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MR. ACCIDENTAL GROOM
A wounded veteran
A beautiful bridal model
When they're paired on a wedding fashion photo shoot, the chemistry between them is undeniable.
Knox Emerson has been in love with his matchmaker for far too long. After he rejects one too many highly compatible matches, she pauses his matchmaking campaign until he gets serious about finding a bride. A bride who isn't her.
After years of struggle, Callie Campbell's modeling career is finally taking off. Everything is perfect. Until she meets Knox. He's hot, enticing, and off-limits. Playing bride to his groom on a photo shoot makes it hard to resist him, but falling for him could kill her career.
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K  nox Emerson
Seattle, WA
I'm a villain in the game of love. Hopelessly loyal to my late buddy, Ruck. Against all odds, determined to keep the extreme promise I made to him. I owed him my life. But even if it weren't for that minor little debt, I'm a man of my word. Always have been. I don't make vows lightly. And once given, I don't go back on my word.
I'm also frustratingly stubborn, though I prefer to think of it as being patient. Ashley, my beautiful, seductive matchmaker calls me closed-minded, at least when it comes to dating anyone who isn't her. She'll tell you those are my finer points.
Why hire a matchmaker if I'm not interested in finding a match? Especially a matchmaker I'm in love with?
I gave Ruck my word that if anything ever happened to him, I'd be Ashley's second husband. And my mistakes and her billionaire fiancé aside, I meant to keep it.
I'd made a couple of strategic mistakes already. One in waiting too long after Ruck's death to make my move on her. Another by signing up for her matchmaking service. When you make a desperate move, it's too damn easy to be blindsided by your own hasty plan. In retrospect, I wondered how I could have been so stupid.
Once I signed up as one of Ashley's matchmaking clients, she wasn't going to let me—Ruck's best friend—down. She'd made her own promise to Ruck—to look after me. But the way she saw it, that didn't include throwing over her billionaire fiancé for me.
I'd only signed up for Ashley's services to have a legitimate reason to get closer to her after too many years away. To see her regularly. To tell her intimate things. To make her aware of what I wanted in a woman. To make her realize she was everything I wanted. And that there was no way in hell I'd ever break my promise to Ruck.
L azer Grayson
I'd gotten into the matchmaking business to prove a point to my single friends—when applied properly, money can buy love. Or at least facilitate finding it. And to get Ashley Harte, that hot matchmaker I'd hired to find women for my friends, back into bed with me. Long story there.
I hadn't planned to fall in love with her. Until I met her, I'd never been the committed type. But once I found Ashley, the woman who perfectly complemented me, being monogamous was the only way I could be. She was my heart, my soul, my passion, my best friend. I couldn't imagine life without her. Monogamy came as naturally to me now as making money. And I discovered I had a damned good ability for matchmaking.
I own many homes around the world. Multiple home ownership was one of the perks, and absolute requirements, of billionaire-ship. If you only own one home, they pretty much throw you out of the club. But of all of my houses, with their many and varied charms, my eponymous mountain retreat in the Cascade Mountains, Lazer Lodge, was my favorite escape. At the top of the tree line, accessible only by helicopter part of the year and a narrow, private road when it wasn't snowed under, Lazer Lodge had a precious commodity that was rare in my world—privacy. No journalists. No cameras. No snoopers or stalkers. I could relax and walk my extensive property assured of my safety and solace.
The air smelled fresh, clean in a way only the forest can, like fir and freedom. The high altitude cleared my head, allowing me to think more productively and creatively than I did anywhere else. I retreated to my mountain home when I needed a big idea. I needed a gigantic idea now. A devilish, devious, beautiful, romantic idea.
The lodge sat on a steep slope, nestled among the trees, with an open helipad for landing my private copter. I had a custom-designed heated infinity pool off the back deck, with a view of the surrounding mountains. Sitting in my pool, it feels like you could swim off the edge and simply fly.
Sitting on the deck gave much the same feel. In the bracing late spring air, I was invigorated. Because I needed such a huge idea, I'd brought the guys with me. A diabolical idea if I was going to get what I wanted without arousing suspicions. And I always get what I want.
I sat at the head of a table on the patio, surrounded by the finest, brightest, most creative minds I knew—my college buddies: Austin, Cam, Dylan, and Jeremy, my friend and partner in online fashion flash sale site, Flashionista, Justin Green, and Dex, Justin's cousin-in-law. All of them business, tech, computer, and programming geniuses with broad capabilities and varied specialties.
We tapped a keg from a local Seattle brewery. The beer flowed. My personal chef had fed us a sumptuous meal. We were happily sated and pleasantly buzzed. If not for the cool mountain air and the excitement of the challenge I'd thrown down, it would have been easy to grow sleepy.
"Let me get this straight." Austin, my redheaded friend who had the good luck to look like a double for a famous Scottish actor, leaned forward toward me. "You want us to find this guy, Knox, Ashley's late husband's friend, a woman? Isn't he your nemesis?" He ended his question with a comical hiss and raised an eyebrow.
"Not a woman," I said calmly. "The woman. His soul mate."
"You sound like a crazy romantic." Jeremy elbowed me. "It's cute, isn't it, men?"
"Wait. We're the guys who couldn't find women for ourselves. You had to hire us a matchmaker." Dylan, my great big teddy bear of a friend, frowned in confusion. He was truly the gentle big guy among us. "Aren't you the expert? The wingman of all wingmen? The guy with the matchmaking business?" Dylan's brow furrowed. "Isn't your fiancée the matchmaker? I thought she was on the job."
Dylan, all the guys, knew the answer. They enjoyed teasing me far too much to let that stop them. I turned to Jus for help. I'd mentored Justin to greatness. He owed me.
Jus was no help. He gave me the palms-up. "Don't look at me. Just because I run an online fashion site doesn't mean I know women or how to find one. I'm as stumped as the next guy. I'm the guy who accidently married his wife in Reno." He beamed innocently. Accidently married or not, Justin and Kayla were extremely happy together. He'd lucked into a good thing.
"Three-quarters of your, our, workforce at Flash is women," I said dryly. "I'd think you'd have learned something about women by now."
Jus shrugged. "Not where I thought you were going with that. I was afraid you were going to ask me to search my employee database for a soul mate for this Knox guy."
I rubbed my chin and grinned evilly. "Not a bad idea."
"Not a good one, either," Jus said. "And probably against employment rules. I have no intention of being sued for harassment."
"For finding a good female employee a good man?" I teased.
"If Ashley can't find Knox the right woman," Cam said, "it's not the women that Ashley's set him up with that are the problem. It's something else. Something inside him is holding him back. Contrary to the obvious clue of hiring a matchmaker, he doesn't want to find a wife."
Dylan elbowed Cam. "Look at you! You've become a philosopher on us. Deep."
Cam scowled at Dylan and turned to me. "We all know what Knox's problem is. It's time to stop dancing around the obvious. He's in love with Ashley. Or thinks he is."
There was a round of nodding and wry looks among my friends.
Jeremy pushed back from the table and went to the whiteboard on an easel next to the table off my right elbow. We always solved problems best when we could scribble on a whiteboard.
He grabbed a marker and began drawing. "We start with the problem—find Knox the woman."
He drew a box and wrote the problem in it. His engineering block printing was the messiest of all of us, but somehow we managed to read it.
"This is where we start. Next we scour through Pair Us' dating member database, compare Knox's profile with the ladies, and find a match. That's what Ashley has been doing. Then she sets them up." Jeremy drew an arrow from the input problem to a diamond where he put "scour database" and "determine match."
"Now, she introduces them to each other." He drew another line to another diamond. "Knox takes the woman out." Jeremy turned to me. "He is going out on dates, right?"
I nodded.
"Good," Jeremy said. "We don't want any faulty assumptions. And then the problem arises. He compares the woman to Ashley, the new woman comes up wanting, and we're back to searching the database for another match. Ostensibly, one that's at least as good a match, but ideally better than Ashley. Eventually, without substantially replenishing the database, we're down to inferior matches. At least on digital paper."
Austin popped out of his chair. He took the marker from Jeremy and added to the flowchart. "Ashley is always recruiting more members for the database." He drew the new input in. "The question is—is she able to replenish it faster than Knox can deplete the pool and with good enough candidates? Better matches than Knox thinks she is for him?" He tapped the board with the marker. "This is the crux. This is where our answer lies. A potential place where we could help."
I rubbed my chin.
Dylan frowned. "You want us to go out and approach women like Ashley does?" He looked doubtful. "Laura wouldn't like it."
"Laura's the jealous type?" Jeremy seemed surprised.
"When it appears I'm studying other women and looks like I'm hitting on them, yeah." Dylan scowled.
Jeremy shrugged. "Communication, dude. Crystal would be fine with it if I explained what I was doing first."
"I'm not saying us, necessarily." Austin looked at me for help. "But Lazer could. He's a partner in the business and good—no, talented and exceptional—at approaching women."
"Ashley's not going to like Lazer stepping on her toes," Cam said. "Recruiting new members is her area of expertise and her part of the business."
Jeremy took the marker. "With some thought, we could find a way that would placate Ashley. But that doesn't solve this. The problem is here." He tapped the diamond on the flowchart where Knox compared the new woman/match to Ashley. "So far, every new woman has come up short. Why? How do we overcome that? Statistically speaking"—he glanced at me—"eventually a woman that outshines Ashley will have to turn up. No offense, Lazer. I mean in Knox's opinion only."
"None taken," I said, amused, as always, by the way they worked.
"Yeah, but how long will it take to find this unicorn of a woman?" Austin pointed to the chart. "You have a classic do-loop there. One that is apparently stuck in an infinite loop."
Justin pursed his lips. "We have to break the cycle. We need a priority interrupt. Either we need to feed huge quantities of new women into the system, creating a gigantic funnel, which would up our odds of finding a better match—"
"Or we need to figure out why these women are failing when compared to Ashley. Or both." Dex had been surprisingly quiet. He was usually a smartass. He jumped out of his chair and took the marker, looking around the table. "Damn, it's too bad this isn't a round table. It would have been so much more fun to be the shining modern knights of the round table. A rectangular table—"
Cam looked at me and gave me a lift of his chin, encouraging me to chime in.
I shrugged and sighed. He was right. I couldn't keep this vital piece of intel from the men who didn't know. "I know why—Knox promised Ruck, before Ruck was fatally wounded in action, that Knox would take care of Ashley. Specifically, that he'd be Ashley's second husband."
The expressions on the guys ran from surprise to thoughtful.
"Yeah," Cam said. "That's a rough one. What we're asking is for him to break a vow, a promise to a brother in arms. To go back on fulfilling a dying wish."
"Nobody said anything about a dying wish, did they?" Dylan asked. "Just a promise."
"He's taking dramatic license?" Austin said. "But that's a good point. A dying wish would be stronger."
"The answer's simple, then." Dex played with a marker, suddenly pointing it at us. "Knox is in a no-win situation. We have to present him with a suitable, honorable out."
I folded my hands in front of me. "Which is?"
A sly grin spread across Cam's face. "A similar, or identical, promise to a higher authority?"
"A higher authority than a best friend and buddy who was fatally wounded in action?" Austin's eyes narrowed. "Not impossible, I suppose. But not highly probable or easy to find, either. Who would that be?"
"A CO," Cam said. "A commanding officer. Another fellow soldier. A dying wish, like Dylan and Austin pointed out."
Austin looked like he was mulling the idea over. "You really think he promised two different guys, who are now dead, to marry their widow?" He looked skeptically at Dex.
"I said it was simple," Dex said, sounding mildly impatient. "That's not the same thing as easy."
"It wouldn't have to be a widow," Jeremy said. "Could be a sister, a fiancée, a niece, a daughter—"
"Yes, but again," I said, "he'd have to have promised at least two fellow soldiers that he'd look after their women, in the form of marriage."
Cam rubbed his chin. "It's not as unlikely as you'd think with men who are staring death in the face. I can see a situation where the men in a troop promise each other, a group promise, if you will. But how would we find out about it?"
"And Knox is already in love with Ashley," Dylan said. "Even if we found another dead soldier/woman pair like this, there's no guarantee they'd be compatible."
Dex rolled his eyes. "You guys are so damned naïve and innocent. No promise? No problem. We create one." His eyes lit up with devilment. He was clearly excited at the prospect.
Around the table, the rest of the men looked skeptical.
Dex tapped the endless do-loop with his marker. "We have to break this cycle. Create our own priority interrupt to the loop. Does anyone else have a better idea how to do it? You guys are more creative than this. We can pull this off. It will be fun."
"I'm not sure fun is the right word," Dylan said. "Duping a guy into marrying someone—"
"You're framing it all wrong." Dex twirled the marker in his fingers. "Messaging is everything. Finding Knox his true soul mate and encouraging the match—how is that wrong? We make two lonely, frustrated people very happy for life."
I crossed my arms, mulling it over. Leave it to Dex to come up with a devious plan and the justification for it. "The odds seem slim. And pulling it off sounds complicated."
"The first idea isn't always the solution," Dex said, seemingly undaunted. "Let's keep brainstorming. What else would cause Knox to break his promise to his fallen buddy?"
"The right woman," Austin said. "When I met Blair, that was it for me. I had eyes for no one else. Everyone else could be damned. Any other promises moot. I'd move heaven and earth to be with her."
The other men nodded and murmured their agreement. Each of them had been similarly affected when they met the one.
"The undying, pervasive, persuasive power of love," I said. "What we'll do in the name of love, including break a promise."
"We're back to that?" Jeremy frowned. "That's where Ashley's been failing, and she's the expert. How do you expect us to find that needle in a haystack if she's been unable?"
Dex shook his finger at the others. "You're all thinking too small. Are you world-class programmers or not? Think big. Think digital. Think computing power at our fingertips.
"Ashley has been using tried and true, low-tech, high-touch methods of recruiting new members. Meeting people one on one. Kindling relationships. Advertising and relying on people who may or may not be a match for Knox to sign up for her database. That kind of thing." He waggled his eyebrows dramatically, looking like a vaudeville villain. "We, here among us, have some of the brightest minds in computing today. If we apply computing power to the problem and the search, we should be able to find a more accurate match quickly." He turned to me. "Lazer, you have access to Knox's dating profile?"
I nodded. "Dex is onto something. According to Ashley, there is such a thing as a perfect match, for all intents and purposes, a one hundred percent match." I smiled at the thought. "It's rare. Most people can be, and are, completely happy with near matches. As it turns out, Ashley and I are a perfect match. If we could find a perfect match for Knox, or a very nearly perfect match…"
"How close of a match is Ashley to Knox?" Dex asked. "Theoretically, all we have to do is beat that, at least by a large enough percentage that it's obvious."
I pursed my lips. "All the information is in the Pair Us database, including Ashley's profile and Knox's. She's never shared with me how close a match they are, and until now, I've never wanted to know. Not a perfect match, I know that much."
"We know there aren't any perfect matches in Ashley's match database, at least," Jeremy said. "Once we have our baseline match between Ashley and Knox, we'll know what parameters we're looking for. How do we find that match in the wild?"
"And facilitate the meeting?" Cam said.
"The meeting?" Dex said. "I'm not sure. We'll cross that bridge when we've found some viable candidates." From his tone, he was clearly excited. "Public records. Public profiles. If we crawl the Internet, looking for single women who match Knox's profile—"
"Can we do that?" Jus asked. "Compile an accurate matchmaking profile from their publicly available information? Has anyone attempted that before?" It was clear he was thinking aloud, already mulling over how to go about it.
"It might take some training, but an AI program could do it," Cam said.
"When we find her, we invite her to become a client of Pair Us." Cam looked thoughtful. His mind was clearly turning over the problem too.
I nodded. "We'll convince her somehow. I'll offer any incentive. That shouldn't be a problem. I can be extremely persuasive."
"Throw enough money at someone," Jeremy joked.
"A good digital search and a proper AI algorithm should be able to turn up someone, hopefully multiple someones, in case there's no chemistry for some reason," Dylan said. "Matchmaking isn't an exact science. It doesn't follow a formula. There's magic involved, just like in coding. Which is why I believe we can do it. We have the magic." He looked at the others. "We have enough brainpower. Do we have enough time? What's the ETA on this?"
"ASAP," I said. "But there's no deadline. I have until Ashley gets fed up with me for not committing to a wedding date. She's already been dragging me to wedding fairs by the dozens."
"There are dozens of local wedding fairs?" Austin said.
"There are more than you'd imagine." Dylan shuddered. "I've been to my share. There's nothing worse than a wedding fair. If you haven't had the pleasure—"
"Yeah." I joined Dylan in a hate shiver. "Tell me about it. And who said anything about only going local? Ashley dragged me to one in New York and one in Paris—"
"Can we get back to the task at hand here?" Jeremy held his hands up. "We're wasting precious time. We have plenty of experience with matchmaking. We've all been through the process. We wrote the majority of Ashley's matchmaking software and configured her database and search algorithms. We're not uninitiated newbies. Our expertise in the subject matter will speed things along."
"Lottie will help us if we have questions," Cam said, referring to Ashley's assistant and office manager. "She's on our side. And she can keep a secret."
"Keep Lottie out of this. The fewer people who are in on it, the better. We keep everything legal," I said, interrupting the unstoppable. I didn't have as much faith in Lottie's secret-keeping capabilities as the others, not where Ashley was concerned. Lottie's allegiance was with Ashley, not me. And there was no reason to put her in an awkward position.
The good news was that the guys were intrigued by the idea of outwitting Knox and excited by the challenge of the coding. My biggest hurdles had been jumped. Nothing could stop them from proceeding now. I'd thrown down the gauntlet. They'd have to satisfy their curiosity and see whether the job could be done.
"Legal, schmegal. As long as we don't get caught. If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears…" Austin winked.
He was one of the world's top cybersecurity experts. He was the cat burglar of the digital world, able to sneak in and out of sites, grab what he wanted, and disappear without leaving a digital fingerprint. If there was a back door or a security hole, he'd find a way to sneak in. He raised his eyebrows hopefully.
"With all the privacy issue concerns," I said.
"On the net, privacy is an illusion," Austin said. "Just saying. But we'll do our best to stay with what's public."
"Most of us still belong to dating apps and sites," Cam said. "They'd be the place to start. We can crawl them pretty easily and pull from all public profiles. Then augment with AI and broader searches."
"This might even result in a new business model for matchmaking and a way to take over the matchmaking market space completely," I said, thinking aloud.
Dex rubbed his hands together. "There's nothing I like better than a good life manipulation for the person's own good, and ours." He focused his gaze on me. "You're the boss, Lazer. What do you say? Are you going to turn us loose on this task?"
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L azer
Sometimes it was damn awesome and scary hanging with the guys and watching them work. Their tech skills were frightening at times. They were brilliant, each on their own. But when they operated as a team? They were a well-oiled machine with a common brain. Good thing they were white-hat hackers. I'd hate to see what would happen if an agency for evil ever turned one of them.
Before calling in rich because of the dating app I funded, Austin had worked as a cybersecurity expert on government contracts. He knew his way around a firewall. The other guys each had their own strengths.
I was the only business major among them. Don't ask me how I found myself hanging with these techie nerds in college, which was where I met everyone but Justin and Dex. I should have been hanging with the cool business crowd. These men were more fun. Because I had none of their skills, I was easier to impress with their tech prowess than the others.
They whiteboarded and flowcharted the task. Asked me dozens of questions to help them on their quest and to assist with the artificial intelligence learning code they intended to write and use. Assigned tasks and roles. Made a plan of attack.
This was a game to them. I was the overseer, the dungeon master of sorts. Mission control. Fortunately, I have a good head for running operations. Also fortunately, as previously mentioned, my friends had learned a lot about matchmaking from their experiences as Ashley's clients, which helped as they wrote code to look for match compatibility.
Dex had never been a client, but he was particularly adept at psychology and personality profiles. He got to work applying modified criminal-profiling techniques to profile women and refine searches for matches.
I gave them all the information I had on Knox Emerson. Fortunately, Ashley had a comprehensive file on him in the Pair Us database, complete with her notes on why each of Knox's dates hadn't worked out.
I'd never broken confidentiality before, but I gave the guys temporary access to Knox's files, telling them they were operating under a nondisclosure agreement of the strictest kind, making a verbal contract with them that I was "hiring" them as contractors for this task. If we were going to succeed, we needed Knox's dating personality and compatibility maps, his list of preferences, dating fails, feedback from women he'd dated, that kind of thing.
It was lucky for us that Knox had filled out his profile with military precision. His résumé was impressive. What he'd listed as what he was looking for in a potential spouse exactly matched Ashley. Had that been intentional?
"First up, we need our baseline," Jus said. "What are we looking at in terms of the number to beat?"
Ashley had been secretive and cagey. Nowhere in her files or Pair Us' database was a direct comparison of her profile to Knox's. But the men had designed the software. They ran a comparison of the two profiles while I held my breath, unsure why I was so nervous.
All right, that wasn't exactly true. I had an inkling—according to Ashley, Knox reminded her of her late husband Ruck. The two had been best friends and very similar. Ashley had never shared with me just how close a match she and Ruck had been. I hadn't wanted to know, and she was wise not to tell me. In this case, my imagination had a limit. It was foolish to be jealous of a dead man, a dead hero, no less. But emotions are what they are.
I did know, for a fact, that Ruck was not a perfect match with Ashley. Which meant Knox wasn't either. But if he was a ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent match? How much of a difference was there to that? Couldn't a person be completely happy with a ninety-nine percent match? Was that within the tolerance for error?
Justin's face lit up. "Ninety-two percent."
"Hell, that's barely an A percentage." Dylan fist-bumped Justin.
"We have eight percent to play with, men." Dex chewed the edge of his lip. "Not a mega percentage, but definitely doable."
I let out the breath I'd been holding. Put in school grade terms, Knox was only an A- match. I was an A+. All right. I could live with that. "We have our baseline. What are you guys waiting for? Get to it."
"Whip cracker," one of the guys mumbled.
"I'm not that kind of billionaire," I quipped.
A fter conferring about a few more details of the job, the guys began writing macros that performed their assigned task.
"This is like being back in the office," Jeremy said.
"Yeah." Dylan's fingers flew over the keys of his laptop. He wore a look of concentration. "And my macros are still bigger than yours."
"Bigger isn't always better," Jeremy shot back. He was the shortest, slightest, and smallest of the group. He was our skinny jeans guy. And sensitive about his physical stature, probably because the rest of us ribbed him endlessly.
"What women have you been talking to?" Dylan said without looking up. But he was smiling to himself. The others sniggered.
We pulled an all-nighter on Friday, working in the conference room I had at the lodge. Conference room sounds uncomfortable. Not mine. Mine was plush and filled with sofas and recliners, the usual, but latest top-end audiovisual equipment, and the best, and most stylish, ergonomic tables and chairs on the market, including a few that were custom made. It was like old times in college back in the engineering lounge, only more luxurious.
As a business major, I'd never had as much homework as the rest of the guys. In fact, once I was a junior, I didn't even have class on Fridays. The guys, however, never seemed to have enough time to get all their programs, labs, projects, and assignments done. There were times when if I wanted to hang with them, my only option was to sit by and watch while they worked.
When I pulled all-nighters back then, it was more of a support gesture. And so I could drink beer and game while they worked. Irritated the hell out of them, especially when I graduated and almost immediately out-earned them. Then it was payback time for me from fate. Time to make up for those lack of all-nighters in college. In the business world, I'd had, and continued to have, plenty of them. The world of high finance and startups is not the faint of heart or forty-hour-a-weekers.
In college, I'd been the only one of us who could make a decent—by which I mean at least edible, even by college standards—breakfast. I could make toast and scramble eggs. Now I had a five-star chef who cooked for me and a staff to set it out. At eight on Saturday morning, the staff set out a buffet of salmon omelets, mountain huckleberry pancakes, fruit, hand-cut hash browns from fresh Idaho potatoes, and assorted breakfast pastries made by my personal pastry chef. And at the request of my friends, the most caffeinated coffee on the market—blonde-roasted caffeine plus. As contradictory as it is to common perception, the darker the roast, the less caffeine in it.
If you're a coffee aficionado, i.e. if you live in Seattle, you know your caffeine levels of all blends and roasts of coffee as surely as you know your own name. This was essential so you could pace your caffeine intake after too many coffee meetings. And appropriately dose yourself in the right proportions against the gloom of too many rainy days.
God love Seattle and the Pacific Northwest, but we were home to the only rainforest in the Northern Hemisphere and a well-deserved reputation for gray days.
My coffee was custom-roasted in small batches at a local roastery. Some people might call us coffee snobs. We preferred the term "coffee aficionado" and were unashamed about it. We each had our favorite origin coffee and roast, caffeine level for the occasion, and brewing method, all backed by science and data. And frequently debated whose was best. We'd pulled many all-nighters together here at the lodge and had come to a tenuous common agreement about the best coffee for the job. I knew to order our all-nighter bean and roast ahead of time.
My friends were determined to keep working until they solved the puzzle and found a match that we could manipulate into falling in love with Knox and vice versa.
The parameters were simple, but, again, not easy. We needed a single, completely unattached woman in the twenty-five to thirty-five age range. Ideally, she should be in the Seattle metro area or nearby surrounding areas. Long distance was harder, though not impossible, to do. And she needed to be a better match than ninety-two percent, according to all the compatibility markers and tests we had—better than Ashley.
I hoped she existed. Was there really someone for everyone?
Depending on your point of view, you could call me either crazy, or very much in love and caring, for wanting Knox happily in love and out of my way. I could have ruined him. I had the money and power to do so. I could have married Ashley and had him flying around her like an annoying gnat. But I didn't need that annoyance. So this was what it was.
Jeremy and Dylan had bots crawling the web with set parameters, looking through all the publicly available information for anything that would help us find this mythical woman. They combed through social media profiles and online dating sites, compiling profiles and match percentages.
Jus got the idea to run a check on their AI software by comparing the profile of Knox, which their software determined, to his profile on file with Pair Us. He and Dex ran it several times before calling me over.
"Something's wrong," Jus said. "Look at this." He pointed to his computer screen. "Knox's Pair Us profile, compared to his online profile that our programs compiled, doesn't match within the margin of error. There's a substantial variance." He looked up at me from his seated position. "You're the matchmaking expert. What are we doing wrong? Have we mis-calibrated a parameter?" He walked me through the thinking in their program development.
"It looks spot-on to me." I was genuinely puzzled and as frustrated as the rest of the guys.
Work came to a halt while everyone took a look at it and the team worked through the logic. If there was a problem with the thinking, no one could find it.
"You have our Pair Us profiles, too," Cam said. "Let's run a check on ourselves and see how close our AI comes to matching our profiles. I give my permission to use me as a test case."
Dylan, Jeremy, and Austin agreed to be guinea pigs too. And I was game.
When Jus and Dex ran the software on our profiles, it generated nearly identical matches from publicly available data to the profiles we'd filled out for Pair Us and the personality tests we'd taken.
We were stumped. Work couldn't continue until we figured it out.
Dex sat, thinking, fingers locked in front of his face while the guys took another look at the software. "Fuck," he said out of the blue. "Sometimes the obvious answer is the answer. Knox has played you and played you good."
We turned in unison to stare at Dex.
"What do you mean?" I asked.
"It's obvious—he intentionally faked his profile to guarantee he was a match for Ashley. That's my guess. Amend that—I can't determine intention. It may have been subconsciously. If I had to guess, though, I'd say intentionally. He wanted her to see how perfect he is for her. He knew his late buddy was a close match for Ashley. He knew how his friend would have answered the questions and did his best to answer as Ashley's late husband would have. That's my guess."
I swore beneath my breath. "He played Ashley?"
Dex shrugged. "It's the only rational, logical explanation. Played might not be the right word. Knox was a soldier. All's fair in love and war. That may have been his thinking."
"No wonder it was so easy for him to resist the women Ashley sent his way," I said. "They weren't really matches for him. Not close matches, anyway."
Dex pointed at me. "Bingo."
I cursed again. Knox was a worthier adversary than I'd imagined or given him credit for. "He's had Ashley feeling like a failure all this time. But she had no real chance of finding a woman who would turn his head."
"You have to admit, if his goal was to fulfill his promise to his late friend, it was a brilliant move."
I didn't have to admit anything. But Dex was right.
Dex nodded. "The good news is our plan makes more sense than ever. We've just taken possession of the element of surprise. He has no idea we're on to him. When we present Knox with the real match of his life, his guard will be down. He won't be expecting the love of his life."
"No one expects the love of their life," Cam said.
Dex rubbed his hands together. "He'll be powerless to resist her," he said, his voice pitching higher with excitement. "And taken completely off guard by her charm, charisma, and animal magnetism. He won't know what hit him until love has completely steamrolled over him. Then he'll be putty in her hands and ours."
"Force fields down, Knox buddy." Dylan punched the air.
A couple of the men clapped. "Right on."
"By the time Ashley releases Knox from his promise to Ruck, he'll take her up on it with a sigh of relief." Dex's grin grew even wider. "Now that have the element of surprise, we need to figure out how to wield it to our advantage most effectively. No leaks. He can't find out that we know he faked his profile."
Cam slapped Dex on the back. "Great job." Cam's expression turned smug. "And think of it—Knox has been intentionally subjecting himself to failed dates. I've had plenty of uncomfortable dates where the woman is nice enough, but there's no chemistry and no connection. They're torture. Worse than an out-and-out bad date. There's some satisfaction for us in that."
"I feel sorry for the women he's been matched with," Jeremy said. "It was unfair to them."
Jeremy was right. Besides all that, Knox was making my business look ineffective and Ashley appear inept, when she was the most brilliant matchmaker on the planet.
"We can't undo that, unfortunately." I blew out a breath to keep from exploding. I was furious with Knox. And angry with myself for not seeing this hole in our matching system before.
Dex laughed. "What are you so angry at?"
"I don't like being played," I said. "I feel foolish and naïve for believing our clients always legitimately fill out their profiles. For not even thinking some would game the system."
"And why would you? They're paying good money to find a partner. For the average person, what would be the point? Cheer up," Dex said jovially. "With our software, you now have a check you can use."
He made a good point.
"Ashley's usually good at outing any fakers." Jeremy's brow was furrowed. "She has an instinct for matching people. Why didn't she spot Knox?"
"My guess? She's too close to Knox. Too blinded by her loyalty to him and Ruck to see through Knox," I said. "There was always a little chemistry between Ashley and Knox, even when Ruck was alive. Because of that, she may have believed she's a closer match than she was." I paused. "Jus, run the compatibility between Ashley and Knox again. How close of a match are we talking now?"
This time I was excited while I waited for the answer. Though there was a moment of doubt—what if Knox was actually a better match than he or we thought?
"Eighty-five percent, Lazer." Jus showed me the results on his screen.
I fist-bumped him. "A solid B in compatibility with Ashley. Not bad. It's within the tolerance to make a happy relationship."
"But it gives us a whole lot more room to work with," Dex said. "So? What would you like us to do, Lazer? Start our search again using the profile of Knox we generated as a baseline? There's a small risk I'm wrong." He shrugged. "I mean, I'm not. But it's your call."
"Run with the new profile," I said. "Find me his match." I could have put my pinkie to the side of my mouth like a villain, but I resisted. "The bastard doesn't deserve a happy match, but it's the only way I'm getting him out of my hair."
Austin put his arm around my shoulder. "Ah, the things we do for love."
Austin could always make me smile. "Get back to work," I said.
By Saturday afternoon, the guys were bleary-eyed and flagging. They'd turned up dozens of good matches, matches that were closer to Knox than Ashley, but nothing practically perfect. Damn, I was beginning to sound like Mary Poppins. In this case, small powder wouldn't do. We needed the major cannon. We needed a home run. A siren Knox couldn't possibly resist.
The search was overwhelming. Given the odds, it was a wonder anyone ever found a spouse. I was beginning to believe falling in love with the right person really was a miracle.
Suddenly, Jeremy fist-pumped from his comfy spot on the conference room sofa. "I got it. I found her. We have a match, boys."
Most of the guys had headphones on. One by one, they noticed Jeremy gesturing and pulled them off.
"I got it. I found her."
I was in one of my top-end recliners, fiddling around with a financial report for a company I was considering investing in and doing my due diligence on. The others were similarly draped in other recliners and sofas around the room while they worked.
I set my laptop aside and stood behind Jeremy where I could look over his shoulder and read his screen. The other guys gathered around.
A headshot of a stunning woman was on Jeremy's laptop screen. The air suddenly fizzed with excitement. Fatigue disappeared, replaced by the scent of success. There's nothing as energizing or as empowering as a win.
"Callie Campbell," Cam said, reading from her profile.
"Nice." Dex whistled softly. "She's tempting. Never met the man, but from your description of him, he doesn't deserve that much beauty."
Jus leaned down to take a closer look at our first glimpse of hope. "Look at that." Justin pointed to the fact sheet our program had complied on her. "Fate has dealt us an unexpected ace. Her late father was a veteran. He was killed in freak helicopter crash while on duty."
"Ah, yes," Cam said. "Duty to a fellow officer. We can use that."
"She looks familiar." I frowned. "Where do I know her from?"
"Says here she's a model," Dylan said.
"A model. A model." I squinted. I'd seen her somewhere.
"Wait a minute," Jus said. "We have a problem. Take a closer look at her profile. Jeremy, bring up some other images of her."
There was a collective holding of breath.
"What?" Jeremy frowned, obviously puzzled. "What am I missing? What's the problem?"
Jus pointed to her profile. "Congenital amputee. She was born with an underdeveloped left arm and no left hand. You can't tell from her picture there. But it's right there in the fact sheet."
The guys crowded around.
"You think that disqualifies her?" Dylan asked, sounding affronted.
"Me?" Jus shook his head. "I have no problem with it. I don't think many men would. Look at her. She's gorgeous and confident. But think about it in this situation. No matter what we do, it's going to look like we matched two people up because they're both missing left hands, or parts of them. Unless we play this with extreme caution, it's going to look insensitive. We're only going to get one shot at getting them together. We can't blow it."
Cam rubbed his chin. "So what do we do? Keep looking for another woman?"
Dex shook his head. "I hate to say it, men, but she's our best hope."
"How do we approach this? Let's see what else we can find out about her." Jeremy brought up another search on her, including many images. In one of them, she was wearing a wedding gown.
There air grew tense. "Look at that. Damn," Dylan said.
The picture jogged my memory. "Bridal show. She models bridal wear. She was a model in a bridal show that Ashley dragged me to." I pointed. "That picture. I remember that dress. And the model wearing a robotic arm. I was there."
"Wow," Jeremy said, scanning through more images. "She has a sense of humor. Look at her Halloween costume. She's gone full-on cyborg."
"Look how many prosthetic arms she has," Dylan said. "She changes them like accessories."
"Look at that one." Cam whistled softly. "Now that's cool."
The guys broke into a technical discussion of how the arm worked, the software and hardware involved, and the impressive response of the prosthetic.
"You think that arm qualifies as human enhancement?" Cam asked. "It was a question we asked in the military. Losing a limb was on our minds at times. If you lost a limb and could come back into service enhanced—"
"You mean with a gun arm?" Jeremy said.
"Any kind of weapon arm. Or tools," Cam said.
"It's a replacement, not an enhancement—"
A lively discussion about cyborgs, what was and wasn't a cyborg, and about human enhancement and the biological ethics of it followed.
As interesting as it was, I interrupted. "How close of a match is she, Jeremy? How many parameters does she match? Should we keep searching and see if we can find another equal, or better, match?" I was hoping for an easier option.
Jeremy flashed me an apologetic look. "Dex was soft-pedaling it. We're not going to do better than Callie, Lazer. She's a perfect match."
I was stunned and momentarily speechless. Knox didn't deserve a perfect match, but one certainly upped our odds of success dramatically. If our software was accurate and Callie was a perfect match, we had no choice. Our search was over.
I crossed my arms and looked around at my tired friends. "We've found our woman. Let's take a break and meet on the deck for dinner later, refreshed and ready to tackle the next steps. Go get some rest."
I didn't get any argument.
Several hours later, we regrouped for dinner. I had my chef prepare the guys' favorites. The staff fired up the outdoor fireplace and heaters. We dined on the back deck again, looking out over the infinity pool. The meal and the fresh air revived the guys.
Jeremy had compiled our work from the afternoon, made a dossier on Callie, and put it into a PowerPoint presentation he shared with us. We all sat, staring at our laptops, reading and processing the data, looking for errors, double-checking each other's work.
"I can't see any flaw with our methodology," Cam said. "Unless all of Callie's posts and profiles are total BS, we have a winner."
"What do we do now?" Jeremy shut his laptop. "How do we play this? What lies do we tell? How do we set this up and get the two of them together?"
"I've been giving this some thought." I sat up straighter, pleased with the plan I'd devised. "We have to have some way to drive them together, smooth them through rough spots, and give them the best possibility of success.
"We can't rely on Knox to ask Callie out or give her a fair shot at a match date. He's too set on Ashley. We have to throw them together. Force them to get to know each other. Drive them to see how perfect they are for each other. Ratchet up their desire."
"How do we do that?" one of the men asked.
Dex grinned. "We need a power play. Something seductive. I say we take a cue from a famous seventeenth-century French courtesan and control the options. We have to get Knox to play the hand we deal."
"Exactly," I said. I knew the rules of power as well as anyone. "The first step is to get Callie on as a Pair Us client."
There was a moment of thoughtful silence. Some concentrated looks. Some scratching of chins. And, finally, some nodding.
"Great," Dylan said. "We're in agreement. How do we make that happen?"
"Ashley's always on the lookout for new members and clients," Jeremy said. "She found Crystal at a steakhouse and talked her into joining. We could stalk this Callie and make sure Ashley runs into her someplace—"
"And that Ashley immediately recognizes Callie's potential for Knox," Cam said. "And that Callie will be receptive to Ashley and sign up. Sounds like a lot of work and leaving things too much to chance." He frowned. "Unless we clue Ashley in on this. That would eliminate some of the uncertainty and risk. Are we coming clean with her?" He looked to me.
"Are you crazy?" I shook my head. "Adamantly, no. If she catches wind of what we're up to, she'll kill the plan. And possibly me."
"Yeah," Dylan said. "She'd definitely kick you out of bed. We don't want to send her into Knox's arms."
The others agreed.
"So what do we do?" Jeremy pointed to our flowchart. "We're back to the first input. How do we manipulate Callie into joining Pair Us, keep Ashley in the dark, and deal Knox the cards we want that lead him into Callie's arms?"
This was where being a business major came in handy. "Guys," I said. "Now that you're all matched, you're no longer useful to me as spokesmen and PR fodder for Pair Us. I find myself in the market for a new spokesmodel. A woman would be a nice change. A beautiful, poised, well-spoken women who's had media training and is used to being in the spotlight. And I've been wanting to add more diversity to our client list, too. A beautiful model would certainly bring more male clients in. Sound like anyone we know?"
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C allie Campbell
I rushed to a job interview for an important gig that could launch my career to the next level, cursing Seattle traffic for moving at a crawl. As usual, Murphy's law applied to traffic—if anything could slow down traffic, it would. And the slowdown was proportional to the rush you were in. I couldn't afford to be late. There was no way I was making a bad first impression for a job this important. No way. I'd get out and run if I had to.
It wasn't often, as in practically never, that a job as a local celebrity spokesmodel opened up. Even rarer that an interview for it fell out of the sky into your lap. Even in Seattle, the home of high tech, the world's largest online retailer, and boundless other startups and Fortune 500 companies ostensibly with spokesmodel needs. Do you know how much I coveted a job as an insurance girl on a commercial or car brand spokesmodel? I'd even take a local dealership gig to get my foot in the door. So, okay, this wasn't a national spot, but Seattle was a major market, and now was the time to move from modeling to commercials.
The offer really had come out of the blue. I suppose most jobs do. Someone somewhere looks at the agency's look book and requests you as a model. But this was different. Just yesterday, my agency received a call from billionaire Lazer Grayson's office saying he was looking for a spokesmodel for his matchmaking agency, Pair Us. And he wanted to interview me. Yes, me. To be honest, I wouldn't have put it past the agency to try to push a few other girls on him, too. In case I didn't work out. But apparently, I was the only one he was interested in.
The job included a joint promo with another company he was invested in, Flashionista. I knew local models who would kill for a Flashionista gig. Once you got on, if they liked you, you were practically guaranteed steady work and endless access to their sample sales.
Grayson had apparently already seen me model at a recent bridal show he'd attended with his fiancée and been impressed.
I pulled into a spot in the parking garage by the Pair Us offices and hopped out to get my spare arms out of the trunk. I'd been instructed to bring a change of arms. Not something your normally abled model would be asked to do. But it wasn't an extreme request for a congenital amputee like me.
I was glad Grayson had seen me with my robotic arm at that show and my difference was out in the open. I'd spent my teen years being told I'd never be a model, and then hiding my arm with my cosmetic prosthesis until I finally decided to just be me.
The main problem with cosmetic prostheses—they were mostly for show and had very little functionality. I could manually bend the fingers to hold a glass and that was about it. I'd been inspired to be upfront about my one-armed status by other, more famous models who were just slightly older than me and who had broken the barrier. If Grayson was asking for me specifically, it was pretty certain he wanted a model with a disability. Not that I considered myself disabled in any way. I was differently abled. I was who I was.
I wasn't sure what being a spokesmodel for a matchmaking agency would entail, but I'd been instructed to wear street makeup and style my hair casually. To look like I would on a trip to the mall. To come as myself.
I was a little nervous about that. The billionaire had seen me all made up as a bride. Everyone knows a woman's wedding is the one day in her entire life when it's most important to look her best ever. I hoped regular me passed inspection. And looked good enough in the inevitable quick shoot with their own photographer. There was almost always a check. They'd want to see whether I was photogenic enough and had the right look to be both spokesmodel and Flashionista model.
I took my case with my arms—I'd actually brought two spares—and wheeled it into the building. The Pair Us offices were several stories up. I took the elevator and stepped into their offices, slightly out of breath, but right on time.
Everything about the offices screamed luxury and high-end appeal, right down to the romantically perfumed, slightly floral air. Roses in vases and arrangements of all sorts were strategically placed to further the air of romance. And pictures of happily matched couples adorned the walls, beautiful portraits of love advertising their success.
A stylish, middle-aged woman smiled at me from behind the reception desk. "May I help you?"
"Callie Campbell. I have an appointment with Mr. Grayson."
She nodded and stood. "Callie! We've been expecting you." She came around to the front of the desk. "I'm Lottie, Ashley's personal assistant. This way."
She led me to an office and knocked on the door. "Lazer? Ms. Campbell is here to see you."
"Show her in." The voice was deep and sexy. Lazer Grayson had been voted Seattle's hottest bachelor several times, I believe. If the voice was any indication of his hotness, I could understand why.
Lottie stepped aside to let me in. A devastatingly handsome man sat behind the desk in the elegantly appointed office. He rose to greet me. Another, younger man rose from his chair, too. He looked familiar. If I wasn't mistaken, I was in the company of Flashionista founder Justin Green, also a billionaire. I'd expected Flash to send one of their photographers or maybe the head of the department, but the founder and principal owner?
"Ms. Campbell." Grayson shook my hand warmly and firmly. He was the master of the perfect grip. "Lazer Grayson. Everyone calls me Lazer. And this is Justin Green, my business partner in Flashionista."
"Callie," I said as I shook the other billionaire's hand. He was cute, though not as hot as Lazer.
"Justin," he said.
"Can I get you anything before I leave?" Lottie asked.
"We're fine," Lazer said. "Callie? Anything for you?"
I was too nervous for anything. The last thing I needed was to spill water down my front. "I'm good."
Lazer offered me a seat in a comfortable corner of the office furnished with a sofa and several large leather chairs. I took a chair and set my arm case next to me. I could feel them looking at me without trying to overtly stare. They were actually very good at masking their scrutiny. Being under the microscope and having your looks evaluated for every tiny flaw was a part of the job. It had taken time to get used to and had nothing, really, to do with my arm, which was the usual cause of staring in my world. My looks were my trade. They had the right to inspect me. If I was going to be the face of their businesses, they had to be assured mine was the right face.
Both of them had penetrating expressions and seemed almost amused. Lazer shot Justin a quick raised eyebrow, as if signaling him of something or sharing an inside joke. The atmosphere was friendly, but different than any interview I'd been on before. I relaxed a little.
"Let's get right down to business," Lazer said. "Did your agency explain what we have in mind?"
"Just the basics. You want a spokesmodel," I said to Lazer. I turned to Justin. "And you want a model for a new bridal wear event, or series of events for Flashionista."
Both men nodded.
"That's right." Lazer's smile was warm, and almost mischievous.
The feeling that he and Justin were conspiring on some inside information wouldn't leave me. And that they were immensely proud of themselves. That was all probably my vivid imagination at work. But I was sure I wasn't imagining how impressed they were with me already. I'd been to enough interviews to have a sense for when things were going well.
"I have a good grip of what being the face of Pair Us entails. I was our first," Lazer said. "I found my match, Ashley. My four good friends succeeded me as a sort of joint face of the company. Now that they're happily matched, we're looking for a new spokesmodel. This will be the first time we're looking for a spokesmodel who wasn't involved in our founding. We're being very particular in our selection." He made it sound like a huge compliment to be considered to be the first outsider for the job. "Before we continue, I have to tell you that this job is a little unusual and not for everyone."
I nodded, heart racing. "Yes." I wanted it to be for me.
"I'm not sure you fully understand," Lazer said. "Ashley and I are looking for a spokesmodel who will do endorsements. The person we hire for the job will have to fully and enthusiastically sign on as a full-fledged, soul-mate-seeking client of the agency. We'll be offering our new spokesmodel a six-month endorsement contract, which can be extended to a year if necessary." He paused to let the full impact of his statement settle in on me.
Somehow, my heart managed to race even faster. Endorsement model. I'd never done that before. Nor had I considered using a matchmaker.
Although his posture remained casual and friendly, Lazer's expression became serious. He studied me with even more scrutiny. "Our product isn't like sports shoes, toothpaste, face cream, or new roofs. It's much more personal and requires a certain set of attributes.
"We're screening candidates slightly differently than you're probably used to. Yes, if you meet our qualifications, we'll have Justin's photographer take some candids and a video screen test, like most potential models. But first, we have to ask some critical questions. If you have any objections, now's the time to voice them."
My mouth was dry. I couldn't believe I was seriously considering using a matchmaker. An endorsement contract would mean I had to use the services and give them my enthusiastic approval. "Go ahead."
"You've probably already guessed the most obvious—are you single and available to date? We're not looking for someone who's currently in a committed relationship."
"I'm very single." That was too true.
"Being single isn't enough in this case. We want someone who's serious about finding their soul mate. There's no guarantee and no requirement that you leave this job engaged or married or in a committed relationship. But we need you open to the possibility and willing to go on match dates.
"You'd have to fill out all of our dating profiles and take all of our personality tests. You'd have personal one-on-one coaching with Ashley. Do date postmortems. Part of our campaign would be following you on the journey. If that's not for you, we understand. It's not for everyone."
You could call me jaded about dating. I wasn't convinced that even Seattle's top matchmaking company could find me a man I'd want. I'd done many strange things in the name of work. Dating wouldn't be the strangest. I wanted this job.
"I'm not opposed," I said, honestly. "But I'm going to be a challenge." I waited for him to reassure me that my arm wouldn't be a challenge to overcome.
"We thrive on challenges." Lazer shot Justin another one of those looks.
My brow furrowed. What were they up to? I smoothed my furrow away, forcing a friendly look. Always look upbeat during an interview. "I've dated a lot of frogs. Way, way too many frogs. Such froggy frogs there was no way they'd ever become princes in anyone's mind. I'm in no way interested in marrying a frog, cohabitating with a frog, or attaching my life in any way to one. Especially an unemployed sponger frog, as so many of them are."
"Oh, I screen those out. They don't make it into my dating database."
I turned to look at the woman who'd spoken.
She was stylish and beautiful, totally pulled together, and smiling broadly as she approached us.
"That's my job as your matchmaker, to make sure the duds never get near you. It's one of the main advantages in going with a real, live, caring, compassionate, romantic human over an online service with its AI and bots." She snorted prettily. How was that even possible? "The douches get past them, but not past me. Can you find a match through an online service? Absolutely. But I'll save you a lot of time and heartache. My clients are busy, discerning people."
She extended a perfectly manicured hand to me. "Ashley Harte. Call me Ashley. Sorry I'm late. A client meeting went long." She took a seat next to Lazer. "Have you convinced Callie yet to take a chance on us?"
Her words warmed my heart.
"I'm trying," Lazer said. "You showed up just in time. I could use reinforcements. I was just about to present our exclusivity clause."
"Ah." Ashley patted his hand. "Don't let me interrupt."
He rolled his eyes playfully. "I was hoping you'd handle it."
She curled her fingers around his hand. "You got this."
"I was afraid you'd say that." He turned his attention to me. "As part of our endorsement contract, we'll require that our spokesmodel exclusively dates matches made by Pair Us during that time. Just like athletes who endorse sportswear can only be seen wearing the brand they endorse in public, it wouldn't serve us well to have our endorser find her match on her own."
"So if I meet a hot guy at a bar?" I asked.
"Sign him up as a Pair Us client," Ashley said. "I'll screen him and see if he truly is a match for you. If he is, we'll pair you."
I thought about it a minute. The room was tensely quiet. "Sounds fair," I said. "I have a question of my own. Is it because of this?" I held up my cyborg-like arm.
Both men's eyes lit up.
"Speaking for Flash, that arm is awesome," Justin said. "And so are you. We're well aware of your growing reputation as the face of the bridal industry here locally. And we'd like to capitalize on that and use it to our advantage in our launch into the competitive bridal industry. We have several exciting emerging wedding designers we've convinced to let us showcase in events. We've promised them an innovative event."
Lazer nudged him. "Hasn't anyone taught you how to negotiate? You're making her sound too valuable. Tone it down before she ups her rates already."
Justin winked at him. "Got it." He looked at me and hitched a thumb at Lazer. "He can't stop mentoring me."
The two were clearly having fun. And Justin was good cop. He seemed very astute. He hadn't slipped up. The sense of fun was contagious and put me at ease.
"As for us," Ashley said, "we like your spirit. You're just the kind of upbeat, can-do, beat-the-odds, have-fun kind of woman we'd love to have represent us. And yes, your beauty in being born with a different body type than most of us is appealing to us."
My beauty in being born with a different body type. I liked the way she put that. She'd sold me.
"There's one more thing I do have to tell you," Justin said. "If you're a fan of Flash, you'll know that we use both professional models and everyday people in our fashion shoots and on our site. Our clothes and events are for the average person. Affordable. Fashionable. Something for every body type.
"We frequently ask our customers to submit their photos to be considered to model in one of our fashion shoots. We always get a tremendous response to our calls. It's helped us build an intimate rapport with our customers that's rare in the online business world. It's resulted in an almost fanatically loyal customer base. Our employees love it too. We feature them as well.
"This campaign and launch will be no different. You'll be working with people who have no idea how to model. Our thought is to pair you with mostly amateur everyday men. We'll have a complementary campaign with a professional male model and amateur bride models. We might even do a shoot with you and some of your matches from Pair Us to tie the promos together. How do you feel about working with laypeople?"
"Sign me up." The more I heard, the more I wanted this job, even if it meant looking for the elusive soul mate.
We chatted a while longer. They asked me questions. I asked them some.
They were eager to see my arms. I opened my case and showed them my cosmetic arm and my wedding arm, which was a relatively inexpensive arm made on a 3D printer. Justin and Lazer were particularly interested in how the arms operated and were made.
I demonstrated how easy it was for me to change arms and what I could do with them. I was used to going through this kind of demonstration in a job interview. Some models were asked to strut around the room. I was asked to show off my prosthetic arms and high-tech gadgetry.
I reached a key point in the demonstration where I went naked real arm on them. "This is me. I'm a one-handed woman. That's how I see myself. I'm a one-handed woman in a two-handed world. It hasn't slowed me down. But for your purposes, I don't have a left hand." I wiggled my arm and waved at them.
I had an elbow and a small, underdeveloped forearm with a stub at the end with little nubs that probably should have formed into fingers. "I have no left ring finger, which is rather key for a lot of bridal shoots. I prefer not to wear jewelry on my robotic arm and hand. The cosmetic and wedding arms are designed to be able to wear rings and bracelets."
The three of them conferred. I had a feeling I knew what they were going to say—they liked the robotic arm. It was the coolest and the most functional, so I couldn't blame them.
Justin said, "The three of us agree. Part of your personality that drew us to you is the way you use your arms as accessories and suit them to the occasion. How you use them is amazing to us. Speaking for Flash, we'd like to use all of your arms in our shoots, including the robotic arm, as you're comfortable. It isn't a barrier on our end. It's a bonus feature. I think there are plenty of pictures we can shoot with you wearing it that don't involve jewelry. Particularly in Flash's case, we sell costume jewelry. But we're not a fine jewelry site."
If Justin wasn't already married, I would have asked to be matched with him right there. I was already a little in love with him.
Lazer and Ashley agreed. How and when to use what arm was up to me. I was the expert.
The more we talked, the more I liked all of them. I could see myself working with and for them. Justin was sweet and self-deprecating, surprising for a billionaire. Lazer was confident and full of himself, but charming and so handsome that his arrogance hardly mattered. Ashley was intelligent and witty. She was someone I'd like as a friend. Hadn't I recently complained that none of my friends were any help with finding a great guy? They'd sent me on too many bad blind dates and now they'd just given up. I was in real danger of finding myself as the only single woman among my group.
I realized, almost with a start, that I was excited. I wanted this job, badly. So badly that it was hard to contain myself. The atmosphere was so congenial, it was impossible to resist imagining myself here for regular visits. The pay and the boost to my portfolio weren't bad, either.
Finally, Lazer said, "Justin brought Peter, his top photographer, with him. Let's get some candid shots and see what we think. Then we'll send you a few blocks away to our agency's studio for a screen test. If we offer you this job, we'll need you to do interviews and TV spots."





4
K  nox
As they say, another day, another match. Or maybe no one but those of us who are using a matchmaker say that. It was true nonetheless.
My weeks had a pattern, starting with Monday—call or meet with Ashley, my matchmaker, to do a date postmortem on the previous weekend's date and give her feedback so she could, theoretically, pick a closer match next time. Put the moves on her. Get rebuked. Make a note to refine my moves to be more effective next time.
If Ashley didn't already have a new group of women to show me on Monday, then Tuesday or Wednesday, get a new list of two or three potential new matches from her. Discuss them with her. Text the most likely choice. Feel out the potential match's interest. If she seems open, ask her out. Friday or Saturday—go on the date, usually coffee. Sometimes breakfast or lunch. Very rarely dinner. I saved that for subsequent dates.
If a date goes well, give it a second date. So far, I'd never made it past the third date. By choice. Repeat ad infinitum.
Ashley has dozens of rules for her match relationships. The cardinal rule is no sex until the fifth date or until you decide to be exclusive. She likes to emphasize that she isn't running a hookup service. Relationships, so she claims, have a better chance of sticking if you wait. In today's world, I don't know if that's true. But I've seen some of those TV matchmakers who have the same rules. So who knows? All I knew was that I was growing tired of celibacy.
So far, I hadn't found a way to separate Ashley from her billionaire. And she hadn't found a way to pair me with someone else enticing enough to make me break my promise to Ruck. Or transfer my affections from her. Look, I'd been in love with Ashley for years. Getting me to fall out of love with her was going to take something monumental.
On Monday, as I got ready for work, I assumed, naturally, that this week would be the same as every other. I'd beaten my head against the wall that was Ashley's resistance to Ruck's wishes and our happy future together. But hope refused to die. Maybe this would be the week.
I lived on Bainbridge Island across Puget Sound from Seattle and ran my own business out of my home office. But I travelled into the city regularly by ferry. On those trips that coincided with Monday or Tuesday, I met with Ashley in person.
I took an early ferry so I could meet Ashley for breakfast at The Blackberry Café before heading to my first business meeting of the day just a few blocks away. My date this past weekend was a nice woman, but the physical chemistry between us was completely AWOL. There was no chance in hell of ever kindling it.
I didn't have much to say about the date. My date had looked good on paper. She'd been pleasant on the phone. Chemistry is hard to measure beforehand. You have to meet to find out if it's there. And it wasn't. Simple as that.
Ashley was already waiting for me at a table by the window, as usual. I rarely beat her to an appointment. She liked to be the first to arrive. I thought it was her version of a power play.
I waved to her from the sidewalk as I walked past her window outside and strolled into the café. The bakery hit me, as always, with the scent of fresh cinnamon rolls and coffeecake. It was a pleasant sort of blow to the senses. My stomach growled. I was hungry for many things. Breakfast was just one of them. The other was seated at her table with a cup of coffee in front of her.
Ashley rose and greeted me with a hug that I held on to longer than I should have. She felt right in my arms. I'd felt the physical pull toward her, the undeniable sizzle of chemistry with the first glimpse of her the very first time I met her. And I hated to admit that she was already married to Ruck. Who was my best Army buddy. I would have given my life for him, and yet I'd wanted his wife from the moment I laid eyes on her.
Sometimes I wondered what would happen if Ashley and I slept together. Just had sex. Once. Would it cure the fever? Or fuel it? Either way, it wouldn't release me from the promise I'd made Ruck. Until Ashley was married to Lazer, I refused to give up my quest and my promise. Fortunately for me, the billionaire was in no hurry to set a date for the wedding. I intended to play that fatal mistake of his for what it was worth until the end.
Yeah, I was douchebag for wanting my late buddy's wife. But chemistry is a natural process, an animal reaction. You don't control the pull of nature. You can only control how you act on it.
A whiff of Ashley's perfume—exotic, floral, and highly sensual—sealed the deal. I balled my fists. Ruck had been a lucky bastard to have found her first. Fortunately, he knew it.
"You look nice today," she said, pulling away and stepping back in front of her chair. "Important meeting?"
"With my matchmaker, hell yeah." I helped scoot her chair in. I was an officer and a gentleman. "And I always look nice."
"Did I hurt your feelings?" She grinned.
She was teasing me, like always. Flirting, I would say.
"Yeah, sure."
"You're full of it." There was something different about her today. Her eyes were full of fire and determination. "Your feelings are made of iron. Impenetrable."
"I have a good poker face." I flagged a waitress. "Coffee. Blonde. Black."
"Blonde black coffee sounds like an oxymoron, doesn't it?" Ashley had a folder and tablet in front of her. She was wearing her four-inch heels, her business heels, and a formfitting dress in a color that always flattered her. Any guy would be happy to be seen with her. She was hot. Yeah, she was Seattle's hottest matchmaker in so many ways.
I shrugged as the waitress returned with a cup and saucer and a fresh pot of coffee. I waited while she poured me a cup. Usually at the Blackberry you had to stand in line at the counter and order. They'd give you a number and bring your order to your table. But Ashley and I were regulars. They broke the rules for us and took our order at the table.
"Your usual?" our waitress asked us.
"That would be lovely," Ashley said.
I nodded. "And a cinnamon roll for me."
"Excellent choice. They're fresh from the oven and going fast." The waitress hurried off.
"How was your ferry trip from the island?" Ashley asked, a little too nonchalantly.
"Great. Calm sailing all the way across the sound." I set my cup down. "We might as well get on with things—my date on Saturday was—"
"Bland. All right. No one special." Ashley shrugged. "I don't need to hear about it. I can tell from your posture, tone, and expression. There was nothing wrong with her and nothing thrilling. I think we can skip the details this time. We've worked together at this long enough that I don't need another rendition of your no-chemistry story. Unless you have specific feedback for her? Something she could improve on for future dates?"
I shook my head and tried not to look sheepish. I was a dog. The least I could have done was helped my failed date out with a little feedback. But I had nothing bad to say about her. She was a little boring, but that was no crime. Some other guy might find her thrilling.
Ashley sighed. "That's too bad. She liked you. Would like to see you again. But it's clear that's not going to happen. I'll make up a polite excuse for you and let her down easy. Like I always do."
"I always appreciate it."
"Uh-huh." She didn't open her folder like I expected. "It doesn't matter."
It was the time in the process for her to open the folder and show me the next bevy of beauties she'd found to tempt me away from her.
After all the defeats we'd had, she should have been discouraged. But she seemed serene enough. I expected her weekly speech about how she'd keep looking. We wouldn't give up. The usual.
"You know how I have gut feelings about certain matches and how perfect they are?"
Our waitress appeared, carrying my hot cinnamon roll.
I leaned back while she set it in front of me. "You're infamous for your gut feelings, yes. I know."
"They're never wrong." Ashley's smile was sweet, but almost sad. Still sexy as hell, though. What was up with her this week? "I didn't have one about you this week."
I was staring at my cinnamon roll in anticipation. "No?" I looked up to meet her eyes, surprised at the resignation I saw there.
She shrugged and shook her head. "No." She took a sip of her coffee.
I almost got the feeling she was stalling. Or lying. "Sorry. Next week."
"You are not sorry," she said, sounding like she was barely controlling her sadness and quiet fury at me.
I was disconcerted. I hadn't seen her like this before.
"I console myself that I found one perfect bride this week. She walked right into my office." Ashley's smile was almost sad, and yet her expression was eager. She was looking for something from me, but I had no idea what. "The minute I saw her, I had a hunch. After interviewing her, I knew she was the one."
"A bride for who? Me?" I frowned and cut into my cinnamon roll to keep her from seeing my scowl.
"A bride for Pair Us and Flashionista." Her tone was even, but frustration simmered beneath it. "We're doing a joint promo. Now that Lazer's friends are all matched, Pair Us needs a new spokesmodel. Flash is using her to launch their new series of wedding events. She's beautiful. We're excited to work with her. I'll be taking her on as my pet project." Ashley frowned slightly.
I looked up from my cinnamon roll. "Now I'm disappointed. Why didn't you ask me to be your spokesman?"
I expected her to laugh or roll her eyes. But her expression remained serious.
"I wish you'd get serious about being a groom, Knox." Her voice was flat. "Flash is doing an open call for regular guys to model wedding wear." Her eyes got a little light in them. The idea excited her. "Apply. If you're serious about representing Pair Us, we might be able to make something of it in our joint campaign. It would be a great way to showcase you and draw more matches into the pool. Jus would be game if we asked him."
I froze.
"You're photogenic," she said. "Role-playing a groom on camera could be good for you, too. Inspire you to get serious about looking for a bride. I could put in a word with Lazer and you'd be in."
At the mention of Lazer's name, I scowled and grunted. "I'm not a model."
"You're not serious about finding a wife, either." She paused to study me, looking suddenly sad and uncomfortable. I knew that look. It didn't portend anything good. "I don't have any matches for you this week."
"What?" I sat back in my chair, I was so stunned. It was one thing for her not to have one of her gut hunches. Those were rare. "No matches? What am I paying you for?" I forced a grin, but my heart raced. I had a bad feeling.
"You've been too picky," she said. Her voice and her eyes were suddenly hard. She raised her chin, looking at me almost defiantly. "You're depleting my pool."
I took a bite of cinnamon roll and shrugged. "You can't be too picky about a soul mate."
She wrapped her hands around her coffee cup. I got the feeling it was more to keep from slapping me than anything else.
"This is serious, Knox." She paused, studying me. Her expression changed to resignation. "It's time to take a break." Her tone wasn't its usual soft and understanding. Something hard and determined glittered beneath the calm of her demeanor. "Give finding a match a rest for a while. I can't keep taking your money and disappointing women in my match pool. It's not fair to them or you. And it's not good for my reputation."
I froze mid-chew. She was serious. "You're cutting me loose? Dropping me as a client?"
She shrugged. "Not dropping. Taking a hiatus. Putting things on pause. Giving us both time to think and regroup. We both know what's holding you back. Until you let go of your infatuation with me and the stupid promise you made Ruck, this…this matchmaking charade is just a farce."
I met her eyes, expecting her to be pulling my chain despite her frustrated tone. But she was still serious. I reached for her hands. "Ashley, please. Come on."
She pulled her hands back, out of my reach. "I'm sorry."
"Ash, we've been friends for so long—"
She nodded. "Which is why I haven't cut you loose sooner. Why I'm only putting things on hold now, not terminating our contract."
"No." I shook my head vehemently. "No."
She held my gaze, but didn't speak.
"There must be something I can do," I said, trying to be reasonable. "Some way I can make it up to you."
"There is. Take care of yourself. And give your future serious thought."
"Ash." I took a deep breath. "How long for this hiatus? A month? Two?"
"As long as it takes. As long as we both need."
I swallowed hard. The cinnamon roll stuck in my throat.
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L azer
Ashley burst into my office at Pair Us from her weekly breakfast meeting date postmortem obviously upset and agitated. I'm not generally a jealous guy, but I hated those meetings, especially knowing Knox was after Ashley. Seeing Ashley upset, I wanted, for the millionth time, to punch that bastard out.
Physical violence wasn't my style. My form of punching was different. I knew how to get even. With my money and connections, I had a certain amount of power and knew how to wield it effectively. Sometimes I dreamed about using it to destroy Knox. I could ruin him. Only Ashley's loyalty and affection for him, and my own sense of honor, stopped me. She'd never forgive me.
My office at Pair Us wasn't my main office. That one was on a different floor in a suite for my main business. But I made sure to be at Pair Us when Ashley got back from meeting Knox as often as I was able.
I got to my feet and went to her, ready to take her in my arms.
She held a hand up to stop me.
"What's wrong?" I asked, suddenly developing a guilty conscience for conspiring with the guys behind her back. "What did I do?"
"You?" She squinted at me. "Nothing. Did you?"
I relaxed. "Automatic response. Sometimes I screw things up without knowing I did it."
The corners of her mouth fought a smile. "Not you. Knox. I've had it up to here." She gestured over her head. "I put him on hiatus until further notice. No matchmaking for him. None. Not until he gets his act together. If he ever gets his act together. If it wasn't for our years of friendship and my promise to Ruck, I would have cut Knox loose completely."
I was damned glad her anger wasn't directed at me.
And, for the millionth time, I cursed Ruck for extracting all these damned after-death promises from everyone. There were times I had half a mind to stipulate to Ashley who she would marry if I ever left her widowed. First I had to actually get her to the altar. But making those kinds of demands was way too damned manipulative for my tastes. I had more faith in Ashley's ability to find someone who suited her.
I might add that I had much better grounds to make demands and husband selections than Ruck. I was in the matchmaking business. I could find her a hell of a good match. I now knew how to search the world for one and had the team to do it.
I wisely kept all that to myself and silently rejoiced. Ding-dong, the wicked buddy of the late husband was out of my hair. If I'd still been sitting, I would have sat on my hands to keep from clapping. Instead, I balled my fists.
"Would you like to tell me about it?" I walked to the mini fridge and grabbed Ashley her favorite vitamin water. I handed it to her.
Her eyes were dry, but she had what I called the dry tears. In my experience, she'd get the same crying headache as if the taps had flowed. Hydrating was key to preventing the headache.
She collapsed onto the sofa and unscrewed the bottle lid. "He laughed off modeling for the Flash bridal photoshoot. He refused to even apply. It was the last straw. I'd had it." She took a drink.
I sat down next to her, leaning forward so I could see her eyes as she slumped forward. "I'm confused. A lot of guys, most guys, would do the same. Most men aren't models." I hated myself for defending Knox. But I couldn't hold back the truth. And the more reasonable I sounded, the more she'd talk to me and listen to me.
"It wasn't that he wouldn't model. It was that he scoffed at trying to get his head right to seriously think about marriage." The whole story tumbled out.
I listened patiently, making the appropriate sympathetic noises at what I hoped were the appropriate times. Sometimes it was hard to tell. I nodded my agreement to Knox's treachery, mentally dusting my hands of him.
"I just can't stand it anymore." She took the final sip of her water and slammed the bottle on the coffee table in front of us. "I feel like such a failure. Like a fraud. I have matched and matched and matched him with women who were better matches for him than I am. Much better matches. They should have peeled him off me. He should have taken one look at them, had one dinner with them, one conversation, and been immediately smitten."
I nodded and murmured sympathetically.
"My plan was to peel him off me."
"And it was a damn good plan, too," I said.
"Keep my promise to Ruck while showing Knox the folly of his. Dangle a woman so tantalizing in front of Knox that he would have been miserable with me by comparison and make it so obvious that even he could see it." She inhaled deeply.
I recognized her attempt to calm herself. "Yep. Brilliant. I can't see any flaw with your plan—"
"I've coached him. Coddled him. Coaxed him. I coached the women. Gave them so many inside secrets about what he likes that he couldn't fail to like them. I've used every trick in the book. But he hasn't given a single one of them a fourth date."
Her plan sounded almost exactly like mine. Was it any wonder we were so well suited? I loved her. I had to fight down my devious, pleased smile and resist the urge to share my machinations with her.
"And I've failed."
I put my arm around her. "You haven't failed. Knox has. You know what they say about leading a horse to water."
She sat up straighter. Her eyes lit with fire. "And then, then, we interview Callie. And I get this feeling." She tapped her chest gently with her fist right over her heart. "Here, right here. Callie's the one. She's perfect for Knox. I know it. I know it. I can feel it. My instinct kicked in."
I froze.
"But it's pointless, pointless." She took another huge breath.
I was unsure, at this point, whether nodding in agreement would be taken wrong or was expected. I remained neutral. But I could just as easily get hammered for that, too.
"Callie's so nice. She's an inspiration, a total inspiration. Suddenly, I saw what I've been doing from the perspective of the women. How wrong what I've been doing to them for Knox's sake is. I reached the turning point. I lost all hope.
"I couldn't. I could not dangle a perfect—the perfect—match in front of Callie. Get her hopes up. Only to frustrate and disappoint her. To potentially turn her cynical about love and our matchmaking services. To turn a perfect endorsement model into an unhappy customer and person."
"I'm sorry, Ash." She had no idea. But if Knox was finally out of my hair, I wouldn't even have to implement my plan. We had a pretty new spokesmodel. I could set a date for the wedding—
"It's not your fault." She turned to me, looking more uncertain and insecure than I'd seen her. "You know what the worst of it is?"
I waited for her to tell me.
"I ran Callie's dating profile against Knox's. They were barely a match. Barely. On the raw edge of being compatible. Suddenly I doubted everything. Was my instinct wrong? My metrics? The personality tests?"
I silently cursed Knox again. His damned manipulated profile. Maybe I should ruin him. The guys and I had decided it served our purposes to leave his original, incorrect profile in Ashley's database. I couldn't very well come clean about that now. But I had it in my back pocket in case I ever needed to use it. Someday.
I pulled Ashley close. "Don't let the imposter phenomenon get to you. Think of all the happy, successful matches you've made. All the happy couples that are still together after years."
I gestured to the pictures of some of them around my office. "Knox is an outlier. Every field has them. He's the one piece of data that doesn't fit the graph. The guy way out on the far right side of the bell graph. A guy who statistically should have found his match by now. A reverse unicorn. Who the hell knows why? But it's not your fault. Outliers are…outliers. They've either caught an inexplicable updraft or downdraft. Sometimes all you can do is ignore them and move on."
"Most of my clients are outliers—talented, successful people who are inept at love," she said. "I should be able to find matches even for outliers. I do. Every day."
I murmured sympathetic, encouraging words again.
She sighed. "And then there's the fact that neither of them has a full left hand." Her sense of humor was returning. She rolled her eyes comically and smiled. "If I matched them, it would look like one of my elements of compatibility is how many hands you have."
Yeah, we'd thought of that too. I laughed softly and kissed the top of her head. "Ash, you are the best, and hottest, matchmaker in the world. You are. Trust me. I'd never partner with second best."
"That's true. You wouldn't. Thank you."
"I love you," I said, desperate to make her happy. "Is there anything I can do? What will make you feel better?"
"I love you too. Just by being here, you make things better."
I tipped her face up to kiss her.
"There is one thing you could do."
I froze. "Anything."
"I won't rest until Knox is in a happily committed relationship."
Fuck. I knew this was too good to be true.
K  nox
Ashley had blindsided me. How had I not seen this coming? What kind of an idiot was I that I thought I could keep stringing her along forever? Part of what I loved about her was her strength and intelligence.
I'd blown it. Blown it, blown it, blown it up, sir. I had to fix this. Now.
My mind was elsewhere all through my business meeting. I gave my presentation on autopilot. As soon as I got out of the meeting, I knew what I had to do.
I got online and applied at Flashionista to be a model in their new wedding wear launch event. Fortunately, the call for models was prominently placed on their website. Unfortunately, if Lazer didn't want me in, I didn't stand a chance in hell. His good friend was Flashionista's CEO. I figured that, at a minimum, my conciliatory gesture of applying would get back to Ashley.
Then it hit me—why leave things to chance? I texted Ashley and told her what I'd done. I didn't give a rat's ass about getting the job. In fact, I preferred not to. But I hoped Ashley would forgive me and reconsider.
L azer
Ashley left for another client meeting. I returned to my main office. I got a call from Justin a few minutes later.
"I don't know what you did," he said, "or how you did it, but you're a miracle worker. Knox just applied to be a model in our shoot."
I clenched my jaw. I had a moment where I pictured asking Justin to deny Knox. Fortunately, I realized that fate had just thrown the thing I needed into my lap.
"That was none of my doing," I said. "That was Ashley. She just put making matches for him on hold."
"What?" Jus sounded as surprised as I'd been.
I had to explain.
"Do you want me to reject him?" Justin sounded confused.
"No, not at all. Hire him. Ashley still wants him matched. I want him out of love with my fiancé. This plays right into our hands." Fortunately, I'd had time to think up a plan. "Here's the strategy…"
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K  nox
I got the modeling job. I wasn't thrilled about modeling, but I was hoping that getting it meant Ashley had forgiven me. If she'd been set against it, I wouldn't have stood a chance. But I hadn't spoken with her. I texted her that I'd applied and gotten the job. She texted back a short congrats. Neither of us brought up coming off hiatus. It was too soon.
Of all the things I'd done, including proposing to her a few months ago, knowing she was engaged to Lazer, this was what had set her off? I didn't understand women. The last straw. Must have been. Nothing else made any sense.
Ruck had never mentioned that Ashley held a grudge. I'd never seen that tendency in her. But I had the feeling I was going to have to prove myself before I got back in her good graces this time. I was willing to prove myself. I had to if I was going to have any chance with her. But I wasn't ready to start going on more matches. I didn't want any match but her.
I took the ferry across to Seattle, Ubered to Flashionista headquarters, and was shown to hair, makeup, and wardrobe. I wouldn't have thought hair would be a big deal for me. My hair was short. I'd washed and combed it this morning. It looked fine. Hair wasn't impressed. They did a trim job and gave me a shave. It could have been worse—they buzzed the ears of the older guy in the chair next to me. And trimmed his nose hairs.
Makeup—that was an experience. All that time in the chair to get me back to looking "natural." Like an improved version of me who wasn't wearing makeup while wearing a bunch. If a Snapchat filter could add makeup in a flash, I wasn't sure why they couldn't just pretty me up in retouching post shoot. Whatever. This was my penance for not dating with serious intent like I was supposed to.
Wardrobe—the sales event was for wedding wear. The main event we were doing the fashion shoot for was low-cost tuxes and suits for grooms and groomsmen. I was told that I'd be modeling three different tuxes and two suits.
I'm missing fingers and pieces of my left hand. During my last mission for the Army, I got too close to an IED, improvised explosive device. Which was what made it my last mission.
I was lucky to be alive. One step closer and…
When I wore my cosmetic prosthesis, unless you looked closely, you couldn't tell some of my fingers and part of my hand weren't real. Unfortunately, the multi-positional silicone fingers had to be manually manipulated with my good hand. That was usually a giveaway. My black robotic fingers were cooler and more functional. In most cases, I preferred them. With practice, I'd even learned to type with them. I could button my shirt by myself, too.
I offered to wear my cosmetic fingers. In a picture, no one would notice they were fake. But, evidently, that was the point. I was their token vet and token guy with a disability. The only requirement of me was that I wore my robotic prosthesis.
I found myself trussed up in a tux. But at least I wasn't alone. Five other guys all suffered the same ill fate. None of us were thrilled about this gig.
Each of us had our reasons for being here. One guy was a Flash employee. He'd been pressed into modeling before. He considered it an occupational hazard of working at Flash. He was a well-built African American guy with a sense of humor about it. He was single. He said the perks of working in a target-rich, mostly single female environment made up for it, and offered to wingman for me if one of his coworkers caught my eye. The other three unlucky suckers had fiancées or girlfriends who applied for them. The things we do for love.
The women who were selected as brides were a different story—excited, impressed with their makeovers, happy to be trying on fancy wedding dresses designed by an emerging designer.
Word was all of us would be photographed individually, and possibly with the professional model hired to be the bride. I waited with the men in a bullpen, eager to see "our bride." Some of the guys were overly eager and excited about meeting a model.
C allie
Over the last several months since my rise to local fame as a bridal model, I'd grown used to wearing the beautiful wedding gowns I got to model. It was a bit like playing fairy princess every day. All those girlhood dreams came to life with a different handsome groom at every show or shoot. Some of the delightful concoctions of lace, tulle, satin, and beads were more to my tastes than others.
The upside of wearing so many gowns was I knew exactly which style of gown flattered me, which style wore best on my body when actually moving, dancing, and being held in a man's arms. Which fabrics got perspiration stains beneath the lights. Which scratched or were itchy. Yes, that was still the little girl in me rebelling against uncomfortable "dressed up" clothes. And which style I'd choose when I became a real bride.
Now that I was working with a matchmaker, maybe that day would actually come. Maybe it would actually come soon. At least soon enough that wedding dress styles didn't change dramatically. I wouldn't last modeling them forever. Eventually I'd end up modeling mother-of-the-bride dresses.
The Flash gowns I was fitted to model were gorgeous. Some were quirky, some elegant, and some romantic. As soon as I saw the line, I fell in love with this emerging designer's style. I had a feeling she was going to hit it big. And then I could say I knew her gowns when. I recognized her talent.
The first part of the morning was dedicated to shooting me solo. I wore my wedding arm for some of the shoot. My cosmetic arm for part. But my robotic arm for most of it, even though it wasn't good for showcasing jewelry. I was glad to get to wear it. If I could encourage just one girl or boy who was similarly abled to shoot for their dreams, I would consider myself a success. People should never rule out a passion of theirs just because someone else doesn't think they're fit for it. I'd always been fortunate that my parents, and Mom alone after Dad died, and family never believed in limiting my abilities and hopes.
In addition, the dresses I was modeling didn't hide it. The robotic arm would be on full display, which pleased me.
The rest of the first day of the multi-day shoot would be with my "grooms." It was a sort of job interview for the men to see which would be my ultimate groom, the guy chosen for the larger shoot. Peter wanted to get some artsy PR shots. In addition to the single, "boring" (that was my name for it) headless shots of models wearing the clothes and accessories, which all of the men should be capable of, Peter wanted to tell a story with the shoot. A love story. Stories were always more powerful than a mere collection of images. Like a film director, Peter had a storyboard on an easel in the corner of the studio.
He had a vision of making the shoot look like one madly-in-love couple expressing multiple facets of their personalities through a variety of differently themed weddings. The quirky wedding. The romantic wedding. That kind of thing.
On this first day of shooting, Peter was testing for chemistry, just like a casting director in a movie. Peter hoped I had enough chemistry with one of the men to really sell the story and the product. And he hoped, too, that the men were as photogenic as the shots they'd submitted indicated. Doing a shoot can bring out the stiffness before the camera that isn't obvious when a friend snaps a picture.
They had a bullpen full of regular guys who'd probably never modeled a day in their lives. The thought amused me. What kind of men would these guys be?
I assumed Flash had picked the best looking of the lot of submissions. All the "Adonises in their own minds" had, presumably, been screened out. But could this lot withstand the rigors of modeling? It wasn't for wimps. It took athletic stamina to model. Patience, tons and tons of patience. And the ability to make a posed smile, laughter, or passion look spontaneous and authentic.
When I was touched up by hair and makeup and dressed in the first dress for the groom shoot, the photographer's assistant came for me. She was the friendly, chatty type. "Your grooms are all eager for a glimpse of you. They're impressed with getting to work with a model. You know how guys are. It's one of the downsides of working with regular, non-model professionals. Their awe and nerves are kind of cute, though."
"Oh yeah?" I flipped the train of the dress over my real arm and picked up my skirts, ready to follow her to the studio.
"Wow. Your arm is really amazing." She slapped her hand over her mouth and got a look of horror on her face. "Sorry. Was that insensitive? My mouth is always getting me in trouble. I'm just so impressed by the way you're holding your skirt. It's like a real hand."
I laughed and put my real hand on her arm. "Not at all. It is amazing, isn't it? You have to hand it to modern engineering."
"It's like a superpower," she said. "I bet no guy messes with you. Some douche puts a move on you all you have to do is threaten to grab him around the neck with your robotic hand. How strong is your grip?"
"As strong as I want it to be."
Her smile widened. "What do you say we satisfy those eager men's curiosity and parade you past them?"
I gave her a thumbs-up. "Let's do it."
"This way." She held a door open for me. "You're working with Peter today, lucky you."
"I know. I've met him," I said. "He shot me during my interview for the job."
"He's a talented photographer."
I murmured my agreement.
"But he'll have to work twice as hard to get good shots of the men. Amateurs have a hard time taking direction. The kids and babies are adorable to work with. But the grown men?" She wrinkled her face. "They wear you out. Sorry about that. Tomorrow, after Peter's chosen your groom, will be better."
I laughed at the thought of a fashion photographer choosing my groom. Some people accused wedding photographers of running the show, but even for them, choosing the groom was over the top. "Seems like everyone is trying to choose my groom."
Her brow furrowed. "Come again?"
"I was just hired by Pair Us to be their spokesmodel. As part of the deal, I'll be working with a matchmaker."
Her face lit with recognition. "One of Lazer's other businesses. Any danger of you being typecast as a bride?"
"Definite danger. After my matchmaking gig is over, I'll have to break tradition and do something wild to mix up my image." I followed her out.
"We shoot a lot of new moms and babies. That sounds like it's the next logical gig for you."
She had a sense of humor. I liked her.
"To the right," she said, pointing. "Brace yourself—we're about to run the gauntlet of grooms. Look your most beautifully, regally bridal."
I laughed. "Now that I think about it, it isn't bad luck for the groom model to see the model bride before the shoot, is it?"
She laughed. "Never heard that superstition before. But you're the expert. This is our first bridal shoot. Should I take you in the back way?"
"I was kidding. I have no fear. Take me past them so I can strut my bridal stuff and show them what I got. I'd like to see what we've got to work with."
"They aren't a bad-looking bunch."
"Damned by faint praise?" I asked.
She shrugged. "I'm not the gushy type. I don't like to set expectations too high." She told me a bit about some of the men. A couple of them were engaged to be married later in the year.
As we neared the studio, the hall was full of the sound of male laughter and voices. They were probably bonding over their nerves and anticipation. All laughter and talking ceased as I entered their domain in a princess dress, a great puff of taffeta and tulle. Their group reaction was amusing, really. I could practically hear them hold their breath as they took me in.
I turned and smiled at them. The assistant hadn't been pulling my leg. They were a nice-looking bunch.
"So many grooms. So little time." I ran my gaze along the group. "Relax, guys. No need to be nervous. Compared to a real wedding day, this isn't anything to be nervous about."
There was some anxious laughter. A couple of them were trying not to stare at my arm. Yeah, that arm got a lot of attention. I was used to it. Most girls get eyes locked on their breasts. I got them locked on my left arm. First the arm, then they checked out the rest of me.
One guy whistled and winked at me. Of all the cocksure nerve…
My gaze flew to him. He was gorgeous with snapping, intelligent eyes, and a cocky grin that reminded me of some of the officers my dad used to hang out with. He was clearly flirting.
"You have me out-armed." He held up his left hand. He was wearing a robotic prosthesis that replaced several fingers. But he still had a real finger and his thumb. "Or maybe I should say out-fingered. But that sounds rude."
I raised an eyebrow and blew him a kiss. Then blew kisses to all of the men. "I'll see you all at the altar."
My heart was pounding as I stepped into the studio and met Peter. That guy, the wolf whistler. The flirt. I couldn't get him out of my mind.
My heart pounded through the solo shoot of me in the dress. It raced as the first groom came in. Not the wiseass, not Mr. Missing Fingers. I relaxed. My heart raced again with the introduction of each groom, all nice guys. Nervous about modeling. Interested in my arm. No fault with any of them there.
I couldn't explain it, but I was waiting for that cheeky guy, and it appeared he was going to be the last shoot of the morning, maybe the day. I hadn't had a visceral reaction that strong to any guy that I could remember. Something about him…
Those eyes? That smile? It wasn't his left hand. I had a way cooler one.
K  nox
I sat in the waiting area for my shoot, jumping every time they called a model in, watching as guy after guy was called and the number of us in the waiting room dwindled. Assistants raced back and forth, arms full of tuxes, suits, and accessories. We'd been told this was another audition. We were all in the running for a full few days more of being the exclusive groom in a fantasy shoot.
I hadn't planned on competing. Then I saw her smile. That model had something. So maybe I'd give it my best. The jury was out.
Each of my new buddies came out with a smile on his face, paused to fist-bump or slap the other guys on the back, and tell them how awesome the shoot was. How funny Peter, the photographer, was. How good an eye he had. How hair and makeup fluttered around, touching up this and that. And how beautiful and charming Callie, the model, was. You could tell from the way their faces lit up when they mentioned her that half of the guys had a new crush on her.
All right, I'd put myself in that category and I hadn't even had my turn yet. It was surprising. But it was a natural reaction to a beautiful, flirty woman, wasn't it? Not like I intended to act on it. Not like I was exactly prohibited, either.
I'd been celibate too long. My hormones and desire raged. So yeah, a hot woman would turn my head. It didn't mean I was considering breaking my vow to Ruck. But I deserved a little fun. Now that I was out from under Ashley's damn dating rules, I could do what I damned well pleased.
I couldn't get the flirty way the model had smiled at me out of my head. I could see her pursing her lips as she blew me that kiss, and the way her eyes sparkled. My gut tightened and my pulse raced.
She hadn't flinched at the sight of my hand. That was an incredible turn-on. Better still, she was unabashedly unashamed of her lack of a left hand. And beautiful. Hot.
There was an unspoken camaraderie among those of us who weren't fully limbed. I felt an immediate bond with her, just from a look. I can't emphasize enough how refreshing it was for a woman to react to me without pity or curiosity. I was tired of women either being uncomfortable around me, or hitting on me because of my lack of fingers. Somehow lacking a few digits made me dangerous and desirable to a certain kind of woman.
Finally, I was the last guy sitting.
One of the assistants brought me coffee. "They're taking a brief break. Ten minutes, maybe? It won't be long now."
I thanked her for the coffee and sat there sipping it, although caffeine was the last thing I needed. I was lost in my thoughts when the door to the studio opened.
"Knox?"
I raised my head.
"You're up."
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C allie
The shoot was going well, I thought, despite my crazy nerves at the thought of that last groom. Why did he have to be distractingly last? Why couldn't I get him out of my mind?
Finally, after our break, I changed into another gown, the sexiest of the lot and the one that I thought was most flattering on me. If I'd been picking a wedding gown, this one would be it.
The assistants were running around wildly in semi-organized chaos when one of them brought him in. I felt the world stop, just for a barely perceptible moment. Our eyes locked.
He grinned at me, shoulders squared, almost standing at attention. The tux they'd chosen for him to model emphasized his broad shoulders and narrow waist. He wore it with authority, like a uniform.
I recognized that military bearing. My breath caught. Ever since I'd been a little girl I'd imagined my groom looking very much like that—shoulders back, big smile on his face—as I walked down the aisle to meet him.
"Well, if it isn't the other token handless person," I said, holding his gaze. "You hung in there. I was wondering whether you'd desert by now. Step out to take a private call and disappear."
"Desert? No way. I'm loyal to a fault." He held up his hand. "Who you calling handless? I'm only partially fingerless." The flirty look he gave me sent my heart galloping.
I was supposed to be the calm professional here. But he was the one who appeared unruffled.
"My mistake," I said.
"Don't beat yourself up. It's a common error. But I believe I'm the token vet here. The token war hero." He puffed his chest out, clearly exaggeratedly peacocking.
I rolled my eyes. His grin deepened.
I loved the teasing timbre of his voice. There was something hot about a confident man with a sense of humor. "So you lost your fingers in action?"
He nodded. "In service to my country." He held out his right hand. "Knox."
His grip was firm as I took his hand. I liked that. Limp-fish handshakes were a turn-off. Not that I was supposed to be turned on. "Callie."
Up close, he smelled delicious. He was obviously made up for the shoot, which skewed his looks.
Male models wore blush to give them cheekbones and contour makeup to enhance their jaw line and abs if they were going shirtless. Foundation to smooth their skin. It was part of the job, but always turned me off a bit. I just liked my men au naturel, raw and rugged. In spite of the makeup, it was clear Knox had a strong chin and intelligent, beautiful eyes. Beneath that coat of greasepaint, he was a gorgeous, regular guy who didn't seem preoccupied with his looks. Which made him that much more attractive.
I was almost knocked over by an instant sense of chemistry. Look, I worked with a lot of handsome men. Some of them gay, true, and not interested in me, but still well built and sexy. Knox wasn't as classically handsome as many, or even most, of the models I'd worked with. But his imperfect looks gave him character. He had an indefinable something that appealed to me.
I immediately felt a sense of guilt. Was he one of the engaged grooms? I tried to remember. At least one of the other guys had mentioned a fiancée. Had two? Was I flirting with some other woman's man? If I was, the interest was returned. When it's there, you can feel it. And, oh, I felt it.
Peter adjusted the lens on his camera. "Let's get some shots to check the light and see how this guy reacts to the camera."
Peter positioned us in front of the backdrop and adjusted the umbrellas and soft boxes around us to light us the way he wanted. Knox might be unaware, but I was acutely aware that Peter was gauging our reaction to each other as he worked. If Peter was feeling as I was, none of the other grooms were ideal candidates for the big story shoot. Our hopes were pinned on Knox.
Knox and I faced the camera to show off the dress, Knox's left arm around my waist, his robotic fingers resting on my side, peeking around.
Peter snapped some shots and adjusted the lights and bounce screens again. "All right. Good. I think I've got good light balance for the first shots I want. Turn your heads to look at each other. With love in your eyes. Sell us on the fact that this is the happiest day of your lives as you join with each other."
Our eyes met. Yes, there was something there. I knew how to emote. But I didn't have to fake much. Maybe I wasn't ready to marry this stranger, but he was fine to look at and fun to flirt with. His Adam's apple bobbed. He stood ramrod straight.
Peter shook his head. "Knox, loosen up, man. Relax. Yeah, I got it. Nerves. You're up close and personal with this gorgeous model and it scares the crap out of you. Don't let her intimidate you. She doesn't bite."
"And how would you know that, Peter?" I said.
Peter laughed. "Now you're just toying with him, Callie. Don't scare the guy. He's our last hope."
I shook Knox gently. "Give him a break, Peter. This isn't nerves. This is Knox's military bearing." I turned to Knox. "Am I right?"
He looked relieved and actually relaxed. "She called it."
"Well, this isn't a damn military parade," Peter said. "Pretend you love this woman. That shouldn't be too hard. Who could resist falling for a woman as beautiful as Callie?"
I didn't expect Knox to react and switch gears so quickly. He took me off guard, catching my chin in his right hand and stroking my hair with his left prosthesis as he held my gaze. I saw myself reflected in his eyes. I saw something else in his eyes as well—desire.
I heard the quiet click of the camera as Peter snapped pictures. My breath caught. I had to suppress a bubble of happy laughter. This was so crazy. In my wildest dreams, I never imagined being thrilled by the touch of a robotic finger in my hair at a photoshoot.
Knox bent his head until his forehead pressed against mine. "This is fun," he whispered.
"Whispering sweet nothings! I love it." Peter moved in closer. "Hold it. Don't move. Keep the look."
"You won't think this is so fun when Peter makes us stand like statues in this pose for hours," I said, unable to get the way Knox looked at me out of my head. I'd be dreaming about this tonight, damn him. And seriously, did he have to smell so good? Even his breath was fresh and minty, with a hint of coffee to it. I should have been grateful he'd been thoughtful enough to chew a mint. But this was over the top.
Peter kept snapping. "Hours? You're painting me as a tyrant."
"Aren't you?" I said.
Peter kept shooting. Knox and I fell into silence, letting Peter pose us and coach us how to tilt our heads, to lean in as if for a kiss. He directed his makeup artist to refresh my lip gloss and put a tiny dot of clear gloss on Knox's lips to look like our lips were moist and kissable.
Holding a pose like this can sometimes feel ridiculous. It was often hard not to break out laughing. Sometimes my mind wandered. I responded on autopilot to the photographer's instructions.
"Callie, touch Knox's cheek," Peter said, moving around us to photograph us from angle. "No. With your left hand." He positioned my hand where he wanted it. "Gently. That's it."
My hand responded to my thoughts, tenderly stroking Knox's cheek. That hand could do a lot, but it couldn't feel Knox's skin. Or detect his stubble. Or tell me whether Knox's cheek was hot or cold. To his credit, Knox didn't shrink at the touch. To the contrary, he leaned into my hand.
"You should have put us on a turntable, Peter," I said. "It would have been easier for you."
He got up close, almost right in our faces. "No. This is perfect." He got on a stepladder and shot down at us, then adjusted his lights and shot us from another angle.
The door to the studio opened. Someone slipped in out of my line of vision. The atmosphere in the room shifted, suddenly becoming less casual. Everyone was now on their best behavior, trying to impress. This was someone important.
Peter lowered his camera. "Justin?"
"Don't let me interrupt, Peter."
I recognized the voice—Justin Green, the CEO. No wonder everyone was on their best behavior. Now my heart was pounding in my ears, too.
"This is an important shoot," Justin said, mirroring my thoughts. "I had a few minutes. Thought I'd drop in and see how it's going."
"Fantastic," Peter said. "You sent us some real pro amateurs."
"Good to hear," Justin said. "I'll observe for a few minutes and slip out. I have another meeting to get to soon."
Something in Knox shifted. He got a hard look in his eyes. He didn't care for Justin? Who wouldn't like Justin?
Justin was as good as his word. He left quietly after silently observing the shoot for a very short time. As soon as Justin slipped out, Knox relaxed again.
I returned to my musings. Through the shoot, I remained almost breathlessly fascinated with staring into Knox's eyes. How often did you get the chance to just stare into another person's eyes like this, a man who captivated you?
This close up, it was clear he wasn't wearing contacts. His pupils were dark and wide from the flashes of light—bedroom eyes, if you like. Altogether, his eyes were nicely shaped and hooded. Just a dark brown, not an uncommon color. But somehow unique. Darkly rimmed around the irises. Striations radiated out from the center of his pupil, and there were variations in his irises that reminded me of the texture of rounds of wood. If I counted the circles, could I tell his age? I had to stifle another laugh. Callie, the fortune teller. His were eyes I wouldn't forget, expressive and amused by the process, looking like he was talking to me through them.
Finally, Peter lowered his camera and stepped back. "That was fantastic. Great job." He slapped Knox on the back.
"What's next, boss?" Knox asked him, his hands still on my face.
"You can let go of the bride, for one." Peter gave him a sly look.
"Oh, sure." Knox looked suddenly self-conscious.
I dropped my hand from his face.
"I think I have what I need." Peter flipped through the pictures on his camera. "Yeah. I got some great stuff." He lowered his camera. "Knox, you're done here today. We'll let you know this afternoon if you've been chosen for the shoot tomorrow. Callie, take a lunch break. Back in an hour."
I nodded and slipped out of my shoes, ready to head to wardrobe to get out of the dress before lunch. To my surprise, Knox waited for me, then joined me in heading out.
He tugged at his tie, loosening it. "It will be good to get out of this tux. I feel trussed up."
I lifted an eyebrow at him. "You feel trussed up? You're not wearing a corset. Count yourself lucky."
"You're corseted? I thought those things went out with the end of the Victorian era."
I shook my head. "You know nothing about bridal fashions, Knox."
He grinned. "So you could have fainted in my arms, is that what you're saying?"
"In your dreams," I said. "Peter would have had to put us through a tricky kickboxing routine to get me breathless enough to faint. I'm no simpering belle."
"Yeah, I picked up on that." He flashed me an admiring look. "You seem like a pro at being a bride."
"Is that an insult? Your comment can be taken a lot of ways." I side-eyed him. "If that's your clumsy way of asking if I'm single—no, I'm not a multiple divorcee, as your insult indicates. I've never been married. And yes, I'm very single. Temporarily, at least. Despite my rather obvious cynicism involving men, I still believe there are some good ones around." I gave him a rather obvious up-and-down. "I have high hopes I'll find one soon."
"Whoa." He held his hands up, but his voice was full of humor. "That was a compliment to your modeling skills."
"You mean my ability to stare into a man's eyes for hours, barely blinking, avoiding dry eye, or its opposite—spontaneous, uncontrollable eye watering—sneezing in your face, or suddenly breaking into hysterical laughter?"
"Wow." He pulled his tie completely free and unbuttoned the top buttons of his shirt. "Those are all the skills? You forgot a suddenly itching nose or the urge to scratch your back."
"Ah, so you do have an appreciation for the finer points of holding a gaze-deep-into-the-eyes pose?"
"You could say that." He slapped the tie against his other hand. "What I meant was—you know how to wear a dress."
"Thank you." I smiled at him just enough to encourage him but leave him wondering how interested I was. "I've done a lot of bridal shows and shoots lately. It's the season."
"Yeah."
"And you?"
"This is my first modeling gig."
"Yeah, I know that." I arrived at the door to my dressing room. "I meant, what do you do when you're not having your first modeling gig?"
"This and that."
I arched an eyebrow. "A man of mystery."
He shrugged. "Not much to tell. I own my own business."
I pointed toward the door of the dressing room. "This is me. I'm here."
His face fell. It was cute the way he didn't hide his disappointment.
"Yeah," he said in that deep, sexy tone of his. "Well, it's been fun staring into your eyes all morning."
"Thanks. I'll take that as high praise indeed. Most people consider sitting around staring at each other very boring." I turned to go into my dressing room.
He touched my arm. "Hey, I need to eat. I'd rather not do it alone. Can I buy you lunch?"
I took his arm. "You misunderstood Peter. By an hour, he means much less. And I'll spend at least half of that in wardrobe, makeup, and hair. Lunch really means grab a bite on the run and rush back. And besides, lunch is provided. In this case, as a cafeteria voucher."
"Ah." He paused. "Maybe I'll see you tomorrow? I mean, if I get the job."
I leaned into him like I was going to kiss his cheek. Instead, I whispered in his ear, "Good luck. Hope I see you tomorrow. You were my favorite groom. But don't get your hopes up. I have no say in the matter."
Before he could respond, I slipped into the dressing room and closed the door on him. My heart pounded. I was smiling broadly. This wasn't good. I didn't know why I was mercilessly teasing and flirting with him. Other than it was fun. Incredibly fun.
One of the assistants was waiting to help me undress. No bride gets out of her dress alone unless she's some kind of gymnastics queen.
"You look happy," the assistant said, flashing me a look designed to get me to spill a confidence.
"Yeah," I said. "I think I am. It was a good shoot this morning. The amateurs were better than I expected. Now get me out of this dress, please! I'm starving."
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L azer
I was rushing to a meeting across town when my phone rang. I picked it up on Bluetooth. Justin was calling. Right on time.
"Justin, man, what's up?" I was expecting a report on Knox's fashion shoot with Flash and, more importantly, how well our software had predicted a match for him.
"Just came from the shoot." Justin's voice had a smile in it.
I started grinning. "Don't keep me in suspense. How did our boy do?"
"As a model, he didn't do half bad. A little stiff, but—"
"Stop toying with me."
Justin laughed. "I wish you would have been there. You're the matchmaking expert, not me."
"And given us away?" I signaled to turn left.
"I'm no love guru and certainly not a matchmaker, but I didn't need to be. The attraction between Callie and Knox was emanating off them, like a heat wave—invisible, but there. It was a thing of beauty, Laze. A real thing of beauty. Our software kicked ass."
I broke out into peals of maniacal laughter as I pulled to a stop at the light. I couldn't help myself. I finally got enough control to croak out a response. "You don't say."
"Gee, you don't sound happy at all about it." Justin could be happily sarcastic when he wanted to be. "Was that your evil genius laugh?"
"Might have been."
"Good. Nothing like a good evil genius laugh to celebrate a victory. Peter had them staring deeply into each other's eyes, just like I instructed him to on your behalf. It was epic, let me tell you," he said. "Put their faces within inches of each other and let them gaze into the windows to each other's souls for as long as they could hold the pose. Brilliant, simply genius."
I wiped my eyes. I was laughing so damn hard. "That's me, matchmaking, wingman-ing genius. Do you think Knox had any clue what we're up to?"
"No. No way. Even Peter has no idea. He thinks the shot list I gave him is all to sell the product and tell our carefully scripted story. And it is. In a way."
"Knox has left the building?"
"About fifteen minutes ago. I watched him on the surveillance cameras." Justin chuckled. "And get this—Knox walked Callie back to her dressing room."
"Really?" I was delighted. "Just like school. Isn't that adorable?"
"Better yet, it may have been my imagination, but I'm pretty sure he hit on her pretty blatantly. We're in luck. Either she really doesn't want to blow her spokesmodel gig for you by encouraging a guy she hasn't been paired with or she's a skilled dater. At this point, her motivation isn't important. She turned him down. The chase is half the game—doesn't Ashley say that? She's going to make Knox work for it until she's ready to reel him in."
"That warms my heart to its very core. Bonus points for us," I said. "And Knox is sweating it out about whether he got the gig?" I was enjoying myself way too much.
"Absolutely sweating bullets, I would guess. We'll let him stew another couple of hours before we put him out of his misery. I have a meeting with Peter at two. I'll tell him how impressed I am with Knox's shoot and make my preference known for Knox as our groom. From what I saw, Peter won't take any convincing. In all probability, he'll demand Knox get the job before I even get a chance to weigh in. As soon as the decision is made, I'll have Peter get the word to Knox immediately."
The light changed. "Excellent." I would have rubbed my hands together, but I was driving and traffic was thick. "Wait until they face the poses we have for them tomorrow."
"Oh, yeah."
"I wish I could see this play out in person. Keep me posted, Jus."
K  nox
Going in, I figured I'd endure a morning's torture to prove myself to Ashley and be done with this whole photoshoot crap. Why had I even resisted it in the first place? Such an easy thing to do to stay in Ashley's good graces. To my surprise, I left the photoshoot praying I'd get called back to be the groom.
Holding Callie's beautiful face, being so near her for a good hour, and looking into her eyes, hearing her laughter, smelling her perfume—she'd done something to me. I wanted her. And I wanted to get to know her. I had to see if I could get her out of my head before this hot-blooded feeling I had for her became a permanent condition.
I tried to convince myself this was just hormones. And, yeah, it was hormones. I felt like a seventeen-year-old again. Hormones egged on by loneliness and the presence of a beautiful, witty woman. I wanted to sleep with her. I'd just met her, but I ached for her. Sex with her was the cure. If it was no good to mediocre, that was easy. If it was fantastic? I could deal with that.
Was I in love with Ashley? Yes. I had been for years. That didn't mean I'd been a choirboy. Or had to be now, while she was with Lazer. At the moment, there were no obligations. I was free to hook up.
After the longest afternoon in human history, I got a call from Peter. "Congratulations! If you want the job, you're our groom. The decision was unanimous." He gave me the details and told me he expected to shoot for the next two to three days, if I was available.
I couldn't hold my smile down as I accepted the role and thanked him profusely. The me from two days ago would be ashamed and shocked by this turn of events.
"The shoot starts promptly at seven at Flash. Be prepared. If the weather's good, we'll go on location," Peter said. "See you tomorrow. Get a good night's sleep. We don't want any bags under your eyes."
Seven. That meant I'd have to catch the six o'clock ferry. Damn if I was going to do that too many days in a row. I pulled my phone out and booked a hotel for the next several nights. I'd go home tonight, but I was going to spend the next few nights in the city.
C allie
I reported to work at seven. I parked in the garage and walked across the sky bridge to Flash's office full of optimism and anticipation. I loved my job. I looked forward to a grueling day of shooting. I loved this life. And I was eager and, admittedly, a little nervous to see who they'd picked to be my groom. I knew who I wanted it to be.
The parking garage was already filling when I arrived. Flash employees, young, trendy, and friendly, streamed in. I had to admit—I had butterflies as I entered the building and checked in at the lobby reception desk, resisting the urge to look over my shoulder to see if he was there, Knox. The receptionist gave me a temporary badge and called someone from makeup to come get me.
I wasn't above looking around to see who showed up for the shoot this morning. Though if Peter was half the photographer I believed he was, and if he had as much say in the matter as I suspected he did, I was pretty confident who the groom would be. Which hadn't stopped me from spending the better part of night wondering, mentally chanting, Knox, Knox, Knox, as if my sheer mental fortitude could bring about my desires. But then, why not? Leave nothing to chance. Determination and positive thinking had worked for me so far. If it was meant to be, he'd be here. If not?
It shouldn't matter who my model groom was. This was just a job. On the other hand, a good male model that I sparked with would make me look good. Looking good would lead to more jobs—more high-profile jobs. It was in my best interests to get the best man—no, best groom—for the job.
And that shoot yesterday was like none other I'd been on. Yes, I've had professional chemistry with many of the guys I've modeled with. I've had a lot of fun laughing and joking, and even flirting, with many men during shoots. But nothing like what I felt yesterday. That was off-the-charts professional and personal chemistry. I wanted to see him again. Badly. Achingly badly. Like a teenage girl with the crush of the century. I couldn't get him out of my mind.
If I wasn't so sure he'd get the job, I would have bent my own rules and let him grab a quick bite with me in the cafeteria when he asked yesterday. At least given him my number. If he was determined enough, he could get hold of me. But it was never good to be too easy to get. No, playing hard to get, to a certain flirtatious extent, only made me more attractive. All's fair in love and war. He was a warrior, right? Let him figure out the rules and find a way to win my affections.
The makeup artist who came to get me was harried. "We have to get you in the chair and made up for the shoot ASAP. Peter made a snap decision—outdoor on location today. The weather's perfect for it. This time of year, you can't take nice weather for granted."
That was true all year in Seattle.
She sighed. "This way. We'll get you made up and your hair styled, but there will be a lot of touch-up required in the field. Makeup for outdoor lighting can be tricky."
"Where are we shooting? Do you know?"
"Rumor has it we're headed for the lower Snoqualmie Falls area. Peter's buds with a ton of wedding and engagement photographers. It's a popular spot for engagement shoots. He wants to bring that romanticism and northwest feel to the shots for this event. Locals will recognize the location. Everyone else will be entranced by the magic Peter can work with a shoot." She was clearly in awe of Peter's talents.
"Snoqualmie Falls," I said. "Didn't it snow up there last night? I heard something on the radio."
"Wouldn't surprise me," the assistant said. "It's supposedly spring. But someone needs to tell winter to cool it." She showed me to the chair.
I flew through hair and makeup and was left to find my way to the studio while they packed their brushes and styling wands.
The studio was in a state of organized chaos.
Peter was ordering assistants around in a perfect imitation of a good-natured dictator. "The dresses! We can't afford to leave a single one behind. Betsy, do we have all the accessories?" He spun around suddenly. "Ah! Callie, I knew I was forgetting something." He winked. "We can't forget our bride. You look beautiful." He inspected my makeup job. "Darla captured the look I want perfectly."
"She's a pro," I agreed.
"Glad you're here, Callie. Hope you brought a jacket." His face lit up. "We're heading to the mountains to shoot today. See what we can get. I'm going to upstage my engagement portrait friends." He laughed, apparently delighted with his evil aspirations.
"Thinking of changing focus?" I stared at the bustle around me.
"Proving my versatility. And that I can get out of the studio and still do a damn fine job. Most of the time, the outdoor shots we feature on Flash are provided by the manufacturers. This shoot is my turn to showcase my talents and shut up my friends who are always on my case about what a cushy corporate job I have."
"I'm all for shutting up critics."
"That's why I like you." Peter took my arm and handed me off to an assistant. "Take our bride to the van. Make sure she has something warm to wear between shots."
The assistant rolled her eyes when she thought Peter wasn't looking. "Do you have a coat?"
"I have a light jacket."
She shook her head. "Not good enough. We have blankets and space heaters, but you'll want a coat. Come on. We'll see what we can find in the sample room. I think we had a coat event a few months ago. There should be a few samples left. Unless they were a mirage, I saw a couple the other day."
We made a quick stop by Flash's sample room—the warehouse-like room where they stored all the samples manufactures sent them and didn't want returned. A place stacked high with clothing racks, boxes, and bins, looking very much like the staging area for a garage sale. It was what was in those bins, though, that made me salivate—sparkling jewelry, current boutique clothes, purses, shoes. Heaven, just heaven.
The assistant knew her way around. She maneuvered through the clutter to a rack of coats, eyed my size, and pulled a beautiful knee-length faux-fur-trimmed white coat that looked fit for a bride from the rack. She handed it to me. "This should do."
I slipped it on, feeling the luxury of the soft lining of the sleeves against my bare skin. "Perfect." I looked down at it, admiring, and did a half twirl.
She flashed me a thumbs-up. "Too bad for you we're doing a summer wedding shoot. They had snow in the mountains overnight."
I nodded. "I heard that this morning."
"Winter is hanging on forever this year."
I snuggled into the coat. I begged to differ. After a long cold spell in my career, and love life, things were looking up.
"This way." She led me back through the lobby to the street.
Two large white vans were parked in the loading zone in front of the building, hazard lights flashing. One, a panel van, was being hurriedly loaded. The other, a passenger van, was filling with staff.
I got onboard. No groom. All right, fate. Stop toying with me. I found a seat on the building side of the van where I could watch the action and look for my groom. Someone in the seat behind me asked me a question. I turned to answer it. She started chatting, momentarily diverting my assiduous groom-watching detail.
"Is this seat taken?"
Knox. How had he slipped past me so quickly? I had to hold my smile down. Yes. I turned to him. "If it isn't the last groom. Help yourself." I patted the seat next to me.
"Who are you calling last groom? I'm number one." He slid in next to me.
"You were last up to bat yesterday. But you certainly beat out the competition. I suppose that gives you a weak claim on number one."
He leaned so close that I could feel his body heat and smell his cologne. He whispered, "Touché. I had to win if I wanted to see you again."
He was smooth.
"You aren't surprised to see me. You expected me to win, to be your photoshoot groom," he said, totally cocky. "We have chemistry, you and I."
"Yes, we do," I whispered back. "Great, professional chemistry. We look good on camera together. We make each other look good."
He looked momentarily crestfallen and taken aback. No, I wasn't putty in his hands. Maybe he was used to that. Good. I was different. Elusive. His flirting bounced off me. Not really, but he didn't know that.
His cocky look returned soon enough. "We are pretty hot on camera, aren't we? Undeniable professional chemistry is still chemistry."
I was unable to hold my laugh in. Which only encouraged him. He was being deliberately over the top. It was written all over his face.
"I'm determined to eat lunch with you today." His grin was positively roguish. "On location, it will be hard to escape me."
"So you're behind this field trip to the mountains?"
"I don't have that much pull. But I know how to seize an opportunity."
Okay, pulse, settle down.
More people boarded. The van was filling up quickly now.
He put his arm on the back of the seat, where I was intensely aware of it. "Why does it feel like we're heading to summer camp?"
"I think you mean winter camp," I said. "It snowed last night."
His eyes were dark as his gaze ran over me. "Yeah, the coat should have been my first clue. But I like summer camp better—bikinis and water fun."
I rolled my eyes and tried to ignore how hot it suddenly was on the bus. "Speaking of this coat…" I tried to shrug out of it.
He gallantly came to my aid.
"I hope you brought a coat," I said. "Outdoor shoots can be brutal."
He raised an eyebrow. "I know my way around extreme temperatures."
"I bet you do," I said.
Peter and his cadre of assistants piled onto the bus, interrupting further flirting with Knox. "Let's get this show on the road. We only have so many hours to catch the light."
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You want to know the irony of my situation? I'd learned a great deal about how to date and flirt from Ashley. She'd made me a better dating man. I relied on Ashley's coaching. I just hadn't realized how much until now.
I'd hit a brick wall with Callie. Professional chemistry—what the hell was that? I couldn't read her. Was I winning or failing? Scoring points? Getting any closer to scoring period?
I could have used Ashley's advice. When I was on match dates, I'd been free to call her whenever, even in the middle of a date. I had a few times, though not for the kind of help I desperately needed now. After being turned down flat by Callie yesterday, I had to fight the urge to turn to Ashley for a date postmortem, even though the shoot hadn't been a date.
I couldn't help staring at Callie. I laughed at her jokes. Felt my insides flip every time she smiled at me. And felt more comfortable with her than I had with any woman since I could remember, even Ashley.
That struck me as odd. I was as comfortable with Callie as if I'd known her as long as I'd known Ashley. But Callie remained immune to my charms. I was in danger of going desperate puppy dog, as Ashley called it, around Callie. I wanted to impress her so damn much. Never appear desperate—that was one of Ashley's nuggets of advice. Make the other person commit to their interest before you show too much of your hand.
That was all fine and good in theory. In practice? If I wasn't careful, I was going to bomb out with Callie again today and become her lap dog. But I had to admit, being her lap dog wouldn't be the worst way to go.
My personal charisma was lost on her, my compliments taken at face value and as a matter of course. And why not? She was a beautiful model used to all kinds of guys hitting on her. She had to have defenses to screen out the douches. I didn't want to be one of the douches.
The best I could do was engage her in conversation on the bus and hope for the best. As we headed east on I-90 toward the mountains, I learned what I could about her personal life. She was damningly enigmatic, playing it close to the chest, guarding her privacy and personal details. She seemed to relish being a woman of mystery. And I was frustrated being so near her, smelling her perfume—one of my favorites—and not making any progress.
I sat next to her, one arm resting on the back of the bench seat, my left hand rested on my knee. It would much rather be holding hers.
I nearly jumped when she turned slightly to face me and gently touched the fingers of my left hand with her right. "How long?"
"Enough years I've learned to deal with it," I said.
"Have you?" Her eyes were full of sympathy and understanding, but not pity. She rested her hand over mine. Did she mean to drive me crazy? It was a simple touch, but intimate.
"I can do almost everything I used to." I shrugged. "I don't type as well as I did before. I was a damn good typist."
"That's an interesting skill to brag about." She had such beautiful, emotive eyes.
It was too easy to get lost in them.
"A byproduct of taking piano lessons from the time I was four through high school. Something most people don't think about," I said. "I had good finger dexterity from an early age."
"You were a piano prodigy?"
I snorted softly. "Not really. I was good. Better than most. I picked it up quickly and enjoyed it."
"How are you on the piano now?" she asked.
"I can play 'Chopsticks.'"
"And before?"
I shrugged. "I kept the guys entertained on base. Playing piano is like knowing a good party trick. It makes you popular. It makes you a rock star. It's not something everyone can do. People are impressed. I mean, hell, it looks impressive when your fingers are flying across the keys, pounding away, and your body is into it. I had years and years of classical training. I practiced my Hanons. I had speed."
"I can imagine that," she said in a seductive voice that made my pulse race.
She was that kind of woman, one with the power to turn men to putty. A sporty siren who even now gently wielded great power over me. I hoped she never realized how much. Her face was expressive, the curve of her smile seductive. I amused her. That was something.
"I had a good ear, too." Something about her made me want to peacock and brag. "Name me a song and I could play it by ear. My buddies used to call it my superpower. It impressed the ladies. I used to write a bit of music, too. Just for the hell of it."
"It's frustrating for you. Now." Her eyes sparkled. "Not being able to impress the ladies with your musical prowess and by-ear superpower?"
I shrugged. "It was my one superpower."
"I can't imagine that. Don't be falsely modest. Women like confident guys. Men with superpowers. Men who strut their stuff and are a little cocky." She hadn't removed her hand from mine. I'd been intensely aware of it as I spoke. She squeezed my hand quickly and released it.
She held up her robotic arm, which was one of the coolest gadgets and prostheses I'd seen. "I never played. For obvious reasons. Though I think I could have been a virtuoso in the treble clef." She did a flourish of the fingers of her right hand. "Bass, not so much. Prosthetics weren't far enough along during my formative years." She stared directly into my eyes with the same intensity she'd had at the shoot yesterday.
I'd memorized every fleck of color, every detail of them. Even knowing those eyes so well, I couldn't look away. She had me under her spell.
"I bet you're still good with the treble clef," she said.
"I don't play much anymore."
"Why not?" She held my gaze. "You loved it, right? Life is too short not do what you love. To not love who you want. To not go for what you desire. To not try.
"There's so much new technology now you could use. Learn to play bass with your right hand. Record a track and play it back while you play live with your right. Or learn to fudge chords with your left, something that doesn't take as much speed and agility. Write your own music with bass clef music you can handle with your prosthetic fingers." She studied me. "I mean, if you love it. If it gives you pleasure." She caressed the last word.
She was flirting with me, driving me crazy with desire.
She paused and studied my fingers a minute. Finally, she raised her left arm again. "This robotic arm is beautiful. I love it. But—"
"There's a but?"
She unstrapped and pulled her arm off suddenly, revealing her real arm. It was small and undersized. She had an elbow, but very little forearm. It was just a stump with a partially formed hand at the end. No real fingers. She set her robotic arm in her lap. "You'd be amazed what I can do with just this." She leaned into me and rested her small arm on my shoulder, looking at me, watching my reaction, her face close to mine.
And damn, I hoped she couldn't tell how hot she made me. I swallowed hard.
"I've had a cosmetic prosthesis of some kind since I was a baby." She laughed. "My first ones are so cute. Mom saved them for me. They're tiny. My poor parents nearly went broke buying me new prostheses as I grew. Mom says I grew out of arms faster than I grew out shoes."
She rested her chin on her arm on my shoulder. "But you know what? Those cosmetic prostheses couldn't do half of what I could do with the arm I was born with. I learned how to do practically everything 'regular' people could do. I didn't know any different."
She pulled away, took up her arm, and put it back on. She held it up again. "When I got this arm, and its forerunners, I had to relearn how to do things. It gave me more capabilities, true. But it also hindered me. I had to relearn how to do things so that I used it instead of my old methods. There are days when I take it off and just do everything without it. Sometimes that's easier, depending on what I'm doing."
"Are you giving me a pep talk?" I asked.
"You seem like a big boy—do you need one?"
I needed something else. I couldn't look away. I didn't answer.
"We're not so different, really," she said. "We both learned how to live and thrive with the limbs we were born with. And yet we're opposite, too. I have my natural arm and had to learn how to use a prosthesis, which messed up my natural pattern, but gave me more capabilities. You had a fully functioning hand and are trying to get some of that capability back. We've both had to relearn our patterns. I bet there are times, many of them, when you just want to be au naturel, no prosthesis, no stares, no judgment, and do what it is you do."
I found myself nodding. She understood.
In all my rehabilitation at the VA, I hadn't met anyone born without a limb. The soldiers I saw had all lost one. Meeting Callie showed me a different point of a view. I'd only just met her and already she was making me view myself and life differently, in a much better way.
"I love the way you think," I blurted out.
Her answering laugh was tinkling, fun, light, and beautifully uplifting. "You love the way I think. The way I view life?" She raised an eyebrow. "You don't have many optimistic people in your life, I take it?"
"I have plenty," I said. "Just no one who thinks like you do."
Her answering smile took my breath away. "I'll take that as a compliment."
Before I could say more, the bus pulled to a stop in the lower parking lot of Snoqualmie Falls.
Peter popped to his feet from his seat in the front of the van. "We're here. Everyone to your battle stations. Let's get this show on the road. We only have so many hours of light."
Callie gathered up her things. "This area is very popular for taking engagement photos."
It might have been my imagination, but I thought there was a sigh in her voice. I wondered why.
She slid her coat on and shot me a teasing look. "This is going to be fun."
C allie
Peter was a maniac on the shoot—only so many hours of daylight, people. I'd worked with photographers like him before—talented and aggressive about getting the shoot right. He had a story for the shoot that involved following the evolution of a wedding from taking an early wedding morning stroll through the woods to the river, through the wedding, culminating in the honeymoon suite. The honeymoon shoot wasn't until tomorrow. I hadn't yet seen Knox's abs. I hoped they were as shredded as I imagined. Something to look forward to.
The day was sunny, but chilly. A few remnants of snow still clung to the shadows. I snuggled into my coat as I stepped from the bus onto the parking lot. The crew sprang to action, carrying gear and herding us toward a path to the river.
I hadn't planned on hiking, either. I hadn't worn the shoes for it, but I forged ahead gamely down the incline to the river. The trail was mostly packed dirt and gravel. I stumbled once when a bit of gravel gave way beneath my feet.
Knox was quick to catch me by my elbow with his partially robotic left hand. "Careful there."
Our eyes met. I was sure he didn't think so, but he used his left hand with more skill and dexterity than he thought. "My hero."
He laughed. "That's me. The Six Million Dollar Man."
"Six million dollars for fingers now, is it?" I teased. "You really need to get some 3D-printed fingers. They're much cheaper."
"I'll keep that in mind."
As we neared the end of the trail, the river made itself known with the soothing white noise of rushing water. The trees around us whispered in the wind. Birds sang. The river, the woods, the air—everything smelled fresh and free. Being near Knox heightened the sensation. I felt comfortable with him, free to be myself.
The setting was stunning—just downriver from Snoqualmie Falls. It was easy to see what engagement photographers loved about the location. It was a color palette in nature. Want blues and cool colors? The river was a deep blue, a different shade of it depending on the sky and lighting, a perfect flowing blue foil. The river rocks on shore were smooth and varied sizes, shapes, and shades of light blue that blended to grays.
If yellow was your thing, the plants along shore were still coming out of winter's sleep—a palette of tans, creams, and soft yellows with the hint of spring buds. And then there was green. Green in a wide variety of hues from deep emerald to pale spring green in the lushly forested areas just uphill from the river.
There was nothing quite as romantic in nature as the mystery of a forest. Ivy embraced the trees. Ferns and leaves hovered around the bases of giant cedars and Douglas firs. Moss appeared in clumps and velveted long, tumbled logs. It was a beautiful place to be. It was a perfect place to be photographed with someone you loved.
Hair, makeup, and wardrobe set up quick tents. Knox and I were touched up and dressed in the first product line of the day—casual bridal sweatshirts, tees, and caps for brides and grooms and jeans, yoga pants or leggings. Some were elegant with bride sequined on. Some were silly printed T-shirts or sweatshirts, often matching bride and groom. Sold! To the beautiful woman in the white dress on his shirt. Or I do on mine and I do what she says on his.
Knox looked even hotter in jeans and T-shirts than he had in a tux. He belonged in the outdoors. It was his habitat. You could tell by the way he moved. He was so at home here that he lost all the stiffness he'd had in the studio. Suddenly he was a modeling natural.
Peter's shot list was long—poses of us gazing into each other's eyes, walking hand in cyber-hand, my head on Knox's shoulder, sitting on a log on the riverbank with his arm around me, nearly kissing—do you know how aggravating it was to have my lips inches from his for shot after shot?
I'd never felt like this with any of the men I'd modeled with before. Always I'd been nothing but professional. Any chemistry was purely professional. But this was something more. Something thrilling, but almost frightening.
I shouldn't feel this way about a guy on a shoot. It wasn't smart, career-wise. And the timing was off. With my career-making spokesmodel gig in hand, I couldn't afford to fall for a guy I hadn't been matched with.
I had an appointment day after tomorrow with Ashley to go over my dating profile, likes and dislikes, and desirable characteristics in a future spouse. I had yet to go on any match dates. First I had to finish the profile. I had to get that done today. Pair Us was eager to launch me as their spokesmodel, but we'd all agreed I'd do the Flash work first.
Modeling can be grueling work. Holding a pose, at an awkward angle, for minutes on end. Holding a smile but making it look spontaneous was a little bit like holding a squat. It sounds so easy. It is easy. For about a minute, until your legs start to burn.
Knox didn't know the rules of the job. The photographer sets the shots. The models do as they're told. After a long morning of wardrobe changes and snapping shots in the woods, Peter told us to head to the river for a short lunch break.
Knox and I were wearing matching bride and groom T-shirts that had sayings on both front and back. Hair had perched a white bridal baseball cap on my head. We both wore jeans and casual canvas shoes with no socks.
Knox grabbed my hand. "Betcha we can beat them back to the river. First people back get the best choice of sandwiches."
"Maybe you can beat them back," I said, teasing. "The trail's too treacherous for me."
"Not when you're with me." He gave me another little tug. "Chicken?"
Before I could answer, he was running down the path, pulling me with him, our backs to Peter.
I squealed, half with pleasure, half with fear. The trail was steep in places and littered with cones from the trees, divots, loose gravel, and exposed tree roots just right for tripping over. None of these treacherous conditions slowed Knox down. We ran hand in hand. He gave me balance.
He grabbed me and swung me over a small stream in the path. He scooped me up and slid with me in his arms down the steepest part of the gravel trail. And I was laughing. Laughing and smiling and floating with happiness in a way I hadn't thought possible.
"Don't you dare drop me." I wrapped my arms around his neck.
"Never." He kept running. "Not dropping people is my superpower."
"I thought playing piano was your one superpower?"
"I lied. I didn't want to come off as too superior or arrogant. Now that I know you like cocky guys, I'll brag all I like."
"I never said I like cocky men." I held on tighter. "I believe I said women in general—"
"Duck." He bent suddenly as a felled, low-hanging tree appeared over the path ahead.
I snuggled into him, clutching his shirt in nervous handfuls, and pressing my face against his shirt for added drama and fun. We made it under the log. He set me on my feet again, pulling me down the last gentle slope of the trail onto the shores of the river, where the staff had set up camp.
I expected him to slow down and stop. But even as I tried to dig my heels in, he pulled me faster, past the waiting staff and tents, with Peter running after us, shouting not to stop. It took me a second to realize Knox's intent.
"Don't you dare!" I pulled against him. "That river is mountain fed. It's cold as ice. It's frigid with snow runoff."
Behind us, Peter was egging Knox on and manning the drone he'd brought for the shoot, keeping it on us. "Fabulous. Fantastic! Keep going. Run, man, run! Into the water! Into the river!"
The river was dangerously near. I couldn't get a toehold in the loose rocks of the river shore. "We'll ruin the clothes."
My protest was feeble and lacking in truth and conviction. The manufacturer wouldn't want these clothes back. Maybe the expensive wedding dresses, but not these. These would go into Flash's fabulous sample room to be sold for charity later.
Knox turned over his shoulder to grin at me. "He wants us to do it. It's for the shoot."
His confidence encouraged me. I gave up the resistance. "What are we waiting for, then?" I put on a burst of speed. I've always been fast.
We ran hand in cyborg hand headlong into the icy water, my real right hand clutched in his hand with its cyborg fingers as naturally as any couple. We ran, laughing and splashing as if it was the heart of summer.
The rocks in the shallow water were covered with moss and slime, slippery in the slow-running flow at shore's edge. Knox was as surefooted as a mountain goat. My canvas sneakers helped some, but I had a hard time keeping up with him. Even though the water was only a few inches deep, I was cautious. My robotic arm wasn't waterproof, and I didn't have its watertight cover on over it. I couldn't afford to slip and fall into the water. I couldn't afford to do any of the other things a flirty girl would do—I couldn't reach into the river and splash him. Not with both of us wearing expensive robotics.
Knox, hamming it up, suddenly pulled me into his arms, bent me over, put his left hand over my mouth, and pretended to kiss me.
I was barely aware of Peter's exclamations. I was too startled. There was no use fighting Knox's cyborg fingers or trying to unclamp them. Or licking them, or any of the other tricks I might use, short of kneeing him. Which was clearly off the table. I was enjoying myself too much. The only way to get him to uncurl them was to distract him. And the method for that was highly unprofessional.
Suddenly, Peter was right there in our faces with the camera. "Oh, that's cheating, isn't it? That's not what our customers will want to see. Give her a real kiss, Knox. Put your heart into it. Sell the passion. Sell the fun spontaneity. This is your wedding day. This is the woman you're going to spend the rest of your life with."
I had a flash of reverse déjà vu—a feeling that what I was experiencing right now would be repeated in the future.
Knox's eyebrows shot up. He grinned and removed his hand from my mouth. Before he could react, I tilted my head and went in for the kiss, intent on giving him a taste of his own medicine. I'd faked a lot of kisses on shoots. I knew what I was doing. I knew how to make it look real while feeling nothing and letting my mind wander. With devilish relish, like one getting revenge, I closed my eyes, sure I could handle myself like the pro I was.
But when my lips met his, my body, my emotions, and possibly even my soul betrayed me. His lips were warm and moist. He in no way resisted me. He even taunted me, keeping his tongue chastely in his mouth while I kept mine in mine. Even so, the pressure of his lips on mine was insistent and real. The way he caught the back of my head with his right hand and held my face to his seemed real enough, too. Worst of all, I felt the heat of his embrace all the way to my cold feet in the icy river. I was half surprised they weren't steaming.
My breath caught. My heart raced. I was lost in the fantasy. Had I ever been kissed in the water? In a river in spring on a day as beautiful as this? I could picture kissing him, fully, passionately, for hours on end here, with the gentle breeze whispering its approval through the trees. With the river rushing by. And us losing complete sense of time.
It had been too long since my body had reacted like this to any man, certainly from just a kiss. Certainly never from a completely French-less kiss. I almost had to curl my tongue inward to resist the urge to tease him.
I almost completely forgot about Peter. I ignored Peter's drone buzzing around to get aerial shots. Lost in my fantasy, I almost started when Peter said, "That's a wrap for now."
My eyes flew open, but Knox didn't let go. Our gazes locked. His eyes were full of ardor. Reluctantly, it seemed, slowly for sure, he released me. I took a step back from him and tucked a strand of hair primly behind my ear.
Peter had waded into the water next to us. He slapped Knox on the back. "Fantastic work! You're a natural. If you ever want to switch careers, consider modeling. That was a hell of an authentic kiss for the camera."
Peter lowered his camera and directed the drone back to shore. "Nice bit of acting. That includes you, Callie. But we know you're a pro." He frowned. "Callie! Your teeth are chattering. Your lips are turning blue around the edges. Your lipstick needs to be touched up. Get back to shore and warm up, both of you. Half an hour for lunch and we're back at it before we lose the light."
Knox clucked his tongue. "Blue lips. I hope we don't have to reshoot that scene."
"Peter's a whiz. He'll fix them in postproduction." I turned before Knox could see the effect he had on me. I spun around so quickly that I slipped.
Knox caught me again. "This is becoming a habit." He took my elbow.
I shook it loose. "Thank you. I can manage myself."
Could I? That was the question. Not whether I could walk through the few feet of slick river rock to shore, but whether I could maintain my professional composure for the rest of the shoot. Knox had cast some sort of spell on me.
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You could ask me a lot of things. I'm an honest guy. I'd give you an honest answer. I could not tell you, however, what possessed me to show off to Callie. To grab her hand and pull her down the trail to the water. To pull her into the river.
I forgot, for a moment, that I was wearing an expensive piece of high-tech gadgetry on my hand that wasn't waterproof. I was, for the moment, just me, the young me, the two-handed, completely fingered Knox who loved the water. The guy who waterskied, jet-skied, and boated. Anything to be out on the water. The guy who'd almost considered going into the Navy instead of the Army.
Not the guy who had to learn how to swim again with a left hand that wasn't complete. Who had to plan ahead if he wanted to go in the water and take off his prosthesis. Worse, I'd forgotten that Callie had an even more expensive piece of electronics on her arm.
What had possessed me to tip her into a fake kiss? The sophomoric prank kind of kiss I used to pull on my female friends in junior high. Back then it was an immature type of flirting. The girls seemed to like it, even the ones who didn't consider me more than a friend.
I followed Callie back to the shore, wet shoes squishing with every step. I caught up to her at the food tent and caught her arm from behind. She spun around to meet my eye. Damn, she was beautiful. Her skin was fine and smooth, her eyes round, and her lips slightly less blue around the edges of her lipstick.
"I'm sorry." I didn't have to try to look contrite. I damn well was.
"For what?" Even her gentle frown was sexy.
I held up my left hand. "Sometimes I forget I can't just go charging into the water anymore. I lost my head."
Her answering smile was dazzling and sympathetic. "It takes time to get used to." Her eyes lit up. "Remind me not to do any swimming pool shoots with you around. Being tossed in with my arm on would be even worse than being tossed in with my phone in my hand."
My heart raced. "No pool shoot with me around? Damn. That was my next trick."
She laughed and nodded toward the tent. "I believe you promised me lunch."
"You're still going to eat with me after the stunt I pulled? I went off script."
She pointed toward Peter, who was looking over the shots with a euphoric expression. "I think I owe you. You may have just made my career."
"That's a debt I'll take."
"We don't have much time," she said. "They'll no doubt want to put my hair up for the afternoon shoot. I can spare you fifteen, maybe twenty minutes, if you don't mind me being too distracted. I have some work to do during lunch."
I'd take anything I could get, but I was curious about the work. "What kind of work? Will there be other photographers showing up?"
"I have some questionnaires to fill out for another job." She slipped out of her wet shoes and carried them.
I followed her like a puppy dog.
At the tent, one of the assistants took our soaked shoes and handed us each towels and blankets.
Lunch was boxed. The choices were vegan, gluten free, or meat eater. I was a happy carnivore. She chose vegan. I gallantly carried our boxes out into the sunshine, which had a surprising warmth to it, considering the cool air around us, and found a weathered gray log for us to sit on.
I sat as close to her as I could get away with and spread my blanket around our knees. "After that bout in the water, we need to huddle together for warmth."
"It gives new meaning to the phrase 'cold feet on your wedding day.'" She opened her box and pulled out a veggie sandwich of some sort.
"Yeah. Not the smartest move for a suave groom." I opened my lunch.
The lunch was packed by The Blackberry Café. They were one of my favorite places and just uphill from the Flash offices. It wasn't surprising someone had ordered the catering from them. I was happy to find one of my favorite sandwiches nicely packed inside, along with an extra-large chocolate chip cookie, also my favorite.
I charged into my sandwich. Callie delicately bit into hers. We sat in companionable silence, but silence wasn't what I wanted. I wanted to know everything about her. The bus ride here had frustrated me, but I wasn't giving up. If she wasn't prepared to give me more than her name, rank, and serial number, at least I could find out what made her tick.
"When we first arrived, you sighed," I said. "Are you sad about something? About weddings? Something weighed on you."
"You're perceptive," she said, and sighed again. This time I got the feeling it was a comic sigh to make a point. "Do you know how many weddings I've been to in the last year? And how many I have coming up this summer?"
"Always a bridesmaid, never a bride?" I asked.
"Worse than that. I'm always a bride, day and night. That's my career now—bridal fairs, bridal shoots, bridal you-name-it. I'm very much in danger of being stereotyped. That's one reason I'm looking forward to my other new job, even though it's not so far off bridal stuff.
"On my days off, I'm dragged to bridal showers and wedding dress shopping. I've become the expert in my friend group about all things bridal. I have the inside scoop on what is upcoming. What will be hot. What's not.
"I've worn so many dresses and seen so many other models in dresses, worked with so many tailors and had so many fittings, that I've developed an eye for what looks good on what type of figure. Well, I already had that. I've always loved fashion. But now I know what style of wedding dress looks best. Now that I'm an expert, all my friends want my opinion. They want my connections—who are the best hairdressers? The top makeup artists? The best nail people?
"They want my samples. Recommendations to all the best vendors. It's endless. And it's exhausting. And I have to smile through it and be supportive. Answer every question. Cheer them on—" She caught herself. "Sorry. You didn't want a diatribe."
"It's okay by me." I could listen to her rant all day. Even ranting, her voice was melodic—to my ears, at least.
"It's no more fun being a fake bride all the time than an endless bridesmaid. And I'm that, too. I could be the poster girl for 27 Dresses, Part Two." She caught her napkin from blowing away in the breeze. "By the end of October, I'll be the last of my friend group who's still single. The only upside is they'll all owe me one fabulous bachelorette party and bridal shower. And to dance attendance on me at my wedding as if I'm a queen." She pursed her lips. "Assuming I don't wait too long to find Mr. Right and my friends have all moved on to mommy things." She lowered her hand with her sandwich into her lap. "Which is a very real possibility."
"You'd like to get married?" The thought shouldn't have excited me the way it did.
"To the right guy, yeah."
"Yesterday, you said you have a plan for that?" I couldn't resist the opportunity to see what I was up against.
Her face lit up. "I do. That reminds me—that work I have to do, mind if I do it while we eat? It shouldn't take long to finish. I have just a few more questions to answer and I'll be done. I have to finish it today."
I shrugged. As egomaniacal as it sounded, I would have preferred her entire attention be focused on me as she realized I could be the right guy. At least for a night. She made my blood run hot. A single tumble with her just to get her out of my mind couldn't be a bad thing. The thought of a model…
She pulled her phone out. "Oh, good! We have coverage."
"Coverage is a mysterious thing," I said. "There are dead spots in the city and coverage in the deep woods."
Foiled again. She'd evaded my question again, too. She was distracted by the site she brought up. Her brow puckered as she concentrated. She gave monosyllabic answers to my questions and witty comments. I gave up and ate my sandwich and chips, watching her in silence.
Finally, I couldn't restrain myself. "You're taking whatever that is seriously. Are you taking a calculus test? The way you're concentrating—"
She looked over at me with the last of her sandwich halfway to her mouth. She was good at eating while she worked. "Didn't I say?" She got an amused look. "This is a questionnaire for my new job, which kills two birds with one stone for me—hopefully a boost to the next level of my career, and finding a soul mate. I've just been offered my first spokesmodel job ever. That's huge."
"Congratulations." I was happy for her.
She nodded, beaming.
"I'm still confused. And this helps you find your soul mate, how? You're going to use your new celebrity to attract men?"
She laughed. "It's who I'm the new spokesmodel for—Pair Us! They're a matchmaking agency. The best and most prestigious in the city. They got a lot of press for bringing a bunch of women to Seattle a while back when they first opened. Ninety percent of those women are now happily engaged or married. Have you heard of them?"
My mouth went dry. I swallowed hard.
"Knox?" Callie's brow furrowed. "Something wrong?"
"Yeah. I've heard of them." It came out a raspy croak.
At that moment, I wished I still had my phone-a-matchmaker card. Ashley would know whether telling Callie I was the first client Pair Us had ever put on pause was the right thing to do if I wanted to impress Callie. In the pinch, I chose not. If I told her, she'd ask why. If she asked why, there was only one word—Ashley. And my refusal to volunteer to model in the first place.
I grabbed my water bottle and took a swig. "Sorry. Frog."
Callie nodded and went back to her survey and her concentrated expression. I knew exactly the kinds of questions she was answering. I had to ball my fists as I fought the urge to grab her phone and toss it into the river. Damn fate.
"So…these questions?" I asked.
"They're intriguing and make you think. Some of them are just personality questions. This last set is all about what I think I'd like in a mate. I filled out most of this already. This is just the last part."
I hammed it up by making a point of trying to look over her shoulder. But I was serious about seeing what she was looking for.
She was too fast for me. She clutched the phone to her breast. "No peeking. This is private stuff."
"What are you looking for?"
She shrugged, but didn't play coy. Her expression turned serious. "I don't know. A good guy. Someone who makes me happy. Someone loyal. Someone who'll be my best friend as well as a hot lover." She laughed. "I'm terrible at picking men out for myself. Ask any of my friends or family. I'm hoping this matchmaker will be better at finding me compatibility than I am."
"You're serious about finding someone?" I asked, wondering if that ruled me and my fling in or out.
If she hadn't started match dating, I had a shot. Even if she had, there was nothing in the Pair Us rules that prohibited clients and members from dating outside the match dates. The big rule—no sex until the fifth date or a commitment to be exclusive—also didn't apply to non-matches.
"Yes, I am." She stared at her phone with a faraway look. "That's part of the reason I took this job, besides the obvious prestige." She wadded her sandwich wrapper up and stuck it in her lunch box. "I'd like someone else to do the looking for me for a change. And the screening."
Her face clouded. "I'm positively worn out, completely fatigued by all the guys who just want to hook up. It's like they get extra points for sleeping with a model." She sighed. "Not to sound too vain, but it's just a fact—I get hit on all the time. Wherever I am. At the grocery store. Out for a run. Even at the doctor's office.
"I'm sick of it. I want a guy who will commit, a man who wants to get to know me and be my best friend as well as my sexual partner. If Ashley—she's the matchmaker—can find me that guy, and I get paid while she does it, I'm all for it. This gig could make my career and my life."
My delicious, meaty sandwich suddenly sat like a rock in my stomach. Damn the timing. Damn the game. Any suggestion to hook up I made now would just get me shot down. I'd have to up my game.
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Should I have told Knox about Pair Us and my spokesmodel job? It would be public knowledge soon enough. Why should I hide it from a guy I just met? And why had he looked so funny when I had? He'd clammed up. Maybe he was one of those run-from-commitment kind of guys. I shouldn't have been so disappointed by the thought. It was just…he and I were connecting. And maybe I didn't want that to end. But how would I make that clear? Suggest that he sign up for a matchmaking service just to get a first date with me?
I almost laughed as I sat in the chair getting my hair put up. No, ridiculous. Bad timing—the curse of my life. If Knox was still interested in six months when my contract with Pair Us was up…
I almost shook my head as the thoughts raced through my mind. A stern look from my hairdresser stopped me. He was such a diva. No, I didn't want to be single in six months. I wanted to be happily paired, a satisfied spokesperson for Pair Us. I wanted to be buying one of these wedding gowns for myself. But Knox…
After I got out of the chair, a long day of gown changes and shooting lay ahead. Back to the romantic poses, the closeness, in proximity at least, with Knox. Back to the tease of a dream of a relationship with him. Of the future with a marriage to him.
It was ridiculous to fantasize about. I had plans. I barely knew him. And yet we connected like we'd known each other always. He seemed so perfect for me. If a matchmaker could do even better…
Knox was distracted through the shoot of the first set of dress and tux. As I changed into the second gown, I made up my mind to get his attention. A little flirting with him and his mood changed. He perked up. He flirted back. That zing returned. Our chemistry was off the charts. I was comfortable in his arms and, at the same time, highly aware of him. We fit together perfectly, sensed each other's moods. Had the same quirky sense of humor. Even our good sides complemented each other.
There were at least half a dozen times when I could have completed his sentence. And other times when he completely surprised me with something that made me laugh.
Peter was delighted with the day's work. "One more gown and tux to shoot before we're out of here. I think by the river."
The last gown was the most casual of them all. Very simple, as suited an outdoor setting. For the shot, the hairdresser let some of my hair down and attached the veil to the back of my head.
When we met after our wardrobe change, Knox was in a suit, not a tux, with a simple daisy pinned to his lapel.
We took a few shots with me in my heels, but they looked out of place. Peter felt he'd overused the setting. We walked down the river, around a small bend to a spot we hadn't shot in yet. The background was beautiful. The water flowed smoothly and softly, not furiously like in other places. Three large rocks, like the humps of a giant sea monster, like huge stepping stones across half the river, spanned out into the water, each stone larger than the next.
I saw Peter eying them. "Not in heels," I said to him. "And not with my robotic arm. It's too risky. It's not waterproof. We haven't used my cosmetic arm this shoot. It's the only one that will work. It has no electronics in it. It's the only one I could possibly swim in."
"There will be no swimming," Peter said firmly. His brow furrowed. "I prefer the pictures of you with your robotic arm, but I understand your concern. How will the audience react to seeing you in a lifelike arm?"
Peter and I debated it while Knox poked around down shore.
I held my ground. "They'll have to live with it and see it as part of being me and a differently abled person."
Peter flew the drone over the rocks to get a better look.
Knox came up beside me and watched the drone. As always, I was too highly aware of his presence.
Peter turned to him. "It's too risky for your fingers, too? Water will damage them?"
Knox nodded. "Sorry. I didn't bring my cosmetic fingers." He didn't look sorry at all. He looked relieved, as if someone had just let him off the hook.
"Personally, I don't see that it's a problem. We can film Knox with his left hand in his pocket. Or out of sight," I said. "Or just let people see what the scars of a soldier wounded in action look like."
Knox stiffened. I recognized that look—embarrassment. He didn't want us, me, the world, someone to see the mangled remains of his hand. I wasn't going to let him off the hook. Accepting yourself for who you are and being comfortable with it was important for your mental health.
Peter nodded and looked at the footage the drone was sending back. "The rocks are fairly flat on top—plenty of room for a couple to stand. They aren't spaced far apart. It should be easy enough to step from one to the other, even in a wedding dress." He didn't want to give up on what looked like the perfect location. "Only if you two are up for it?" He gave us the most pitiful look of hope.
"I'm game. Count me in," I said. The best shots were almost always the most challenging. And Peter was right—pictures of us on those rocks would be beautiful, artistic, and possibly career making.
Knox hesitated.
"Is our big, brave warrior afraid of a little water?" I asked. "You weren't earlier."
He shrugged. "I'm not afraid of anything." He leaned in and whispered, "Not even you."
We decided to do the shoot barefoot for safety. One of Peter's assistants climbed out the rocks and reported back. They weren't slick. They were easy enough to climb up on. The water ran peacefully around them with no splash. It would be no problem to dust them off and prepare them for a shoot.
While the crew worked to prepare the rocks and set up for the final shoot, and before I took my arm off and Knox his fingers, Peter thought of a shot he should have put on the list. He wanted a photo of Knox slipping a ring on my robotic finger.
"If I ever marry, I'll wear the ring on my right hand," I said. "No one wears jewelry on their robotic prosthesis."
"It's just for show. To make a point." Peter wouldn't budge.
I finally backed down and agreed. We took a few dozen shots, both close up and at a distance, of Knox slipping a ring on my finger. And then me on his. I got that eerie premonition again. Like at some point I would have a feeling of déjà vu, that this had happened before.
"You're not going to pronounce us man and wife, are you, Peter?" Knox teased.
Peter laughed. "Sadly for you, I have no power vested in me by the state. You'd be lucky to catch a woman as beautiful as Callie."
"You're saying she's out of my league?" Knox said.
"I'm not saying anything except Callie can have her pick of men. She's a heartbreaker."
I laughed. "Peter, you flatterer."
After the exchange of rings, I changed into my cosmetic arm in front of everyone, boldly, as I was used to. Knox reluctantly took off his prosthesis and left it in the care of one of the makeup people.
I wasn't sure how Knox felt about my cosmetic arm. It was very lifelike, but not very functional. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought he looked at me differently. It was the reverse reaction of most people. Was I not as beautiful with a real-looking arm? Was my cyborgness that hot? And, yes, we could debate whether I was part cyborg or not. It was a hot topic in the community. Whatever it was, this particular shot started out differently. Knox kept his left hand hidden from me.
I wasn't the squeamish type. I'd seen plenty of mangled limbs in my time in the hospitals and working with people with prosthetics. I always felt grateful that I was whole. But that didn't mean I thought the scars of others were ugly.
Peter wanted shots of Knox helping me onto the rocks, Knox pulling me or carrying me onto the rocks. The shots of us were tricky. They had to be filmed so that only Knox's right hand was visible. My cosmetic hand had to be positioned to hold Knox's. It took several shots to get it right.
The day had warmed, but evening was falling, and the temperatures along with it. The shadows were long and beautiful and the lighting flattering and gorgeous. The stones felt cold and smooth, but sturdy and safe beneath my feet. The drone hovered around us. We posed on the two smaller rocks closest to shore.
"A couple of shots on the big rock?" I asked, feeling brave and invigorated—and safe with Knox and his surefootedness beside me.
Fish were jumping in the river around us. I wanted to take a closer look and leaned over.
Knox caught me around my waist. "Careful."
"You don't trust me?"
"You don't have the best track record."
That was true.
We took a few more shots. Another fish jumped, and another.
I carefully stepped to the edge of the rock. "Look! So many fish. It's awesome."
Just as I started to stand up straight, there was a squeal and a flutter of wings. An osprey—it was huge—flew right at me, startling me. I reflexively covered my head with my hands. And lost my footing. I tried to get my balance, screamed, and reached for Knox.
He reached out to grab me with his mangled left hand, which was closest to me. I swiped at it, caught it, and lost my grip. Without a complete set of fingers to clamp around me…
The next thing I knew, I was in the water. It was so cold on impact that it took my breath away. I had to fight the urge to gasp and draw in breath. I was amazingly calm. I looked up toward the surface. No confusion. I knew which way was up. My veil and the skirt of my wedding dress floated ethereally above me for an instant. The dress slowly sank and bobbed around me in the water. I brushed it aside.
The rock was right in front of me. I'd fallen in upriver of it. All I had to do was pop to the surface and let the current carry me to it. Someone would give me a hand up from there.
I kicked, calmly but powerfully, and parted the water with my arms. A few strokes and I should be at the surface. My cosmetic arm was unwieldy, making it harder than it should be. I'd never really managed to learn to swim well with it. But it was suddenly clumsier than it should have been. My fall must have broken the seal of my arm to my prosthetic. I wasn't making any progress toward the surface. The first swell of panic hit.
The wedding dress, heavy to begin with, was soaked through and now weighing me down.
As I looked up toward the fading light, I saw Knox's hand in the water. Distorted by the optics of the water, his shadow looked surreal. He was on his belly on the rock, stretching his arm into the water, trying to find me.
I reached for him, desperate as my lungs burned. I wanted to breathe. He caught me by my cosmetic arm. It came off in his hand. And I began to sink. As I pulled and struggled toward the surface, my dress caught on a snag. I tugged at it vigorously and frantically. With one hand, I'd never be able to tear it free or work the zipper in the back of the dress.
K  nox
I stared at Callie's arm for half a second, stunned and paralyzed. Holding someone's arm, even a cosmetic one, was unreal. I tossed it aside on the suit jacket I'd shrugged off. I kicked off my shoes.
Her dress, her damn dress, was weighing her down. She didn't have the strength to fight it. In a few more minutes, she'd develop hypothermia and go into shock.
On shore, the crew was mobilizing to help. Peter, the hairdresser, and several of the women were hustling onto the rocks and looking for any kind of hook to throw to Callie. There wasn't time to wait for them.
I braced myself and jumped into the water. Bracing is one thing, but there was nothing that could prepare me for the frigid shock of the water.
I reached Callie in seconds. The water was only about twenty feet deep. My plan was to propel her to the surface and hand her off to one of the crew who was racing to help us. As I looked up, I saw Peter's shadow above us.
I grabbed Callie and motioned my intentions. She pointed toward her dress. It was caught on a massive fallen log. I dove to release it. Tugged. Pulled. The dress, the damn dress, was made of high-quality fabric that would not tear. I didn't have my knife on me. And there were a thousand buttons down the back.
Callie motioned desperately to the back of her dress, making weird motions in the water. I finally understood. It had a zipper. The buttons were camouflage. Undressing her like this hadn't been one of my fantasies. Fortunately, the zipper was high quality too, and gave way, unzipping easily even in the water. As soon as the zipper slid down, Callie popped up and out of the dress.
I gave her a shove up. Peter and the hairdresser grabbed her arms and pulled her out of the water as I popped to the surface. Peter handed Callie off to the hairdresser to help her to shore. He gave me a hand up. Again, my one-and-a-half-handedness slowed me down. I clasped his outstretched hand with my right hand. I was unable to grab his other hand with any kind of decent grip. He grabbed my left forearm and hauled me out of the water by sheer adrenaline.
Overhead, the drone buzzed. Right next to the spot I'd vacated in the water, a fish jumped. I hoped no osprey saw it. They'd caused enough trouble.
One of the assistants threw a blanket over me.
Peter slapped me on the back. "Quick thinking."
"Her arm?" I looked around. It wasn't on the rock. "Callie's arm—"
Peter pointed. "We got it. Now come. Let's get you back to shore so we can warm you up."
"Where have I heard that before?" I said, but my focus was on Callie. "Is she all right? We have to get her out of those wet clothes."
"I believe you already did," Peter said.
As if to emphasize his words, the skirt of the wedding dress waved just below the surface. And I had a premonition of what my life would be like without her.
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There had been a moment underwater, when my arm was gone and my dress was caught and I was signaling wildly to Knox, when my life flashed before my eyes. Not my life, exactly, but the life I could have with Knox. Or maybe it was the life I would have. If I lived. It was weird. I attributed it to lack of oxygen and the games that played with the brain. Either way, it left a powerful impression on me.
In the wardrobe tent, I stripped off the rest of my wet clothes, apologizing over and over about the dress, to the sympathetic replies and fussing of the crew. It wasn't your fault. It was just a sample, not a one-of-a-kind. They won't want it back anyway. Better that you're still here. It's replaceable. You're not.
The wardrobe women toweled me off while one of them carefully dried my cosmetic arm and put it in its case. I was relieved I hadn't lost it. They helped me dress in layers of bridal tees and sweatshirts from the morning shoot, so many layers that I felt like the abominable snowman's bride. Someone brought me a steaming cup of tea. I wrapped my hands around it just as I heard Knox enter the men's side of the tent.
"Is she all right? Where is she?"
The staff calmed him, too. "She's all right. She's okay."
A paramedic squad arrived and looked me over, despite my assurances that I was fine. After an examination, they agreed with me. They wrapped me in a heated blanket, over my mound of sweatshirts, told me to take it easy and drink my hot tea, and go to emergency if I developed any problems. Through the thin walls of the tent, I heard another paramedic questioning and examining Knox and giving him the same advice. As the paramedics packed up, I wandered out of the tent.
Knox came out, wearing a blanket that was the twin of mine.
I tugged on my blanket. "Copycat."
His answering grin and look of relief warmed me further. "Who are you calling a copycat? This is a unisex blanket. How do you know I wasn't wearing it first?"
"Your paramedics were a step behind mine. I heard them through the tent walls." I was so relieved to see him. If I'd known him better, if we'd had the relationship in my life flash forward, I would have thrown myself in his arms. Instead, I stood my ground.
He pulled back a corner of his blanket and flashed a groom sweatshirt at me. "And I seem to be in black groom attire to your white."
He came up next to me and whispered, "I told them all these sweatshirts were unnecessary. It would be better for you and me to huddle together, naked skin against naked skin, to warm each other up."
I raised an eyebrow, but the thought was enticing. "And what did they say?"
"They ignored my survival training in favor of their own experience."
I looked at my feet to hide my amusement.
"What?" he said, standing right next to me.
"Thank you for rescuing me," I said. "I owe you one."
"And I'll take it, believe me." His swagger was back.
"I imagine you'll try. Just don't expect me to be your slave, owing this debt until I save your life." With my one hand, I held the blanket tightly around me. "I'd prefer you didn't come close to dying and need me to save you."
He shrugged and got a look of machismo that conveyed he greatly doubted he'd ever need rescuing. It was adorable.
"But I have your undying gratitude and you'll be forever in my debt," he said.
"Of all the men to save me…"
Our eyes met. Did we really have a future together?
His face became serious. "You could settle our debt easily enough. After the shoot is over, let me take you out."
I shook my head. "I should have put a few quid pro quos on the debt. I can't—"
"I'm a good date," he said. "I've been taught by a master how to treat women. And after tomorrow, there's no professional conflict."
I sighed. "But there is. As part of my contract with Pair Us, I can only date other clients or members that I'm matched with."
His face fell.
K  nox
Shot down in action. If I'd still been the ham I was in high school, I would have clutched my chest and doubled over, hoping for some sympathy. I wasn't letting Callie off the hook. "You still owe me one," I said, changing the subject.
That night in the hotel room, her rejection because of her obligation to Pair Us wouldn't leave me alone. What the hell was I going to do about it?
I was still a client, technically, even though I was on hiatus. Did I play that client card?
I ran my fingers through my hair, stared at myself in the bathroom mirror, and gave myself a berating and a pep talk.
Why would Callie risk the opportunity of her career on you, loser? One-handed, you literally let her slip through your fingers.
My reflection had no good answer. The timing was so off that it would have been funny if I weren't so lost to this woman. She haunted my dreams. After the scare of seeing her go into the river and not come up, I had to admit to myself that whatever was happening between us was deeper than just lust. In that flash of losing all opportunity with her, my heart stopped. If she were gone, no longer in the world, it wouldn't put things back to the way they were before I met her. In the space of days, she'd changed me.
If Ashley and Lazer had hired her as a spokesmodel just a few weeks earlier. If I had agreed to go on this shoot in the first place. If, if, if…
Now I was in a hole for not mentioning my connection to Pair Us. I was such an idiot. I had a choice. I could call Ashley at any moment and beg her to take me off pause. Beg was the wrong word. Make her see how "compliant" I was being. Politely demand a date with Callie, telling Ashley how I connected with her. What I really wanted was to get Callie out of my system.
I frowned. No. Not yet. There was no need to call Ashley. I had one more day to impress Callie and get her to change her mind. One more day of shooting. One more day before she met with Ashley and was officially sent out on dates. I had to be devious. I had to be cunning. I had to think like a warrior. Fortunately, none of that was a problem for me.
I wasn't needed at Flash until the afternoon. I spent the morning scheming. By the time I left for the shoot, I had a brilliant strategy. As soon as I got into hair, I began talking up going to Burl's, one of the local bars near Flash, after work. The hookup bar, to be precise. I mentioned it to everyone as a great way to wrap up the shoot. I soon had a group of people who were in for an after-shoot drink. Everything was going to plan until I left wardrobe in my "groom"-embroidered bathrobe for the shoot and realized why I hadn't been needed until now.
In the studio, Peter was just finishing up a shoot with some dude. The guy was wearing nothing but a tight pair of boxer briefs with "hers" embroidered on the butt. My eyes don't usually pop out at the sight of another man, but he was the most perfectly shredded guy I'd ever seen. In person, anyway. Smooth chest. Every muscle in his back defined. He looked like he belonged on the "after" side of a fitness ad.
The young assistant with me was suddenly flustered. "Underwear models," she said on a sigh. "I should be used to them by now."
Butt model.
As if he'd heard her, he turned around. His face was just as handsome as the rest of him. He was so well endowed he had to be stuffed or wearing an extra-large cup. Not that I was looking. But it stood out, especially with "hers" written across it, too.
Yeah, we get the message.
"It's a shame no one will see his face," the assistant muttered to herself.
"Knox!"
I turned at the sound of Callie's voice and had to fight to keep my eyes from popping out of my head and not drool. She was wearing a white lace bra and matching white "his" thong panties. I was suddenly glad I wasn't the one in my underwear. My "hers"
was suddenly ready for wedding night action.
"Life saver." She gave me a quick hug with a cup in one hand. "We're just finishing up here. Are you ready for our final day of shooting?"
"Yeah." I nodded, mouth dry.
Shredded Butt came by and put a hand on Callie's shoulder. I didn't like the familiar look of possession on his face. "Nice work today. I'll see you again?"
"I'm sure our paths will cross," she said to him. "Bridal show in two weeks?"
He clicked his tongue and pointed at her. "Yeah. I'll be there." He gave a quick lift of his chin in my direction. "You're next? Lucky guy. This beauty makes everyone look good."
He kissed her on the cheek. "Good luck, babe. I'll be watching for you on the runway. And you tell that matchmaker of yours that if they need a co-spokesman, I'm their man."
I wanted to take a swing at that cocky guy and wipe that smug look off his face. I was smaller than he was, but I was faster and tougher than I looked.
Peter came over. "Knox. Glad you're here. This way. Callie, put a robe on!" He said it in the tone of a protective father and laughed at his own joke.
One of the wardrobe people helped Callie into the matching bride robe to my groom. Peter positioned us and began shooting. Partway through, Justin Green sneaked in. When Peter saw him, he put his camera down.
"Don't let me interrupt," Justin said.
"PG check?" Peter laughed.
Justin rolled his eyes. "We run a family site. Mostly moms. I don't want any customer complaints this time. No nipples. No…heads…showing. We're not a lovers' aids kind of site."
"You're too late." Peter adjusted his camera. "You missed the hot underwear shoot. This is just demure robes. Nothing to see here."
A demure robe shot. My blood boiled.
Justin snapped his fingers. "I was in meetings during the underwear part of the program. You knew that, though."
Peter put on a look of supreme innocence.
"You better not disappoint me, Peter. I'll see this entire shoot before it goes live. I have veto power. I will use it."
Peter saluted him.
"Don't mind me," Justin said. "I'll stay and watch a few minutes. I have a little time to kill before my next meeting."
Justin stayed for most of the shoot. Which was, admittedly, short. Peter shot us in four different robes, easy wardrobe changes and basic shots, and we were done.
Peter clapped me on the back. "Great job. You were a pro, Knox. And we all owe you our thanks for saving Callie and protecting Flash's reputation as a safe place to work."
"It's been a pleasure." I shook his hand, watching Callie out of the corner of my eye. I didn't want to lose her without getting a chance to ask her to join us at Burl's. Justin's presence had put a damper on any flirting during this final shoot. "Callie!" I called after her as she turned to leave.
She paused for me to catch up to her.
"A group of us are going to Burl's for drinks to celebrate the success of the shoot. Come with us." I tried to sound casual, but I was nervous as hell. And driven by an almost insane attack of jealousy.
All those years of being in love with Ashley while Ruck was alive and I'd never felt this urgent sense of jealousy. Envy, yes. Plenty of it. This was different. I couldn't allow Shredded Butt to move in on Callie.
Callie paused. "Well…"
My heart hammered. I gave her my pleading look. "You have to let me buy you a drink to celebrate your successes."
"All right," she said. "But Burl's?" She shuddered. "The hookup bar? I'll just have to make the most of it."
"My car's in the garage," I said, stupidly happy and pleased with myself. "Let me give you a lift—"
"My car's in the garage, too," she said. "It's only a few blocks to Burl's from here. I'll walk. I need the exercise, and it'll be faster and easier than trying to find closer parking."
She was clearly familiar with the area.
"Mind if I walk with you?" I said. "For safety's sake. Lots of crazies on the streets these days."
"You need my protection, big guy? You think my arm is weaponized and will scare off bad guys?" She raised an eyebrow and made a clamping motion with her robotic arm.
"You look lethal enough," I said. "But you have it backwards. I have warrior training and experience in combat. I was meaning I would protect you."
"I see." She had a twinkle in her eye. "Hand-to-hand combat training? Or more like firing big-ass weapons?"
"Some of each," I said, undaunted.
"I'm a soldier's daughter," she said. "I've had some training myself." She studied me. "There's a whole group going, isn't there?"
"Safety in numbers," I said. "Just looking out for you."
"I can handle myself."
We changed into our street clothes, or maybe "got dressed" is a better way of describing it, since we were in our robes and underwear, and headed out. Callie was right. A group of Flash people joined us on the walk. The women clumped together. I had no alone time with Callie. I finally managed to position myself next to her just as we walked into Burl's.
The place was already packed, mostly with smartly dressed professional millennials. Burl's was set up for hooking up. The décor was modern and done in tans and blues. The music was just loud enough. The bar was situated in the center of the room where a person could see and be seen by everyone. Chairs and sofas were in groupings around the bar. And the tables were placed to promote conversation and meeting people.
The crowd was a good mix of men and women. As we stepped in the door, I realized my mistake in bringing Callie here. Half the single guys in the room sensed fresh meat and were eyeing her and the other Flash women. Attractive guys. Successful-looking men. I put on my fierce back the fuck off look. I didn't like the look of lust in their eyes.
What did I expect? Callie was a model. She stood out wherever she went. I was just a regular guy. She was out of my league, but I'd be damned if I let that stop me.
We found a couple of tables in the heat of the action large enough for our party of ten or so. We'd barely sat down when our cocktail waitress appeared with a drink and set it in front of Callie. It was one of those girly martinis.
"From the gentleman over there." The waitress discreetly pointed.
The guy, of course, was slick and watching for Callie's reaction.
Callie nodded and smiled thinly before ignoring him. She eyed the drink. "Why do the guys always send me these expensive martinis? I'd settle for a glass of wine. A beautiful, expensive glass might even impress me." She took a sip. "Not bad."
I was fuming. I was supposed to be the man who bought her a drink. "This is a regular occurrence for you?"
She shrugged. "I never have to buy myself a drink if I don't want to."
The woman at her other elbow caught Callie's attention, and suddenly I was ignored by her and found myself entertaining the other women with my war stories. Loud enough for Callie to hear, I hoped, though she seemed engrossed in her conversation.
The Flash people were a fun crowd. I enjoyed hanging with them. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have enjoyed it more. But I was looking for my opportunity with Callie. They were impeding my progress.
Fortunately, it wasn't long before the other Flash ladies started attracting their own share of male attention. Which had been part of my plan all along. They were young, pretty, and fashionable. What hetero guy could resist them?
The delay was mostly due to the daunting aspect of approaching a large group like ours. Men can be cowardly in that situation. Public embarrassment in a place like this can be fatal to the objective of hooking up. You want to be seen as desirable, not a reject. I did my best to give the other guys a shot, being a sort of wingman for them, while protecting Callie from any unwanted attention. Unwanted by me.
Eventually, one by one, the Flash women peeled off. The smaller the group at the table got, the faster other men appeared to hit on the ladies. The few Flash guys went off to hit on other women. Another few Flash people left early to head home to family and other obligations.
That left me to entertain Callie and look for an opportunity to buy her a drink. But as soon as she set one aside, another always seemed to magically appear, as if they were waiting in line. She barely took a sip of most of them. Man after man gave it his shot and ended up disappointed. How was a guy to get a drink in edgewise around here?
I had to fight being grumpy about it. But Callie took it in stride.
She was soon pointing out the small, personal dramas going on around us. "See those two guys at the bar? They're trying to figure out how to hit on those two women." She motioned subtly. "The women aren't interested. And the guys aren't interested in that woman who's hanging on their elbow, clearly putting out signals and looking for a hookup. Think either of them will settle for her by the end of the evening?"
"Men can get desperate," I said, catching the people-watching fever.
"Yeah, maybe. But you learn a lot by watching people. Human nature is pretty predictable overall. There are some desperate souls who will go home with anyone. But most people, in my observation, have some standards, at least early in the evening. The alcohol goggles haven't kicked in yet. Or desperation. Someone better might come along. At this time of night, you have to keep your options open. Those two guys want someone in their league or above. What do you think? Are those women out of theirs?"
"Maybe," I said, studying the women. "It depends on how suave the men are."
"Not suave enough, or they'd have already swooped in and charmed the ladies." She smiled at me. "Women like confident men, but they have to be charming. Wit and a sense of humor will get a guy a long way and overcome looks."
She took a sip of her drink. "Whoops! Mr. Studly just entered the bar." She glanced at a newcomer in the doorway. "Feel the tension. He's been noticed. He's taking the measure of the room, seeking his prey for the night."
She watched the newcomer. "Oh, no! Gentlemen, you have waited too long. He wants those two ladies at the bar. One of them, anyway. And there he goes, putting the moves on and filling the empty seat next to them."
She watched the women intently a moment, finally shaking her head. "He has them in the palm of his hand. Hard to tell which one he's after. Maybe both. Could be he wants a ménage. They'll leave with him. Care to bet on it?"
"No thanks. I never bet against the master."
"It's good to be out of the game," Callie said. "So much more fun just to watch and make fun."
Fifteen minutes later, the guy left with the two women, leaving the other two dudes to scowl after him. I was having such a good time with Callie that time flew.
I gave up on buying her a drink and insisted on ordering her some bar food. "You have to eat, right?" It was happy hour. Food was cheap. I would have asked her to dinner, but I got the impression she was having too much fun, and if I suggested leaving, she'd call it a night and head home.
She finally opened up some about her life. Her dad had been in the Army. He was killed in a helicopter crash when she was fourteen. In this situation, I knew what to say and do. She said her dad's friends and fellow officers had been wonderful to her mom and her family. One of his friends had stepped in as a surrogate dad.
"He made a promise to Dad to look after us if anything ever happened to him," she said. "I guess it was a reciprocal thing."
Guilt was a bitch. It settled in the pit of my stomach. "That was good of him," I said, suddenly grasping for conversation while I pushed aside my own treachery.
"Maybe," she said. "But he wasn't Dad. Sometimes…"
"Sometimes?"
"Sometimes he overstepped," she said. "We were capable of taking care of ourselves. Dad taught us well. It was a nice sentiment, but the promise was too big and broad. He took it too seriously, but lacked the love that should have been behind the commitment."
"And now?" I said. "Is he still a surrogate dad? If you were getting married, would you ask him to walk you down the aisle?"
"No! Definitely not." She traced her finger through the condensation on her glass. "My uncle. My dad's brother. I'd ask him. He helps us because he loves us. Better to be bound by love than a dramatic promise."
"Love trumps all?" I asked.
"I think so."
She gave me something to think about. Eventually, the buzz I was getting buried the guilt.
As the evening progressed, I put my moves on her. I moved closer to her. Put my arm around the back of her chair. Flirted. She flirted back, using any excuse to touch me and me the same. The vibes of interest coming off her were strong. All signs pointed to go.
When it seemed like enough time had passed and Callie would soon be ready to head out, I got my opportunity. She had a crumb on her lip. I brushed it gently away and cupped her face in my hand. I leaned in close and stared into her eyes, which were wide and dark. "You and I have more than professional chemistry. Let's stop fighting it. This is the last night before you commit to Pair Us. I have a hotel room here in the city tonight. Let's put it to good use." I leaned in to kiss her.
She pulled back. "I'm disappointed in you, Knox." She grabbed her purse. "I thought I made it clear—no more hookups for me. I'm already committed to Pair Us." She pushed back her chair, stood, and walked out on me.
I stared, breathless and shocked, after her. I threw a fifty on the table and ran after her with the eyes of the crowd on me, just another douche being rejected. Another amusing drama playing out.
"Callie!"
She kept walking. For a woman who'd had so many free drinks thrown at her, she was amazingly fast. And determined.
"Callie." I caught her on the street and got into step with her. "I'm sorry. I misread the signals. I'll back off." I didn't understand women. I couldn't understand why she was so furious at me. Shouldn't hitting on her be a compliment?
We passed a homeless addict on the corner. "Hey, leave her alone, man. She doesn't want to be with you."
I ignored his unsolicited sidewalk advice. "At least let me walk you back to the parking garage."
She glared at me.
I held my hands up. "No more idiot moves."
She didn't slow down.
"Look. Despite my slimy moves, it has to be safer walking with me than walking alone."
She slowed slightly and looked at me. "I don't know. That high guy back at the corner seemed to have a pretty decent grasp of how to treat a woman."
"No more moves," I said, helplessly under her spell. I'd do anything to get back in her good graces. "I promise."
She stopped and stared at me with narrowed eyes.
I held out my hand. "Friends?"
She stared at me forever before taking it. "For now. At least until you see me safely to my car."
I swallowed hard and nodded.
The corners of her mouth twitched. "You really are a douche, Knox. But it's hard to stay mad at you when you look like such a puppy dog."
"Puppy dog?"
"Did I just insult your manhood?" She adjusted her purse on her shoulder. "Maybe I should have said hangdog. Better?"
"Marginally." I relaxed. She was clearly teasing. And flirting. I didn't understand her. Or what I'd done wrong.
We walked the block back to her car in companionable silence. She was parked on the third floor. I insisted on walking her all the way to it.
When we came out of the stairwell on her floor, she pointed down the row. "That's me. I think I can handle it from here."
I took my cue, but I wasn't leaving until I knew she was safe. "I'll watch until you make it safely. In case there's someone hiding in the back seat."
"Now that makes me feel better and totally safe. Someone in the back seat of my car. I always lock my doors." She rolled her eyes. Her sides shook. She was trying to hold a laugh in. "We gave them a show at the bar, didn't we?"
I grinned. "Yeah. I guess we did. If anyone was taking bets on whether we'd leave together, do you give it to them? Or cry foul?"
"Give them the win? Definitely not. Leaving in anger, even at the same time, is not in the spirit of the bet."
I looked at my feet and glanced at her with my head down. "Yeah."
Suddenly, she stepped into me, took my head in her hands, and kissed me, gently but passionately. The force of it, and her tongue darting in to dance with mine, took me by surprise. I pulled her close and held her tight against me, returning her kiss.
When she finally pulled away, her lips were puffy from my kisses. She smiled at me. "Good night, Knox. Maybe I'll see you around."
Before I could answer, she turned and started walking away.
"Callie! Wait!" I caught her elbow. "Let's stay in touch, huh?" I waved my phone at her. "I don't have your number."
"No, I guess you don't." She shrugged my hand off. "If you want to get in touch with me, you'll find a way." She walked off.
I stood rooted in place, as good as my word. I watched her until she was safely in her car and pulling out of her parking spot.
What the hell was that? I had never in my life wanted a woman more. I had never needed more to call Ashley for advice, either.
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Was I toying with Knox? He was the most infuriating man. I'd just snapped. I wanted him. But had he not heard me the myriad times I'd said I was done hooking up? That I wanted something more? That I had a commitment to Pair Us and this job was important to me? If he was only interested in hooking up…
I got riled up at the thought. I was so disappointed in him.
All of this was on my mind the next day as I arrived for my appointment with Ashley at her Pair Us office. Her assistant Lottie greeted me. She was warm and friendly, as always, as she showed me in to meet with Ashley.
Ashley, too, met me with a ready smile and put me at ease. "How did the Flash shoot go?" She offered me a seat in the seating corner of her large office. All the framed, smiling couples beamed at us. "I heard there was some excitement. I'm glad you're all right. No ill aftereffects?"
"The shoot was great." Every time I thought of Knox, I smiled despite my frustration with him. "I'm fine, thanks to Knox, one of the other models. I owe him my life."
"Yes," Ashley said, but there was something reserved in her manner. "You'll have to forgive me. Usually I like to meet new clients out in the wild. But since this is also a private business relationship, I thought we'd do better to meet somewhere where there are no prying eyes and ears."
I agreed with her. She offered me a beverage. I politely declined. I was nervous and excited. My stomach was full of butterflies.
"Let's get started." Her laptop sat on the coffee table in front of her. She grabbed it, opened it, and brought up my file. "I appreciate you getting your responses to me so promptly. I've looked over your file. You were very thorough. I think I have a good handle on the kind of man you're looking for." Her smile brightened. "I have good news—I have several close matches I'd like to set you up with in our client base."
She explained the process to me. She'd tell me about the men and show me their profiles. If I liked what I saw and heard, she'd contact the men. If they were interested too, they'd get in touch and ask me out. Ashley was there as the intermediary at every step. After each date, we'd meet for a date postmortem, where we'd go over the details of the date and how the man had either failed, met, or exceeded my expectations. We'd discuss feedback my dates had for me and that I had for my dates. From my feedback to her about what I liked or didn't, she could refine her search. While I was out on any date, I could call her for advice. Or rescue. She was pretty much available twenty-four-seven.
I listened and reviewed the profiles thoroughly as she went over them with me. They were handsome. Successful. Their profiles were impressive. I had no objections to any of them. Two weeks ago, I would have been drooling over the thought of meeting classy guys who were looking to get into a committed relationship. The problem was Knox. I hated myself for that weakness. I wasn't too fond of him, either, for putting me in this position. If I'd never met him…
Ashley picked up on my lack of enthusiasm. "What is it? Is something wrong? Did I misread your tastes? None of these men have to be the one right off the bat. And many of them improve on meeting. I've carefully screened them. There are no duds—"
"It's not that," I said. "Do you really think you can find me the best match that's out there for me? Better than I could do myself?"
If she was surprised, she didn't show it. She was probably used to cold feet. "Best? Better than you could possibly do yourself? That's hard to say. I can guarantee that I can find you a match you could be completely happy with the rest of your life if you chose to commit to the search. But it is a search. It may take time. I use a complicated method to determine points of compatibility between people. I give each couple a compatibility score based on percentage—eighty percent compatible, ninety percent, that kind of thing.
"I have a threshold that must be met before I even set a couple up. A threshold that, all things considered, including the unpredictability of physical chemistry, should lead to a happy union. I combine that empirical method with my experience and knowledge of people and personalities and my intuition, which is very strong. Nothing is left just to data." She explained her method and philosophy of matchmaking in more detail.
I asked a few more questions.
"You're still reluctant? Unsure? Disbelieving?" There was nothing judgmental about her manner. She was extremely reassuring, kind, and confident.
I bit my lip, hesitating.
"If this is going to work," she said, "you need to confide in me. We have to be honest with each other."
"This is going to sound bad." My heart raced. "It's, well, bad timing. Just this week I met someone who…"
Her sympathetic expression encouraged me to continue.
"Someone who makes me feel like I've never felt before." I almost blushed. "But don't worry. He's not the committed type. He's like all the other guys, just wanted to hook up. I can be completely professional. I'm eager to throw myself into this—"
Ashley frowned. "Who is this man? Describe him to me. If we can dissect what makes him so appealing, we can use it to our advantage in the matching process."
"No one," I said. It seemed stupid to mention Knox's name. "I have a bad track record of picking men that are bad to me and for me."
Her frown didn't relent. "Would it help if I talked to him? I'm an exceptional judge of character and compatibility. I could determine quickly whether the two of you are compatible enough to have a good chance of success. If he is, I could coach him and coax him into our dating database or sign him on as a client. Then you could be legitimately paired with him and not be in violation of our contract or risk your job with us."
I chewed my lip, a bad, nervous habit I usually managed to avoid. "I don't think he'd be up for that." I took a deep breath. I was blowing this. I didn't want to lose this job. "It's probably nothing more than hero worship. It's hard not to fall a little in love with a guy who saves your life." Did I just say "fall in love"?
Ashley looked shocked. She quickly caught herself and adjusted her face to a calmer, friendlier look. "Are we talking about Knox? Knox Emerson?"
I nodded. "Yes. I'm surprised you remember his name." Something about her manner struck me as odd. She was both amused and surprised. With an undercurrent of anger, maybe. "You know him?"
"Yes, to be honest," she said. "I do. I've known Knox for years. He was my late husband's best friend. And one of my clients until I put him on hiatus a few weeks ago."
I had to keep from letting my jaw drop. "He's a client of Pair Us?"
"He didn't tell you?" She looked almost resigned.
"No," I said slowly, surprised and feeling betrayed. "He never mentioned it."
"Oh, Knox," she said softly. Her eyes narrowed. She looked as though a thought had just occurred to her. "Other than wanting to hook up, do you think he feels the same about you?"
I nodded, miserable, anger at him rising. "I thought so. I think so. We had a great time on the shoot. I thought we connected. Though, clearly, he's keeping things from me."
"Don't be too hard on Knox. I can't say more. Client confidentiality. But he really is a good guy. Handsome. Fun. Witty. And a great dancer. Used to be a good pianist, too." She smiled suddenly, looking like she was trying not to break out laughing. "Sorry. It's too much. If you're right about his interest, I can help you. I have his profile. It's easy enough for me to compare it to yours for compatibility."
I wasn't sure I wanted her to now. I was stinging from his lie of omission. And curious as to why he was on hiatus. "Is it typical for clients to go on hiatus?"
"Not typical," she said. "But it happens. Sometimes clients just need a break from the search to reassess their objectives and recommit to the search. We all need a breather now and then."
It was hard not to trust her. She sounded sensible and reasonable.
She set her laptop down on the table. "The good news for you is that I know Knox very well. I know what makes him tick. I know what's holding him back. It's nothing major. Once he finds the right woman, it will disappear with just a gentle nudge. But. If you two are compatible, we'll need a very deliberate strategy."
L azer
Ashley slipped into my office unannounced.
"Hey," I said, getting up from my chair to wrap my arms around her and kiss her. Seeing her during work hours was always the best part of my day. "To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?"
She kissed me deeply and stroked my face. "What game are you playing, Lazer?"
I frowned. "I'm playing many games. Which one are you talking about?" I tried to look as innocent as possible, but I had a good idea which one she was referring to.
"Callie, our new spokesmodel, just left my office a little while ago."
"Did she?" I kissed Ashley again. Distraction is the better part of valor. She was sure the hell distracting me. My thoughts ran toward locking my office door.
She stepped out of my embrace. "She did. She told me a very interesting story about modeling with Knox. And falling for him. And him seeming very interested in her." She pinned me with her gaze. "What are you up to? What have you done? Are you playing matchmaker? Because if you are…"
She took a deep breath. "You're brilliant somehow. And I want to know how you did it. I just ran it. Knox's profile isn't compatible with Callie's. And yet they're clearly into each other…" She raised her eyebrows.
"Yeah. About that," I said, trying not to let my elation at being such a damned brilliant matchmaker show. The guys and I had done it. "Caught and caught. And I am genius. I was going to come clean. Eventually."
She crossed her arms. "I'm listening."
"You'd better have a seat." I took her elbow and led her to a plush chair in my seating area. "This is a long story. The 'too long to listen, did not finish' version is—Knox lied on his Pair Us profile. Deliberately, to throw you off and make sure you didn't find him a match? To match you more closely and give himself a better shot with you? Unintentionally trying to please you? Only Knox knows." I told her the whole, longwinded, contorted story.
She slid out of her chair and joined me on the sofa. "Knox and I are a good match, even without him cheating."
She brushed my hair across my forehead and looped her arm through mine, resting her chin on my shoulder. "If not for you, I could have been very happy with him, Mr. Perfect Match of Mine. But now that I've had a taste of a perfect match, there's no going back. His cheating was all in vain. And only hurt him."
I stroked her hair. "You don't sound too surprised."
"I knew something was off," she said. "Which, to be honest, is why I matched him with women more by gut feel than with data and match percentages. Data is all very good, but it isn't perfect. It gives the client more confidence than mere intuition, which is partly why I use it. I played around with matching Knox with women with varying characteristics, searching in the dark for the magic combination and that elusive physical chemistry."
She kissed my cheek and sat up straight, removing her chin from my shoulder. Damn, she smelled good.
"Unfortunately, I never had an exceptionally strong gut feeling about any of the women I paired him with. Bad luck that I didn't stumble onto a strong candidate. It was a lose/lose situation. He had his mind set against anyone I set him up with, and I didn't have a candidate shiny enough to overcome his resistance." She got that determined, excited look on her face that I knew so well. "I have a feeling about Callie and Knox, though. I have since I walked in while you and Justin were interviewing her." She shook her head. "Knox. You're really blowing it."
I shrugged. I didn't mind seeing her angry at my nemesis. "Your intuition is never wrong, Ash. Your gut is right on the money."
"What?" She took my hands. "What are you trying to tell me?"
"If our method is correct—and we have no reason to doubt it, especially given the recent anecdotal evidence—not only is Callie a match for Knox, she's a perfect match." I couldn't help grinning. "Which is why he can't resist her."
Ashley's eyes went wide. She broke into a delicious smile. "A perfect match? What are the odds? You're kidding?"
"Nope. Not kidding. We had to scour the Internet to find her, but…" I shook my head. "As much as it pains me to give this guy all the happiness in the world, I'm doing this for us. I wouldn't mind, however, tormenting him a little in the process."
"You're beautifully cruel," Ashley said. "Not that I blame you."
"I'm practical," I said. "I understand the game. I understand men. At heart, we'll all hunters and cavemen. The chase is a vital part of the thrill. That which is easily won isn't as valuable as that which you have to work for."
"Good point, Ugg."
"I prefer Zog, if you don't mind."
She kissed me quickly. "What now, my darling, brilliant Zog? What's the plan? And don't play coy with me. I know you have one."
Her faith in me was just one of the reasons I loved her. "If we're going to win this one, we need Callie to play it the way we instruct her."
"Agreed," Ash said. "We need her in on this."
"What else did she say about Knox? Is she afraid dating him will put her job with us in jeopardy? The forbidden fruit—that's part of the plan."
"I assured her we'd work with her so there's no question of breach of contract. I also told her Knox is a client. We can use that. Lazer, this could be a big boon to our ad campaign." She paused. "The campaign isn't just a setup, is it?"
I squeezed her hand. "Not just. Did Callie give you any indication of how interested Knox is? Is he ready to abandon his stupid vow to Ruck yet?"
"She doesn't know about the vow, obviously. I'm not going to tell her. Knox wanted Callie to hook up with him."
I laughed. "Of course he did. She's fucking gorgeous. A guy would have to be blind—"
Ashley raised an eyebrow.
I held my hands up. "Just saying. In my playboy days, I would have given a hookup a shot, too."
"She turned him down," Ashley said wryly. "She made it clear her hookup days were behind her, too. Thanks to us. Or you. She told him about the conditions of working for Pair Us."
I couldn't help laughing. "She is into him."
"You thought ahead to this, too. You want to dangle her over his head, a tasty bunch of grapes he can't have."
"Always think several steps ahead." Damn, I was pleased with myself. "Sounds, too, like he was hoping to use the old get-her-out-of-his-system move."
"You could be right," she said.
"Our plan's working beautifully. If I'm right, one taste of the forbidden fruit will never be enough for him."
"One taste of a perfect match never is." She kissed me again.
We had to time this right and make sure he was really on the line before we made any rash moves. We had to dangle those grapes out of his grasp a while longer.
"You look like you're concocting evil," Ashley said.
"Processing new information and tweaking our master plan." I rubbed my chin.
Ashley got a devilish twin to my grin. "What do we do now?"
"Keep dangling our bait," I said. "Judge our subject's jealousy level. And make him beg for her."
"I like the way your mind works," she said. "It was your plan all along to throw them together and make them get to know each other. I should have guessed Justin and the guys were your accomplices. Still, it's brilliant. It would be nice if we could judge where Knox's heart is."
"Jus thinks he's hooked." I paused. "Tomorrow we begin filming our campaign, the lonely 'before' shots. The Flash event goes live next week. I've seen some of the shots—stunning and evocative. Definite chemistry between Callie and Knox. If some of them don't go viral…" I grinned. "I'll make sure they get a push. How soon can you start sending Callie out on match dates?"
"I've shown her a list of candidates already," she said.
"Good. We'll have to make sure those dates get plenty of exposure. Make it so Knox can't miss them," I said. "Let me fill you in on the plan."





14
K  nox
Plan B—I cyberstalked Callie, friend requesting her on every site I could think of. She turned down every request. You might think I'd get the message, but I didn't. I had this idea that if she saw how desperate I was to see her, it would soften her heart.
I tried a phone search online and came up empty. I did everything short of calling Ashley to beg her for Callie's contact information. I didn't want to tip my hand. Ashley wouldn't have given it to me anyway without Callie's permission. She might have passed along a message. Last resort, man. Last resort.
I spent a miserable week. Then the Pair Us commercials and ads featuring Callie started appearing everywhere. Callie talking about her ideal man, encouraging guys to sign up—they might be her ideal match! Gag.
I couldn't get away from them. They were ubiquitous. I saw one on the bus that ran past the ferry terminal. There was even a billboard on Bainbridge near where I lived.
If I were paranoid, I would have thought they were following me around. Everywhere I went on the Internet, there was Callie's gorgeous face and her words about searching for her soul mate. How much were Lazer and Ashley spending on this campaign? And why was I in their target audience? Oh. Yeah. Single. Male. Over thirty. And a client on hiatus.
As if that wasn't bad enough, the Flash event went live. I got a call from Peter—the event was one of Flash's most successful ever. And had I seen? Several of the photos had gone viral worldwide. His pictures were a sensation. Callie and I were a sensation. He was probably going to win an award. Flash would win an advertising award. They had to. This was big.
Had I seen? Hell yes. I couldn't escape them. Everywhere I looked: Callie and me smiling at each other, looking longingly into each other's eyes, me slipping a ring on her robotic finger—that one was a favorite. The one of her robotic hand stroking my face was another crowd pleaser. They were great publicity for Flash and Callie. And misery making for me.
I thought the first two weeks were hell. Then Callie's dates started, with all the commercials surrounding them. Callie out with a variety of good-looking guys, smiling at them. Laughing with them. Looking longingly into their eyes.
I thought I could get her out of my mind. But somehow she was even more deeply embedded. I was so jealous that I was on the verge of exploding. I had to see her again. Finally, I got my break. Callie was doing a bridal show in Tacoma.
Despite being one half of the viral sensation of a wedding shoot, wedding shit wasn't my thing, but I had to see her. I sucked it up.
I got to the wedding fair early and stood in line with a bunch of brides-to-be and their moms, mostly. A few grooms who were probably dragged there in the name of domestic happiness. A few gay grooms who seemed excited. And me.
It was an unfortunate choice of events to try to see Callie at. I was recognized almost immediately. My hand gave me away. Everyone in line wanted to see it work. To shake my hand. To gush about how romantic those pictures were.
"Are you a groom in real life?" "That is just so awesome that you're here! Will you be giving a talk? Is there a photo op with you?" I posed for a lot of selfies. "Not many men have the confidence to come to a bridal fair." The comments and questions were endless.
Inside the venue, I was handed a goody bag. The lady at the door wore an apron with pockets full of bride and mother-of-the-bride buttons. When she saw me, her face lit up. "A groom! At last. I thought I was never going to get rid of these groom buttons." She pinned a groom button to my lapel before I could stop her. What did I care? It made life easier.
I shoved my left hand into my pocket, trying to go incognito, wishing for the millionth time I'd worn my cosmetic fingers. Without my showy prosthetic, I doubted I would have been recognized in the wild without my groom attire. I could have at least shrugged off any similarity. The entire floor of the venue was filled with wedding vendors—photographers, bakeries, caterers, florists, wedding planners, and bridal shops.
Every booth I walked by, someone leaned out to hand me a brochure or a sample. It was impossible to escape them. Wearing that groom button was like having a target on my chest.
"Have you booked your venue yet?" "Free cake tastings." "Come try a sample of our wedding buffet menu. Quotes available upon request."
It was awkward as hell grabbing everything with my right hand and stuffing it into my goody bag that was hooked over my left, with my hand in my pocket. Or eating one-handed.
I will say this—a guy could make a meal out of the free samples of catering and cake. And if I had been getting married, I definitely had my preferences about whom I'd hire.
In the hour I had to kill before the fashion show Callie was in began, my goody bag was stuffed to bulging. And I'd bonded through sympathetic looks with the other, presumably real, grooms I'd made eye contact with at the fair.
Well before the show began, I wormed my way in and got a seat in the front row next to the catwalk. I wanted Callie to see me. The other women must have thought I was a bridal gown fanatic.
"Has your bride picked her dress yet?" the woman who took the seat next to me asked. Next to her, her daughter listened intently.
"No," I said.
She looked around, read my groom button, looked around some more. "Where's your bride-to-be?"
"Sick," I lied. "We were supposed to come together. I'm here taking it all in so she can live vicariously through me." I hefted my goody bag. "She'll be excited to see all the swag I got her."
The woman got a rapturous look on her face. A tear formed in her eye. "Isn't that sweet? Aren't you adorable? Your bride is a lucky woman."
Oh, yeah. Sure.
The glow and goodwill lasted until the show started and Callie walked down the catwalk. My heart stood still as she walked toward me. She was just as gorgeous as always. In that dress, she looked so much like she had at our shoots. Memories came back unbidden. My body reacted to her the way it had since we first met.
Our eyes met. Hers flashed. If she was surprised, she didn't show it. I made a funny look at her and shrugged.
She ignored me.
I was spellbound every time Callie walked the runway, always trying to catch her eye. Pleading with her with every bit of body language I knew to forgive me and give me a shot. Trying to make her laugh. Trying to make her smile. She ignored me every time, looking over my head when she walked past.
The lady next to me, once enraptured with my sweetness toward my imaginary bride, switched to giving me dirty looks. Clearly, I was a douche. A cheater. Out ogling other women while my bride was in her sickbed. My infatuation with Callie was that obvious.
After the show, I jumped up and headed toward the dressing tent that was set up for the models at the back of the dome. I waited for Callie to come out. Waited with my heart on my sleeve while the models leaving gave me either pitiful or wary looks, depending on their temperament.
Yeah, sure. I was a bridal fair groupie. A fan hanging out at the back door hoping for an autograph or a quick hookup.
When Callie finally came out, she spotted me and sighed. "Are you stalking me?"
"You said to find a way to reach you." I gave her my most charming, hopeful grin. "You have to give me points for persistence and creativity. And for going to a bridal fair. Do you know how few guys there are here? I'm going to have to douse myself with testosterone for the next week just to wash off all the estrogen I've been exposed to."
"As a matter of fact, I'm fully aware of how few men come to these things. I've done more than a few of them now." She pushed past me.
I hung with her. "How about you make this easy on us and give me your number now?" I waved my phone in front of her. "Let me take you out to celebrate our celebrity. We're Internet sensations. We should make the most of that. Most people only get fifteen minutes of fame. If this is ours, we don't want to waste it."
She swatted my phone away. "No."
I was taken aback by her hostility. After that kiss, I thought…
I swallowed hard and followed her. "What did I do now? How could I have done anything?" She couldn't have known about all the stalking I'd done. "I haven't even seen you in weeks. Is it someone else? Has Ashley matched you with your soul mate?" I saw red, suddenly irrationally angry with Ashley.
"You remember my matchmaker's name now?"
"Heh," I said. "Pair Us, and you, have been all over the place these past weeks."
She stopped so suddenly that I almost ran into her. She spun and looked me in the eye. "True enough. And Ashley's under the impression she's known you for years. That you were best friends with her late husband. Might that be why you know her name?"
Oh, crap.
She didn't give me time to answer. And my guilty look wasn't doing me any favors.
"Why didn't you tell me you're a Pair Us client? That little fact just slip your mind?"
I went cold. I stammered all over myself. What else had Ashley told her?
"Yeah. That's what I thought." She shook her head and started walking.
"Look," I said, keeping pace with her. "There wasn't really a good opportunity."
"No opportunity? Like you didn't even think to mention it when I told you about being their spokesperson?" She took a deep breath. "Is it because you're on pause?"
I didn't think I could pale any more, but I felt the blood completely drain from my face. "Ashley told you?"
"Don't blame her," Callie said. "It's not a secret, is it?"
Talk about a leading question.
"Did she tell you why?" I hated asking. I feared the answer.
"No, not really. Something about you needing a break. She made excuses for you. Like the friend she is." She spun on me. "Look. I don't know why you signed up for a matchmaker and then didn't try. But I'm done fooling around. I told you that. Only guys looking for commitment need apply, as far as I'm concerned. If you're that guy, get yourself reinstated at Pair Us. Ask Ashley to do a compatibility check on us."
"If we're a match, you'll go out with me?" I wasn't going through the pain and embarrassment of approaching Ashley without some assurance of success with Callie for my efforts.
Callie's gaze held mine. She frowned. "Yes. If we're a match, and Ashley thinks we'd be good together, then yes. I vowed to trust her judgment. It's my job to date the men she matches me with."
"That's encouraging." I gave her my cocky grin, the one that usually made her smile and laugh. "And dedication to the job."
She remained stony-faced. "I owe you one. That's all."
Crazy as it was, her answer made me the tiniest bit hopeful. She could have repaid her "debt" in any variety of ways.
"Just to make this completely clear—if we're a match, you'll approve my profile and let Ashley pass your contact info to me?"
"It's the only way you're getting my number, Knox. And you have to promise not to abuse it. The only way I'll go on a date with you. And I believe you know the rules—five dates. There's no guarantee we'll last that long. One move by you that doesn't show respect for me and my desire to keep my job, and it's over before it gets started."
Harsh. I held my hands up. "I know the rules."
I was so engrossed that I didn't notice a security guard approaching us until he was right on us. He stepped between Callie and me. "Is this man bothering you, ma'am?"
"Yes," she said. "As a matter of fact, he is."
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K  nox
I was dumbfounded. Shocked. After that security guard threw me out of the bridal fair, I was in a funk for the rest of the weekend. How could Callie do that to me?
And yet I still couldn't get her out of my system. She'd dangled the carrot and given me just enough hope to turn me into a stupid fool. I wasn't used to feeling this way or being in the inferior position. Usually I was the one with the power.
In the hours alone, I did a brutal self-evaluation. I'd left dozens of women hanging since joining Pair Us. Led them on for a date or two to impress Ashley and stay in her good graces. This was a taste of my own medicine, and I deserved it. Which wasn't a pleasant thought. I'd never thought of myself as a user or a douche. But I was. Not only had I not been honest with myself and the women I'd dated, but I was on the verge of breaking my vow to Ruck. And all it took was one hot model. I was in misery.
I could have called Ashley at any time during that time. Instead, I texted her and asked her to reinstate our Monday meeting. If I wanted any kind of a shot with Callie, there was only one way through this. I had to face Ashley and tell her the truth. I had to face breaking my promise to Ruck directly.
To my surprise, Ashley responded almost immediately. The Blackberry 9 a.m. See you there.
Ashley was waiting for me at her usual table. She was on the phone when I arrived. I slid into the chair across from her, heart thumping.
She nodded at me and ended her conversation. "Sorry about that." She set her phone on the table. "Ready to cry uncle, are you?"
"Damn it, Ashley. What do you want me to say or do? I did that shoot for you." I swallowed hard.
"I know," she said. "But I hope it wasn't for me. I hope it was for you." Her gaze ran over me. She frowned. "Have you lost weight?"
"What?"
"Don't take this the wrong way, but you look terrible," she said. "Not like your usual self. I hope you ordered your usual breakfast. I'm starting to sound like my grandma. You need fattening up."
I nodded. "Yeah. I got the usual."
Our waitress appeared on cue and delivered my coffee to me.
"Well." Ashley leaned back to let the waitress refill her water and head to the next table. "There's no postmortem to do. Let's get down to business. I assume you want to be reinstated?"
I nodded. "I do."
Ashley nodded and crossed her arms. "I won't take your money if you're not serious about finding a match."
"I'll give it my best shot." With Callie.
Ashley studied me. There was no way she could find fault with me. I was serious.
"Since our new ad campaign, we've gotten many new clients and tons and tons of new members."
Rub it in.
"Mostly men." She laughed. "You know Callie. You may have seen—she's our new spokesmodel. She's been wildly popular. That campaign is a resounding success. She's a heartbreaker. Drives the men mad. They can't sign up fast enough."
Dagger to the heart. I had to forgive her. She didn't know what she was doing. Or maybe she did. I had no idea how much Callie had told her.
"Callie is that," I said. "You saw our photoshoot from Flash?"
"How could I miss it? It's everywhere." Ashley uncrossed her arms. "You two make a beautiful couple on camera. The chemistry between you two—wow! That was some nice camera work. Peter is a genius. Justin is extremely pleased. The wedding event was one of their most successful new product launches in company history."
"Fantastic," I said, miserably, though it was. "That chemistry you mentioned? That's why I've come to talk to you. I'd like a match date with Callie."
Ashley unfolded her arms. "You and half the men in the city."
"Can you do me a favor?" I said. "For old times' sake?"
She cocked her head to the side. "Yeah?"
"This isn't easy for me, Ash," I said. "Given our history. And my promise to Ruck. Would you set up a match date with Callie for me?"
"I'd love to, Knox. You know I'd do anything for you. But—"
"But?" I couldn't believe she'd refuse me.
"I figured since you wanted to meet that you wanted to come off hiatus, so I took the liberty of running through the database, looking for matches for you. After seeing the pictures from Flash, of course I thought of Callie. How could I not? I specifically ran your profile against hers. I was optimistic…" She paused. "I hate to be the one to tell you this—she's not a match, Knox."
"Of course she's a match." I nearly came out of my chair. I was prepared to beg Ashley. "She has to be a match. Don't tell me she isn't. I've never felt like this—"
"Before? With anyone else? Even with me? You proposed to me. This must really be something. But you know the rules. I don't put people out on match dates who aren't good matches."
I had hoped it wouldn't come to this. It was my moment of reckoning. "Ash, give me a break."
"I want to. I really do, Knox. But I can't until you give yourself one." She reached across the table and took my hand. "Is Callie special enough to tell the truth for?"
I stared at her. "Ash—"
She lifted an eyebrow.
"I lied on my dating profile." I held my head high and met her eye.
She nodded. "I know. I guessed."
"How long?"
"Early on." She looked at me sympathetically.
I took a deep breath.
"I need an honest answer now," she said. "Do you want to be matched with Callie just to hook up?"
"No." I held her intense gaze.
She was silent a moment. "I believe you. Because of that, and our years of friendship, I'm willing to give you a second chance. Fill out your profile and dating assessment honestly and I'll run them again. I have a feeling you and Callie are actually very closely matched indeed."
"You were playing me?"
She shrugged. Part of me still loved her. Part of me always would. She was a great woman. Being in love with her had kept me going through rough times. But it was time to let go of the fantasy of being with her and pursue something real.
"We've been playing each other," she said.
"You and your feelings—"
"I'm never wrong." Her smile was tender.
My heart raced. My stomach burned. This was the hardest part. "My promise to Ruck?"
"You're falling in love with Callie already," she said. "It's written all over you. You'd be miserable without her. Regret it your whole life if you didn't take a chance with her. Now you have a taste of what I feel for Lazer." There was nothing vindictive about her. She was full of empathy.
I nodded. There was no denying the truth.
"The promise you made to Ruck was admirable and honorable, the vow of a true friend. For his part, Ruck was trying to do the best for two people he loved. He saw how well we got along and he knew how you felt about me.
"He was trying to do what I do—match two people he thought would be happy together. And we could have been. If there was no Lazer and no Callie.
"But that's not what happened. Ruck couldn't have predicted Lazer and Callie." She got a misty look. "You and I knew Ruck better than anyone else. He only wanted us to be happy. The thought of us together gave him comfort."
She looked away and took a moment to compose herself. "He'd be devastated if he knew the burden he inadvertently put on us. He never wanted that." She took my robotic-fingered hand in hers and looked me in the eye. "I released you from your promise to him a long time ago. It's time you release yourself."
"You're a wise woman, Ashley Harte." I swallowed hard.
"You're just now figuring this out?"
"I still feel guilty as hell."
"Don't beat yourself up," she said. "Give yourself a little time to get used to the idea that you have fulfilled your vow. You offered me the chance to be your wife. If I refused it because there's someone better out there for you and me, it's on me."
I squeezed her hand. "A part of me will always love you." I swallowed hard. "We can't forget Ruck. I think that's what he feared most."
"We'll never forget Ruck, Knox. After the last year or so, how could we?" She got an impish grin. "How's this for a compromise—you name your first son after him? I can't do it, obviously. Lazer would never go for it."
"Deal." I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it. "And you can be little Ruck's honorary aunt."
She released my hand. "Perfect."
My heart was still hammering. "Does Callie ever have to know about the promise?"
"Not unless you tell her." Ashley's face lit up. "I'm so happy for you, Knox. I really am."
"I just hope I can win her over," I said. "She's not too happy with me right now."
"You will," she said. "As soon as you get me that updated profile."
I pulled out my phone. "I'll fill it out over breakfast."
"Sounds good to me."
I grinned, already feeling lighter. "Good. If I have any questions…"
"I'm here to answer them."
L azer
Ashley came back to the office from her meeting with Knox, grinning so beautifully that she made my heart ache. She moved sinuously, like a cat. A damn hot cat. Later, I'd make her purr. I ran into her in the building lobby and took the elevator up with her.
"How did your meeting with Knox go?" For once, there was no jealousy on my part. No irritation, either. Just eager anticipation.
"Fantastic." Alone in the elevator, she slipped her arms around me as the doors closed and I pushed the button to our floor. "You're brilliant."
"But we knew that. He took the bait?" I cupped her butt. She had such a beautiful butt, always nicely emphasized by the tight skirts and formfitting dresses she wore.
"He begged like a big-eyed puppy." She kissed me.
Elevator sex had a certain appeal, but the ride up was too short. There was always lunch. We broke apart as the door opened into Pair Us' reception area. Lottie greeted us.
I followed Ashley into her office. "Begged to be reinstated. Fantastic."
Ashley closed the door behind us. "Begged to be reinstated. Begged forgiveness. Begged for Callie's contact info. Begged to be given another chance on every front." She slipped her arms around my neck again. "And here's the best part—he even begged, well, agreed and wanted—to be released from his vow to Ruck. Now that he knows what love is—"
"Love already?" I said. "He hasn't even had an official date."
She kissed me and slipped out of my arms too quickly, heading for her desktop computer. "You did too good of a job with your brilliant plan. A perfect match is irresistible. Date or no date yet, this is the one. It will stick. Sometimes you just know."
I followed her to her desk. "What are you in such a hurry to do?"
"I tormented the poor guy and made him confess to cheating on his original profile. He was so eager to be reinstated that he reworked his profile over breakfast. He even asked me for clarification and help with some of the questions." She took a seat at her desk.
"Brilliant." I put my hands on her shoulders and began to gently massage them. "What's the hurry now?"
"I promised him I'd run the new profile against Callie's as soon as I got back to the office."
"But you know he's a perfect match already." I rubbed her shoulders the way she liked.
"Says you." She leaned into my touch and relaxed into my message. "You do know how to rub me the right way."
"I'll give you another demonstration at lunch." I leaned over and kissed her neck.
"That's delicious. Don't take this the wrong way, but stop trying to distract me." She reached up and stroked my hair. "I need my full wits right now. This is too important to mess up. And I'm curious to find out how accurate your web-scraping method is."
"Highly," I said. "We tested it on ourselves." But I let her go to it, watching her work in silence.
"Wow," she said at last. She looked straight up at me. "One hundred percent match by any method, yours or mine."
I shrugged, trying to look humble. But humility wasn't my strong suit.
She laughed. "Try not to gloat."
"Who's gloating? I'm just standing here."
"Wearing an adorable, but gloating expression."
"At least you have more confirmation. Any way you slice it, this woman is made for Knox."
"As if we needed it." Ash grabbed her phone.
"What are you doing now?"
"Calling Callie to make sure Knox was telling the truth that she agreed to go out with him if there were a match and I recommended it."
"I hope you're recommending it?"
"Absolutely."
I took a step back and took a seat on the sofa. "You don't mind if I listen in?"
"This is as much your victory as mine."
"It's ours," I said. "Will you tell them they're a perfect match?"
Her brow puckered. She looked almost torn. "That would be lovely. It sounds so romantic and kind. But you know our policy—we don't give out match percentages. And for good reason. It can lead to too many problems—"
"Yeah, but one hundred percent?" I said. "What could go wrong with that? Perfect matches are rare, you tell me."
"And can still fail and go through rough patches." She raised an eyebrow and gave me an insider's smile. "Especially if people get cocky and comfortable. Relationships need careful tending."
"So no." I was disappointed.
"Maybe someday. Like on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. After I'm convinced they have what it takes to make it work."
"Time is no accurate measure. Many couples hang in there until the kids are grown and then call it quits."
"Reassuring."
"One more question," I said. "Did you tell Knox that I found Callie for him?"
"Are you crazy?" She shivered for effect. "I didn't want to put him off Callie. He has his pride. Let him figure it out for himself."
"I'm not convinced he's that smart."
"You won't give him points for anything," she said. "I might tell him. Someday."
"That twenty-fifth anniversary you mentioned?" I asked. "I'll hold it in reserve in case I ever need leverage over him."
"May I make my calls? Knox is in agony."
"In agony?" I snorted. "Leaving him there a while longer doesn't sound half bad to me."
"That's beneath you." She rolled her eyes and called Callie.
I wish Ashley would have put the call on speakerphone, but she didn't. I got enough listening to her end. She gave me a sly look as she told Callie what a rare match she and Knox were, without coming directly out and telling her they were a perfect match. After some discussion, Callie gave the go-ahead. Ashley hung up and called Knox without pausing to say anything to me. She beamed as she talked to him. Again, I was no longer jealous. I was happy for her and us, glad she could help an old friend who meant so much to her. And ecstatic that Ashley and I could enter into marriage without any barriers between us.
As for Knox, I could hear his excitement from across the room. No, that guy wasn't going to be a problem anymore.
Ashley finished her call. She slid out of her chair, came over to me, and sat on my lap. She ran her fingers lightly through my hair. "I'm famished. What do you think about an early lunch?"
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C allie
I wasn't surprised to get a call from Ashley on Monday morning. I'd had a match date on Saturday night and one on Sunday. We needed a postmortem. Because I was new, a quick check call was in order before our official meeting. But it was my confrontation with Knox at the bridal fair that gave me the expectation.
"Knox explained the situation to me," Ashley said. "He was candid about the requirements you gave him. For my part, you're under no obligation to go out with him. I refuse to exert any pressure. But I have to be honest—I ran your profile against his. You two are an exceptionally close match. I rarely see couples who match as closely. But the choice is ultimately yours."
"Yes," I said without needing to think about it or be sold any further. I broke out into a huge grin. "Tell him I'll be expecting his call."
"Good," she said with a smile in her voice. "Here's his number so you'll know it's him calling."
K  nox
When my phone rang, I jumped, even though I'd been expecting the call. I couldn't remember being this nervous, not even when heading into battle. Not when lives were on the line and my fellow soldiers were counting on me. Not this form of nervousness.
"Ashley."
"Knox, you're in luck," Ashley said, putting me out of my agony without delay. "Once you listened to your heart and honestly filled out your dating profile, you came up a very close match to Ashley."
I whooped and did a victory punch.
"I'm glad you're so mellow about it." Ashley laughed.
"Have you talked to Callie yet?"
"You're in luck there, too. Callie is willing to give you a shot. Don't blow it this time, Knox. I can't have our spokesperson going out on a string of bad dates with anyone. Bad PR is a nightmare. You have one shot at this."
I had no intention of blowing it.
C allie
My phone rang again just minutes after I talked to Ashley. A smile spread across my face when I saw the number—Knox. I shouldn't have been so deliriously happy, but I was. "Knox. You worked fast. My phone is still warm from talking to Ashley."
"With all those other guys after you, there was no time to waste. I don't fool around."
"That's too bad," I said. "I rather like fooling around."
"Now you're just tormenting me."
I'd missed the sound of his deep, sexy voice. "Or flirting."
"Is that what you call it?"
I laughed.
"You know the drill," he said.
"Exactly. This is where you ask me out for coffee. Or if I'm really exceptional and you have high hopes, dinner."
"Coffee is for blind dates," he said. "So either party can escape quickly if there's no chemistry."
"Are you saying I'm dinner-worthy?"
"No, better, much better," he said. "We were either in each other's arms or looking longingly into each other's eyes for the better part of three days. I saved your life. We're past the awkward early stages and you're exceptional. One in a million. In my opinion, you're daytrip-worthy."
"Daytrip-worthy? Wow. You think we can handle an entire day together?"
"I think we can handle more than that, but one step at a time. I'm playing by the rules."
I was a little disappointed. I wasn't sure I wanted to play by the rules.
"Let me show my home territory. Let me show you the island."
"Bainbridge?"
"Yeah."
"I haven't been there in years—"
"Great. I'll have a lot to show you. Pick a day, any day. Make it soon. Make it before the weekend. Before you have any more match dates. You aren't close to any fifth dates, are you?"
I held in a laugh. He was adorable. "A lady never tells."
"You know how to torment me. All right. I'll play the game, but I'm playing it safe. I'm not taking any chances. When are you free?"
"Thursday's good for me. I have the day off."
"Fantastic. I'll meet you in Seattle at the ferry terminal. We'll take the ferry to Bainbridge. Dress casually."
"How casually?"
"Enough to go for a walk on the beach."
At sunset? I wondered.
There wasn't much more to say, but we were both giddy. He wanted to know what kind of food I liked, though he'd had a glimpse of that during shooting. Neither of us wanted to hang up. We talked about nothing and laughing nervously. After we finally did work up the will to hang up, I stared at my phone, smiling uncontrollably.
Ashley had a knack. All of the dates she'd sent me on had been good. Much better than the dates I'd found for myself. The men were successful, flattering, and looking to commit. They were even honest about what they wanted and who they were—from what I could tell, at least. They all also had two good hands. So I guessed having only one full hand wasn't an area of compatibility after all, and gave them a hand up on Knox, literally. As handsome and charming as they were, none of them were Knox. None of them made me laugh like he did. Or made my heart race and my pulse quicken. Ashley's confirmation and seal of approval were icing on the cake.
C allie
I met Knox in the Seattle ferry terminal on Thursday morning. He was sitting in one of the seats in the passenger waiting area. He stood when he saw me, looking as hot as I remembered and wearing an eager, apologetic look. As I waved to him, my heart raced.
I ran to him and wrapped my arms around him. Yeah, he'd done some crappy things by not telling me he was a Pair Us client in the first place. And not listening when I said my hookup days were behind me. But he was reformed now and had gone to great lengths to prove how committed he was about getting a date with me. A date that came with the Pair Us rules attached.
Now I just wanted to savor him and the moment and prove to myself the risk I was taking was worth it. As he opened his mouth to speak, I put a finger to his lips, took his face in my hands, closed my eyes, and pressed my lips to his, opening my mouth to him.
I had to see. I had to know. A physical reaction to a kiss can't be faked. All that tantalizing and teasing through all those photoshoots. That kiss in the parking garage. Now, as my lips met his and my face was buried in his scent…shock waves. An explosion of senses. My nipples budded. I tingled all the way to my toes. My heart raced. I felt every nuance of his lips on mine as he cupped the back of my head and pulled me to him. I'd been dreaming about this all week. But even in my imagination, it hadn't been this good.
I leaned into him. Yes, yes, yes. Sometimes a kiss wasn't just a kiss. Sometimes it was much more. I pulled away suddenly, intent on keeping him off balance and making him mine.
"Wow." His eyes were round and dark. "You look gorgeous. What did I do to deserve that?"
"Nothing," I said. "Just satisfying my curiosity."
He frowned. "About what?"
"Whether kissing you again would be as thrilling as I imagined."
"And?"
"You have to ask?"
He grinned and took my right hand in his robotically enhanced left hand. "So you're saying it was a test?"
I shrugged. "If there was no chemistry today, no zing, there was no way I was going to get on that ferry with you and be trapped on an island with you for a whole day."
"One low-chemistry kiss and I was done for? You would have walked out, leaving me to pick up a date at the ferry terminal or ride home alone?" He looked surprised, as if that possibility hadn't occurred to him. But he was also teasing. "Even after I bought your ferry ticket? If I'd known there was doubt—"
"You would not." I leaned into him. "You have too much confidence. I like confidence. If you'd failed, I would still have let you buy me a cup of coffee for your trouble."
"Generous of you."
I grinned. "Time is valuable. And in case you have any ideas, I can't be bought. A ferry ticket"—I pursed my lips—"creates no sense of obligation in me."
"You're a hard woman."
"Discriminating."
We were suddenly surrounded by passengers disembarking from the incoming ferry. I'd been so lost in him that I hadn't been watching for our ferry.
He pulled me back into him and kissed me again in the middle of the crowd.
C allie
If there was such a thing as a dream date, this was it. We rode across the sound on the front ferry deck, with the wind whipping our hair, cuddled together for warmth. It was a beautiful early summer day. But it was always cool on the water. Always. The water in Puget Sound is something like fifty-five degrees year-round.
The ferry docked in the cute little town of Winslow. Knox took me to lunch at his favorite café. We poked around the shops. He bought me a few trinkets, making a show of trying to find something that could buy me. It was sweet. He took me to the nature reserve, where the hours flew by as we hiked hand in hand, laughed, kissed, and necked in the deep woods.
When we were leaving the reserve, we were both hungry.
"We can dine at a great little restaurant in town," he said. "Or we can grab takeout from it and eat on the beach. I have a favorite spot. Great view. Very few sand fleas."
"The few sand fleas really sells it." I studied him. Something about the look in his eyes and the way he said beach led me to believe there was more to that option than he was saying. "You promised me the beach. I even dressed for it."
"We had some beach time in the nature reserve." He was being too coy.
"Why do you look so sly and eager?" I got up close to him, nose to nose, so I could pierce the truth out of him. "What aren't you telling me about the beach? Does it come with…perks?"
His eyes got that dark, hungry look. "I live on the beach. It comes with seeing where I live."
"In that case, no contest," I said. "I choose beach. I'm dying to see how you live. I can't really picture it. Fisherman's cottage, maybe? A canoe or kayak tied to a dock? A bungalow on stilts over the water? Oh! A double-wide in that trailer park near town?" I teased. He wasn't the trailer park kind.
"Funny you didn't guess fabulous mansion," he said. "Should I be insulted?"
"Do you have a fabulous mansion?" I asked.
"You'll see soon enough. Why do you sound like you could be bought off if I had a mansion?"
I kissed his cheek. "You're silly. I can't be bought off for anything less than a castle."
"I knew you had a price."
We picked up our boxed dinner. I got the impression that he'd ordered it ahead, planning and hoping I'd pick the beach. It was a good sign that he wanted to show me his home.
It was a short, scenic drive to his place. We parked in the driveway in front of a not-so-small, well-kept, and recently renovated beach bungalow. It wasn't a mansion, but everything on Bainbridge was expensive, especially anything on the water. The small front yard was filled with flowerbeds and plants that thrived on the sound. Clumps of bright red and orange crocosmia bloomed in abundance. Hydrangeas were in bloom, covered in blue and purple blossoms.
We got out of the car and stood in front of the house while I studied it. "Your garden is beautiful. Like so many places on the water, you have acidic soil. But you have exactly the right plants for it."
He frowned. "My landscaper chose the plants and takes care of the lawn and garden. One look at my dirt and you can tell the pH? You didn't tell me you're a plant biologist. Or are you a secret farmer?"
I laughed and pointed. "Your hydrangeas are blue and purple. They'd be pink if you had alkaline soil. Grandma always said they're nature's pH kits. Plant a hydrangea and watch the blooms and there's no need to test your soil. Clearly you aren't a gardener."
"Clearly. And you are?"
I smiled.
"Irreconcilable differences?" He raised his eyebrows.
"Compatible strengths." I took in the house. "And the house—"
"Is bigger than it looks from the front." He pointed. "It's long and narrow. Five bedrooms—"
"So many bedrooms," I said in a leading tone.
"Plenty of room for guests and family."
"And future children?" I said.
"I hope so. I want kids." His Adam's apple bobbed.
I smiled back at him. "I do too. Maybe not enough to fill four bedrooms."
"It's always nice to have at least one guestroom." He studied his house with a sense of satisfaction. "I added on when I bought it and remodeled. Not quite a mansion."
"Close enough," I said.
He took my hand, carrying our dinner in the other. "I'll show it to you later. First, we eat before our dinner gets cold. This way." He led me toward a gate on the side of the house.
"You're not going to show me the inside first?"
"Not yet." He squeezed my hand. "I'm trying to impress you. I have to sell you on the view first and my stretch of beach. The house is nice, but the beach is fantastic."
"Yes, with so few sand fleas, I imagine it must be."
He grinned and led me around the back to a beautiful patio filled with containers of plants and stylish patio furniture that made it into an outdoor room with a sofa, chairs, and dining table.
My breath caught at the view.
He leaned in and whispered, "I knew the view would sell you. You haven't seen anything yet. We could eat here at the table. But let's eat on the beach. A little sand doesn't scare you?"
"Many things scare me," I said. "Sand isn't one of them."
He grabbed a beach blanket from the patio and showed me to his favorite spot. We sat side by side, watching the changing water and sinking sun as we ate. Dinner was delicious—mostly finger food, which was an ironic choice for a couple with so few fingers between them. Fried chicken, rolls, potato salad.
I couldn't help commenting on it. "Finger food? An interesting choice."
His face fell. "I didn't think."
"As long as it doesn't freak you out when I lick my robotic fingers." I made a show of doing it, as seductively as possible. "Sauce doesn't do them any favors."
He took my real hand in his and lifted it to his mouth. "These are the fingers I'd like to lick." He slid his tongue between them, licking and sucking, tickling me between my fingers until I stopped him with a kiss.
When we were finished eating, we took a long stroll along the beach as the sun dropped lower and lower. Knox seemed contemplative. And nervous.
When we were back at the bungalow, Knox took me in his arms. "What do you think? Could you ever imagine yourself living on the island?"
The question would only have been presumptuous on a first date if the feeling of belonging together and having known each other forever hadn't been so strong. And if the future and commitment weren't common things to talk about on match dates. Match dates wasted little time weeding people out based on personal deal breakers. If a man didn't want kids and you did, there was no reason to go on another date. If living on the island was Knox's, my answer was easy.
Knox's heart was in his eyes as he waited for my response. As for my heart, it raced, wildly hopeful and happy.
"I think I could, yes," I whispered. "Fortunately, I can live anywhere. I commute all over the sound for jobs."
"Good. Because I'm falling in love with you." He paused. "Is it too early to tell you that?"
I pressed my hand against his chest. Beneath his sweatshirt beat a heart that had the promise of belonging to me, that was falling for me. What a beautiful thought. "No. Not if it's not too early to say that I'm falling in love with you, too." I tilted my head, ready to close my eyes and kiss him.
He remained still. "If you're falling in love with me and I'm falling in love with you, I don't see any point on going on match dates with anyone else." He pulled me tighter against him. "I don't want to be with anyone but you."
My breath caught. My body tingled. I wanted to hang on to his every word and this moment forever. To be caught up in him. More than that, I wanted him. "You want to be exclusive?"
"Yes." He pressed his forehead against mine. "And I want you to be exclusive with me, a reciprocal thing."
I swallowed hard and blinked back tears of joy. "I see. A reciprocal thing. I have to be exclusive with you, too."
"It's a lot to ask," he said. "You still have five months left in your Pair Us contract. If you find a match so quickly—"
"It makes for a powerful endorsement," I finished for him. "Pair Us found me a soul mate in only a month. Do you know how many people have been looking for theirs forever? I have. My whole life."
He tipped my face up to look at his. "Are you saying yes?"
I nodded.
"I'm playing by the rules, Callie." His voice was ragged. "I have to hear you say it. You know what yes means? I love you. I want you—"
"Yes." I looked into his eyes. "Yes to all of it."
He caught my face in his hands and kissed me, gently at first, exploring my mouth, and then more insistently. I sucked his lips and opened my mouth to slide my tongue against his.
He kissed better than any man I'd been with, with his whole soul and being. Or maybe he didn't. Maybe I only thought so because I loved him and was so madly attracted to him. All I knew was that I wanted to suck his lips and brand him as mine and let the world know. Even if it meant shouting it in a testimonial.
He groaned. "What are we still doing on this beach?"
Evening was receding into night. The shadows were long. The sun was slipping into the horizon.
I couldn't resist teasing him. "You don't want sex on the beach?"
"Who said anything about want? Of course I want sex on the beach. I would take you right here on this very beach, if I didn't have at least one nosy neighbor who'd call us in for public indecency."
"Some people have no sense of romance."
"Some people have little kids."
"That explains it," I said.
He grabbed my hand and pulled me across the sand to the bungalow.
"So this is the only way I get to see the inside of your home?" I teased.
He kissed me quickly and urgently. "I always planned on showing you the inside. One way or another." He led me across the patio and into the house through a set of French doors. Neither of us bothered to pull them closed.
There were no lights on. The interior was dim, lit only by the pinks, reds, and oranges of the sunset against the walls and streaming in through the French doors. I was so wrapped up in Knox that I was only dimly aware of my surroundings—overstuffed couches and beachy furniture. The room had been professionally decorated, expensively so, and smelled deliciously like the outdoors, like sand and beach, and Knox.
I expected Knox to pull me to the bedroom. Just inside the house, he pulled me into his arms and into another kiss. Our hands were everywhere. Mine on him. His on me. Our artificial limbs didn't slow us down. I only regretted that I couldn't feel him with my left hand.
I sucked and licked and sucked some more. Let my hands trail wherever they wanted. To the hard planes of his chest beneath his T-shirt. I nibbled at his nipples through the soft cotton until he groaned softly.
We each shrugged out of our sweatshirts and shoes. He helped me slide out of my jeans. When I unzipped him and reached into his, he was long, hard, and ready.
"I've dreamed of feeling you," I whispered as I grabbed him and stroked him hard.
He groaned again and caught my wrist. "Careful. I've been celibate for over a year. I only have so much self-control."
"Isn't that sweet," I said, letting go of him for the moment.
As he reached for the hem of my blouse, I kissed his cheek, his chin, the corner of his mouth—
He grabbed my face and kissed me with passion that took my breath away. My tongue danced with his. My soul danced with his. Every fiber of my being was wrapped up in him.
"We aren't going to make it to my bedroom." His voice was ragged with desire as he pulled my blouse off, unhooked my bra and slid it off, and stared at my breasts in awe. "So you do have nipples. They didn't show in any of the lingerie pictures."
"Photoshop. And nipple pads."
"Damn nipple pads. Real life is better." He took my breasts in his hands and mounded them together, bending to kiss them and then suck and lick each nipple until my knees went weak.
He caught me behind the knees and lowered me to the floor, kneeling over me as he stripped off the last of his clothes. In shadow, he was perfectly built. The last rays of sunlight lit his hair with orange. He was on fire. I was on fire for him as I pulled him onto me and kissed him.
I didn't need any more preparation. I was wet and slick and ready for him. The tip of his dick was wet and ready for me. I curled my legs around him and dug my heels into his back, arching against him as he slid his dick inside me.
This was the most delicious moment of the act, that point when two became one. I gasped with pleasure as he drove in and our shadows made love on the wall behind us. The rug beneath me was plush and thick. With each powerful thrust, he drove me into it. I cried out with pleasure.
He covered my cries of pleasure with his kisses and drove deeper and deeper until he pulled his mouth away and moaned, too. I took his shoulder in my mouth and sucked and bit and let the waves of pleasure match the pounding of the waters onto the shore. The waves built. I could feel the tension in his back and body. My legs shook with the force of holding him tight.
"Callie," he said. "Oh, Callie—"
I squeezed him with my legs and everything inside me and let myself ride the waves with him. I pictured us in the surf, with waves of passion crashing around us. I held him as he shook and finally stilled.
"Wow." I was breathless as I unwrapped my shaky legs and lay still beneath him.
He balanced himself on his arms, taking his weight off me. "You look beautiful beneath me, with your hair splayed out beneath you. I'm done falling in love with you. I am in love with you." He kissed me.
"I love you too." I smiled into his eyes. "That was a quick progression. That isn't just the sex hormones talking?"
He stroked my cheek. "That was just me being honest. The other was me not scaring you off."
I kissed the tip of his nose. "You could never scare me off."
Later, after he showed me the house, and I decided I would catch the ferry home in the morning, we made a fire on the beach and roasted marshmallows for s'mores. He sat behind me, arms around me, a blanket wrapped around us both.
I rested my head against his shoulder and looked up into the starry sky as I licked melted marshmallow off my fingers. "It's beautiful here. Perfect. I could stay here forever."
"Then do." He kissed me upside down.
"Just how exclusive are we?" I said, heart full.
"Headed toward a lifetime of it," he said.
"I think so, too." I sighed happily. "When should we tell Ashley?"
He grinned suddenly. "I say we do a joint date postmortem and tell her then. Ambush her by showing up together. That's going to be a hell of a postmortem. For once, I won't be in the doghouse."
"And I'm going to suggest you do some testimonials with me," I said.
"We'll see about that."
I snuggled into his arms and took a bite of s'more. I had the best job ever. Falling in love was the best job ever.
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L azer
I threw a party at Lazer Lodge under the auspices of celebrating Knox and Callie's exclusivity agreement. Ashley and I invited all the guys and their women for the weekend. Only Dex came solo. As strange as it sounds, I did not invite Knox and Callie. No. This wasn't a party in their honor. It was a party to honor our genius, out-of-the-box thinking, some damn good programming, true friends, true love, dedication, and the finest matchmaking in the universe.
I pulled out all the stops. I had the best of everything. I could afford the best, but I had a special reason for it tonight. Ashley and I had an announcement to make.
We partied on the back patio by the pool, where I always felt like I was flying. The infinity pool was the perfect background to our announcement.
After dinner, I stood and got everyone's attention. Ashley was seated next to me. I grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet.
"It's become the thing to do to send out save-the-date cards to friends and family." I beamed at Ashley and pulled her close. She leaned her head against my shoulder. "But we aren't traditional. This is more than a simple celebration of our success, this is a save-the-date party—"
Our friends clapped and whistled.
"You all helped make it happen. I can't tell you how much that means to me, us. How much Ashley and I love all of you. You're our best friends. We wanted you all to be the first to know. We've set a date and we have a venue. Mark your calendars for—"
The peal of congratulations drowned me out. Our friends were on their feet, cheering, hugging us and each other, kissing Ashley, slapping me on the back. I had the woman I loved, and would love forever, by my side. She was going to be my wife. It was a perfect night.
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