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THEY’LL ALWAYS HAVE PAIR US…
F our funny, adorable, potentially hot, lonely guys who want wives and will do anything to land the girl of their dreams, and one hot billionaire who's darkly amused by the process. What's a matchmaker to do when her favorite group of men gets ready for love?
Matchmaker Ashley Harte can't get sexy billionaire Lazer Grayson to get serious about finding his perfect match. Will his group of friends come to her aid? Or his?
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CHAPTER 1
"I would have everybody marry if they can do it properly: I do not like to have people throw themselves away; but everybody should marry as soon as they can do it to advantage."
—Jane Austen: Mansfield Park, 1814
And the creed of every matchmaker.
Ashley Harte
Jealousy is such an ugly word and an even more punishing emotion. If I could erase jealousy and envy from this world, I would. Like mosquitoes, you have to wonder what purpose they serve except to spread disease and strife. But as I watched the newcomer wrap herself in Lazer's arms, I saw for the first time a glimmer of usefulness for jealousy. Like pain, it was an uncomfortable warning.
That burner is hot. Remove your hand before you do permanent damage. Be grateful for pain. Because of it you only got a tiny blister.
Be wary of this woman clad in designer clothes and gazing with invitation into Lazer's eyes. She's hot. But she's neither innocent nor uninterested. She'll burn you if you're not careful.
One thing about being a matchmaker, and a woman: I recognize sexual chemistry when I see it. It was almost visibly radiating between Lazer and the woman whose expensive perfume drifted to me on the late afternoon breeze. They'd slept together. Recently. She wanted to sleep with him again. Now. Here. This afternoon. Tonight. All of the above.
Her back was toward me. But I didn't miss the way he looked ravenously into her eyes. Or the way she intimately adjusted his shirt. And pressed up against him like a cat against her owner's legs. She practically purred.
Damn her. Damn him.
He released her from the slightly-too-long hug, but kept his arm around her waist as she turned to face the others and me. She certainly had the men's attention. Suddenly it was as if I was back in that bar where I'd met Lazer. Only this time she was the unicorn, the quarry. The men were that nervous around her. Wanting to approach, but not daring to. Lazer had their respect and admiration. He was fully aware of his friends' reaction and taking it all in, playing it up. Showing off. Goading me.
"This is Milia." His gaze swept past me. He was still smirking, like this was a grand joke, a sweet prank. A victory. "I've mentioned her before," he said to his friends. "She's a superb stylist. She's going to help Ashley whip you boys into fashion shape." He squeezed her tighter.
He could give me that little victorious quirk of his lips all day long, but no one got the better of me. She was helping me? Since when?
I raised an eyebrow and gave him a look meant to devastate his confidence. But he'd already cheerfully moved on. And Milia was ignoring me completely.
The men were eerily quiet and exchanging looks with each other. This was a wrinkle they hadn't anticipated either.
"Superb?" Her accent was tinged with a hint of French.
But if she was really French, or even French Canadian, I was a monkey's uncle, as Grandma used to say.
"Only superb? Damned by faint praise, my darling." Even her laughter was seductive. "I'm positively divine. And so much more than a stylist."
That much was obvious, but I didn't think she meant more in the way that I was thinking.
When faced with an enemy, or even merely the competition, how you respond is key. Back down or show any weakness and you're doomed to failure. I always tell my clients that you can't force chemistry. It's too ethereal and fickle. If it's not there for both of you, retreating is a perfectly acceptable option. Move on and find that person with whom the sparks fly.
You also can't make someone fall in love with you, necessarily. But given chemistry, you can gently charm them and nudge them toward it. There's no need to back down and give up at the first obstacle. Give your potential love a fighting chance.
Lazer was watching me carefully while trying not to. He was good. It took a relationship expert like me to detect it. And he was enjoying himself too much—
Ah. The jealousy ploy!
Why hadn't it hit me before? He was trying to make me jealous. On both personal and professional fronts. He really was an expert.
Now, I don't advise anyone to use jealousy as a weapon to win another person's affections. It backfires too easily and is unpredictable at best. It's also a cheap trick. Especially for a billionaire. But this game Lazer and I were playing was high stakes and no holds barred. Why hadn't I expected this?
This woman was a perfect chess move—outside the bounds of the rules. She wasn't one of our clients that Lazer was supposed to be dating and therefore prevented from sleeping with. She clearly wasn't someone who was looking to land the title of Mrs. Lazer Grayson, or Lazer would be steering clear of her. She was probably even someone discreet enough to keep any relationship, no matter how casual, out of the media.
I made a mental note to do some digging on her. Milia, Milia, Milia? Why did that name sound familiar? It wasn't that common…
In the meantime, it was either act or have her eat my lunch, in the figurative sense.
I smiled broadly, walked to her, and extended my hand. "Welcome aboard! Lottie and I could use another woman to help us deal with these brutes." I winked over her shoulder at Cameron and Dylan, who were anything but brutes. As I'd said before, we had to bad-boy these guys up at least a little bit.
Her hand was as cool as her eyes when she took mine to shake it. "So you're the famous Ashley that Lazer has been talking about." Her gaze remained fixed on my face, as if she didn't need to take my full measure. She had it already.
She was clearly intelligent and quick. Rational and calculating in a way that was practical and professional. And almost chilling. There was nothing light and airy about her. She wasn't what I'd expect in a stylist of any sort. While it was clear she had taste and style, something of the creative temperament, in the classical artistic sense, was missing.
There was something about her that put me on my guard. I had the clear sense that she was as good at reading people as I was. Maybe even better. She'd made a snap assessment of me. Unfortunately, I couldn't read what her evaluation was. Her expression was pleasant, but masked. And if I had expected jealousy on her part, I was sadly disappointed. She was as dispassionate as a professional escort, and although she exuded sensuality, she clearly wasn't.
"Famous?" I turned my gaze to Lazer and raised an eyebrow. "I'm not so sure about that. At least not in Seattle. Yet. But I hope to be. We want people flocking to Pair Us."
She turned to Lazer. "Paris?"
"P-a-i-r-u-s." His arm was still around her waist.
She laughed. "Is that what you're calling your new venture, darling? Clever. And delightful. You know how much I love Paris."
It was an inside joke between them, clearly. I pictured them together in the city of love, holed up making love all day in an apartment along the Champs-Élysées. She couldn't have raised a fire of jealousy in me any more effectively if she'd tried.
For his part, Lazer grinned back at her.
I took a deep breath.
"If business is good for you, it will be good for me," Milia said in her slinky voice. "You line them up, I'll knock them down."
How could she be so damned sensual even when discussing business? It had to be an acquired trait.
When I looked confused by her comment, she explained, "I own the Lipstick Spy School."
That was where I'd heard of her! The Lipstick Spy School Seattle. Of course. Rumor had it that she'd made over the Duchess of Witham from a common ordinary baker into a glamorous woman worthy of the title and the handsome duke's affection. At her famous spa in just a day. Legend in the making.
"The school's really a cover for a spa and destination event. Brides and bridal parties love to use our spa, and professional makeup and stylist services to get ready for the big day. We're booked out months and months in advance." She paused. "Our bachelorette parties are legendary. Which always amuses me. What happens at the spy school stays at the spy school. Or we have to kill you."
I laughed politely.
"Our aura of mystique drives the grooms wild with curiosity." Milia cast a glance around at the men, happily giving them the impression they'd soon be grooms being driven wild themselves. She was good.
"Women need an adventure and a chance to be a femme fatale before settling down, don't you think?" She leaned forward as if including them in a secret. "It makes the bedroom on the wedding night so much more exciting."
She was clearly challenging me. The men were still and mute, watching us spar. Or maybe the cat had their tongues. Milia was the kind of woman that brought out that reaction. And it was intentional as far as I could tell.
"Bachelorette parties aren't my area of expertise, I'm afraid," I said. "I work hard to get the perfect match for my clients. I'm always hopeful that neither the bachelor nor bachelorette party will derail my hard work."
"And has it?" Lazer said, with a look of surprise.
I nodded. "A time or two."
"Maybe those matches weren't as solid as you thought," he said, but not unkindly.
"Or maybe some people got too drunk and got carried away." I shrugged, warning him with my tone—don't get drunk on your own power or too full of yourself. "We'll never know, I'm afraid. But there is a word of caution in there." I turned to Milia. "I'm sure that's never happened at the Lipstick Spy School."
Milia lifted one creamy shoulder. "I'm not in the business of ruining marriages, on their eve or otherwise. It's bad for business. Let's say that if anything ever has gotten out of hand, word hasn't gotten out." She paused for effect. "I'm very good at silencing people."
The way she said it made me laugh. Under other circumstances, I thought I would have liked her. She had a quick wit. Which fueled my sense of jealousy further. She was clearly a good match for Lazer, wit for wit. And looks-wise, too. They were a handsome couple.
The rest of the men were still gawking at her.
"Lazer, introduce me to your friends and my new clients," Milia said with such enthusiasm and warmth that the men came shyly forward.
I stepped aside, plotting my next move, watching the show as Lottie came up beside me.
"Trouble, do you think?" Lottie whispered to me.
"Clearly," I said. "Your impression?"
"I'd like her better if she were plain and less confident."
I nodded. "You and me both."
Lottie continued staring at her. "You didn't know about her?"
What she was really asking was if I had, and if so, why hadn't I told her? We didn't keep business secrets from each other.
To say I wasn't happy that Lazer had sprung Milia on us was an understatement. But I knew why he did it—to prove he had the upper hand. In everything.
I shook my head. "I'm as surprised as you are. Austin didn't know about her either, or he would have showed relief when she showed up. You could say that having her test the app was a good thing. She proved it works." I paused. "But Lazer's going to have to learn to treat me as an equal partner. I'm in charge of matching the men, not him. Making them over is part of my program. He's overstepped."
"And therefore must pay?" Lottie was only half teasing.
I gently corrected her. "Must learn to respect bounds." I watched the men cluster around Milia, trying to control the jealousy and anger pulsing inside me.
"You did ask him to recommend hairstylists and personal shoppers in Seattle," Lottie said. "You even asked me to book the appointments for tomorrow, which I did. With the assistance of Lazer's OA." She was watching Milia. "She could be part of that recommendation."
Yes, I'm sure she is, I thought, but stopped short of saying so aloud. He could always claim that. But that wasn't what I asked for. I didn't need her kind of help. I was perfectly capable of shepherding the men to their appointments and redesigning them myself.
Lottie scowled. "Are you going to tell him you won't work with her?"
I would have loved to.
"And play into his hands?" I frowned. "Better. I'm going to make it clear who's the boss."
I meant I was going to show Lazer. Milia, too. But mostly Lazer.
I nodded with my chin toward Milia. "She has talent and knows Seattle. She's responsible for the Duchess of Witham's image."
"Oh." Lottie's eyes went wide. "She does know what she's about."
I nodded. In New York, Lottie and I had access to the top stylists in the city as well as connections at all the boutiques and with many talented personal shoppers. In Seattle we were at a disadvantage.
"We need her," I said. "For now. We could use an ally in our new home, someone with the connections we need. But we keep an eye on her."
Lottie nodded. "Absolutely."
"And we have to make sure she doesn't throw a wrench in our plans for Lazer."
Lottie was in tune with me and quick on the uptake. I didn't need to tell her what I meant. Her eyes narrowed and she nodded. "I have your back. What do you have in mind?"
I grinned at her. "Those two are never alone."
Her grin widened.
I turned my attention to the cluster of men around Milia. "We'll need some help," I said, eyeing them.
"They're his friends."
"Exactly," I said with as malicious a voice as I could muster.
"Wipe that Cheshire Cat look off your face," Lottie said with a tease in her voice.
"Never."



        


CHAPTER 2
L azer Grayson
Using jealousy as a move in the game of love is both dangerous and thrilling. Using Milia as both a pawn and partner was riskier still. Milia was a dangerous and complicated woman. No one controlled her. There were times I swore she could kill a man with a look. Or a well-placed blow to the throat.
Milia knew more about self-defense and personal safety than most bodyguards. And I'm not kidding. Where she acquired her skills was anybody's guess. She never talked about her training, claiming she was born with a highly developed sense of self-preservation and a fascination with martial arts and guns. She knew how to break bodies, and also how to break hearts.
I owed her a great deal and had an even larger affection for her. When my star was on the rise and I was still a gawky, geeky nerd who was on the fast track to making a billion before twenty-five, Riggins introduced her as someone who could put the polish on the new image I was struggling to create. Did I want to be the city's most eligible nerd, like Justin had been? Or did I want to be Seattle's hottest bachelor?
The choice was clear to me. I had my own sense of style. I had money, at that point, to buy the quality I wanted. I didn't have the experience to put it all together in a way that looked like it came naturally to me. Milia did.
She also understood the security issues surrounding wealth. While she fixed me up and honed my style, she tweaked my security team, taught me how to be aware of my surroundings and detect threats, and how to defend myself.
She taught me about passion, too. She and I had a brief affair nearly seven years ago. Before she started the spy school, back when she was involved in a boring job she never talked about. The affair burned brightly, but quickly extinguished itself. Fortunately, not before I learned a great deal about pleasing women. Damn. Those had been good times.
Since then we hooked up from time to time when I was between relationships. She was a balm on my soul when I was down. She was fun to be with. The sex with her was always great. She never took us seriously. She never wanted a commitment. It was the perfect situation for both of us.
I considered her a good friend. Why not throw some business her way? Tap into her connections? Have her introduce Ashley to the people she'd need to make my friends over? To the movers and shakers in the city in her realm of influence? She could help Ashley. For some inexplicable reason beyond the financial advantage to our joint venture, making Ashley happy was important to me. And I had no doubt making her matchmaking business a success would make her extremely happy.
Milia was always up for a challenge and an adventure, a product of being easily bored. When I suggested she come to the lodge, test out the app, and meet the guys, she jumped at the chance.
I was still let down from Ashley's rejection in the woods earlier. Bringing Milia in as a surprise to help Ashley was already on the agenda. The timing was impeccable. I wanted to see Milia. Hear her laugh at my fears and insecurities, putting them in perspective. Yes, I hid them, but I was like everyone else. Something about the way she poked fun at me was healing.
If Milia hadn't kept herself so aloof, I might have fallen in love with her years ago. When I was younger and impressionable. Less confident in general. As it stood, I was no longer in any real danger of losing my heart to her.
It hadn't been my first intention to use her to make Ashley jealous. Not when I'd originally brought Milia in. Maybe it had been my second intention, after being frustrated by Ashley. Pleasant unintended consequence, or plan of attack, I was going to use her to my advantage.
Women would always be mysterious. How the hell could Ashley be jealous when she so zealously kept herself from me? When she turned down sex and attempts to get close to her? When all my powers of seduction in the woods couldn't tempt her?
Was Ashley jealous? Oh yeah. Jealousy, even undercover and well controlled, was easy enough to spot. Would I use that to my advantage? Hell yes. If my friends would ever take the hint and leave me alone with Milia.
I had expected Ashley to grill Milia. Which she had, gently. Milia held her own. I had anticipated a certain amount of frost between them. I hadn't been disappointed. The catfight waging just below the surface had been amusing to watch. The chill directed at me beneath Ashley's pleasant demeanor, not so much. Yes, I felt it.
I had also expected our evening gathering to break up early. The guys had been talking about doing some gaming in my Red Room of Game. I was eager to see Milia alone and get her impressions of my crew and Ashley.
Around eleven, Lottie and Ashley excused themselves.
"I'm still on New York time. I'm beat. I'm going to bed," Ashley said pleasantly. "About the time I get on Pacific time, it will be time to go home. That's usually the way it works." She smiled. "Goodnight, gentlemen. Big day tomorrow. Get to bed early and get some beauty sleep." She winked at them and blew them kisses one by one.
"Lazer, walk me in. I have a couple of thoughts about the business to share before I forget them."
Lottie rose dutifully. The three of us walked into the lodge together. I felt like a small boy about to have his hand slapped. I would have been up for another kind of playful spanking, but she clearly wasn't game.
Inside the lodge, Lottie peeled off to her room with a quick goodnight.
Ashley turned a dead serious business eye on me. "Don't do that again."
"What?"
"Bring someone in on the business without consulting me first. We're equal partners. I don't like surprises." Her voice was steely.
It should have turned me off, but it only served to turn me on. I've never liked pushovers. I like my women feisty. I like them with fight. I like my business partners the same way.
"You asked me to recommend the best barbers, shoppers, dentists, trainers, and stylists in the city." I nodded back toward the pool. "I went one better and brought the woman with all the important knowledge and connections to you. Milia is like the wedding planner of makeovers. She can help you pull together the looks you want with a crook of her little finger. Without her, we wouldn't have been able to get half the appointments we have for makeover day tomorrow. Not on such short notice."
Ashley raised an eyebrow.
"Not even with my money and connections," I said, reading her mind. "Milia made over the Duchess of Witham—"
Ashley crossed her arms. "Don't play coy with me, Lazer. If you hadn't been trying to pull one over on me, you could very well have told me about her in the first place when we discussed the makeovers while I was still in New York. I don't appreciate power plays like you just made."
She took a step into me, so close I got a whiff of her perfume and hair, and her breast brushed my arm. "If we're to be partners, it's equal or nothing," she whispered into my ear. "Next time I want all the information upfront. No surprises." She held my gaze.
Why were we always playing Who will blink first? And why did I want to grab her and kiss her until she saw reason?
I took her arm, resisting the urge to pull her into my arms. "No surprises. Duly noted." I grinned wickedly. "Be careful what you ask for. Surprises can be fun."
She shook her head and grinned back at me. "I'll remember you said that. I'm glad you like surprises. It partially explains your attitude." She hitched her thumb back toward the patio and pool. "Get back out there and make sure the men are in good shape for tomorrow."
"Anything you say." I dropped her arm.
She turned in the direction of her room, pausing to look back at me over her shoulder. "Goodnight, Lazer. And make sure to get some sleep tonight yourself."
Was that a warning? She wasn't going to tell me what to do.
"Sweet dreams, matchmaker."
When I returned to the pool, the guys were showing off for Milia. Despite numerous hints, I couldn't get them to leave.
Finally, at nearly twelve thirty, just as I was contemplating telling them point-blank to give us some privacy, Milia yawned, covering her mouth an instant too late, and smiling privately at me with invitation dancing in her eyes.
"You're wearing Milia out," I said to my friends. "We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow, guys. Milia, I'll show you to your room."
She leaned in and whispered in my ear, "You mean you'll show me to yours. Rest is the last thing I want right now."
My heart skipped a beat. But the fast-pounding beat of sex didn't pulse in my ear. This was a skipped beat of reluctance, hesitation, anxiety. Cheating. Where the hell had that come from? I pushed it aside.
I hadn't made any deal not to sleep with women I hadn't been matched with by Ashley. There was no exclusivity between us. I wasn't sure what exactly we had other than a business partnership. An equal business partnership, as she'd just informed me. I was so frustrated I could practically still smell Ashley's perfume swirling around me as a reminder to behave myself. She'd gotten under my skin and onto my nerves.
And those thoughts of sex I was only supposed to have on average less than once an hour? My average was shot to hell. Every other minute. Ashley, naked and moaning beneath me. Ashley in my spa tub riding me. Ashley—
I forced her out of my mind, rose from the patio chair, and offered Milia my hand, glancing up at Ashley's bedroom window out of almost morbid curiosity. Or maybe it was out of desperation. A figure in a white bathrobe stood in the window. Ashley. The curtains fluttered closed. She'd been watching. My heart raced faster.
I took Milia's hand, ignoring Ashley. Milia, who radiated with the desire for a good time.
"Goodnight, guys. Help yourself to the red room." I paused. "Don't stay up all night or Ashley will give me hell. She told me to tell you to get your beauty rest.
"You guys are ugly enough well rested. Looking like sleep-deprived zombies?" I shook my head. "She and Milia aren't magicians. Give them a fighting chance to pretty you up enough that some woman will take you."
"Ashley said that?" Austin nudged Cam. "Called us ugly? That doesn't sound like her."
"I may have put it in my own words. But I knew what she was thinking." I led Milia away to a chorus of laughter from the guys.
My master suite was on the top floor of the lodge, only one of two bedrooms with a view of the pool. Ashley's was the other. Milia knew her way there. I'd told Ashley that entrance into my suite was invitation only. Completely true. I'd extended that invitation to Milia on more than one occasion and it had been happily accepted.
I wasn't a technology geek in name only. I loved high-tech crap. My suite, in fact most of the house, could be controlled from my phone, or once inside, by voice command. Just like my apartment and my main residence on the lake. Before leaving the pool, I'd set the lighting to dim, the music to soft and romantic, and the LED candles to flicker. The gas fireplace crackled.
My staff, anticipating my needs—incorrectly in this case, but how were they to know Ashley had gotten beneath my skin?—had turned down the bed, put a red rose on one pillow, set out a bottle of dessert wine on ice, and a box of dark chocolates and plate of cheeses and seasonal fresh fruit. They'd set a selection of bubble baths next to the spa tub, which featured prominently on a pedestal in the corner of the room not far from the bed, along with a set of fluffy, plush towels.
A tray of the world's most expensive body oils, perfumed with exotic and sensual essences, for intimate massages, sat on the ledge of the oversized tub for two, along with scented candles and a lighter and gold candlesnuffer. A women's white robe in Milia's size was artistically laid over a chair. The scene was set. Any woman would have to be blind, deaf, and have no sense of smell to miss the signals.
Milia was expecting sex, probably since I invited her to the lodge. What woman wouldn't? Especially given our history. She smiled seductively and slowly as I closed the door to the suite behind us. My heart skidded to a dead stop and kicked back in; I was as nervous as an adolescent who feared his parents were going to walk in on him and his girlfriend during their first attempt at sex.
Milia seemed unaware. "You didn't tell me the matchmaker was so beautiful."
"You didn't ask."
"I should have known." She inhaled deeply and smiled as she looked around the room. "You wouldn't partner with an ugly woman."
"Are you calling me superficial?" I took her arm and swung her around to catch her.
"Is it superficial to like beautiful things?" Her tone was light, almost magical in the way it calmed me.
"If you were so curious about her, you could have used your spy skills to find out what you wanted. You're very good at getting the dirt on people. All it would have taken was a quick Google search."
"Maybe I should have said her pictures don't do her justice." Milia curled into me. "You do know how to entertain." She inhaled deeply and sighed.
The windows were open, letting in the bracing night air, the scent of the woods, and the calls of the wild. Which I should have had every intention of adding to.
Instead, I was more curious about Milia's opinion of Ashley. "What did you think of her?"
Milia was an astute judge of people. Maybe it was crass to ask about another woman, but I couldn't help myself. Milia was used to talking about my women and had never been offended before.
"Be careful around her, my darling man." She stroked my arm as she stared into my eyes. "Or you'll get burned."
I laughed softly. "What's that supposed to mean?"
"That you like her a little too much." She shook her hair sexily, emphasizing the way it fell over her shoulders, and ran her fingers lightly over my shoulder. "That gives her power over you. Power I haven't seen in a woman since Justin's wife Kayla. Fortunately, that only lasted five minutes before you came to your senses."
I shook my head. "You're imagining things."
She shrugged. "I know what I saw. You know I always speak my mind and give you the truth as I see it."
Milia held my gaze. "She likes you, too. Maybe a little too much for her good, as well. Time will tell. But why are we talking about her? I'm the one who's here now, ready to have some fun."
In one agile move, Milia let go of me, slid down the zipper of her dress, and stepped out it, revealing her perfectly proportioned figure clad in only a tiny thong and a pair of press-on tasseled red sequin nipple covers.
I knew what to do. How to do it. Even how to do it expertly and in the way she liked. I should have been comfortable doing it. Excited to make my move. Ready. One tiny tug of those tassels and those breasts would be mine…
I hesitated.
"Lazer?" She raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. "Something wrong? Are you feeling all right?"
"I'm fine." The words came out too harsh and determined. Laced too heavily with denial. I kicked off my shoes, crossed the room to the wine, and began pouring two glasses.
Milia came up behind me, pressing her breasts and tassels into my back. She slid her hands beneath my shirt, up my chest, and teased my nipples with her light, erotic touch, biting my shoulder gently through my shirt.
"I think we've had enough already." She tugged at my nipples. "I hope that's not a glass for courage," she whispered, taking my earlobe in her mouth and sucking.
I froze. My breath caught. I was hard, ready for sex. Horny as hell. Why wasn't I acting on my urges?
She stepped around in front of me and relieved me of the drinks I was holding, set them down, and wrapped her arms around me. "Too many clothes, Lazer. Way too many." Her voice was breathy.
As she reached for the fly of my pants, I instinctively sucked my abs in and froze. What the hell was wrong with me? Why was I acting like a rank amateur? A novice? A virgin?
Before I could correct my bumbling stupidity, the lights in the room went from subdued and sexy to full out glaring-shine-the-light-in-our-eyes-like-we-were-under-interrogation-and-about-to-be-water-boarded.
Milia leaned back and shielded her eyes with her hand.
"What the fuck?" Even the heat lamp above the tub was on full bore, like it wanted to roast us for dinner.
I grabbed my phone from my pocket, glad my pants were still on, and fumbled in the glare to reset the lights, completely forgetting for the moment that I could have used voice control.
Milia laughed like a good sport. "My, what bright lights you have, my delicious wolf."
"Yeah, the best light bulbs money can buy." I blinked as I got the lights back to romantic dimness.
"May I suggest you skimp on them in future? Or go for a lower wattage at the very least. For the sake of our vision in case of another malfunction." Her smile, what I could see of it through the spots in my eyes, was seductive as she helped me shed my shirt.
"Good idea." I squinted at my phone. "This has never happened before."
"Software bugs, such pests! Forget about it. Should we take a bath before we get all dirty?"
By which she clearly meant "get all dirty in the tub." She thrust her breasts at me and undulated, twirling her tassels provocatively.
"Amanda, run us a bath. Put the jets on gentle. Tub temperature, warm," I said to my voice-controlled device that I'd named Amanda. Amanda controlled my home electronics. Of all the women I'd slept with, I'd never slept with an Amanda. Which made her a neutral name for an electronic assistant.
As the water began to run, Milia took my hand, leading me toward the tub.
I pulled her into my arms, determined to make my body act like normal, damn it. I stared into her eyes, lifted her breasts to my lips and kissed the creamy tops, peeled off one tassel, then the other—
The soft music suddenly blared to full volume and morphed into earsplitting screamo rock. We both jumped and covered our ears.
I yelled over the noise. "Amanda, turn down the volume of the music to three and put the romance playlist back on!"
I turned back to Milia, embarrassed by having to name my playlist as much as anything. "Sorry. It appears Amanda is jealous tonight. I'll have one of the guys take a look at her tomorrow."
Milia, always a good sport, shrugged and led me to the tub. She did a striptease, kicking off her heels, stepping out of those tiny panties, and sinking in. She dumped a stream of bubble bath into the gently steaming running water. "You'd better hurry in before I steal all the bubbles."
"I'd better hurry in before you cover up with all the bubbles." I was sliding out of my shorts—
Milia screamed and shot to her feet, slipping on the bubbles and catching herself just as the air conditioning came on full speed, blasting us with an arctic chill.
"Amanda's trying to scald us!" Milia did a little hotfoot dance, looking so comical I almost laughed, which would have been totally inappropriate.
I gave her my hand and pulled her out of the water.
She was shaking and shivering at the same time, with bubbles sliding down her hips and ass as I wrapped her in a towel.
"Damn it, Ashley! Stop the bath and turn off the A/C. Now." I was shaking with rage, ready to sue Amanda's manufacturer.
The water kept running, filling the room with steam and clouding the mirrors. The A/C kept blasting. I bent to turn the water off. "Amanda." I let loose a string of curses. "Turn the A/C off. Amanda!"
Milia was blinking quickly and walking gingerly as she pulled the towel tightly around her and dried off the bubbles. "Good thing I have good reaction time. A few seconds more and my lady parts would have been practically blistered."
Milia firmly believed in Brazilian waxes. This time they had done her no good.
"I don't know what to say," I said, still trying not to laugh inappropriately. I felt terrible. So what was so funny? "Can I get you some ice?" I took a step toward the ice bucket.
Milia's eyes were watering. She shook her head and grabbed my hand. "Good thought. But not enticing. A numb woman doesn't climax." She paused, studying me. "This isn't our night."
Just then the fireplace went out and an alarm went off.
"Fire. Fire. Exit the building. Fire," came the electronic voice of my fire alarm, accompanied by a blaring noise.
"Apparently not," I yelled over the alarm. "Amanda, turn the alarm off and the fireplace on."
The room was steamy. I was steaming and getting a headache from the damn alarm. The fireplace came back on with its characteristic poof.
The alarm kept blaring. "Fire. Fire. Smoke has been detected. Please exit the building."
"I can't turn the alarm off, Lazer," Amanda said in the calm, sultry voice I'd programmed in. "It has detected smoke. Please exit the building."
"That's not smoke," I yelled. "That's steam. Turn the alarm off, Amanda."
Just then, someone pounded on the door. "Mr. Grayson? Are you okay? You have to get out. The alarm is going off."
Milia slid on a robe as my phone rang.
I grabbed it. The security company was calling to make sure this wasn't a false alarm and determine if they should dispatch a fire crew. A false alarm would cost me an arm and a leg.
"I'm fine!" I threw on a robe and answered the door to find two members of my staff armed with fire extinguishers.
"We're fine. False alarm," I said, speaking to both the phone and my staff at the same time.
It took me a minute to assure both that there was no fire and to get the alarm to shut off. My staff members insisted on coming in and doing an inspection. I reluctantly stepped aside to let them in. They were just doing what I paid them to do. And if they hadn't, I would have had to consider firing them.
When I finally got it cleared up, got off the phone, got the all-clear, and got rid of the staff, Milia reached for her underwear. "She's really gotten to you, Lazer." She sounded sad, and almost amused.
"What? Who?" I frowned.
"The matchmaker." Milia paused. "In the middle of the emergency, you called Amanda Ashley."
I shrugged. "That's an easy mistake to make—both A names—"
Milia shook her head. "It's more than that." She paused.
What the hell did she mean?
"I should go."
I took her hand. "Stay."
She shook her head again. "My poor, naïve Lazer. Clearly someone doesn't want us together. And I don't think they're going to give up until I leave and go back to my own room."
She grabbed her dress and shoes. "Don't worry. I'll make it extremely obvious I've left. I'll even smile into your surveillance cameras."
I caught her arm and kissed her roughly. "I've never known you to give up without a fight."
"A fight is the last thing I was looking for tonight." She kissed my cheek. "Another time. I'll see you in the morning. Goodnight, Lazer.
I watched her go. If I was honest with myself, I was relieved. Damn this conflicted state. She blew a kiss into the hidden security camera right outside the door to my suite and walked down the hall to the stairs.
Who did I know who could hack into Amanda? She was supposed to be as secure and unhackable as the State Department.
Tell that to my friends and houseguests. They loved a challenge. This breach was my own fault for hanging with world-class hackers. They liked to point out the holes in my security. It was hard to know whether to curse or commend them. Their concern for my safety was touching in its odd way. Their desire to keep me away from Milia?
I was ninety-nine percent sure it was only one of their pranks. The fact that the timing lined up to mess with my rep as a playboy was a bonus. But in the back of my mind there was the niggling thought that Milia was right.
I took a deep breath and went to my balcony, hoping the cool evening air would calm my anger. As I looked out over the unlit pool, my eyes adjusted to the dark. A woman in a white robe lounged on one of the lounge chairs as if sunning herself in the starlight. She stood very suddenly and shrugged out of the robe, revealing as shapely a naked ass as I'd ever seen. She was either wearing a tiny thong, or she was completely naked.
She dove into the pool, swimming across with expert strokes. I watched, mesmerized as she swam several laps. Finally, she swam to the edge and walked up the steps of the pool to the patio, wringing the water from her hair. She was naked, all right. Beautifully naked, with full breasts and gorgeous curves.
Ashley. Tantalizing me like a water nymph.
My mouth went dry. My pulse raced. I was filled with need.
I watched as she toweled off, slid her robe on, and looked up at my balcony. She saw me. I knew she saw me. She'd wanted me to watch. I half expected her to blow me a kiss.
Instead, she strolled into the lodge, leaving me frustrated and with an empty bed.



        


CHAPTER 3
A shley
Austin met me in the corridor on the way to meet in the living room to catch the helicopter into the city for the day. It was the last day of our retreat. Lottie and I would be in town for an extra day. Checking out our new office space and apartment block tomorrow and heading home to New York the day after. The men would be going home to their homes in the area after a closing dinner this evening. Lottie and I had hotel reservations at one of the city's nicest waterfront hotels for the few nights we were staying. My bags were packed and in hand as I came out of my room.
I should have had a sense of victory. I had, after all, held my position and not had sex with Lazer in this romantic mountain lodge. But had that furthered my cause? Raised his ardor, or cooled it? I tried not to think of him with Milia.
Were my feelings for him any clearer? How was I going to fight this growing sense of jealousy regarding Milia, and a hundred other women that might pop up?
Austin was wheeling a carry-on suitcase as he came out of his room. He gallantly took both the bag I had slung over my shoulder and my wheeled suitcase from me.
"You look fresh and well rested this morning," I said.
"Oh, I am. As instructed by you, I believe." He grinned at me, seemingly in an upbeat, sunny mood. But that appeared to be Austin's general nature. He puffed his chest, stood tall, and peacocked. "And handsome? I got plenty of beauty rest last night. Slept like a baby."
"Did you now?" I nodded.
He looked fresh enough wearing that wry grin of his. I knew for a fact that he had been in on the prank pulled on Lazer last night. He wasn't concealing it very well. I didn't think he was even trying.
"Not as handsome as you're going to be when I'm finished with you," I said. "But you're off to a good start."
"If I've given myself a head start, that's good enough for me." He grinned. "I wouldn't expect much of Lazer this morning, though. I heard he had a rough night." He almost sounded like he was bragging.
Lottie had already filled me in on the rumors she'd heard when she went down for an early breakfast. Engaging tales of electronic malfunctions in Lazer's room late into the night. Something about Amanda, his electronic controller, going crazy and setting a fire alarm off. Where there's smoke, there's fire. That's the old saying. Where there's a fire alarm, but no smoke, there's either a malfunction or a deliberate distraction. And since we were in the company of some of the country's top software gurus…
And, of course, I'd seen Lazer watch my little skinny-dipping escapade and heard what had happened on my way back to my room.
I raised an eyebrow, encouraging Austin to continue as we started walking. "Oh, well. Not my problem. I'm not making him over."
Austin was a tall man with long legs and longer strides. I had to struggle to keep up with him. "I heard something about a false alarm?"
"Oh, yeah." Austin nodded. "That's the story. But it appears there's more to it than that, if you know what I mean.
"His electronic assistant, Amanda, apparently went on the rampage all of a sudden, throwing her wrath at him and triggering the alarm. It's almost like she's a real woman with jealous fits of her own. Seems she didn't like another woman poaching on her territory and decided to chase her off.
"I give Amanda credit. She succeeded. Both in the chasing off and in ruining Lazer's fun. He'll be in a foul mood today." Austin sounded completely cheery.
My heart shouldn't have danced so merrily at the thought of Amanda chasing Milia off.
"Open the pod bay doors, HAL?" I said. "Like that, you mean? A computer taking over?"
"Yeah. Sure."
Realizing he was outpacing me, Austin slowed before I started huffing and puffing to keep up.
"Bug in her software somewhere, I imagine," he said with a smirk.
"I wonder how it could have gotten there."
"No idea," he said as innocently as a completely guilty man can. "That's the thing with software. Get just the right set of circumstances and a problem can appear out of nowhere."
I nodded, feigning seriousness. "Makes perfect sense."
He nodded with me. "We have Amanda's malfunction to thank for keeping Lazer walking the straight and narrow. We wouldn't want his newfound chastity threatened, now would we?" His eyes twinkled with devilment. "He's supposed to be the bait for Pair Us. The success of it and the app are riding on him. We're counting on more than his business acumen. It would be a good thing if he actually looks like he's serious about finding a wife and has given up his playboy ways. Going without for a while might even steer him in that direction."
"Yes," I said, trying to maintain my serious composure and not crack up. "I hadn't thought of it. But I suppose you're right."
He nodded. "Women looking for husbands aren't generally pleased to find their potential matches are out fooling around with other women. That's what I've read in a reputable book on the subject, anyway. Matchmakers have to warn women away from those kinds of guys as not being serious husband material. It would be a shame if you had to call Lazer out on it."
"A travesty," I agreed, wondering how Austin was managing to keep a straight face.
Cameron stepped out of his room, pulling his suitcase, and joined us in the hall. He wore a big, fat grin as well. "Morning."
"You look fresh as a daisy," Austin said to him in a way that was clearly meant to be funny. "Get a good night's sleep?"
They both acted way too innocent and pleased with themselves.
Cameron stretched for emphasis. "The best. Never slept better. Slept with the window open. Fresh mountain air. It makes for good sleeping. Heard Lazer had a rough night, though." There was mock sympathy in his voice.
The scenario repeated itself as Dylan and Jeremy joined us.
I have had some clients I've grown very close to. Some I'm still quite fond of. But these guys suddenly had my heart in a way I'd never thought possible. They were my tribe. I was fiercely protective of them. And was touched they were equally protective of me and our business.
We walked into the living room, which I kept wanting to call the lobby because of its size, with Austin and me in front and the rest of the men behind us. I felt like the lady of the castle with her knights escorting her.
Lazer was waiting for us, sitting on the sofa with a travel mug of what I presumed was coffee in his hand. He looked surprisingly good and awake, given the night he'd had. Fortunately for him, he was used to traveling, being off schedule, and getting little sleep. But there was a hint of dark circles beneath his eyes. You had to look closely, but they were there.
He watched us warily as we walked in laughing and joking with each other. I realized with a start that he'd lumped me in as a suspect with the men. It served him right for playing the jealousy card. He should expect all of us to look out for our best business interests. His friends were no dummies. If he'd underestimated them and me, was it my fault?
As for me, I didn't know whether to love or hate him. Whether to curse fate for bringing him into my life or thank it for spicing things up and making me evaluate my own advice, ethics, beliefs, and decisions.
I should have been hurt that he'd flaunted another woman in front of me, taken her to his room without trying to hide it. Looking at Lazer now, though, I went suddenly soft in the head and heart. It may only have been my vivid imagination and a damnable sense of undying hope, but I thought he looked sheepish and possibly sorry. Maybe he realized he'd made a mistake, miscalculated. Misjudged his friends and me and the way our relationship could go. Maybe being the unobtainable was working for me. Or maybe I was just too optimistic. Call me Sally Sunshine. Miss Rose-colored Glasses. Miss Denial.
Austin's words referencing my book rang in my ears. Playboys don't change their ways.
I was ignoring my own sage bit of wisdom by hoping Lazer would be the exception. Always count on being the rule, not the exception, I reminded myself. And promptly ignored that as well.
The key, the thing I had to decipher, was whether, for all his bravado, Lazer really was a playboy to the core of his being. Or if it was something he thought he should be. An act he put on. A game he played. A role. Deep down, was he an imposter? A nice guy who could settle down if he found the right girl?
I knew from my matchmaking experience that many a person, man or woman, who maintained that they would never marry simply hadn't found the right person. And when they did, any notion of remaining single vanished. And they married quickly after that.
Okay, Miss Rose-colored Glasses, time to embrace reality and realize you might be spitting into the winds of false hope.
Since meeting up with the men, I was in a surprisingly good mood. Men in New York had made me jaded and cynical about the XY gender. These men were restoring my faith. Good guys did exist. It had been a long time since I'd had a close male friend. Now I felt like I had a troop of them watching my back. I had no doubt they'd keep tabs on Lazer while I was in New York closing things up and finding women to bring back with me when I returned.
I had to give Lazer major points for having some of the best guy friends on the planet. Would these great guys put up with a douche for a friend? Even a rich one? I didn't think so.
Lazer's choice of female friends, however, left a lot to be desired.
Our eyes met and held. Was there a note of apology in his along with the suspicion?
Everyone knows the old saying that you catch more flies with honey. You catch more honeys with honey, too. I put sugar into my smile as I met his gaze, forgiving him for his indiscretion, playing it cool and relaxed. Making him sweat it with my sunny nature. Sins against sweet humanity were hard for all but the most despotic people to shoulder.
"You look surprisingly chipper this morning," I said to Lazer. "Especially after your night of terror at the hands of a commanding woman." I shook my head.
I had his attention. He tensed, very slightly, bracing himself for a tirade, maybe? Whom did he think I was referring to?
I laughed. "Anyone ever tell you that you have terrible taste in electronic women? Am I going to have to match even those for you?"
He relaxed. A little. "You heard about Amanda?" His gaze swept past me to his friends behind me.
"It's all the news around the lodge." I came up beside him. "If you can't even control your female apps, how am I supposed to put my trust and business in your hands?"
"I can control my apps." He shot another look at his friends. "It's my friends and business partners I'm not so sure about. Can I have a word?"
Uh-oh.
He took my arm. I let him gently lead me away from the group of men.
"I owe you an apology," he said.
This was unexpected. So he is sorry. My heart raced.
"You were right last night. I wasn't treating you like a partner. We should make business decisions together."
He grimaced. "Which is why I have to come clean. Milia suggested we move all the appointments to the spy school. She has the facilities. We thought it would be fun for the guys to get the full spy spa treatment. She suggested we document their transformations to use as promo and advertisement later on.
"She graciously closed the school. It's all ours for the day." He seemed perfectly calm, but his Adam's apple gave him away. "I should have consulted with you before taking her up on her offer. If you disagree and would rather, we can go back to the original plan."
I wasn't usually the emotional type, but his apology genuinely touched me. I got a lump in my throat.
Before I could reply, Milia swept into the room from the kitchen with a cup of coffee in her hand. She looked no more worse for the wear than Lazer. To my surprise, her lips quirked when she saw us, as if she found last night's prank amusing. And maybe a touch endearing. She was perfectly composed and put together, down to the elegant gold chain she wore. I wondered what kind of a woman remained amused and unruffled after being chased away by an app. There was an untold story there somewhere.
Her dark, straight hair was up in an elegant chignon that emphasized her high cheekbones and beautiful dark eyes. A look that was calculated to make other women feel inferior. She appeared classically French. But I was sure it was an illusion.
She wore skinny jeans and a tight red blouse that highlighted her model thinness and pale skin. Her expression soon turned calculating and serious as she studied the men.
I thought they suddenly felt like she was perfectly capable of extracting revenge on them. Jeremy and Cam stood up straighter, unafraid. Austin actually laughed. Dylan's expression was hidden by his mountain man beard.
"Gentlemen," Milia said. "I hope you're ready for today. I rarely close my establishment completely for an entire day for private parties, but Lazer can be quite persuasive. For his handsome friends, it's my pleasure…"
I hadn't been idle in my room last night. I'd been studying the competition, researching Milia and her spy school. Being a matchmaker was nearly as good experience-wise as being a bona fide spy when it came to finding out the dirt on people. I'd learned many tricks in my years in the biz. After all, I didn't want to accidentally let a serial killer or psycho into my match pool. Milia's social media footprint was surprisingly small. Either she was an exceedingly private person. Or she was hiding something. Whatever the case, as I'd suspected, she wasn't French, though maybe she had some French ancestry way back when. She was a good old American with a boring past. A woman who liked the glamour of playing at being a spy.
Her website was deliciously fabulous and enticing. Even I, who wasn't her biggest fan, wanted to try her spy school experience and be a Bond girl for a day. Or forever. A Bond girl would have no quibbles with sleeping with Lazer just for fun, because she'd never want commitment. Commitment was dangerous business for a spy. Too bad. As a matchmaker, commitment was my business. My one and all.
According to Milia's website, which I had to admit was exactly the kind of site you'd expect from a spy school, complete with smoking lipstick gun, the Lipstick Spy School was located in a fashionable area of downtown along Fifth Avenue, nestled among the pricey shops and boutiques. Even its exterior was classy and intriguing, with a subtle sign announcing it was the place to go for glamour and intrigue.
It was a highly feminine establishment—a spa, a beauty retreat, an adventure-vacation destination. With prices for its services from just barely affordable to Swallow hard and just hand over your credit card. Lazer must have been paying a wad of cash to get the place all to ourselves for a day.
As the name suggested, women went to it to be pampered and, if they chose, to pretend to be spies. They learned how to dress like femmes fatales. How to mix the perfect drinks. Self-defense skills. How to dance exotic dances. Not surprisingly, it was a popular destination for bachelorette parties. Or simply a day of pampering. If you wanted, you could simply slip in for a facial or a blow dry. If Milia had geared a day toward men, it was a great way to further the team bonding. Absolutely brilliant.
These men were geeky guys who weren't into fashion or style or spa experiences. They were nervous about even the thought of it and not eager to reimagine themselves. But they were into cosplay. And game for about anything in that realm. Playing at being James Bond? A dream, a fantasy, something to write home about.
Damn, I had to give Milia and Lazer credit where it was due. They were leading the men to hot new images and tricking them into becoming stylish, smooth, sophisticated dating machines.
I glanced at Lazer, suddenly cutting him some slack. Maybe he had been genuine about the spy school being a surprise for the men and me. Maybe it had been a generous gift rather than a blindside and power play.
I leaned into Lazer and whispered in his ear as Milia continued talking and getting the men excited about their spa day ahead. "Thank you. I actually agree with Milia. And you. The spy school is perfect for the last day of our retreat. Brilliant, actually. You know your friends well. They're going to love playing spy for a day."
He looked genuinely relieved and grateful. And surprised by my turnaround. It surprised me to think that maybe this playboy was just as confounded by women, meaning me, as any everyday man. And embarrassed that I'd assigned evil intent to his motives.
He smiled. "Thank you." The set of his shoulders relaxed. "How was your swim last night? A little cold for a dip, wasn't it?"
I shrugged. "Maybe I'm training for the polar bear club?"
He laughed. "If so, you should try one of the mountain streams. My pool's heated." He studied me. "I wouldn't think you'd need much training. I believe you already have ice in your veins." His tone was teasing.
"I'll take that as a compliment."
He nodded. "Good. I meant it as a compliment." He paused. "Next time you go for a late night dip in my pool, feel free to turn on the lights."
I laughed. "I like swimming in the dark. I wouldn't want to scare away the bats."
"If you insist," he said. "Haven't you heard of the buddy system? It's not safe to swim alone. Call me. I'll be your buddy anytime."
I opened my mouth to reply and jumped as I felt a hand on my shoulder.
Milia had come up behind us and now stood with a hand clasped on each of us. "Lazer. Ashley?" She leaned her head between ours. "You two are off in your own world. That's the helicopter. The men are heading out. Are you ready to go?"
I'd been so engrossed in flirting with Lazer I hadn't even heard it until Milia called it out. Blocking out the world like that was something that had only ever happened between Ruck and me. Or when I was engrossed in a good book. I hadn't even been aware that was what I'd been doing. It hadn't been one of those obvious There are only us moments when you know you're doing it. From the look on Lazer's face, he'd been caught up in it too, and was just as surprised as I was. This wasn't good for me. Not at all.
Lazer nodded. "To head to a spy adventure? Are you kidding? Try to hold me back." His mood had certainly improved.
Milia smiled and wormed her way between us, looping one arm through mine and the other through Lazer's. "Excellent, my darling. What a day I have planned for all of you." As she inclined her head toward me, I caught a whiff of her perfume and felt the firmness of her toned arm and confidence. She exuded such sensuality, how could any straight man resist her? "You and I are going to have such fun with these guys," she whispered, and squeezed my arm with hers.
Going with the spy theme, I wondered whether I could trust her. Or was this simply a very good act on her part? In any case, it was hard, even for me, to resist her charm as we walked arm in arm, a trio of friends.
We moved as a group out to the helipad. Our group of eight was an awkward size for the small helicopters Lazer employed. Each only seated a maximum of six passengers. We required two helicopters to do the job. The men took one. Lazer, Milia, Lottie, and I piled into the other. Lazer played tour guide, pointing out familiar sights between Milia briefing Lottie and me on what was in store: a morning fitness lesson with a personal trainer while we inspected the troops, hair and beard makeovers, appointments with a personal shopper and stylist, practice picking up a girl, and a grand finale dinner. The more I heard, the more I liked.
Limos met us at the airport. A little over an hour after leaving the lodge, they pulled into an alley behind Fifth Avenue and some distance away from the back of the building I'd seen on the web.
"You're taking us in the employees' entrance?" Lazer sounded excited when he should have sounded upset or insulted.
I didn't get it.
Milia laughed and gave him a knowing smile. "I'm taking you in the top-secret entrance."
"The phone booth?" His eyes lit up.
She grinned back at him. Austin had hurried out of his limo and got the door to the limo before the driver could.
Milia stepped out of the limo, one long leg at a time, as Austin gave her a hand out. "Let the adventure begin!"
She walked to a red phone booth, the old-fashioned kind you might see in London at one time. She unlocked it with a key, pushed the door open, and invited us to squeeze as many in as we could. "Don't worry! Everyone will get a turn. We'll make several trips."
Lazer and I squeezed in first with her. Milia picked up a red phone, carried on a completely normal-sounding conversation that must have been in code with the person on the other end. Suddenly the booth turned into an elevator that fell below the surface of the street into a polished underground corridor.
"The guests love this part." She pointed to a series of steel doors. "That way. You'll need instructions and the code to open them."
She handed Lazer a keycard like hotels use, cupped her hand, and whispered something in his ear. "Follow my instructions and you'll be fine. I'll meet you at the school."
Lazer nodded and grabbed my hand. "Let's go."



        


CHAPTER 4
A shley
I was known for my vivid imagination, but somehow I had never imagined running hand in hand with James Bond down a high-tech, gleaming underground corridor. Or with a real-life billionaire. I wasn't even exactly sure why were running, just that it was thrilling. Mostly to have my hand in his.
When we reached the first door, Lazer stopped abruptly, squeezed my hand, inserted the keycard, typed a code in, and the door swung open. He extended his arm, indicating I should walk through. "Ladies first."
"How horribly ungentlemanly," I said. "If there's an assassin waiting for us on the other side, I'm the one who's going to be gunned down. Bond would go first, dragging the Bond girl by the hand after him."
He laughed. "My mistake." He peeked dramatically around the door, as if he was expecting a terrorist to take a potshot at us or hurl a grenade our way.
I grinned, holding in a laugh. I couldn't help it. I was enjoying myself. Being with Lazer almost always offered something new and thrilling. I realized that although he was very much a man in every regard, he was a boy at heart, with all the roguish sense of fun and adventure that life usually pounds out of us. I also realized he loved surprises. At least, he loved to surprise people.
"I haven't drawn gunfire yet, Double-o fourteen," he said in a mock British accent. "I think we're safe." He led me in by the hand, pausing just inside as the door slid closed behind us.
"Double-o fourteen?" I gave him a puzzled look.
"The Bond franchise should be up to at a double-o fourteen agent by now. Besides, it's my favorite number." He winked and sent my heart skittering.
I shook my head. He was such a practiced charmer, all the way to making me an equal agent, not just a sidekick. Watching him flirt was a joyful spectator sport for a matchmaker like me. Being the recipient of his attention was better still. He instinctively knew what to say to melt a girl's heart. His quip was almost too obvious, yet perfectly delivered. Flirtation and charm were all in the execution, and Lazer had the timing and manner of delivery down to perfection.
He looked around and whistled softly, admiring the sleek underground tunnel. "I advised Milia and helped her with the contractors when she was building this. I've seen the blueprints, but this is much more impressive in person." He shook his head, his eyes wide. "I thought she was crazy spending the cash to build this, but damn, this is brilliant. Even if it is a waste of money."
I nodded, surprised that he even thought about wasting money with all he had. "You haven't seen it before?"
He shook his head. "It was just finished last week."
"Oh." I couldn't keep either the awe or the insecurity out of my voice.
So we were among the first to see it. Guests of honor. That damn jealousy popped up again uninvited. Of course she would show it to Lazer. He helped her with it. It's only polite.
Sadly, my inner voice wasn't as reassuring as it should have been. I realized that the tunnel smelled new and the stainless steel walls were mirrorlike in their clean newness.
Lazer was still looking around and marveling. "Milia had to jump through a pile of red tape to get the permits to build it. She's done a fantastic job of making it feel like a scene from an espionage movie."
I was overwhelmed by the theatrical entrance to the spy school, which was reminiscent of Get Smart.
Lazer led me to the second door. And the third. We were in and at the entrance of an ordinary-looking elevator. The doors opened. We stepped in. Lazer pushed a button for the lobby. The arrow on the elevator only pointed up.
"We have to go up now?" I said. "Seems a bit of a waste. Down. Back up again. We couldn't have just walked in at street level?"
He lifted a brow. "No sense of fun. It's the experience. Like an amusement park ride."
The elevator doors opened again at the lobby. Inside, the spy school was lightly perfumed with something musky and sensual, and elegantly, tastefully decorated to appeal to the kind of woman who imagined herself a Bond girl. Or was just up for an adventure.
The floors were shiny black tile, accented with the occasional red accent tile. Vases of red flowers of different varieties sat on the reception desk with its gorgeous black and white granite countertop. Oversize planters filled with trees and shrubs carved into intricate and whimsical shapes, such as lipstick cases, stood near the front desk and the groupings of seating and the front door. The ambience was pure fantasy.
The receptionist, a beautiful girl in a tight, low-cut red dress, greeted us. "Welcome to Lipstick, Mr. Grayson! Miss Harte. I'm Weston, Milia's assistant. She asked me to direct you upstairs to the gym. Stryker, the personal trainer you requested, is waiting for you, sir." She gave us directions and the passcode to the elevator.
When the elevator doors closed behind us, I turned to Lazer. "This is the personal trainer we talked about?"
He nodded. "One and the same. The best in the city. The one who made whipped me into the shape needed to be Seattle's hottest bachelor." He laughed.
"I hope he's not going to push the men too hard. The point isn't to shoot for the perfect body image or to be totally ripped. Women prefer men who are in at least decent shape. But being too hung up on a perfect body can seem narcissistic."
"Are you saying I'm a narcissist?"
"I—"
"We want Pair Us to be successful," he said with a laugh. "We need women falling all over our boys."
I couldn't disagree with his intent. I nodded as the elevator doors opened and followed him to the gym.
Stryker greeted us, looking pretty much like his name—a guy who could train secret agents how to kill with their bare hands and make a weakling into a ripped, fit, turn-your-head-when-he-passed-by guy. He wore a black tank top and fitness pants that showed off his perfect physique. It was hard not to drool.
He greeted Lazer, who introduced me. He handed Lazer a T-shirt and a pair of exercise shorts. "Glad you'll be joining us today." Stryker turned to me. "How about you?"
"I'm just observing," I said with a smile, thinking how delicious observing would be. "And sure that I'll be loving it."
"My, my, my. Who do we have here?" Milia's voice startled me.
I turned over my shoulder to watch as she walked into the gym with the men trailing her. She looked at Stryker like she wanted to devour him whole, in the entirely objectifying, but totally flattering way of a woman who knew how to flirt.
To my relief, Lazer seemed unaffected by her obvious fawning over Stryker. No jealousy? That was vaguely reassuring.
Lazer made the introductions and handed each of the men an athletic bag filled with gear.
Milia pointed them toward a locker room to change.
Stryker clapped his hands in that way coaches have of getting their players to hustle. "Hurry back, men. We have work to do."
"What kind of a workout do you have planned?" I asked as I watched the men go.
"Just a basic workout, one that they'll need to do every other day for the first few weeks. Then I'll show them the off-day routine." He was watching the men leave with an appraising eye. "Lazer has enrolled them in my gym. They'll be meeting with me twice a week so I can evaluate their progress and tweak their routines.
"He also asked me to run with the spy school theme, so I'll show them some self-defense moves I learned in the military. Things spies might have to know to protect themselves if they're ever caught. Just enough to get them in the role-playing frame of mind. Lazer says his friends love that kind of thing.
"The real goal is to get them started on the first set in their new daily exercise regimen. And evaluate their shortcomings physically. If they follow my instructions and work hard, I'll sculpt them into great shape. They'll have the best version of their personal physiques."
Milia leaned in and spoke confidentially. "While they're out here in their shorts, our personal shoppers will get a chance to see what they have to work with."
As if on cue, two fashionably dressed twentysomething women strolled through the doors of the gym and waved at Milia. She waved back. "Ah, there they are now!"
She introduced me to Paige and Erica.
The one named Erica extended her hand for me to shake. "Our boss, Justin Green from Flashionista, sent us over. He and Lazer are great friends."
Paige nodded. "And always cross-promoting each other's businesses." She laughed and turned to Erica. "This job just keeps getting better and better. When we hired on as merch buyers, we had no idea we'd get so many fun pet projects."
Erica nodded. "I know! I think we should have our own show. We're becoming Seattle's what-to-wear team." She smiled at me. "We dressed the new Duchess of Witham and her sister for Riggins, our other boss. Completely outfitted them from head to toe for a whole season." She laughed. "Wow! That sounds old-fashioned. Like she was heading to London for a season with the ton."
I smiled. Yes, I'd read Jane Austen and a Regency romance or two. "Are you as good with men's fashion as with a duchess'?" I said, lightly but seriously. I'd had to rely on Lazer's recommendation for these two. And he'd been swayed by his friendship with Justin Green.
Paige shrugged. "We're both buyers for our online men's fashion department as well as women's fashions. We regularly feature up-and-coming designers and boutique fashion for men, as well as the more standard stuff for regular guys. We travel to New York, Paris, London, and Milan. We have our fingers on the pulse of men's fashion and trends. We know what men will be wearing before they do."
"And we like men and know what we like to see men in," Erica said, nodding. "Trust us. We have the eye."
I liked Erica immediately. She got it. They both did.
"That's good enough for me." I tell my female clients to go shopping with a straight male friend. Not your girlfriend. Not a gay friend, even if he has an extraordinary eye and sense of style. Better to take your ordinary guy straight friend, because he will tell you what straight men find attractive. Straight men are your game, not gay ones. Dress to please them. Who better to advise you than one of them?
In this case, I had asked Lazer specifically for straight women around the age of the men for just the same reason. I wanted them to dress my men in what they thought was not only stylish, but totally hot.
The doors to the gym opened again. A man with a camera and lighting walked in.
"Our photographer's here," I said to Milia, taking control and feeling excited again.
How many times had I dreamed of having the ability to really make over my clients in just the way I thought they needed to give them a fighting chance in the dating market? And now here I was, living the dream. Thank you, Lazer. But would it work out the way I imagined?
The men spilled out of the locker room, laughing and ribbing each other. They were dressed identically in breathable black exercise T-shirts and shorts, looking like they were headed to PE class for grownups. When they caught sight of Erica and Paige, they sucked in their guts almost on cue. Everyone but Lazer. His abs didn't need sucking in. They were perfect and taut at rest.
Paige and Erica studied them from across the gym with a critical eye as I called the photographer over and gave him instructions on what I wanted.
While he set up his tripods and lighting gear, I chatted with Erica and Paige. "We're setting up for a before shot of the guys. When we're ready to send them out on the dating scene in another month, we'll take another shot, an after shot. Be prepared to tweak their sizes, and maybe even their fashion, at that time."
Paige squinted, like she was concentrating as she watched the men, analyzing them. "T-shirts? A little baggy, aren't they? To hide the flaws, I assume?"
I nodded. "We'll have them in tanks and shorts for the after. And, of course, another shot of them all dressed up. This is as much for their sakes as for promo. Lazer thought seeing themselves transformed would give them confidence."
As we watched the photo shoot, which took about fifteen minutes, Paige and Erica took notes about the men and snapped their own pictures on their phones. We discussed what I had in mind for each guy.
"You want that one in a kilt, really?" Paige laughed, clearly delighted. "Bring back the Seattle utility kilt. Well, it would be something to start a new trend."
"It's for his role playing and some publicity shots," I said, then detailed the regular look I wanted for him.
Erica asked permission to get a few pictures from the photographer to reference as they picked out styles for the men.
"Of course. That's a great idea," I said.
He promised to send them a few snaps of the individual men, then packed up and left. Paige and Erica followed shortly after, promising to return in the afternoon with an assortment of clothes for the men to try on.
Which left Milia and me to ogle Lazer and Stryker and scrutinize the others as they exercised.
Stryker didn't go easy on the men. He had them sweating within minutes.
"This is my kind of job," Milia said as she watched the men work out.
"Yeah, it's strenuous, isn't it?" I actually grinned at her.
Some things were bonding, like women watching men sweat. And sweat they did, as Stryker ran them through a weight circuit and then strength, toning, and stretching exercises.
"I think Dylan is going to collapse soon," Milia whispered to me.
"My money's on Jeremy," I said.
"Hang in there, men." Stryker's voice was as deep and commanding as the rest of him. "I'm going to let you lie down for a while."
Austin punched Dylan in the arm, nodded, and smiled at him.
"Get down into the plank position." Stryker led by example.
It was hard not to stare at that fine specimen of man holding himself up on his perfectly toned arms. He made it look so easy, like he was almost resting.
Life's like that. Some people make some things look so easy, like planks. I mean, how hard could it be to hold yourself up on your arms for a minute or two? Terribly, horribly hard, as it turns out. If you're not in shape.
Stryker made it into a competition, mostly with his star pupil, Lazer, whom he was side by side with.
One by one, the men fell out, cursing and joking, until only Lazer and Stryker remained and it was clear neither one was giving up.
Lazer held the plank position without the slightest quiver in his arms. His back was straight. His butt firm. But a gentle sheen of sweat built on his forehead as he held the pose.
You know, there were some things I simply couldn't resist. Egging Lazer on was one of them. I shouldn't have done it, but under the guise of backing my partner, I got down on the floor on my stomach right in front of him and stared supportively into his eyes.
"What the hell are you doing?" he said through gritted teeth.
"Lending my support." I smiled sweetly back at him while crossing my ankles in the air and resting my head on my hands while looking him in the eye.
A bead of sweat dripped down his forehead onto his nose. From his nose to his chin.
Say what you will about the odor in a gym, there was something hot and seductive about an active, sweaty man. Something sensual about muscles slick with perspiration. Even the smell of sweat was masculine and probably laced with pheromones and excess testosterone.
I pulled a tissue from my pocket and dabbed that little bead before it dripped off onto the floor. "Better?" I brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes. "Poor baby. If only you had a headband," I said as wistfully as I could.
He cursed.
"Foul!" Stryker said. "No touching my men."
"I didn't see anything in the rule books against helping the janitor out and keeping the floors clean and safe," I said with an air of innocence.
Milia laughed and fell to a sitting position beside Stryker. "She's right. Who wants sweat stains on their floors?" She leaned down to look Stryker in the eye. "Not to worry. I'll wipe your brow. For the sake of my floors. I already pay my janitorial services too much as it is."
The men were watching the show.
"I didn't know there was a rule book," Austin said.
"A man perched on his arms is so hot," I whispered to Lazer. "There's a great deal to be said for stamina, too."
I had a vision of him perched above me. From the look on his face, I'd evoked that thought in him, too. His pupils dilated. But I was bitten by my own dog, so to speak.
I got right up in his face, so close our noses practically touched. His lips were just inches from mine as we locked gazes. "You don't have to prove anything. You can let go right now. There's no shame in letting another man one up you."
I knew exactly what I was doing. Knew he'd never give up. Especially not now.
It really was a ridiculous competition. But neither man was giving up until either he or his opponent collapsed. Cam started a timer and began calling out milestones.
Lazer's hair matted against his head, plastered there by sweat. I dabbed his forehead until my tissue soaked through. Lazer's arms shook.
Austin grabbed a bottle of water and made a point of drinking it in front of Lazer. "I suppose giving you a sip is against the rules. Sorry, buddy." He chugged half the bottle while Lazer scowled.
Lazer's arms began shaking. Then his legs. I could attest to the fact that the man had abs of rock hardness. And gorgeously toned arms.
Suddenly Lazer's elbows buckled. He went down. Hard.
I gasped. "Lazer!"
As I bent over him, he grabbed my arm with his hot, sweaty hand and stroked my nose with a sweaty finger from the other. "Gotcha!"
I pulled away, brushing my nose with the back of my hand. "Yuck. Bastard."
"Stand too close to the fire, you're going to get burned." Laughing, he rolled onto his back, covering his eyes with his arm as he swore.
Stryker laughed and popped to his feet as if he'd just had a walk in the park. "Nice try, pupil."
"Damn it, Stryker!" Lazer said. "One of these days."
"In your dreams." Stryker shook his head.
Austin tapped Lazer with a bottle of sports drink. "Drink up, bud. You need this."
Lazer grabbed it and practically ripped the top off, looking like he was tempted to pour it over himself, or me, rather than drink it.
He gulped the entire bottle down and turned to me. "Come to the gym with us next time. You can do the plank and I'll encourage you."
He gave me a quick up-and-down and whispered huskily, "I'll even slide beneath you for added incentive."
"Lovely," I said. "And so tempting." I laughed. "But I think I'll pass." I leaned in close to him. "When I'm on top, there's no need to perch. It's ride 'em, cowboy, all the way."



        


CHAPTER 5
A shley
The men came back from the showers and headed to the spa/beauty salon part of the spy school, where some of Seattle's top stylists waited for them. Lazer disappeared to take care of business for a few hours while Lottie, Milia, the stylists, and I worked our magic. I wasn't keen on sharing my guys' makeovers with Milia, but I had to admit she had a good eye and caught on quickly to what I was trying to do. Profit motive makes for strange bedfellows.
Austin was first up in the chair. I told the stylist I wanted his hair to grow out and described the ultimate length I was looking for. I wanted a cut that would allow the hair to grow out without becoming shaggy. I made my preference known for the new style to accentuate the natural copper highlights and curl in his hair. As well as his strong jaw line. His beard had to go. Completely. Much to his dismay.
Milia looked at him in the mirror over his shoulder as he sat in the stylist's chair. Her smile was devilish. "You're making him into a certain popular Scottish actor, aren't you?" She laughed and corrected herself. "Or should I say into a modern-day incarnation of that particular actor's most famous character?"
"Very perceptive," I replied, studying Austin myself. "I'm playing with a trope, actually. Women love wild Scottish Highlanders. They're fantasy warriors. Perfect for Austin's cosplay hobby.
"I'm also accentuating Austin's Scottish rugged handsomeness and playing up his heritage. If you bear enough resemblance to an actor or star who's considered exceptionally attractive, why wouldn't you play on it and highlight it? We're all copycats to one degree or another. Women copy famous actors' styles in clothing, makeup, and hair. Why shouldn't men?"
"Yes," Milia said, drawing the word out for emphasis. "Cosplay in real life?" She smiled. "Ingenious. I like disguises. I'm familiar enough with them to know they work."
We turned our attention to Dylan in the next chair over, where we had bigger fight to get rid of the mountain man beard. Cool, well-styled hipster beards were one thing. Total wild hairmaggedon that obscured all features and made Dylan's face appear rounder than it was had to go.
Stryker had his biggest challenge with Dylan, as far as turning his softness into mere stockiness. I was going to give him all the help I could with hair and clothing. Which meant the beard must be tamed.
Milia was a genius at flattering and using wiles to get her way. With her help, by sheer feminine coaxing and encouragement, we got Dylan to agree to have the beard taken down to a manageable level.
I held my breath as the stylist shaved him with a number two comb on the electric shaver. A weak chin would be hard to hide once all that hair was gone. To Milia, Lottie's, and my relief, he had a strong jaw and chin beneath all that hair. He looked good with his beard that length. We nodded at each other. Yes. No need to go all the way to barefaced.
Dylan seemed endearingly grateful we let him keep his beard. It was part of who he was, he claimed. We gave him a stylish haircut that was short on the sides, with more of the hipster look on top, longer. It suited the roundness of his face well, lengthening it. When we were finished, he looked better than I had originally hoped for.
Cam had served a tour of duty in the military as an IT guy. The clean-shaved, barefaced look suited him. As well as a short, nearly military-grade haircut. It somehow made him look more alpha. Stronger. Steadier. More in command. Put him in a uniform in a few weeks after Stryker had worked his magic on him and the women would swoon. Okay, so we weren't going to go as far as a uniform. We could still do something uniform-ish with his clothes once Paige and Erica came back.
Jeremy had a slight build, like a skateboarder. Of all the men, he was the one who could look good in skinny jeans and a beanie. Jeremy was one of those men who would always be "cute," never handsome. He had soft blue eyes that twinkled with kindness and empathy. He was exactly the kind of man women like to take under their wing and protect until he proves to them that he's the real hero. Even his slight nervous stutter was endearing. The ladies were going to go crazy for him once we were done with him. In fact, I thought he might turn out to be the most popular of our men.
Mentally, I began to play a game with myself—which of the guys would be the first to find a soul mate? Did that depend more on me or more on them?
Next, Milia brought in the dentist who specialized in cosmetic dentistry I'd requested. Dylan had a chipped tooth and a smile that needed brightening. We put all of them men on a whitening program. A winning smile is a chick magnet.
Then Paige and Erica reappeared with racks of clothing. I had to admit they were good. They even showed up with a beautiful kilt in Austin's Dougal clan plaid. With five women available, four of us paired up with one of the men and took them in hand, while Lottie acted as coordinator. It became a friendly competition to see who could make her man the most improved and attractive.
I had Austin, who was fast becoming my favorite. He was quick-quipping and fun to spar with. And he looked good in his clothes. With a little gym time, he'd be totally hot. Plus, I have a thing for Highlanders.
We picked enough separates for the men to make six to eight outfits that were appropriate for different kinds of dates. Paige and Eric promised to come back in a month to re-outfit the men once they were at fighting weight and shape.
Our photographer came back for another photo shoot—both headshots and full body shots for me to take back to Manhattan with me to use to entice the women to Seattle.
Lazer walked in at the tail end of the photo shoot. He whistled at the men. "What do we have here?" he said as he eyed his friends. "A Highlander, a hipster cowboy, a military clone, and who are you supposed to be?" He pointed to Jeremy.
"A soft-spoken hero," I said.
"Excellent." Lazer nodded. "What's up next?"
"Lunch. And then seduction skills," Milia said in a voice like silk.
Lazer raised one eyebrow and laughed. "Damn. I love this spy school."
Milia let us into a red and black suite that was very much a cocktail bar branded with the Lipstick Spy School colors and logo. It included a dance floor, karaoke stage and machine, tables, and a beautifully finished black lacquer bar, fully stocked.
"We usually only use this for cocktail-making class and bachelorette parties." She turned to Lottie and me. "No male strippers today, I'm afraid."
I smiled at my men, who had been peacocking since we'd fixed them up. "With these hot men around, who needs male strippers?"
Milia winked at Dylan. "Exactly." She laughed lightly as Lazer rolled his eyes.
I'd had Milia set the bar up to roughly emulate my first meeting with Lazer. I wanted the feel of a bar full of men with only a small pool of women. I wanted my men to be as confident as Lazer had been that night, and get their own standing ovations for having the courage to go after what they wanted.
I went over some basic dating etiquette, some dos and don'ts for casually approaching women, and some of the cues and signals a woman gives when she wants to be approached.
"Now we're going to run through a simulation." I glanced around the men who'd gathered around the bar.
I used Milia as the unicorn. She was a chameleon of the first order, and could become anything or anyone she wanted to be. They'd already seen her and how she could be. She could be intimidating. Which was what I wanted. I wanted my men battle ready.
I had Milia perch on a stool at the bar and directed Lottie to play bartender and help me coach the men.
I had the men draw straws. Jeremy came up with the short straw. Of course, my shyest, least confident man. Not that any of them other than Lazer were particularly outgoing, but still. I suppressed the very real urge to sigh heavily. I couldn't have them draw again without embarrassing Jeremy and undermining his already shaky confidence. There was nothing to do but make this fun.
"Barkeep!" I signaled to Lottie. "Give the man some liquid courage, would you?"
She smiled a motherly, fond smile. "What's your poison of choice?"
Thank goodness for Lottie and her reassuring presence.
"Pale ale." Jeremy hammed up being nervous as Lottie slid him a beer across the bar. Jeremy made a big show of chugging half of it and wiping his mouth, setting his face for battle.
I directed him to a position across the bar and arranged the rest of the men around the room.
"Lazer will be coaching you," I said. "And giving good advice." I pointed at Lazer and gave him my steely look, warning him to behave and take his role seriously.
Lazer saluted me and took his position.
I whispered to Milia, "Don't go easy on him, but try to be a woman he'd stand a chance of approaching. His kind of girl."
"You mean someone other than myself?" Again, she laughed as if she found everything amusing.
Lottie gave her a girlie martini glass filled with a pink-tinted drink. Which, knowing how Lottie felt about her, I wasn't sure wasn't some horrible-tasting concoction.
Milia wrinkled her nose at it, and probably rightly so, but just as quickly her demeanor shifted. She went from being a confident siren to putting on the posture of a sweet girl-next-door type. The transformation was amazing, practical magic. She was suddenly unapproachable only because of her shyness, which could be mistaken for standoffishness and aloofness. Disinterest. Milia was a quick study. The way she read men was almost frightening.
"Milia isn't going to make this easy on you, Jeremy," I said to my pupil. "I want you men so prepared and confident that you can tackle any situation with aplomb and complete confidence."
He nodded.
"Lottie, atmosphere, please." I pointed to her.
She nodded and dimmed the lights, turned on some music, loud, put a prerecorded game on the overhead TV, and clinked glasses around behind the bar, putting on a bored expression that cracked the men up.
I put myself back in the mood of that first time in the bar where I met Lazer, and looked around the room at my much-improved clients. They were each handsome in their own way. I had no doubt that there was a woman out there who was perfect for each of them. All we had to do was find her. I didn't have any doubts that we would. But how long did we have? The pressure to make Pair Us an immediate success weighed heavily on me.
Milia swiveled toward the bar, keeping her back to the men as she pretended to study her pink drink and occasionally glance at the TV, and then quickly at Jeremy. She smiled shyly at him and returned to her examination of her drink.
Jeremy stood mutely in place. He shook his head. "You want me to make a cold hit?" he said helplessly. "How am I supposed to know she's interested? She looks like she wants to be left alone."
"Don't tell me you missed it," I said. "She's sitting alone at the bar in a room full of men. She smiled at you. You. It was subtle, but that was her come-on. She's alone at the bar and she gave you her particular attention." I gave him a gentle shove. "Remember what I taught you earlier and make a move."
He took a deep breath and went to the bar, where he asked Lottie to send Milia another of whatever she was drinking.
I mentally slapped my forehead. I'm not a fan of the cold send-a-drink-move. It takes skill to pull off that many amateurs simply don't have. Suaveness. Savoir-faire. Confidence that a man like Jeremy didn't possess yet. This was his chickening-out move. Better to let the drink speak for him than himself.
I hadn't coached him to do this. In fact, I recommend against this move. For many women, myself included, having a drink arrive uninvited makes me feel awkward and obligated to the sender in some small way. I personally don't like to accept drinks from men I'm not interested in. And I feel like I shouldn't be obligated to talk to anyone I don't want to on my night out. And that damn drink is an obligation.
If you send a drink to a person who doesn't find you attractive. Or if you send them a drink they don't like. Or they've already had their limit and don't want another drink. Or are any number of other things, it can be extremely awkward.
And what if you succeed and they find you attractive, but the moment they open their mouth, they turn you off? And you've just made this ballsy move of sending them a drink?
No, better, much better, in my opinion, to strike up a conversation with them first. See close up if there's mutual interest, and then, and only then, offer to buy them a drink.
But, given the circumstance, I held my breath to see how Jeremy would handle it next. Lottie set the drink in front of Milia, subtly pointing to Jeremy as the sender. Just at that moment, Jeremy looked away, leaving his mark confused. He should have been ready with a wink and a smile. Or maybe a friendly lift of the drink in his hand.
I did a mental head thunk and glanced over at Lazer, who sighed heavily.
I made a T with my hands. "Timeout!" I went over to Jeremy. "Jeremy, sweetie, that was terribly gutsy of you to send that drink to Milia."
The guys guffawed.
"Silence from the peanut gallery. Listen up, men, and learn a thing or two." I smiled, pointed an accusing finger at them, and returned my attention to Jeremy. "I'm not kidding. It really was. But here's the thing—you don't know anything about her. She could be a complete witch. She could be waiting for her date to show up. So she gave you a cue. Maybe she's an unabashed flirt. Maybe she likes trouble.
"That's a longwinded way of saying that sending a drink uninvited can be dangerous business. It's better to approach a woman you're interested in and find out a bit about her before offering to buy her a drink. But, once you've gone for gold and done it, you have to be ready to acknowledge you're the sender and respond to her positive signal. Or her negative one. In this case, Milia signaled her appreciation, but you glanced away as if you were dissing her."
"I'm sorry." He grinned sheepishly. "I panicked."
I put a hand on his shoulder. "I know. But there's no reason to. You're a hot, eligible, nice guy. Let's start from where you should have been if you'd responded properly to her about the drink and go from there." I positioned him next to Milia as if he'd correctly handled the situation. "Go."
"Hi," he said.
"Hi," Milia said in a shy voice.
And there they were then, staring mutely at each other. Milia wasn't helping him one tiny bit. Good woman, I thought. She didn't break character.
I motioned to Jeremy to use one of the conversation icebreakers we'd rehearsed. He shrugged helplessly, looking as if he'd forgotten his opening line to an important presentation, and stuttered, "Th-the weather's nice."
I called another timeout. "It's all right. It's okay. Nice try, but I think you can do better. Why don't we have one of the other men try while you observe and work on your conversation starter? We'll come back to you."
Jeremy looked relieved as he smiled good-naturedly and joined his gang again.
Dylan was up next. His turn was a disaster in the opposite direction. It was as if he was using a sledgehammer to knock his conversation out, swinging indiscriminately no matter what clues Milia was giving him, and trying way too hard. So hard that he would have scared any woman short of Milia off. She was a trooper, though, staying in character and trying to guide him in the right direction. He just kept missing the signals.
"Timeout!" Lazer signaled. "I think we need a good example here. Guys, it's not that hard." He looked at me and took my hand, leading me to the bar. "Let's show them how it's done."
Milia nodded and slid off her barstool. "Please do. I can't stand much more of this pink drink."
What had Lottie put in it? A ton of bitters? She knew how to make fabulous cocktails. Any failing was intentional.
I took Milia's place, wondering what Lazer was up to. He looked too happy with himself as he walked across the room and out the door.
"I scared him off already!" I winked at the men, who laughed with me just as Lazer strolled back through the door.
I watched as he scanned the room and spotted me. I picked up a fresh glass of some drink that Lottie had placed in front of me, and met his bold gaze, smiling and looking away. My heart raced. The way he looked at a woman, like she was the prey and he was the warrior, was deeply thrilling in a primitive way.
He paused on his way across the room to joke with his buddies, making me wait, building the anticipation of his approach. I was hyperaware of him as he finally approached the bar.
"Excuse me. Is this seat taken?" His voice was deep, and rich with flirtation. As if taking the seat next to me would be a great honor and pleasure.
I returned his smile, feeling the pressure to flirt as effectively as possible as a good example to the men. And selfishly wanting to tempt Lazer. Flirting with him was fun sport. "If you want it, it's yours. Or are you securing it for your date?"
He smiled radiantly. "No, selfishly I'd planned to take it for myself. I'm dateless tonight. And shamelessly single."
"Are you?" I laughed. "Shamelessly?"
He grinned. "There's no shame in being single, is there?" He took the seat and signaled to Lottie for a drink. "I'll have a beer."
He returned his attention to me as Lottie set a beer in front of him. "Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"If I hadn't come along to fill this chair, given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want to be sitting next to you right now, your guest for the evening?"
My eyes went wide. I recognized this question. It was a variation on part of a "sharing game" that relationship experts used to build intimacy between two people who'd just met. The goal of the game was to get a relationship to the next level inside an hour. The inventors of the game contended they could make two total strangers feel closer to each other than they did to longtime friends. The set of questions was a shortcut to intimacy, and Lazer was using it as a come-on.
Oh, Lazer was good. I was sure it was completely intentional. I smiled seductively back at him, wondering whether I should shut him down or set him up. Unfortunately, he had me over a barrel. We were supposed to be setting an example of effective flirting.
"What kind of a question is that?" I said.
He shrugged and leaned closer to me, sending my pulse racing off the rails. "A deep one." He grinned lopsidedly.
I smiled into his eyes and laughed. I shook my head, refusing to answer.
"So?"
I named the hottest actor I could think of, one who was dark and handsome, hoping to throw Lazer off balance, and keep the conversation superficial.
Instead, he was silent a moment, making a show of considering. "Interesting. Why?"
"Isn't it obvious?" I stared at him innocently, wondering if he'd take the bait and talk movies with me.
There have been studies done that prove talking about movies isn't good first date, or in this case, first encounter, conversation. Only nine percent of first dates where the couples talk about movies convert into a second date.
"Sorry to disappoint," he said in the manner of a man who is confident in himself. And yet, in an endearing attempt at humility.
"Who says I'm disappointed?"
"You mean given the choice between an empty chair and me, I'm an improvement?"
I laughed. "Definitely."
His answering expression was positively heart stopping. Suddenly I was the one who wanted to rip his clothes off. Not that there was anything new in that. There was something magnetic about him that I'd felt from the first.
Lazer scooted closer to me. "You have a beautiful voice." The compliment sounded so sincere, I was taken by surprise.
Beautiful voice? That was a new one. Much less superficial and obvious than telling me I was beautiful. More personal. More thoughtful. Less threatening. Still thrilling.
"Thank you," I said, wondering where he would take this.
He leaned into me. "Do you sing?" He looked at me with genuine appearing curiosity.
"Me? No." I laughed, nervously, giddy with his nearness, soaking in his interest.
"Come on," he said in a coaxing tone. "Not even to yourself?"
"Well…" I looked into my drink, trying to hide my embarrassment and seem mysterious.
"I bet you sing when you're happy. I bet you sing along to the radio in the car."
I glanced up at him. He wasn't going to let me stall. He wasn't going to give up.
"When was the last time you sang to yourself?" He looked at me earnestly.
The honesty of his expression startled me. "What?"
He was devious. That was another question on the intimacy-building list.
"Singing to yourself is no crime. You should be happy. You should sing to yourself. All the time." He paused, studying me with such intensity I felt like I was the only one in the room.
One of the men shuffled, bringing me back to the reality of what we were doing—demonstrating effective conversation and flirting. I imagined the group of them leaning in, too, to hear better.
"When was the last time you sang to anyone?" Lazer said, still wearing that intimate, curious, interested expression.
My mouth went dry. When was the last time?
He was right. I sang when I was happy. I sang to people only when I trusted them and felt close to them. And loved them. Because I was the kind of person who was shy about singing and mouthed the words to Happy Birthday when I could get away with it.
There had been a time when I imagined myself singing lullabies to my babies. I sang to Ruck regularly. But the last time I remembered…
Holding Ruck's hand as he slipped away from me and this world. Singing so softly only he could hear. Tears streaming down my face. I swallowed hard.
My face must have showed my distress. Lazer's expression became serious. When I looked into his eyes I realized he saw the truth.
He took my hand and squeezed it. "I'm sorry."
I swallowed hard again, thinking I would like to sing to someone again. Thinking how much I missed it and hadn't even realized until now.
Lazer's hand was warm and reassuring. I felt the absence when he let go.
How did we recover the fun now? How would he recapture the flirt? And had the men seen the minefield even a simple question could put them in?
It was as if the entire room held its breath.
Lazer smiled and whispered. "It's time to get back up on the horse. Time to make a happy memory. It's a shame to silence your voice."
He pointed toward the karaoke machine. "I haven't sung to anyone in a long time, either. What do you say we start again now?" His voice was full of enthusiasm and encouragement. "Join me and serenade this crowd."
I froze. I didn't sing in front of anyone.
"I promise to sing loudly and badly. To drown you out if you falter or get nervous. And to take full credit for any damage done to anyone's eardrums." He was still smiling. His voice was almost tender.
How had he done that? Swung the situation around? Made me feel so close to him that I was tempted to try to sing again?
I fought the urge and shook my head, even though I was dying to hear him sing and make a fool of himself. "Another time, maybe."
He shrugged. "I'll hold you to it." He paused again, looking like he was working up to something big. "Can I ask you something else?"
I nodded. "Sure."
"You don't look like you're enjoying your drink much. Do you like the taste of beer?" His eyes twinkled with devilment. "Because I'd love to buy you one."
I nearly sputtered. My eyes flew wide open as they met his, which danced with invitation. Between two experienced dating experts, this was a serious come-on, tantamount to asking me to sleep with him.
Crap. I knew that question. And I knew he knew exactly what he was doing and asking. Gauging his chances of success for getting lucky.
In another study, researchers found that there was one question, and only one, whose answer indicated how likely a person was to have sex on a first date or encounter. That question—do you like the taste of beer? Beer lovers are sixty percent more likely to be okay with sleeping with someone they just met.
"You're incorrigible," I said, shaking my head to let him know I knew what he was up to. "I can't believe you don't know the answer to that." I put my face next to his until our lips were just inches apart. "I love beer. Adore it. Especially on warm summer days. Or brisk fall afternoons. But not tonight. Not now."
He shrugged. "It was worth a try. I'd still like to buy you a drink. What can I get you?"



        


CHAPTER 6
A shley
I nodded and lifted my glass. "I'd love another drink. Another of these."
Lazer slapped the bar, cleverly masking his disappointment. "And that, gentlemen, is how it's done."
The men looked at each other, clearly confused about what had just happened.
Austin stepped forward. "What was all that about the beer, Lazer? What's wrong with you that you didn't know the answer?" He got a crooked smile on his face. "You should have asked me. I knew she loves beer." He winked at me.
Lazer got that look on his face that warned he was about to fire back.
I shot him a warning look. If he spilled that bit of intel about the beer question here at the spy school during my flirting session, I was going to have to kill him. I was trying to keep the men from sleeping with anyone on the first date. My steely stare stopped him.
Lazer turned to the men and shrugged. "My deal breaker." He grinned and looked at me sideways. "I can't be with a woman who doesn't like beer. I was using the opportunity to find out. And see how receptive she was to buying her a drink, and what kind of drink to buy her."
Austin's eyes narrowed. "Beer. Your deal breaker? You are so full of shit. Not sleeping with you, I'd believe that."
"Me too." Dylan came up behind Austin and clapped a shoulder on his back. "Nice flirting, man. Glad you learned something since college, Lazer."
"You mean he wasn't always an accomplished flirt?" I knew the story of Lazer's ill-fated marriage proposal, of course. But had he been as awful and awkward at the bar and on the dating scene? I mean, that proposal was pretty bad.
The four men laughed in unison.
"The stories we could tell—" Cam said.
"But won't." Lazer rolled his eyes. "Seduction is an acquired talent."
He'd just given me an opening. "If Lazer can acquire it," I said, "you, men, who are such quick studies, should have no problems picking it up quickly." I smiled sweetly at them before shooting a sidelong look at Lazer. "Practice while I'm in New York so you're ready when I bring your potential brides back with me."
For some reason, that had a sobering effect on the men.
All that was left of our retreat was dinner, which flew by in a haze of ribbing, teasing, business talk, and fun. Milia joined us. The way she continued to look at Lazer worried me. It wasn't easy to contain my jealousy. She was here, convenient and willing. And I would be in Manhattan looking at client profiles for matches for four men who had stolen my heart. And one man who…
What was I going to do for or with Lazer? I wanted him. There was no doubt about that. The jealous way I felt was a clear indication of my feelings. Yet, for the sake of our business success, I had to match him. I still hadn't decided how or what kind of lesson I was going to teach him. If any lesson at all.
The match game I was thinking of playing could have dire consequences for my professional and personal reputation. I was like a pollster. Too far out from any election or event, they could be off on their predictions. But as an election got close, their professional reputations depended on how accurate they were when the results came in.
On a first date or match or two, I could match Lazer with some beautiful women who only appeared to be compatible with him. But as time wore on, I'd have to show my matchmaking prowess or risk losing potential clients.
Even with all this in the balance, I didn't want to let him go. Especially not to an old "friend" like Milia. A dangerous idea came to me. But it could backfire completely. However, given the opportunity to try it, I was pretty sure I'd seize it.
After dinner, Lazer made an upbeat closing speech that was as much cheerleading as anything. I wished the men well and hugged them each goodbye.
"Find me a perfect match," Austin whispered to me on his way out the door.
"I'll find you a catch. I promise," I said. "Anything else I need to know before I look for her?"
"Make sure she's kind and loyal." He hugged me again.
"And stubborn," Jeremy said. "She'll need to be to stay with him."
"When are you heading back?" Cam asked. "Can we give you a ride anywhere?"
"Tomorrow Lottie and I are checking out the new offices and apartments before we head out the next day. Thanks for the offer, but we're fine. Our hotel is only a few blocks away on the waterfront. It's a nice evening for a walk back." And I needed to clear my head and think.
With that, the men jostled and joked and made their exit, each heading home.
Lazer came up to Lottie and me as we packed up. We'd had our bags sent directly to the hotel. All that remained was for us to make the walk back.
"I can give you a lift," Lazer said.
No, I thought. As much as I would have liked to enjoy his company for a few more minutes, after that flirting and the weekend at the lodge, I'd be much too tempted to invite him in.
I glanced at Lottie.
She answered for me, "Personally, I'm looking forward to some fresh air and the walk."
I turned back to Lazer. "There you have it, then. We're walking. But thank you."
"Tomorrow, then," he said with a masked expression. "I'll send a car for you at eight." He didn't hug either me or Lottie.
We left while he was still discussing something with Milia. To be honest, I had to drag myself away. I didn't trust them together, not even after seeing Milia ogle Stryker. Maybe especially after that. She appeared to like anything hot in pants. I had to keep my fingers crossed that Lazer behaved himself. Especially after all that flirting and teasing. Milia would be an easy mark.
Out on the street, it was a pleasant evening, still warm with a soft breeze blowing, particularly as we neared the water.
"What do you think, Lottie?" I put a hand over my eyes to shade them from the brightness and looked to the west, watching as the setting sun lit up the water. "Are the skies the bluest blue here? Or are we in for rough sailing?"
"Red sky at night, sailor's delight." She paused to admire the brilliant red sky. "But it's going to be an adventure, all right," she said with a heavy sigh. "I like our new clients. I know we can do right by them. Lazer is a handful. And I still don't like Milia. She's much too slick for my tastes. I wouldn't trust her farther than I could toss her tiny ass."
I laughed and nodded my agreement.
Lazer
I hadn't gone to such great lengths to impress a woman since the first time I'd dated a supermodel. Come to think of it, not even then. Supermodels, as it turned out, were easier to impress than know-it-all matchmakers.
I had to admit, Ashley knew her stuff. She'd recognized that beer question right off the bat. And, yeah, I'd meant it just as she took it. I would have had sex with her again any time I could get it. Which was strange. Because while she was beautiful and funny, she wasn't so special and unique, was she?
And yet, against all reason, I thought so. She was unique in the way she made me feel. In the way she lit up my world when she was in it. In the way she challenged me and saw through me. In the way I opened up to her. And sought her smiles and approval.
It was a damned shame that the one woman I really wanted didn't seem impressed by my wealth as much as distanced by my commitment issues. Maybe that was a good thing in at least one way. Did I want a woman who wanted my money more than she wanted me?
Whatever the hold was she had on me, she had it good. I was firmly in her grip. And afraid to let her know just how much she affected me. I'd learned, maybe later than most, not to give that power to anyone.
None of that stopped my heart from pounding as I showed her and Lottie around the new downtown offices for Pair Us with Lexi Phillips, one of the city's most prestigious interior designers, and Peter at our elbow. I owned a large part of the office building where my offices were located in downtown Seattle. I had the prime suite on the top floor and rented out the rest.
I'd given Pair Us the next best available location, which was just a few floors down. In particular, I gave the matchmaking part of the venture, meaning Ashley, the suite of offices with a view of Lake Union. Peter had to contend with a less ideal view for him and his job seekers.
Giving the office suite to Pair Us was costing me a wad of cash in lost rent revenues. It wasn't the smartest business move. Clearly, it was an emotional move meant to impress a woman. I usually didn't think with my emotions and heart. I was humoring myself this once until I saw where this was going. I hoped I wasn't setting myself up to get burned.
The suite was currently unfinished and unfurnished. It was ready to be filled with the elements of the occupant's business.
"The office has good bones," Ashley said as she looked around the empty space. "Nice views and open spaces." Her gaze flitted past me.
Nice? That was a hell of an understatement. Good thing I saw how her eyes had widened and the way her pulse beat delicately in the hollow of her throat. The place excited her. She loved it. The views weren't merely nice. They were fantastic.
Ashley paused and closed her eyes, going silent for a moment. "Best of all, it has a good vibe. I feel confidence and happiness here."
Lottie looked around with us, nodding softly to herself as if she agreed with Ashley's assessment.
I turned to Ashley. "A good vibe?"
"People who are hoping to fall in love are insecure, especially about visiting a matchmaker. It's important to make them feel comfortable and confident in their choice." She turned to Peter. "I imagine it's the same for headhunters?"
Peter laughed. "The insecurity and frustration, yeah."
"And the desperation," Ashley said.
"It's a different kind," Peter said. "Our offices are across the hall."
"So that any of your clients who are only using your job-matching services won't be tainted by the scandal of using a matchmaker?" Ashley said.
"I would say it would be mostly a scandal for our married clients and those in a committed relationship to be seen walking into a renowned matchmaker's office," Peter said. "Better for us to keep things unambiguous for the clients' sakes."
Ashley smiled. "Yes, I see your point. But your offices will be branded the same as ours? The same colors, fonts on our signage, that sort of thing?"
"Yes. As we discussed at the retreat. The branding will be the same. Lexi is here to make sure whatever furnishings each of you choose play together and give a cohesive feel to the joint venture," I said.
We outlined our vision for a sculpture or fountain of some kind, maybe a bridge kind of thing, where we could hang the heart locks we would be handing out to clients. And marked the location in the reception area. Lexi knew just the artist for the task.
As she and Ashley went into Ashley's office space to discuss options, I took Lottie by the elbow and showed her the reception area. "What do you think?"
She looked me directly in the eye. "It's a beautiful space. I'm going to enjoy working here." Her gaze bounced to Ashley before settling back on me. "I just hope none of us blow what we've got going on."
I took that as a warning. Lottie was astute. She'd picked up on the chemistry between Ashley and me in that flirting simulation earlier. Which only added, I was sure, to all the other ammo she had.
"And why would we?" I said. "Our team is the best in the biz."
She looked me straight in the eye in a motherly, concerned sort of way and spoke in a tone that was both stern and sympathetic. "You've never been in the matchmaking business. It's a different animal. If any of our clients even sniff at a conflict of interest, our reputation will be in tatters in the blink of an eye."
"I don't know who you're talking about, Lottie." I liked her, despite her accusation. "But I won't tolerate that kind of behavior in any of my businesses."
"Good." She nodded, looking only slightly reassured and still slightly skeptical. "I hoped you'd say that. I'm protective of my boss. She's spent a lot of years getting back on her feet and making a success in a tough profession. I'd hate to let a moment's lapse of judgment destroy everything she's built." Lottie looked around the office. "This really is a beautiful suite." She smiled sweetly at me, as if making friends with me again.
I took her warning seriously. I'd been too obvious about Ashley at the spy school. From now on, the only time anyone saw anything special about my feelings for her was in private. In the meantime, I had to charm and flirt with Lottie to get us back on track.
Ashley
It may have only been my imagination, but Lazer had given Pair Us some of the nicest offices in the building. Expensive real estate. A business case could be made for why he'd done it. There's the old "dress for success" theory that applies equally to businesses. Look successful to be taken for successful. Having such beautiful offices in a prime location would make clients think we could afford them on our own. And encourage the caliber of client we wanted.
But there was a conceited, and damningly optimistic, part of me that liked to believe he'd given us such wonderful space to impress me. To make a point. Then again, what was the price of the offices compared to his great wealth? Maybe it meant nothing more than convenience to him to have his new business venture so close by.
After the first look at the new office space, Lottie and I went off with Lexi for a morning of shopping for office décor, and Lazer returned to work. Lexi took us to the Seattle Design Center, where we had a hard time deciding between so many good pieces for our boutique suite. The design center catered mostly to home furnishings, but that was perfect for our intimate offices. I wanted them to feel like a romantic home.
We lunched at the center with Lexi, shopped a bit more, and met Lazer at three at the apartment building he'd secured to house us and the women we'd be bringing back with us from Manhattan. The apartment building was located not far from the office building, in prime real estate not far from Lake Union in the high-tech corridor of downtown Seattle.
I'd done my research and knew what rents went for here. By Manhattan and New York standards, they were reasonable. By Seattle standards, they were astronomical. Within easy commuting distance of the University of Washington and many downtown businesses, these apartments were in high demand and hard to secure. Even if you had the cash to afford them. Because of rapid growth, the downtown corridor was in the middle of an office space and housing shortage.
Lazer had somehow—which made me believe that money really does talk—secured ten fully furnished apartments, an entire floor. Three single-bedroom units—one for Lottie, one for me, and one for one lucky woman—and seven two-bedroom, two-bath units for the remaining fourteen women we planned to use to launch the business.
Lazer met us at the building. My heart flipped over when I saw him, just like it always did. I wondered when the rush would end. Or if it would. When would clearer heads prevail? If that meant mine, I was doomed. I cursed my heart for being so completely fickle and unreasonably stupid in its choice. Why him? Why this man who could cause me no end of trouble and only break my heart?
The sight of him reinforced my decision to force his hand, and mine, and see if we could build real emotional intimacy between us. Emotional intimacy bound deeper and lasted longer than lust. I was going to turn his game back on him. And hope I didn't catch myself in the crossfire.
He led us to the third floor and let Lottie and me into one of the two-bedroom units. "Each unit has a unique floor plan, which is part of the appeal of this building. Something unique for every tenant.
"The developers tried to give each apartment something special in its appeal so that residents, even on the non-view side, like this one, have something they wouldn't easily want to trade away. Even for another feature, like a view. The floor plan and layout of this unit is my personal favorite of the two-bedroom apartments. It's also the largest double unit."
I nodded as I looked around, impressed with what I saw. "That brings up an interesting point—how will we decide who gets what unit? Who shares and who gets their own place?"
He smiled and got a devious look on his face. "I leave that to you, ladies. You know your women better than anyone. You match lifetime mates for a living. Pairing up roommates for a few months should be a snap."
I shook my head and laughed. "You'd be surprised. It's not as easy as you'd think it should be."
His answering smile showed he knew exactly what he was saying. He was passing the buck.
"And after we've matched up roommates? Does the single woman feel like she's the most cantankerous and hard to get along with?" I said. "That still leaves us with the problem of view and no-view units."
He shrugged. "If it were up to me, I'd pick numbers or draw straws. But, like I said, that's your gig. I'm sure Lottie can handle it." He winked at her.
For all that Lottie said she was worried about Lazer, she was clearly completely charmed by him. She pinked with pleasure at his confidence in her abilities. There was no way she was faking it, either.
"Silver-tongued devil," she said to him. "You know full well the trouble you're setting me up for."
He laughed. "Each of the double units has completely separate bedroom and bath suites. The occupants only share the living room and kitchen. The building has a gym, a rooftop terrace for entertaining, and a reception room that can be booked for parties.
"The building is within walking distance of any number of restaurants and shopping. The bus stops right out front and can take you anywhere you'd like to go. I think New Yorkers will feel right at home here without a car."
I walked around, inspecting the unit. I had to agree with him. "These are nice. Very nice."
"We have them for six months, with an option to renew." He watched as Lottie and I walked into the kitchen and inspected the cupboards and appliances.
"This is a good-sized pantry," Lottie said, clearly impressed.
After we'd seen the entire unit, Lazer showed us Lottie's apartment. It was on the view side and had a large soaking tub. Somehow Lazer had discerned her weakness. She loved a good soak in the tub. It also had a gas fireplace, an alcove, and two stacked stoves. Perfect for a woman like Lottie, who loved to cook.
All in all, she seemed pleased with her new apartment. "You've put me in the perfect spot to keep an eye on the women." She grinned at him. "I can look out my peephole and see the entire length of the hall and all the coming and goings. I'm a house mother now, am I?"
"I thought that was the idea," he said.
She laughed. "These aren't college girls."
"All the same, I think you can handle them," he said.
"True. True." Lottie nodded. "I could tell you stories about how I've had to handle some of our clients. At least this way if I have to rush out in the middle of the night to deal with a crisis, it should just be down the hall."
She made a good point.
When Lottie had seen all that she wanted of her new place, Lazer handed her the key. "It's yours now. You can start moving in anytime. Leave a toothbrush here so it feels homey."
Lottie laughed and shook her head. "A toothbrush makes a place feel homey? That's just a convenience."
Lazer hesitated. There was one more unit to see—mine. I got the impression he wanted to show it to me alone.
Lottie picked up on the feeling. She glanced at a message that came into her phone. "If you don't mind, I'd like to head back to the hotel and get some work done. The New York office has some questions. I have a few fires I need to put out." She rolled her eyes.
Lazer called her a car and we saw her out.
"You've been patient," he said when Lottie had gone. "Are you ready to see your new home?"



        


CHAPTER 7
A shley
If I thought Lazer was going to make it easy for me to resist him, I was sadly mistaken. I had assumed my apartment would be in a house mom position. Like Lottie's. End of the hall or right by the elevator, where everyone would have to pass it. That I would be playing mom cop and tag-teaming with Lottie.
After all, I was actually the one who was on call twenty-four/seven. Lottie and my other matchmakers in the Manhattan office were backup. It was usually me who rushed out in the middle of the night to rescue a client from whatever dating or relationship crisis they'd managed to get themselves into. I'd been imagining my apartment since the first unit Lazer showed us. I should have known he had something up his sleeve.
Yes, my apartment was on the same floor as the others. It was the prime unit, the corner unit at the end of the hall. Its entrance was recessed and not visible from down the length of the hall.
He let me in and stepped back, waiting for me to walk in first.
I stood in the entryway, taking it all in in stunned silence. The place was gorgeous. And completely to my tastes. The view was stunning, even from the distance of the entryway. One wall was almost entirely windows. Because it was the corner unit, I had a view on two sides. The apartment was also large—by my standards, anyway. Nearly two thousand square feet, I would guess at a glance. Twice the standard size of a one-bedroom unit.
"Well? Are you just going to stand there, or would you like to see the rest?" He sounded nearly as excited as I was.
I turned to him. "I'm not sure I can handle much more beauty and awe. I'm already overwhelmed. This is…this place is… I'm speechless."
"Good."
"I'll never be able to let any of the women in here. They'll be too jealous." I turned my gaze on him. "They'll think I'm gouging them and demand part of their fees back."
He shrugged. "Not once you've introduced them to the love of their life here in Seattle and they see you're worth every penny and more. But I get your point."
We leisurely toured the apartment. Every inch of it was more beautiful than the one before. The bedroom had an elegant queen-size bed with a fluffy mattress topper and firmness controls, plus a padded headboard that somehow managed to look sensual and as if it was whispering to us to try out the bed. Or maybe that was all in my head. Lazer had that effect on me.
Once I put my pillows and bedding on that luscious bed, it would be irresistible. I forced myself not to look at Lazer, afraid invitation and desire were sparkling too clearly in my eyes. That he could see the racing beat of my pulse in the hollow of my throat.
It was hard to resist the onslaught of pampering and spoiling he was doing, even knowing his motivation and that it was a game he was playing. I liked to think I wasn't a material girl. I worked hard for what I had and enjoyed the fruits of my success as much as anyone. As a result, I didn't like being beholden to anyone.
Gifts could carry a veiled obligation. But his gifts, if that's what you'd call them—I believe he would call them perks of the job and partnership—showed a great deal of care and thoughtfulness. Thoughtfulness that he liked to hide behind as terms of seduction.
The thought he put into his presents was as great a turn-on as the money he spent. At least to me. I was the kind of woman who would melt at a bouquet of wildflowers if it were presented with the thought of me in mind. Lazer's gifts showed a tender, romantic side he liked to hide behind his playboy façade. Or, at least, I hoped it was only a façade. The care he took gave me hope there was more to him than he liked to admit.
The money Lazer spent was insignificant to him. Like tossing a quarter in a tip jar. I was no math whiz, but after meeting him, and being boggled by his wealth, I did a little research. At the average interest rate billionaires earn, about five percent, he could spend hundreds of thousands of dollars a day for hundreds of years and still not go broke. All of this around me and all of the units on the floor with rent for however long he wanted weren't anywhere near even a single day's spend.
I returned my attention to the room. It had a private balcony and a view to die for. I would have lingered and taken more time exploring it, but the sumptuous bed was a glaring beacon of temptation. I knew my limits and moved quickly through the suite. I couldn't tell whether that amused or irritated Lazer.
"You haven't seen the best feature of the apartment yet." He took my hand and pulled me to a corner of the apartment, where he stopped in front of a dark wood exterior door. "You have a private entrance."
My mouth fell open. "What?"
He nodded. "Come on. I'll show you." He opened the door, which led into a small foyer of an elevator.
"A private elevator?" My eyes popped wide open.
"Not quite," he said. "It serves all of the corner units in the building." He put a warm finger on my lips.
True confession: I had to resist the urge to lick that finger or suck on it. Every part of me wanted to egg him on, turn him, take him down on top of me. I was a woman of strong passions. I wasn't used to restraining them when I was with the man I desired. I'd never had to with Ruck. Now that those passions had reawakened, they were singing a siren song I had to force myself to turn away from. Everything about Lazer was far too tempting.
"A secret elevator," he said in that warm, honeyed voice of his, which was even more sensual when he was being mysterious and teasing. "Part of the contract with this apartment requires you not to tell any of the other residents about it.
"I'll show you where it comes out on the ground floor when we leave. You need a key to get into the room that houses it." He held up a key, dropped his finger from my lips, and pressed the key into my hand, closing my fingers around it to seal the deal.
"A secret elevator?" I couldn't keep the skepticism, and excitement, from my voice. "Some of the other residents must know about it."
He shrugged. "I should clarify. They know the elevator exists. But word is generally that the elevator only serves the penthouse. The people who live in the other corner units value their privacy and want a way to enter and leave their units without being seen. Your job is to not verify the rumors. Not if you value your privacy and want to look like Houdini."
I turned my gaze to his. "So if I'm coming in at the same time as someone who knows me, I use the public elevator. And if not, I can dart into the secret elevator like I'm on a covert mission?"
He nodded. "Or you can use the private entrance on the outside of the building."
I shook my head. "You've been hanging out with Milia and the spy school too long. No wonder you were so impressed with her secret entrance."
He laughed. "Hers has a few more bells and whistles."
I ignored his comment. Hers might have been bigger, but it wasn't better than mine. "Who else has a key to the elevator?"
He held my gaze. "Only the other residents of the corner units and whomever you give one to. You can buzz whoever you want up at any time."
I grinned at him, trying to keep the images running through my mind at bay. "Why do I feel like almost like a kept woman?"
"No idea," he said, too innocently. "You only are if you want to be." His eyes danced with an invitation that was hard to ignore.
I glanced away. "I still haven't gotten more than a cursory glance from afar of the kitchen."
"You want to see the kitchen up close?" He put on a funny, exaggerated expression. "I didn't take you for a woman who cooks."
"You make cooking sound like an insult." I smiled mysteriously at him. "Maybe I cook. Maybe I don't. But I still like a good refrigerator to store beverages and need a place for my coffee machine."
"Then let's have a look, by all means." He took my elbow and led the way.
The kitchen was large, with rich, warm cabinets finished with an espresso stain, dark wood floors, gleaming top-end stainless steel appliances, and cream quartz countertops. The stovetop was gas. The oven electric. And the layout inviting.
Lazer walked right to the French door refrigerator and waved his hands around it, preening and strutting like a game show hostess showing off the latest valuable prize behind door number one. "What do you think? Does this meet with your satisfaction?"
"Before I comment, I'll have to look under the hood." I pushed him gently and playfully aside, taking full notice of how pleasantly solid and well built he was, and pulled open the French doors.
My mouth fell open. Again. The entire fridge was filled with beer. Every shelf. Even the pockets in the doors. Every kind of beer imaginable—ale, lager, stouts and porters, malts. Blond, brown, cream. Domestic. Local. International. You name it, it was there.
I stood there gaping, sputtering for words. Speechless.
When I turned my gaze to his, he was grinning in a perfectly charming, devilish way, looking like a fallen angel of temptation. He shrugged one shoulder. "Welcome to your new home. You said you love beer. Consider it my housewarming present."
"Damn you," I said when I could finally form words. "Damn you, Lazer Grayson. This"—I pointed into the fridge—"this is—"
"Thoughtful? Considerate?" He leaned into me. "The best gift you've ever gotten?"
I pointed an accusing finger at him. "This is a come-on. A request for sex."
He held his hands up. "Hey, you can't ding a guy for trying," he said in a deep, sexy voice filled with humor. "It's no secret—I think you're hot."
"Shut up," I said. "You can't say that. We agreed—"
He took a step toward me. "No. More accurately, you demanded."
"Where did you learn about the beer question?" I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to figure out how a man with as much apparent natural flirting ability had come by so much practical knowledge. He was such a flirt nerd. Exactly like I was.
"You've been using that line to weigh your odds of getting into a woman's pants on the first date." I couldn't help accusing him. "I'm banning you from asking the question as long as you're a client of ours."
He wagged his finger at me. "So many rules, my darling."
Damn. I could smell his aftershave. Feel his heat. See his round, dilated pupils and feel his excited breathing. We were both enjoying the game too much already.
There was that great big, plush bed just down the hall—
What was I thinking? Exactly what he wants you to think, fool.
I shook my head, trying to smack some common sense back into myself. "You're too cocky and too studied for your own good. You also misapplied questions from the intimacy-building game—"
"Now I've committed more offenses?" he said way too innocently.
I ignored him. "You can't pull those questions out of context and use a few of them to build false intimacy to get sex on demand. That's a misuse of their intent. An abuse of the game."
"I can't?" His eyebrows shot up. He was mocking me. "News to me. When did Congress pass that law?"
I stared at him, so hot and bothered and hot for him that I barely felt the cold seeping from the fridge. And trying to conjure up ice in my veins so I could resist him. "You know, this could very well backfire on you someday. You might actually get close to a woman by mistake. Wouldn't that be a shame?"
"I'll take my chances."
"Hmmph." I lifted my chin defiantly, narrowed my eyes as I studied him and grabbed my chance. "All right, Mr. Learned Playboy. You seem to have studied the psychology of dating and relationships almost as much as I have. Would you like to play the game? The whole game. Learn every nuance and trick for building intimacy quickly?"
Our gazes locked.
He didn't blink. "Why? Are you trying to help me seduce women with even more ease?"
"The arrogance," I said. "The cockiness—"
"The balls," he said.
I shook my head. "I'm trying to show you how to properly use the tools so you can use them to find a meaningful relationship."
"I see." He studied me. "You want me to play the game with you?"
"You got it."
"You want to bond with me? I'm flattered." His grin was cocky.
"Bond? With you!" I laughed. "I'm as immune to the game as you think you
are. I'm just in this to teach you a lesson, buddy. Before you get burned with your own fire."
He raised his brow again. "We'll see who teaches who a lesson. Here and now?"
I held up my hands, palms up in that gesture of Hey, I got nothing to lose. "I got no place to go, playboy. I got nothing but time."
His grin grew into a sly smile that reached ear to ear. "Bring it on, baby. I'm a master at this game."
"Forty questions," I said. "A couple of hours. Totally truthful answers or it's no deal. No faking it. No making stuff up."
"You're going to fact-check me, are you?" He sounded amused.
"Maybe. If I think you're cheating or feeding me crap answers."
He laughed. "I'm not scared off yet. Any way you slice it, I'll come out of this a winner." He paused. "Think of this—what if you bond with me so irrevocably you can't keep your hands off me?"
"What if I discover you're a total douche, an empty suit, and am completely cured of any desire I may have had for you?"
"It's a chance I'll take."
I grabbed two bottles of beer from the fridge and handed one to him. "Excellent. Let the game begin." I raised my bottle to his.
"To intimacy," he said as he clinked his bottle to mine. "Do you have the questions?"
I rolled my eyes. "Do I need the questions? I have most of them memorized. But, yes, I can call them up on my phone anytime. I know how to Google, tech guy. Which is how I'm guessing you found them."
I led the way into the living room and settled myself into a plush leather chair, making the point that there was a bridge to cross here. I wasn't going to get all snuggly with him on the couch. Two separate people were either going to emotionally bond. Or not. But in their separate space without lust playing any more of a factor than it already did. "Make yourself comfortable."
He sprawled on the sofa perpendicular to my chair with his beer in hand, lounging casually. He had a view of the water. I had a nice view of his crotch. Which view would prove to be the most distracting?
"I started this earlier at the spy school," he said. "I'll go first. The question about the last time you sang to yourself or someone else—the last time you sang to someone, you were sad?"
I nodded.
He set his jaw and his voice became tender. "Very sad. I would say, the last time you sang to someone, it was to your late husband."
I blinked back a sudden rush of tears. They still came on unexpectedly. I nodded and whispered. "Yes."
The game wasn't supposed to start off with me losing control immediately.
He nodded almost imperceptibly. "It was either the last time you saw him. Or when he was dying?" He spoke gently, cautiously, and with a great deal of compassion.
"On his deathbed, yes." I blinked again. "As he slipped away from me." I took a deep breath.
I rarely spoke about Ruck's death. Even this many years later, it was just too painful. But if I was going to bond with any man, I had to be honest and be able to talk about Ruck and everything he was to me.
"He was critically wounded in action in the line of duty. His fellow officers managed to get him out of the line of fire. The triage doctors were very good. They stabilized enough to send him to Germany, where there were experts and better hospital facilities."
I swallowed hard again. "I flew to Germany to be with him, praying the whole time I wouldn't be too late." I glanced up at Lazer. "If you've never been in that situation, you can't imagine the fear. At that point, I didn't even think about him dying, really. Just getting there in time.
"It was surreal. I had to see him. I had to tell him how much I loved him. I had to make it in time to say goodbye or regret it the rest of my life."
Lazer pulled a lump of tissue from his pocket and handed it to me. "Despite its appearance, it's unused."
It was sweet gesture and made me smile, if only faintly. I picked the pocket lint from the wad and tried to unravel it.
"You made it in time?" His eyes were soft with sympathy.
I nodded. "Barely."
He relaxed. "Good. Everyone deserves a chance to say goodbye."
I dabbed at a tear in the corner of my eye. "I sat with Ruck the last hour of his life. That hour was an eternity. And an instant. I remember some things so clearly. I swore I could hear the drip of his IV. The beeps of the monitors. But I was oblivious to the rest of the world. Later, one of the nurses swore she'd been in and out of the room several times. But I don't remember her at all.
"Ruck never regained consciousness, but I held his hand. I think he sensed my presence, even if he couldn't acknowledge it. I like to believe it, anyway." I inhaled deeply. "I sang him out. Sang him to heaven, that's what I like to think." My voice broke.
Lazer had gone very quiet and somber. He set his beer down and came to stand in front of me. He took my beer and phone from me and set them on an end table next to his beer, then grabbed my hands. "Come here. You need a hug."
I let him pull me to my feet. I slid into his arms without resistance. He cradled me close, pulling me against his chest, cupping my head against him. I'd nearly forgotten the comforting feeling of simply being held by a man and listening to the beat of his heart. I let myself linger there and melt into his strong arms.
"We often sang to each other throughout our relationship," I said softly into Lazer's chest as he smoothed my hair with a gentle touch. "That's what we did. Ruck had a beautiful, deep voice."
I could almost hear it again, though it was fading over time. And that scared me more than anything. I sniffed and dabbed the wad of tissue at my nose. "My voice is pathetic. Flat and off pitch. Squeaky and too high at awkward times." I dabbed again. "I sang to him because I loved him. Because he loved me and seemed comforted by it. Singing to Ruck was always safe. But that time it was important."
"You only sing to those you love?"
I felt Lazer's words as a rumble in his chest as much as heard them. I nodded against him, pulled myself together, and leaned away from him just enough to look up into his eyes. "How about you? When was the last time you sang to someone?"
"Hard to say," he said with soft smile. "I sing a lot. Not always by choice. My good friends Justin and Riggins love to sing and show off. They have sexy voices that turn the women on, and lord my deficiency in that area over me whenever they can." He laughed softly.
"They sing everywhere and drag me into it with them. When you're friends with those two, you have to resign yourself to go Christmas caroling every year on Lake Washington on Riggins' yacht." He shook his head. "And attend at least a few of the monthly after-work happy hours they throw for Flashionista. Where they entertain the troops by singing karaoke onstage. And rope me into it to embarrass me. It's supposedly all in good fun."
"Such terrible friends!" I said, wondering at the ease he got me to smile.
"They're not so bad." He shrugged. "Because of their encouragement, sometimes I sing just for the hell of it."
I sighed and reluctantly pulled out of his arms. "That sounds freeing. I wish I had the confidence."
He caught my hands and squeezed them. "It's not a matter of confidence. It's a matter of desire. Sing if you want to. If it makes you feel good. If not, do something else that makes you happy."
He pulled me to the sofa and patted the seat next to him.
I should have resisted his invitation. But I was weak and intrigued. I sat next to him with one leg curled beneath me.
He grabbed his beer and handed me mine, along with my phone. "You okay?"
I nodded.
"Okay, then, next question." He grinned. "And I say that with great trepidation. I think we're becoming better friends already. True confidants."
He made me smile. Damn. He made me smile.
I glanced at my phone, and wouldn't you know? The next question was frivolous and ridiculous to ask him. "Would you like to be famous?"
"How famous are we talking?" His face lit up. "I am Seattle's Hottest Bachelor, after all," he said in a self-deprecating tone. "And on many lists of America's richest people. Highly sought after by women and hangers-on. Those who want my business and my secrets to success. That constitutes slightly famous in some people's book."
I laughed at the comical, not quite modest way he said it. "As famous as you like. Ridiculously famous."
He scrunched one side of his mouth in distaste. "Truthfully? There are days when I'd like complete anonymity. To be able to go out without worrying I'll be recognized or hit on for my money." He sighed. "And there are other days when I thrive on the attention and want more, more, more."
"So it's a conundrum for you?" I said. "You're saying you're fickle?"
"I guess I am. You?" He took a swig of beer.
I matched him, taking a drink of mine. "I'd like to be a famous matchmaker. I'd like to be famous in my field. Famous for making people happy and finding them true love. Other kinds of fame?" I shrugged. "Eh."
He pursed his lips and made a show of thinking my response over. "Good answer. Much nobler than mine."
I did like a man who was humble and knew how to flatter me.
"Next?" he said.
"When was the last time you cried in front of someone?" I grimaced. What kind of a question was that to ask a man? I thought that every time I went through the list of questions. How honestly would any man answer? How accurately would a man show his vulnerability? It was a delicate balance, wasn't it? What woman wanted a crybaby for a hero? Yet true vulnerability was sexy. In the right amount.
"Cried? Real men don't cry." He set his beer down and leaned toward me.
His answer was about what I expected. This would take some coaxing.
"Fine. I'll go first." I rolled my eyes. "This one is easy. I almost just cried in front of you a minute ago."
To my surprise, he leaned over, took my hand, and looked at me seriously. "That's okay. You can cry in front of me anytime you need or want to." His expression was as warm and sympathetic as that of any girlfriend I'd ever had.
I silently cursed this game. The bond was forming. Fight it as I might, I was growing closer to him with each question.
"Thank you." My throat was tight. "That's sweet of you."
We were silent a minute before he dropped my hand and leaned back.
"I can't remember the last time I cried." He frowned and looked thoughtful. As if he was putting effort into remembering. "I cried when Sanne refused me," he said, slowly, as he grinned lopsidedly. "Not in front of her, of course." He shook his head. "That wouldn't have been manly and macho. But in front of the guys, yeah. Sobbed like a baby. Still wearing the costume.
"The guys very helpfully plied me with their homemade bathtub beer to drown my sorrows." That teasing look returned to his eyes. "They were very proud of that beer. Of course, alcohol is a depressant, so…that was helpful.
"Had a hell of a hangover the next day and didn't remember much after the first few beers. Austin and Cam enlightened me, saying I was inconsolable and blubbered for hours. What are friends for if not to remind you of your sorrows, right?"
"You're joking," I said, trying not to laugh. "You left the crying and the homebrew out of the story the first time. You're just adding that now for dramatic effect."
He shook his head. "I'm not." He laughed. "It's not something I brag about." He paused a beat. "I cried that year when my dog died, too. Cried harder over my pup that I did over the girl, in fact. Like a baby. I still miss that mutt. Man's best friend." He sighed. "Now that I think about it, I went through a rough patch in college. That was an epic period—my crying years."
I studied him, trying not to smile at his self-deprecating sense of humor. "You haven't cried since?"
He shook his head, glanced upward, and shook his head. "No. Not that I remember."
"Really? That's not good. You shouldn't bottle up your emotions. It's okay. It's healthy to let them out and let yourself be vulnerable," I said.
He raised an eyebrow. "Pessimistic, are you?"
I frowned, not catching his meaning.
"What if my life's been happy? What if I have nothing to cry about?" He held my gaze. His eyes sparkled, but there was an edge to his tone.
I nodded, realizing what he was saying. "You mean you're rich. You live a charmed life. What would a man in your position have to cry about? All that money should make you happy."
He didn't reply, but I knew I'd hit it on the head.
"Crying can be therapeutic. But take it from me, a major crying jag can lead to a horrible headache after. Like a hangover."
He smiled. "I'll keep that in mind. It appears, then, that I was suffering a double whammy over Sanne."
We smiled at each other in silence for a second too long. I could feel the connection building and was determined to break it.
"Next!" I said, falsely cheery, and read the next question from my phone. "If you lived to be one hundred and had the choice of either having the mind or body you had in your twenties, which would you choose?"
"My mind," he said without hesitation. "The question always assumes you can't have both and that at that advanced age, both would ordinarily be shot."
"You were quick to answer," I said. "Why your mind? If it was gone, but your body was great, you wouldn't even know it. You'd just feel good. No aches. No pains. You'd still be hot. The women still all over you."
I expected him to laugh, but he remained thoughtful.
"What's beauty if I couldn't appreciate it? If my mind was gone and I didn't recognize my friends and family, what fun would that be?"
I liked his answer.
He continued, "If I couldn't be left alone because I might wander off a cliff or leave the stove on, how would I be trusted to go snowboarding? Or biking? Or hiking? And anyone could take advantage of me. No, I'd like to be sharp and in control until the end."
I played devil's advocate. "But what about being trapped in a body that couldn't do anything with a mind that was young and energetic and wanted to dance and run and so many things your body didn't have the energy for or ability to do? What about living in constant pain or being bedridden?"
"That would stink. But I can go anywhere in my mind. I can imagine anything. If I didn't have a sound mind, I'd lose my sense of humor. What's life without a sense of humor? Why would I ever voluntarily make the choice to give that up?"
"Good point." I liked his answer too much. Intelligence and a sense of humor were my two must-haves in a man. "It wouldn't be easy, but I'd choose the same."
"One compatibility point for us." He paused and read the next question upside down as I held the phone. "What subject is too serious to joke about?"
I glanced up at him. "Love." That was a no-brainer. "You can't ever joke about not loving someone anymore, falling out of love with them. Jokes often have underlying truth at their root. It's not fair to make someone else insecure. If you've fallen out of love, you need to be honest about that. And if you're using the joke as a power trip…" My frown deepened.
"Conversely, you should never joke that you love someone when you don't. Especially not if you know, or suspect, they love you or are falling in love with you. That's just leading them on. Toying with someone's emotions is despicable. Love is serious business." I held his gaze.
His expression remained masked. "Why am I not surprised?"
"And you?"
"Wall Street crashing." He flashed me an amused look.
"Damn you!" I said. "You can't joke about what you can't joke about."
"Exactly." He took the final swig of his beer. "I'm empty."
"Help yourself," I said. "I have plenty, obviously."
He nodded toward mine. "You've barely touched yours. Am I drinking alone now? I hear that's dangerous."
I took a long pull on mine. "Danger averted. Satisfied?"
"Not yet. Not by a long shot," he said in a tone just this side of lecherous. He grinned, went to the fridge, and returned with two beers. "For when you catch up." He set the beer on the end table.
Lazer twisted the lid off his beer, took my phone from me, and scrolled to the next question on the list. "What roles do love and affection play in your life?"
I made a funny face at him and laughed. "Ha! Now you got the ridiculous question. Isn't it obvious? Love is everything to me. It's my profession. Love is the reason I do what I do.
"Everyone should love and be loved is my motto. Everyone should feel the elation, learn from the journey, and have a mate to go through life with. Affection comes along for the ride. I like affectionate people. I love affectionate men." I slid my other knee beneath me, facing him in a kneeling position, polished off the rest of my beer, and set the bottle on the floor next to the sofa.
I leaned over him, bracing myself against the arm of the sofa behind him, meaning to intimidate him and get the truth from him. This was one question I expected him to hedge on. "You?"
He paused, looking up at me. "Affection I like, obviously. I'm a very affectionate guy. I've even been known to be exceptionally affectionate on occasion."
"This. What I'm doing right now, is this affection, Lazer? Or aggression? Or lust?" I had to know his definition.
"It could be anything you make it," he said in a gravelly voice.
"Affection obviously means different things to us. Affection implies fondness rather than physicality to me." Having made my point, I prepared to slide off him.
He grabbed my hips and held me in place. "You started this."
I held his gaze, unwilling to back down. "What about love?" I said, challenging him to go deeper than simply thinking about sex.
"I love my family. I love my friends in a platonic way." His expression was completely serious. "Real love takes sacrifice. And lots of it. More commitment and work than I've been willing to make. Call me selfish if you want. But I haven't found anyone worth the sacrifice."
"Yet," I said, knowing I should back off. Knowing I was the one taking things too far. Wanting him to feel my power. Wanting him to see how this game could be abused. Wanting him to realize what a fool he was being.



        


CHAPTER 8
A shley
Lazer didn't flinch. Not even when I positioned my legs on either side of his hips and settled myself comfortably against his bulging crotch. He was turned on. As excited as I was. For my part, I couldn't believe I was being this bold and playing aggressor to make a point.
His eyes were dark and round. My breath was shallow. My pulse rapid.
"Tell me what you like about me," he said, reciting the next question without having to look at it. "Be completely honest." He was goading me now. Turning my own rules back on me. "Tell me something you wouldn't normally tell a guy you've known only as long as we've known each other."
I leaned close and put my lips inches from his. If he wanted to play the game this way, fine with me. I would be honest. Completely honest. "I like the way you look. I think you're hot."
He grinned sexily. "That's no secret. I think we established that the first time we met. Too superficial. Go deeper. What else?" His voice grew deep and hoarse.
All the signs of arousal were there. How far would I push him? How far would I push myself?
"I like your sense of humor."
"I knew that, too. You laugh at my jokes."
"You're hard to please." I rubbed against him.
"Very hard." He thrust up against me. "Tell me something deep and intimate."
I paused.
"Your game, not mine," he said.
I put my lips just inches from his again. "You're thoughtful. You don't like to admit it. But you have a soft, sentimental side. A romantic side. I like romantics." I inched my lips even closer to his and rocked against him. "We think alike, you and me. We have a passion for relationships and business. That's a huge turn-on.
"I haven't met a man who's as knowledgeable about dating and relationships as I am. Like you are. Or thrilled me the way you do. I don't believe I've ever met a man who can match me move for relationship move in…maybe forever. And yet who can be so cynical about love. So resistant to the idea of love and commitment. And yet can manipulate the rules of the game of seduction to his favor as smoothly as you do. I've never met a man like you." What was I admitting?
My breath was shallow as he rocked into me, thrusting his hips, simulating sex. Sometimes the simplest things can be erotic. Like the feel of him through two layers of denim—his and mine.
He slid one hand behind my head and pulled my head down and my lips against his. Not tenderly. Not affectionately. But possessively. Decisively. As if releasing pent-up frustration. Open-mouthed. Tongue thrusting. Tasting refreshingly like beer.
If I'd had any thought of acting sensibly and resisting him, it was lost now. I wanted that caveman take-me kiss and everything that went with it. Like a tiny taste of chocolate that leads to a binge, this was a gateway kiss into something much bigger. Into temptation too great for a mere mortal like me to resist.
Since I'd met him I'd been craving a kiss like this. Senselessly dreaming of his kiss on my lips, resisting him for too long. There was only so much seduction I could take. Only so long I could restrain the passion that coursed through me. The beer was messing with my head, sweeping away my better sense. When Lazer unbuttoned my jeans and slid the zipper down, I encouraged him and kissed him harder.
I wanted to bruise him as much as he'd bruised me. I wanted him to feel what I felt. Not just desire. Not merely lust. But something deeper that I was struggling to put a name to. Something I was resisting putting a name to.
I reached for his zipper as my tongue danced with his. As I gently bit his lip, I slid his dick out.
He shoved my jeans and panties down and pulled a condom from his pocket.
I was slick and ready for him. I took the condom from him and slid it on him, stroking him, pushing him to the edge.
Time to be completely honest and let him know how it felt. I pulled back from our kiss and looked him in the eye, ready to hit him with the truth. "You know what I like best about you? Your hard dick and the way you use it to please me."
He grinned, slowly. "You know what I like about you?"
I raised one eyebrow.
"You're such a damn liar." He thrust up and slid into me, taking my breath away.
He hands at my hips held me firm as he thrust up into me. I rode him, hard, matching his rhythm.
We weren't even undressed. His shirt was still buttoned. My bra was still on. He hadn't even touched my breasts, but the fire burning between us was unmistakable. We fucked liked two teenagers. Stared at each other with wonder and determination. Eyes wide open, playing a game of emotional chicken.
Besides desire, I wasn't sure what I was seeing in his eyes. It certainly wasn't his soul. And I wasn't sure it was tenderness. Maybe it was only challenge. Maybe it was triumph.
I realized too late that I'd just broken my resolve. Broken my vow not to sleep with him. Let him win. Yes, he'd won. He'd seduced me, even if the illusion was otherwise.
I'd thrown away any chance of winning him. Of catching him. Of marrying him. Securing him, as Jane Austen might have written.
But the fire between us only burned brighter and hotter. His hands scorched where they clutched my hips. The heat between my legs glowed white-hot even as the air conditioning kicked on and whispered around us. Whispered anything but good sense.
Nothing, no amount of refrigerated air, cooled our ardor. Nothing slaked my thirst for him. Neither of us would give in. Neither of us would quit.
Damn you, just come, I wanted to scream at him as I rode him harder. What was I trying to prove? That this wasn't affection?
A moan slipped from my lips. My hair fell down around my moist face and stuck to my lips. "Harder." I gasped. "Harder."
He brushed the hair from my lips and kissed me quickly.
My voice caught. I was holding on, waiting for him to come first. Waiting for him to give in.
"Let go," he said, thrusting harder, holding my gaze. Sounding so damn trustworthy.
"You let go." Why was my voice so breathy? I hardly even sounded like me. I braced my hands against his chest and rode him harder. How long could I keep this pace up?
He reached up and cupped my cheek with one hand. "Let go. I'll come with you." His voice broke with tenderness.
Did I trust him? Whether I did or didn't, I couldn't hold off the inevitable. I did the only thing I could. I let go. Every part of my body clenched. I held his gaze and gasped in unison with him and let the waves roll. And roll, and roll over me. The release was the most exquisite thing…
When the most intense heat of the moment was over, I swallowed hard.
"Fuck," he said, as if he was amazed.
"If that's a command, I need a few minutes to recover first," I said with a grin. "My legs are too shaky to do it again immediately."
He stared up at me, grinned back, and lifted the hair off my neck. "You know what I like about you?"
I leaned over him. "I know how to ride you and my rhythm is never off?"
He shook his head. "Everything." He practically breathed the word, sounding stunned and surprised as the words slipped from his lips. But completely serious and firm in his conviction.
"Too vague," I said, lightly.
"Damn, Ashley." He paused and pulled me against his chest.
I let myself collapse against him.
"I've never felt anything that intense before," he said into my hair as he stroked my head. "I've never felt like this before. I…"
My heart raced. My mouth went dry. The moment hung, crystalized in the air, waiting for the words and emotion that would free it. And me.
There was an awkward moment where he grappled with himself and the silence seemed unbearable. The truth of the situation and my own feelings hit me.
"I love you," I said to him in a rush of emotion and realization. The words just tumbled out.
Honesty is hardly ever convenient. Or well timed. Sometimes it's not even freeing.
He froze.
I'd just committed the unpardonable relationship sin—if you're the woman, never, ever say I love you first. It sounds old-fashioned. It sounds archaic. But it's really just biology. Let him think it's his idea. Wriggle it out of him. Coax him into it. But make him say it first.
"Is that what you were going to say?" I said, trying to recover. Trying to sound jokey. Feeling icy to the core now. Why now? Where was this ice earlier when I needed it?
We both knew I was covering.
"I was going to say, I think you're the best lover I've ever had." He was gracious enough to go along with my pretense.
I slid off him. "High praise, indeed. Considering the depth of your experience, I really should be flattered." I stood and zipped up my jeans. "You still owe me an answer to about, I don't know? Thirty questions?"
Thirty was just a guess. I was too flustered and embarrassed, and downright crushed, to think straight. I ran my fingers through my hair.
He sat up. "I'm game."
I glanced pointedly at my watch. "Another time. We both know the experiment is over. We each made our point. Let's call it a draw and be done." I looked around. "Where's my purse?"
He caught my hand just as I was about to step away. "Don't go yet. Let me buy you dinner."
I tilted my head and shook it at him. "I have sex with you and now you think you owe me dinner?" I laughed, but it came out tinged with disappointment. "Don't worry. I don't expect dinner in return for sex. That's not the way it works."
I pulled my hand free and spotted my purse. In two steps, I had it and was headed for the door.
He was right on my heels. He caught me at the door, grabbing my arm. "Ashley—"
"I have work to do," I said. "Lottie shouldn't have to put out the fires at the Manhattan office all by herself."
I kissed him on the cheek in a show of good sportsmanship. "I'll be back." I laughed hollowly again. "And when I am, I'll be bringing some simply luscious matches for you, my dear. Now that I know what you want, it makes my job so much easier."
I screwed up all my courage, shook his hand off, and walked out the door without looking back, my heart breaking.
I'd discovered there was a genuine man beneath the façade. He was perfect for me in every way but the most important one—he not only didn't love me, but he didn't believe love was worth the sacrifice.
The situation was hopeless. How could I ever change his mind? What would change his mind?
And I'd lied. After what we'd just been through, making him a match was going to be the hardest thing I'd ever done. Good thing we hadn't gotten to that question on the list. There was no way I was going to be honest about that one.

Thank You!
Thanks for reading Pair Us! I hope you enjoyed it!
Lazer and Ashley’s story continues. You’ll want to pick up Dating Lazer, the fourth episode of the series, now! Grab your copy today!
Want to know when my next book will be out? Sign up for my new release newsletter at ginarobinson.com. If you’re on the list, you’ll always be the first to know about new releases, including when the next Jet City Billionaire romance will be available.
Liked it? Shout about it!
If you enjoyed Pair Us
please review it. Your reviews help others find this book and others in the series. Every review is very much appreciated!
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