

	“Atrocious,” Kian said in a dramatic voice, putting the back of his hand against his forehead. “I’ll never live it down.”

	“Lack of practice, we’ll whip you back into shape.”

	“I deserve a good tongue-lashing. If it’s not too rude of me to ask, how did you come to own Chant de La Rose?”

	“Oh yes,” she teased and gave him a playfully stern glare. “Very rude. How dare you.” Giggling, she lifted her wine glass and took a sip. “My grandmother’s grandfather built his legacy and handed it down, with the understanding that each generation would take what they need to be happy and add back into it for the next. It’s not much, and certainly not von Brandt caliber, but it’s enough to get us all started on the path to our dreams.”

	He nodded his approval. “Prudent.”

	“Maman used her portion to put herself through culinary school and now she and Papa own and operate one of the best chocolatiers in London and have opened a second store here. My cousin used his to beef up a down payment on land in the Bordeaux.”

	“Ooh, wine growers,” Kian asked, intrigued. “What’s the cellar name?”

	Noémie shook her head. “Not wines, truffles! Although my great, great grandfather was a wine grower, which is where the legacy came from to begin with. When I graduated, Mamie’s present was to front me the start-up costs for the boutique itself, since we’d been talking about it and planning it for years. I had already been selling my designs online since I was about twenty and everything grew from there.”

	With a puppy-like tilt of his head, he asked, “You didn’t want the glitz and glamour of a job at one of the larger fashion houses in Paris? Like Chanel?”

	“Glitz and glamour might make some happy, but I never wanted to be global,” she said with a small shrug. “I have simple needs. I wanted to keep control over my designs and do things the way I wanted to and I have that. Besides, I don’t do well in the rat race. I became a designer to help people. I love being able to design an adaptive piece of lingerie and seeing my client’s face light up when they realize they have something they love they can actually wear, it really is the best thing. I love that interaction and I don’t want to lose it and I’m very lucky my family was able to provide me with the opportunity.”

	“Adaptive lingerie?” 

	He was so attentive and engaged and it was wonderful. “Lingerie for people with limited mobility or special needs,” Noémie explained. “There are some women who can’t put their hands behind their back to unhook bras, or have difficulties removing underwear, so I modify my designs to have hooks at the front, or zippers, or buttons and stud presses. Whatever people prefer.”

	“Ahh. I’m impressed,” Kian replied.

	“Magnets are pretty popular as well, and that can be a hit for women without mobility issues too. Imagine being able to have that feeling of being able to rip lingerie off your partner, without damaging it.”

	Kian’s eyes widened and his jaw made an impressive drop. “That would be so sexy!”

	“That’s what my customers think too.” She giggled behind the wine glass and nudged his foot with hers. “Guess you didn’t do your research before you came knocking at my door.”

	With a sheepish smile, he said, “No. Not so much. I was more after Zane’s number.”

	“Did he call?” she asked, curious, and placed her glass back on the table. Zane had been delighted to hear Kian was looking for him but that didn’t mean he’d had time to call.

	“He did, thanks to you. Blasted my eardrums about losing his number, without any consideration to the fact that he lost mine too, and they invited me for dinner Friday. He has a concert Thursday, right?”

	She beamed at him, glad he received an invitation too. That meant she’d see him again. “Yeah, I’ll be at that dinner too, along with several other old school friends who now live in France.”

	His smile and eagerness felt genuine. “I’ll look forward to it.”

	“What about you?” she asked, directing the conversation back to what they had been discussing. “Are you following your dreams?”

	He pulled a face and shrugged, flopping back on the chair as he considered her question. “I enjoy what I do, but I always wanted to do more. Make an impact. Make my own choices, but somehow I’m still stuck with doing my parents bidding. I’m still a model, I thought I would’ve been allowed to give that up by this age.”

	“You don’t enjoy modeling?”

	“I don’t like that it’s the only thing people remember about me. I have a Bachelor’s degree in Business and my Master’s in Finance. I run Celestial Paris and yet people only see the model. And if they’re not remembering me for that, they’re patting me on the head for being my father’s son. I don’t like the attention it gets; it’s hard to tell when someone is being genuine. I’ve done everything he’s asked, but despite what my father wants, I don’t see myself taking over.”

	She nodded and hoped that didn’t apply to her. “Well, I always remember you as the dork who failed at pun battles and had to eat a tub of ice cream as punishment.”

	 “I’d forgotten about that!” Kian blurted with a laugh. 

	Curious, she asked, “What do you see yourself doing?”

	He looked away from her for the first time. “I don’t know.”

	The sudden disengage was concerning and Noémie studied him. “You did all those extra classes in school and nothing interested you?” She frowned and tapped her chin. “I seem to remember you getting incredibly excited about a photography course … and then how sad you were when your father said no.”

	He snapped his gaze to her. “You remember that?”

	“I remember a lot of things, especially about my friends.” And especially the very few she had crushes on and awkwardly tried to find out everything she could about them.

	“I have an Instagram,” Kian said slowly, as though he was voicing it for the first time. “For photography. People, places, especially when I’m traveling for shoots. Never selfies, so people don’t know it’s me. It’s got a decent following and I’ve had a lot of comments.” He looked away again and said, “It’s just a hobby.”

	“So?”

	“So, I could never actually do anything with it, not publically. I wouldn’t be allowed.”

	Her heart went out to him and Noémie touched the back of his hands with the tips of her fingers. “At some point, they have to let you live your life, not the one they have planned for you.”

	Kian shrugged. He flexed his fingers, then rested his other hand over the top of hers. “I don’t see that happening any time soon.”

	She hadn’t meant to hold his hand like this, just show support. The warmth of his touch against her skin was wonderful and the way his thumb stroked against the back of her hand made her keenly aware of him. She wasn’t going to take her hand away until he wanted to let it go. “I’m sorry. If it helps, I think you’d be an amazing photographer.”

	He brightened. “Really?”

	“Judging from your model portfolio, you know all about angles and how to make good use of lighting.”

	“On myself, yes. Sometimes it’s hard to transfer that to other objects, but I’m working on it. You follow my model portfolio?”

	“And your public Instagram.”

	His knee bumped into hers as he shifted in his seat. “Really?”

	“Well, I do like to keep up with fashion trends but”—she lowered her eyes demurely and rubbed her thumb against his hand—“I would love to look at the photos that actually matter to you, if you would allow me to.”

	The flirt seemed to work as he smiled at her. “Only if you allow me to follow yours back.”

	Reaching for her purse with her free hand, she pulled out her phone. “Expect creepy stalker likes from way back at the beginning of history.”

	With a light laugh, he said, “Only if you do the same. Why did you never send me a message?”

	“I wasn’t sure you would remember me,” she replied. “We were only friends for a year and I am an awkward bean.”

	“Are you kidding me?” he blurted, squeezing her hand then releasing it to reach for his phone. “I would’ve been thrilled if you had messaged me. I was always fond of you.”

	Noémie beamed at him. “Likewise.”

	Exchanging details, they spent a few minutes glancing through each other’s Instagram’s. “These are really good,” Noémie said as she skimmed through his photos. “I’m impressed. Wow, the colors of that sunset, it’s inspiring. Do you use filters?”

	“Hmm?” he asked, leaning toward her. His shoulder pressed up against hers as he looked at the photo in question. “Not on that one.”

	“Where is it?” she asked, acutely aware of his closeness as well as how comfortable he seemed to be. 

	“In Nice. I was there for a photoshoot and took that when we were done.”

	“It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

	He turned his head to look at her and the intensity in his forest green eyes sharpened for a moment. “Thank you.” Clearing his throat, he moved away from her and swiped his phone. “You have a budgie!” he blurted. “Does she talk? What’s her name?”

	Noémie laughed. “His name is His Royal Highness, Majesty of all that is and ever will be, King Floof.”

	Kian burst into rambunctious laughter. “He sounds like a character. Why that name?”

	“He loves water,” she replied, giggling. “And when he goes for baths, he shakes afterward and just becomes this little floofy ball of feathers. He doesn’t talk, but we’re working on it.”

	“Delightful,” he said. Thumbing his phone, he turned the screen around to show her. “I have a cat. I call her Purrfect.” 

	Noémie reared her head back in surprise. ‘Purrfect’, the black and pink hairless cat looked more like a goblin than a cat.

	Kian turned the phone back and his smile turned fond as he looked at his cat. “She’s a Sphynx cat.” With his chest puffed in pride, he said, “She’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen and even though I’ve only had her six months, I can’t imagine living without her.”

	“She looks like she’d be cold this time of year,” Noémie noted. “Do you have little outfits for her?”

	“I do. She’s the best-dressed kitty in Paris.” Kian laughed, and his smile invited her to join in.

	Noémie rested the elbow closest to him on the table and placed her chin on her palm as she smiled at him. “We descended to the pet comparisons pretty quick.”

	“Needed to see if we were pet compatible,” Kian replied. “Seems that we are.”

	“You know, cats like to nom on cute defenseless birds.”

	“Not Purrfect,” he replied primly. “She’s too spoiled for that. Besides, pets are a safe topic. But! Here’s a decidedly unsafe question for you.” Touching her arm, he leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “Have you ever caught anyone in a compromising position in your change rooms?”

	Noémie laughed at his eagerness. “There’s a sign that says ‘One per stall’ for a reason.”

	He grinned. “Sounds like a story,” he purred. “Do share.”

	She shrugged. “Let’s just say an older gentleman was thoroughly surprised by his lady’s unmentionables and was overcome with the urge to make a closer examination of the stitching.” 

	Kian snickered. 

	“We’re always attentive when couples come in together. For a French woman, a beautiful set of underwear is part of her personality. We wear lingerie because we want to feel gorgeous and sexy every day and women often bring their partners in so they can choose what they like too. It’s all part of the process, so men in my boutique isn’t uncommon.”

	“As long as they take their examination of stitching elsewhere and not your boutique.”

	“Exactly. So we’re extra helpful so they know they have an audience. The girls and I sometimes have bets on which partners are more likely to accompany the woman into the change room to ‘sample’.”

	With a wiggle of his eyebrows, he asked, “Have you ever snuck off to the change rooms?”

	She laughed. “And who would I sneak off with? I’m working. I’ve never had the incentive to risk my business.” She peeked at him through her eyelashes. “I suppose that could change. They would have to be an exceptional specimen.”

	Kian grinned at her, the soft lighting from the restaurant accenting his handsome face and giving him an ethereal glow. That look of soft desire in his eyes, a silent invitation for more especially when directed at her, made her breath catch in her throat. It could’ve been the romantic atmosphere, it could have been the copious amounts of laughter they’d shared, or even perhaps the wine she’d drunk, but she was almost overwhelmed with the sudden impulsive urge to lean over and kiss him. It was way too early in the evening for that, especially since she didn’t want to be added to his list of one night stands. 

	To distract herself, Noémie reached for her wine glass and took another sip. “What about you? Any antics backstage?”

	Kian pulled a face. “Not backstage. We’re usually rushed off our feet. Worried about clothing changes and concentrating on our walk.”

	“Models get naked back there,” she pointed out. 

	“Who has time to notice that?” he asked. “We’re surrounded by dressers and other models similarly compromised. It’s polite not to mention anything. You’re a designer. You must have seen copious amounts of naked chests when fitting people. It gets old after a while.”

	Noémie nodded in agreement. “There’s a mindset that forms.”

	“Indeed. Product over person.”

	With a frown, Noémie said, “I wouldn’t have been that extreme. People matter.”

	“In some of the fast-paced fashion houses, it’s definitely that mindset,” he mentioned, sounding sour about it. “You have to be the first. Be the one who sets a trend rather than follow one. Even at the photoshoots, everything is so rushed. Deadlines and designers.” He smiled and winked at her. “So, the antics come at the after-parties.”

	Her lips swept upward as she caught his meaning. “When no one’s looking.”

	Kian nodded. “Mostly girls flaunting or guys trying to be impressive. Prank wars and strut-offs. People slipping off together, or not bothering to slip off.” He sat back and averted his gaze. “It’s not happened to me.”

	“Shame,” she said.

	“Not really.” He studied her and seemed to decide something. “Models and designers … are really only interested in me for one reason. To get ahead. What I can do for their brand or their careers. They don’t care about me as a person. It’s tiresome.”

	The romantic mood was fast dissipating, but that was okay. Now was a time to comfort instead of flirt. Noémie touched his wrist with two fingers. “Kian, I’m sorry. That’s a horrible way to live.”

	With his other hand, he took her hand and placed it firmly against his wrist, leaving his hand there to hold it in place. “You’re not like other girls I’ve had dinner with.”

	She didn’t want to ask how many girls that was. “If you’re talking about comparing me to French girls, then I would agree. I fall on the more English side of the dating scale.”

	“The dating customs here are so unique!” Kian declared, leaning toward her in his enthusiasm. “There’s all these little rituals and nuances. I’ve traveled and lived all over the world and I tell you, keeping up with dating customs in each country is hard. I have to be very careful whose gaze I meet across a crowded room now, less it be confused as an invitation.”

	Noémie laughed, knowing exactly what he meant. “They don’t ‘date’ here, not in the way you or I would. You can flirt as much as you like, with anyone and everyone, but if you participate in that first kiss, then you’re in a relationship.” She sighed and let her voice croon. “Ahh, that art of seduction though. It’s something to be marveled at.”

	“You speak from experience?” Kian probed.

	“I’ve lived here long enough to appreciate the techniques used,” she replied. “A French man will enjoy the view and ask for nothing more. They see elegance and beauty everywhere and aren’t afraid to express it. It can make a girl feel wonderful and the constant compliments certainly boost the ego.” She lost her smile for a moment as an old hurt panged. “For the most part.”

	Kian pouted. “And here, I thought I was doing a good job.”

	Heart pounding in her chest in hope and anticipation, she tried to make light of it. “Depends. Are you trying to seduce me?”

	“I would never presume to compare to the French,” Kian replied, his hand on his chest. “But it does beg the question, why haven’t you been snatched up?”

	She stalled by taking a sip of wine while she considered an answer that might both satisfy and encourage him. “I’m not looking for a short-term liaison.”

	His smile grew wider. “I see.”

	“I was ultra-focused on my business for a long time,” she continued. “But since I now have the income to be able to hire staff to take some of the workload, I have more spare time. So, you never know, there could be one in my future.” Wondering whether that was too subtle, she asked, “I could ask the same for you.”

	“Well, I have a good reason,” he replied.

	She saw an opening and took it. “Haven’t you ever been tempted to break this contract?”

	The light in his eyes dulled for a brief moment and he looked away. “No.”

	He lied. She was sure of that, but she didn’t know why. A broken heart, perhaps? And if he lied about it that meant the contract was real. She felt horrible for questioning and wanted to make amends. “Kian—”

	He looked back and changed the subject. “Your mother’s French, right? And you were born here?”

	Noémie nodded and went along with it. “She and Papa met when he was visiting from London, and he moved here to be with her. He was an Interpreter at the time, so the move was pretty easy. We moved to England when I was five so I could grow up closer to my paternal grandparents, since my maternal ones live in Calais, it’s just across the water anyway. Even though I’d come back to France a lot, coming back permanently was still a bit of a culture shock for me. I think not having an obvious accent when I speak French makes it worse, because I forget words, or never learned them, and then I get judging looks. It’s tiring to say”—she switched to French to say—“‘I was born here and moved away young, so I have no accent yet am still learning French’.”

	He laughed and pointed at her like he understood completely. “Same! That disapproval. If you get something wrong and you don’t have an accent, they look at you like you’re a complete dumbass! Glad I’m not alone in that. Sometimes I have to American-up my French when I forget words and my mother hates it.”

	“It’s so weird!” she agreed. 

	He nodded. “That’s why she pushed so hard to open Celestial Paris here. It gave her an excuse to come back and throw me into her culture, so I don’t American it up too much.”

	“It was only a matter of time Celestial came here,” she said. “Since you’re doing incredibly well in the other fashion capitals. After New York, London, Tokyo, and Milan, I’m surprised you waited this long to open one here.”

	He shrugged as though it didn’t matter. “My father likes to … well … monopolize as much as he can. Earn as much money as possible. Open a new location every few years.”

	“There’s such a thing as too much money.”

	He grinned. “Don’t tell him that.”

	She giggled and then asked, “Dating woes aside, are you enjoying Paris?”

	“I am,” Kian replied and sat back in his chair, glancing around the restaurant. “It’s nice to settle down somewhere and think about some long-term goals. I bought an apartment. I have a pet and that’s a first for me.”

	She smiled, happy for him. “So you’ll be here a while?”

	He pursed his lips as he nodded. “I hope so. Father is using Celestial Paris as a proving ground for me. I’m doing all of the business and finance sides of management while Mom focuses on the designs.”

	“And still modeling on top of that?”

	Kian inclined his head.

	That surprised her. He must be working so hard, managing and modeling. How would he have time for anything else? “You must be incredibly busy.”

	He shrugged, then his eyes focused on something beyond her. He retreated from her as he sat back with a smile. “Here we go.”

	Seeing their dinner approaching, she retreated as well to give the waiter more space to place the food, switching to French to thank him and offer compliments about the plating.

	“This place is famous for its duck,” Kian said as his meal was placed in front of him. “I’ve not had the opportunity to try but it looks delicious.”

	Distracted by their meals, chatter returned to more neutral topics such as the winter celebrations, politics, and pet antics. 

	Kian was easy to talk to and his laughter made her heart pound. It was surprising how much they’d had in common too. A love for cosplay for example. A passion for the cliché sunset walks. Followed the same YouTubers. Enjoyed the same genre of movies.

	Conversation flowed from one topic to the next with ease, and they never ran out of things to say. They talked about her business and his modeling. They talked about charities they helped, Kian expressing eager interest in the special needs and adaptive wear charities that Noémie participated in, and Noémie listened with rapt attention as Kian explained the amazing things the charities he donated to had managed to accomplish to aid the homeless or send kids to school. They talked about his overprotective parents and discussed her parents and their chocolate shops. They talked about Zane and Zariah and the possibility of wedding bells in the pair’s future. 

	They talked about the other friends they’d made in school and it seemed that Kian was lacking in that department. The only name that popped up with any regularity was someone called Charlie, someone he’d met in high school in America and still had regular contact with. He talked about acquaintances, not friends. That made her sad, especially when he mentioned he’d never stayed in one place long enough to form lasting relationships. His parents were always moving to their next business endeavor and dragging him with them or shipping him away to school. 

	By the end of the night, her cheeks hurt from smiling so much, her side hurt from the laughter they’d shared, and she was sure it wouldn’t take much to fall in love with him properly this time. 

	While the flirty, lustful side of her was deep in desire and denial, the more rational and mature side pondered whether it was possible he only wanted one thing from her, that maybe he had changed that much and saw her as a conquest. There were other friends she’d grown up with who had gone playboy in their later years, breaking a string of hearts. It wasn’t a stretch to think he might have changed too.

	She didn’t want to be one among many in an apparently long list of one night stands. She wanted to be special, to feel special. She wanted romance, love, and long-term. She could see that with Kian and if she ruined it now with a one night only clause, she mightn’t get another chance.

	His touch, so warm and tender, made her feel wonderful and he’d done no more than touch her wrist and her arm, and one brush against the small of her back as they’d left the restaurant and bid each other goodbye. 

	The way Kian responded to her and the way she responded to him made her wonder if this contract even existed. Through the flirting, the smiles, the coy looks, and the tender touches, there was also genuine laughter. True joy and companionship and a rekindled friendship. A connection she couldn’t explain. They were testing the waters to see which way they fell. Right now, she didn’t mind which way they fell as long as they fell somewhere.

	She could flirt and tease and see if there was anything in his feelings that they could build from. See how rigidly he followed his family’s contract if there was one at all. She wouldn’t coerce him into breaking it, but she wouldn’t sit idly on her intentions either.

	If she had to wait until he was thirty before anything began, so be it, but he would know she was waiting this time instead of living with a crush she’d kept secret and losing the opportunity. She wouldn’t let that happen this time.

	Paris was the city of love, after all. Perhaps it could work its magic on them. 

	 


Chapter 3 

	“Really?” Zariah asked, her English accent echoing through the speaker of Noémie’s phone. The pair were catching a few minutes of chat time through the messaging application Discord while Noémie worked on her mannequin torsos and Zariah baked. Finding time for them to talk instead of sending memes and messages was hard, but they always managed to find a few snatches every couple of days. “Another one tonight?”

	Noémie removed the pencil from her mouth and put it back in the holder on the table. “Yes.”

	“Wow. He’s moving quick.”

	Noémie rolled her eyes. Prying off a piece of invisible tape, she used it to secure the strap to the display torso she was preparing. “We’re friends, Zaz.”

	“Uh-huh. What five-star restaurant did he take you to Saturday night? And where’s he taking you tonight?”

	She was never going to hear the end of it, but it was nice being able to gossip about romantic entanglements with Zariah about something related to herself instead of Zane. “I told you, there’s some sort of no-dating contract. He can’t and you know I don’t like one night stands.”

	“Maybe you should start. And then keep going.”

	Noémie laughed. 

	“I mean, he was responding to you flirting, wasn’t he? And doing a healthy amount of his own.”

	“Well … yes.” Heat rose to her face. “He was … he was excellent at it.”

	“Girl, you got it bad already. You practically breathed that word. ‘Excellent’,” she puffed out, copying Noémie’s wistful tone. “Wow.”

	Embarrassed, Noémie muttered, “Shuddup.”

	“Besides,” Zariah said with a little huff. “I personally think that contract is bollocks.”

	“Rich people all have their crazy traditions.”

	“Bol-locks,” Zariah sang.

	“Even if he considers this a date, it’s only the second and you know that whole third date clause Americans have.”

	“Yes, but you could snog.”

	“Stop it,” Noémie said, exasperated. Another piece of tape secured to the inside of the cup of the bra to keep it in position and she pressed her hands against the front of it to make sure both cups were level. 

	“He looks like he’d be a good snogger. C’mon, Noémie, you need to get back in the dating game.”

	She wasn’t sure about it. Kian, yes, but the contract gave her pause. “I … I don’t know.”

	“It’s been years. Time to open yourself up to the possibility of being loved again. You’ve probably got cobwebs.”

	Noémie threw a glare at the phone even though Zariah couldn’t see. “Hey!”

	“So, what are you wearing to this second ‘not-date’?”

	Noémie rolled her eyes and scooted her stool around to the back of the torso to make sure the panties were secure. “I thought I’d start with clothes and go from there.”

	“Oh, that sass is so snazzy. You know I’m talking about your underthings.”

	“Zaz!”

	“It could happen! You need to be prepared.”

	“You are incorrigible.”

	“Looking out for you, that’s all. Oh, come on, Miemie, he’s gorgeous. Your crush on him was huge and you were so cut up when he left. You already know each other pretty well and—”

	“I knew him then. This Kian is all new and I’m enjoying learning about him. Besides, I’m not looking for a relationship—”

	“Liiiiiies.”

	Noémie finished that torso and scooted to the next one. Picking up a lacy teddy she’d chosen to be in the window for the next few days, she set to the task of dressing the torso. “I’m not looking for a relationship with someone who only wants one night. Or can’t date.”

	“That’s better. He could always be lying about the contract to save face.”

	Tired of the interrogation, Noémie changed the subject. “What time does your flight get here tomorrow?”

	“Oh. Nice redirect. We’re talking about you and your underthings. I’m onto you.” Zariah sighed and Noémie heard the clatter of a spoon and then paper flipping. “Okay. So. Flight’s in at two and it’s Wednesday now, not tomorrow.”

	“Aww, what?” Noémie whined. “What happened? I was looking forward to seeing you!”

	“‘Scummanager’ booked Zane into a last-minute recording session, so now instead of being completely rested for the rehearsal, he’s cramming.”

	“Argh!” she complained, feeling Zariah’s indignity as her own.

	“Tell me about it. I’m so pissed that he keeps doing this. We’ve told him under no circumstances is he to book anything on Friday night or Saturday morning, leaving us free for Friday’s dinner. I’m looking forward to seeing Kian.”

	“Ouch,” Noémie teased, glancing at her phone. “Betrayed by my best friend. Woe is me, however will I go on? Here I thought you were coming to see me.”

	“Dude,” Zariah deadpanned. “Who was it that pushed you to enter this year? Don’t give me that. I’m only coming because of you. Oh, that reminds me! Are you doing anything Sunday?”

	Noémie frowned. “Yes. Recovering. We’re having a girl’s night Saturday, remember? Dinner and dancing. You wanted to try the clubbing scene. I plan on getting very drunk and then never waking up Sunday.”

	“I caaan’t,” Zariah whined. “Sunday I have to take a trip out to … ahh, I forget the name. A winery for a fluff piece they commissioned, but they only speak French and mine’s so rusty it is non-existent. Google translate only goes so far. Dinner, dancing, drinking responsibly and then I take you to a winery Sunday? Please?”

	Noémie pretended to consider. “Gee, I don’t know. I’m pretty booked solid. So much stuff to prepare. Sleeping to do. And my best friend’s coming to town and needs my attention.”

	“Exactly!”

	“Who said I was talking about you?”

	Zariah laughed. “You can’t tell, but I’m fluttering my eyelashes like mad at you.”

	Laughing, Noémie agreed. “Sounds like fun.”

	“Excellent. Now,” Zariah continued, her voice returning to the happy chirp of someone who wanted gossip. “Can we get back to what underwear you’re wearing tonight?”

	Noémie rolled her eyes and sighed. “I’ll finish dressing these then I’ll send you a picture.”

	“So you have chosen a set to wear tonight! I expect deets. Complete and in triplicate!”

	“Down girl. All you’ll get is mannequin pictures.”

	“I’ll take it.”

	Signing off, Noémie finished the dressing duties, before she pushed each torso in front of a blue cloth backdrop and took photos so she could update Chant de La Rose’s Instagram page and website. 

	As she was uploading them, her phone buzzed.

	Kian

	How does Epicure sound? Say Eight?

	Noémie’s eyes widened at his suggestion, then she bit her lip to consider her answer. Three Michelin stars, Epicure was one of the best restaurants in Paris and had a price tag to match. She’d always wanted to go but could never justify the cost.

	Noémie

	While I appreciate the enthusiasm, that is out of my price range. Don’t you need to book months in advance?

	Kian

	My treat.

	Noémie

	Well then, who am I to refuse? I’ll just have to order the most expensive meal on the menu, and wine. Lots and lots of wine.

	Kian

	If that makes you happy, then by all means. Your smile alone is worth a fortune.

	Noémie

	You flirt. Do it more.

	But I get to take you out next time.

	Kian

	That’s fair.

	Noémie 

	I know a really good baguette place where you can get two baguette sandwiches for the price of one. winkyface.emoji

	Kian

	Lol okay

	Noémie

	I’m teasing. There are a few really nice places I’ve been dying to try. I’m gradually working my way through the cafes and restaurants, but there’s just so many.

	Kian

	So, the way to a girl’s heart is through her stomach?

	Noémie

	Technically, the way to my heart is through my breasts.

	Kian

	omgcat.jpeg

	Noémie

	Oh please. I’m sure both of us have seen enough breasts to last a lifetime. I’ll see you tonight.

	Zariah

	DID YOU FORGET MY PICTURES? Answer, woman!

	With a light laugh, Noémie lifted her camera and snapped a shot of the bra and panty set she had set up. Switching back into her messages, she hit the newest message and inserted the picture.

	Veroniqué, Noémie’s youngest staff member who was working her way through her fashion degree, wheeled herself up to the sewing room doorway. She’d come in for an adaptive wear fitting six months ago and ended up meshing so well with Noémie and Dulcie, Noémie offered her a part-time job while she finished university. Since she was working on a degree, Noémie often had her help out with the seamstress side of this job as well and the option to take her on as a junior designer when she finished was floating around in Noémie’s head. “Dulcie’s back from her break,” she said, brushing her blonde bangs away from her face before resting her hands on her lap. “All today’s shipping orders are finalized and ready for tomorrow’s post.”

	Tapping send, Noémie lifted her head and beamed. “Excellent. Classes tonight?”

	“Yeah. We’re doing presentations, so I’m a little nervous.”

	“You’ll do great,” Noémie said. 

	“They look amazing,” Veroniqué said, nodding at the display. “Do you want me to ask Dulcie to bring any of those out?”

	“No. It’s only a couple of changes today, I’ll do them after we close,” Noémie replied. “Good luck with your presentation.” 

	Veroniqué smiled at her and turned her wheelchair to wheel away. “Bye!”

	Smiling, Noémie looked down at her phone and gasped. Kian’s messages glared back up at her.

	Kian

	I’m looking forward to it

	Noémie

	<image1175.jpeg> sent.

	She’d sent the picture of the bra and pantie set to Kian, not Zariah. Worse was the dotted line that worked to show Kian was replying. Thumbing the phone, she sent a panicked message to Zariah.

	Noémie

	I sent the picture of my bra to Kian instead of you!

	Zariah

	ahsdjahsd while you were wearing it?

	Noémie

	It was lingerie for the window! And we were just sort of flirting and omg. What do I do?

	Zariah

	OWN IT!

	Holding her breath, she switched back over to Kian’s messages to see what he’d replied.

	Kian

	Breathtaking. I’m certain it looks better on you.

	Noémie made a noise rather like a tea-kettle boiling. She squeezed shut her eyes and scrunched up her face, then switched to Zariah’s number.

	Noémie

	He’s gonna think I’m coming onto him!

	Zariah

	You are!

	Noémie

	Not this strong! It’s all harmless fun atm.

	Zariah

	Use it as a talking point tonight. He’s been flirting up a storm, that has to mean something right? Now the ice is broken, see how he really feels.

	***

	By the time she arrived at Epicure, Noémie was a nervous wreck. The place was exquisite and she’d never dined anywhere like it before, not even when she’d lived in London. It was fine to splurge and treat oneself to these sorts of places but Noémie wasn’t sure she was the type of person to be comfortable dining like this every night. If this was the sort of place Kian liked to frequent, if this was where he felt at home, she was severely under classed and out of her comfort zone. But she couldn’t be sure he wasn’t showing off and throwing a bit of wealth around to impress. 

	She’d taken extra care to dress elegantly for tonight. She’d tangled her dark hair up in a classic twist, accented by a delicate flower and pearl comb, applied a light bronze eyeshadow above her brown eyes, and pinked her lips. Because it was winter, she’d opted for a long sleeve dress over short, but the sky blue dress was a snug fit on her torso and flared at the skirt. 

	Kian was already at the table when she arrived and he rose out of his chair as she approached, escorted by the Host for the evening. The chairs and cutlery were positioned on opposite sides of the table, instead of side by side as they’d had on Saturday night. 

	“You look enchanting,” he said, holding the back of the chair to help her sit.

	With the chair between them, there was no option to kiss his cheek in greeting. “Thank you,” she replied and left her small clutch on the table beside her as she took her place. 

	The Host handed them over to their waiter for the evening, who graciously suggested several wines and presented them with their menus.

	“This place is amazing,” she said looking around after the waiter had given them some space to decide what they wanted to order and fetch the champagne Kian had asked for.

	“The food is absolutely divine,” Kian said. 

	Not sure what she wanted to do with them, she clasped her hands on her lap. “Do you come here often?”

	He nodded. “With Mom. She loves the food and she loves dragging me out to places like this, then never allows me to order what I want to eat. So I sneak back when she’s not in town to try the food out.”

	Noémie’s eyes widened and her stomach dropped.

	Spotting her expression, Kian assured her, “She’s in London.”

	Noémie puffed out a breath. “She’s …”

	“Mom can be scary. I’m aware. I remember the ice cream debacle.”

	Noémie cringed. “I don’t think I’ve ever been yelled at so much in all my life.”

	Lips pressed together, Kian nodded. “You and me both, especially because we got so sick over her nice shoes in the middle of her rant.”

	“Do you think she’s forgiven me?”

	“I don’t think she remembers.”

	Noémie allowed herself a small sag. “That’s a relief.” Smiling, she asked, “If she never lets you order what you want, what are you going to sample today?”

	He held her gaze for a long moment before he dropped it to the menu. “We’ll have to see what the chef’s suggestions are.”

	Noémie worried her bottom lip with her teeth, then looked down at her menu. Last dinner, he would’ve been laughing with her, tonight, he seemed to look straight through her.

	The atmosphere was awkward. Different from the cozy dinner they’d shared on
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