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ONE

 

 

“THIS IS CRAZY,” Freya Dere said.

Without any hesitation, her cousin, Holly, tugged her along the sidewalk and through the glass doors of a building right in the heart of the city.

How could it be so central? So unashamed? 

No, Freya, not the right mindset. She didn’t judge, as such, it was just a surprise the agency wasn’t in some seedy corner of town. Hidden, not so… public. Was Squires in the directory? Surely not.

Calm. Different businesses rented out floor space. No one would know what went on in every corner, would they? God, what was she doing? Their intention was to do something illegal. Illegal! 

What the hell was wrong with her? Most people worried about falling victim to peer pressure when they were teens. She was most definitely not a teen, so why, at her age, was she embarking on a criminal career for the first time? Family, that’s why. Oh, family.

Looked like she was about to get an answer to her question. Holly stopped to check the building directory. Her? No, she couldn’t look. Plausible deniability. Seeing was believing… and culpability. This was taking too long. They were loitering where people could see them. Hadn’t her cousin claimed to know where she was going? Why the stop?

“You know what would be crazy?” Holly asked. “Us, putting up with Kelly’s nonsense without backup.”

She and her cousins were raised close. Relatively close. Close… ish. Okay, maybe not so close. Still, they kept in touch, not a lot of families even did that. Holly and Kelly Piven were the daughters of Gerry and Brenda Piven. The two sisters had a brother as well, Alan, and the three siblings grew up in a picture-perfect life with their parents.

To be fair, hers hadn’t been far from perfect either. Except, obviously, the glaring blight on her upbringing: the loss of her parents. Okay, admittedly, most wouldn’t call that perfect. Their deaths left her under the care of her paternal grandfather, Truman Dere, a man richer than God and more ruthless than Lucifer. So other people said. That hadn’t been her experience, but as his only living blood relative, her position was unique. 

Her grandfather should be the last man on her mind while waiting for an elevator to a place he’d despise her visiting. 

The metal doors whooshed open and whoa, boy… this was happening, it was actually happening… New year, new adventure. Was that the idea?

Holly grabbed her hand to pull her into the carriage and stabbed a button, wearing a gleeful grin. 

“An escort agency,” she muttered, watching the numbers light as they ascended. “This is a bad idea.”

Holly huffed. “Seriously, Frey, I mean, seriously? You’ve heard Kelly, right? Heard how she’s so loved up, so adored, so perfect? Aren’t you sick of it?”

“Hearing how amazing Nickson is twenty-four, seven? Yes, I am sick of that. Very sick of it. But I am also tired of listening to how amazing your fictitious boyfriend is.”

Holly had reason to be upset about the state of her love life. When the woman started talking about new boyfriend, “Paul,” Freya assumed things were looking up. That false picture lasted right up until she learned “Paul” was nothing but a figment of Holly’s imagination. What a tangled web…

“This is going to make it all okay,” Holly said, looping an arm through hers and lifting her chin. “Loretta recommended this place. Loretta knows everything.”

Loretta being Holly’s boss. The two had been friends for years. To say that Holly idolized the older woman would be an understatement. For the most part, the relationship was healthy… not that she knew a lot about it. What she did know? Loretta was more daring than anyone in their family. And right then, Loretta could be their undoing.

They arrived on the agency’s floor. Still reluctant, her heavy feet would only move with Holly’s effort dragging her out. The beautiful lobby looked more like an expensive apartment than an office. Good, okay, the environment put her at ease. 

Wait, was that good? 

No orgies or mandatory nudity, those were good. Couches, warm colors, perfect lighting, it seduced her like a sailor to a siren, probably exactly the decorator’s aim.

Freya dug her heels in and stopped, backing them up to the wall. “Please, Hol, you know I can’t—”

“Yes, you can,” Holly said, letting go of her arm to cup both hands around her face. “You are allowed to have fun, Frey. You’re even allowed to have sex.”

According to who? Not her grandfather.

“Truman will build me a dungeon,” she said, certain in the widening of her eyes. “An actual dungeon, if he finds out about this.”

“You thought he’d cut you off when you went out on your own,” Holly said. “You said he wouldn’t like you getting an apartment or building the foundation.” 

Like it or not, her grandfather hadn’t stood in the way of her creating Children’s Connection, ChilConn, her now-thriving charity. Truman Dere excelled at supporting her… usually.

“This isn’t exactly the same thing.”

“It will be fine.”

If only she could have the same confidence. “Hol—”

“It’s no big deal,” Holly said, straightening up, exaggerating her grin. “This is a fun adventure. We’re being daring. Don’t you want to be daring?” When Freya tried to shake her head, Holly tightened her grip to clamp it still. “Men do this all the time. All over the world. Every day. And this place has the good stuff, we’re not curb-crawling. It’s elite. Top secret. No one will know what we’ve done. All we need is a couple of men to be loved up and devoted, just like Nickson. It’s the only thing that will make our lives bearable. Don’t you want a bearable life?”

“A bearable life?” Freya muttered. “Yes, I do, but—”

“My sister is marrying a man who proposed after two months of dating. Two! They’re getting married, talking about houses and kids. And what are we doing? Nothing. We’re losers, love losers.” 

Hmm, she couldn’t argue against that.

“But—” 

“My father is forcing us to go away with them to get to know this man who came from completely nowhere. Do you know how many social functions we’re going to have until this damn wedding? Days, maybe weeks, at some resort with my sister and her adoring fiancé, a private engagement party, a public engagement party. We have the bridal shower, bachelorette parties—”

“I don’t see how fake boyfriends will help us with that.”

Stepping back, Holly thrust her fists to her hips. “You don’t want to be the only loser singleton at a bachelorette party. Trust me, that’s announcing eternal spinsterhood.” Whoa, wow. “Besides, we can send our men to the bachelor party, make sure this Nickson doesn’t do anything that might hurt Kelly.”

Great idea. Maybe. Her nerves jangled. There was no one around, yet it felt like they were being watched. 

Paranoia didn’t usually shake her. “This just seems… complicated.”

“It’s not complicated. Squires is the premier male escort agency in the country. Probably in the world. The men here are vetted to the hilt; they’re not crazy perverts. They’re discreet and will offer any service we want. Any service…” Her cousin’s suggestive tone didn’t allay her anxiety. “It’s tailored to what the client wants, that’s us. We’re the clients!” She grinned again. “Can you imagine having a guy who actually does what he’s told?” 

“I don’t think—”

“Come on, Frey, we agreed to do this together.” Did they? When did she say yes? Had agreement ever left her lips? The situation was snowballing out of control. “We have to support each other. This way, we can back each other up and talk, ‘cause we’ll know everything.”

“I can know everything without having to participate,” she said. “Seriously, Hol—”

“It’s a man,” Holly said and tilted her head. “One you’re going to pay to treat you the way you want to be treated… the way you deserve to be treated.” Obviously Holly could tell her argument wasn’t convincing because she huffed again. “Either you control your own choice or I pick a guy for you.” Crooking a brow, the threat was clear. Her cousin was aware of everything she’d hate in a partner… and how she hated to be out of control. “Bodybuilder, right? Low IQ… maybe someone who slurps his soup… you like messy eaters, right?”

Restraining her irritation at the attempted tease, she breathed out, resigned this was going to happen whether she wanted it to or not. Somehow this felt like a prime, “What would Roxie do?” moment. An adage some of her newest friends swore by.

“You’re going to owe me big time for this.”

Clapping once, Holly squealed. “I will. I love you. Thank you!”

Grabbing her hand, Holly led them across the large, curved space filled with couches and armchairs so soft they might consume a person. The carpet was thick. A warm beige color, it complemented the elegant gold pinstripe on the walls. 

“You’d think they’d be more particular about security,” Holly said, stopping at the far wall, looking left to right down the corridors running the length of the full-height windows. 

Broad spiral stairs led away from the seating area. Were they supposed to go up there? Either way, there should be a more defined reception. The corridors were long, no labels or signs, which way should they go? 

Holly spun around and planted her by the window. “You wait here; I’m going to find someone.”

Without giving her a chance to respond, Holly stalked off, a woman on a mission. She wouldn’t chase after her. If her cousin found someone, so be it. If not, oh, well, she wouldn’t lose sleep over Squires not meeting Holly’s expectations.

Breathing in and then out, she checked out the bustling street below. There were offices on the opposite side of the street, bullpens and private boardrooms with people in suits hustling. A typical work environment. Not like this one. 

Something drew her eye toward the corridor opposite. Terrible at standing still doing nothing, she wandered that way. Not really going anywhere just… wandering. At the mouth of the corridor an archway to an enclosed circular space, maybe ten feet in diameter, prompted her on. 

Headshots of men lined the walls from hip height to a couple of feet above her head. All kinds of men, men of different ages, races, builds, every demographic. Someone for everyone. 

This was a menu. She shivered, unimpressed by the idea the men were lined up to be sampled and selected like caviar or wine. 

All the men were attractive. Some more her type than others. How did the positioning work? There had to be some sort of system. Alternatively, the men were added and removed as they started and stopped working for the agency. Gaps would have to be filled. Could be scattershot. Maybe there was no pattern.

She wrapped her arms around herself, scanning the pictures as she would in a museum installation. One distinguished gentleman was familiar, hadn’t she met him at one of her grandfather’s functions? Maybe it was just that he looked like so many others. He could certainly fit in with her grandfather’s crowd. Many of these men could. 

Despite their appearance of sophistication, something drove these men into this line of work. Sure, Squires seemed upmarket, and the conditions were impeccable, so far, but no one chose sex work because they wanted to share themselves with the masses. It was a necessity.

She backed out of the gallery. This wasn’t right. She had to find Holly and remind her these were real people, not meat meant to make their lives easier. Hurrying down the corridor, on the hunt, she went deeper into the complex and rushed smack, bang into the side of a guy who materialized from a perpendicular hallway. 

“Whoa, hey,” he said, whoever he was, and opened his arms to cocoon her without actually making contact. 

Stumbling back, her heel wobbled and her ankle gave out, but the stranger caught her arm. Thank you. Good. She didn’t fall on her butt. What a first impression that would make. None of these words came out. On instinct, her arm rose to push his down. And, heart racing, it didn’t settle her any to see the dazzling white smile emerge on his lips. The warmth in his brown eyes stunned her into silence; words, all words, were lost. 

“Second thoughts?” he asked. Somehow the deep growl of his voice intimidated and soothed at the same time. Still, she had nothing. “I recognize the look… Married?”

Her vocal cords had clenched shut. Relax. Relax. Progress was made in a shallow headshake. The act must have shaken something loose, though it wasn’t sense, as proved by what did come out of her mouth. 

“Are… are you a hooker?”

His practiced smile quirked to something much broader and more genuine. She hadn’t thought the last one was false until she saw the light of a laugh in his eyes. 

“If you’re asking do I work here? Yes. I do work here.”

Squeezing her eyes closed, she shook her head. “Oh, that was so offensive. I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry.”

“Baer will do just fine,” he said and offered her a hand. Confused, she narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. “You don’t have to call me God.” Had she? No. That hadn’t been what she meant, he was kidding, that was kidding… maybe. “Now, let me guess… You didn’t come here alone.”

“No,” she said and pointed back over her shoulder. “I—”

“No, don’t tell me… You said you weren’t married.” Glancing down, he stole a look at her hand. “No fiancée… So a girlfriend brought you… or a relative?”

“Cousin.”

Bobbing his head, he slipped his hands into his slacks pockets. “It’s an event.”

“Something like that,” she said. “I’m sorry I called you a hooker.”

“It’s okay. I’ve been called worse… You got all the way here, now you want to back out…? What changed your mind?”

Licking her lips, honesty was a good start. “Your gallery.”

One side of his mouth curled high enough that a hint of a dimple showed. “Yeah, some of those guys should be hung by the neck not by picture hooks… You’re skittish, aren’t you?” Taking a backward step, he opened his arm toward the corridor he’d emerged from. “Would you do me the honor of a chance to change your mind?”


 

 

TWO

 

 

FLOODED WITH GLORIOUS light, the wider hallway led all the way to the other side of the building.

“I… I haven’t shaved my legs today…” she stuttered. “Are we going to have sex?”

Discernment crossed his expression. “I don’t know… You got a major credit card?” Why did she keep saying insane things? Insane and insanely rude things? As she begged the ground to open and eat her, he released a laugh and smiled. “No sex, Little Skit… Let’s start with coffee.”

Going down the corridor, he stole several glances back, probably checking she hadn’t fled. Getting the hell out of there would be the smart course. Worth consideration—whoa, he had an ass on him. What the—where did that come from? She was not one of those people. God, she made herself sick.

After a few more feet, he stopped and gestured for her to go ahead of him up a set of stairs.

“Am I allowed upstairs?” she asked as they ascended.

He came to her side. “How else will we get to the bedrooms?”

The smile on his face suggested he hadn’t been offended by her stupid mouth. Could be he was a good actor. With her being a potential client, he probably couldn’t tell her even if she had. 

“I’m sorry I propositioned you.”

“It’s my job to be propositioned,” he said. “If I’m not being propositioned, I’m not getting paid.”

Good point. “Still, you’re a human being.”

“Not a piece of meat?” he asked, opening a door when they got to the top of the stairs. “Women have put up with that a lot longer than men.”

He allowed her through first. This space wasn’t as fancy as the lower floor. Carpet was gray, walls white. Further down, he funneled her into a breakroom. With vending machines, a corner of kitchen units around a small island, and a dining table, this room wasn’t meant for entertaining clients. 

Block couches and armchairs without arms were the only choice for sitting. The floor was a gray vinyl that must’ve been chosen for its functionality rather than its beauty. 

“How do you take your coffee?” She hadn’t seen him move past her, but he was in the kitchen, poking at a huge shiny machine in the far corner. “It’s supposed to make lattes and cappuccinos, whatever you want.”

He didn’t sound confident he could get it to produce one, but he had his back to her, so she felt okay about smiling. 

“Americano would be great,” she said, heading toward the island.

Twisting to peek over his shoulder at her, his eyes were narrow like that meant nothing to him. 

She laughed and put a hand on one of the high stools to boost herself onto it. “Black,” she said. “Boring old black coffee works just fine.”

Relief crossed his face before he turned back to the machine. “Ah, a girl after my own heart,” he said, retrieving cups from an overhead cabinet. “That I can do.”

“Not confident in the kitchen?”

“I am confident everywhere.”

After he pressed a button, the machine sputtered to life. While it did its thing, he opened more cabinets, searching for something. Less than a minute later, the coffee dripped through. Once it was done, he switched out the cups, putting a second one in the first’s place.

He served her coffee first, then went back to fetch his own. He didn’t drink any, just put it on the island near hers without sitting down. 

“What can you cook?” she asked, turning her cup to lift it by its handle while her other fingertips rested on the opposite rim. He raised his brows in question, she smiled. “You said you were confident in the kitchen, I wondered what you could cook.”

“Not a damn thing,” he said, slipping a hand into his pocket to pull out a bunch of coins. “But I’m good at faking it.”

His attention switched between his coins and the vending machine, so he missed the smile she couldn’t hide. 

“I imagine you’d have to be,” she said, amusement bleeding into her tone. “In your line of work.”

Doing a double take her way, his mind caught up with his words, or hers. When his eyes stayed put, she laughed. 

Clearing his throat didn’t disguise his smirk. “That’s not what I meant, Little Skit.”

“I think it is,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Unless you’re telling me you’ve been genuinely involved with every client you’ve ever had.”

“Of course I’m genuinely involved.” 

Setting her cup aside, she sealed her lips. “Mm, of course you are.” Hopping off her stool, she opened her hand to him. “May I?” Glancing from his closed fist to her open palm, he turned his over to let the warm coins fall into her hand. “I never get to do this.”

“Do what?” he asked, watching her go to the vending machine. 

“What number do you want?”

Simple things like vending machines were everyday to other people. To her, they were toys she’d never been allowed to play with as a child… or as a grown up. Whenever she could, she made up for that lost time. 

“Uh…” he said, coming up behind her, so close she could feel his body heat against her back.

But he wasn’t done. Leaning over, he put a hand on top of the vending machine to peruse what was inside. Sandwiched between him and the machine, there wasn’t much room to move. Yet the narrow space wasn’t uncomfortable. 

Odd.

Topping out at five two herself, she’d never been the tallest anywhere in her life. This guy had to be six three, maybe even six four. His height dwarfed her. And while he wasn’t built like a quarterback, there was breadth in his shoulders and a strength in his form that betrayed he took care of his physique. 

In his line of work, he was probably required to stay in shape. Imagining what may be beneath his black slacks and gray shirt felt like a violation, so she fought to clear her mind, or more aptly, clean her mind. 

“B6,” he said.

Having been so busy chastising herself for thinking about what was under his clothes, she almost forgot the task at hand. Blinking from her daze, she checked the price and scraped through the coins in her palm before slotting the right ones in and pressing the buttons.

Returning the remaining change to his hand without looking at him, the machine did its thing. The potato chips dropped into the well at the bottom. Delighted as a child, she dropped to a crouch to retrieve them, twisting while still down there to hold them up to him. 

Her delight waned to something much more intense when their eyes met again. He didn’t move to take the chips, instead he searched her gaze for a few seconds before his attention slithered to her mouth. 

“Tell me something about yourself, Little Skit,” he murmured, in that deep, intimate drawl he was so good at. “When was the last time you tasted a man?”

If any other person was so forward or indiscreet, she’d be offended, embarrassed even. Instead of her face flaming or her anger flaring, a different kind of heat seeped through her. From the depths of her gut, it simmered up within her, tormenting her curiosity and arousing her in a way she couldn’t recall experiencing in the past.

Before she could answer, he opened his hand to her. “Forgive me, that was crude.” 

Sliding her hand into his, she let him draw her to her feet. Their hands stayed linked as he took hold of the chips. 

Except Freya didn’t let them go. “Baer—”

“Coffee’s getting cold,” he said and turned around, forcing her to let go of the chips and him. 

Being attracted to someone wasn’t a crime. True, it wasn’t usually her first thought on meeting someone new, but she did notice when a man was good-looking… though not usually on such an instinctive level. 

“I should find my cousin,” she said, wishing she could use the vending machine for support. 

Shame her breeding wouldn’t let her slump. 

“To tell her you’ve changed your mind?” he asked, tossing the chips toward the couch that had its back to the kitchen. “Would you join me on the couch?”

Picking up both coffees from the island, he carried them across to where he’d tossed the chips and put them on the coffee table. Standing in front of the couch, he gestured to the seat. 

“You’re polite,” she said, leaving the vending machine to go to him. “Respectful of women.”

“And you’re wondering if that’s upbringing or training,” he said. “Maybe it’s a little of both.”

Only once she was sitting did he do the same. He was quick to retrieve her coffee and put it in her hand. 

“Is it against the rules to ask personal questions?”

“You can ask anything you like,” he said. “Just as I can… Our role is to make clients feel good… whatever that takes… whatever you need…” His arm rested along the low back of the couch; he raised a finger to brush the tip against her sleeve. “What is your name, Little Skit?”

“Freya,” she said. “Freya Dere.”

“This event that brought you and your cousin here. Will you tell me something about it?” he asked. Without answering, she examined him closer. He flashed another smile. “It’s talking. Just talking. No charge.”

This man could have a wife and kids, or a girlfriend… he could have a boyfriend… maybe he had several of each. Had she ever been so curious about a person and their life? His avoidance of her query about personal questions was practiced. This wasn’t the first time a client tried to get into his private life. She’d bet he made a point to keep the two separate. 

It made sense. He had to date dozens, maybe hundreds of people a year. Some of them probably spent more time with him than others. Women, in general, liked to talk and bond more than men. A lot of his dates probably valued conversation. From what she’d seen so far, he was good at it. How many women fell for him while he was just doing his job?

Despite liking him, being attracted to him, this wasn’t real. It wasn’t a genuine interaction. Romance didn’t exist there. It was a business transaction. 

Opening her mouth, she filled her lungs with air. “My cousin announced her engagement to a man the family don’t know and have never met. Her father, my uncle Ger, was ready to veto the whole thing and refuse his permission until Kelly, that’s the potential bride, convinced everyone to go away together. So we’re supposed to pack up and go on vacation to get to know this Nickson who wants to marry Kelly.”

“And you need a plus one.”

Gulping her coffee, she shook her head and made a noise of rejection. “Me? No, I don’t need a plus one. I do just fine without a man in my life… But, Holly, Kelly’s sister, she was with her fiancé for several years before she found out he’d been cheating on her… After the relationship ended, she…” 

Stop talking. 

She couldn’t, shouldn’t, reveal too much to a man who may have to play Holly’s love interest.

“Holly was embarrassed,” he said. “She was in an established relationship with her life on a certain course. She thought she was secure. And this man, the ex, he took it away from her… Then Kelly shows up with true love, the future Holly was supposed to have… What did Holly do? Make up a boyfriend?” Surprised, she blinked and her mouth fell open. He had to catch her coffee cup when her hand relaxed. “This is what I do, Little Skit… And, believe me, I’ve heard it all.”

She could believe it. Already she was beginning to trust him and they’d only known each other a few minutes. After a date with him, or two, or five, there wouldn’t be much a woman would keep to themselves.

“You do seem to know what you’re talking about. You must have been doing this for a long time… Downstairs, you sized me up in a minute.” He combined a humble shrug with putting her cup back on the table. “How did you know so much about me?”

“You told me you weren’t married,” he said. “The rest was just experience.”

“Experience?” she said, twisting more of herself toward him. “Don’t hold out on me. I’m a nervous client, remember? It’s not personal to tell me how you do your job.”

Ah, that glimmer of the dimple. 

“Husbands invite other men into their wives’ beds for a number of reasons. Fiancés do it because they want to. Even if they say it’s for their future wife, it’s usually for them. Either because they want to enjoy the other man too or to see the other man enjoy their wife.”

“That happens?” she asked, restraining a squirm. “Other men ask you to…”

He nodded. “It has.”

“You didn’t ask if I had a boyfriend.”

“Boyfriends don’t hook their girlfriends up with escorts… If they want a threesome, they find a friend… probably wouldn’t occur to them to look for a male hooker.”

Something about his smile betrayed his memory. 

“I’m really very sorry I called you that.” Mortified more like, devastated. “I’m not usually so rude. Quite the opposite.”

Though his experience wouldn’t jive with that claim.

“I’m not offended, Freya. You call things like you see them, I respect that. I don’t need someone to…” 

This time when he trailed off, she sensed there was something more behind what he’d been about to say. 

“What?” she asked, reaching over to curl her fingers around his hand. “What were you going to say?”

“Something else crude,” he said and exhaled a rough breath, driving his fingers into his hair. “Don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m supposed to get the prep sheet before I cross lines like that with a client.”

Squeezing his hand, she pulled it just an inch down his thigh toward her. “Have you never worked without a prep sheet?”

His gaze grew heavier. “Sounds like you’re asking if I’ve ever seduced a woman.”

“No, just wondering if you would.”

“With a client? I wouldn’t. With a woman…”

On a smile, she lowered her chin. “Except I’m not a woman…” she said. His eyelid twitched in curiosity. “Not one you’re interested in pursuing…” Saying it aloud shifted her perspective. “Maybe this is a good idea… I’ve had so much trouble with men over the years… Maybe it’s time to face the reality that I can’t make relationships work. I’ve been with men, amazing men, some more amazing than others… It always ends the same, no matter how great or terrible they are…”

Shh, stop talking. Damming her streaming thoughts, she closed her mouth. 

“There’s nothing you can’t get from Squires,” he said. “Anything at all that you want, you can get it here… You don’t have to worry about typical relationship issues. You’ll have a boyfriend trained to fulfill your needs and have none of his own.”

How unappealing. For a real relationship, which this wasn’t. Damnit, Freya. Why was it so difficult for her to remember that? Probably because she’d never interacted with a man in this kind of situation before.

“You never fight with clients?” she asked.

“I fight with clients.”

“About what?”

“Whatever they want.” 

He fought with the clients who wanted him to fight with them, who paid him to fight with them. If women could request anything they wanted, they could ask him to be rough and tough and dominant. They could request him to be gentle and tender, to ridicule or praise them. No doubt he had the ability to be whatever a “prep sheet” told him to be. 

Baer, if that was his real name, was whatever his clients requested. Who he truly was, both in himself and with women he really cared about, would remain a mystery to them all. 

His smile, his mouth, the smooth line of his square jaw, fascinated her. She wanted to put her fingers on his cheek and run her thumb across his lips before leaning in and—

Leaping to her feet, electrified by audacity, she wanted to kiss him. She’d been thinking… This man she’d just met. This man who wasn’t here by choice. This man she knew nothing about. 

“Freya,” he said, his fingers grazing hers as he rose to stand beside her. “What’s wrong? Did I say something to upset you? When I said fight—”

“You didn’t upset me,” she said. “I upset myself… I’m sorry, I have to leave.”

Before she could turn away, he caught her elbow and scooped a hand around her face. “Little Skit, what spooked you?” he asked, trying to bring her attention up though she resisted. “Look at me.”

Sensing he wouldn’t let her go, her gaze drifted to his. “We just met.”

“Yeah, and everything was going great. We were just talking. No harm in talking… What changed?”

“I was wondering what it would be like to… kiss you,” she said, disappointed in herself. 

It was disrespectful, impudent, to build such a visceral fantasy so quickly.

The concern in his expression loosened. 

After a couple of seconds, a smile curved his lips. “Only one way to find out,” he said, strengthening his hold. “May I?” 

She might have nodded or made a sound of agreement. Honestly? She wasn’t sure. When he bowed, tipping her head back, and brushed his mouth over hers, everything else blanked. 

After testing the texture of her lips, urgency grew in the gentle press. Asking for more, his insistence increased, the growing pressure begged her to open for him. Instinct demanded her jaw relax until his tongue touched hers and—then he was gone.


 

 

THREE

 

 

“OH… Looks like someone started without me.”

Holly’s voice whipped her around. Freya hadn’t heard the door open, or anyone come in, but her cousin was there with a tall, handsome man behind her. 

“Holly,” she said. “I didn’t—”

“I assumed you had second thoughts and ditched me,” Holly said, coming deeper into the breakroom. “I like this way better. Who’s your friend?”

Her cousin smiled at Baer, a coy sort of flirtatious look that made her uncomfortable. That said, nothing about the situation was particularly comfortable. Before the new arrivals joined them, she’d thought things were as mortifying as they could get. Apparently, the universe took that as a challenge.

The man behind Holly answered the question. “That’s Baer, he’s our best,” he said, then stopped to frown. “What are you still doing here? Weren’t you supposed to be…”

Baer slid his hands into his pockets. “She told me to meet her at Gatson’s,” he said. “I’ve got time.”

“Time to call Christine?” the other man asked. 

Baer raised his attention to the wall clock. “Again?”

The man smiled once more, an amused, yet cocky smirk. “Again,” he said. “Always again… Imelda left a message too and Rosemarie.”

On hearing that name, Baer’s smile was instant. “I called Rosie,” he said. “We set something up.”

“Sunderland will be pissed.”

“Sunderland is always pissed,” Baer said and switched on the dazzling smile she’d first seen downstairs. “You haven’t introduced our guest, Conrad… Allow me…” Moving away, Baer went around the couch and extended a hand to her cousin. “Holly, I assume.”

“Yes, Mr. Baer,” Holly said, accepting his hand and laughing when he bowed to kiss her knuckles.

“Just Baer.”

“And are you?” Holly purred. Though Baer’s back was to her, the angle still allowed Freya to drink in her cousin and Baer fixating on each other. Oh, and there was the nausea. Holly’s eyes glittered with excitement. “A bear?”

“If that’s what you need me to be, sweetheart.”

Holly laughed again. “I’ll have to think about what I need from you, Baer.”

Conrad interrupted the couple’s mooning. “Now that we’ve found your cousin, we can go through our introductory meeting,” he said. “Find out what you ladies need and if Baer is in your price range…”

Holly laughed, but it was Baer who spoke. “Conrad, you’ve lost that gentle touch… You’ve been spending too much time with Ilsa.”

“And I’ve got the scars to prove it, buddy.”

“Haven’t we all?”

There was a lightness to the way the men spoke to each other. It wasn’t as measured as Baer had been with Holly or as seductive either. These men were friends. Familiar, maybe even close… maybe they trusted each other… they could’ve worked together a long time.

Conrad would know the answers to all her wonderings about Baer. She’d bet he knew Baer’s background, his marital status, his family and friendships… Attraction was one thing, but as she adjusted to this bizarre set up, the more truth she grasped. 

Baer was an employee. His job was to make women feel the way he’d made her feel. It was his job to soothe and seduce, to kiss and coddle. It was a sales pitch. The pathetic thing was how well, and how quickly, it worked. She’d fallen for it so fast, it was embarrassing. Was she so starved of affection?

One thing she’d never been with men was easy. From her father’s protection to her grandfather’s, contact with men had never been straightforward. Relationships were never simple. That was part of the reason she’d given up hope of ever finding a happy one.

In saying that, getting a date had never been a problem. 

Finding a man she could trust, that had proved impossible. No, that wasn’t fair, there were men she trusted, just none who bewitched her hormones and her heart.

“If you ladies aren’t in a rush,” Baer said, skimming a hand onto Holly’s shoulder as he turned to look at her. “I have twenty minutes if you want to get a drink downstairs.”

“No drinks for you,” Conrad said. “These ladies have an appointment, we’re going to the office. You have to sign something out of the garage.”

“I’ve got time,” Baer said.

Though she could feel his eyes on her, she didn’t meet them, unwilling to be drawn in again. 

Conrad stepped back and opened the door. “Please, ladies,” he said. “Come with me before this man does my job for me. He already does the work of ten guys around here.”

“Don’t ever say I don’t pull my weight,” Baer said. 

“Never do,” Conrad said. “Ladies?”

Holly seemed loathed to step out of Baer’s grip. No judgment, not so long ago, she’d felt the same way. Crossing the room, she made a point of averting her attention from the man who’d been kissing her just minutes before. 

Conrad was in the hallway, Holly followed in his wake. As Freya was about to step out, Baer’s voice rose behind her. 

“Little Skit,” he said. Turn around, say nothing, be calm. Good advice. She still had to breathe a second before looking at him. “It was a pleasure.”

Nodding once, she kept her expression passive. “Likewise.”

Her heart pounded so hard that her tongue throbbed. Holding on to her composure, she went to join Conrad and Holly in the hallway.

“If you’ll follow me to my office,” Conrad said, walking away with the women falling into step behind him. 

Holly linked their arms to pull her closer. “Wow. I want that one,” she whispered on a giggle, a renewed spring in her step. 

Good for Holly knowing what she wanted. Freya, on the other hand, had no clue. Already Squires had given her more than she’d bargained for.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

SETTLING THEMSELVES in Conrad’s office didn’t take long. Yet the setup felt wrong. The masculine man seemed out of place in a room designed more like a boudoir than a business. At that moment, seated on a chaise longue next to her cousin, perpendicular to the one Conrad had to himself, their purpose was ambiguous.

“I hope you don’t mind…” he began. “Holly and I spoke some about your situation while on the hunt for you.”

While she was being seduced away from good sense. “My situation?”

“Our situation,” Holly said, joining their hands.

Since when was her cousin so tactile? Could be the environment brought it out in her.

“With engagements leading to weddings, we tend to assume you’ll need contact for up to a year. Sometimes that goes longer. Vacations, meals, dates, it’s all fine. We just need to ensure that you get the right match.”

“I don’t want sex,” Freya said, recognizing her own voice only after it left her lips.

Conrad’s smile quirked. “That’s acceptable. We’re paid for it, not in it.”

Another stupid thing to say, what a talent she was discovering. “No, I meant, I would like to be matched with a man who doesn’t… offer sexual services.”

Bobbing his head, Conrad was completely at ease on his chaise longue. “We do have operators who only provide company and companionship. Operators who don’t go all the way… However, they don’t tend to be available for this kind of long-term work. I can check, but those operators tend to work on a date-to-date basis, what you’ll need is someone willing to make regular appointments. Sometimes at short notice… Although the more notice you can give us, the better.”

“We will always give as much as possible,” Holly said. “The vacation is the most important thing. Other things, one-off things, we can always say a boyfriend has a work commitment or something if schedules don’t match.”

Conrad was smiling and nodding again. “You’re flexible, that’s good.” Straightening, he reached for two folders and handed them one each. “We ask you to fill out these questionnaires and contracts.”

Flicking through the pages, the volume shocked her. There had to be more than twenty, maybe as many as thirty sheets.

“This is a lot.”

“I know, we’re thorough,” he said and produced two booklets from the table behind his chaise. “You should take solace we’re as thorough in every area.”

He gave them the booklets. 

“What’s this?” 

“Our user manual.” Holly laughed. It wasn’t funny, not to her, this was a whole new world. “I know, it sounds funny. But it explains everything that’s in the forms and it has a glossary, which should help you when making your selections.” He grabbed two full sized folders. “We’ll fill out your forms today and I’ll talk you through a couple of potential matches. We don’t just make one. You can list two or three from these folders. We’ll double-check they meet your requirements. After that, we’ll process everything and match you with a maximum of five candidates. We’ll set up a date with each of them. They can be double dates if you’re both more comfortable with that. Those initial five dates are on us, you meet five men and pick which one you want to see this process through with. After that, we’ll have a meeting, the five of us, and hammer everything out.”

“Sounds perfect,” Holly said. “How do you decide on the five?”

“As I said, if anyone stands out, you can list them. As long as they meet your requirements, time, scheduling, pricing, services offered, we’ll put them on the list of five. Five is the maximum we offer complimentary.”

“But we can keep going?”

“If you want, at your own expense, of course,” he said. “We want to find you the perfect fit.”

“What about Baer?” Holly asked. “Is he available?”

Conrad’s smile was warm but apologetic. “Scheduling is always a problem with Baer. He has more regulars than anyone else on our books.” Holly’s shoulders sagged as Conrad’s strengthened. “Fortunately, I know he’s desperate for the money. So I can’t see him not working out the time off with his regulars.”

Holly squealed, prompting Conrad’s laugh. The room felt positively giddy. How was this her life right now?

“Oh goodie,” her cousin said. “This is going to be so much fun.”

“It is fun,” their host replied. “Let’s get started.”

Five dates with five different men. Sounded like a punishment. Maybe it was. Punishment for acting the way she had with a stranger. Brazen wasn’t her middle name. Then again, neither was simpering nor shy.

No man in the past had aroused her enough to be brazen. Turned out all she needed was a man on the clock. 

The pendulum of emotion had gotten a workout that afternoon. This wasn’t going to get any less extreme the deeper she waded in.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

THE CAR WAS supposed to arrive at ten o’clock. Every other car Squires sent that week had been on time. She didn’t wait around for the call from her doorman that night. Instead she went down in the elevator a minute before. 

This was the third of her five dates; time was running short. Choosing to be picked up late meant they could drink fast and duck out quickly. Might be a nightmare to be stuck entertaining one man for too long. What if he was a sleazy creep? No, she needed an exit strategy, just in case. 

Just as Narmer, her doorman, opened the grand glass door, a limo pulled up to the curb.

“Been a busy week, Miss Dere,” Narmer said. “Third night in a row. Whoever he is, he’s eager.”

A positive of the same black limo showing up every day was no one knew who was inside. So, like Narmer, they assumed it belonged to one person. Good, the last thing she needed was her grandfather to learn she’d been slutting it up. Not that she had but, you know, people talked.

The Squires driver would only declare which tenant they were there to pick up. As far as Narmer was concerned, she was just dating a new man. That wasn’t inaccurate, nor was it entirely true. 

“And why shouldn’t he be, Narmer?” she asked, sharing a smile with the man which became a laugh on his lips. 

“No reason at all, Miss Dere… We would like to meet this eager gentleman though, Angel.”

Leaning closer, she straightened the pearls over her cleavage, keeping her eyes on his. “Simply saving you the trouble of lying to Truman.” 

“God bless you, Angel.”

“How’s Justine doing?”

“Just fine,” he said, taking her hand when she offered it. “Thanks to you.”

“Not to me at all,” she said. “That kid’s made of steel… Can I come by?”

“Any time,” he said. “Any time at all.”

They shared another smile. “Let me know when you’re off next week and I’ll come cook for you.”

Shaking his head, he laughed again. “You are heaven-sent,” he said. “Whoever this guy is, he doesn’t deserve you.”

Taking a backward step, she curtseyed. “I will be sure to tell him that.”

“Do, Angel. You deserve to be worshiped.”

Compliments always made her a little uncomfortable, but she smiled through it. “You are too kind, sir… Don’t wait up.”

She didn’t expect to be out late, but if she truly was seeing a man with this regularity, the relationship would be progressing. 

The driver got out the front and met her at the back just as she got there. 

“Good evening, Kessler.”

Since the first night, when she’d asked his name, he got a weird sort of smirk on his face whenever she addressed him. 

“Good evening, Miss Dere.”

He opened the rear door and she stepped forward without getting inside. From the other side of the door, she laid her focus on him. 

“Can I ask you something, Kessler?” With a single nod, he granted her permission. “Do you drink scotch?”

“Do I…? Yes, ma’am… though not when I’m driving.”

Pleased, she grinned. “Of course not…” Sliding her hand along the top of the door, she edged just a little closer before pausing again. “And my name is Freya… please don’t call me ma’am again.”

“Whatever you say,” he said, that smirk still on his face. 

Dipping down, she got into the car expecting to see her date for the evening: Donoghue. Except the man waiting wasn’t a stranger, it was Baer, who she hadn’t seen all week. 

Startled, she almost didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t off-kilter, of course not, he’d known they were going to see each other. Removing an earbud, he pressed some buttons on his phone.

“I, uh…” she started. “I can step out if you need to take a call.”

He shook his head and raised the phone. “I was listening to music.”

She gasped and grabbed the strap of her clutch from her wrist to toss it onto the seat in front of them. “Can I…” 

Surprise became a frown, but he handed over the earbud when she opened both hands to him. 

“Thank you,” she said, sliding it in under her hair. 

“What do you want to listen to?”

“What were you listening to?” she asked, shaking her head. “I really don’t care. I never get to listen to good music.”

Unless she was in Crimson, but that wasn’t the same thing as enjoying it privately.

Still wearing a confused frown, he touched the screen and music burst in her ear. When she registered what it was, her smile grew wider. 

“’Hound Dog,’” she said. “You like Elvis?” He nodded. “Are you a hound dog, Baer?”

One side of his mouth twitched. “Ain’t nothing but.”

She balled her hands on her thighs and slid down to lie her head against the backrest as the car got moving. 

“We should go dancing.” When her head rolled toward him, mortification slipped in again. What was she doing? Snapping to attention, she sat up, handing the earbud back to him. “Thank you. I… apologize.”

“No need,” he said, wrapping the wire around the phone and tucking it into the door well. “The place we have reservations at doesn’t have dancing. But we have connections at some of the—”

“No,” she said. “No, drinks are fine… Are we dropping you off somewhere, Hound Dog?”

Her joke fell flat. In the moment, it felt right. She needed to learn to ignore her instincts around this guy. 

If Baer had been using the car that night, they might drop him off before picking up her date. 

“No,” he said.

“I expected a man named Donoghue to pick me up tonight.”

“Yeah, we’re on our way over there now,” he said. “He’s across town.” 

“But if Donoghue’s my date and you’re…” Recalling Holly’s matches gave her a clue. “You’re Holly’s date.” He nodded. “Right… good.” 

Her wide smile wasn’t genuine though she tried hard to sell it. 

Focusing on the privacy screen between them and the driver, they drove in silence for a minute before he muttered, “Donoghue.”

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing, I…” His concentration didn’t waver from up ahead. “If you were going to ditch me for anyone, did it have to be Donoghue?”

His wince of disgust arched her brows. 

“I didn’t ditch you,” she said. “I didn’t request anyone; Squires provided my matches. Donoghue was one of them.”

“I’d love to see what answer got you landed with him. You didn’t think to request me?”

“Holly requested you,” she said, brushing invisible lint from her knee. “Perhaps if you didn’t go around seducing every woman who crossed your path, you wouldn’t be so in demand.”
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