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MR. ACCIDENTAL RIVAL
A beautiful entrepreneur.
A hot multimillionaire.
Accidental rivals who unwittingly fall in love.

A rivals to lovers romance.

Small business owner Toria Williams is fighting the anonymous guy who's trying to steal her beautiful office space. Fortunately, life isn't all struggles. Her matchmaker has just paired her with the hottest, sweetest man. It's love at first date. Even better—this great guy is determined to help her keep her space.

Cam Johnson has finally found the perfect office space for his new pet project. Now all he has to do is outbid the pesky current tenant who refuses to give up her suite. Fortunately, he has a beautiful, witty woman to distract him and sympathize. It looks like his matchmaker has finally found him his perfect match in Toria. Until Cam accidently discovers that the enchanting woman he's involved with is actually his office space rival.





1
C ameron (Cam) Johnson
Seattle, WA
At thirty-one, I'm the last single man standing from my longtime group of friends. The others are all married, engaged, or in a committed relationship. I could say being last was by design—the captain always goes down with the ship. But I did my tour with the Army, not Navy. And I didn't make this battle plan. Our mutual matchmaker, Ashley Harte, had done all the strategizing in this war for love. She was pretty damn good at it, too. But even the best generals have stragglers. I was hers.
My dating profile on file with Ashley says I did my four years of active duty after the U.S. government paid for my college with an ROTC scholarship. I came out of school with a degree in computer science and served as a low-level officer in a technical capacity I'm not allowed to talk about. What I did was still classified. One of my attributes—I'm good at keeping my mouth shut. You can trust me with a secret. I know many more than I admit to.
Though I come from middle-class roots, I'm a recent multimillionaire thanks to a dating app I developed with my buddies. Austin, Jeremy, Dylan—we're all multimillionaires. Everyone except Lazer. He's a billionaire. He's always been a showoff. There's one in every bunch. He's also the guy who hired Ashley for the rest of us—to prove that money really can buy love, even for a pack of geeks and software nerds—and fell in love with her in the process. He was the playboy of the group. Now he's a one-woman, engaged man. The joke's on him.
Ashley is great. We all love her. She has found better matches for the rest of my friends than they probably deserve. I say that with a wink. They're a great group of guys, but given their former nerd status, they've definitely dated up.
I have faith Ashley will eventually find the needle in the haystack that is the woman for me. Love is mostly a matter of proximity and being ready for it. I've been ready for a while. The future Mrs. Johnson, however, has remained elusive. I'm relieved, in a way, that I'm the last one. There was a time I worried it would be Dylan. I didn't think he'd handle being the lone wolf well. He's a teddy bear if you know him, but quiet, big, and intimidating—hard to crack his shell and get to know.
I had an appointment with Ashley later in the day over drinks, after I met with my real estate agent to look at yet another office space for my pet project, a program mentoring up-and-coming high school tech nerds. Experience with this hot Seattle real estate market had taught me not to be optimistic. If my bad luck held, it would already be snapped up before I even got there. At least this time my agent wasn't selling it as a fixer-upper property with potential or easy freeway access. We all know what that means.
People from outside the area have no idea how difficult it is to get office space of any kind within the city limits. Even the shared office spaces were filled to capacity, and those were inadequate for my needs, anyway. I had to be able to set up high-tech equipment and leave it up.
A certain retailer and tech giant who shall not be named gobbled up all the space as soon as it became available. Sometimes even before. If its diabolical plan was to drive up demand and prices, it was succeeding. If I were a conspiracy theorist, I'd think they had secret property investments. More likely, though, the giant retailer was aiming for world domination. Whatever its motivation, it was making life hard for the little guy around here. Or hard to be the incubator for young people with smarts and big dreams, in my case. We were homeless when it came to downtown office space.
Ashley wanted to pitch another batch of matches she'd found for me. The meeting was part of our weekly ritual. She spends the week scouring the city for women I might be interested in. We meet for coffee, lunch, or drinks. She pitches me candidates. We laugh. She coaches me, fine-tunes my dating skills. I ask out the women I find most intriguing, take out those who are amenable. And then I either reject them or they me. The process repeats the next week. By my modest calculations, there are enough single women in the city for this to continue for the rest of my life and well beyond.
This time, though, something was different. Ashley was having a hard time containing her excitement, which meant her matchmaking instinct was stirring. She was famous for her gut feelings about certain matches. Her intuition was notorious and made her the best in the business.
She'd been right about matches for both Jeremy and Dylan. I had no reason to doubt she'd be right about someone for me, eventually. Right now, I was mostly amused by her passion for what she did. I had a battle of my own I was fighting that was distracting me. One I was going to be damned if I lost.
I walked briskly along Westlake on this beautiful spring evening, excited about the location of the new property. Right in the heart of the high-tech giants. That was a plus, a must-have. I turned into one of many office buildings along the street and took the elevator to the tenth floor to a small suite of office space.
Dave, my agent, was waiting for me with a set of keys in his hand. "Right on time." He reached out and shook my hand.
"Hey, buddy." I nodded toward the door. "The location looks good. Is it still available?"
He laughed. "It was five minutes ago when I picked the key up from the building manager. It hasn't even been listed yet, but the sharks can smell blood in the water and have been circling. We'll have to make a snap decision."
I nodded. "Got it. Let's take a look."
Dave nodded. "Keep in mind—the current occupant has no idea the landlord is allowing me to show it. If it's a mess, look past it."
I raised an eyebrow. "Is it even legal to show it without the renter's consent?"
Thinking ahead to being a possible tenant, I didn't like the sound of that. I didn't appreciate being shot in the back.
"We have consent." Dave slipped the key into the lock. "Their micro-lease gives the owner the right to show it at his pleasure. These micro-leases are so short that it has to be that way." Dave pushed the door open and stepped aside to let me in first.
As I stepped inside, I was greeted with the lingering scent of perfume. Just a wisp of it, an impression. Nothing overwhelming. It was sexy enough that it conjured up a hot woman in my mind's eye. I wasn't familiar with this particular scent, and that was a good thing. I liked originality.
Believe me, I'd smelled a lot of different perfumes since working with Ashley and going on multiple dates a week. It had gotten so that I could name the most common perfumes on first sniff. Not a skill I was proud to have. I was becoming a bit of scent snob, and had made a game with myself of using perfumes as an eliminator. If a perfume made a bad association with me—if one of my particularly bad dates had worn it, or it was Mom's signature scent—the woman I was out with had a hurdle to overcome. If she wore a scent I was tired of, or didn't care for, same deal.
When you date prolifically, you begin to see patterns—the same shades of lipstick, the same hairstyles, the same manner of flirting, the same topics of conversation, the same flattery. It took the mystique out of falling in love when you began to feel many of these women were interchangeable. I didn't want highly switchable. I was determined to fall in love with a woman who was one in a million, not one of a million cast in the same mold.
Riding on the edges of the perfume were the usual scents of an office—coffee, paper, the comfortable smell of electronics, which I personally found appealing, too. We stepped into a small reception area with a desk. A bank of windows was directly across from us with a view of other buildings, nothing spectacular.
Dave stepped around me. "Not the best view."
"Not a deal-breaker. My kids are going to be head down in their code and projects, not painting sunsets and lake-scapes. I don't give a damn about the view." My gaze swept the area. "It could be bigger."


"Don't let the clutter fool you. This is one of the most spacious suites we've looked at in terms of actual square footage," he said.
Clutter? I thought, taking a closer look. Dave either wasn't looking close enough or he was trying to humor me.
The office was girly. I'd give him that. But it was decorated with a deft hand. Not the style I would have chosen. But I didn't care about style. Functionality was all that mattered to me. The walls were white, a nice, clean base for operations. Most of the furniture was white or cream as well. But that would be gone. All the accents and accessories were in pink, robin's-egg blues, bright greens, and gold. It looked like Pinterest had exploded all over the space.
"If you want larger, we'll have to look outside the city," Dave said. "There's plenty of space available in almost any of the suburbs and malls."
I shook my head. "Location, location, location. This is the perfect one. On the bus line. Right in the heart of the tech community. Perfect access to thousands of techie and geek mentors. And seed money from corporations."
My pulse quickened as I walked around the space, examining it more closely, feeling more and more like an intruder in an intimate, personal place. I should have been repelled by the blatant femininity around me. I felt sorry for any bit of testosterone who dared walk in and wasn't completely confident in his masculinity.
Despite all that, I kind of liked the place. It was quirky and unique, but not bizarre. Definitely nothing cookie cutter about it. The place displayed a sense of humor, right down to a bright pink plastic swing hanging by ropes from rings in the ceiling in the center of the largest space. A sign hung over it, hand-lettered in gold with elegant script calligraphy: NEVER GROW UP.
"We have to keep this." I gave the swing a gentle push. "We'll swap out the seat and the sign for something a little less pink and gold."
Dave shook his head. "If you take the place, I'll see what I can do."
I took a tape measure out of my pocket. I was already imagining the suite filled with workbenches, Raspberry Pis, and state-of-the-art desktops. Everything the young would-be entrepreneur needed to get started. All staffed by my teenaged protégés, young men and women from underprivileged or underserved backgrounds. Geeks who were made fun of and ostracized, who needed a place to belong. Young people I was trying to keep off the streets and hook on STEM—science, technology, engineering, and mathematics.
As I walked around, measuring spaces and taking stock of the number of electrical outlets, I felt more and more like a voyeur. Every desk and workspace was personally decorated with family pictures, snaps of vacations, and all the little touches.
I made a point of not looking at them. I had to keep my head about me, and these people, whoever they were, at a distance. I didn't need any guilt for displacing this obviously settled and happy little team.
Dave stood quietly to the side as I worked my way around the suite, finishing in the corner office, so to speak. The place was open concept. It was really more a corner space and, as the suite was in the middle of the building floor, not on the corner at all. It had the usual row of windows on just one side. But it was quite obviously the head honcho's desk.
Once again, like all the furniture, it was white. The desk faced out into the office. A vase of crepe paper flowers in pinks, purples, and reds sat on one corner. Built-in white bookcases filled the windowless wall behind it. The bookcase was stocked with a stylish assortment of odds and ends, some decoratively placed, but very few books. Some of the miscellaneous pieces were quite obviously part of current projects that were set aside quickly at the end of the day. A garland of silk tassels in creams and pinks of various pale shades hung across the top of the bookcase.


Except for the paper flowers and an in-basket—in cream, of course—the desk was clear. Another calligraphy sign standing on a bookcase shelf caught my attention. In pink and gold again, it was hard to miss.
WAKE UP.
KICK ASS.
BE KIND.
REPEAT.
I laughed. "I have to have one of these, too. I wonder if the calligrapher can make me one in camo?"
Dave grinned.
"How soon is this place available?" I asked.
"The lease is up at the end of the month."
I frowned. "And they haven't listed it yet?" Something was off. That wasn't usual.
"The owner has a soft spot for techies. They're giving us first shot. And hinting that if any future successful tech startups come out of here, you'll let them buy in early."
I gave a nod. "We hope to have many success stories. Who to give what will be up to them." I paused. "The current tenant doesn't want to renew?"
I looked around the room. They didn't look like they were in any hurry to leave.
"If we offer the right price, they won't be given the option."
"What's the maximum lease length they're offering?"
These micro-leases were usually three to eight months and tailored for either seasonal retail or startups that expected to outgrow space quickly.
I was hoping my program would outgrow this place by the end of the year. But with space in the city so limited, and the location excellent for what I wanted, I'd be happy to take it for as long as I could get it. If that meant setting up satellite locations as we grew, so be it. I'd cross that bridge later.
"Eight months is the usual maximum." Dave grinned. "But, again, if we offer them enough, I'm sure we can persuade them to give us a year at least."
My grin matched his. I looked around the room, nodding. "Let's do it. Let's nail this space down."
Dave pulled out his phone. "This space is hot. Are you prepared to offer top dollar?"
"Money is no object," I said. "I have a billionaire bankrolling me. This is a tax write-off for us."
I looked around again, liking the feel of the space more and more the longer we stayed. "Seriously, we have plenty of capital. But let's try not to waste it. I have plenty to spend it on. I say we negotiate hard, but we pay what we need to secure the place." I named a figure I was comfortable with, above the asking price, and realistic given the hot market.
"That should do it." Dave was usually a calm guy, but he was obviously excited. He looked like a hunter about to make a kill. "I'll call the owner and make our offer."
"Do it." I glanced at my watch. If I didn't get going, I was going to be late to my meeting with Ashley. "I have to run. I have another meeting I need to get to."
I headed for the door, pointing at Dave as I left. I trusted him to handle the offer and make it happen. "Let me know when we can move in and set up."
I hit the street, happy and excited. Optimistic. The kids were going to love this place.
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V ictoria (Toria) Williams
Sometimes you get a sixth sense, a flash of intuition, that something is about to change. I had one as I stepped off the light rail and headed to my car in the station parking garage after work. This particular sense was foreboding. And then it dawned on me—Where is my sample bag?
I had a big meeting with an important client in the south end first thing in the morning. I needed the samples. It was either go back to the office for them or get up at oh dark thirty to make it to the office, grab them, and head south for the meeting. The latter option was fraught with the danger of being late for the important meeting. Seattle traffic. I shook my head. Some of the worst in the nation. I had no choice—back to the office with me.
Forty-five minutes later, I was walking through the door to my beautiful office suite. I'd worked hard to make the place feel warm and inviting for my workers. They loved the swing. If the space would have been bigger, I would have added a ping-pong table. Playing a game and getting up and moving was good not only for health, but creativity, too. But no such luck in this city. I was lucky to have the amount of space I did.
I stopped just inside the door and sniffed. I had the nose of a fine bloodhound. Mom called it an overdeveloped sense of smell. I took another step in and inhaled deeply. "There's been a man in here." I sniffed again. "Or men."
Crap. I smelled at least two distinct colognes. That one of them was sensual, definitely hot, made no difference to me. The other one had the distinct odor of a real estate agent. Fee, fi, fo, fum, I smell the blood of an undercut.
Okay, so my nose wasn't really that good. The agent had dropped a business card on my desk. Force of habit for him, probably. They always leave a card somewhere obvious when they show a house. Guess he forgot he was in an office.
"That dirty-ass landlord," I said to the walls.
He was trying to lease the property out from under me to a higher bidder—the guy with the expensive cologne, and probably pheromones I was susceptible to.
I pursed my lips and pulled my phone out. My first reaction was to call the landlord and give him a piece of my mind. But that was too valuable a commodity to share with him. And probably wouldn't serve my cause well. Instead I sat down on my swing and called my own agent. I couldn't afford to lose this office space.
All this drama and stress. I hated it. I needed some good news. A little bit of luck. Maybe some romance. My phone buzzed announcing a text just as my real estate agent picked up. My matchmaker was texting. I'd have to text her back later. Routing out the usurper came first.

A shley Harte, matchmaker
I sat at a corner table playing with my drink and looking for Cam as I waited for him to arrive for our weekly meeting. I was uncharacteristically nervous. Cam was more than a client. He was a true friend. This time I needed his help with a matter of the heart as much as he needed mine. One of my other clients, Knox, an old friend of my late husband Ruck, had fallen in love with me. To be completely accurate, he had claimed to be in love with me since we first met years ago while I was married to Ruck.
Truthfully? Clients have fallen in love with me before. Or thought they had. It happens. The bond I have with them sometimes starts to feel too intimate. By design, they tell me all their dating problems. I walk them off the ledge. I'm their sounding board and encourager. The lines sometimes get blurry. They're usually easy enough to set back on the right path. Present them with their real match and they let go of me pretty easily. It's a matchmaker's trick.
The problem? The myriad problems? First of all, I have a fiancé I love madly—my business partner in the matchmaking business, billionaire Lazer Grayson, who is also Cam's good friend. Deep in my soul, I know there is no one but Lazer for me. I've been lucky to find two very different men in my lifetime who are my perfect matches. I lost Ruck. I don't intend to lose Lazer.
Second, Knox, knowing full well I'm engaged to Lazer, proposed to me after the big singles masquerade ball Lazer and I threw for our clients. And had the audacity to tell me that Ruck had given him his blessing to be my second husband if anything ever happened to Ruck. What had Ruck been thinking? I could find my own second husband, thank you very much.
"Hey there, gorgeous. Is this seat taken?"
I jumped, physically jumped in my chair, at the sound of Cam's friendly voice.
He pulled the chair out. "Sorry. Didn't mean to scare you."
"My fault. I was lost in thought."
As he sat, a cute cocktail waitress bustled right over. She was clearly fluttery around him. It was a cocktail waitress' job to flirt and earn the big tips. But she was taking it to a new level as she laughed with him. And, using my highly trained matchmaker's sense of observation, I could see there was genuine interest behind it. Back off, woman. I'm paid to find him love.
And, in fact, I had a prospect for him that I was totally excited by. This might actually, finally, be the one.
After a discussion about the merits of the various beers on tap, he ordered a dark ale.
"Dare I ask what you were thinking about when I interrupted? Plotting another devious match?" He lifted an eyebrow.
"More like trying to think how to get out of one gracefully. I could use your help."
His face registered such immediate surprise that it was comic. "What? You want me to launch some kind of cyberattack to scare him off? I can do it, but it will cost you." He laughed.
Cam was a genius software developer and hacker. A jack of all trades in the software industry—and master of them, too. Such a dangerous combination.
"No, not at all." I shook my head. "I'm serious here. I have man troubles."
"If it's about Lazer—"
"No." I shook my head again. "No. Absolutely not. I'm madly in love with him—"
Cam held his hand up and relaxed. "Let's just stop there. I don't need to hear anyone sing Lazer's praises again. I've heard that chorus before. So who are we talking about?"
"Knox. You've met him—"
"Your late husband's good buddy?"
I nodded. "The very one."
Cam blew out a breath. "I'm not sure I want to hear this. Or should. That's hitting too close to Lazer's weak spot."
So Lazer had mentioned Knox to his friends, or at least to Cam. I grabbed Cam's hand where it rested on the table. "Please, Cam. You're the only one I can talk to about this, really. Lottie tries, but she doesn't fully understand my dilemma. And as much as I love her, I can't burden her. You, on the other hand—well, you're levelheaded and trained to keep secrets, Mr. Top-Secret Clearance."
He gave me a deadpan stare and mumbled. "Me and my reputation for not having loose lips coming back to bite me. How bad is this secret?"
I shrugged. "Depends on your definition of bad."
He blew out a breath and lifted his brow. "Does your life depend on it?"
With impeccable timing, the waitress arrived with his beer. She set it in front of him and gave him a flirty smile.
I stifled a laugh and waited for her to leave. "Forget about her." I nodded toward the retreating waitress. "I have someone for you. Someone much more to your tastes."
"You didn't answer my question." He took a sip of beer and licked the foam off his lips with a look of utter pleasure.
"My life? No." I shook my head. "It's women who kill their lover. Men usually kill the other guy."
His eyebrows shot up even higher.
"Not that." I laughed again. "I'd never cheat on Lazer." I shook my head. He was clearly teasing.
His eyebrows returned to their normal level. "Then what?"
"Promise not to tell anyone, particularly Lazer?"
"What do you want me to swear on?"
"A simple promise will do," I said.
He nodded. "I promise. Don't make me regret this."
I opened my mouth to unburden myself.
He held a finger up. "One minute. Let me fortify myself first." He took a deep swig of beer and wiped his lips. "All right. Out with it."
"Knox proposed to me after the ball."
Ever Lazer's friend, Cam scowled. If I hadn't been used to it, his death glare would have scared the spit out of me. "And you said?"
"No. Of course."
"Okay. Then what's the problem?"
"Well, obviously, Knox won't take no for an answer."
"And you're afraid Lazer will call him out and get into it with him?" Cam wasn't smiling. He was serious.
"Lazer isn't the kind to call anyone out," I said, serious now myself. "Knox is a soldier. In a physical battle, he'd take Lazer out. But Lazer is smart and wily. He could ruin Knox if he wanted to. And Knox wouldn't even know what hit him." I took a breath. "It's not in Lazer's nature. Unless pushed into it."
"Cut Knox loose as a client. Sever all ties. Problem solved." Cam reached for a pretzel from the bowl in the middle of the table.
"Even not knowing about the proposal, that's what Lazer wants, too. But that's where the problem lies. And where your help comes in. I can't cut Knox loose."
Cam gave me that deadpan stare again. "I'm probably going to regret asking, but why not?"
I bit my lip. "Before he died, I promised Ruck that I'd look after Knox and make sure he found the right woman to make him happy. I promised I'd never give up. I can't go back on my word. And—"
"There's more?" Cam wasn't easily riled, but he looked aghast.
I nodded and squeezed his hand. "It gets worse. As a soldier, you understand about the brotherhood among the guys. Knox promised Ruck he'd look after me if Ruck were ever killed. And Ruck gave him his blessing to be my second husband, even encouraged it. It's also the best way to take care of me. Knox isn't giving up."
"You could fake your death," Cam said, sounding almost sensible.
"Very helpful." I released his hand.
"It's an impossible situation," he said, with a wry look. "What do you want me to do? Tell me and I'll get to it."
"How do I convince Knox to back off?"
Cam frowned as he gave it some thought. "You appeal to his sense of honor. Show him the best way to fulfill his promise is by letting you live your life your way with the man you choose. Convince him that all Ruck expected was for Knox to rush to your aid if you ever need and request it. And finally, you find him his woman, the woman who's his match." He grinned. "If all that fails, you hire a hit man."
I laughed. "I was about to say, you're very wise, Cam. Good thing I wasn't fast enough off the dime."
He grinned.
"The problem is finding the right woman for Knox. If it were that easy, I would have done it long before now. He's not giving any of them a fair shot. As long as he hangs on to his stupid promise and this fantasy version of me…" I shrugged, frustrated.
"You could blacken your teeth and wear rags."
I laughed, feeling much better now that I'd told someone about the proposal. "Great plan."
"You're onto something—you need a plan to show Knox how incompatible you are. Turn into a bitch and make his life hell."
I rolled my eyes. The truth was cloudier. Knox and I were very compatible. Just not as compatible as Lazer and I were. Shades of compatibility. I should coin the term.
If I hadn't met Lazer, or Knox had come back into my life sooner, before I fell in love with Lazer, I could see myself happily married to Knox. That was impossible now, of course. What is seen can't be unseen. I had no desire to fall out of love with Lazer. So now we play the hand fate has dealt us.
"Kidding. But you get my gist." Cam paused. "It's not my place to say, but I think you should trust Lazer enough to tell him about Knox and his promise to Ruck and let Lazer help. He's a reasonable guy. He'll understand. And you have to admit he has a sixth sense about women and relationships that's almost downright un-masculine."
I raised an eyebrow. "Oh, he's perfectly reasonable. Until the green monster rears its head. Ruck is a sore spot. But throw Knox into the brew and things go south fast."
"Ashley, come on. What do you always tell us? Communicating with your significant other is the key to success. If the lines of communication aren't open, things will derail." His eyes danced.
"You're enjoying yourself at my expense," I said, shaking my head.
"On the contrary. I'm as uncomfortable as you are at having your words thrown back at you. Give yourself some credit. Your advice is sound and I'm right to use it on you." He signaled the waitress for another beer.
"You may be right," I said, knowing he probably was. "But not yet. Not until I try a few things."
I took a sip of my tepid, warming cocktail. At one point it had been perfectly shaken with enough ice to be cold and smooth. "Enough about me. This meeting is supposed to be about you. Do you want to hear about the woman I've found for you?"
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Toria
Once I had my agent on the case, I took a breath. She was going to take a look at my lease agreement, contact my landlord and the property manager, and get back to me. She was righteously indignant on my behalf. This behavior was outrageous. I didn't have any answers, but at least I'd taken action. It was all I could do for now.
Before I left the office, I steeled myself to look at the text from Ashley, my matchmaker.
I'd met Ashley for the first time just last week. It was quite by chance. Or maybe it was by fate. I'd been to the gym for my regular weight-training class. They have a fantastic smoothie bar on the ground floor. I'd stopped by to grab a healthy beverage after class when she came up to me and introduced herself. She said she was meeting a client and quickly dispelled me of my misperception. She was a matchmaker.
I liked her immediately. She's the kind of woman we all want to be—instantly friendly and relatable. Put together. On the ball. Confident. Charming. Beautiful. She was in her street clothes.
I was still in my exercise wear, hair in a ponytail. The glow of exercise, to put it politely, on me. No makeup. We struck up a conversation. Before I knew it, I was telling her about myself and my frustrations in the dating world. She handed me her card and encouraged me to sign up as a member of her dating database. I filled out the online profile as soon as I got home.
The next day, Ashley called and set up an appointment for us to talk. She screened all potential members. She had two kinds of customers—clients, who paid for her personal one-on-one service to find them a mate, and members who paid a modest fee to be part of a database of potential matches for her clients. As a member, there were no guarantees you'd even get a date. But I figured it was worth a shot, especially after she told me about some of the matches she'd made and the caliber of clients she had.
Yeah, sure, there were plenty of men in the city. But I was tired of dating douchebags. If she could send me out on a prescreened date, and do better than the online dating sites, I would be thrilled. By the end of the meeting, I'd told her what I was looking for in a man and she'd approved me as a member.


Then she did the most astounding thing.
"I've had someone in mind for you since I spotted you at the smoothie bar. I've been on the lookout for a woman for this wonderful man for a while." She pulled out her phone and showed me a picture of a guy who looked like he'd stepped out of my dreams.
He was hot. Seriously, I could not have designed him to better suit my tastes if I'd built him myself from the ground up. He was my type right down to the confident set of his smile.
Ashley told me she'd pitch me to him. If he liked what he heard, and saw, she'd let me know and he'd be in touch to ask me out. Then she'd snapped a picture of me to show him. I'd protested. "I have no makeup on. And my hair's in a ponytail. I have a professional picture I use on online dating sites. I'll text it to you."
"Trust me," Ashley said, "I know how to snap a photo that will impress my clients. This one likes women who work out and like the gym. Just be yourself."
She took the picture and showed it to me. She was a great amateur photographer. For all the gym clothes and lack of makeup, it was a great shot. I still texted her the professional shot. For comparison purposes, at least.
I'd been eager all week to hear back from her. What did Mr. Hot think of me? Now I really needed good news. I took a deep breath and read her text.
My client is interested. Expect him to get in touch soon. You're going to love Cam. Trust me. He's the sweetest guy. Just your type.

C am
Nice diversionary tactics, kid, I thought. But I let Ashley off the hook.
She was right—military men formed a brotherhood and bond that was unbreakable. We looked after each other and the families on the home front. And if we swore an oath to a brother in arms…
It was going to be damned hard for Ashley to get Knox to break it. She had to make him see he'd fulfilled it.
Yeah, if I could walk around in Knox's head, I was pretty sure I knew the scenery I'd find. A good case of survivor's guilt would be the first landmark. Loss. Trying to make things right. Trying to keep the friend's memory alive. Make his death mean something.
I'd killed men, enemies. I'd stood right next to my fellow officer, and best friend in the service, as he crumpled to the ground after being hit with a sniper's bullet. I dragged him out of the line of fire and held him as he died. I cursed the sniper for not getting a clean, quick kill shot. If you're going to shoot someone, make sure they don't suffer. It's a crazy range of emotions that goes through your head.
I was on the team that found the sniper and took him out. Vengeance was ours. One more threat neutralized. But no answers. I followed orders like I was taught, using technology to find the bastard. No questions. Someone else pulled the trigger. Just a clean kill from afar.
I wanted to ask the sniper—why my buddy and not me? What made you decide to shoot him first? We were just two tech geeks in helmets messing with some equipment.
The experience messed with your head. I saw the devastation to my friend's family. I hugged his widow at the funeral. I felt the burden to look after his kids. After the app sold, I set up a college fund for them. I knew he'd wanted them to go to college. I was no stranger to what Knox was feeling. Fortunately for me, my friend's widow wasn't my type.
I also understood problems of the heart and the complications of being too close to a situation like Ashley was. And I knew Lazer as well as anyone did. He wasn't generally the jealous type, but when he was, he was a handful.
I pushed unpleasant memories away and smiled at Ashley, happy to lose myself in my own matters of the heart. "Yeah. Sure. Toss me this week's prospects."
Her face lit up. "Prospect. Only one." She held up one finger.
"Geez. Are things getting that desperate or have you been loafing on the job?" I'd noticed she hadn't cornered even one single person since we'd been here. And by single, I meant unattached.
Ashley was an extrovert's extrovert. Never met a person she couldn't talk to. Could spot a single person in need of love from a mile off. It was her habit when she was out to find more clients and members to add to her dating database. She hadn't even mentioned her services to the flirty cocktail waitress. All she'd done was scare her off.
"One is all you need, my darling Cam." She pointed to me. "One beautiful, perfect match."
"But finding the one takes many tries, grasshopper." I leaned forward with my elbows on the table. The hot waitress set my beer in front of me. I grinned up at her the way Lazer had taught me.
Ashley waited impatiently for the waitress to leave. "Stop flirting with the wrong woman and listen up, buster."
"What?" I gave her my innocent look. "She's cute."
Ashley grabbed her phone and brought up a picture. "She's nothing compared to Victoria." She started to hold it out for me. As I reached for it, she snatched it back. "Open mind?"
I made an exaggerated heavenward gaze. "Always." I held my hand out for the phone.
She sighed for dramatic effect and slid the phone into my hand.
I shook my head. "You know what they say about over-promising. You're breaking your own rules tonight. Under-promise and over-deliver. Never overhype—"
Midsentence, I stole a glance at the phone. My mouth went dry. The most beautiful woman I'd ever seen smiled casually back at me from the screen. Long, dark hair in a ponytail. Exotically shaped dark eyes. A smile that dazzled.
"You take this?" I said to Ashley, squinting to see more detail. "At the gym, it looks like."
Ashley often did take the pictures. And the gym was a favorite place of hers to find clients and matches. She knew all the tricks to make a potential match look good. I tried to keep my calm as I looked at Ashley. She'd be smug if she sensed how excited I was.
"Yes, the gym. And yes, I did take it," she said. "Over-promised, did I? Seems from your expression like I undersold her, soldier." She snatched the phone away. "Did I peg it or what? She's exactly your physical type."
"Looks stay hot until about two seconds after a dud opens her mouth," I said. "What's her personality like?"
"More to your tastes than her looks."
I laughed. There was no way that was true. "Her name's a little fussy and prim. Victoria?"
Ashley shook her head. "Always looking for something to complain about. She goes by Toria."
All right. I had to admit that was damn cute. I'd been expecting Vicki, if anything.
"And she's an entrepreneur with a cause. Like you. A cause near to your heart. She runs a small business that helps soldiers' spouses earn an income while they're serving. You know how hard it is for spouses to find employment when they're moving so often and at the drop of a hat. Toria gets them and gets that."
Ashley held her phone close. "She's tough, but soft and thoughtful. Funny. Intelligent. Self-reliant. Everything you want." She shook her phone. "So. Do you want her number or not?"
"What do you think?"
Ashley texted it to me. "You know the rules. You'll be tempted to jump right in with this woman. Take it slow and really get to know her first. You won't be sorry. And you won't be needing any other matches."
I shook my head. "Cocky. You could be wrong."
"But I'm not." She slid her phone into her purse and signaled the waitress. "My job here is done. Lazer will be home soon. I have to run."

C am
Yeah. I took it slow right off the bat. I texted Toria the moment I left the bar, sending a flirty text that said I'd like to meet her and asking when she was available.
This stage can be awkward. The woman knows I've talked to Ashley, who's pitched her to me. She knows she's made the first pass and that I'm interested enough to meet her. And I know enough that Ashley has already approached the woman and she's interested enough to give her approval to be pitched. Sounds like a win-win, but the game must still be played the usual way.
When you play the match game long enough, you know what to expect. I could set my watch by the time between when I texted her to when she replied. Half an hour was standard. If the woman was new to matchmaking, she was usually excited to see how it went. She'd eagerly text back after thirty minutes to the second. If she was an experienced match dater, she might be more casual about the process. But she knew enough to text back promptly. And to take her time composing a fun, flirty text.
That first text exchange can make or break a potential match. You don't want to use canned lines, sound silly, or be too corny or forced. The last thing you want is to put the other off.
I was surprised when I got a text from Toria as I walked into my condo. I tossed my keys on the console table in the entry. That was fast. Less than fifteen minutes. I grinned. It was flattering as hell to imagine such a hot woman being eager to reach out to me. Spend enough of your life as a nerd and you'll realize how mind blowing it is.
I read Toria's text.
It's been a horrendous day. You don't know how much your text brightened it. I was hoping for something—yes, romance something—to pick me up. Ashley has told me so little about you. Just enough to pique my interest. She's a genius saleswoman. Leave a little mystery right from the start. Discovery is part of the journey.
I would love to meet you. What and when do you have in mind?
My pulse raced. I'd brightened her day? This was the best, most genuine, most intriguing reply text I'd gotten in over a year on the matching circuit. This woman had confidence. And she even spelled pique right.
I could have played the game straight—wait half the time it took the woman to respond to reply. Before I could stop myself, my thumbs were flying and typing my reply.
My day has been fantastic, capped off by Ashley introducing me to you. How about Friday? Dinner?
This woman was definitely dinner-worthy right off the bat. This stage of the game was where things often got tricky. Texting back and forth, coordinating schedules and tastes. There were times I longed to go old school and just call. See how she spoke and what her voice sounded like. Make plans within minutes rather than hours.
Little thought bubbles appeared on my screen as she typed her response.
Friday dinner sounds great. I work in the city. Someplace downtown? Any time after six.
I replied, Great. What do you like? Anything you don't like? Are allergic to?
More thought bubbles. I'm easy to please. No diet restrictions. Surprise me.
My thumbs flew again. Give me some time to plan something special and make reservations. I'll text you the location on Thursday. In the city—got it. Lots of choices there.
She texted right back. Sounds like a plan. Can't wait.
Me either, I thought. Me either.

Toria
I woke up with a smile on my face, as eager for Friday as a kid for Christmas. I burst into the office first, as always, with a smile on my face and a can of air freshener to eradicate any lingering scent of the interlopers. Office freshened, I took a turn on the swing, grabbed a cup of coffee from our break area, and headed to my desk to get started on the day.
Midmorning, my agent called. "Bad news. The landlord refuses to talk or budge. He claims they have the right to show the space and lease it to the highest bidder. And they can show it without permission."
"They don't have to give us first right of refusal?" I was stunned. Why hadn't I read the fine print? I was usually so careful with contract language.
But then I knew why. Office space was as scarce as a unicorn. This space was perfect. I jumped and would have taken almost any terms to get it. At the time, I thought I only needed it for six months to buy me time to find another space. We were going to grow out of it by then anyway.
Only I hadn't and we hadn't. We'd hit a few snags, but we were back on track. I found a lot more employees could work from home than I'd thought. We were able to get some spots in a shared workspace not far away. We were finding creative solutions to the office space shortage. And we had all fallen in love with this location and our space and made it ours. I was putting together an offer for a long-term lease when those nasty undercutters moved in.
"I had our lawyer look over the lease agreement," my agent said. "She says the landlord is acting within his rights."
I scowled and narrowed my eyes in thought. "What recourse do we have?"
"Make a counteroffer. Offer the landlord more money than the other party is offering."
I took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. "I was afraid you'd say that." My mind was racing. "What did they offer? Do you know?"
"I'll find out." She sounded nearly as frustrated as I was.
"Good. I'll talk to my accountant and see what we can afford."
Which, I was afraid, wasn't much. We operated on a shoestring margin.
"Can you find out who we're bidding against?" I asked almost as an afterthought. "We're going to have to think creatively to win this one. I don't want to get into a bidding war. If we're dealing with the one of the big tech companies, we're screwed."
"Let's hope not," she said. "I'll be in touch as soon as I know something."
I eyed my swing and the sign above it: NEVER GROW UP.
Sure. Good sentiment. But sometimes life forced you.
The door to the office suite opened. A woman appeared in the doorway, a huge bouquet of spring flowers obscuring her face. She peered around it, looking around our office of women.
Every woman in the office perked up and got a hopeful expression. A floral delivery always caused a buzz. Always—the two times we'd had one.
The woman read a card in her hand. "Flowers for Toria?"
My heart stopped. All eyes went to me. Puzzled, I raised my hand and slid my chair out to stand.
"Stay where you are." The delivery woman came toward me. "I'll bring them to you."
I was too stunned to protest.
She set them in front of me. "Looks like you have an admirer. Aren't you the lucky one? Enjoy." And she was off.
I took a minute to inspect the bouquet—lovely, beautifully scented spring flowers, my favorites in pinks, whites, lavenders, and reds to match our offices.
From a satisfied client? A happy vendor? A secret admirer?


My heart raced as I pulled the card from the bouquet. My fingers shook as I opened the tiny envelope and read the note.
I can't wait to meet you, Toria. Your texts made an impression on me. You wouldn't believe the lengths I had to go to send you flowers. Ashley masks the identities of her members. When I insisted, she agreed to act as intermediary and make sure these get to you. I still know no more than your first name. I intend to find out a lot more soon.
Until Friday,
Cam
Be still my heart.
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C am
The art of selecting a restaurant for a first date and making a reservation is another skill Lazer taught me and helped me finesse. Since we'd sold the app, I wasn't worried about the strain on my wallet like I'd been in my younger years. But there were still subtleties to consider.
I didn't want the place so expensive that the woman either thought I was showing off or expecting too much from her. Even with Ashley's five-dates-before-having-sex rule, a guy still had to be cautious. You don't want a place so fancy and formal that it squeezes all life out of the date and any conversation must be made in whispers. Conversely, nothing so loud you have to shout to be heard.
If at all possible, dinner should have an element of fun and the feel of entertainment to it, in case things stall or the date turns out to be a dud. Look, the truth is, a lot of women put a ton of effort into composing witty texts and dating profiles. In my case, even into impressing Ashley so she'll take them on. You'd be amazed how many women can converse easily with another woman, especially one as outgoing and friendly as Ashley, but freeze on a date.
I was at the coffee shop yesterday minding my own business alone at a table with my laptop. Next to me, this older white dude was having a painful first coffee date with a Vietnamese woman. It was a horror show. The conversation set my teeth on edge. Even my trusty high-end headphones couldn't blot it out. Getting the woman to utter more than one or two words at a time was a Herculean task.
And the guy? Wow. He was trying, but he was an amateur dater, making every mistake in the book. Talking and talking about himself. Asking her how many kids she had and where she went to school. Seeming way too interested in her nineteen-year-old daughter. Almost creeper sounding, though I didn't think that was his intent.
I almost got up and found another table. I had to fight the urge to butt in and give them both some vital coaching. And if that failed, tell them to give it up already, buy them each a beverage to go, and send them on their way.
You don't want to end up like that dud dude. The low risk coffee for their first, and presumably only, date should have been a good call. Except either the guy hadn't done his job, or the woman was too polite and meek to state her preferences. The woman, who had a cup in front of her, when offered a second cup, told the guy she didn't like coffee. She preferred tea. Yeah, it was a nightmare date all around.
Long story short, even using a matchmaker, you can be ambushed by a lack of chemistry and a date who clams up. Even though cutting your losses and running would be the more humane solution in some cases, society has decided it's rude. You don't want to get a bad rep in the dating circuit as someone who ditches too quickly. The wise man will choose a restaurant where the meal itself can take over and provide conversation or diversion as necessary.
You might think one of those chop-chop Japanese places would be a good choice. They meet a lot of the criteria. Except you can be shown up by the comedic table chef and his show. And a couple will almost always have to sit at a table with strangers around the grill. Great for the date failure. Not so good to get to know a good prospect.
I'm a carnivore. I like meat. Many women don't. Choose a place that has options. With my own advice in mind, I made dinner reservations at a churrascaria—the best Brazilian steakhouse in town. It was a meat-lover's heaven. The meals were rodizio—a Brazilian form of an all-you-can-eat buffet brought around to your table. No awkward studying of long menus. No What's good here? Just two options—rodizio or all-you-can eat salad bar for the non-meat-eaters. A very well stocked salad bar with exotic fruits and salads of all types.
First dates are awkward for another reason—I like to pick the woman up. But on blind-meet first dates, this is often a non-starter. But does the guy offer or not?
With online dating, it's pretty clear—usually not. You could be a serial killer for all the woman knows. With matchmaking, there's another layer of security and trust in place. So it's not so much that as privacy and commitment. Both parties want to be able to escape without an awkward ride home and the kiss-at-the-door dilemma.
Toria solved my problem by preempting me with a meet-you-there message. All right. Okay. Message received. I'd have to be on my best non-creeper behavior.
Maybe the flowers had been overkill. How was a guy to know? They'd been a spur-of-the-moment impulse. Ashley had agreed they were a nice touch. And Toria had sent me a fun thank-you text. But they still signaled eagerness. Who knows? The only certainty was that, dressed casually, but nicely, I waited for Toria to arrive at the restaurant. I liked to beat my date to the meeting spot, if possible. It was rude to keep a woman waiting. In this case, I was as eager as any of the clichés you could think of. Let's call it as eager as a kid in a candy store. Toria was eye candy for sure.
From the entrance, you could watch the meat cook over a long open-fire roasting spit tended by no fewer than three chefs. My stomach growled. The steakhouse smelled fantastic.
My phone rang. My real estate agent. We'd been wrangling with the property management company all week. They were playing us. The tenant had made a counteroffer. How had the tenant even found out about our offer?
Dave said the landlord's agent said the tenant had sniffed our cologne in the air when she returned later to grab something she'd forgotten at the office. All I could say was that woman had a great nose. And that cologne was dead to me now. I threw the whole damn rest of the bottle out and called Lazer for a new cologne recommendation.
It was too bad, too. That was expensive stuff with the benefit of having the desired effect on the ladies. Live and learn. Next time I make a stealth visit to a woman's office, I'll douse myself in eau de office aroma. Camouflage comes in all forms.
As a consequence, all I could smell was myself. My nose wasn't accustomed to the new cologne yet.
"Good news, I hope," I said when I picked up the call.
"Not exactly," Dave said. "The tenant has upped their bid."
I swore beneath my breath. How much capital and what kind of margin did this business have? I may have underestimated them. Underestimating the adversary can be a fatal move.
Dave soothed my nerves. "They're a small outfit. They'll have to run out of capital soon and reach the limits of their budget. Hang tight. We'll get the suite."
Fortunately, we hadn't been dumb enough to lead with our best and final offer. "Sweeten the pot."
"You got it, boss."
We chatted over details while I kept an eye on the door. A group of attractive women swept in. My heart pounded for a moment. No Toria. It settled back to its normal pace.


Just as my conversation with Dave wound down, a beautiful woman with long, flowing, straight brown hair stepped into the entrance. The moment I saw her, I was lost. I've been in the heat of battle where the adrenaline pounded, but that was nothing compared to the way this woman made my pulse race.
"My date's here. Get me that space." My voice came out a croak. My mouth was suddenly dry. "Gotta run. Later."
The woman who'd just come in was wearing a short peach dress with a ruffled skirt that made her legs look long and sexy, and red sandals with six-inch heels that gave her as much height as me. She looked young, toned, and tan. Lovely. And as if she'd just stepped off the promenade at Copa. Maybe it was the Brazilian atmosphere that added to the impression. "The Girl from Ipanema" was playing over the sound system.
Wow. She was the epitome of the girl, strolling in with the sensual moves of a samba, causing all the men she passed to gape and sigh. Her eyes were made up to look sultry and even more exotic than they had in her picture. She could have passed for a Brazilian beauty any day.
I'd been on dates with many beautiful women. After the first few, I'd never lost my tongue again. I found myself struggling to find it now.
Note to women—men agonize over the date. You struggle with your look. This might be the first time I'd warn a woman about looking too hot. I was in danger of turning into that guy at the coffee shop. Fortunately, someone jostled me as they brushed past. That bump snapped me out of my stupor. That and another guy eyeing my date like prey.
She spotted me and smiled.
I waved and mouthed, "Toria?" Looking too damn hopeful. Maybe she liked puppy dogs. I could hope.
When she nodded, the other men who'd been scoping her out registered disappointment or glared at me. Or both.
I fought my way through a crowd of people piling into the restaurant from the street and gave her a hug. It was early days, but she felt just right in my arms. I could tell that much already. And she smelled delicious, more mouth-watering than the meat.
"Cam." Her voice was lovely and, despite her resemblance to a famous Brazilian model, completely American.
Had her looks subconsciously inspired me to pick this restaurant?
"Ashley didn't overestimate your height." Her smile was radiant. "There are very few men I can wear these shoes around and still be shorter than."
"Wearing tall shoes," I said. "Bold move."
"I like a man who can handle height." She winked.
I liked her.
"Then I'm your guy." I signaled the hostess that we were ready.
The hostess grabbed two menus and motioned for us to follow her. I held my arm out to Toria. She took my hand instead. If I hadn't been in love before, I was now.
The hostess led us past the long, lusciously appointed salad bar to a prime booth with a view of the restaurant, and most importantly, the grill and the waiters bursting from the kitchen. The steakhouse itself, located in the heart of a city block, had no exterior view to speak of. People came here for the meat, the grilled pineapple, and the atmosphere, not the view.
Toria slid out of her jacket and into the booth, revealing lovely, tan bare shoulders. I slid in across from her, catching the glitter of her necklace, trying not to stare at her cleavage.
"Your waiter will be with you shortly. Enjoy." The hostess set the menus before us and left.
I tapped the menus. "I don't know why they bother with these."
Toria's brow furrowed. "Why?"
"Have you been to a Brazilian steakhouse before?"
When she shook her head, her hair moved sensuously over her naked shoulders.
"They only offer two options for dinner." I hitched my thumb at the salad bar. "Unlimited trips through the salad bar. That's the non-meat option. Although there are meat options there, too. Or unlimited trips through the salad bar and all-you-can-eat grilled food brought to your table and carved up fresh before your eyes. They call it rodizio. The only thing the menus are good for is to choose a beverage and look at the prices." I put my hand on her menu, holding her gaze. "What's your pleasure—meat or salad?"
"I thought you said I could have both." Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight.


"So I did. But you have to choose meat."
"Then I choose meat."
A woman after my own heart. I released the menu I was holding hostage. She'd already made me her prisoner.
She studied the drink menu. "I'd like a cocktail. What's good here? I don't recognize the names of most of them."
"You're not Brazilian, I take it? You're not the girl from Ipanema?"
Her eyes went wide. She smiled coyly. "Yeah. Right. Guilty of checking to see what Brazilian fashion looks like. I only play a Brazilian on a first date in a Brazilian restaurant."
And then I couldn't stop myself. "Has anyone ever told you that you look like a famous Brazilian model?"
She cocked her head. "Flatterer. I believe you're the first."
"No Brazilian ancestry?"
"Not that I know of. Maybe I should do an ancestry test and find out. Would it make a difference to you?"
"Not at all." I cleared my throat. "All the drinks here are fantastic. Their specialty is a caipirinha, which is lime muddled with Cachaça."
"And Cachaça is?"
"Brazil's most popular alcohol—a spirit made from fermented sugarcane juice."
"I like sweet things." Her gaze met mine. "Sounds delicious. I'll try one."
"Sure? They're strong."
"I like strong, too." Her gaze swept over me.
She knew how to flirt, and I liked it.
Our waiter appeared. We ordered. He set a small sign on our table, indicating we were two rodizios. He explained the general process and invited us to try the salad bar, saying he'd be back with our drinks.


We slid out of the booth. I put my hand at the small of Toria's back, moving her in front of me at the salad bar.
She grabbed a plate and took in the salad bar with a sigh of happiness. "This looks fantastic."
"A word to the wise—pace yourself. The barbecue is even better. Save room for the barbecued pineapple, especially. They're famous for it."
She didn't heed my advice. She piled her plate high with imported Brazilian fruit—mango, papaya, guava, passionfruit atemoia, and exotic varieties of oranges—and salads of all sorts, including Brazilian chicken salad, which has a name I couldn't pronounce, and hearts of palm salad. As soon as we sat down, our waiter appeared with our drinks and beverages.
My plate of food looked downright delicate and petite compared to hers. And a lot less adventurous. I liked her spirit.
She pointed to my plate. "Chicken. Don't tell me you're a dainty eater?"
"Chicken? You're the one with the chicken salad on your plate. I prefer my chicken right off the spit. Why waste my appetite on fruit and veggies?"
She grinned and raised her caipirinha to me. "To the beginning of a beautiful evening with a man who eats like a bird."
I touched my glass to hers. "You haven't seen me eat yet."
She grinned and dug into her salad plate. "You'll have to forgive me. I'm starved. I've had two cups of coffee today and that's it. Fridays should be mellow, but I've been swamped. One firestorm after another today. The joys of owning a business."
"Tell me about it."
"I thought you were living the life of leisure, just counting your money for fun and dashing off around the world to play adventurer?"
"Who told you that?"
She laughed. "Isn't that what all multimillionaires do?"
"Urban myth. I'm surprised Ashley didn't disabuse you of it and sell you on my hardworking nature."
"I'm learning so much tonight. Another fairytale shattered." She took a sip of her drink. "This is fabulous."
"It's the lime."
"Forgive me if I disagree. It's the fermented sugarcane." She took another sip. "Ashley is the hardest-working billionaire's fiancée I know."
"You know more than one?"
"Caught me." Her grin was beautiful. And she really was shoveling the food in. "Semantics. You know what I mean."
"In my experience, billionaires are hardworking. Multimillionaires even more so."
"And hardworking entrepreneurs struggling to become millionaires."
She wore a delicate gold chain with a sparkling crystal that rested neatly in the cleft of her breasts. It was hard not to stare. It would have been even harder if her eyes and her expressions weren't so arresting and filled with fun.
"What kind of firestorms does a struggling entrepreneur have to deal with on a Friday? Employees coasting toward the weekend?"
A server with a full barbecued pineapple stopped at our table. "Pineapple?"
"You have to try this," I said to Toria.
"I thought you weren't wasting your appetite on fruit. And yet you want me to spoil mine?" She lifted an eyebrow.
"Too late for that." I looked pointedly at her emptying salad plate.
"Should I lick my plate?" Her playful smile turned my heart upside down.
"The grilled pineapple is the exception to the fruit rule."
She smiled so prettily at the server that I thought he blushed in the dark lighting. "All right. He wins. Serve me a juicy piece."
He sliced her a prime piece of the pineapple and slid it on her plate. "Try it. See if the gentleman is right. If you like it, I can I give you another piece before I leave the table." He leaned down to whisper to her. "The pineapple goes fast. It's hard to keep up with the demand."
She shrugged and tried a bite, rolling her eyes heavenward and making a soft moan that sliced through the heart of every man within hearing distance. To see her in the heat of passion and have her moan half as seductively as that…
And she wasn't even apparently aware of what she was doing to us men.
"Perfection." She motioned to the server. "Another slice before you leave us, please."
He gave her another and reluctantly left when a large man at another table signaled him.
"I'm struggling with growing pains," she said, returning to our conversation. "That's what my emergencies were today. After a period of stagnation, we're growing again. It's all good. Except for finding and keeping valuable office space in the city."
I sighed. "I feel your pain."
She cocked her head. "I thought you worked from home? That's what Ashley said, I believe."
I caught myself and nodded. "I do. But I have a few outside pet projects. And the refrain's the same from every startup I know—not enough office space. A competitive market."
We were interrupted by another server with a beautiful spit of beef and a lethal-looking carving knife at the ready. "Beef?"
I rubbed my hands together. "This is what I've been waiting for."
He piled it on my plate.
"This is what separates the men from the boys," I said.


Not to be outdone, Toria insisted on the same ample serving size. "And the men from the women."
"There's still chicken, pork, and fish to come," I said. "You'll want to try a bite of everything. It's served randomly."
"I have plenty of room."
"What kind of growth problems are you having?"
"The usual—inventory management. Capital to fund the growth. Reining growth in so that it doesn't tank us while trying to grow at a manageable pace and not kill our buzz and momentum."
"If you're looking for an angel investor, I know a few. Lazer's one of the best and sharpest. He's a great mentor, too. I can put in a word for you."
Her eyes went wide again. She broke slowly into a smile. "You don't even know what I do."
"Doesn't matter what you do—Lazer has soft spot for beautiful women. I'll leave it to him to sort it out and grill you about your financials. You strike me as the kind of woman who's up to the challenge."
"This date is going better than I dreamed," she said. "I'll take you up on that offer."
Our conversation continued—interrupted every five minutes by another server offering another delicious barbecued meat or pineapple. Note to self in regard to future dates—the atmosphere and food were fantastic and fun. The restaurant seemed to be a hit. But I could have done with fewer interruptions.
Toria ate me under the table as I fell in love with her bite by bite.
I finally held my hands up. "Uncle. I can't eat another bite."
She grinned. "That's too bad. You don't mind if I have dessert and some Brazilian-grown coffee? Someone nearby has some. I can smell it. It's driving me insane with desire."
Driving her insane with desire? She had no idea the effect she was having on me. Nor of the damage done to my ego by being upstaged by a cup of coffee.
"You can smell that over all the other scents in here?" I asked.
"I have a discerning, well-developed sense of smell."


I nodded. "All right. Help yourself. I'll join you in a cup of coffee."
"But it will be crowded in there, won't it?"
"That won't be a problem for me." Not a problem at all.
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Toria
I went easy on Cam's ego and ordered brigadeiro, fudgy chocolate bonbons made with cocoa, condensed milk, and butter rolled in chocolate sprinkles. Yes, I asked our waiter to tell me what was in them.
"They're our most popular dessert. Small, sweet, and perfection with a cup of after-dinner coffee."
They came three to a plate and complemented the coffee perfectly.
I insisted Cam try one. "If you're going to explode, I want to see it."
"You're a cruel woman." His grin sent my heart racing.
I watched his long-fingered hand as he took a bonbon from the plate I offered him, and willed my heart to stop fluttering. Ashley had not oversold him. He was hot, witty, charming, and kind. In a word—perfect.
I couldn't believe how fast the evening had flown by. He was easy to talk to, easy to laugh with, easy to look at. He'd picked the perfect restaurant. And if you wanted to know the truth, I've always been able to put food away, but tonight I kept eating so that the evening wouldn't end.
He may not have noticed—I was good at sleight-of-hand and trickery, particularly with food, a trick I'd learned as a child—at least he hadn't called me out on it, but I'd been cheating all night, hiding portions of my food in a spare napkin that I disposed of when I visited the ladies' room. Which was when I also made a deal with the servers to give me increasingly small servings that looked deceptively large.
The lengths I'd go to in order to spend time with such a charming dinner companion.
"You first." He pointed to my chocolate. "Before I take another bite and explode, I want to see if it's worth it."
I shrugged and took a nibble of bonbon. I was flirting my head off. So I couldn't resist putting on a look of rapture as I swirled the chocolate around in my mouth.
His eyes were dark as he watched me in an intense, flattering way. There was a moment when I thought I could wrap him around my little finger. And I was tempted. I was. I was also tempted to show more interest, rather than less. I wanted to make my interest clear. In this instance, I had no vanity. I didn't want to lose him to another match.
He studied me. "Well? What's the verdict?"
"Extremely sweet." I took a sip of coffee with it. "Tempered with coffee—perfect."
I watched him sigh with resignation and take a bite. He'd really been game in his attempt to keep up with me, eating-wise. If we started dating in earnest, I'd have to teach him a poker face. Or maybe not. His frank interest and attention sent my heart fluttering and my pulse racing. And I liked it. This was one instance where chemistry was fun.
He winced and grabbed his cheek. "Wow. I think I just got a toothache. Way too sweet for my tastes." He set the rest of his bonbon down on his napkin.
I grabbed his coffee and handed it to him. "Quickly. Drink. You'll feel better."
Our fingers brushed as he took it from me. The zing between us was electric and almost startling.
I watched as he lifted the cup to his lips. "Better?"
His face cleared. "Much."
"I told you," I said. "The coffee is key. Up for another bite?" I lifted my bonbon.
He shook his head. "I'm in over my head already. I won't be able to eat for a week."
I laughed and lingered over coffee as long as I could manage. Finally, the evening had to end. Cam walked me to the exit and waited with me for my Uber.
"I had a great time tonight, the best." I was completely sincere.
"That makes two of us." He hesitated.
It wasn't like me to be so bold, but I couldn't help myself. One thing I've learned—if you want to see a man again, give him an opening, a giant, gaping opening. "I'm going to hold you to putting a word in with Lazer for me."
"I'm meeting him tomorrow for breakfast." He clutched his stomach and rolled his eyes. "Food in the morning seemed like a good idea then." He grinned. "I'll feel him out at breakfast. I'll have plenty of time to talk while he eats."
"Fabulous." I held my purse low in front of me, dangling it from both hands, still giving him the opening.
"I'd like to see you again."
I liked that he was direct and not keeping me in anticipation. "I'd like that too."
"If you're not busy tomorrow afternoon, I could fill you in on my meeting with Lazer."
"I'm always working—"
His face fell. He nodded. "I understand—"
I touched his arm. "Sorry. Bad joke. Sometimes I can be too obscure. I meant to say, mixing business with pleasure would be a welcome change. Tomorrow afternoon is perfect."


His smile returned. I hadn't pegged him as at all insecure. It was kind of sweet.
"The only thing I have on my agenda is a trip to the gym." I patted my stomach. "After this meal, I need to work out and work some of it off."
He nodded. "Me too." He paused. "Since I dragged you into this situation by taking you here, why don't you let me make it up to you and fix it? Let's work out together. My gym has awesome personal trainers. If you're up for it, I'll see if one of them can work us in tomorrow."
"I'd love that." A second date at a gym was unusual, but sweet as well. I loved exercise and was happy to find a guy who did too. When Ashley told me that Cam was a bit of a nerd, I'd been worried about him being a couch potato.
My Uber pulled up in front of the building.
"That's my ride." Nothing like stating the obvious. I hugged him, lingering long enough to show my interest again.
Up close, he smelled fabulous. His cologne was almost as hot as that interloper's cologne. I didn't know why that thought entered my mind. It was a sad fact that business was always on my mind.
"Until tomorrow." He walked me to the car and opened the door for me.
I slid into the car and waved to him as we pulled away from the curb. That was the best first date I'd ever had, and it hadn't even ended in a kiss. Imagine if it had? I'd probably be all sappy. Touching my lips. Feeling the tingle of his kiss on it. Wanting more. Who was I kidding? I wanted more already. More laughs. More intimacy. A life with him. I laughed at myself. I was jumping the gun, definitely. But I could almost see myself having this man's babies. I could.
And he was going to help me get more funding and put a word in for me with a billionaire investor.
If I could get Lazer Grayson's backing, I might actually beat that douchebag who was trying to ace me out of my space. I sighed dreamily, thinking of Cam and success. But mostly Cam.



C am
I was still grinning when I met Lazer for breakfast at the Blackberry Café. And still full from the night before. Even the delicious baked goods and hot Blackberry breakfasts couldn't tempt me.
Lazer looked askance at me when I ordered coffee and a bran muffin. I don't like bran muffins, not even the Blackberry's. I just ordered something to be polite, and the bran muffin wasn't going to trick me into eating it.
"Something wrong? Are you on some kind of new diet? You don't eat bran muffins." Lazer pointed to it. "What happened to your appetite?"
"I lost it at the Brazilian steakhouse last night."
"You went to the steakhouse and didn't invite me?"
"I took out a match Ashley made for me."
"In that case, you're off the hook." He dug into his breakfast.
I felt full just watching him eat. "I didn't want the evening to end, so I ate and ate and ate…"
He looked amused, pausing with a forkful of scramble halfway to his mouth. "Ashley will be delighted to hear how you pigged out in the name of finding love. Was your date impressed? Watching you eat all night must have been thrilling." Lazer shook his head and ate his bite of scramble, chasing it with a big drink of coffee.
"Watching me?" I shook my head. "Hell, I was trying to keep up with her. She put me to shame. I've never seen a woman eat so much meat."
Lazer squinted at me. "Why do you sound like you're impressed?"
"I am! Toria is perfect. Thin as a model. One of those women who can eat any man under the table and still look gorgeous."
Among my male friends, out-eating each other on occasion was a badge of honor. It was a sore spot with Lazer that he was rarely able to out-eat the rest of us. Of course, times were rare that any of us beat Dylan for the title. I didn't see why I shouldn't be impressed that Toria could eat with the best of us and was unashamed of showing off. She was secure enough she didn't have to eat like a bird in front of me.
Lazer was at a momentary loss for words. He stared at me a long moment, finally breaking into a grin. "No sarcasm now—Ashley will be thrilled. She's eager to get you off her hands and move on to easier clients. She wants that bonus from me with a passion."
At the mention of Ashley a second time, I felt a pang of guilt at withholding what I knew about Knox and his marriage proposal from Lazer.
"Money from you." I scoffed. "She's going to marry you, right? Soon all that money will be hers, too."
Lazer grinned and rolled his eyes. "Clearly, I have more to teach you, grasshopper. Does the word prenup mean anything to you? The money will still be mine."
I knew Lazer well enough to flip crap back at him. He could be arrogant at times, but he loved Ashley. He'd be generous with her. "Do the words set a date mean anything to you? Take it from me, man. You need to make good and marry her before someone else tries to move in. You know marriage is what she wants. Why are you stalling?"
This was the best advice I could think to give him without breaking my promise to Ashley. Her love for him hadn't waned, but how long would she wait?
Lazer's face clouded. "You're right."
"What's stopping you?" I said. "Cold feet?"
"No!" He shook his head vehemently. "No."
"Fear? Man up, buddy."
"I want the field to be clear," Lazer said. "No impediments. No doubts in either of us. No what if I'd met someone else first. What if someone else would be better for me…"
"You have doubts?"
"Me? Absolutely not. Her."
I pursed my lips, weighing what to say. "You're not shadowboxing with the memory of her late husband again?" I paused. "Or that friend of his?"
Lazer scowled.
I'd hit a nerve. Lazer might not know the full details of how far Knox had gone, but he was savvy enough to realize when another man was trying to move in.
"Look. Ashley loves you, not him." I shook my head. I knew that for a fact. "Do your thing. Take command. Take evasive action. Find that guy his perfect match and get him off your wingtip. And talk to Ashley about it if that guy's bothering you. She'd make him a million matches a week for him if she knew he's keeping you from setting a date and taking the actual plunge."
I took a breath. "And I know she'd disagree with you about there being any impediments. She has eyes only for you. Just set a date and marry her."
His face brightened. "You may be onto something, my friend."
"Me giving you advice about love. Oh how the tables have turned."
"Don't let it go to your head." He took a sip of coffee.
I gave my bran muffin a dirty look and took a drink of coffee too.
"Enough about my love life. Tell me more about your date. Have you done your date postmortem with Ashley yet?"
"I'm giving you the scoop first," I said, as if I was being magnanimous. "Off the record and between two friends."
"Which means I'm not supposed to share with Ashley."
"You got it," I said. "I'll share with her later." I broke into an embarrassingly gushing, glowing reliving of the evening.
Lazer was a good enough friend to listen intently and not make fun or interrupt with more than a few polite questions. "You have it bad," he said when I finished. "Ashley will be delighted." He grinned broadly. "Toria is an entrepreneur of some sort, you say? What's her business? What does she do? Service industry? Tech? Does she make goods of some kind?"


"No idea." I signaled the waitress for a refill of coffee.
"No idea?"
"That's right. Something to do with military spouses. That's all I know." I leaned back as the waitress filled my cup. "She didn't want to talk business…much." I hesitated. "Not more than to mention her business is suddenly taking off. She's experiencing growing pains and looking for an angel."
Lazer froze. "Why are you looking at me like that?"
I grinned.
"Oh, shit," he said. "This is a setup. You told her you'd talk to me about investing in her business."
I picked up my coffee. "You're sharp as a tack, buddy. No one can pull one over on you."
"I'm not your personal bank."
This was where I laid it on thick and appealed to his better nature and sense of fairness and equity. After all, I was his favorite friend, right?
"You launched a rescue to help Austin win his bride. You threw a ball for Dylan. That had to cost a pretty penny. All I'm asking is for a small investment to help me out in the dating department. To make me a hero.
"I'm fairly confident it won't cost you as much as that ball or the rescue. I saw the rates for that yacht you rented when we saved Blair for Austin. And in this case, I'm confident you'll get your investment back, plus a nice return."
He set his coffee cup down and studied me. "Let me get this straight—you want me to invest in a company that you have no idea what it even does or what sector it's in. My expertise is tech—"
I pointed at him with both hands. "And retail, online sales, and fashion. You're a major shareholder in Flashionista." It never hurt to flatter and butter Lazer up.
He narrowed his eyes. "As I was saying, in a company owned by a woman you just met, whose only qualification that you know of is that she's carnivorous with a healthy appetite."
"And she's smart, beautiful, and driven."
"And you're hoping her appetite stretches beyond food to the bedroom." He crossed his arms. "You're asking me to fund you getting laid." Arms still crossed, he pointed a finger back at me.
I laughed, but he wasn't far off the mark. "You're such a cynic. And a cad." I put on a look of mock horror and indignation. I tapped my chest. "To think that I would stoop to such a thing."
I leaned forward and lowered my voice. "I want more than a mere lay. I want a lifetime of lays with her. I want her to fall in love with me like I'm falling for her. When you boil my motives down, this is an act of pure chivalry. I want to help out the woman I'm falling in love with."
"Yes, I can see that." His voice dripped cynicism. "That's what the guilt trip is for."
"All's fair in love and war—"
"And getting startup financing, apparently," he said.
"Well?"
His brow furrowed. He was quiet.
I gave him space to think.
"On the plus side, if I agree to meet her, I can scope her out," he said, thinking aloud. "See if you're good enough for her. Suss out whether she'll fit in with our group or not. See how well Ash is doing her job."
"And maybe make a great investment."
"That too." He studied me. "If I agree to see her, the rules have to be clear. I run a business. My time and money are both precious commodities. I don't waste them. If I invest in her, it will take a certain amount of my time, especially if she's expecting to draw on my business talents as a mentor. I have to have the real option of passing. As long as that's clear…"
I nodded. "Absolutely. Just let her down gently." I tried hard not to let my euphoria show.
Lazer nodded. "All right, then. When are you seeing her next?"
"This afternoon. I made a joint personal training session with Stryker."
"You really know how to woo a woman."
I laughed. "The idea was spur-of-the-moment. We were talking about burning off the calories from our meal."
"Parading Stryker in front of her might not be the best idea," Lazer said mildly.
He made a good point. Stryker was built. But if she were the one for me, her head wouldn't be turned.
"What choice did I have? All of the trainers are built. If I asked for a female trainer, Toria could accuse me of ogling."
"Counterpoint made." Lazer put on a lecherous grin. "You should have suggested burning those calories off another way."
"And violated Ashley's no-sex-before-five-dates cardinal rule?" I shook my head. "You, Ashley's business partner—I can't believe you're suggesting such a thing. I want this relationship to stick." My thoughts turned mischievous. "But there's no rule about how fast you can get your five dates in."
Lazer winked at me. "That's my man. What did you have to bribe Stryker with to get him to take you on such short notice?"
"What kind of a fool do you think I am? I'm not divulging that. It's a trade secret you'll be too happy to steal."
He shrugged. "It was worth a shot. What time's your training session?"
"Two o'clock."
Lazer looked at his watch. "I'll have to work fast. Good thing I have some spare time today." He pulled his phone from his pocket. "You have Toria's number, I presume?"
I pulled my phone out and texted it to him. "You're going to see her today?"
He nodded. "Before your session."
"Maybe she's busy—"
"Doing what? Buying a new sports bra and putting her hair in a ponytail for your date?" He shook his head. "You multimillionaires have a thing or two to learn. When a billionaire calls, people will drop anything for an audience with them."
"Arrogant bastard," I teased.
He shrugged. "The truth's the truth. But first she has to recognize my number. Text her to expect my call and give her my number."
I did as he asked.
She texted back immediately. OMG, omg! Followed by a spray of emoji of joy, anxiety, and nail biting.
"She got it," I said to Lazer. "She's eagerly awaiting your call."
"Good. Let's put her out of her misery." He called her number. "Hope she's as good a businesswoman as you think she is. I'm going to a lot of trouble to make you look like a hero."
I heard Toria's voice as she answered. My pulse raced out of control.
I hoped I wasn't sending her crashing on the street of broken dreams. Lazer wasn't kidding. He had a keen sense for picking winners and a Midas touch when it came to making money. If he took Toria on, his touch would help her turn her business to gold. Lazer didn't back losers. He backed away from them.
Lazer wasn't superstitious, but he didn't like touching bad luck. He claimed losing was bad for the psyche. Winning begat more winning. Winning gave you an adrenaline hit and a high. There was no reason to be dragged down.
He had a reputation to protect as much as anything. In his early twenties, he'd been heralded as a boy wonder of the investment and tech world. Even though he was no longer a boy, he wouldn't take a hit to his reputation for anyone, not even one of his oldest friends.
"Toria? Lazer Grayson. Cam's told me so much about you. You're looking for an angel, I hear. Let's talk. I have some time in about an hour…"
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Toria
I was on a high, and I mean a high high. An adrenaline rush. Since meeting Cam, my life just kept getting better and better. Or maybe I should say since signing up as a member of Pair Us' matchmaking service and meeting Ashley Harte. I could kiss her feet for matching me with Cam. And Cam for putting in a word with Lazer.
In my book, the mark of a true friend is someone who will go out of their way to help you out. And Cam certainly had. A man of his word. A man of action. My heart fluttered.
I was still in shock. I couldn't believe Lazer Grayson called at all, let alone so soon. I had a meeting with a real-life billionaire.
Unfortunately, I had no time to prepare for that all-important meeting. He wanted to meet in an hour. Maybe that was to keep me off balance. Maybe that was the only time he had available for weeks and weeks. Good thing I was used to pressure and had my five-minute makeup routine down pat. And had already showered. It was Saturday. That wasn't always a given this early in the day.
But talk about regretting eating so much the night before. Looking at the food baby I had, I was already wincing at the thought of Cam seeing me in my spandex exercise pants. Now I had to hurriedly dress in something professional—and hope I zipped my zipper—grab what I could of my financials, and race to meet Lazer Grayson.
I met him at his office. Fortunately, traffic was light. Could you imagine being late?


Since it was Saturday, the offices were mostly empty. Lazer himself met me at the door, showed me in, and offered me coffee, tea, or bottled water. I accepted a bottle of water. My mouth was already dry and my jaw was trying not to hit the floor.
Lazer, as he asked me to call him, was every bit as hot and handsome as the glossies I'd seen of him in magazines, or in his pictures online, or his appearances on TV. He was dressed casually in jeans and sweater in the height of style.
He was as charming and charismatic as I'd heard and read, as well.
He immediately put me at ease. "Cam spoke very highly of you. But he seems in the dark about exactly what you do."
He listened intently as I talked, interjecting intelligent questions. He was shrewd and savvy, very business savvy. When I finished my pitch, he grilled me expertly, but politely. He was sympathetic to my mission and my plight of trying to get office space and the uses I had for the capital. He offered a few suggestions.
He was also extremely professional, but he looked amused at times. I felt like I was on a private version of Shark Tank. But at least there were no other sharks to tease me.
"All right," he said at last. "You've impressed me. I'll bite."
"Thank you." I was beside myself with happiness.
"Don't thank me. Make me my money back. Add to my billions. And believe in yourself. I have a nose for failure and for success. I don't back losers. I think you're onto something big. Something noble. I like cause-based businesses with a higher purpose. These are my terms."
His terms were very generous. I got what I asked for and a mentor thrown into the bargain. You can judge a man by his friends. I was already impressed with at least one of Cam's. Two if you counted Ashley. And by impressed, I meant on a personal level, not on wealth. Yes, I was grateful to be the beneficiary of Lazer's wealth, but that wasn't what I liked most about him.


He wrote me a check on the spot and coached me on how to approach and negotiate with the landlord and property management company. "Don't let them intimidate you. Hold your ground. Let them know who they're dealing with. Send me a copy of your lease agreement. I'll have my lawyers look it over."
I told him my agent's lawyers had already taken a look.
"My lawyers are better. I have the best in the city. If there's nothing there? Fine. But let's let them have a look. And let's set up a follow-up meeting to talk growth strategy." He gave me his office assistant's number and told me to contact her on Monday to schedule our next meeting.
I left our meeting ecstatic and raced home to change into gym clothes. Before I left for my date, I called my real estate agent and gave him Lazer's instructions on how to make our next offer. Then I punched the air in victory and headed to the gym to meet Cam.

C am
Between breakfast and my workout date, I met with some of the high school kids I was mentoring, trying to keep my mind off how the meeting between Lazer and Toria was going. I usually met the kids at one of the high school computer labs or a library, anywhere we could find space. But since today was Saturday and the libraries were booked, I took the group out for lunch and brainstormed the equipment they wanted for the new space.
The kids were full of questions. Especially the newest kid, Miles. He'd come out of his shell since joining. He was a kid who was going to go far if he was mentored and encouraged properly. All the kids wanted to know when we'd have a lab set up for them to start incubating. They were smart, and cute throwing around their tech language like the big guys. But I didn't let their eager cuteness snow me. They were sharp, too. And if they decided to turn their skills to the dark side, they could cause a fair amount of trouble, and get into it themselves.
I told them I was working on it, that I had a line on a fine suite of space in the heart of the high-tech industry downtown. I was just hammering out the final details. I felt confident in what I told them. I was feeling good all around.
I was at the gym, early, getting ready for my date with Toria, when Dave called, and he didn't sound happy. As we talked, I made my way from the locker room to the lobby to wait for Toria.
"The tenant is playing hardball. She has the landlord and the property management company suddenly rattled. It's like she's grown a pair overnight. She upped her offer again, and whatever she said, she has them backtracking on their desire to lease to us. What do you want to do? How badly do you want the space? We can keep looking."
I swore beneath my breath. I didn't like losing. If this tenant was going to play the bitch and try to ace me out of that prime space, she'd better think twice.
I discussed options with Dave, including whether there was anything else even remotely suitable on the market.
"Not right now, Cam," he said. "This is our best bet for what you want. Even for what you don't want. Vacancy rates are way down. There's nothing else available right now in the area you specified." He tried to sell me on mall space in the suburbs again.
I refused. Much as I hated to admit it, negotiating and playing hardball was out of my area of expertise. I was a tech guy, not a business genius. I hated this kind of game playing. It was time to call in the big gun for advice. We got Lazer in on the conversation.
He agreed with me. "If this spot is as good as you say, you'd be a fool to give up so easily. You're going to run into this kind of competition with any decent space. You need to get them to take you seriously."
With his help, we laid out a counterstrategy. All the while, I was dying to know whether Lazer had given Toria the money she needed. He had too much ethical sense to tell me. But he could hint. He sounded in good spirits and pleased with himself. From which I inferred things had gone well. Lazer was hardly ever happier than when he'd made a good investment.
We gave Dave a detailed battle plan, complete with exact wording to use in his discussions. He hung up to go do our bidding.
I'd been pacing the lobby, full of energy and nervous anticipation. I took a seat. With Dave off the call, I couldn't resist asking Lazer the question that was on my mind. "Are you going to tell me how it went with Toria or leave me hanging?"
"The thought of you hanging isn't pretty, my friend. Even so, you know I can't share the contents of a private business conversation." He laughed. "I can say that I was impressed with her personally. She's beautiful, smart, funny. You have good taste."
"Ashley picked her out," I said. "She has good taste for me. But I told you all that about Toria. You didn't believe me? Stop trying to flatter me and divert my attention. You don't have to give me details. A simple yeah, it went great or alternately a long, pregnant pause of hesitation will do to send the message. Are you going to give me a hint?"
"Absolutely not. What would be the fun in that?" He sounded jovial enough. That was enough of a hint in itself.
Just then, Toria walked past outside on the sidewalk in front of the windows of the gym, heading for the entrance.
"Never mind." My heart raced. "I'll find out soon enough. She's here."
"Good luck, my man." Lazer hung up just as Toria strolled in the door. I slipped my phone into my shorts.


Her face lit up when she spotted me. Even with a ponytail—called that one right—she was as beautiful as I remembered her being from last night. The austerity of the ponytail let her striking eyes, high cheekbones, and full lips take center stage. The caipirinhas hadn't distorted my vision. And maybe I was part Brazilian, too. Her tight exercise pants emphasized her pert, shapely butt, threatening to turn me into a butt man, like a true Brazilian.
"Cam!" She waved.
I stood and hugged her, wishing I could hold her closer for longer. We chatted about inconsequential things as I signed her in as a guest. I was dying as I waited for an opportunity to ask about her meeting with Lazer, then wondered whether I was even supposed to know about it.
She looked around at the gym with wide eyes. "This place is amazing."
It was the nicest gym in the city—high tech, modern in design, the most up-to-date equipment, and a smoothie bar and café that was unrivaled.
"And so are you!" She touched my arm. "I had a meeting with Lazer Grayson this morning. He's going to back me! And mentor me." She hugged me again just as Stryker walked out wearing tight exercise pants and a tank top that showed off his perfect triangle build.
Yeah. Lazer was probably right. Next to Stryker, almost any guy, even a guy in reasonably good shape like I was, was going to look scrawny. And here I'd chosen to wear my modest exercise shorts.
He spotted me. "Cam!"
"Stryker. This is my guest today." I introduced him to Toria, relieved that her eyes weren't popping out of her head at the sight of him and his bulging biceps.
"What are we doing today?" Stryker's gaze bounced between us. He pointed at me and shook his finger. "I know what you need." He laughed and turned to Toria. "What is it you want to accomplish today—strength training, cardio, a bit of both?"
"Both sounds good to me." She patted her abs. "I need to work off that same dinner from last night. I believe I out-ate Cam." She winked at me.
"In that case, I'll bust both your asses," Stryker said. "What's your preference? Do you like kickboxing?"
Toria nodded. "Love it."
"All right, then. We'll start with cardio in our private workout room and move to the main gym for strength training. We'll take it as we go."
I looked at Toria and sighed. "He means his private room of torture."
Stryker laughed and led the way.
The private room was mirrored on all walls so you could see your form. Unfortunately, I was all too aware of Toria's form.
Stryker ran Toria through a brief questionnaire, taking notes about her level of fitness, before putting on the music and beginning the workout. I'd been working with Stryker for over a year now. I knew how hard even his deceptively simple workouts could be. He knew all the secrets to working even muscles you had no idea you owned.
I was pleased Toria had chosen kickboxing. It was one of my favorites.
Stryker began the workout. "Let's warm up. March in place. Swing the arms. Faster now." He called out the commands in time to the beat. "Guard up. Fists in front of your face." Still marching, he gently corrected Toria's form, lifting her elbows. "Good. That's it."
To my eye, Toria moved beautifully and gracefully. I was used to exercising with the guys and occasionally Blair or one of the other ladies in the group. I knew better than to ogle them, but I was having a hard time keeping my eyes to myself. Toria's body in motion was a thing of beauty.


"Jab, jab, jab. Punch it out. Punch it hard. You're going for a KO." He pointed at me. "Stop slacking, Cam. You're moving like you have lead in your ass."
He walked to Toria and gave her a few pointers, pausing to demonstrate the technique himself and explaining the muscles we were working. He bounded back in front of us. "Cross-body jab. Hook it left. Hook right…"
He nodded his approval. "Now bob and weave. Bob and weave. Good. Good. Keep it up. Keep it going. Moving from the warmup into the cardio portion we'll add a kick."
Damn that Stryker. He could kick to the ceiling. And when he kicked, every muscle in his leg flexed. As much as I work on them, my kicks have never been spectacular. Suddenly, though, I found the will to match Stryker. I'd never kicked higher.
Toria kicked like a Rockette. She was competitive, too, matching Stryker for height and intensity. Once again, he had to handle the woman I was trying to impress. "Hips forward. Arms up. Jab. That's it."
Is trainer envy a thing? Because I sure as hell had it as I watched Stryker dominate Toria's attention and gently correct her already-to-my-eyes great form. When he put his hands on her waist and gently showed her how to work each muscle more efficiently, I was green with envy. My hands itched to touch her. Maybe I should take up training.
To make up for my lack of contact with her, I had to show off my moves. Flex just a little more. Kick a little higher. Jab the air with more intensity. Peacock at every opportunity. Pretend to throw punches at Stryker and fake hammer his head when he wasn't looking for punishing us with this grueling routine.
She grinned and upped her game.
Stryker caught on to my antics. "If you have time to clown around, I'm not working you hard enough, Cam." He raised an eyebrow.
He, of course, hadn't broken into a sweat yet. This was a figurative stroll to him. But the guy worked out eight hours a day. He exercised for a living.
Soon we were both glistening with sweat. I admire a woman who isn't afraid to sweat, really sweat, in front of her date. I like women who aren't afraid to get dirty.
"Getting your appetite back yet, Cam?" Stryker said through a particularly quick and vicious bit of the boxer shuffle with a speedbag move thrown in for good measure.
Now he was just baiting me.
"You told me that was the point of this workout, no?" he said.
I finally found enough breath to speak. "I'm about ready to lose that dinner, if that's what you mean."
During the height of the workout, Toria and I were both exercising too hard to do more than concentrate. During the cooldown, I couldn't help myself. I turned the wrong direction on purpose so that I faced her as I jabbed.
"You want a piece of me, soldier?" She jabbed back.
Yeah. I wanted a piece of her. That was one way of putting it.
I shuffled toward her. She stepped into me.
"Uppercut!" Stryker yelled.
She took a swing at me, throwing a playful uppercut to my jaw. I shuffled backward.
"Coward." Her eyes sparkled beneath the gym lights.
"Coward? Is that a dare?"
She laughed and shuffled toward me.
"Lunge and jab, Toria," Stryker said. "Bob and weave, Cam. Bob and weave."
"He's egging us on." I leaned back, out of reach of her moves.
We were suddenly play-boxing, with Stryker calling the shots, both of us laughing harder the longer the choreographed action lasted. When she laughed, her ponytail bobbed, and she was breathtakingly beautiful.
I held her gaze as we sparred, forgetting the exertion, just having fun. Finally, I lost myself to the playful move. As she lunged for me, I grabbed her hands, spun her around, took her around the waist, and pulled her against my sweaty chest, effectively silencing her punching moves. "What now, boxer girl?"
She laughed and leaned her head back against me, looking up at me with her lovely chocolate eyes as I bent my head and grinned at her. Her mascara and eye shadow had smudged during our workout, giving her an unintentionally sultry look. It was sexy as hell.
Catching me by surprise, she went up on her toes and kissed me quickly. I forgot myself. Forgot Stryker was in the room, still calling out instructions. While I was too surprised to react, Toria broke free from my grip.
"I have to call that match for Toria." Stryker slapped me on the back. "Let's lift some weights."
Damn. It suddenly hit me—Stryker wasn't the enemy. He was wingmanning for me. I could hardly wait to see how he'd show me off during the weight training circuit. When Toria wasn't looking, I flashed him a thumbs-up. He grinned and winked back at me.
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Toria
If kickboxing had been fun, weight training was simply staggering entertainment. A gym full of muscled men was a beautiful eyeful for any woman. I was in the enviable position of being in the company of the two hottest guys in the room. Some women may have preferred Stryker. And while it was true that he was wonderfully muscled and toned, Cam's sense of humor and playfulness made him that much more attractive to me. The guy knew how to flirt. And there was a very good chance I was reacting to the pheromones he was producing as he exercised.
I didn't know what it was about a sweaty man. It should have been repulsive. Ugh. Sweat. But those glistening, pumped muscles…
I caught his eye as he wiped his forehead with the edge of his tank top and smiled at him with my best flirty look. When there's chemistry between two people—and we had it—the simplest look can be a flirtation. I'd forgotten how fun flirting could be. I had no desire to rein my fun in.
Stryker was an excellent trainer. I'd worked with a few trainers before, but he was the most knowledgeable and inspiring. Money could buy the best, and Cam clearly had.
Stryker adjusted the weights for me at the first free-weights station and explain how to lift properly. "Cam, spot for Toria."
You wouldn't think someone spotting for you could be so sexy. You wouldn't think it could be the bonding move it was. But there was something about lying back on a lifting bench, arms trembling, struggling to lift a bar loaded with weights, and looking up to this handsome guy for help and inspiration. To see his answering grin and encouraging nod.
"You can do this, Toria. You got it. One more rep."
To realize that I was straining, red face contorted, sweating, and he was looking at me like I was the most beautiful thing alive. To trust him to protect me from dropping the bar on myself. From hurting myself. To push through and lift a weight I never thought myself capable of.
Maybe Cam had really been brilliant suggesting this date. This was the newly dating couple's trust-building exercise.
"One more rep, Toria," Stryker said. "One more rep and we'll see what Cam can do."
I was struggling to the point of exhaustion. My arms were visibly shaking. I grunted and shook my head. "I can't."
Cam bent over me, locking his gaze on me. He had beautiful eyes. "Come on," he whispered. "You got it. I'll help you through it." He put a finger beneath the bar, one finger.
Suddenly, I was lifting the impossible weight as easily as if I'd done it a million times before. I whooped. He helped me ease it down. It fell into the weight rack with a satisfying clink of metal on metal. I sat up and punched the air. "Yeah!"
"I knew you could do it."
Grinning like I'd just won the grand prize, I pointed at him. "You did it."
He shook his head.
"You helped." I tilted my head downward and looked up at him through my lashes, flirting shamelessly.
"I did nothing." He wiggled his finger. "You really believe this one puny finger can lift all that weight?" He shook his head. "That was ninety-nine percent you and one percent encouragement from me."
On impulse, I bounded up and hugged him, catching him by surprise. Even though he hadn't started lifting, he was hard and all firm, toned muscle. He felt good in my arms—solid, a solid guy in so many beautiful ways. I could use a whole lot of solid in my life. I needed a rock. And kindness.
Cam spontaneously hugged me back, picked me up, and swung me around. I picked up my feet to my butt and met his eyes. He spun me around until we were both laughing. Joyful, gleeful laughter like this was freeing. This was a moment. That moment we wait for all our life. That moment when you feel yourself hopelessly falling for someone else. When you see your look of joy mirrored on his face and in his eyes. When the spark leaps between you and a deeper connection is made than either of you expected. Our moment, our beautiful moment, heightened by the endorphins released by exercise.
Yes, bonding was beautiful. Using the pleasure of released endorphins and the power of success were brilliant dating maneuvers.


I mentally tipped my hat to Cam. Success and pleasure were addictive. But I had the feeling they were only incidental to my growing attraction and attachment to Cam.
When it was Cam's turn to lift, Stryker spotted for him. Cam was lifting much heavier weights than I could handle if something went wrong.
I stood back, admiring Cam as his muscles flexed, wondering how I had gotten so lucky as to be the one who was out with him. The looks of admiration and desire for him from the other women working out around us weren't lost on me. Nor were the looks of envy and daggers they shot me. Any one of them would have changed places with me in a heartbeat. Several of them were much prettier than I was. Maybe I should have been insecure. But Cam, bless his sweet, humble heart, seemed oblivious to them.
Cam was a student of lifting weights, and Stryker was pushing him. Training us while we were on a date hadn't caused Stryker to alter Cam's rigorous training routine, as far as I could see. He loaded the barbells with a punishing number of heavyweight discs and handed Cam dumbbells that were so large they frightened me.
"Toria, stand over here so you can watch Cam's form as he lifts," Stryker said. "We'll start by working his biceps. See how his elbows are close to his body as he curls the weights…"
I tried to pay attention to Stryker's explanation of why Cam's form was superior. I really did. But Stryker's instructions faded away as I focused on Cam and his gorgeous, glistening muscles. As Stryker pointed out the perfection of Cam's lifting and the muscles he was working, I found myself distracted more by the muscles and Cam's intense concentration.
"Look at the way his bicep bulges." Stryker pointed.
Oh, I was already highly aware of how it bulged, believe me. I didn't need any encouragement to look, but I was happy for the opportunity to stare, gape, and drool openly. All right, maybe not drool, not openly.
"Come here." Stryker waved me over. "Come on. Don't be shy." He grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me right next to Cam, so close I could see him sweat.
Have you ever been in a store where you know you're not supposed to touch, but you have an overwhelming desire to? My hands itched to feel Cam's muscles. I put my hands on my hips to avoid temptation. "Very nice."
"Cam, hold that curl," Stryker said. "I'm going to use you as an anatomy dummy while I explain the physics and theory behind these exercises."
Physics wasn't usually my thing. In this case…
Stryker grabbed my hand and moved it toward Cam's flexed bicep. "Go ahead. Touch him. Right here." He placed my hand on Cam's muscle.
Maybe I imagined it, but I thought it hardened even more beneath my touch.
Stryker placed his hand over mine and curled my hand around Cam's bicep. "Feel that?"
I nodded. Is he kidding? Yeah, I feel that. All the way to my toes.
"Good," Stryker said. "Lightly rest your fingers here and feel how the muscle moves as Cam lowers the dumbbell. Cam, slowly. To the count of three. One, two, three. Excellent."
Cam's face was tight. His muscles quivered as he lowered the weights. Sweat was dripping down his brow.
"See how and feel how his arms aren't locked?" Stryker pointed. "Look at how the bicep is elongated now and the…" He was just talking anatomy muscle gibberish to me now.
I wasn't a med student. I really didn't care about the names of various muscles, bones, and tendons. I just wanted to flirt with Cam.
Poor Cam. He was sweating bullets now.
I couldn't help myself. Using the towel that was draped over my shoulder, I dabbed and wiped his forehead like I was his manager or something.
Our eyes met. I grinned at him.
Stryker's face gave nothing away, but his posture said he was damned pleased with himself and the great job he was doing wingmanning for Cam.
Yeah. I saw through his game. Good job, loyal trainer, true friend, and gym wingman. I should have such good people surrounding me. Judge a man by his friends? Yes. Cam was winning on that score.
"All right," Stryker said after working Cam through the full set of bicep curl reps. "Very good. Stretch it out, Cam. And then we'll watch you bench-press something impressive so Toria can see how the different muscle groups move firsthand…"
I'd been so eager to see Cam again—and, bonus, I love working out—that I'd quickly agreed to this workout date without thinking things through. When I'd had time to think it over critically, I came up with plenty of reasons a workout was a bad idea for a second date. Besides the obvious body anxiety, how could we get to know each other in a training session?


I'd been completely wrong. The truth, as I now saw, was that it was pure genius. Surviving Stryker's brutal, ruthless workouts had created a bond in us. We'd been able to view each other's physiques from every angle. We'd learned to trust each other. Goof off with each other. We'd learned how hard the other one worked and how fun competing with each other could be. And that wasn't even counting the bonus pleasure-inducing endorphins.
Now here I was, thanks to my earlier meeting with Lazer, wearing more makeup than I'd ordinarily planned. That very makeup was smearing. I was drenched in sweat, and so was my date. But aside from possibly last night, I couldn't remember ever having a better time with a guy on a date so early on. This topped last night only in that the more I got to know Cam, the better I liked him.
I couldn't believe I'd actually kissed him. Yes, it had been cheating. But all's fair in love and war. Even all sweaty, he'd tasted good. I wanted more of that. From the way he looked at me, he did too.
Unfortunately, the workout was preserving my chastity. I was on wobbly ground now. Exhausted, but happy. And determined, no matter how much I desired him, to give this relationship the best shot at success by waiting those five dates before sleeping with him. I did not want to blow it with this guy.
At the end of the workout, Stryker said, "Did I succeed? Have your appetites returned?"
"Absolutely." Cam patted his stomach and elbowed me. But the look he gave me sent tingles down my spine. He had an appetite for more than food. "Agree with me before he puts us through more paces."
I laughed. "I'm famished. Absolutely delirious with hunger."
Stryker nodded. "Mission accomplished." He handed us each a fresh towel to mop ourselves off with. "Cam, I'll see you on Monday." He smiled at me and shook my hand. "Toria, pleasure meeting you. Come see me again sometime."
I nodded and thanked him for the workout. Stryker excused himself to go preside over the torture of another client—I meant workout—leaving Cam and me standing, suddenly self-conscious, by each other.
Once again, I didn't want the date to end. This was becoming a habit. But I had places to be. I needed a shower badly, and…
"I suppose after just killing ourselves to work last night's dinner off, asking if you want something to eat would be a bad idea? We don't have a history of limiting ourselves well. But the smoothie bar here is excellent. Smoothies just fill in around the edges and replenish important vitamins, protein, and electrolytes we burned in the workout. When you get down to it, they aren't really food at all. More just a beverage. But the café's great, too." He lifted his brow and gave me a hopeful look.
I bit my lip. "A smoothie sounds lovely, actually. And not nearly as dangerous as a Brazilian rodizio, but—"
"But?"
"Just a quick one." I glanced at my watch. "I think I can squeeze that in. I have to run soon. I promised my sister I'd stop by today and visit my niece and nephew. She's expecting me."
He took my hand. "We don't have any time to waste. This way." He led me to a bright, packed, modern smoothie bar. "What's your pleasure?"
You. That was my gut reaction, which I kept to myself as I studied the menu. "A number one with a protein and immunity boost. Skip the kale. Too filling."
"You got it." He ordered one for himself and me and pulled out his gym card, putting them on his tab. He led me to a small, round table in the corner of the cafeteria. "Tell me the truth—what did you think of Stryker?"
The full truth was too convicting. I wasn't going to give away that I knew the game Cam and Stryker were playing. "He's a genius trainer."
Cam nodded. "He is."
It felt good to sit and drink something besides water. "This smoothie is delicious."
He nodded and looked amused.
"What?"
He leaned forward across the tiny table. "You have a dab of smoothie." He pointed to the corner of my mouth.
"Where?" I leaned toward him, playing the game.
He leaned closer until our faces were inches apart. He rubbed his thumb across the corner of my mouth and slid his hand around the back of my head. I closed my eyes and tilted my head. And then his lips came down on mine.
How do you describe a kiss? It's more the emotions behind it than the mechanics that make a kiss wonderful. More how much you like the giver. How open you are to him. As for mechanics—Cam knew how to kiss. His pressure was insistent and exciting. His lips were warm. His mouth was cool from the ice of the smoothie. He tasted deliciously tropical. His tongue knew what to do with mine. And he had the timing down, kissing me just long enough to leave me wanting more.
When he pulled away, our eyes met. His sparkled in the bright café lights as we grinned at each other.
Fingers cold from clutching my smoothie, I clasped his hands across the table. "I had a great time today. To be honest, I had my doubts. I didn't think anyone could work up an appetite in me. Somehow you succeeded."


I left Stryker's part out, intentionally leaving the innuendo. And yes, it was true. I hadn't found anyone since Adam who'd stirred up an appetite and desire for a relationship again like Cam just had. And personally, I was savoring the longing.
"I did too." He squeezed my hands. "I think a date this fun deserves another. What do you think?"
"I'm in absolute agreement." I smiled at him, genuinely happy, and sorry I'd have to run all too soon. "You've set the bar for dates awfully high."
"You ain't seen nothing yet."
"You can top exercising with Stryker, the city's best trainer?"
"Watch me." His grin was cocky and adorable. "When are you free? When can I see you again?"
I mentally ran through my calendar and week. As a small business owner, I didn't really even get weekends. I had a fight on my hands and a busy week ahead. All of that paled against my desire to see him again. I wanted to see him again immediately, but… "Saturday?"
His face fell almost comically. "Saturday is a world away. I don't think I can bear to wait that long. It sounds like your schedule is tight. If I may suggest something?"
I nodded. "Agreed. Saturday may as well be a lifetime."
His smile returned. "Experience with Stryker's workouts has taught me—you're going to be awfully sore in the next few days. I know a good spa right here in the city that will give you a massage that will make you feel not only human again, but fantastic. And you can squeeze it in in as much or little time as you can find—an hour? It will be worth it, just in making you feel human again. Consider it an investment in your productivity." He gave me a hopeful look.
"Oh, a massage." He was speaking my language. I love massages. "An hour or two?"
He nodded.
I bit my lip and raced over my schedule again. "Tuesday? I could break away for a few hours in the late afternoon."
"I'll book it. And I'll take Saturday, too. Are you up for an adventure and some pampering?"
He'd just trapped me into committing to two dates, but I was happily ensnared. "Yeah. I like adventures and pampering. Sounds good. What do you have in mind?"
"A surprise."
"I like those, too."
"Good."
I glanced at my watch as I reached for my smoothie. "Shoot. I need to run."
He nodded and stood as I slid out of my chair. He took my hand and pulled me into a quick, hot, sweaty kiss. Even the smoothies hadn't cooled us down. Ardor like this was hard to tame.
Fortunately, I'm one of those women who like their kisses, and their sex, hot and sweaty.
"Tuesday," he said when he pulled away. "I'll text you the details."
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I'm not actually the kind of person who likes to shower at public places like gyms. I grabbed my gym bag and purse from my locker, sneaked out, headed home, showered there, and drove to my older sister's house in Maple Valley. It took me over an hour to get there. Traffic was a bitch. Typical for the Seattle metro area.
By the time I arrived, dinner was ready and on the table. I had a few hours with Kellie, my brother-in-law Sam, and the kids before the children went to bed and Sam headed out for a night with the guys. That left my sister Kellie and me to our night together.
We'd planned to watch a movie, but Kellie quickly took control, also typical. She wanted to talk.
"Thank goodness those two went to bed easily tonight. Those little bugs will wear you out." She sat cross-legged on the sofa with a glass of wine to soothe her nerves. A day of mothering wore her out and wasn't the best endorsement of future motherhood. If I'd been smart, I should probably have been scared off the idea.
But though Kellie complained voraciously, and I saw firsthand that her life wasn't glamorous—but then, neither was mine—I wanted a husband and children for myself. And suddenly Cam's face inserted itself into that dream. Some people don't believe in instant love or love at first sight. But not me. As someone who's experienced it before, I'm a believer. In regard to love, when I needed sunshine, I got sunshine. And I needed it now.


At one time I'd been so close to having the dream. Close to having a husband, at least. I loved children. At two and four and a half, my niece and nephew were adorable little bugs, as Kellie called them.
"Soooo. Who's the guy?" Kellie eyed me over her glass as she took a sip, closed her eyes, and sighed with happiness. "Tell me all about him."
I laughed. "Who's the guy? I've known him for two days and had exactly two dates with him. What all do you think I can tell you?"
She opened one eye. "Naïve baby sis." Her grin was devilish. "Is he well hung?"
I nearly spat out my wine. "Hung like a horse." I shook my head and rolled my eyes.
"Liar. You have no idea."
"Did you miss the part where I said we've had two dates?"
"Dates aren't a requirement for judging hungness. I knew how well Sam was—"
I held up my hand. "Uncle. TMI. That's you, not me. I'm the good girl of the family."
She laughed.
"Seriously. Ashley, our matchmaker, has a rule—no sex until five dates, two months, or exclusivity. Break that rule and woe unto you. You've succeeded in having sex for fun, not finding a life mate. How to succeed in love, according to Ashley. She's written a bestselling book on it."
"Good for her," Kellie said. "I'll look it up. You're forty percent of the way to the goal line. You like this guy. You're hot for him. It's written all over your face. If you'll take some advice from your big sis, cure yourself of the itch. Get those five dates in ASAP and then see if he's worth keeping."
I laughed. "Has anyone ever told you you're a corrupting influence?"
She shrugged and refilled her glass. "Never."
I shook my head. "Consider yourself served."
She laughed. "Seriously—has the matchmaker made a difference? Could you have found this guy or better on your own?"
"Obviously not," I said. "I mean, I didn't, did I? This was my first match, and things are going pretty well."
"First match. Immediate sparks." She grinned at me over her wine. "Either beginner's luck or she's as amazing as advertised."
Kellie had been excited for me when I told her about meeting Ashley and signing up for her dating database. She looked pleased with herself and had that smug trust-your-big-sis look on her face. "You're being awfully tightlipped about this guy. What's the problem? Don't want to jinx it?" She raised an eyebrow.
Kellie was two years older than me. Neither of us were particularly superstitious, but we'd had a running joke about jinxing relationships for as long as I could remember. We had as many rules to follow for not jinxing things as Ashley had for making a relationship succeed. Getting too excited about a guy too soon was rule number one.
"I'm not ready to bring him home to Mom and Dad yet," I said. Which was only partially true. Yet being the operative word. Sometimes you get a feeling about someone. You just know things are right from the very beginning. I felt that way about Cam. But no, I didn't want to jinx it. I'd had enough of jinxes.
Kellie sighed dramatically. "All right. No jinxing. If you're not going to spill on how well hung he is, you can at least tell me something boring. What does Cam do for a living?"
"He's a tech millionaire. He developed a dating app." I described it, realizing that what I knew about was mostly what I'd read. Cam hadn't actually talked about it much or what he was doing now, since selling it. Probably counting his money.
"That app? That Cam? I've heard of him. He's loaded."
It was hard to tell whether she was impressed or jealous or both. Sam was a good guy. He made a good living, and so did Kellie. But they were by no means multimillionaires.
"Judging by the app and his connection to the matchmaker, he should be an expert dater, then." Kellie swirled her wine and lifted an eyebrow. "How are his moves? He must have made some?"


"He's been a perfect gentleman."
"That doesn't sound good," she said. "No chemistry?"
"Chemistry in spades." I told her about our dates.
Since she was "an old, married mom" now, she listened intently, living vicariously through me and peppering me with questions—Where does he live? Does he own a home? How does he spend his days? What's he working on now? Does he want children?
I realized that we hadn't talked about the facts of ourselves.
"We had two beautiful, astounding, fun dates," I said, not sounding defensive in the least. "I think it's a good sign that we're beyond the boring date questions—what do you do for a living? What's your favorite color, etc. If I want to know those things, I can ask Ashley for his profile."
I smiled, trying not to look too dreamy. "I'm seeing him again on Tuesday for a massage and on Saturday. He's promised to surprise me."
"You're certainly smitten with him."
"Risking a jinx, yes, I am."
Kellie pursed her lips, started to speak, and backed off. But just for a second. The impulse to second-mother me ran strong with her. It was a force of habit. Big sisters generally have a reputation for being bossy, and mine was no different. "I suppose working with a matchmaker is different. She screens out the liars, the cheaters, the deceivers, and the sponges. If I were you, though, I'd find out more about him. Not the public persona, not the one-quarter of Seattle's hottest bachelor thing, but him."
Yeah, he'd been voted one-quarter of Seattle's hottest bachelor with three of his friends, all of whom were no longer available. I knew that about him, but I didn't dwell on it.
"I know his character," I said. "He's sweet, kind, smart, confident, and thoughtful. He's not a douche, believe me."
We'd both dated far too many of those.
"What does he know about you?" Kellie said. "Have you told him about your awesome business?"
"Just that I'm defending my office space against an unknown entity of evil and arrogance."
Kellie let me divert the conversation to my troubles for a while and rant about the bastard who was trying to steal my office space from out from under me. "Believe me, Cam is the opposite of that douchebag."
"Does Cam know the details of your business? Have you told him what you do and why? Does he know why your mission is so important to you? Have you told him about Adam?"
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My visit with my sister left me thinking about Adam again, something I was finally able to do without the sharp edge of pain that used to be part of the package. Adam was my gray zone. My twilight space. My tragedy.
And yet I often wondered why it was my tragedy and not his. It was his, really. He just didn't realize it. That was his blessing and his curse. I was just collateral damage. I could walk away. And had. That was my cross to bear.
Adam was the reason I started my business to help military spouses, the reason I fought for it, the reason I wouldn't let it fail. He was the reason I had sympathy for military spouses and the problems they faced. Finding employment and making a career when they moved all over the country at a moment's notice was just one difficulty I could help them with. It was the one thing within my power, but not the power I wished I had. If only I could take away the all the heartache and pain the military life could throw at a person.
There was a time when I had expected to be one of those spouses trailing after my brave warrior husband. Bonding with the other wives. Being part of the larger military family.
It hadn't worked out that way, obviously. My company was my penance, my way of dealing with survivor guilt when there hadn't been a physical death, just an emotional one. It was my way of staying connected and helping the friends I'd made when I'd thought I was going to be one of them. Of staying connected to a younger, more naïve, rose-colored-glasses version of myself that I sometimes envied and sometimes despised, while at the same time moving on with my life, the life of the cynical Victoria.
Fate can snatch many things from you—love, happiness, the future you've planned. How you handle fate is what matters and gives you character. If you let it defeat you, you're done for.
I found that out fast enough. If you take everything fate throws at you and try to turn it for good, you win the prize. That prize is priceless, let me tell you—a worthwhile life, one really worth living. Hope and happiness. If you've ever been at the bottom of the pit of despair, you know what I mean.
Maybe my big sis was right. Maybe I should have cared more about what Cam did with his time, what his five-year plan for his life was. Whether he wanted two-point-five children and a picket fence in the suburbs or not. The fact that he'd engaged a matchmaker was proof he was serious about finding a wife.
We'd both filled out detailed questionnaires answering the basics and beyond—how many children we wanted. Did we like pets? Cat or dog person? Snakes? No. And other major points of compatibility. I wasn't worried about irreconcilable differences. Ashley was too highly recommended, too well respected to make a rookie matchmaking mistake like that. She wouldn't pair two people who had opposing views on matters as important as children.
Maybe finding out the other things were only incidental. In due time. For now, I wanted to enjoy the journey of falling in love again. I wanted to savor it and not let life intrude until it absolutely had to. I wanted my affair of the heart separate from the businesswoman me. From Toria the sister, the boss, the daughter.
No matter what I did, how I tried to savor it, it would race by too quickly. I knew that all too well. For now, I just wanted to fall in love, to smile at the thought of Cam, and to remember that sweaty kiss and the look on his face as he used a single finger to lift the weight from me. If he could be that guy who went through life helping me deal with the weight of what fate threw at us, I'd be happy until the end of my days.
Yes, I was a sap sometimes. Call me a sappy romantic any day. That's the way I liked it.
I'd tell him about Adam in due time, in due time.

Toria
The Lipstick Spy School was one of those upscale places I'd only dreamed about visiting. It was a destination event location that was relatively new, but always had a great deal of positive local buzz. Part spa, part adventure, part spy-themed resort. It was the place for bachelorette parties. It was my personal disappointment that none of the bachelorette parties I'd ever attended had been held there. Note to self—make sure my future maid of honor knows I want my bachelorette party at the spy school.
You can imagine my surprise, and delight, when Cam texted that he'd booked a couples stone massage session there for Tuesday afternoon. Stone massage. Yum. It was the perfect thing for easing sore muscles and pain, boosting immunity during this tail end of the flu season, and relieving stress and anxiety. When was the last time I'd pampered myself with a massage?
My stress levels were so through the roof that a massage could be considered therapeutic and essential. I could rationalize it that way, anyway. If I kept burning the candle at both ends, I was going to burn out. And we couldn't have that.
In addition to all the usual little business issues—like, oh, making payroll—I was still dealing with the office space issue. Adding insult and injury to anxiety, the property manager was playing hide-and-seek and refusing to get back to my agent and me. There was a game afoot, and I meant to squelch it. I'd call in Lazer if I had to. In the meantime, some hot rocks on my back sounded like heaven.
The Lipstick Spy School was in a fashionable area of downtown Seattle along Fifth Avenue, nestled among the pricey shops and boutiques. It was a highly feminine, fashionable establishment—a spa, a beauty retreat, an adventure-vacation destination, which was why it surprised me that Cam had booked a massage there. The "school" was part of a franchise that had spy schools in cities nationwide. Each one was individually owned and operated.
As the name suggested, women went to spy school to be pampered and pretend to be spies. It was like escapist fiction come to life. Visitors learned how to dress like femme fatales. How to mix the perfect drinks. Self-defense skills. How to dance exotic dances. And they had some of the best stylists, makeup artists, and, apparently, masseuses in the area.
I was curious how the spy school got on Cam's radar in the first place. I made a note to ask him.
Wasn't learning about the other person fun? So many things were a mystery. Each new nugget of knowledge was like a piece of treasure, a gift. Or maybe a horror. But I didn't anticipate any horrors with Cam. He was such a straightforward guy. It was hard to imagine any skeletons in his closet.


I really squeezed this date in, which was unlike me. It showed how eager I was to see Cam again. Plus he was right—every muscle in my body now ached. I had just two hours to spare before meeting with a group of local military spouses who worked for me. We were meeting to discuss new designs for the next season's product line. Usually I loved our meetings and looked forward to them. Just bad timing on this one.
I told Cam I'd meet him at the spa. My heart raced with anticipation as I stepped into the lobby and looked around for Cam, ready to erupt in a dopey "dead giveaway that I was falling for him" smile. Maybe I could pick up tips on mastering a poker face while I was here. I expected him to be sitting casually, reading on his phone as he waited for me. He was nowhere to be seen. I'd actually arrived first? I hoped traffic wasn't keeping him.
I checked my phone. Nothing.
I took the opportunity to absorb the ambience of the lobby. Do you want to know a secret? I've always wanted to be a kickass Bond girl. But a kind one. Don't laugh. Beautiful spies can be kind, too. I settled for being a kickass businessperson.
The lobby was lightly perfumed to set a mood. I inhaled and closed my eyes, letting the scent speak to me. Adventure and sensuality. Yes, that was it, at least in my imagination. The place was elegantly, tastefully decorated to appeal to the kind of woman who imagined herself a sophisticated, mysterious woman of the world. It was pure fantasy. The receptionist, a beautiful woman in a low-cut red dress, the signature uniform of the school, greeted me.
"I have an appointment for a massage." I smiled at her and gave her my name.
The receptionist nodded and looked me up on her computer. "All checked in. Your friend has already arrived. He's waiting for you on the spa level." She picked up an old-fashioned red phone. "Take the elevator to the third floor." She pointed. "I'll call it for you."
A few minutes later, I arrived in the reception area of the spa. When I stepped out of the elevator, an attendant greeted me by name and showed me to my changing room. I was impressed by the customer service. Everything was high class.
She handed me a robe. "We need you completely naked. Then put on the robe." She indicated a plush chair. "When you're ready, you can wait there. Kiki will come to get you shortly. In the meantime, may I bring you a beverage? Cucumber water? Lavender water? A cleansing smoothie?"
I opted for cucumber water, changed, feeling suddenly nervous—I mean, naked? Come on. Of course I knew I'd be naked, but I didn't think about it. Fortunately, I didn't have much time to dwell on it, either. No sooner was I undressed and robed than Kiki came to get me.


She showed me into the room—no Cam. So I got led to the slaughter first? That was how it worked, huh? Actually, I was relieved. Now I'd be able to get on the table and not worry about preserving my modesty.
"This is your massage table." Kiki patted the table. "Don't be shy. We'll get you settled in before the gentleman arrives."
The table was luxurious, padded, and gently scented with relaxing lavender and peppermint. A towel was draped across the middle. There was a fluffy pillow and a plush rolled towel at one end. They were determined not to strain my neck.
I slid onto the table and out of my robe. Kiki covered my lower half discreetly with yet another towel. The room was softly lit with a small, burbling fountain in the corner for atmosphere. It smelled like the rest of the school, but with a twist of warm basalt and fragrant massage oils.
I had no sooner settled in when the door opened and Cam walked in with his masseuse. He wasn't wearing a robe, just a towel. The rolled towel wasn't going to cure the whiplash I got from twisting around to stare at him with a big, drooling grin on my face. His towel was so low that I could see the V to his groin. One little slip…
I pushed that thought away for my own sanity. He'd looked hot in his gym clothes. The towel left little to the imagination, giving me no worries he'd look hotter completely out of his clothes. Forget the hot rocks, all I needed was to look at him.
"Hey, beautiful." His voice was low and flirty. "Fancy meeting you here."
I ran my gaze up and down him, letting my interest show. "Good to see you, too. Wonders never cease—I beat you here."
"I've been here for a good half-hour."
"I beat you to this room."
He laughed. "You're going to love this massage. Fair warning—when Kiki is through with you, you'll be so relaxed you'll have trouble standing." He pointed to our masseuses. "These two ladies are the best."
"You come here often?"
"Whenever I can." He winked at his masseuse as walked to his table.
I got the impression he'd generously asked his regular masseuse to attend to me. I held my gaze steady, waiting for his towel to drop.
He hopped up on the table, flipped onto his stomach, and untied his towel. He pulled the edges out from beneath him and there he was, ready for his massage. I hadn't even gotten a glimpse of anything more than I'd seen when he walked in.
I indicated the room around us. "It's beautiful here. But not generally the kind of place one associates with men. How did you…come to try it?"
His answering grin was not the least bit self-conscious. "Good deep-dive dating question. Trying to determine how I got in touch with my feminine side?" He laughed. "Through Lazer. Who else? Lazer the fashion plate." He laughed again. "And Ashley. Lazer is good friends and business partners with the American duke, Riggins Feldham."
"I've heard of him." I was impressed.
Cam nodded. "Riggins is apparently a longtime friend of Milia, the owner. He introduced them—Lazer and Milia." Cam cleared his throat. "Lazer and Milia became even closer friends, if you catch my meaning, and parted just as friends. But that was all well before Lazer met Ashley. And probably more than you wanted to know."
"No, it's fascinating," I said. "But it doesn't explain your addiction to the place."
"Milia is a mistress of disguise, and makeovers. Lazer hired her to pretty us up before we hit the dating scene. You should have seen us before." He caught himself. "Or maybe not. We weren't a pretty group. And then we trained with Stryker here—"
"Stryker works here, too?" I nearly popped up on my elbows out of habit, nearly forgetting my topless status. I caught myself just in time.
A quick look of disappointment crossed Cam's face. He'd almost gotten me. He nodded, watching me with round, dark eyes. "They have a gym here, too. A nice one. Well equipped. He sometimes teaches classes for Milia."
Cam paused. "You really should meet Milia sometime. She's… Well, you have to meet her. But she's a genius with this place."
Kiki and Cam's masseuses had been busy readying the room while we chatted. I had the feeling Cam pulled his punches because the walls—or, in this case, the women—had ears.
Kiki interrupted. "Do you have an area in particular you'd like worked?"
"Pretty much everywhere. I hurt all over." I pointed at Cam. "His personal trainer put us through a merciless workout a few days ago."
Kiki smiled. "Stryker?"
Cam nodded. "Who else?"
"Now I understand. We'll begin with the back and the spine. But we'll work the whole body, including the palms all the way down to the toes. We're using basalt rocks heated to one hundred and forty degrees today, the perfect temperature to get blood flowing and ease soreness. When we're done with you, you won't even remember the pain you were in when you arrived."
"You won't remember how to walk or stand, either," Cam said.

C am
The minute the hot rocks hit my spine and my masseuse began working her magic with them, I relaxed. As much as a guy who's hot for the naked woman next to him can relax. This intimate couples massage had seemed like such a genius move when I suggested it. I have to admit—I stole the idea from Lazer. Yes, just about everything I knew about dating I'd learned from my buddy, the former playboy. It was good stuff. Until I realized the agony of defeat. Wanting Toria so badly and not being able to touch her, or even talk to her, was torture. All I could do was look and imagine. But not too hard, not if I didn't want my line of thinking to become uncomfortable and obvious.
Her towel covered her to the top of her firm, shapely butt cheeks, leaving off just where the crack began. I'd turned my head so I could look at her, and ostensibly talk to her, during our massage. She was turned toward me. Come to think of it, I'd never had a group massage before, or I would have realized this wasn't the atmosphere for chatting.
I did have the pleasure of watching Toria relax as Kiki worked on her. Toria closed her eyes, giving me the gratification of staring all I liked at the roundness of her bare breasts spilling to the sides. The masseuses were too busy concentrating on their work to notice. And I could always pretend to be studying Toria's face.
People look completely different with their eyes closed. Her long, dark lashes rested against her creamy cheeks. Her full lips were relaxed and gently parted. I imagined myself waking up to her sleeping next to me looking like that. For now, I drank my fill of her, wanting more, more, more, the full buffet.
I was a seasoned pro at getting massages. They never ceased to ease out the tension and relax, but it wasn't having the same effect on me as it was on Toria. Her breathing was calm and shallow. From time to time, she smiled with her eyes closed.
"This is heaven," she whispered.
All right. So not the best date for further conversation and getting to know each other. Unless you counted what the other person looked like completely relaxed.
I was already running our next date over in my mind. Toria didn't know it, but I'd booked a full-day adventure beginning here at the spy school. A master spy experience, customized to my exacting standards after reading Toria's dating profile and catering it to her likes.
As the stones and masseuse worked their magic, the tension eased out of my muscles. I was still uptight about getting that damned office space. The property manager was dragging his feet, claiming he owed some loyalty to the tenant. She was a good lady and a good tenant. No problems with her.
He'd gotten a look at what I wanted to do with the property—bring in underprivileged kids, boys mostly, which in the manager's mind meant delinquent, and let them tinker with electronics—and had second thoughts. Suddenly Miss Current Tenant's playful, perfumed niceness was as appealing as more cash in his pocket. What the hell had she bribed him with? And what could I use against her? Lazer had taught me to think ruthlessly from every angle.
My masseuse leaned down and whispered, "You're tensing up. Just relax and let me do the work. Think happy thoughts."
Happy thoughts. Sure. Right.
"Inhale," she whispered. "Hold it. Let out a long breath."
I knew the relaxation techniques. I had to clear my mind. I glanced at Toria. Looking at her was not helping me think clearly. I was like a puppy dog lapping for her attention. Part of me wanted her to open her eyes and talk to me, show me some of that playful spirit I loved in her.
I sighed, closed my eyes, and cleared my mind.
Toria moaned softly with pleasure on the table next to me.
My eyes flew open. What guy's wouldn't when a woman makes a sound like that?
She was close enough that all I had to do was stretch out my arm to touch her, and damn, I wanted to. I balled my fist.
Her face was the picture of relaxed pleasure. She let out another happy sigh of enjoyment. My toes curled.
"Relax, Cam," the masseuse said. "We'll get to your feet and hands soon."
Caught.
Toria sighed again.
This had to stop. It was one thing to enjoy a massage, another to torment me like this. At this rate, I wasn't going to be able to wait until Saturday to see her. And Saturday was only date number four. Ashley and her rules.
I couldn't block Toria's soft sighs out of my mind. They were sexy as hell.
The masseuse put a hot stone on a particularly knotted spot on my back. It had given me trouble since Saturday. Startled, I let out a grunt. Another smooth movement. That woman was good with a stone. I let out another involuntary groan of release and pleasure.
Toria's eyes flew open. She looked at me wide-eyed.
I sighed happily. Touché. I knew exactly what I'd done. Two could play this game. I had her in the palm of my hand.
Kiki raised an eyebrow at me. Had I never groaned for her massages?
I held a finger to my lips. Kiki winked at me. I had an ally.
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Toria
All right. So maybe I started it. But I hadn't moaned on purpose…
The way Cam looked with his eyes closed. That grunt of ecstasy. It was indecent. It was unfair. It was sexy and it was cheating. What were the customers in the next room thinking? Massages had a bad enough rep. I half expected the vice squad to show up. How was I supposed to wait until Saturday to see Cam again when he was giving me ideas like this?
When my massage was over, Kiki managed to get me up and in my robe without giving Cam a peep show. And I managed to walk back into the changing room on my rubber legs.
I met him in the spa reception area after getting dressed. My legs felt like jelly, but by sheer will, they held my weight. I felt like a newborn colt standing on wobbly legs. I wasn't helped any by the way my body reacted to Cam. His smile had a devastating effect on my equilibrium. I'd never had balance problems before, but now all I wanted to do was throw everything off balance. Chuck everything and spend every minute with him.
Once again, I had to run. Once again, I dawdled, spending every second I could with him.
We took the elevator together to the lobby. He walked me to the street.
I thanked him for the massage. "That was…fabulous." Somehow I kept a straight face. It felt a little like thanking him for sex.
"My pleasure." He grinned knowingly at me.
I got the feeling his words were carefully chosen.


He pulled me into a goodbye kiss. It should have been a peck. But we both lingered longer than we should have in a public kiss.
"I can't wait until Saturday," he said.
"Neither can I—"
"Then let's don't. Squeeze me in. I'm at your beck and call. Coffee? Lunch? You have to eat, right?"
I bit my lip. Coffee, lunch, whatever would be date four. Our commitment level was growing quickly. "After the punishment we went through because of our…large appetites, I'm still not sure eating together is a good idea."
"Ah, but the pleasure afterward." He gave me an exaggerated lecherous grin.
I laughed.
"All right," he said. "Point taken. Coffee? A drink? Liquid is good for a person." His expression was sweetly begging. How could I resist it?


"I wish…my schedule's crazy…maybe Thursday before I leave for Portland?" I would practically have to double-book to fit Cam in.
I had promised Adam's teenage half-brother Miles I'd stop by and see him before I left for Portland. I kept in touch, but it had been a while. I was like a big sister to Miles. He'd taken Adam's accident harder than anyone, with the possible exception of me.


"I'll take it."
"I'll have to text you at the last minute. I have meetings…" This addiction to Cam was crazy, almost unsettling in its intensity. "If they run late…"
"Understood." He squeezed my hand. "Pencil me in."

A shley
I met Cam for a quick bite of lunch at Pike Place on Wednesday. It was a nice day, so we stood in line at a walk-up window, grabbed some street food, and walked to the park. Neither of us had much time to spare. I only had an hour between client meetings to do this date postmortem. Fortunately, Cam was an old hand at them.
"You're brilliant, Ashley. I like Toria, a lot. Too much, maybe. She's perfect."
I let him gush on about her, smiling to myself. It wasn't like Cam to effuse, which was what made it so adorable. My happy matchmaking heart raced. "I never pass up a compliment. I'm glad to hear I may just have done it this time."
We found a bench near the water among the seagulls and settled in. Those pesky gulls were beggars.
Cam did his best to scare them away, but any attempt was in vain. I tossed them a piece of bread, hoping to peel them off us.
"Not only are you brilliant, but you may be right about her. Toria is very likely the one."
I couldn't help gaping at Cam with my food halfway to my mouth. "I'm right? Toria is likely Miss Right?" I looked around dramatically. "How can this be? I don't see any flying pigs?"
He laughed and nodded enthusiastically, his eyes dancing mischievously. "Yep. Stranger things have happened, I guess. The dates are going great." Cam casually took a bite of sandwich.
"Dates?" I turned to stare at him. He was being too chill. It put me on my guard. "You've had more than one?"
The way he grinned and tossed the gulls a bite made me highly suspicious.
"How many more?" I said.
He shrugged. "A few."
"Cam?"
"Two."
"And?" I said. This was like pulling teeth. Suddenly he was Mr. Clammed Up. "Any more on the horizon?"
"A quick one tomorrow, if she can squeeze me in and her meetings end on time. And the all-important big date on Saturday," he said. "I'm taking her to a daylong adventure at the spy school."
"Five dates in a week?"
"Eight days."
"Cam—"
He looked innocently at me.
"Aren't you rushing things a little?"
He gave me the old side-eye. "When it's right, it's right."
"When you're horny, you're horny." I raised an eyebrow and stared at him through narrowed eyes.
He put a hand to his chest. "You think this is all about sex? I'm wounded."
"Cam? All kidding aside—"
"Who's kidding? I like this woman," he said. "I may even love this woman. She's all I can think about. Every damn minute of the day and night, even when I'm dreaming." He blew out a breath, pulled his phone from his pocket, and shook it at me. "We're texting constantly. She's like a drug I need another hit of. And, no, I haven't slept with her. Yet."
Cam was clearly smitten. Suddenly, he wasn't the old, sensible Cam. He was some new animal I wasn't sure how to handle.
"Toria's my soul mate," he said before I could reply. "You should pat yourself on the back for a job done damn well."
It was hard to refute that. Even so, I had to say what was on my mind. "What burns too brightly too quickly can burn out just as fast."
He shook his head. "I had no idea you were such a cynic." He tapped his chest. "I know what's in here. I know what I feel. And what I feel is new and deep."


"All right." Clearly, there was no talking sense and reason to him in this state. "Just promise me you'll slow things down at least a little. Give yourself some time to really get to know each other before you make any serious commitments—"
He laughed and tossed the gulls his last bite of lunch. "You think I'm going to leap into something?"
I shrugged. "How would I know?"


He turned and looked at me. "I didn't expect this of you. Look. I've seen quick romances. Guys, buddies of mine, meet some woman where they're stationed, start dating, marry within weeks before they deploy. Every one I've seen has lasted. Some right up until the end."
I inhaled deeply and put my hand on Cam's arm. "I've seen those too, Cam. Don't think I haven't. I was a military wife, remember? Your evidence is purely anecdotal. Act in haste, repent at leisure. I've seen enough of those relationships, too."
"Don't worry about me," he said. "I have you, your matchmaking expertise and screening, and your gut feel about this to guide me. And I'm old enough to know my own mind."
"Yeah, thanks. Throw this on me." I shook my head, smiling, but wary. "Lazer tells me you asked him to help Toria? He's impressed with her."
Cam's grin returned. "Of course he is."
"She's having some trouble with her lease? Some douchebag is trying to steal her space out from under her?" I said. "Do I have that right?"
"Yeah." He nodded. "Pretty common situation right now. Let me at this guy. I'll take care of him for her."
I laughed. That was more like the Cam I knew.
He became suddenly serious and looked me in the eye. "I had a good talk with Lazer."
"Yeah?" My heart raced. I knew what he was implying.
"He doesn't want any impediments. Any doubts going before setting a date to marry you."
"Doubts?" I was stunned and felt immediately guilty. There had been half a second there after Knox came back. But it had passed quickly. "He thinks I have doubts?"
"You didn't hear anything from me," Cam said. "A word to the wise—get Knox matched ASAP."

Toria
Thursday
I took Miles for lunch at his favorite burger place. Don't call me cheap. I'd given him his choice of anywhere he wanted to go, and this was what he wanted. Although it was only a half-day of school for him, we were both short on time and it was convenient and fast. I took an Uber and met him there.
He was sitting at a booth, waiting for me when I arrived. He waved at me as I walked in with my overnight bag slung over my shoulder.
My heart momentarily stopped. Miles and Adam had different mothers, but they both looked like their dad. Miles had been a boy when Adam was wounded in action. But now he was becoming a man and looked more and more like Adam had when we first met and fell in love. I regained a heartbeat, smiled, and waved back, racing to his table past a screaming toddler trying to escape his mother.
Miles stood and—stiff and embarrassed, but obviously pleased to see me—let me pull him into an exuberant hug. Tolerating PDA was his way of showing affection.
"What's this?" I teased, rubbing his moustache. It was rather lush for a seventeen-year-old. Just like Adam, he was destined to have a thick beard.
"Like it?" Miles' chest puffed, reminding me so much of the old cockiness of his brother.
I held a laugh in. "It's awesome. Very hot. I bet the girls can't resist you."
Miles was like a toddler—he looked older and more mature, almost startlingly different, every time I saw him.
I bought him a bag of cheeseburgers, a mint milkshake, and an extra-large order of fries. We settled in at a booth so I could pick at my salad while he devoured the burgers and sucked down his milkshake. That was his usual pattern. He'd be hungry half an hour after we left, but that wasn't my problem, fortunately.
"Catch me up," I said, readjusting my overnight bag next to me on the bench seat. Having the bag was a pain, but I was counting on running late and having to rush to an Uber to coffee with Cam and then immediately to the airport from there. "Tell me everything that's going on with you."
"Everything?" He shook his head and rolled his eyes. "That's a tall order."
"Tall order? That must mean you're leading a busy life?"


He shrugged. "I just joined a mentoring program for geeks like me."
I raised an eyebrow and smiled. "What kind of program? Tell me all about it."
I didn't object to him calling himself a geek. Miles was a handsome kid, but he didn't have Adam's former charm and charisma. He was shy and intellectual, awkward socially around classmates and people he didn't know well. He struggled in school, mostly because of boredom and being teased by his peers. He'd been made fun of a lot.
It was like my question blew a hole in a dam of conversation he'd been holding back. He started talking and talking, glowing and gesturing excitedly, telling me all about this fabulous mentoring program for nerds. How the guy in charge was a veteran who understood what Miles was going through, both with Adam and life. How he had so many opportunities now. The guy, who the kids called CTO, short for chief technology officer, was trying to get them individual industry mentors, scholarships, and internships with the hot tech companies in the area.
I listened, letting him talk without many interruptions. I was happier than I could say to see him so excited. "This CTO guy sounds cool," I said when Miles was finished.
Miles nodded. "He is. He's a nerd too. He gets it. He understands where we're coming from."
I was impressed. A guy who cared about kids like that was a rare gem. "Maybe I'll be able to meet him sometime? When you have a completed project to show off to me?"
Miles nodded. "Maybe. Yeah. I hope so." He paused. "CTO reminds me a lot of Adam." He looked down. "The old Adam. In all the good ways."
I nodded and swallowed a sudden lump in my throat. "That's good." My turn to pause. "Have you seen Adam lately?"
Miles shrugged. It was a habit with him. "Just my usual visits." He glanced up at me. "It's getting harder to see him. He doesn't remember…" His Adam's apple bobbed. "I used to wish. I used to think… Now that I'm older, I realize he's not going to get better. The old Adam isn't ever coming back."
"No," I said, and swallowed hard again, too. "Eat. Your burgers are getting cold." I pointed to his bag. "I can't remember the last time I had to encourage you to chow down."
"All right. I'll eat and we can return to normal—you can talk my ear off."
"Talk your ear off?" I pretended to be insulted and laughed.
"That's what I said." He was almost too casual as he unwrapped a cheeseburger, faking nonchalance. "You can tell me all about the new guy you've met." He took a big bite that was nearly half the burger.
"New guy?" I was stunned. I laughed nervously. How obvious was I if Miles could pick up on that?
"Don't mess with me," Miles said. "You can tell me straight out. If he's a good guy, I'm happy for you."
"It doesn't bother you?" I hesitated. "Me moving on?"
He shook his head. "Nope. Not as long as you and I can still be friends. It's inevitable, isn't it? Life goes on."
I felt a twinge of guilt. "Absolutely. But how did you know?"
"Lucky guess. You're happy. Way happier than I've seen you since, you know." He tossed the wrapper aside and pulled another cheeseburger from the bag. "You have that same dopey expression girls at school get when they crush on a guy."
"Dopey? Who are you calling dopey?"
"It's a nice look," he said.
"It doesn't bother you that I'm dating someone else?" I said.
He shook his head. "It's about time, if you ask me. Like I said, I've finally come to terms. CTO helped me see—Adam is who he is now. That's the new reality. I was even thinking you and CTO should meet. He's single, too. But now you found someone on your own. That's great."
"I had some help from a matchmaker," I said.
"Whatever." He winked. "I want you to be happy, Toria. The old Adam would want you to be happy. So spill it. Who is this guy?"
"Sure you want to know? I can run on about him."
He shrugged again and hefted his bag of food. "Sure. I got time and half a dozen more cheeseburgers to polish off. You know I'm going to have to meet him at some point. To give him my seal of approval. Or scare him off if he's a douche. Adam would want me to protect you."
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I hadn't counted on Miles being so chatty. Or time flying by so quickly. I was relieved Miles was finally happy and doing so well. That through this new mentorship thing he'd connected with a bunch of kids like him and now had a group of friends. That he was actually enjoying school for the first time since kindergarten. It was a joy and a pleasure to see Miles so animated. I got caught up in it. I was his surrogate big sis, after all. If life had turned out as I'd planned, I'd be his big sis-in-law.
The next minute, I saw a group of elementary school kids walking by. I pointed out the window. "What are they doing out so early?"
Miles glanced at the clock and did his famous shrug. "They have early release too. It's one thirty. Time for them to be out."
"Crap." I wadded my napkin and threw it on my tray. "I'm late." I'd promised Cam I'd meet him between one and one thirty and squeeze in a cup of coffee before heading to the airport. I'd blown it now. He was probably waiting for me. "I'm sorry. I have to run."
"Hey, I get it. Busy life." Miles slid out of the booth.
I grabbed my purse and pulled out my phone to text Cam. "I really am sorry. This has been great. We should do it more often." My thumbs flew as I typed out a text to Cam, apologizing to him, too, saying I'd have to cancel. There wasn't enough time. I was feeling heavy with regret.
Miles nodded. "Yeah." He pointed to my bag. "You going to make it to the airport on time?"
I nodded. "I'll call an Uber. No problem."
Cam texted me back. I can't stand another minute without seeing you. Let me drive you to the airport. I'll bring coffee. I insist.
"Must be the boyfriend," Miles said.
"What?" I said, distracted by Cam's text.
"You have that sappy look on your face again."
I laughed. "Caught. Yeah. It's him." My thumbs were flying. "He's going to pick me up and take me to the airport."
"Okay then." Miles glanced at the clock again. "Should I wait around and check this guy out?"
"Absolutely not." I looked mock aghast at Miles. "I've only been seeing him for a week. I don't need you scaring him off."
Miles laughed. "Okay. I get it. I gotta run too, anyway, or I'll be late. You'll be okay here waiting for him?"
"I'm a big girl," I said. "I think I can handle it. Go. We'll get together again soon?"
"You betcha." He surprised me with a big bear hug and took off.
I waited for Cam outside. I stuck my thumb out when I saw him pull up to the curb not fifteen minutes later.
He rolled down his window. "You don't hitchhike your car service." He wore that grin that made my knees go weak.
"Sorry," I said. "My faux pas."
He jumped out of the car and pulled me into his arms, kissing me as if we hadn't seen each other for years. I didn't want him to let go. But finally, someone in a car that wanted by honked.
"Impatient bastards." Cam took my bag and loaded it in the trunk while I got in the passenger seat. "Fancy establishments you hold your meetings at."
"It was the other party's choice," I said. "The coffee's not bad."
"It's not great, either." He buckled up, grabbed a to-go cup from the cup holder, and handed it to me. "This is better."
I grabbed his hand, leaned my head back against the headrest, and took a sip of coffee. "You're right. This is better. Much better."
He'd gotten me my favorite.
I smiled at him as he pulled away from the curb into traffic. He squeezed my hand. "Damn, I missed you."
"I missed you too." I squeezed his hand back. "Thanks for understanding."
He gave me a surprised look. "No problem. Why wouldn't I? You told me you were double-booked and might not be able to squeeze me in. Important clients come first."
I hesitated. I didn't know why I didn't tell him about Miles. I just wasn't ready to let my past and all its tragedy spill into my happy present. "You should always come first."
"Good to hear, but not always practical, I know." He headed for the freeway. "How were your meetings?"
"Good," I said, intentionally not sharing more. Yeah, keep some of the mystery alive. Sure, that was as good a rationale as any.
Cam glanced at me. "From your expression, you look like they were more than just good."
"Yeah," I said. "I feel very good about them." Extremely good about the direction Miles was heading with his life, at least.
Cam and I held hands as he drove and I drank my coffee.
"How are things on your end?" I asked him.
"Fantastic. I'm enjoying my side project, some community outreach stuff I'm proud of. And my new venture is perking along."
How could holding his hand be so intoxicating? Just the simple human touch. I'd missed the intimacy of handholding for too long. Even the way we laced fingers was intimate.
"That's good to hear." I relaxed, happily content. He was such a great guy, a perfect guy, a catch. I turned to him suddenly, blurting out what came to mind: "Why are you still single?"
"What?" He looked startled by the question. And pleased.
"I mean it—the women in this city are idiots. Someone should have snapped you up years ago. I mean, I'm glad they didn't, for my sake. Their loss is my gain. But still."
His whole face lit up. "I'm glad you think so. You'd have a different opinion if you'd seen the geeky me of a few years ago before Lazer and Ashley fixed me up."
I shook my head and laughed. "I doubt it. I'm not afraid of a fixer-upper. And I recognize good bones when I see them." I motioned toward my chest with my cup of coffee. "It's what's inside that matters. The rest is just a window dressing."
Now he shook his head. "All right. I'll talk to my trainer and tell him he can ease off on me now."
I squeezed his hand. "Well, eye candy isn't bad, either."
He focused on the road. "I could say the same about you—what's wrong with the guys in this town? Why hasn't someone put a ring on your finger?"
I hesitated, heart thumping wildly. Should I tell the truth? I wasn't ready to go there.
Cam frowned and glanced at me with concern.


"Someone did." My coffee shook in my hand. I set it in the cup holder and grabbed the door rest to steady myself.
"Sorry." His furrow deepened.
I shook my head. "No. My fault. I'm sorry. I gave you the wrong impression. I was engaged. Years ago. We were both very young. Long story—the wedding never happened. I'll tell you about it someday, but not now. It was…traumatic. And set me back in the dating sphere for quite a while."
Until you. But I wasn't ready to say that aloud just yet.
He'd been holding my hand tightly, but managed to give it a reassuring squeeze. "I'm sorry for whatever happened. But not for me. My gain. Is that selfish?"
"No. It's adorable." On impulse, I leaned over and kissed his cheek.
He pulled our clenched hands to his lip and kissed my hand as he signaled his turn into the airport. I leaned my head on his shoulder. How had the trip flown by so quickly?
He pulled up in front of departures. "We're here in record time. The traffic was unusually light." He sounded as regretful as I felt.
"Damn traffic." I rubbed his arm and sat up straight. "I was hoping for more time with you."
His looked adorably flattered. "And here I thought you'd compliment my superior car service." He put the car in park.
I kissed him quickly. Just a peck on the lips, but it conveyed the message. "Great job picking the fastest route, buster. Next time, maybe take the slow lane."
"I can't take the credit. Blame Google for the route."
"I will," I said. "I would, but I think the old 'time flies' saying applies here."
"Okay." He nodded, looking surprisingly serious. "I'll keep that in mind. Next time I'll bore you with something technical and dry, so the time will drag on and seem longer."
"You wouldn't dare." I laughed.
He raised his eyebrows. "It's either that or try to travel at the speed of light where time stands still. And we don't have the technology for that yet."
"Too bad. I'd like to stand still in time with you."
"The feeling's mutual." He kissed me and jumped out to retrieve my bag from the trunk.
I slid out of the car and waited for him to join me.
With my bag over his shoulder, he pulled me into an embrace and slid his hand behind my neck. "Our Saturday date is still in the planning stages. I have a lot of ideas and fun in mind."
"Fun sounds good. I like fun. What do you have in mind?"
"It's a surprise. Anything you really won't do?"
"I'm not fond of heights."
"Duly noted."
"How about a tiny hint?"
He shook his head. "Nope. I want you thinking about it. And me. Plan on giving me the whole day, starting with breakfast."
"Eating again, are we? That's dangerous business."
"A man's gotta eat." He cupped my head. “See you at eight? Too early?"
"No. Perfect."
"Dress for adventure." He leaned down to kiss me.
I tilted my head to his, anticipating the sweet pressure of his lips on mine and the thrill of his body pressing me tightly to him. I'd missed that feeling of possession, too. It was a romantic notion, but sweet.


I closed my eyes and kissed him back, wrapping my arms around him. He smelled good. He tasted good. I didn't want to leave him. I almost begged him to come with me to Portland. That's how in love I was.
Once again, honking broke us apart.
He looked over his shoulder at the busy departure lanes. An airport cop cruised slowly by. "Keep this up and I'm going to exceed my five-minute limit." He ran his fingers through my hair. "Until Saturday?"
"I can't wait."
"Me either." He kissed me quickly again. "Safe travels." He handed me my bag and then stood on the sidewalk, watching me enter the building.
Inside, I watched him get in the car and drive away before heading to the security checkpoint.
Goodbyes are always hard. But ever since saying goodbye to Adam when he was heading off to his last deployment, they'd gotten brutal. Rationally, I knew the chances of an accident happening were small, and most of the time I'd see the other person again and everything would be just fine. But…
I still remembered how Adam's arms felt around me that last time, the intensity of my emotions. How much I loved him. How much he felt like he was my every breath. How certain I was that our future was together and bright and happy. Once life shows you you're at its whim, you lose a certain amount of confidence. If tragedy can strike once, it can strike again. It's a feeling that's hard to fight and even harder to conquer. I was still trying. The more you risk your heart, the harder it is.
I never thought I'd find what I had with Adam again. But now I found myself just as breathless every time I thought of Cam. And so much more vulnerable. Leaving him was just as hard, however temporary it was. And never mind it had been less than a week since we met. If this wasn't love, I didn't know what was. When you meet your soul mate, you know, right?

C am
As I pulled away from the airport, wearing an ear-to-ear grin, I felt like a kid again. I was as eager for Saturday as a kid is for his birthday. I'd lied. I'd planned our Saturday and had the most adventurous, romantic date I could imagine on tap for us. Fortunately, nothing involving heights. Ashley had already warned me to avoid skydiving. Matchmaking profiles had their advantages. Toria was going to love this date. I'd made sure of that.
The only thing that could make my life more perfect was securing that office space for my kids. I had the new kid in the group particularly on my mind. Miles was more eager than most. So eager that he reminded me of myself at that age.
Poor kid. His older brother was a vet who'd been wounded in the line of duty and hadn't come home in his right mind. Head injury. Miles seemed devastated by it. I thought the group and the opportunities were having a positive impact on him. I did my best to engage him.
He and the others had given me a nickname—CTO. I was really more like chief listener and bottle washer. These kids really impressed me.
I was meeting with them this afternoon. I promised them I'd drop by after my date with Toria and see how their projects were coming along. They'd be eager and press me again about my progress in renting a more permanent location. They were so damned eager to get their new equipment and lab so they could get out of the planning phase and get to work on their projects. We had competitions coming up in the summer. There was no time to spare.
I frowned as I drove. I passed a playground. Some kids were out playing on the big toys. Too bad no one had swings anymore. Too dangerous. Everything fun was deemed dangerous these days. If only I could swing getting that office space…
I stopped short at my own mental turn of a phrase. Swing. That's it.
That fun, quirky swing in the office. Too dangerous. A liability. An uninsurable one, I bet.
My heart raced. Yeah. I think I have you.
I felt vaguely guilty about using a swing against the current tenant. But I'd ruthlessly take whatever leverage I could get. For the kids. Unless I missed my guess, she was in violation of the terms of her lease agreement and insurance. This would mean no swing for my kids, either. Such was life.
I used my Bluetooth and called Dave, my real estate agent. "I think I have something we can use to get that space."







12
Toria
After a successful round of meetings in Portland on Friday, I was at the airport waiting for my flight home when I got an email from the property manager I'd been haggling with over extending my lease. I was excited, hoping they'd finally come to their senses and accepted my very generous offer. Until I opened the email.
Dear Ms. Williams,
We've been informed that you're in violation of the terms of our occupancy contract. Acting on this tip, and in accordance with our rights as landlords and managers of the property, we made a surprise inspection to the premises this morning. According to paragraph 10.2.8 of our contract, Insurance and Liability, you're out of compliance with our agreement to carry adequate liability insurance.
You have a piece of dangerous, out-of-code play equipment in your office space that is uninsurable and a liability issue for both you and us—a bright pink swing suspended from the ceiling in your lobby area. (See attached photo of violation.)
Swings violate the safe workplace standards according to OSHA guidelines. (They linked to the guidelines in question.)
We respectfully request that you remove the offending piece of nonstandard office equipment immediately. And, because of your violation, we are terminating your lease at the natural end of your lease at the end of the month. In addition, we're rescinding our offer of first right of extension of the lease to you.
Thank you for your prompt compliance. Failure to comply may result in additional fines and penalties.
Best regards,

By the time I finished reading the email, I was furious and shaking with indignation. My first inclination was to call them and give them a piece of my mind. My second inclination was to call Cam and cry on his shoulder.
Fortunately, my saner head prevailed. I did neither. I forwarded the email to my lawyer and turned the matter over to him.
My flight began boarding. I still really wanted to call Cam and get his support, but there wasn't time before I boarded and had to put my phone in airplane mode. That was a good thing, too. Maybe if we'd been dating longer, I could have done it. As it was, I still wanted to make a good impression before he saw me angry and upset. My lawyer would have to handle it. I wasn't going to mention it until well after our fifth date tomorrow.
The fifth date was a big event for us. If it went well, we could be in an official relationship. I'd let business interfere, interrupt, and disrupt my personal life too often. In fact, it had been my personal life since Adam's tragedy. For once, just this big, important once, I was going to push business to the back of my mind.

Toria
I met Cam at eight in the morning at the appointed destination—an alley behind Fifth Avenue some distance away from the back of the Lipstick Spy School.
As always, a smile broke out on my face the moment I spotted him. He was wearing nothing special, really—jeans, a logoed T-shirt, and a jacket. But wow, nothing special looked hot on him. Imagine what he'd look like with nothing at all. I had to push that tantalizing image away or blush. The morning was chilly, but the day was mostly clear. Only a few clouds floated across the sky. There was the promise of heat later. So much promise.
He pulled me into his arms and kissed me thoroughly and passionately. We both knew what this day was about. We were already eager and needy. Neither of us wanted to part.
I was all too aware of the heat of his hand at my back and the way my body reacted to him. My heart beat happily. I was fevered, but if the way we felt for each other was a disease, I hoped our joy was wildly contagious. I wanted everybody to experience this kind of delirium at least once.
"So we're lurking in alleys now?" I said when we let go of the kiss, side-eyeing our surroundings.
He grinned and hitched his thumb at an old-fashioned London-style phone booth.
I'd been so preoccupied with him that I hadn't even noticed it. "That's some phone booth. Is 1950 calling?"
His eyes lit up. He opened his hand and jangled a key then whispered in my ear, "Secret underground entrance to the spy school. For high-level VIP guests only." He took my arm and led me to it. "Let the adventure begin!"
He unlocked the booth, pushed the door open, and stepped aside to let me pass. "After you."
"What do you have planned?" I walked in only slightly leery. Already my adrenaline was kicking in.
"A very important mission." He stepped in after me and closed the door. "You said you were up for adventure."
I took his arm. "Oh, I am. Bring it on."
"Good. Watch this." He picked up the red phone and said something completely banal to someone presumably inside. It must have been in code. Suddenly the booth turned into an elevator. It jolted and plunged below the surface of the street.
I gasped and grabbed Cam's arm.
He pulled me tight and laughed. "It never gets old."
"You've done this before?"
He nodded. "The perks of being Lazer's friend. This is just the beginning."
The elevator came to a halt and opened into a polished underground corridor.
"This is the best part." He pointed to a series of steel doors. "That way. You need instructions and the code to open them." He pulled a keycard from his pocket, took my hand, and whispered, "Follow my lead. Let's go." He took my hand and took off at a run, pulling me along.
I was glad he'd warned me to wear tennis shoes.
I'd imagined many things. I'd been mentally picturing this date all week. I had daydreamed about it on my flight to Portland. In my hotel room. Last night at home. But for all that, even with the hint of adventure thrown in, I had never imagined running hand in hand with Cam as a version of James Bond through a high-tech, gleaming underground corridor. This part of the spy school adventure wasn't on their website.
I managed to speak through my laughter and the exertion. "Why are we running?"
"For the thrill." Cam stopped abruptly at the door, squeezed my hand, inserted the keycard, and typed a code in. The door swung open. He extended his arm. "Ladies first."
"You're so unfailingly polite, letting me walk into danger first," I teased.
He laughed and peeked dramatically around the door.
"Expecting an enemy spy?" I raised an eyebrow.
"Hoping for one."
I laughed. I was enjoying myself already, and the date had barely begun.
He scanned the hallway. "All clear." He sounded and looked adorably disappointed. "Unfortunately, I didn't ask for one. With Milia, you get what you ask for. Next time."
I marveled at the mirrorlike stainless steel walls surrounding us, and the theatrical nature of the tunnel. "I dare any theme park to rival this."
"Yeah." Cam nodded and led me to a second door where we repeated the process. And then a third.
We finally arrived at the entrance to an ordinary-looking elevator. The doors opened. We stepped in. Cam pushed a button for the lobby. The arrow on the elevator only pointed up.
The elevator doors opened again at the lobby. Inside, the spy school was lightly perfumed with something musky and sensual. 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.
A striking woman in a tight, low-cut red dress, a different woman than last time, greeted us. "Welcome to Lipstick, Mr. Johnson! Miss Williams. I'm Weston. The spymaster is expecting you. This way, please." She led us through the lobby to a private conference room. "Your agents have arrived."
A beautiful woman sat behind a desk. Her face lit up. "Cam! How nice of you to come see me instead of Stryker for once." She rose to greet us, her eyes twinkling. She hugged Cam.
"Toria, this is Milia," Cam said. "She's the brains behind this operation and the brilliant woman at least partially responsible for my transformation."
Milia shook my hand and shook her head at Cam. "He exaggerates."
She was, at least, superficially modest. She was a local celebrity of sorts, so of course I knew something about her. The woman was reportedly a business genius. And gorgeous, too. She wore the signature red dress of the spy school. Low-cut and tight. She was model thin. Dark, straight hair in a chignon. High cheekbones. Dark eyes. Pale skin. She looked classically French, but rumor had it that was just an illusion, a disguise that changed with the seasons or at her whim.
"You're a lucky woman," she said. "Cam is one of my favorite men."
He grinned, and I got the tiniest bit jealous. I had the feeling Milia made that impression on many women.
She reached into her desk drawer, pulled out a sealed envelope, and held it out to us. "Your mission, should you choose to accept it—fall in love. Or fall out of love. Make a decision. Make a commitment. Love's a game, but is it worth playing? Worth dying for?"
My breath caught. I turned my gaze on Cam. He stuck his hands in his pockets, trying to look casual. If this was a declaration of his love, it was an unusual one, but thrilling. I was already falling headlong in love with him. This did nothing to deter my heart from its course.
My hand shook as I took the envelope from her. "That's some mission."
"Isn't it, though? One of my most dangerous yet. In my experience, the heart is easily fooled and susceptible to charm and deception." Milia smiled. "I like a woman who knows her mind. You'll make a good secret agent. But be careful, my dear. People aren't always who they seem. Skepticism is a spy's greatest asset."
"Hey!" Cam laughed. "I thought you were on my side?"
"Never assume, my lovely darling. Assumptions can kill you, or your blossoming love, all too easily." She pulled a lipstick box from her desk and handed it past Cam to me. "You'll need this. From my high-tech gadget department. Every spy needs a secret weapon."
I opened the box cautiously. Out slid an ordinary, but obviously expensive, silver lipstick tube. It was surprisingly heavy. I stared at it, momentarily confused as I read the name of the shade and compared the red color dot on the bottom of the tube to my skin tone. "Kiss of Death? Red? Red isn't a good color on me."
Her eyes danced. "Red looks good on everyone. You just have to know how to choose the right shade and wear it with confidence."
Curious, I started to pull the lid off the tube.
"Careful," she said. "There's a surprise inside."
I gave her a questioning look.
"It's also a gun," she said matter-of-factly. "An exact replica of a 1965 KGB weapon. It only fires a single 4.5mm shot. Use your shot wisely."
I almost dropped it.
She laughed. "It's not loaded." She picked a small box of ammo off her desk and handed it to Cam. "I assume you know how to load a gun?"
"I've never loaded a lipstick case before."
"You'll get the hang of it quickly," she said.
He took the gun from me and put the ammo in his pocket. "Fortunately, I have a concealed carry permit."
"And I have a customer reward card at Sephora," I whispered to him. "So we're good."
His answering grin melted my heart and curled my toes.
Milia shook her head. "Aren't you two adorable?" She smiled. "Off with you now, or you'll be late for your adventure. You have a full day ahead of you." Milia hugged Cam, shook my hand warmly, and ushered us out.
"My car's outside." Cam took my hand and led the way.
"Aren't we going to read our mission?" I waved it in front of him.
"That's mostly a prop. I know what it says." He opened the car door for me. "You can read it in the car. Our first stop is breakfast at one of my favorite places in the south end."
By south end, he meant Enumclaw, which was a little over an hour away from downtown and off the beaten path. We got in the car and headed south out of the city.
I still had the envelope with our mission in my hand. I waved it in front of him. "Are we really on a mission to fall in love? Should I open this? It may be a prop, but I'm dying of curiosity."
"I don't want you dead right out of the gate," he said. "You tell me. Do you think you we can fall in love with each other?"
My heart pounded. "Let's put it this way—I don't think it's mission impossible. "
"Good," he said. "The mission is still on. Open the envelope."
I ripped it open and read it aloud. "'Food, fast cars—'" I looked at him. "It doesn't say fast women."
He grinned. "You'll qualify soon enough."
"Oh, really?" I laughed and kept reading. "'Smoking guns, narrow escapes, and candlelight. If you choose to accept this mission, proceed to breakfast.'" I glanced at him. "There are directions. But you said you know where you're going."
"I do. I chose this place with you and your appetite in mind."
"I hope they have bacon," I said. "And plenty of it. I like my meat."
Almost exactly an hour later, Cam pulled up in front of a flat-roofed, ordinary, brightly painted box of a building on the edge of town. It stood by itself in a parking lot in the industrial part of town, if you could call it that.
"Really trying to impress me, I see," I said as I stepped out of the car.
"Don't let the appearance of this place throw you off. The breakfasts are delicious. And huge. I mean gargantuan.
"Before we go in, we'd better decide whether or not we're sharing. Whenever there's a woman as part of the party, they make that assumption for you. If we're going to break with the norm, we have to get that out of the way and make it clear upfront. What do you say, bruiser? Can you out-eat the men? They feed some pretty big truckers and farmers here."
I crossed my arms. "You've seen me eat. You really think we need to share? They can out-feed the Brazilian steakhouse?"
He rubbed his chin. "Hmmm. After serious contemplation—I do."
I raised an eyebrow.
He didn't flinch. He just kept smiling.


I sighed. "All right. I have no choice but to trust you. We share and share alike. And if I go home hungry—"
"Don't worry about that. I'll make sure you're satisfied." He got a delightfully devilish look on his face, took my hand, and led me inside.
As in any popular place, there was a line. Which wasn't surprising, given how full the parking lot was. Naturally, they didn't take reservations. Not even Cam's money talked.
"Don't worry. They're exceptionally efficient, in an almost 'here's your hat, what's your hurry' way. No lingering. No dawdling. Chow down. Move out. We'll be in and out and on our way soon enough. We have plenty of time."
My eyebrow was going to become permanently hitched with skepticism if this continued.
Cam laughed and slid his arm around me, pulling me close.
The line stretched along an inner corridor between the outside door and an inner door into the actual café. After the sleekness of the spy school, the décor was something of a shock. Old, cheap, kitschy items lined the walls and sat on rickety display stands. It was charming in its way, like some grandmother's house, a grandma who was hanging on to the style of her youth in the 1940s, maybe. But Cam was proven right—the line moved quickly. As we got closer to the front, the delicious smells of breakfast wafted out—bacon, sausage, eggs, and warm maple syrup.
The moment we stepped into the first-in-line position, a thin, wrinkled waitress with her gray hair in a ponytail escorted us to a beat-up aluminum table. It had a linoleum top that had seen better days in the 1950s, but it was immaculately clean. In a restaurant, I'd take clean over atmosphere any day. Outside, the town had a beautiful view of Mt. Rainier. Inside, even seated by the window, we had a view of the busy parking lot and the building across the highway into town.
As Cam held out my chair for me, I whispered to him, "I get it. This all goes with the spy theme. You're trying to time-travel us back to when Ian Fleming was originally publishing James Bond."
He laughed. "I'm not that interested in the spy theme. That's gingerbread. I'm more interested in accomplishing the mission statement. Since I've heard the way to the heart is through the stomach, which certainly seems true in your case, and I don't cook all that well, this is the best I can do."
I loved him. I did. His sense of humor exactly matched mine. And he was so sweet and totally adorable in the hottest way possible.
The waitress barely waited for our butts to hit our chair before shoving menus at us and getting out her order pad. "Can I get you started with something to drink?"
"Coffee for me." I was taking a chance that it was drinkable. The aroma wafting around the café smelled pretty good. This didn't appear to be the kind of place for coffee connoisseurs, but I could hope for decent and middle of the road.
"Make it two," Cam said.
"I'll be right back." For as old as she was, our waitress was pretty quick on her feet. She expertly maneuvered past an incoming crowd to the coffee station.
"What's good here?" I asked Cam, as he was apparently an expert.
"The scrambles."
I read the menu. "Which one?"
"Any of them."
"All right," I said. "I leave the choice up to you. Only one restriction—no mushrooms."
Our waitress returned, set a coffee cup before each of us, and filled them. "What kind of muffin do you want? They come with the meal."
"Cinnamon crunch for me," Cam said without hesitating.
"Make it two." If he was that confident, I'd trust his palate.
"Two cinnamon crunch." The waitress disappeared. She returned at practically the speed of light with two gigantic muffins, plates, and sets of utensils, and placed them in front of us with experienced proficiency.
She licked the end of her pencil. "Ready to order?" It was more of a command than a question. We'd already gotten as much of her time as we were allotted, apparently. Cam's description was proving startlingly accurate.
Cam picked a scramble. "And yes, we'll have cheese. And a big side of bacon."
"You got it." She took off.
"Wow," I said in low voice to Cam. "Is she real? Or do you think she's a robot? She's certainly quick on her feet."
"She's worked here forever," he said. "At least as long as I've been coming here since I was a little guy. Twenty plus years, at least."
"Oh?" I was touched. "This is a comfort place from your childhood?"
"Almost like bringing you home to family. I don't take just anyone here."
"I'm honored." I blinked back a tiny tear of joy.
As I looked around at the size of the meals being delivered to tables around us, his phone rang.
He glanced at it. His posture stiffened. He was anxious about something. "Excuse me. Sorry. I gotta take this. I've been waiting for it. It's important. Business."
"By all means."
He pushed his chair back. "I'll take it outside and be right back."
"You better," I said. "Or you'll miss breakfast. Linger too long and I'll have to bring your portion out to you in a doggy bag."
"Exactly right. You have this place's number." He picked up the call as he turned and walked away. "Dave."
I watched him walk away, admiring the set of his broad shoulders and his confident gait. He walked like a military man—tall and erect. There was something inherently hot about a confident stride and a man with military bearing.
Mission to fall in love. My heart was still trilling over that. He'd chosen the mission. He was determined to fulfill it. It was the most romantic thing any guy had ever done for me.
I hated to tell him, but we didn't need a mission of the heart. It was all coming so completely naturally to us that it had to be right. But I was awfully glad we had one all the same.
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C am
I stepped outside into the bracing air, wearing a grin that was two sizes larger than normal. "Dave. What's up? I hope you have good news for me?" Damn, I didn't want this day ruined or marred in any way.
"We got the space. It's yours." Dave wasn't typically the excitable type. But his voice shook with enthusiasm and the high of winning.
Nothing beat that feeling. Except falling in love. I was high on both. If I ever came down from this, it was going to be a hell of a low.
"You were brilliant," Dave said. "Damned brilliant. That swing did the trick. The property manager couldn't ignore a blatant safety violation and risk OSHA's wrath. The tenant's lawyer fired back, trying to negotiate and explain on her behalf. But we have them over a barrel. Legally, there's nothing they can do. Their lease runs out at the end of the month. You can move in on the first. Everything's in order."
I didn't think it was possible, but my grin grew even larger. "Fantastic. Just freaking fantastic. My kids are going to be ecstatic. They can't wait."
Their smiling faces ran through my mind. Miles in particular. I had a soft spot for him—what his older brother had gone through; what his family had sacrificed. He deserved a break. The whole family did. He was the most eager of the bunch. Having a project he was excited about had brought him back to life. Moving forward with it was going to be invigorating and life-changing for him. I was going to find him a world-class mentor and internship. His project would help and impress the hell out of whoever was lucky enough to get him.
I was damned pleased with myself for pulling this off. I deserved the mental pat on the back I was giving myself.
"Nothing left to do but call the moving company," Dave said in an ebullient tone. "My job is done."
"Again, fantastic." I glanced through the windows at Toria, grinning like the idiot in love I was. Everything was working out perfectly. This had to be right. I'd never had a relationship flow so smoothly. It was as if we'd known each other forever and were each other's best friend already.
She gave me a finger wave just as our food arrived at the table.
"Hey, I have to run," I said to Dave. The food here waited for no man. "I'm on a date. You just made my day, man. This is epic news." I had the feeling, though, that Toria was going to make my day again later, in an even more spectacular, toe-curling way.
I hung up and rushed back to the table.
Toria picked up on my euphoria immediately. "Good news, I take it?"
"What gave me away?" I sat.
"Oh, I don't know. The big, fat grin on your face? You look like you just won the grand prize or pulled a fast one."
"You're not too far off. I just got something I wanted very badly."
"Awesome." She waited for me to elaborate.
This wasn't the time. "I promised myself I wouldn't talk shop on this mission. I'll tell you all about it another time."
"I'm glad you're back." She waved her fork over the meal between us. "I do believe this is a killer breakfast. Look at the size of that scramble. And all that bacon. It's obscene." She shoved the scramble toward me. "Does anyone actually ever finish all this?"
I shrugged. "I've seen it done. Mostly by growing teenage boys. The high school wrestling team guys, especially the heavyweights, were pretty good at polishing a scramble off, at least the guys who had to get up to weight. The trick is—you have to be serious about it. If you're over twenty, you pay for it later."
She had a way of hanging on my every word and being damned amused and entertained by me. It was flattering and sexy as hell.
"Death by overeating." She tilted her head side to side, considering it. "I can see it happening. It's diabolical, when you think about it. This really is a dangerous mission."
"Positively perilous. Pace yourself," I said with a serious expression. "The mission gets better and better. You don't want to handicap yourself for the rest of it."
She shrugged and took a large forkful of food.
"There are some dangerous curves ahead. Seriously, if you have a weak stomach at all, don't overdo it."


"Oh, a hint." She paused, eyeing me cautiously. "You tempt me with breakfast and then warn me of the consequences." She made show of sliding the food in her mouth and rolling her eyes in ecstasy. "This is heavenly. So good." She reached for the plate of bacon. "All it wants is more bacon."
She was a ham, which was one reason I'd fallen in love with her so hard and fast.
I had warned her fair and square, but I wasn't playing fair at all. There are a few benefits of working with a matchmaker as long as I have. One of them is learning all the tricks of arousal, attraction, and falling in love. This really was a mission to get her to fall in love with me. The fifth date is the important one. I was leaving nothing to chance. This date was filled with her favorite things and designed to show her how thoughtful I was. How much I wanted to impress her.
But I was even more methodical and diabolical than that. There's a connection between an adrenaline rush and attraction and arousal. Why do you think so many young guys like to take girls on rollercoasters? This date was filled with adrenaline hits. By the end of this night, she'd fall into my arms.



Toria
I have always wanted to drive a racecar. Always wanted to drag-race, at least once. And I may have put that on my dating profile with Ashley. When we pulled through the trees to the international raceway, where I had watched the drag races with my dad many times, my heart beat out of control.
Cam pulled to a stop in the closest parking spot to the grandstands. "Are you ready for a fantasy to come true?"
Mine already was—meeting Cam. He was perfect. Milia's warning wafted away. I knew who Cam was. There was no deceit in him, just a perfectly sweet, hot guy.
"What are we waiting for?" He opened his door. "Our cars and instructor are waiting for us."
"No way." My heart beat in my ears. "Don't tell me we're really going to drag-race?"
His grin answered my question. "Come on."

C am
Some might say I'd planned a guy's dream date. But this was all Toria's dream. Which was what made us so perfect together.
Our instructor, Ray, was an experienced retired racer with a dry sense of humor. The drag-race lesson was scheduled to take up the rest of the morning. I was pacing the day, keeping to a schedule, but appearing to be leisurely.
I'd thought Toria would be bored through the hour-long orientation and equipment familiarization. But her face was filled with delight through the entirety. She concentrated and eagerly asked questions. The look on her face during orientation was nothing compared to the joy as she took the demo run.
Proportionally, it was a lot of lesson for a few adrenaline-filled seconds of fun—ten seconds for a quarter-mile run at about 130mph. The package only included a burnout and two runs apiece. I didn't really give a damn about my turns, and was happy to let Toria use them. I'd been in a dragster before.
When she was all suited up, I kissed her just before she put her helmet on. "Be careful, will you? I just found you. I don't want to lose you now."
"Old lady." She pecked me back and climbed into the car.
I went into the grandstands and watched her take her runs, heart pounding in my ears. She looked hot in the racing jumpsuit.
I watched Ray spray the track with water for the burnout. On his signal, she grabbed the butterfly wheel, revved the engine, and peeled out. She was a pro with the burnout, creating a lot of smoke.


The burnout is part of drag racing. Those cars fly down the track. It takes a lot of traction of the tires to keep them grounded and on course. Heating the tires helps. That was what the burnout was for. It was possibly the most spectacular part of the race. As she took off, I hoped like hell those tires had all the traction in the world.
The old saying—where there's smoke, there's fire—was certainly true. I burned for her as she burned up the track.
She took her first short run—only an eighth of a mile to test her skill. When she pulled to a stop, Ray walked up to her car to give her pointers and fine-tune her driving. Then it was back to the starting line for three more runs, full-length quarter miles this time.
I got a thrill out of watching her drive. I liked a woman who enjoyed danger and excitement. When she finally got out of the car after her runs and pulled off her helmet, she looked like Danica Patrick as she shook out her hair. Female drivers were hot. Toria was beaming, her expression euphoric. Our eyes met. Electricity crackled across the air between us.
If this portion of the date hadn't won me a little piece of her heart, nothing would.
I ran down the grandstand steps, taking them two at a time, raced to reach her, and took her in my arms. She threw her arms around me. I lifted her off her feet and swung her around.
She was flushed from the adrenaline rush. Her eyes were round and dark. At that moment, I was damned tempted to bag the rest of the day and ask her back to my place right then.
Patience, I cautioned myself. I had more to prove.
"That was perfect." She looked me in the eye. "The best thing ever."
"I hate to tell you," I said, "but this is just the beginning. And it doesn't even come close to what's to come."
"Bring it on."

C am
After the drag-racing lesson, I took Toria to the outdoor gun range. It was nearby, off the main road down a long gravel driveway tucked among the trees.
"Some families belong to the country club," I said as I pulled into a spot behind the shooting shelter and put the car in park. "My family has belonged to the gun club for years."
Her eyes lit up. "You're showing me your life. That's sweet. I like it." She grabbed my hand. "I haven't been shooting in years." She let go and slid out of the car, deeply inhaling the clean forest air scented with fir and cedar. "The air is fresh and woodsy out here. The location is pretty. Nice and outdoorsy. I like it already. Are we going to shoot the lipstick gun?" Her excitement was catching.
"You like shooting, I hope?" I walked to the trunk to get the gear.
"Love it."
"Good. Let's hope you love the lipstick gun as well."
"I've fired a lot of guns, but never a lipstick case. That will be a first."
"One of many today." I gave her my flirty, teasing, lecherous look.
She kissed my cheek and whispered, "I'm more eager for some firsts than others."
I almost abandoned the gun range right then.
We'd stored the lipstick gun in the trunk while we'd been at breakfast and the track. I got it out and handed it to her.
"What kind of gun purse do you think I need for this?" She slid it out of the box and admired it again. "I bet I could make one." She nodded to herself as if thinking seriously on the matter and lost in thought.
"Toria?"
"Sorry!" She laughed. "Lost in thought. I suppose the spies who carried these didn't need a gun purse. But these days, every gun needs one. Though this one needs a gun makeup bag, don't you think? And a maybe an eye shadow trio case for holding the ammo."
Her eyes were filled with humor. "I hated to burst your bubble back at the spy school, but I have a concealed carry permit too, big shot. I carry a firearm for protection. I have for years since…" She waved her hand. "Since forever."
She studied the small lipstick case in her hand, hefting it reverently. "This is really something. An almost one-of-a-kind dream. I'm eager to see how she fires."
"There goes my plan to be the macho guy showing you how to use your weapon. It was the perfect excuse to get up close and personal with my arms around you."
She laughed. "Come on. You knew I could shoot, or you wouldn't have purchased this beauty for me."
"Ashley may have told me. A gun was my idea. The lipstick gun was Milia's. Rumor is she used to be a spy. She worked for the CIA."
Toria studied the gun in her hand. "Well, it's perfect. And if you want to put your arms around me, you don't need an excuse."
I grabbed her ammo from the trunk and tossed it to her.
She rattled the ammo box. "This is going to be fun. I assume you brought ear protection. This thing is small, but that doesn't mean it won't be loud."
I got in the trunk, pulled out a pair of ear protectors, and tossed them to her. "Need any help?"
"I got it. Do we have any targets? Or are we just going to guess how good our aim is?"
I took my gun case out of the trunk along with the rest of the gear. I handed her a paper target. "We have plenty. Let's go put some holes in this bad boy."
I walked to the front of the blind and set out the gear. The stalls on either side of us were occupied. I waited for a gap in the shooting and signaled the other shooters I was going out to put up a target.
I set the targets and returned to find her studying her gun.
"I wonder how you sight this?" She studied it.


"Know how to fire that?" I asked.
"Absolutely. I read the instructions. No trigger. You twist the tube like you're going to extend the lipstick, and bang! You just fired a shot.
"It was easy to load. But man, if you're a spy, you don't want to waste your shot. One and done. If you miss the enemy, he'll get you. The thing is, you shouldn't miss. This thing is only accurate and deadly at three to four feet." She pointed to the target. "You're going to have to move that closer."
I shook my head. "You're going to have to impress me with your shooting skills and hit it from back here."
She shrugged. "Game on."
"All right." I stepped back. "When you're ready."
She removed the cap and took aim at the target—the look of concentration on her face was priceless. She held the gun out at arm's length, bit her lip, pointed the tube toward the target, and twisted the end. The gun fired nicely and quietly. A hole appeared on the edge of the target.
I studied it a minute. "Not bad. Good shooting. Impressive that you hit the target. Impressive that the wimpy bullet made it that far."
She rubbed her knuckles on her shirt. "I've always been good with lipstick. I color in the lines very well." She lowered her weapon, opening the chamber so it couldn't go off again.
She admired her firearm. "Nice piece. Not much kick. At close enough range, though, it really could be the kiss of death."
She loaded and fired again. After several rounds, she gave me a turn. My aim was as good as hers.
"Impressive. I had no idea you were so good with a tube of lipstick," she teased.
"I'm pretty good with makeup. Better than most, actually."
She looked at me sideways, as if I was pulling her leg.
"You think I'm teasing?" I laughed. "I'm a cosplayer. I have to know my way around makeup. I could make you over into a mean alien if you like. Or craft you a pair of silicone elf ears?"
She laughed. "I think I'll pass. For now."
"Are you game to try something larger?"
"Am I game? Bigger is almost always better."
I got out my gun and another, smaller firearm I'd brought for her, more sized for her hand. We went through three boxes of ammo before calling it quits.
I got out the cleaning gear.
She held out her hand. "Let me help. I'm a little rusty, but I think I can remember how to clean a pistol. The lipstick gun? That one may take some figuring out."
"We'll figure that one out together."
We settled in at a bench at the end of the blind and got to work.
I picked up a ramrod. "Just curious—who taught you how to shoot?"
She didn't look up from her work. "My fiancé."
I froze. She'd mentioned him briefly before. I didn't want to push, but I was curious as hell about him. How could a guy get engaged to this woman and blow it before the wedding? How could any man let her go?
"Huh," I said, pretending to be engrossed in ramming the ramrod down the barrel of my gun.
She touched my arm. "It's okay. I don't mind if you ask. It's natural to be curious about my past. Not that talking about exes is a good idea. According to Ashley, anyway."
"It's one of her rules, isn't it?"
"Probably. But it's bound to come up, right? And I did say I had a fiancé. So it's fair game." She took a deep breath. "Adam was in the Army. He taught me to shoot. He thought it was important. Turns out I enjoyed it." She took a deep breath. "It was something we had in common. One of many things." She smiled. "Like you and me."
Her tone wasn't what I expected from someone who'd been engaged and never married. Maybe bitterness, but not the fondness in her voice. Not the sadness and regret.
I recognized her tone. It was all too familiar. I hated to ask, but the words slipped out, an almost compulsory thing for another serviceman to ask. "I'm sorry. Was Adam killed in action?"
She looked startled by the question. "No." She sighed again. "Worse. Head injury. He's never been himself again. He never will be."
I set down my weapon, scooted close to her, and took her in my arms. "Then I'm very sorry."
"Everyone is," she said, sounding resigned and composed. "But why should they be? The guy who shot him isn't, I'm sure. Except to say that he didn't actually kill Adam."
She leaned her head against my shoulder. "I stuck with Adam for years, hoping against hope that he'd recover and regain a part of himself. But the damage was irreversible. The doctors told us that from the beginning.
"Adam doesn't remember me, us, his family, or his life before the whatever you want to call it. I struggle. It wasn't an accident. It's more than an incident. 'Shooting' makes me shudder and gives me nightmares. 'Tragedy' sounds too passive, but that's what it was. For him, for all of us who loved him. He was a brilliant, funny, witty, athletic, sweet guy." She bit her lip. "Now he's…simple. He has a lot of physical problems. And anger issues."
I stroked her hair and held her. I had experience comforting women who'd lost their boyfriends, sons, and husbands. It never got easier. I let her talk.
"His family was wonderful. I'm still close to them, especially to his younger half-brother, who suffered the most. His parents encouraged me to break off the engagement. They insisted they didn't want my life ruined too. They were with me when I broke it off with Adam.
"He didn't understand, of course. He didn't remember loving me. It's a painful memory for me." She paused to compose herself. "There's nothing, even now, that I, or anyone, can do for him. It took me a long time to accept that. I feel sorry and sad for his parents. They can't escape the nightmare. They live with it. Adam's in a group home. That's hard on his mom and dad, too. I kept foolishly hoping he'd come back and be himself again."
"I've heard that before," I said.
"Sorry." She looked at me with pain in her eyes. "It's a sad story that's not appropriate on an awesome mission to fall in love."
"I asked." I pressed my forehead against hers. "I'm sorry if asking caused you pain."
"I've moved on. Now, since meeting you, more than ever." She stroked my cheek. "Adam taught me what to look for in a man. I never thought I'd find it again or someone who made me as happy. Now I'm thinking I'm happily mistaken."
"I'm sorry for Adam, but selfishly glad to step in." I took her chin in my hand. "Is that wrong?"
"Not at all," she said. "It's perfectly right."





14
Toria
Cam had a picnic lunch in the trunk of his car. After we cleaned the guns, he tried to feed me again.
"After that breakfast?" I said. "Are you kidding me? You really are trying to feed me to death. Are you hungry again already?"
"I won't be hungry for days. But you're the one with the ravenous, insatiable appetite." He looked hopeful when he said that, but his voice had a teasing tone to it. And it was pretty clear he wasn't talking about food.
"Do I? We'll see about that." I flashed him a flirty look. "Is it too early to head to the next stop in our mission?"
He looked at his phone and consulted his GPS. "We have to head back to the city for the next leg. If we take it slow, we'll get there right on time."
I would take it slow with him. Fast with him. Soft and tender with him. Sex was quite evidently on my brain. And his. I took his hand. "What are we waiting for? Let's go."
I resisted the urge to pepper him with questions about our next destination, wondering where the next stop in this adventure would be and where it would ultimately end. What else had I put on my survey for Ashley?
An hour later, we pulled in front of another average-looking building. But I knew this place by reputation. Some of my friends had gone on dates here.
Cam turned to me. "This is your last chance to escape. For the next hour, at least. If you're going to make a break for it, you'd better run."
I clapped. "An escape room! I love escape rooms. I've been wanting to try this place." I gave Cam mental points for choosing a fun and romantic date.
I opened the car door and slid out. The only downside of an escape room was that we probably wouldn't be alone. The rooms were usually open to up to eight people, and they liked to fill the spots. Working with others made the chances of a successful escape more likely. By this point, all I wanted to do was be alone with Cam. Intimacy in conversation, tastes, and eating were all very nice. But I longed for physical intimacy with him in a way I hadn't thought possible.
Before he could get out of the car, he received a text. He looked at it and held up a finger. "One second. I have to answer this and pass along my good news." His thumbs flew. He sent the text and slid out of the car as I studied the outside of the building.
"I haven't been to this escape room," I said. "It has two adventures, doesn't it?"
"Three." He took my hand and laced his fingers through mine. "I hope I booked the right one."
I grabbed his arm. "Nothing horror. I hate horror. Barring that, I'm up for anything."
"I know." He kissed me lightly. "But do you believe in magic?"
"More and more each day." Which was so true since I'd met him. "I haven't heard of a magic escape room here?" Not that I paid that close attention, but I was usually up on things.
"Good. It's top secret and under construction. We're going to be one of the first people to try it out. Beta testers. It doesn't open to the public for another couple of weeks." He led me toward the entrance. "A friend of mine is the designer of the game for the room. He's a local video game designer. One of the most creative—and lucky—guys I know. We all envy him."
"Wow." Not erudite, but it expressed my feelings pretty well. I was impressed. And excited on so many levels. "A virgin escape room."
"How many escape rooms have you played?" Cam held the door open for me.
"About a dozen." I stepped into the lobby. "I like to play them wherever I go on vacation."
"So do I."
"I knew there was a reason I like you." I rubbed his arm and pulled close to him. "How many have you played?"
He hesitated and got a guilty look on his face. "A few more than you have."
"Cam?"
"Toria?"
"How many more?"


"About fifty."
"Wow." I shook my head. "I'm going to have to stop saying that. But I'm impressed."
"That you're with a first-class nerd?"
"Yeah. About that."
He grinned. We walked toward the front desk.
"With all that practice, you must be good," I said.
"I have my strengths," he said. "But I usually play with the guys. We make a good team. We know our roles."
"Maybe this will push you out of your comfort zone and you'll discover a new strength or two."
"We can hope."
"I like playing with experienced players. As long as they're not cocky or bossy. Too many leaders—"
"Are you a leader, too?"
"What do you think?"
"You're so damned cute, I'll let you lead." He paused. "This time."
"This time. Right. I'll show you who's boss." I punched the air playfully. "We're going to win this thing!"
"Excitement and enthusiasm—my two favorite assets in a partner."
"You haven't seen anything yet. Who else is playing with us? Some of your friends?"
"It's just you and me today, baby." He raised his eyebrows.
"What? Get out of here." I shoved him playfully. "Just the two of us are supposed to solve the puzzle of a new room designed by a top video game designer?"
"That's the size of it." His eyes sparkled with amusement.
I pursed my lips. "I'm not big into gaming, but I play a bit. Have I played any of his games?"
"Undoubtedly," Cam said.
"That popular, is he?" I studied Cam for a clue. "Are you going to tell me his name and the games he's developed?"
"Maybe later," Cam said.
"Give me a hint, at least?" I put on a pitiful, helpless look.
Cam was onto me. He shook his head. "It'll be more fun if you're playing blind." He led me to the reception desk.
The receptionist greeted us. Cam gave her our names. She took us to the introduction room.
Escape room adventures are a bit like video games come to life. They all begin with a safety video. The good ones are like a mini-movie and very clever and in theme with the room. They go through the usual rules—No cameras, cell phones, or electronic devices allowed in the rooms. Lockers are provided for your valuables. You can collect them again at the end of the game.
No filming or picture taking. No posting spoilers. Feel free to play with the props, but please don't abuse or break them. You're allowed x number of hints. There's a panic button if you suddenly need to exit the room. Push it and a staff member will let you out. You have so many minutes to complete your adventure. Don't feel bad if you don't escape. The journey is the fun of it.
The receptionist opened the door to the introduction room. "Take any seat. Enjoy your adventure. And we'd appreciate any feedback." She stepped back to let us pass, closing the door when we were in.
The introduction room was decorated like the anteroom to a medieval castle, which was my first clue to the type of magical adventure. The room had eight plush, reclining theater seats in two rows of four, and a large viewing screen. We took seats center stage in the front row. The lights dimmed. The safety video began—a Merlin lookalike ran us through the rules. It was a beautiful video. Compelling and theatrical.
When it ended, I rubbed my hands together. "That wizard was great. That's the best safety video I've seen."
"That was one of the best I've seen, too. Be sure to put that on the feedback card," he said. "I'll let my friend know. He'll be delighted. He's a perfectionist. I have high hopes for this room."
The lights came on and a locker magically opened along the wall to our right. We looked at each other, shrugged, and loaded our phones and my purse into it.
Cam studied it a minute, not shutting it yet. "Someone has to be monitoring us and tripped the digital lock when the video ended."
"A good magician would know our every move," I said. "He'd have a crystal ball or some sort of magical viewing thingy."
"Thingy? Is that a technical term?"
"Highly technical."
Cam hugged me. "What do you think happens when we shut the locker?"
I pointed to the authentic-looking medieval castle door in the middle of the wall. It was large and wooden, with forged iron hinges. Sturdy. Ready to storm.
I put my hand on the locker door over Cam's. "Let's give it a try. Open sesame."
In unison, we slammed the locker door. Simultaneously, the room went dark. An owl screeched and flew overhead. The walls became a dark forest. The scent of pine and moist earth filled the room. A moon rose on the horizon, shining its light on the door. And a battering ram rolled toward us.


"I didn't expect that." I looked at Cam, my eyes trying to adjust to the dark.
He bent to pick up the battering ram. "I'll take the rear. You take the front." He sized it up. "Eight people could fit along this. Let's hope it's not as heavy as it looks."
I took up my end. The battering ram was surprisingly light for its size, probably made of fiberglass. The two of us lifted and held it easily. We stood there grinning with anticipation at each other—until a mechanical wolf howled and appeared at the edge of the dark forest, baring its teeth at us.
"Time to get the hell out of here. On three." Cam positioned the ram. "One. Two." He made a final adjustment. "Three!"
We charged the door, laughing. It opened for us with much less resistance than we expected, sending us tumbling into the room. The ram slid out of my arms, clattered, and rolled away. I landed on my butt.
When I looked up, Cam stood over me, his hand extended, the sweetest look of concern on his face. "You okay?"
I nodded. I am now, I thought. There was something hot and exciting about having a man concerned for my safety and ready to protect me again, even if it was only from a mechanical wolf and an embarrassing fall. I took his hand, feeling the fire of his touch race through me as he pulled me to my feet. I tumbled into his hard chest, bracing myself and looking up into his eyes.
He pressed me against him. "Looks like we left the Big Bad Wolf out in the cold."
"Did we? Darn. I was kind of hoping for a big, bad wolf in here."
His eyes grew large. All the better to see me with. He devoured me with a lusty look. The best was yet to come.
The neigh of a horse startled us apart, almost guiltily. If someone was watching us, they probably got a big kick out of our reaction. I took his hand. We gaped at the space round us and the closed door behind us.
"We're in a castle courtyard," Cam said, his face alight with excitement. "Damn, I love medieval stuff."
"And it's magically daylight inside here."
Off in the distance, beyond the walls, you could see rolling hills projected so skillfully that the effect was 3D. The door to the castle keep was in front of us.
Cam pointed to it. "How do we open that magnificent door and get into the keep? Do you think we have to use magical means or physical force?"


"You left out superior intelligence."
The way he smiled back at me sent my pulse racing. A safe kind of danger. Heavy attraction. And pure fun. I was already high on adrenaline.
I turned to Cam. "How do you want to attack this? With just two of us, it's going to be a challenge."
He looked around the room, slowly studying it. "It looks like there are three puzzles we need to solve before being let into the next room." He pointed to them in turn. "And the room is nonlinear. Which I would expect from my friend."
"Oh, so you have the advantage. That's not fair."
"Someone has to."
The room looked old like a weathered courtyard, but smelled new, except for the occasional bursts of essence of manure that came from a robotic horse tethered nearby. The floor was covered with straw. The sounds of horses and cattle emanated from hidden speakers. A blacksmith's tent and forge sat in the middle of the room, strewn with horseshoes, utensils, and a rack of keys hanging from a stand.
"We need a key for the door, but that's too obvious. We could try every key." I pointed to them. "But there are thousands. It could take us the entire hour to find the right one. Unless we get incredibly lucky—"
He grinned lecherously and squeezed my hand.
I laughed. "I don't think it's going to be that easy." And neither was I. I intended to flirt with him, tease him, and intrigue him until he was absolutely wild with desire. As wild as I was for him. I wanted our first time to be as magical this place was. "I think our only real hope of success is solving the puzzles."
"I agree," Cam said, managing to sound both resigned and excited by the thought. "I'm supposed to poke at everything. I've tested video games for my friend. I have a reputation for breaking things and finding glitches no one else does."
"That's some reputation to live up to." I ran my finger along his arm. "Am I supposed to be impressed?"
"It would help my other reputation if you were." His tone was full of innuendo. He studied the room. "Impressive. Like being in a movie. Scarily realistic for an escape room."
"Do you recognize it from any of his games?" I asked. It was a long shot, but…
"No." Cam was excited. He was poised to act. "He wouldn't have put me in here if I had. He wants a fresh look, and I want a fresh challenge."
And I wanted him.
We marveled at the room. I cleared my throat to break the silence. "In my experience, the best place to start is with searching the room. We collect all the relics, anything we think will be useful, and put them here." I pointed to a table by the forge. "I'll double-check your search. You double-check mine so we don't miss anything."
"You know your escape room tactics. We make a great team." He looked at me with admiration. And blatant lust.
I almost blushed beneath his admiring look. "I certainly hope so."
He pulled me into a passionate kiss. I opened my mouth to him and slid my tongue in to dance with his, sucking and playing, taking the lead. I wasn't a shrinking violet or medieval maid. I was fully a twenty-first-century woman with fire racing through me.
Reluctantly, we broke the kiss, breathing shallowly and excitedly. Our eyes were round and full of each other.
Damn the game. I could have kissed him forever in that courtyard, with his friend, in all likelihood, watching on a secret camera in a control room somewhere. The last thought was somewhat sobering. But in the state I was in, did little to cool my excitement.
I pulled away from him. "Keep that up and we'll never get into the castle and out of this adventure."
"Would that be so bad?" He pulled my hips against him, bringing me back in contact with his enticingly hard body.
"Your friend might think so," I said. "Do you think he's watching?"
"Scary thought."
"Imagine the headline—beta-testing couple disappear in escape room, never to come out."
"If he's watching, he'd drop us a clue before that happened."
"No clues." I shook my head vehemently. "I have a competitive streak no one messes with. No one gets the best of me. No one."
"Is that a challenge?" His voice was seductive. "I'd like to be the first."
I kissed him again quickly, just enough to tease him. "Bring it on. Now, are we going to defeat this room or not?"
"Defeat isn't an option. The question is—how fast do we win?"
I nodded. "We need a strategy. We need to play to our strengths and not duplicate efforts or waste time. I'm good with puns and word games." I pointed to a scribe's table sitting in another tent next to the blacksmith's. "I'll start there and see what I can find. What's your strength?"
"I'm damned good with math and decoding secret messages." He pointed to the blacksmith's tent. "I'll start there. I see a puzzle. With luck, it will point us to the right key."
I was good under pressure. It took a lot to rattle me. Cam was the exception. The difference was that I liked the way he unsettled me. Before attempting our puzzles, we searched the space, found half a dozen items that looked like promising clues, and dumped them on the forge. I retreated to the scribe's table and Cam to the blacksmith's. When I solved it, my clue pointed to a particular row of keys in the blacksmith's shop. The solution to Cam's puzzle was the number three. There were three old-fashioned keys on one peg in the row. The bow of one of the keys was shaped like a heart, one had a beautiful filigree bow, and one was plain.
"Which one?" I asked Cam.
"It won't take long to try them all." He grabbed all three.
We tried the plain key first and got lucky—it unlocked the door. Cam stuck the other two keys in his pocket.
The next room was more challenging. It was the great hall of the keep, with a huge fireplace full of logs and a gas fire. We had to solve several more challenging puzzles that led to the discovery of a trapdoor in the stone floor, hidden by a thick throw rug. One of the solutions was the combination on the floor lock. Cam worked the lock and opened the trap door. A ladder led into a dark chamber below.
He squatted and peeked into it. "A dungeon, I think." He looked up at me. "Are you game?"
"Do I have any choice?" I put my hand on his shoulder and peered past him into the darkness below.
"I'll go first." He prepared to drop onto the ladder.
"Wait." I bent and kissed him. "For luck."

The third room was darker than the first two, and not just in lighting. It was a dungeon filled with implements of medieval torture: the rack, an iron chair, a Judas cradle, saws, and an executioner's axe and block. This one had added hints of animal sacrifice. Magic always has a price.
Sounds of scurrying rats, moaning, and dripping water filled the dimness. I'm a coward when it comes to torture, even fake stuff, so I was happy to let Cam take the lead while I held his hand and tried not to scream at the things that popped up at us, trying to scramble our thinking. I was also happy, when the time came and the clues pointed to it, to let him stick his hand into the executioner's basket, pull out a severed head, and remove the final clue we needed from beneath it.
The clock was ticking. He took my hand and read the clue to himself. "Sorry about this room. Let's get out of here." He led me through a dark tunnel, rolled a rock away from what looked like the entrance to a cave, and pulled me through.
As soon as we were in the room, the entrance closed behind us and disappeared as if it had never existed. The final room was lighter than the rest and shaped like a globe with a domed ceiling and mirrorlike walls, floor, and ceiling. There was no visible exit anywhere. Magical was the only word I could think of to describe it.
On closer inspection, the walls, floor, and ceiling were made of sparkling geodes and crystals that were smooth like glass. They glistened, sparkled, reflected, and shone everywhere I looked.
"Smooth as glass, as brilliant as diamonds—Merlin's crystal cave." Cam's eyes were wide. He muttered something about his friend's genius.
"The hills outside the courtyard in the first room—the Hollow Hills of Arthurian legend?"
Cam grabbed me and kissed me again. "Have to be." He looked around with me in his arms. "How do we get out of here?"
"And do we want to?" I couldn't believe I'd just said that.
Suddenly, an animated falcon on a perch near us screeched. We broke apart and laughed guiltily.
"All right, big guy," Cam said to it. "We get the picture—solve the damn puzzle and get out of my lair. Where do we start?"
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Toria
I couldn't get over the beauty of the room, the fun of playing the game with Cam, and the way we worked together so perfectly. We communicated better than I had with any other man, including Adam. It was as if we anticipated the other's move.
Together, we were magical. Together, we were an unbeatable team. But this escape room was not for beginners. Even methodically and rationally working our way through had taken precious time.
The final room was the most challenging of all. The falcon screamed at irregular intervals, keeping us off balance and disrupting our thought process. At first we thought the screeches were hints, or warnings. Eventually we gave up on that line of thinking.
Cam found a falconer's glove and tried to coax the falcon onto it, with the hope of muzzling it and finding a clue. When that didn't work, he tried calling to it, even singing to it, dancing as he sang.
I laughed at him. "What are you doing?"
"Music soothes the savage beast."
"And bird of prey?" I added, coming up behind him. I whispered in his ear, "You sing beautifully. If I were a falcon, I'd come to you. I'd even land on you."
"Keep that in mind for later. I'll hold you to it." Cam looked askance at the falcon. "Tell that to him. He doesn't seem to appreciate my vocal talent."
"It's an alpha bird thing," I teased. "He doesn't appreciate another male doing a mating dance."
"Is that what I was doing?"


I shrugged. "With that pelvic action? Are you kidding me?"
He laughed. "All right. Caught. I was trying to impress you. Did I succeed?"
"You can peacock for me anytime." I kissed his neck, ran my tongue along it, and nibbled his shoulder.
"Damn. I like that. Keep that up and we'll never get out of here."
"Tempting as that is…" I released him, took a step away, put my hands on my hips, and slowly spun around, taking everything in. A table with a mortar and pestle and a large kettle sat in the middle of the room.
I walked over to it. A recipe sat next to it. "I think we have to brew a potion."
Cam came up behind me. I felt his heat and wanted to curl into him. Not that the room was cold. Just that Cam was so tempting, everything about him.


"There's only one ingredient. We must have to find it first and it will lead us to the others." He began reading aloud: "'Lower your blood sugar. Up your passion. Get on the stick, once or twice.'"
I looked over my shoulder at him.
"What do you think?"
"It sounds like cinnamon to me. A cinnamon stick or two? That's the innocent version." I flashed him a flirty smile. This was apparently a grownup game. "But where do we find it?"
"We'll have to search the room. I'll start there." He pointed to the falcon's cage.
"You're welcome to it."
In the mirrorlike dome, I could see the entire room. I couldn't keep my eyes off Cam. I couldn't stop watching the strong, sinuous way he moved. The intent look on his face. Or the way he watched me when he thought I wasn't looking.
I found the cinnamon sticks in a secret cupboard. We put two in the pot for good measure. The cinnamon came with a clue—Princess Xanat is no vanilla princess.
I shook my head. "Obvious. We need vanilla."
We found it stuffed in the center of an egg-shaped geode with the next clue. I read it aloud: "'A cup of liquid as clear as the cave walls. Don't overindulge. One chalice will do.'"
We added a golden chalice of water. The weight of water in the kettle caused it to smoke magically from beneath. A flame lit.
"Our pot's starting to cook. We're making progress," I said.
The steam from the cauldron revealed where to find the next clue.
A shrub in the olive family, a princess, a type of rice, a woman's name, or a type of tea. Its distinct odor evokes a sense of euphoria in all who smell it.
We looked at each other and said in unison, "Jasmine."
"But where is it?" I looked around.
He pointed to a shelf full of bottles, herbs, and potions. It should have been easy to find the jasmine, but none of the bottles were labeled.
Cam looked at me. "Do you know what jasmine looks like?"


I shook my head. "I've never bothered to sort the jasmine out."
"Would you recognize it if you smelled it?"
"I think so. I like jasmine tea."
"Okay, then," he said. "We have no alternative but to start smelling."
Diabolical.
"And hope we don't become too euphoric," I said.
"Or maybe we hope we do." He caught me in his arms.
I kissed him quickly, afraid that more would get me in too deep. My hormones were already raging. The chemistry between us was off the charts. "Let's find that jasmine."
We went to the shelves. They were full of dried herbs.
"Let's start with the dried herbs that look like tea or dried petals," I said.
We sniffed a dozen jars.
"We'd better find it soon," he said. "I'm losing my ability to smell the difference."
I held a jar to my nose. "This is it! I think." I held the bottle out to him. "Smell it and see if I'm right."
He inhaled deeply and thought for a moment before nodding. "Yeah. I think you're right."
I jumped up and down and hugged him. "We did it!"
"Wow. Careful before you overdose on that, partner. That stuff acts fast."
I kissed him and put a couple of teaspoons in our potion. "Is that it? What do we do now?"
"There's something on the bottom of the jar."
I stoppered the bottle and turned it over. There was a label on the bottom with tiny writing. We scoured the room for a magnifying glass so we could read it. I handed it to Cam to read.
"'Roses are red, petal-strewn beds. A tablespoon is good. More than a handful, you're screwed.'" He looked at me. "Bad poetry. I'll rib my friend. Rose petals?"
"Only a handful."
We looked through the jars. No rose petals. We had to solve another puzzle. When we did, the falcon flew off his perch and dropped a packet of rose petals on the counter by the kettle.
"Impressive. Two thumbs up for the mechanical falcon. We knew it had a clue," Cam said. "I'll make a note of how impressive it was for my friend. The falcon's aim is perfect." He opened the packet of petals. "Your handful or mine?"
"How potent do you want this? It's obviously a love potion," I said. "That's clear from the ingredients."
He dumped the entire contents into his hand. A small note fell out with them. He poured the petals into the pot and read the note. "'Simmer three to five minutes and sip like tea.' Seems straightforward enough.'
I looked into the kettle. "It's pretty."
We brewed our tea and sipped our potion together, eyeing each other over our golden chalices filled with love potion. Was he thinking the same thing I was? I didn't need a potion to fall in love with him. But there was something seductive about drinking one with him, all the same. There was magic in the room, and it wasn't the drink.
My pulse raced. My heart soared. I was incredibly happy and terribly nervous. Where did we go from here? We were both aware of what this date signified and where this was leading. The love potion couldn't have been accidental. He'd planned this. I had no doubt that making a potion in this room was part of the solution. But was it usually a love potion? Was this a test for a new romantic date experience? Or Cam's own addition?
"It's not bad," he said, still watching me.
"It's perfect." I inhaled and took another sip. It really was lovely—aromatic, tasty, and beautiful to look at with the rose petals floating in it. "But I'm not sure how this is going to get us out of here. We're running out of time."


"Love transcends time, Toria." He spoke in a tone that was low and deep. His expression was filled with desire. He watched me closely for a reaction.
I picked up the cauldron to refill his chalice. "Finish the potion, my lord. I insist."
He watched as I poured the last of the brew into his cup and set the cauldron down. He grasped my wrist and looked deep into my eyes. "You're an absolute enchantress. You've stolen my heart, Toria. Without any potion at all. But if it will make you happy…" He drained his cup, released my wrist, set his chalice down, and took my chin in his hand. "I love you."
His declaration caught me off guard. Time stood still.
My breath caught. It took me an instant to find my voice. "I love you too." I threw myself into his arms and kissed him.
He pulled me close and leaned against the table where I'd set the cauldron. I ran my fingers through his hair and held him against me. The kiss was fierce and passionate, hot in a way that had been restrained before, when things had been more tentative between us. Now that our feelings were out in the open, our passion exploded.
When we kissed, time froze. There was nothing but the two of us. Kissing was a dangerous thing to do as the clock ticked.
Cam picked me up, spun, and lifted me onto the table where we'd made our potion. The table moved, knocking the cauldron over. The clanking startled us apart.
"We have to get out of here." I took his hand.
"Yeah." His voice was ragged as he reached behind me and grabbed the cauldron to stop it from rolling off the table.
I looked over my shoulder at it. "There's something written on the bottom." I read it. "'You hold the key to my heart.'" I looked at Cam. "Do you still have that heart key?"
He took my hand without answering. "Toria, you've held the key to my heart since we first met. You've made me believe in love at first sight. I'm in love with you. Crazy about you. I've just drunken a love potion with you. I don't want to date anyone else but you. I'd like to be exclusive."
My mouth went dry. I nodded. "Yes."
"Just you and me?" he said as if I might have misunderstood.
I nodded, laughed with joy, and pressed my forehead against his. "Just you and me."
He pulled the heart-shaped key from his pocket.
I took it and stared at it. "Now if we could only find the door."
Cam put his arm around me and slowly turned me around. He pointed. "That appeared when you lifted the cauldron and gave me the last drink." He took my hand and led me to the door. "Let's get out of here and win this thing. Just one more question first—my place or out to dinner?"
"Why are you always trying to feed me?" I took the key from him and stuck it in the lock. "I made a bad first impression on you on our first date. I should never have shown off like that." I kissed him quickly and whispered urgently in his ear, "Give me dessert. First. And I'll be happy."
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Toria
Cam lived in a condo downtown. Ask me how we got there, and I could barely tell you. I was so happy that I could swear we floated to the car, down the street, and into his building. He pressed the button for the elevator.
I looped my arm around his waist and looked him in the eye, so stupidly happy that it was ridiculous. "You cheated at the escape room."
"What makes you think I cheated?" His grin was lopsided and guilty.
"Love potion? A heart-shaped key?" I stuck my hand in his back pocket. "What would you have done if I'd said no?"
"Killed myself."
"Seriously."
"Died of a broken heart?"
"Stop it."
"I'm trying to come up with the right answer. What do you want?"
"The truth."
We stepped into the elevator. The door closed.
"The key was the key. If you'd broken my heart, someone would have arrived to mop up my tears and cart me away to donate what was left of it to someone who needed it."
"You're impossible."
"But hot."
"That too." I leaned my head against him.
"And FYI, I didn't cheat. Until the very end. I knew how to get the key once the caldron overturned. That was my signal. All the rest of the game was the game."
"Even the love potion?"
"Okay, you got me. It's a different type of potion for the general public."
The doors to the elevator opened onto a hallway.
"This is our stop." Cam led me out of the elevator to the door to his condo.
My pulse was rapid. My heart was full as he let us in.
"Welcome to my humble—"
I cut him off with a kiss.
He closed the door with his foot. "Damn. That love potion is doing its thing," he mumbled when I let his lips free for a fraction of a second. "Dessert first?" He stripped off his jacket.
"Dessert now." I set my purse down on a table and peeled off my coat, dropping it on a table next to my purse. I grabbed the hem of his shirt. "This has to go."
He helped me slide it up over his shoulders and head, shuddering with pleasure as I traced his hard muscles with my fingertips and kissed his erect nipples.
He grabbed me by my hips and pulled me hard against him. We kissed, grinding against each other. I relinquished myself to the full control of that love potion, letting my hands roam over him.
He was long, hard, lean muscle. Fine to stroke and fondle. Best of all, I loved him and he loved me. Falling in love is an elixir all its own. Powerful and potent in a way limited time way. The moment must be grabbed and satisfied, not wasted.
I had no intention of wasting an instant of this high. He backed me toward the bedroom as he kissed me. We bumped into an end table as he stripped off my blouse. I kicked off my shoes as we turned a corner into a bedroom.
The room was dimly lit with flickering electric candles. The bed was turned down and lightly strewn with rose petals. I was too focused on him to notice, or care about, any other details.
I kissed him as we shed the last of our clothes. I was still kissing him as he scooped me into his arms and laid me on my back on his soft, clean bed. The sheets were fresh and pressed and lightly perfumed with the scent of linen and lavender. I sank into them as he perched above me.
He scooped up some petals and dropped them on me, watching them fall between my breasts and over my stomach. "You're more beautiful than I ever imagined I deserve."
"It's the love potion. You made it too strong. It's blinding you to my faults."
"It's highlighting your attributes."
I moved his hand to my breast and closed my eyes to savor the pleasure of his touch. "How much science was in that love potion?"
He ran his thumb over my erect nipples. "What makes you think there was science?"
"I know you. I've known you forever." I moved his thumb over my heart. "In here."
He moved his hand between my legs and lowered his head to my breast to suck my nipple. His breath was hot on my skin, but I barely noticed the heat. I was already on fire for him. I let him warm me up anyway, sighing softly, trying to prolong the pleasure.
I reached for his dick and stroked him hard.
He gasped and caught my hand. "I'm too far gone for that."
"We're both ready. What are we waiting for?" I released my grip and arched up to meet him, knowing that once we began it would be over all too soon, but needing the release. And wanting this next step of intimacy with him more badly than I'd ever wanted anything.
He teased me with the tip of his dick. I grabbed his face between my hands and kissed him as I wrapped my legs around his waist.
He was tense and coiled, ready to spring. He thrust in hard and urgent, but slowly, into my wetness. Locked in a kiss, I moaned softly as he thrust, dragging himself in and out of me. From the very first thrust, I was changed. We were changed. We belonged to each other now.
His back was taut and tense as I held him tight inside and out. I squeezed him and moved with him, flying higher with each thrust, feeling the pleasure mount and mount until I thought I would explode with it.
I dug my heels into him and lost all restraint. I was coming, with or without him. I broke the kiss and gasped with the pleasure of being with him. Of knowing he was mine. Of having found my soul mate.
"Toria." He groaned. "I love you." I held him as he shuddered. He pressed his forehead against mine. "Wow."
"Wow is an understatement." I unwrapped my legs from around him.
He pulled out and held his weight off me, but held me close. "That was…"
"Magical?"
"Perfect." He brushed my hair back. "Think we overdid it with the love potion?"
I stroked his hair. "Never! Do you?"
He grinned. "I think the real magic is you and me together."

C am
Toria spent the night. We slept curled in each other's arms, making love when the mood struck. Suffice it to say, there wasn't a whole lot of sleeping going on. Maybe we had overdone it with that potion. I wasn't taking any chances. I planned to keep that recipe on hand for the future, just in case.
I'd planned to take Toria out for breakfast at the Blackberry Café after a leisurely morning in bed. Feed her good. Give her energy and bring her back for another round of sex. But her phone rang, waking her. Which woke me when she sat and slid out of bed.
I reached for her. "Morning, beautiful."
She smiled softly and grabbed my hand, squeezing it.
"Where are you going?"
"My phone's ringing." She sighed. "I have to get it."
I strained, barely hearing it. "Wow. Remind me not to whisper about you behind your back. Hearing must be your superpower. That's barely audible. Where's it coming from?"
"My phone is in my purse on the table in my entryway." She slid her blouse on. "It's been ringing off and on for the last half-hour. I've been ignoring it because, you know, I'd like to stay and really wake you up." Her gaze flicked to my erect dick.
I grabbed her arm. "Then ignore it. At least for a few minutes."
"Hold the thought. I'll be right back." She kissed me lightly.
Which was nice. But it wasn't the full extent of what I was hoping for. I heard her pad into the entry. Then there was a clatter and cursing.
"You okay out there?" I shoved back the covers.
"I'm fine. Don't worry. In my rush to get the phone, I knocked my purse off the table. Stay where you are. I need to call them back."
I pulled the covers up and put my hands behind my head, waiting for her, daydreaming about all the ways I wanted to make love to her. I wondered if the Blackberry would deliver.
The tone of her voice changed. I couldn't make out the words, but her tone was angry and upset. Urgent.
Damn. I sat up and looked for my boxers.
I'd just slipped them on when she appeared in the doorway. "I have to run. Business emergency."
"Anything I can do to help?"
She shook her head. "Stay where you are. I want to remember you dewy eyed and bed-headed."
I ran my hand through my hair, finger-combing it. "That can't be a good look."
"It's hot, believe me." She came to the side of the bed and bent to kiss me.
I caught her wrist. "Sure you can't stay? I haven't fed you yet." I waggled my brow suggestively.
She shook her head and kissed me quickly. "I have to run. You don't know how much I regret this. It's horrible timing."
I dropped her wrist. "You can say that again."
She kissed me again and pulled the rest of her clothes on while I watched.
She turned over her shoulder to look at me. "Call me later?"
I nodded. "Absolutely."
She smiled and headed for the door.
"Good luck!" I called after her.
"Later!" The front door slammed shut.
I lay in bed in the afterglow of the night, thinking I could fall back to sleep. A few minutes later, I gave up and headed to the kitchen for coffee.
A business card on the floor in the entry, wedged up against the baseboards, caught my attention. I picked it up.
Victoria Williams.
The sight of her name on her business card made me smile. I realized she'd never told me the name of her company. We'd both been determined to enjoy ourselves and keep business out of our personal lives, at least in the beginning. That damned smile froze on my face as I read her business name, and, worse, saw the pink swing on the logo—swing for the stars—and read the address.
"Fuck." My heart stopped. I went cold.
That business address? Yeah, I recognized it. I damn well should. It was the address of the space I'd just won.
With horror, I realized I'd been competing with Toria for it. And…she'd probably just gotten the word this morning. That was what all those frantic calls were about. And she wasn't happy. That was an understatement designed to save my sanity and protect my heart from complete collapse.
She was pissed as hell. Angry at the bastard who'd used her swing against her. Furious and on the warpath.


And I was that very bastard. By accident.
My mouth went dry. All of the love potion in the world couldn't overcome this romantic misstep.
There has to be a way to fix this. Before she finds out who's behind it.
I grabbed my phone. Maybe I should just come clean? Yeah. That was the right thing to do. Come clean and beg her forgiveness like a man.
The phone shook in my hand. Without a plan? Asking forgiveness without action is just words. I needed a plan.
Who did I call first? Dave, the real estate agent? Or Ashley, my matchmaker, and tell her how I screwed up and ask her advice?
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Toria
My real estate agent was in a state—the landlord was sticking to their guns and evicting us. Our lawyer had studied the contract. There was nothing we could do. The owner and property management company had a valid case against us. It was time to look for another space.
I'd been hoping against ridiculous hope. Hoping for the impossible. Now that it was final, I was furious.
This was ridiculous. It was an outrage. I went home to shower, change, and prepare to do battle. I was about to call Cam and cry on his shoulder about it—I really needed his broad shoulders and clear head right now. He had connections and perspective. He'd know whether I should bug Lazer for help on a Sunday or not.
My phone rang in my hand before I could punch the button to call Cam. I almost didn't take the call. But it was Miles. I couldn't ignore him again. He'd called several times yesterday while I was on my date with Cam. He'd left a message saying he had good news and to call him back. Maybe he'd actually cheer me up.
I picked. "Hey. What's up?"
"I have fantastic news. Remember I told you about that mentorship program I joined? And how CTO was looking for a space for us? He found it. We're going to be able to move in at the first of the month."
"That's great," I said, happy for him. Though it was heartbreaking for me. I was on the line to find something new in a hurry now, or we'd all be working out of our homes for the duration.
"Yeah. CTO was pleased with himself for finding a way to get it."
"Where is this new place, do you know?" I was wondering whether they might have more space available and simply making conversation.
"Near your offices, I think." Miles rattled off the name of the building and suite number. "Hey, now maybe I can finally stop by and see where you work."
I froze. The phone trembled in my hand. No. This couldn't be. His wonderful mentor was stealing my space. I saw red, literally. "CTO? Does CTO have a real name?"
I was stunned. Now I didn't know whether to be angry or delighted for Miles. Miles needed this program. It was a lifesaver for him, bringing him back. But the douchebag CTO had used underhanded, nasty methods to get my space from me.
"Yeah, of course he does." Miles hesitated. "Why do you sound angry?"
"I'm not angry. Just upset over something that happened before you called. So, CTO. Do you know his name?"
"Yeah. Cam Johnson. He's a great guy. You'd love him if you ever met him. You should meet him. He's single, I think. Though he's been pretty dopey and sappy this last week, so he may have found somebody. You know, he has that grin guys get when they're in love. Kind of like Adam used to have around you. Toria? Toria, are you still there?"
"Yeah." But my heart was broken and I was so confused. CTO was the dastardly villain who'd stolen my space. I was sure of it. And he was Cam, the man I'd just fallen in love with.

C am
Dave was confused at first why I wanted the original tenant to have the space now. I gave him the bare minimum of details. He was sympathetic, and appreciated the irony of the situation, saying it was a first in his career.
"I'm sorry, Cam. I wish I could help you out here. There's nothing we can do. The contract is signed. The money paid. There's no backing out now." He paused for a breath. "You can let it sit empty. As long as you maintain it and keep the insurance up. That's up to you. But it's yours. Sorry, buddy. Never thought I'd say that, not given the fight we had to get it."
"Can I sublet to her?" I said, thinking aloud. Yeah, brilliant.
"Subletting is expressly prohibited by clause 32.b.2.c." He bored me with the legalese. "In this market, especially, you can see why. To prevent people from leasing everything in sight and then subletting at much higher, usurious rents. The equivalent of ticket scalping in this hot rental market."
"Okay." I rubbed my chin as I sat at my kitchen table, despondent. I need a shave, I thought, almost irrelevantly as I let my mind process. "I get that. Is there any way I can let her stay? Can I just give her the space?"
Dave blew out a breath. "No. Not that I can see. Any business or charitable organization that occupies that space must be owned or managed by you."
Damn. I had no choice but to call and explain to Toria. And hope like hell she forgave me. We could work something out. I knew we could.

Toria
I hung up with Miles and tried to process what I'd just learned. Cam was CTO. Cam had as much a heart for kids like Miles as I did. He, too, was trying to help families of vets, like I was with my business. But in his own way.
I couldn't fault him for that. I loved him for it. But he'd used me. He'd played underhanded and dirty. How could I love him for that? And if he'd used me…
But had he used me? Would a man who was using me have sent me to his billionaire friend for help and financing?
Unless he thought it was all a big joke. But that made no sense either. Lazer had given me solid advice and backing. No.
And the dates? The sweet, romantic planning of them? The I love you? The thoughtfulness? The chemistry between us, both in bed and out?
I couldn't have imagined all that. I couldn't have.
I was still processing and trying to rein in my wild emotions when my phone rang. I glanced at it. Cam was calling me.
I stared at the phone and let it ring through to voicemail. If I answered now, I'd only lose it and go off on him. I didn't trust myself not to say something I'd always regret.
I waited a second to see whether he'd leave a voicemail. He did. I deleted it unheard. I couldn't even trust myself to listen to it right now.
I needed professional advice. I needed to talk to Ashley before I did anything.

A shley
I was enjoying a leisurely Sunday morning in my pajamas with Lazer. He was working on his laptop and drinking a cup of coffee next to me on the sectional sofa. Pretty standard behavior for him. I lounged on the sofa with a cup of tea, reading and thinking—daydreaming, to be exact. And enjoying the quiet and satisfaction of a job well done.
Life was cruising along smoothly. I was, for once, in a drama-free zone—a real rarity for me, especially in my line of work. Constantly being the voice of reason in the stormy seas of growing relationships can be totally draining. I was dreaming about getting my final bonus from Lazer for finally matching Cam. It wasn't the money that was the driving factor. I had plenty. Lazer had more. And we were engaged to merge our lives as well jointly running Pair Us.
No, it was really the fact that I had done it! I'd left Manhattan behind, mostly. Started over in Seattle and matched four sweet guys who'd started out in desperate need of help. And now, I was looking forward to lasting friendships with all of the new couples. Now that was what I called a satisfying life. Was there anything better, really, when you got right down to it?
I sighed happily.
Lazer glanced over at me and winked. He was my partner in matchmaking now. He'd gotten a good Saturday night's sleep too.
Saturday night had been surprisingly calm, especially considering the number of matches I had out on dates. Spring was truly a time when people's thoughts turned to love. Yet no frantic calls at any hour, let alone in the dead of night.
Cam was out for his fifth date with Toria. I didn't expect any problems there, other than them possibly rushing into things. The way they were going, I half expected a call to tell me they'd gotten engaged and were going to be married on Friday. I would follow up with them sometime this week. And if Cam remained true to form, he'd confide in Lazer before doing a date postmortem with me, anyway. I supposed it was natural for him to talk to his longtime good friend first.
My phone rang. I jumped, startled from serene thoughts.
Toria? This is either very good. Or very bad.
The moment I picked up, I knew something was wrong, terribly wrong. Her voice was pitched higher than usual—a sure sign of being distraught. Mix that with a heavy dose of hard-edged anger, a frustrated cadence, and a sniffle indicating tears, and that about described her tone.
"It's Cam," she said without preamble.
I tensed. If you heard your own name spoken in that tone, you'd run for the hills and hide. Oh, Cam, what have you done now? And after I've coached you so well. At least all fears of him lying in a ditch or in the hospital were allayed.
My concern must have shown on my face. Either that, or Lazer could hear Toria even though I had my phone pressed to my ear more tightly than I should have. My knuckles were white. Toria wasn't speaking softly, that was for sure. Lazer shot me a questioning look.
I shook my head and made wide eyes.
"Cam?" he mouthed.
I nodded.
"Damn," Lazer whispered.
"Take a deep breath," I said to Toria. "And tell me, as calmly and non-judgmentally as you can, what's happened to upset you." I intentionally phrased it in the passive. What's happened, not what has he done? The last thing I wanted was to fuel her anger.
"He's broken my heart and violated my trust, all with one cruel move."
"I'm sorry to hear it." I used my calm, comforting counselor's voice, but my heart was racing, too.
Knowing how much Cam was into Toria, and how excited he was about her, I was anxious for him. I hoped his heart wasn't broken. I cringed at the mere thought of Cam being broken up. It was hard to picture take-charge, stoic Cam as hurting, but he had a tender, vulnerable side. When he was hurt, I imagined it cut very deeply.
Somehow I managed to murmur more comforting phrases while Toria vented a bit more, making very little sense. Typical behavior when people were upset.
Lazer set down his laptop and perched on the edge of the sofa with a serious expression. I eased my grip on the phone before my hand cramped.
Toria paused to catch her breath and, hopefully, gather some composure.
"Yes, I can tell you're upset," I said, still in that soothing, non-judgmental tone. "Help me understand. I need details. What, as specifically as you can, did Cam do?"
"He stole my lease out from under me."
"He stole your lease?" I turned to Lazer and shrugged. "How did he steal your lease? And why would he do that?"
Lazer's eyes went wide. He leaned toward me, the corners of his lips twitching, and whispered, "Did I hear right? He stole her lease?"
"That's what she said," I mouthed back.
"Cam is the person she's been bidding against?" His mouth curved into a full-out smile. I realized with a start that Lazer was trying not to laugh. He thought this was funny.
"Are you crazy?" I mouthed to him. "This is serious."
He pointed to himself. "Cam sent her to me for help winning that space against the douchebag who was trying to get it. Now you're telling me that douchebag was Cam? That's ironic and funny as hell. I've been helping Cam and Toria. I've been bidding against myself!"
On the phone, Toria was telling me pretty much the same thing, only in more livid detail. She didn't seem to think it was funny at all. She was interrupted, on my end, by my phone buzzing.
I had another call coming in. This situation was too delicate. I didn't dare answer the other call. I did, however, look to see who it was from, and groaned inwardly. I pointed to my phone and mouthed to Lazer, "Cam. And he won't give up."
Lazer nodded. "Looks like my man needs someone to talk to. I'll take care of it."
At the same time, the annoying incoming call interruption ended on my phone. Cam had finally hung up.
Lazer's phone rang simultaneously with Cam hanging up on his call to me. Lazer grinned and showed me who was calling—Cam, of course.
Oh, boy. At least Lazer was the man to deal with it.
"Cam has been calling me and texting me nonstop," Toria was saying as I tried to listen with half an ear to Lazer's side of his conversation with Cam.
"I can't talk to Cam right now," Toria said. "I just can't. I'm way too upset. I know myself. If I talk to him before I'm ready, I'll lose it on him and regret it later. I have no filter when I'm like this. I need space. I need time to cool down before I get anywhere near a conversation with him. Can you relay that to him for me? Tell him I just need to think for a while and calm down?"
I looked over at Lazer.
He pointed to his phone, annoyingly still trying not to laugh as he listened to Cam, who was obviously upset.
I shook my head at Lazer, covered the mouthpiece of my phone so Toria couldn't overhear, and hissed at him. "Some friend. You're awful. Poor Cam. Be nice. He needs your support."
"Fine," Lazer said. "Take his side. He's the enemy who screwed my investment." He laughed as he spoke.
I rolled my eyes and went back to my call, gently reassuring Toria and promising her I'd pass her message along to Cam. I praised her for the way she understood herself and was doing her best to prevent further damage from being done to their relationship, which had so much possibility and promise.
"We'll get this sorted out," I assured her again.
When I got off the phone with Toria, Lazer was off his call with Cam, shaking with laughter and shaking his head. "Cam really fucked up."
"Cam told you what happened? What's his side of this debacle?"
Lazer put his arm around me. "Poor guy. He's miserable, really devastated."
"No wonder, with such a sympathetic friend. Did you laugh while he cried on your shoulder?"
"Come on, you know me better than that. I'm the perfect wingman. I listened. I advised. I sympathized. I tried to get him to see the humor in that fact that I've been advising and backing both of them. I even gave him good business advice and brainstormed a way to fix this. But alone with you, I can laugh." He wiped the corner of his eye. "You have to admit this is funny. If it weren't Cam who was hurt, but a stranger—"
I gave Lazer my deadpan stare.
"Oh, hell. Cam didn't mean to stiff Toria. He didn't know she was the tenant he was bidding against. Hell, I didn't know. That will teach me to pay more attention." Lazer gave me a quick rundown of Cam's side while holding me close and trying to compose himself. "On a serious note—Toria's in a bad spot. A setback like this could do some serious damage to her business. A business I have an investment in, too."
"Yes, it could," I said. "And to the happy future she and Cam could have together."
Lazer sobered up some. "Judging from Toria—does Cam still have a chance in hell? Can this relationship be saved?"
"I think so," I said. "When she calms down and her rational side returns. Logically, she knows he didn't mean to put her in this bind."
"Good." Lazer grinned. "Because while you were calming her down, my man and I figured out a solution."
I rolled my eyes. "You're going to fix this?"
"Cam's going to fix it. All I did was give him a few business pointers. He came up with the solution on his own."
"Fixing something is such a guy thing to do." I shook my head. "If he and Toria would simply communicate… I know she loves him. Toria's a reasonable woman. Cam has to learn patience. When to push, when to back off. Give her some time to cool down and then listen to her—"
"That's what I told him—give her some space, dude."
My phone rang. I looked at it. "Cam," I said. No surprise there.
"Advice to the lovelorn," Lazer said. "How the hell did I end up in this business? I much prefer my gig at Flashionista. And my quiet Sunday mornings."
"Liar," I said. "You're in your element. You love this. I have to get this before Cam self-destructs. Or does something else incredibly stupid."
"He won't," Lazer said. "I got it."
I grabbed the call. "Cam. I hear you're in a relationship pickle. Screwed up big time, did you?"
"Lazer must have filled you in? I detect his bias."
"He did."
"Has he stopped laughing yet?"
I gave Lazer a disappointed side-eye. He shrugged and grinned charmingly.
"I've made him see the serious side of the situation," I said.
"As usual, he's not giving me enough credit," Cam said. "I simply executed a brilliant business coup. A damn fine maneuver. One that Lazer would usually approve of. How the hell was I supposed to know I was working against Toria?"
I murmured a few words of sympathy. Poor Cam. He really was hurting. He was putting a good face on it, but his usually amused and stoic voice was filled with pain and frustration.


"She won't take my calls or answer my texts—"
I took a deep breath. "The first rule of relationships—when you hit turbulence, give the other person room to breathe and time to calm down and see reason—"
"I don't have time," he said. "The more she looks for another space to lease in this tight market, the madder she's going to get at me. The market is cutthroat."
Lazer was listening in. He raised his brow and nodded his agreement with Cam.
"I have to fix this. Now," Cam said. "Before any more damage is done. I need you to play intermediary and set up a meeting between us. Neutral ground. Business environment. Someplace she can scream at me if she wants and won't draw a crowd."





18
Toria
Ashley called me back to assure me that Cam was as upset as I was. And embarrassed. And frustrated by the circumstances we found ourselves in. And hurting.
All right. She knew how to hit me where it hurt. The Cam I knew, well, I couldn't bear to think of him hurting. The guy who'd aced me out of my leased space? He could… Well, better not go there and work myself up again.
Ashley convinced me to meet with Cam, apologizing for pressuring me. But she said, without giving anything away, that Cam had made a good point, that time was of the essence in this particular case. Given the stakes, he was willing to take his chances with my temper and my understanding nature. She'd be there to mediate. She had loads of experience dealing with couples who were going through difficulties.
I would be giving up valuable time when I could have been, and should have been, scouring Seattle for office space. Time I could ill afford. But I couldn't help myself. I let my heart lead me and agreed to meet Cam.
I wasn't sure what to expect when I walked into Pair Us' offices on Monday afternoon. I'd never actually been to their offices. I was immediately impressed and put at ease by the surroundings. And relieved that there were no other clients waiting.
The offices were beautiful and romantic, subtly perfumed with rich undertones of high-end coffee. The bridge sculpture filled with heart locks was the centerpiece of the room, and both stunning and encouraging. Look how many couples have been matched! You can be happy too. Red roses sat in arrangements on desks and coffee tables, emphasizing that this was an establishment made for romance. Pictures of happily matched couples, many of them engagement, wedding, or anniversary photos, adorned the walls.
I'd spent a miserable Sunday and Monday morning being furious and upset with Cam. Heartbroken. Despite all that, I longed to see him.
The heart is a fickle and capricious creature. But maybe it was as simple as mine knowing that what I had with Cam didn't come along every day. That I might never find another like him. I'd already been lucky enough to find him and Adam. I was certain there were other men I was compatible with and could be happy with. But less certain that I'd be as passionate and happy with any of them.
My heart raced as Ashley's office manager and assistant, Lottie, greeted me and introduced herself. I'd spoken to her several times on the phone. She looked completely different than what I imagined. Efficient and comforting at the same time. Middle-aged. More like one imagines a matchmaker looking than Ashley did.


"Toria," I said. "It's nice to finally meet you in person."
"It's lovely to meet you, too." She gave me a sympathetic and encouraging smile and took my hand. "Don't worry, Toria, dear. Everything will turn out. Ashley's an old pro at handling miscommunications. Take it from someone who's seen a lot of matchmaking ups and downs. Let your heart lead you and be open to possibilities, and everything will fall into place." She released my hand. "Now. Can I get you anything?"
I shook my head. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have had a cup of coffee. But I was jittery enough as it was without adding more caffeine to the situation.
Lottie nodded. "Let me just let Ashley know you're here. Have a seat if you like. I'll just be a minute."
I sat, perched on the edge of a chair as if ready to bolt, and watched her walk to the corner office. She said something to someone inside.
Ashley stepped out, looking beautifully turned out, as always. And calm and reassuring. Her face lit up when she saw me. If she was nervous, she certainly didn't look it or show it.
She greeted me with a hug as Lottie winked at me and went back to her desk. "How are you holding up?"
"Fine."
"Good," she said. "Cam's waiting for you. Are you ready?"
I bit my lip and nodded.
"You'll do fine. Cam wants to make this work. And so do you. That's the main ingredient for success." She squeezed my shoulder and led me to a closed door to a conference room next to her office.
How did I know it was a conference room? It had a little sign that said so.
My mouth was suddenly dry. My pulse raced.
"Deep breath," Ashley said, her hand on the door handle.
I made a show of taking as deep a breath as I could. She was right. It helped. She smiled at me and pushed the door open.
Cam sat on a sofa in the beautifully appointed room, perched, much as I had been, on the edge. My heart leaped at the sight of him. I had to resist the urge to smile at him and grin idiotically. My spirits lifted just from seeing him. And his contrite look broke the ice around my emotions about him.
He hadn't meant to hurt me. That much was clear.
Ashley stepped inside and closed the door, indicating for me to take a seat on the sofa next to Cam. I sat next to him, but not too close. Not as close as I would have two days ago. Not as close as I longed to. Ashley took a chair opposite us.
Cam had a file, a bunch of paperwork, and a pen, spread out on a coffee table before him. He nodded at me, looking stoic. "Toria."
"Cam." I had to fight to maintain my composure.
"Before we begin," Ashley said, "I have to apologize to both of you. This is the first time in my matchmaking career that I've run into a situation like this. It's always been my policy to let the matched couple share the details of their lives as they become comfortable enough with each other to do so.
"In this case, that came back to bite us all in the butt. If I'd told Cam the name of your business or the location, he might have acted differently and none of this would have happened. We wouldn't be here now trying to make things right."
I felt a pang of guilt. Ashley shouldn't be taking the blame. "This isn't your fault. You couldn't have known."
"Thank you. I appreciate your understanding." She looked at Cam. "No one could have known."
She was right, and even though the implication she made wasn't subtle—Cam wasn't to blame either—it was effective and right on the money.
She continued, "I'm not exactly sure how to make certain this doesn't happen again. Not while maintaining my ideals about privacy and allowing couples to share the details of their lives as they're comfortable doing so. But it's something I'm going to take into consideration in the future."
Cam was so quiet, looking down, studying his feet and the table. It was odd to be so near him and not touch him.
"Cam asked me to set up this meeting," Ashley said. "He has a proposal for you, I believe, Toria."
I must have looked startled. My heart did a sudden jolt.
Ashley smiled at me, looking mildly amused, and encouraged, by my reaction. "Not a marriage proposal, as I understand it. Not yet." Her tone was warm and confident. "He's asked me to tell you that he's prepared to present his proposal in front of me. But he'd prefer to speak to you privately. I've handled many of these types of meetings. They can work either way, with me involved directly or not. What's your preference, Toria?"
I glanced at him. His hands were balled in his lap. He was still looking down, but he threw a curious, pleading glance at me.
"I think we'd do better alone."
Ashley nodded and got up. "I'll be right outside if either of you need me to step in."
Cam waited to speak until Ashley left. We sat in awkward silence an instant. He cleared his throat. I had something to say to him, too. We both spoke at the same time.
"Please, Toria," he said. "This breach, this gap between us, has been eating me up. Let me go first and get this off my chest."
"As long as I get my turn?" I smiled softly.
The edges of his mouth curved up almost imperceptibly. It was clear he wasn't sure whether my turn would go well for him.
He took a deep breath. "First of all—I'm sorry. I'll never be able to tell you how sorry. I didn't know I was bidding against you—"
Impulsively, I reached out and took his hands, unable to meet his eye. "Nor I you." I took a deep breath. "Look. All's fair in love, war, and business—"
"That's not how the saying goes—"
"It is if you consider business its own type of warlike competition. As long as it's legal." I took another deep breath and looked him in the eye as I screwed up my courage. "I've had time to think about our situation. I've had too much time alone with my thoughts, if you want the truth." I licked my lips. "I'm not lily white. I was trying just as hard to keep the space as you were to get it, knowing how hard it would be for my competitor to find comparable space to lease. Knowing he could be set back just as much, or maybe more, as I would be.
"Not knowing who you were doesn't really excuse my behavior, either," I said. "I was fighting to win. You were fighting to win. I'm not happy that you used my beautiful swing as ammo."
"Toria—"
I held my hand up. "But I've spoken to Miles and I know why you're so passionate about what you're doing. Your motives are pure, even if your tactics are underhanded."
"Miles?" He stared at me, his brow furrowed. "You know Miles? That's how you found out?"
I nodded. "He's Adam's younger brother. My former fiancé's younger brother. You're responsible, at least in part, for bringing Miles back to being the kid he was before Adam was wounded. To the guy he should be. Giving him a purpose and a goal, something to be excited about. Helping him discover his passion. It's made all the difference. " I swallowed hard. "I'm grateful for that. Miles called me, all excited, to tell me about how his mentorship program finally had a home, and where. It wasn't hard to put two and two together."
"Wow." Cam looked stunned. "So we're two cutthroat businesspeople, is that what you're telling me?"
I nodded. "I'm afraid so. Two competitive douchebags."
One corner of his mouth turned up. "I wouldn't go that far." He paused. "Our lives and our passions are more intertwined than we knew?"
I nodded again. "We're both trying to help others, especially military families and those dealing with trauma and rough circumstances."
"Do you think," he said, sounding more tentative than I'd ever heard him, "that if we stopped fighting each other and teamed up, we could both succeed?"
I froze, studying him. My heart raced at the thought. "If we decided to get on the same side, I have no doubt we'd kick butt and take numbers."
"Good. Because I have an unconventional proposal for you."
I lifted an eyebrow.
"I feel like crap for being the reason your business will soon be homeless."
"As well you should," I said with a tease and a dose of seriousness, hoping he was going to offer something magnanimous, like helping me find a new space.
"I'm sorry about that." His Adam's apple bobbed. "As soon as I realized what I'd done, I tried to undo the damage."
"Out of curiosity," I said, "how did you realize it?"
"You didn't listen to any of my messages?"
I held my hands up. "Sorry. No. I deleted them without reading or listening to them." I winced.
"I guess I can't blame you. When you knocked your purse over at my place, one of your business cards fell out. I found it after you left. When I saw the address—"
"Ah." I nodded. "How careless of me."
"Yeah," he said. "How could you? If not for that, we could have come to real physical blows and had a great screaming match we'd never recover from when the truth came out."
I actually laughed. Weren't we supposed to be fighting? Wasn't I supposed to be raking him over the coals?
"Yeah. Missing a great fight," I said. "Devastating. You were saying you tried to undo the damage?"
He explained about the lease and the clause against subletting.
I listened patiently. "From a business perspective, I understand."
He nodded and tapped the folder in front of him on the table. "This is where my proposal comes in. I can't lease, sublet, or give the space to another business that I don't either own or manage."
I frowned and scrunched my mouth to one side.
"Yeah," he said. "Look, I don't want to evict you. From the space, or from my life." He took both my hands in his. "I want to be with you. I want to have fun with you. See you every day. Be part of your life. I think we have something special. Something once in a lifetime. If we give it time to grow, who knows where it will go?"
"Yes," I said, heart thumping in my ears. "And? What are you driving at?"
"I had my lawyer draw up this contract." He released my hands, opened the folder, pulled out a dollar bill that was on top, and held it in front of me. "You sell me a miniscule piece of your business, a non-voting, non-managerial, non-profit sharing, definitely non-majority piece of your business for this dollar. It changes nothing." He tapped the folder. "It's all laid out in here in legal terms. The only thing that changes is that now I technically am a part owner. And you can stay in the space."
My eyes went wide. My mouth fell open. I had to snap it shut. My eyes filled with tears of joy. I sniffed.
He gave me a concerned look. "Toria?"
"That's the nicest thing, the sweetest thing…" I wiped the corner of my eye with my fingers. "Yes."
He wrapped his arms around me. "You haven't read the contract yet."
I laughed. "I'll have my lawyer look it over before I sign."
He tipped my chin up. Our eyes met.
"I love you, Toria." His eyes pleaded with me. His heart was in them. "Make up?"
"I love you too. Yes." I leaned in and tilted my head to kiss him. "Wait. I can't—"
"What?" He looked alarmed.
"I can't ace you out. What will you do? Miles will be so disappointed. All the kids will be."
He shrugged. "As long as I have you—"
"How much space do you need? What I'm getting at is—I'd like to see you every day, too. Could we make it work? Could we somehow share the space? We could consolidate and make allowances." I bit my lip. "What do you say?"
His face lit up. "Yes. To all of it. We'll make it work." He paused. "Are we still exclusive?"
My heart soared. "Still exclusive. I don't think we actually officially ended our exclusivity agreement."
"Just checking. I like to know where I stand. In fact, you might find me being extra cautious now. Are there any other business situations where we might be competing against each other?"
I laughed. "Not that I'm aware of."
"Damn, there's the rub. What minefields are we potentially sitting on?" he said.
"None we can't overcome."
"Can I kiss you now?"
I grinned. "Just make sure to do it thoroughly. For all your cutthroat behavior, I really do love you." I closed my eyes and felt the glorious warmth of his arms around me and his lips on mine. Love really was grand.





EPILOGUE
L azer
A deal's a deal. With Cam and Toria reunited and officially exclusive, I happily wrote Ashley the final check for matching my guy friends. Yeah, Cam wasn't engaged yet. But he and Toria were definitely trending that way. I'd be surprised if they weren't engaged before the summer was out. My money was on sooner rather than later.
In celebration of the last of us being bachelors, I took the guys to the place our quest for wives and soul mates began—Lazer Lodge, my retreat in the Cascade mountains—for a men's weekend. We flew up in the helicopter, as usual. And stocked up on beer.
We were gaming in my Red Room of Game, my pride and joy, ribbing Cam about no longer being single during a temporary break from the action.
Cam grinned as he lounged in a recliner, that idiot grin all the guys seemed to wear since meeting their women. It made me happy to think I'd been at least partially responsible for all that happiness and paired bliss. I'd done what I set out to do. Money really can buy love, you see. When applied strategically and in the proper way. I was right about that, and damn proud to have made the point.
I raised my beer to toast Cam. "To Cam, finally, being happily matched. My job is done. I've paid my debt. I expect to be best man at the wedding and godfather to your first child, who will, naturally, be named after me."
"His list of demands gets longer with each of us who finds a match," Austin said. "Makes me glad I was first." He raised his beer.
Jeremy and Dylan raised their longnecks and murmured congrats to Cam, who raised his.
"Speaking of being happily matched," Cam said, "have you set a date with Ashley yet? When are you tying the knot?"
I frowned. "As soon as I get Knox out of my hair."
Dylan shrugged. "Not a problem. We can take care of him for you, no violence necessary. We can hack in and ruin him."
I raised an eyebrow. Dylan was joking. Half joking, anyway. "And if Ashley ever found out, I'd be a dead man. Or my relationship with her would be. That's the problem with Knox. The only way to get rid of him is to find him his own woman. In the meantime, he's a PR nightmare waiting to happen for Pair Us."
Cam looked around at the guys. "We've had a hell of a lot of adventures together. We owe you, don't we, men?"
The three others cheered and nodded.
"Between us, we should be able to get Knox hitched." Cam took a drink of beer. "We just need to think strategically." He looked at me. "We'll need your expertise with the ladies, too, naturally. Are you in?"
"You have to ask?" I said.
"If we succeed," Cam said, "you'll set a date and follow through?"
"If you succeed, I'll fly Ashley to Vegas and marry her on the spot." I paused. "Hell, I'll even name my firstborn after you all."
Austin laughed. "Austin Cameron Dylan Jeremy Grayson. That has a nice ring to it."
Cam elbowed Austin. "What makes you think Austin will be his first name? I suggested the plan."
"I don't care what order the kid is named," Dylan said. "As long as you call him Dylan."
The guys laughed and ribbed each other, brainstorming ideas that got more and more outlandish.
I shook my head. "I love the way you guys think. Unfortunately, the way things are going, Knox isn't going to the altar willingly with anyone but Ashley, unless we strongly convince him to act otherwise."


Cam looked around at the guys, who all flashed him encouraging looks. He turned to me. "We're agreed. We'll make it happen."
Heaven help me.
I raised my beer again. "To finding Knox a wife through craftiness, deceit, and even honesty, if that's what it takes."
"Aye!" Austin nodded. "And most importantly, may we succeed speedily. For Lazer's sake."




NEXT UP: Lazer’s playing matchmaker for his nemesis.
Get MR. ACCIDENTAL GROOM.

Knox’s love story. Book 4 in the Jet City Matchmaker series.
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