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Tristan hated these goddamn social events. So much so that he hadn’t even bothered to ask what this one was in aid of. It was bad enough that he had to organize the damn thing never mind attend it. Why he even had to was beyond him. He was only the CEO of Bailey Airline after all, no one of great importance. Taking a deep breath, he put on his happy façade, huge shit-eating grin in place, and finally allowed his introduction to be made. Head held high, Tristan Bailey descended the grand staircase into the ballroom below, every pair of eyes in the room on him. All he had to do was welcome everyone and praise the charity. Then he could leave.

As he stepped up onto the podium the crowd cheered. Lights flashed wildly as the photographers called out his name, vying for attention. Giving them what they wanted, Tristan kept the fake smile securely in place. He preened some for their enjoyment and winked at the cougars in attendance to curry their favors. He hated that whorish behavior, yet it was expected of him. Finally getting serious, he addressed the room. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. It is an honor to have you all here tonight on this special occasion. I do so hope you are ready to spend a ridiculous amount of money. After all, it is for a good cause.” Tristan grinned wider as everyone clapped.

As the sound of his assistant’s sweet voice came over his earpiece Tristan smiled fondly. “Okay, Mr. Bailey, repeat after me.” The girl was a life saver. His rock. 

“When I was asked to host this fundraising event tonight, I jumped at the chance. I mean, who wouldn’t want to participate and help such an amazing cause?” As the crowd erupted in another round of cheers, Tristan gripped the ledge on the podium stand. “The AWAN Project was founded in order to raise awareness and empower wounded warriors. Veterans of wars past. Men and women who have risked their lives to save millions. Without their aid we may very well be living in a different world right now.” Tristan straightened his spine before inclining his head in the direction of Mr. Thompson, a veteran of the Vietnam war. “I think it is about time we recognized this, and in turn do whatever we can in order to repay their kindness. Their sacrifices. No matter how small.” Somewhere toward the back of the room someone whistled and clapped. “Hopefully tonight’s auction will raise enough money to help those men and women who need it. Don’t be shy now, ladies and gentlemen. It is for a great cause after all.” 

With another of his world-famous grins Tristan winked at one of the female reporters before stepping down from the podium. Such fickle people, fawning and swooning over his money. None of them were interested in the man he was, or the real reasons for this function in the first place. It was all about the size of a person’s bank account, nothing more, and it was the main reason he hated doing these damn events. With a sigh, Tristan tucked his left hand into his pants pocket and made his way across the room to the bar, avoiding all conversation. He only needed to spend a half hour at the most pretending to be interested, then he could leave.

Rapping the top of the bar, he called for the barman’s attention. “Jameson, please, and make it a double.” Nodding once, the bartender went to retrieve the drink, returning quickly with the amber liquid and cold Coke from the fridge. Thanking the younger man, Tristan walked away from the bar and found a quiet table to sit down at. Thirty minutes and then he could leave again. That was it, thirty minutes—his support would be given and witnessed by all. Glancing around the room his eyes began to roam the crowd of people in attendance. He smiled and nodded when appropriate, praying that no one would come to speak to him. He hated this. Still lacking interest, he surveyed the main entrance of the room, and when Tristan’s eyes landed on the tall blond standing by the staircase his heart stopped. One word came to mind. Mine. A sudden unfamiliar surge of possession wracked his body, leaving him shaken. He had to introduce himself. He needed to know who that was. Rising from his seat, he quickly made his way toward the beautiful blond.

“Yo, Bailey! How goes it, my man?” 

At the sound of his cousin’s voice Tristan stilled momentarily. He loved his cousin, he truly did, but the guy had a habit of getting him into trouble. The one and only reason he tended to avoid him. “Callum, how are you, cousin? It’s been a while.” 

With a snort the slightly shorter, dark-haired man replied, “You’re telling me. Two years now. If I didn’t know how much of a damn weirdo you were, I would think you were avoiding my ass.” Walking over, Callum grabbed him up in a big bear hug. The guy was huge, and freakishly strong, always had been. With a laugh, Tristan smacked him on the arm, growling to be released as the hired photographers for the night’s fundraising event started snapping pictures. It wasn’t as if people didn’t know who the man embracing him was. They knew every goddamn detail of Tristan’s life. He just preferred to keep some things private. 

“Let me go, asshat. This will be all over the damn internet tomorrow.” Smirking, Tristan nudged his cousin in the back. Callum dropped him with a laugh, causing Tristan to lose his footing. The grin on the other man’s face said he’d done it on purpose. The ass. Tristan glared as he smoothed his jacket back into place before turning in the direction of the staircase, cursing at the realization that he had lost the blond. “God’s sake, Callum, you made me lose sight of the—” 

His words were cut off as he turned just in time to see his cousin wrap a huge arm around said blond. Just his luck. Frowning, Tristan glanced from one male to the other, wondering what the hell was going on. Last he heard, Callum had stopped playing about and was dating a woman by the name of Kari, and this vision before him was so not a Kari. The male was as tall as Callum with broad shoulders and abdominal muscles that popped through his dress shirt. Tanned skin complimented the mop of golden curls adorning his head, and his eyes. Damn, they were as blue as sapphires. 

“Yo, T! Earth to Tristan. I said, say hello to Josh, you dumbass. He’s an old army buddy of mine. Well, he’s a pussy-ass mofo. Not a soldier really. Just a muscle-bound nurse in fatigues.” Callum’s voice dragged Tristan back from his lust hazed mind. Yet Josh’s deep chuckle as he punched Callum in the shoulder caught his attention once more. 

Tristan stared at the god before him for a long minute before taking his offered hand and gripping it tightly. Josh’s skin was smooth and warm, his palms callused, and his touch electrifying. Or that was just Tristan’s over-active imagination. Whatever, the guy was gorgeous. “It’s nice to meet you. Tristan Bailey. How are you enjoying your night?” 

Arching a brow, Josh smirked, pulling his hand free as he answered. “I don’t know yet. I’m currently having goddamn heart failure over here. Cal signed my ass up for the auction. I’m dreading it. I mean, what if some cougar wins and expects something extra? I’ll bloody die, and then so will Cal. Slowly.” Barking a laugh, Callum hugged his friend, kissing his temple as he pulled back. Maybe people were wrong. Maybe Josh was his partner and not this Kari. Tristan’s fists clenched by his sides at the thought. Why did it anger him so much? This Josh had nothing to do with him. They didn’t know each other. Had just met. Yet still he wanted to know the truth of their relationship. Just as he was about to ask as much the hostess called time for the auction. “Here goes nothing. Wish me luck guys.” Josh pouted dramatically as he turned to leave.

Giving his commiserations, Tristan watched as Josh walked off. The male’s predatory gait only added to his sex appeal and made his cock strain against the zipper of his pants. He had to have him. As Callum made to follow, Tristan stopped him dead. “Are you a couple?” he demanded of his cousin.

“Hell, no! Just friends, I’m with Kari now, and happy, too.” Laughing, Callum gripped his shoulder to gain his attention. The expression on his smug face said he knew exactly why Tristan was asking. 

With a roll of his eyes Tristan broke away before going back to his table. “Don’t follow me. I’m trying to be discreet.” Callum laughed at Tristan’s words, but the hurt in his eyes had Tristan second guessing himself as usual. Before he could call him back, however, Cal disappeared into the crowd. He would make it up to him later. Taking a seat, he waved the waitress over and ordered another Jameson. Maybe he would be charitable tonight and make a bid after all. An extra hour of his time wouldn’t kill him. As the auction began, he bided his time feigning interest in the females that were paraded on stage. They were beautiful, just not to his liking. He preferred male company to that of a woman. Not something he ever denied, the public knew he was gay, and proud of it, so there would be no holding back where Josh was concerned.

Glancing around the main ballroom, Tristan had to admit that his crew had done a fantastic job. The place looked amazing, like something out of Lawrence of Arabia. Silks in an array of colors adorned the walls and large cushions for seating in the same colors covered the floors, and the lighting was low and intimate. It was their own personal harem. He had to remember to compliment Skye on all her hard work. She had truly outdone herself.

As the lights dimmed once more signaling time for the men to come on stage, Tristan straightened in his seat. He would do anything to spend a few hours alone with Josh. Anything. The man was beyond gorgeous, and no one had ever held Tristan’s attention the way he had. It was imperative that they got together to see if anything could come of it. Scratch that. Tristan would make sure something came of it. He wanted Josh. As soon as the men were led out onto the stage Tristan sat forward in his seat, bidding paddle in hand. He was damned if anyone but him would leave with Josh on their arm. With a smile the hostess brought the men forward one at a time, and the women in the audience went crazy over them. There were six in total. The first five were tall and dark, some broody and others obviously full of themselves, not really appealing to him in the slightest. Then there was Josh, blond and shy, his sweet blush testament to that. As he walked to the front of the stage the audience went quiet. The hushed excited whispers made Tristan feel uneasy. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please allow me to introduce the handsome Joshua Malone, retired army medic and entrepreneur. He enjoys piña coladas and long walks on the beach. We will start the bidding at one hundred dollars.” The hostess’s voice dripped honey as she took Joshua in from the feet up, thinking up the best way to eat him. It pissed Tristan off, but he couldn’t stop the chuckle at Joshua’s eye roll, or Callum’s deep laugh following the comment on his drink preference. His cousin was such a dick. Trust him to make a bad situation even worse. Poor Joshua, his blush deepened tenfold and didn’t that drive the female population crazy. They were screaming and fighting among themselves for his attention. It riled Tristan even more thinking that one of them could end up being with Joshua in his place. Yet it would not stop him from bidding. 

Waiting patiently for his turn to bid, Tristan watched as the horny cougars took the total from one to 1,700 dollars. They would give up soon, and then he would swoop in and steal the show. With a smirk he settled back in his seat, nodding in agreement at the hostess’s words. “Wow, ladies and gentlemen, it would appear that Mr. Malone is quite a popular guy. I have twenty-five, do I hear twenty-six?” 

The women went ballistic, shouting over the top of each other. Some actually got physical. It was quite amusing really. Taking a sip of his drink, he continued to watch Joshua squirm on stage. It was obvious he didn’t like the attention. Not one bit. Tristan wanted nothing more than to go save him from his embarrassment. Yet this was for charity. He would make it up to him later. Willing Joshua to look his way, Tristan smiled slowly as their eyes finally, blessedly met. The male swallowed hard, his cheeks stained red from a fresh blush, and it made Tristan want him all the more. Finishing his drink, he decided to give the male a break. 

“Fifty thousand dollars.” Every head in the room turned toward him. The quiet gasps and curses of those present reverberated throughout the high-ceilinged room. Tristan stood slowly, smoothing his jacket as he made his way toward the stage. He could feel the ladies’ eyes burning holes in the back of his head, but he couldn’t seem to care. Glancing up at his prize he grinned wider, extending a hand. “Shall we, Mr. Malone?” His voice was a mere growl as he awaited Joshua’s reply.

Joshua stared down at him wide eyed, but with a single nod of his head he slipped his hand into Tristan’s. Clearing his throat, he glanced away quickly, stepping from the stage to follow Tristan from the room. Cameras flashed. Reporters shouted a hundred questions at them as they passed. Tristan ignored them all. The only thing he could concentrate on in that moment in time was Joshua’s hand clasped tightly within his own.

Perfection.
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As they walked through the double doors of the ballroom Josh pulled his hand free of Tristan’s. The last thing he had expected was to have the guy make a bid for him. He was sure one of those old women was going to win and molest him in some darkened corner. So not his cup of tea considering he was only twenty-five and as straight as a boomerang. 

“Thank you for that. You have no idea how mortifying that was. I’m going to kill Cal when I get my hands on him. You know how he is, the ass.” Rubbing the back of his head, Josh tried to look everywhere but at his best friend’s cousin. The man was gorgeous. Tall, dark, sensual in the worst way possible. His hair was as dark as night, a stark contrast to his gunmetal eyes and creamy skin. He was a walking orgasm, dangerous for the likes of him. Josh cleared his throat as he glanced around awkwardly. “I, ah, look, thanks again for the donation. It’s going toward my charity, and we could use everything we can get. So, thanks, and I’ll, um, let you get back to the party. Tell Cal I’ll call by tomorrow. G’night.” 

Josh shoved his hands into his pants pockets as he tried to leave, but Tristan had other ideas. When a big hand gripped his bicep Josh glanced down with a frown. Did this dude seriously expect them to spend the night together? Heart in his throat he met Tristan’s grey eyes. The guy was smiling like a fool as his thumb caressed Josh’s arm. 

“I don’t think so, Mr. Malone. I paid for a date, and I will have it. Whether we do it now, or later, we will be spending time together.” Josh’s heart stopped at Tristan’s words. Holy shit, that voice. Tristan Bailey was most definitely dangerous.

To be honest, though, Josh was confused as hell. Had Tristan just said he wanted to go on a date with him? If he had to guess, he would never have thought Tristan was gay. Yet then again, anyone looking at him would never expect it either. “I don’t know, I’m not exactly the dating type. I—” 

Shaking his head Tristan cut him off mid-sentence. “I won’t take no for an answer. All I want is a few hours of your time.” 

Shit! What was he to do? He hadn’t been on a date since ... well, since ... yeah. So not going there. Josh cleared his throat for the tenth time as he stared at Tristan. He was a handsome man, seemed genuinely friendly, and he was Cal’s kin. Where was the harm in one drink? Mind made up, Josh nodded once, and the smile that lit up Tristan’s face at his reply had Josh’s cock hardening instantly. The guy was a stunner but didn’t Josh feel like a bastard for reacting that way. “Fine! There’s a bar in the hotel, open all night. We can go have a few drinks.” Extending his elbow sarcastically, Josh found himself laughing when Tristan actually slid his hand into the crook of his arm. 

“Sounds perfect.” Tristan grinned and allowed Josh to escort him to the bar and one of the booths in the far corner. As they took their seats, a waitress came over to take their drink order. The place was quiet, everyone was attending the auction, but that suited Josh fine. He wasn’t one for big crowds anyway. Since returning home he tended to avoid any situation which may have led to meeting any suitors. Josh did not date. Full stop. When a hand came to rest over his own, he jumped. It was unexpected, and with a frown Josh slipped both hands from the table and onto his lap. “I was asking where in the world you’re from.” Tristan’s eyes were fixed on his own as he spoke. That husky voice was doing confusing things to Josh’s body all over again.

“I’m sorry. I tend to space out a lot. Hazard of the job. Yeah, I’m from Ohio originally. Moved to Brooklyn back in 2007 but have only really lived there these past few years. After my discharge.” With a frown Josh shook his head, thanking God when the waitress arrived with their drinks. He hated talking about himself. Lifting his glass he gulped it down, finishing the whiskey in one go before asking for another. Tristan frowned but didn’t say anything. “What about you? Cal said you’re running the family business. Must be doing well if you can fork out 50,000 dollars for a few hours of my time.” 

Tristan chuckled as he told him about Bailey Airlines, being promoted to CEO, and growing up with Callum. Josh answered and nodded when appropriate, but if he were to be honest, he had a hard time paying attention. Tristan enraptured him. Every movement he made, the way he spoke, his strong jaw. All Josh wanted to do was crawl across the table and pounce on the man, regardless of the past and his reasons for remaining single for as long as he had. Damn, he was a bastard.

Glancing up he found himself caught in his companion’s stare. His body hardened and strained toward him. No one had made him feel that way since Awan. Josh pushed those memories of his old lover aside instantly. He was not in the mood for a meltdown. They were only having a drink. Harmless. Yet as he glanced back up at Tristan, the banked fire burning in the guy’s grey eyes was almost Josh’s undoing. He was so screwed. Josh looked everywhere but at Tristan, ignoring his heated body as he signaled for another drink. When the waitress arrived, he asked for the bottle and two clean glasses instead of a shot. Tristan smiled at him, his large hands engulfing the glass he was currently drinking from. “You know, I’m kinda surprised you bid on me. I never would have suspected that you were gay. Um, not that I’m complaining or anything. It’s just, well ... hell. I have no idea why I’m so damn nervous. Sorry.” Josh cursed himself internally as he spoke.

“Don’t apologize. I bid because you caught my attention, and that never happens. Where’s the harm in wanting to get to know you?” Shrugging, Tristan sipped at his whiskey. His eyes never left Josh.

“I guess there is none. But I, um—just to get it out there—I don’t date. Like ever. I really appreciate what you’ve done for me tonight. Your donation will go a long way in helping the charity. I just don’t want you thinking anything more will come of it. Sorry.” Josh’s heart beat rapidly as he shot Tristan down, but it had to be done. For both their sakes. 

Tristan glanced at his glass as he sighed heavily. Josh prayed he wouldn’t cause a scene or make him want to punch the dude. Last thing he needed was Tristan throwing a tantrum over being rejected. “I guess it can’t be helped. However, it doesn’t mean I’m going to give up.” Meeting his eyes yet again Tristan smiled slowly. “I’m going to make you fall in love with me. No matter how long it takes. I’ll be waiting for you, Joshua.” 

Josh’s heart palpitated at those words. His body reacted viciously, cock hardening, blood burning in his veins. Shit! This male was truly dangerous. Needing a distraction and an instant change in conversation, Josh emptied his glass, choking slightly before turning his eyes back to Tristan. “I, um, thank you again for tonight. We were struggling there for a while and I was beyond pleased when Callum had mentioned Bailey charity events and suggested we approached you for help. Skye is a darling. Where did you find her?”

Tristan smirked before placing his glass down on the table. “Skye is something else, I’ll tell you that. Girl keeps me on my toes. I was actually immensely proud of her tonight—she went all out on this. Some of her best work to date.” Tristan smiled fondly as he thought on his young assistant. “Her father did serve in the Gulf war, and her grandfather in Vietnam. She took a personal interest in you and your charity, Joshua.” They sat in silence for a long minute before Tristan moved slightly in his seat. “I’m curious, though, as to why a young man like yourself went to so much trouble to start up such a charity. I don’t mean to sound ignorant or rude, I’m just curious.”

Joshua fingered the rim of his glass as he tried to think up an appropriate reply. He hated talking about his past, especially those few years which changed his life and saw him discharged at such a young age. Clearing his throat, he glanced back at Tristan. The guy was smiling at him as he awaited a response. “It’s hard for me to talk about this shit, so bear with me.” His companion nodded once, yet didn’t push for an answer. “We have all seen the effects of war, not only on countries as a whole, but on each individual who has either experienced it firsthand or who has had to watch their loved ones suffer.” Fingers lightly rapping the side of his glass, Josh stared at the open fire across the room. “Every young man and woman walk into the army thinking they are going to make a difference, save some lives, aid their country and reap the rewards. It’s never that simple, though, not for those of us who have experienced the fighting and death firsthand. Some can go their whole career without seeing a battle ground, and others just ain’t so lucky.” 

Tristan moved back in his seat, eyes set intently on Josh as he spoke. “I’ve been to Iraq, seen some horrific shit, but it never really affected me as much as my time with Awan in Dili has.” Josh cleared his throat again as unwanted emotions washed over him. His heart was beating a rapid rhythm in his chest causing him to pant slightly. He would not have a breakdown here. Steeling himself against the onslaught, he focused on the fire once more, watching the flames dance as he tried to get back on track. “You know, people assume that it’s only those who are physically wounded in battle who carry scars. That’s not the case. The human mind is a wondrous thing, a dangerous yet fragile thing. You spend enough time looking at death and that shit affects you. You lose a friend, a comrade, your whole damn platoon, and you’re going to come away mentally and emotionally scarred.” Josh gritted his teeth as anger joined the loss warring inside him. “Yet most medical teams don’t see this. They pass you off to someone else, who passes you to someone else, and the whole time you get passed around your mental health deteriorates until you finally snap.” 

Breathing deeply, Josh blinked as a glass full of whiskey appeared before him. “I take it you experienced this yourself. I won’t pry, it’s your story to tell and only if you want to.” Tristan offered another smile as Josh took the glass from him, his now free hand moving to grip Josh’s elbow in a small gesture of support. It made Josh’s heart flip, and his palms sweat as he continued to stare at that beautiful hand, one unmarred by the hardships Josh’s own had experienced. “So, this is what urged you to found AWAN?” Tristan seemed genuinely interested, and that was the only reason Josh felt the need to continue, the urge to share some of his story. 

Josh nodded as he sipped at his drink. “Yes. I had some inheritance, so I researched and met up with a few others in the same predicament. Men and woman who had experienced similar cases as my own, or whose family members had. It’s shocking how little help there truly is out there. Medical wise, people can get physiotherapy and prosthetics and plastic surgery, but only if they can afford it. Those who can’t have to live life scarred, paralyzed, and hating themselves, their mental health gradually falling apart. And even then, there is very little in the way of support or counseling services.” Josh glanced up at Tristan who was still watching him intently. “It was something I never had. I was discharged and left to my own devices. Emotional and mental trauma is a bitch. I drank and then drank some more. My sister ended up beating some sense into me and after a long damn time of searching I found what I needed. I got my counseling and sorted my head out.” What a damn lie, but at least he was doing better than before. Not that Tristan needed to know that. 

The squeeze to his elbow had Josh glance there again. He had forgotten that Tristan was still holding him like that, offering silent support. It warmed his cold heart. “Well, I think you are doing a fantastic thing. Makes me question myself and all that I’ve done over the years. Not very much in the way of charitable causes anyway.” Tristan rubbed the nape of his neck as he spoke. “You could say I’ve been a selfish bastard who only thought of himself until recently.” Josh was glad of the change of subject—it gave him time to calm himself down again. “I’m sure you’ve heard some of the stories and seen the scandalous photos floating about online.”

Josh shook his head. He genuinely hadn’t heard much about Tristan, only what Cal had told him ... that the guy was a player and proud of it. “I’m not one for following those stupid gossip columns and rags. I’m sure you can’t be that bad.” 

Tristan laughed aloud as he poured them both another drink. “Get comfortable, Mr. Malone. I am about to enlighten you, dear sir.” 
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Josh found himself enraptured by Tristan as he spoke. It was strange. Nobody had been able to do this since Awan, mainly because Josh had never given anyone the chance to get close enough to do so. It made guilt eat at him, thoughts of his old lover coming to mind as he watched Tristan across the table. He shouldn’t be enjoying himself. He shouldn’t be sitting here with another man as Awan lay dead and buried on the other side of the world. What kind of a bastard was he? 

“She was a damn joke, thinking that shit would actually work on me. I saw right through her little games.” Tristan spoke animatedly as he told Josh about a reporter who had tried to get a good story by sleeping with him. The guy’s life was the complete opposite to his own. Some of the things he said didn’t ring true with Josh, but then again when you had money anything was possible. Drawing himself from his own thoughts of Awan, Josh glanced back at Tristan. “It becomes tiresome, though, same old crap day in and day out. Makes you feel unwanted when all people ever seem interested in is the size of your wallet.”

Josh frowned at that. Did he hear Tristan right? The guy hated his life, his money, and the people it attracted. He never would have expected him to say that. Shit, it would appear he had the guy all wrong. “I thought having so much fortune and fame would be amazing. Is it not?” 

“I hate it. I hate all those fickle people with their nonsensical ideas and prejudiced ways of life.” Tristan looked lost as he stared at the tabletop. “I used to like it, loved it in fact. I was young and rich and could get anything or anyone I wanted. I partied and I shagged and gloated about it all. I blew my father’s money on frivolous things, and I never gave one shit about who I used or hurt in the process.” Tristan glanced away, his cheeks heating. Was he embarrassed? “I hate to admit that, but it’s true. I swear if I ever met the me of the past today, I’d punch the dumb fool.”

Josh laughed at that, and Tristan’s look softened as he turned back to face him. Good thing too because Josh realized, he didn’t like seeing the guy brood. “So, you don’t behave like that anymore?” he asked, watching Tristan take a drink of whiskey as he shook his head in reply. His blush returned and Josh found it endearing. He never would have expected to see the multi-millionaire shy away from anything. “Well, you know what they say. Never judge a book by its cover.”

“So true, yet with a past like mine it’s hard to change people’s opinions of you.” Once again something akin to sadness crossed Tristan’s eyes and it made Josh move closer to him. The guy intrigued him, he wouldn’t lie. Everything he had been told labeled Tristan as a player, yet the guy was obviously tired of his lifestyle. It almost made him pity Tristan. “I’m at the age now where I want to settle down. I’m done with the parties and the people who come along with that kind of lifestyle. I want to have good friends and a loving, honest relationship.” Twirling a strand of hair by his temple, Tristan heaved a sigh. “All I need to do now is find some honest people to make a go at it with.”

Josh sighed at those words. He had thought himself lonely, but Tristan Bailey seemed to have it worse off than he did. At least he had Callum and the guys at the charity. Tristan didn’t seem to have anyone. Josh’s heart ached for him. He knew what it was like to love and lose. All Tristan seemed to know was shallow, fake relationships, and as much as it killed him to think on his past, Josh would rather have had that year with Awan than nothing at all. Reaching across the table, he gripped Tristan’s hand firmly. “All you need to do is look in the right place. I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

Tristan offered a smile, forced as it was, and Josh couldn’t help but return it with one of his own. He was surprised at how honest and open Tristan was being with him. It put him at ease and made him relax more around the guy. Now that he knew the truth of it, he didn’t fear Tristan trying to bed him as much as he had before their little chat. He would just be as bad as all those other people Tristan mentioned if he judged him on his past, and not the man he was trying to be now. Glancing up at the man in question, Josh found himself caught up his stormy grey eyes. They were gorgeous, just as beautiful as the man they belonged to, and once again Josh’s body reacted. What a traitorous shit! 

Tristan groaned, his eyes darkening as if he had sensed the change in Josh. He was mistaken, though, if he thought it meant Josh wanted him. He didn’t. He couldn’t control his body’s reaction, but he could control himself and there was no way he was going to fall into this man’s arms. He had spent the past five years avoiding this kind of contact. It wouldn’t be hard to turn Tristan down again. Clearing his throat, Josh removed his hand from Tristan’s to lean back into his chair. The waitress returned with another bottle of whiskey and Josh quickly poured them a drink. “Perhaps we should give Cal a call ... he’s probably worried about where we sneaked off to.” 

“Callum will be perfectly fine. Besides, this is our date, not his.” The twinkle in Tristan’s eyes as he said that had Josh shaking his head with a laugh. The guy just didn’t give up. “I’m just playing with you, Joshua. I’ll try not to push you into something you don’t want.” He smiled again, sensually this time before swallowing his whiskey. “What will you do with all this money raised tonight?”

Josh had to force his eyes from Tristan’s bowed lips—they were temptation if ever he had seen it. Damn him to hell for getting caught up in the man. “I, um, we will ... we’ll be able to hire another counselor and a few of the guys need help paying off medical bills. Once we see to that we can consider expanding the building. I’ve been wanting to build a dormitory and bigger kitchen for those who have found themselves on the streets.” Clearing his throat, Josh turned toward the fireplace. Tristan was watching him again, and even though he hated himself for even thinking it he kind of liked it. Frowning, he took a mouthful of whiskey. “Hopefully we’ll have raised enough. Tonight’s function will see us raising thousands instead of the hundreds we normally raise. Thanks to you.”

“It was my pleasure. After all, it brought you into my life. Something I am extremely grateful for.” Tristan’s voice dropped to a bare whisper as he reached for Josh’s hand, his thumb caressing the back of it. “You intrigue me, Joshua, and I want to get to know you better. I hope that we can spend more time together.” 

Heart pounding, Josh tried not to get caught up in the man before him again, but it was hard not to look into those stormy eyes. As he sat there in silence, returning Tristan’s light caress, Josh moaned quietly. He was beyond confused. The guy made Josh want to forget himself, and his rules, and get lost in the moment, if only for tonight. That thought alone was enough to have Josh jumping to his feet. He needed to get the hell away from Tristan before he did something extremely stupid. “Excuse me for a minute.” With a smile he walked back toward the restrooms and, holy hell, but he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder at Tristan. The guy’s eyes were burning holes in his damn back. He had to get away from the guy before he did something stupid.

No sooner had he stumbled into the black tiled room than he found himself pinned against the wall, Tristan’s panted breath fanning his ear. “Relax, it’s me. When you looked at me like that, damn! You have no idea how long I have been itching to touch you.” Before he had even finished speaking, Tristan spun Josh around, slamming him against the wall as he leaned in bodily, cupping his face before pressing their foreheads together. His initial shock left him instantly and Josh groaned internally as he inhaled deeply of Tristan’s scent. The musky aftershave made him harden even more, his cock straining against the zipper of his pants. Damn, what in the hell was he doing? He should stop this, whatever this was. Push Tristan away and leave. 

“I’m going to kiss you now. Are you ready for me?” 

However, with those whiskey-laced words growled against his ear Josh’s restraint shattered. He wanted to feel those lips caress his own. He wanted those large hands roaming over his neglected achy body. It had been so long, too long, and Josh wanted to feel something, anything but pain. “Gods, yes.” Without another thought he grabbed the back of Tristan’s head and pulled him closer until their mouths came together in a rough kiss. A harsh meeting of lips and tongues. Their teeth clashed and breaths mingled as they devoured each other. Hands roaming, hips thrusting, and before Josh even realized what was going on Tristan’s warm hand was wrapped around his cock, stroking him fast and hard. “Oh, God! Shit!” 

Josh arched into his touch. No one had touched him like this since Awan, not even himself. It had always felt wrong. It still did, but Josh couldn’t find the strength to push him away. He wanted this, if only for tonight he wanted to feel alive. Josh groaned, pulling Tristan back for another kiss. He thrust his cock into the tight circle of his hand. Each roll of his hips elicited a grunt or a heated moan. 

Tristan’s free hand snaked around to cup his ass, pulling him closer still so that he could rub his own large erection against Josh’s thigh. Tristan groaned in Josh’s mouth as his strokes on his cock became more frantic. Panting hard they broke the kiss, their lips mere millimeters apart as they groaned in unison. Their fingers digging into the other’s overheated flesh. “I’m going to... I’m going to—” Josh couldn’t breathe let alone talk as pleasure washed through him. It started in his balls, making them tighten and ache, and slowly spread outward from his groin to heat every inch of his body. Eyes rolling into the back of his head he arched into Tristan’s hand and came on a shout. Jet after jet of hot semen coated his slacks and Tristan’s fingers. 

Tristan chuckled as he pulled his hand free, and as Josh watched wide eyed, he raised said hand to his mouth and slowly sucked Josh’s juices from his fingers. It made his cock twitch in response, his heart bound and blood boil. “Tastes so damn good,” Tristan growled close to his ear, making him shudder. Josh groaned at the thought of coming in that wicked mouth, his cock throbbing in time to his rapidly beating heart. Yet when Tristan smirked, leaning in for another kiss, Josh panicked. His mind suddenly went back to Awan and everything they had shared together. Their last moments together. That horrible fated night when his life was torn to shreds. 

What in the hell had he just done? His senses must have left him with every shot of whiskey he had at the bar. He was a disgrace, to Awan and himself. He didn’t deserve the love his old lover had bestowed upon him. He had just sullied everything. Gagging, Josh pushed Tristan off and all but ran from the restroom and the bar.

****
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“Joshua! Wait, please!” What had just happened? Tristan stood in the middle of the men’s restroom staring down at his aching cock as it pressed against the zipper of his dress pants. One minute Joshua had been so receptive, hot. Then in the next instant he freaked out and ran for the damn hills. What had he done wrong? He thought that following their conversation in the bar things were good between them. Joshua had seemed much more relaxed and agreeable to his attentions. Was his blond beauty shy? Maybe he should have laid off the come licking, even though it had tasted like ambrosia. At least he would know to act a little more formal on their next encounter.

Sighing, Tristan smoothed down his disheveled hair and straightened his jacket as he made his way back into the ballroom. His goddamn cock was being a bitch—it refused to go down. It was starved for Joshua. He himself craved him like nothing that had come before. In all honesty, this whole situation scared the shit out of him because in all his thirty-three years he’d never wanted anyone this badly. Damn, they had only just met but Joshua had made a place for himself in Tristan’s heart, and he sure as hell was going to stay there. Spotting his cousin by the bar, Tristan marched across the room, determination riding him. Callum was about to spill all on his friend, even if Tristan had to beat it out of him. “Callum. We need to have words. Let me buy you a drink.”

Eyeing him suspiciously his cousin nodded once, walking to an empty table in the corner. Tristan followed close behind once he had ordered their drinks. The dark expression playing on Callum’s face made him think twice about his line of inquiry. “Where is Josh? You better not have shagged him and dumped him, dude. I swear I’ll be forced to kick you up and down the damn street. I won’t go easy on you either. He’s been through enough, so leave him alone. You hear me?”

Tristan didn’t reply. What could he say to that really? He was a use-them-and-lose-them type of guy, but Joshua was different. He fascinated him, drew him in, and made him want to learn more about the stoic man. No point fighting his cousin over that little tidbit, though. “We had a drink is all. He just left, wanted me to let you know.” Frowning, Tristan took a sip of his drink. He would have to go about gathering his information in another manner, for it was obvious that Callum was not going to be cooperative. Stubborn man. Too desperate to see Joshua again, he tried a safer route. “How long are you going to be in town? We need to get together for lunch, get caught up. It’s been too long.”

With a smirk Callum leaned back in his seat, playing with the rim of his glass. “And this would have nothing to do with seeing Josh again, would it? I’m serious, T, he’s had it rough these past few years. He doesn’t need any male attention.”

“What are you talking about, what happened to him?” Tristan hadn’t meant to snap but that damn statement made him think the worst.

“It’s not my story to tell, and don’t you dare bring it up. Just believe me when I say the guy is struggling with some really nasty ghosts. Don’t set him back. He’s not ready for another relationship.”

Tristan clenched his jaw at this cousin’s words. Who the hell had hurt Joshua bad enough to scare him off relationships? Was it this Awan Joshua had mentioned? If he ever discovered who they were, there would be hell to pay. He would ensure that they suffered. Slowly. Clenching his jaw tighter he didn’t realize the damage he had caused to himself until Callum was prying broken glass from his closed fist. His body was still so numb from Joshua’s quick exit that he didn’t register the pain. 

“Bloody hell, T, let up already. That shit’s gone deep. I don’t want to pull it out. Someone call Mr. Bailey’s car, we need to get to the hospital.” Callum barked orders as he tugged Tristan up out of his seat.

Shaking his head, Tristan tried to walk off, yet Callum was a force to be reckoned with. His younger cousin held him in place, arm raised, curses flying from his mouth in a colorful array. Strange that he’d been so lost in thought, nothing had ever caught and held his interest like that before. He had a bad feeling that Joshua Malone was going to cause him nothing but heartache and pain.

“Your car is here, Mr. Bailey. Is there anything we can do to assist?” Skye watched on with wide eyes as she motioned to the car. With a curse, he walked from the room without a backward glance, Callum right on his tail. The pitiful expression on the other man’s face pissed him off. Foolish of him to allow his newfound feelings for Joshua to show, but if it proved to his cousin that he was sincere about his friend then he wouldn’t hide. “How you hanging in there, cousin?” 

Glancing at Callum he forced a smile. “Damn fragile glass. I’m good, I’ll be fine once the doctor has a look at it. No worries.”

The journey to the hospital didn’t take long, nor did the wait once inside. “Mr. Bailey? Please come this way.” A petite blonde with a note pad called his name from a side room, and her smile as he approached was infectious. “I hope you did not have to wait too long.” Pointing to the padded chair she waited for him to sit before locking the door and taking the seat opposite. “So, tell me what happened.”

He watched as the nurse set up a small working area. Opening sealed packages as she placed green mats and trays of sterile water on the table between them. Signaling for his hand she began to unwind the makeshift bandage Callum had put on at the bar. “I was grasping a glass too tightly and it smashed in my hand. I can still feel some glass stuck in there,” Tristan replied, his embarrassment obvious in his voice.

She nodded and offered a small smile as she poked around in the wounds with a pair of tweezers. The clink of the glass falling into the tin dish reverberated throughout the room. “These wounds are quite deep. I am afraid you will need internal and external stitching. I do not think glue would be strong enough to seal them properly.” 

“That’s fine. Do what you need to do.” He offered with a tight smile. Taking some cotton balls, she cleaned the wounds with sterile water, drying them thoroughly before opening the pack of stitches. Tristan closed his eyes, his mind going back to his interlude in the restrooms with Joshua as a distraction. And what a sweet distraction it was. He remembered the heat of Joshua’s cock in his bare palm. His panted breaths against his face as they kissed. The scent of Joshua’s aftershave, and taste of his salty come. He needed more of that. Craved it even. 

“Okay, Mr. Bailey, that should do it. The dressing will need to be changed every two days, and the stitches checked. I will send you out an appointment to have the stitches removed in the next few weeks. Do you need any pain relief?”

Shaking his head, Tristan glanced down at his hand. It was the same hand he had used to touch Joshua earlier tonight. How ironic. “Thank you. I shall take my leave now.” Exiting the room, he waved to Callum who followed him back out front. When his town car pulled up, he climbed in, a killer of a headache starting at the back of his head. “Let’s head home, Sebastian. I’ve had enough excitement for one night.” With a nod his chauffeur steered the car out of the parking space and started for home. Callum was sitting next to Tristan, brows furrowed as he stared out the side window. Something was bothering him, yet he refused to discuss it. More than likely it had something to do with Joshua. Curiosity getting the better of him, Tristan nudged the other man. “Come now, cousin. Speak up. I’m sure whatever it is you have to say can’t be that bad.”

Callum sighed. His face was serious. Tristan knew exactly what was coming. “It’s Josh. I know I told you to back off, and it was kind of harsh. But cuz, you’re a man whore. I love you, but we both know it’s true and I need to look out for my boy. He’s been through too much. Suffered too damn much. I don’t want him to get hurt again.” Rubbing the nape of his neck he sighed again, louder this time. “But, for the first time ever you’re showing some emotion. I want to believe you when you say you feel differently about Josh. I really do. So, how about lunch? Tomorrow. The three of us.”

Tristan grinned at Callum’s words. Had he just given his consent? Whatever. If it meant spending time with Joshua, he’d take it. “Great. Thank you. I swear, I’m not going to mess him around. I mean it.”

“You had better not. Otherwise, I will kick your ass. That I promise.” His cousin growled before glancing away. They spent the remainder of the journey in silence. Callum was lost in thought. Second guessing his decision more than likely. Not that Tristan could blame him. He was known as a playboy, and at one time he took pride in the title. Yet now he wanted to settle down. Spend his life with someone who could make him happy. Perhaps Joshua was that person. As the car came to a stop Tristan turned to his cousin. Their eyes met briefly before Callum jumped out of the car with a promise of lunch tomorrow, Joshua in tow. If it were the last thing he did Tristan would make amends with Joshua ... and hopefully warm the guy to his side.
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Chapter Three
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Sleep had eluded him all night. His head ached and black rings formed beneath his eyes. Every damn time he had shut them, images of Tristan had invaded his mind. Tristan naked. Tristan straining. Groaning. Sweating as they moved together as one. His hard cock buried deep within his ass. The muscles clenching. Forcing an orgasm. “Oh, shit! Get a grip on yourself.” Rolling out of bed, he dragged his ass into the bathroom. He switched on the shower and climbed in under the warm water. Every muscle in his body ached, especially his shaft. The traitorous shit had not gone down since his time in the hotel restroom with Tristan. Hell, that man. There was something about him, something intriguing that made Josh want to get to know Mr. Moneybags better. Yet even as that thought crossed his mind, Josh felt as if he were betraying Awan, something which never sat well with him.

Sighing, he grabbed the soap and washed quickly. Cal had called and arranged a lunch date which he was determined to keep. It had been over a year since he had last seen his best friend, and he would savor every second they had together before Cal was called for service again. Turning off the shower, Josh got out and dried off quickly before pulling on a pair of dark grey slacks and a white shirt. Cal had mentioned a guest accompanying them, so he wanted to look good. Once satisfied with his appearance, he grabbed his cell phone to call Cal and let him know he was ready and to meet him at reception. His friend answered on the second ring, complaining about already being at the front desk. Josh rushed downstairs and out front where he was met by a dark glare. “Sleeping beauty, it’s about damn time, dude. Keeping me waiting, I swear you’re worse than a woman.”

Josh punched Cal in the arm as he followed him out to a waiting car. It was large, black, and screamed money. Shit. His heart stopped in his damn chest. He knew who was in that car before the doors even opened. “Tristan.”

“Joshua. It is good to see you again. You look great.” The voice of the devil himself called from within the dark car. Opening the door wider, Tristan motioned for them to get in. Cal nudged Tristan in the stomach with an elbow as he passed—for what reason Josh didn’t know. No doubt his friend had warned the dude off, though. It wouldn’t be like him not to. Josh chuckled then climbed in after Cal, settling into the long seat. Josh’s entire body tensed as Tristan came to sit next to him. This was not good. If he wasn’t careful, he was liable to do something stupid.

“How did you sleep? Well, I hope?” The sound of Tristan’s deep voice made the whole situation even worse. Josh’s body reacted, hardening and straining, and he had nowhere to run and hide. He couldn’t even find the voice to answer, so he nodded instead, hoping it would suffice. “Good. I was worried, considering how you left last night. I am sorry about that by the way. Truly.” Frowning, Josh glanced at the man next to him. His brows were creased with worry lines and there was genuine concern in his eyes. Damn, he didn’t want the dude stressing over his wellbeing or anything. He would be leaving in a few days never to see him again after all. At that thought Josh’s frown deepened. Why in the hell did that disturb him so much? It was not as if they were a couple or anything special. They had just met, for God’s sake. “Are you okay? Joshua?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’m good. So where are we going to eat? I’m starved.” Josh feigned interest in whatever Tristan said, when in fact his mind was going into overdrive worrying over what to do about the guy. As Tristan and Cal fought over where to eat, he turned to glance out the window, watching cars pass by as he tried not to think any more about his reaction to Tristan. Instead, he tried to concentrate on the world outside. New York was beautiful this time of year—the oranges and reds of the leaves as they began to fall adding an almost whimsical feeling to the already alluring city. In all his years living here he had meant to walk through Central Park on a crisp autumn day and take it all in, but due to work and his own messed up issues, it never happened. 

At the sound of Tristan’s deep laugh his eyes drifted back to the man he was trying not to think about, and his body reacted just as it had before. It scared the shit out of him, and he was so not ready to explore any new relationships. Not yet. Resting his hand on his thigh, Josh jumped when warm fingers brushed his, a slight shiver running through his body. He didn’t want to look for he knew what he would see. Tristan’s handsome face staring back. Closing his eyes tight, Josh rested his head back against the seat, finding it harder to ignore the second brush of skin on skin. “Please, don’t.”

“Why not?” Tristan’s reply caught him off guard, but he didn’t let it show.

Opening his eyes, he glanced at Cal quickly. His friend was in deep discussion about sports with the driver. Even with him about he wasn’t safe. He gritted his jaw as he turned back toward Tristan. The guy was more handsome than Josh remembered, and it distracted him momentarily. “Because I asked you not to. Look, last night, it shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry, but I don’t know what came over me. It won’t happen again, though. So please, just stop.”

Tristan’s features changed instantly, from confident and regal to harsh and determined. Josh had a really bad feeling about it all. As Moneybags leaned in close, Josh’s body nearly short circuited. Having him this close was beyond dangerous, and his traitorous body was loving it. When warm lips brushed the shell of his ear Josh had to hide a groan. “I am sorry, Joshua, but that is not going to happen. I want you. And I always get what I want. Do not fight me. I promise to make it worth your while.”

As Tristan’s hot tongue trailed along his ear, Josh lost his internal battle and groaned. His fingers dug into his thighs as he tried to remain calm. Tristan was killing him, in more ways than one. At Cal’s shout Josh’s eyes popped open. His friend was climbing into the front seat next to the driver, their conversation on the Sox getting heated. As usual. The commotion didn’t even seem to register where Tristan was concerned, nor did it stop his molestation of Josh as he licked a hot line down his throat. “Um, Tristan. You need to stop. We can’t do this shit here. And I-I don’t want it.” 

Pulling away, Tristan hit a button on the armrest by the window. The partition between them and the driver slowly began to close. Josh’s heart raced at the thought of being alone with the man next to him. This was dangerous. Taking a deep breath, he turned away to glance out the window again, yet Tristan wasted no time in regaining his attention. “Why do you talk like that? I know you want me. I can see it in your eyes. Feel it in your kisses, your touch. I can hear it in your voice.” Resting his hands on Josh’s knees, Tristan moved to kneel between his parted legs. Those words, they were temptation. “You have no idea how much I want you. I haven’t been able to get you out of my head since last night.”

Josh panted hard as his eyes met Tristan’s. This was too much, and he needed to stop it. Placing his hands on the other man’s shoulders, Josh tried to push him away, but instead he found himself drawing Tristan closer, leaning in to press their lips together in an awkward kiss. Tristan groaned, his big hand coming to rest on the back of Josh’s head as he deepened the kiss. The taste and scent of Tristan drove him insane with lust. A lust which he had kept buried for the past five years. Bloody hell, what was he doing? Pulling back he stared down at Tristan, an apology on the tip of his tongue. “Tristan, I—”

“Hush. Let me take care of you. I want to make you feel good.” Taking both of Josh’s hands in his own, Tristan urged him to
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