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ONE

 

 

“AND THEY LIVED happily ever after,” she murmured to herself.

Yeah, that could be the end of their tale. “Their” who? Her smarmy cheating ex and the peppy young woman, new to the office, who specialized in turning men’s heads. Not her fault, some men’s heads turned easy. 

Would the traitorous couple get a HEA? It being true, fated love might make their betrayal easier to endure. If love was true, it was true, no matter how wrong it may be. Still, she doubted there was a fairytale wedding in Mason and Terra’s future.

Come on. Honestly? Who cared? They’d done her a favor. She’d wasted a year on that guy; now he was Terra’s problem.

Unfortunately, or not, she’d uncovered the deception right before this Brooker mixer. The one her boss said was compulsory. And didn’t she just blow a big, fat raspberry to that. Ha! No less than it deserved. She blew that big raspberry then, throat clear, showed up anyway.

What? She should’ve stuck to her morals? Her guns? Her convictions? Phooey to that, she needed the paycheck. And right now, she was hanging on to this job by one very thin, very frayed thread. 

God, she had to learn not to complicate everything.

The mixer? Right. Yeah. The mixer.

Boston Rouge was a trendy hotspot, part of the flashy Crimson nightclub. Many of her colleagues exaggerated their reverence in the face of its exclusivity. Totally not her scene. By equal measure, she had no objection to alcohol or loud music, crowds on the other hand… To tell the truth, she and crowds had agreed to take a break from each other. No hard feelings just… no.

In her assessment so far, the wine was okay. Thankfully. It was the only thing keeping her going. Not that she’d run out on the party early. No siree. She wasn’t the one in the wrong. What did she have to be ashamed of? In this particular situation? Nothing. Elsewhere…? Less said about that, the better.

Others whispered about the torrid affair that went on under her oblivious nose. Of course they did. Didn’t matter. There was no way she’d shrink in the face of humiliation. Nope. She’d stick around as a sore thumb reminder to the new couple of their nefarious beginnings. Still, despite that, she’d slunk away to find a quiet spot to breathe for a minute. She wasn’t leaving, just pausing the carousel.

Sneaking past a plant on the patio, she descended a wooden stair and snuck around a corner. An adventure? Where would she end up? Checking over her shoulder to ensure she hadn’t been followed, she rounded an awkward angle jutting out at the back of the building and went down another wooden stair.

Kudos to her, this was it, her secret little—her proud grin dropped.

A guy occupied the private bolt hole. A guy? Damnit. She hadn’t ordered company. The small concrete square had a hip high retaining wall around two perpendicular landscaped sides. Other buildings blocked them from prying eyes. Other prying eyes anyway. The guy’s eyes tainted the seclusion. Or they would, if not buried in his phone.

He was texting… or emailing. Typing something into his phone. Sexting? Maybe. Ew, was that why he needed the privacy?

She could slip away. Disappear. He’d never know she’d been there… but that meant going back to the party.

“Pretend I’m not here,” he said without lifting his head.

Oh, ah, was that for her? Busted.

“Excuse me?” she asked, in case he wasn’t talking to her.

Just because she couldn’t see another person didn’t mean they weren’t there. Eyes and ears lurked everywhere. The most likely culprit? She couldn’t see the guy’s screen so maybe…

“You’re sneaking away from the party,” he said, still typing on his phone. “Wanted to disappear for a minute… Me too.”

“Oh,” she said, relaxing some. “In which case, I’ll ignore you.”

The retaining walls held dirt for the surrounding shrubs. Were they shrubs? Bushes. No idea. She chose the closest one, wall that was, as her perch, leaving him perpendicular, facing the building. Or he would be facing it if he wasn’t so enraptured by his phone. 

Putting her clutch down next to her, she ran her fingers through the ends of her updo. 

Okay. Sitting there. Doing nothing. Not talking to Sir Texts-A-Lot. Totally normal and comfortable… If he wasn’t there, she’d be on her phone… Would he think she was copying him if she took her phone out? Mocking him maybe?

“…that’s always the way, isn’t it?” she asked. “Nobody looks at each other anymore. We just sit around, hunched, fiddling with our little devices. No one talks to each other. No chance meetings. No hello, how you doing? What do you do for a living? Wanna have sex in the shrubs? Nothing. Are they shrubs? Do you know anything about plants?”

His brow rose in time with his chin. Suddenly the device wasn’t as interesting. Nope, his attention fixed on her. 

“Are you talking to me?” he asked doing a bad job of containing his smirk.

“Yes,” she said then bobbed her head in concession. “Not exactly you, it’s aimed at everyone. But you’re the only one here so…”

“I get the pleasure,” he asked, watching her retrieve the lollipop from her cleavage. “You keep a store of those in there?”

“They’re giving them out in the ladies’ room,” she said, unwrapping her lollipop and tucking the wrapper in her clutch. “Some marketing thing for a new cocktail.”

“That’s just wrong. Someone should complain to management. We don’t have them in the men’s room.”

“Have you been to the men’s room?”

“No.”

She smiled and pointed her lollipop at him. “Then you don’t know if they’re giving them out there or not.”

“Have you seen a guy with one?”

Raising her eyes to their top corners, she pondered. “No. But that isn’t conclusive. I’m not always the most observant.”

Sometimes. Her priorities adjusted at any given moment. Didn’t everyone’s?

“Lollipops are more of a girl thing anyway.”

“You think?” she asked, swirling the candy in her mouth before drawing it out slowly and circling the tip with her tongue.

His smirk became a laugh. “Okay.”

Back to his phone again.

“What?” she asked. 

He laughed again, quieter, but it was definitely there. “Nothing. Forget it.”

She shuffled down the wall to get closer. “No, you can’t laugh at me and then not tell me why.”

“You know exactly why I’m laughing,” he said, little bit of side eye there. 

“Why is that?” she asked, conceding her suggestive act was the provocation. “Why can’t a man look at a woman’s mouth without thinking about his cock?”

He locked his phone and slipped it into his jacket pocket. “You’re asking me?”

“You’re a guy. We have nothing invested in this. We’ll never see each other again. What do you have to lose?” 

“An argument,” he said. “Because I’d say your judgment is flawed. I can’t speak for every guy on the planet, but I can look at a woman’s mouth without thinking about my cock.”

She swirled her tongue around and around the candy sphere. There were only so many ways to eat a lollipop, it wasn’t entirely on her. Okay, it was a little bit on her, she wasn’t that clueless.

“Are you gay?”

An exhaled laugh this time. “No.”

“You were thinking about it a minute ago.”

“You’re a beautiful woman,” he said, light in his eyes.

“I’m a stranger. Just sitting here eating my candy. All innocent like.”

He slid further back on the wall to reach behind for something. “Is that right?”

When he brought his hidden treat into the light, her eyes flared. “You have wine!”

“I do,” he said, pulling the stopper out to slug the liquid right out of the bottle. Why hadn’t she thought about bringing wine? This guy was smart. “You have your candy.”

Hopping off the wall, she went to thrust it toward him. “We could share.”

“Oh, we could, huh?” he asked, looking at the candy while she eyed his bottle. “What’s the biggest lie you ever told?”

“Uh… is this information in exchange for the wine or are we getting to know each other?”

“Whichever doesn’t end with you pissed at me,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “You get haughty fast.”

“I’m not haughty,” she said, waving her lollipop at him. “Okay, biggest lie…” She gestured around. “Everything is confidential in our little corner, right?”

“Sure is.”

“That I wasn’t having an affair with a married guy.”

“When you were?” he asked.

The emotional kind, not the physical. She’d been too young and naïve to recognize it for what it was and that it still counted.

Gesturing at him with her lollipop again, she really needed the wine now. “It was a long time ago.”

“A long time ago? Can’t have been that long ago. How old are you?”

“One question. One drink.” Because the ones she’d already consumed had a lot to answer for. She never talked about Spencer with anyone. Ever. She opened her hand toward the wine. “Bottle.”

To keep the mood playful, light, she deliberately exaggerated the batting of her lashes. 

He was nice enough to play along and laugh at her silliness. “Okay, Candy Girl,” he said, handing over the bottle. 

It surprised her a little that he actually took the lollipop and stuck it in his cheek. 

She nestled herself in the corner where the walls met to slurp the wine. “What about you?” she asked, noticing his long, slow lick on the candy. 

Whoa, boy.

“Now who’s thinking with their cock?” he asked.

His teasing widened her smile. “I’ve been in an oral drought for a while.”

“Boyfriend no good at it?”

“Boyfriend cheated on me…” No one could say karma didn’t have a sense of humor. She drank more wine. “She can have him, I’m not missing much.”

“Ouch,” he said. “It doesn’t sting?”

“It’s humiliating, sure, but I’m happy I learned his true character before I did something crazy…” 

“Like procreate?” 

Disgust shuddered through her. “No, thank you, no.” Opening her mouth, she filled her lungs. “Freedom is all I need. I knew it before him. I need a wild phase.”

“A wild phase?” With a nod, she took the bottle to her lips. “What does that look like?”

“I have three dates next week,” she said. His brows rose. “Yep. I’m going to be young and wild. Men of the world, look out!”

“Like a quick-fire audition process? Find your groom in three easy dates?”

“Groom?” Been there. Done that. Never again. “Are you kidding? We don’t need to be coupled up. We can be free and single and happy. It’s possible.” Or so she’d heard. “Why would sex be so much fun if we weren’t supposed to experience it?”

“You can have sex in a relationship. Ideally, you should. I’ve heard it’s recommended.”

“Yeah, but what are the chances of finding one person to satisfy your sexual needs for the rest of your life?” Or in her case two. “Monogamy is unrealistic. Men cheat. They look around. Why shouldn’t women do the same?”

“Hence why you want to have sex in the shrubs,” he said, offering the lollipop back.

Leaning in, she sucked it slowly, eyes stuck on his. With each second that passed, his concentration darkened. Maybe it was the night. The wine. The sugar rush. The air closed in, but she liked it, maybe too much.

Cheshire Cat fixated on her cream, a smile tugged her lips. He let go of the stick to swipe the wine, gulping down more than a healthy measure.

She laughed. “Don’t worry. You’re not my type.”

Although the bottle left his lips, he breathed for a few seconds before asking, “No? What’s your type?”

“I like sleazeballs with short attention spans.” Apparently. Who knew? That’s what Mason turned out to be at any rate. “I should’ve led with that.” Her head tilted to the side. “You coupled up?”

“Married?”

She shrugged. “Or a girlfriend? Would up your sleaze factor.”

“And put me back in the running?”

“Possibly.”

“You like being the other woman?”

“No!” she exclaimed, circling the candy again. “He was married, yeah, but they were divorcing. I didn’t wreck his home. Anyway, it’s one thing I refuse to be, the other woman… never again, but it would make you more of a sleaze to be flirting with me if you have a woman at home.”

She’d never see this guy again, he wasn’t in the running for any trophy or shot at her panties. This was more about poking fun at herself and the subconscious ways of her libido. She didn’t look for sleazeballs. Somehow they found her and piqued her self-destructive sexual interest. 

“Sorry. No girlfriend. Not a sleaze.”

“Good,” she said, hopping up to sit on the wall. 

“And am I flirting with you?”

“Talking about sex within ten seconds of meeting me counts as flirting.”

“You brought it up.”

“Did I now?” she asked, licking her lips as her gaze deliberately dropped. “Clever me.”

“Okay.” His laugh was more of an exhale. “You are a live wire.”

“Thank you. Now we have to figure out if you’re a liar.”

“About being a sleaze?” This guy was far too hot to be ignorant to how easy it would be to get laid. Maybe that’s why he was single, options remained open. “Man, Candy, you’re a cynic. You seem so… First impression you’re open, then boom, you slam that wall down.”

“Just getting to know you,” she teased, earning a smile. “Sex is something we have in common. It’s a leveler.”

“How do you figure?”

“Everyone’s at it, right? A guy like you has to get offers all the time.”

“You’re right about that.”

“See,” she said, licking the lollipop. “Leveler.”

“Except there’s one problem.”

She moved the bulb in her mouth with her tongue. “What’s that?”

“I’m celibate.”

She froze. The word, yes, she understood, but… no fucking way. Her laugh started slow and took time to build mass. It really needed to ramp up to full hilarity.

Judging by his smirk, it was a reaction he expected.

“Sorry,” she said, catching her breath. “I’m sorry… wow.” Wiping moisture from the corners of her eyes, she tried not to smudge her makeup. “No one’s ever tried the virgin line with me before. Good one. Really. You get an award for originality, I may screw you just for that. Want me to pop your cherry, baby?”

“I said celibate, not a virgin.”

Okay, the moment had arrived. This was it. This was when he’d admit the lie, joke, whatever he intended to dub it. Except… Why did he look so devout?

“Oh, wow…” Gravity seeped in. “You’re serious?” He nodded. Bouncing off the wall, she pulled the lollipop from her mouth and rested her other hand on his bicep. His rather impressive bicep. “Was there a trauma?”

He snickered. “No, nothing like that.”

“Then why?”

“You’ve always done the relationship thing, now you have oats to sew,” he said and shrugged. “I got tired of sewing oats. Everything was temporary, shallow, I got sick of it.”

“So you gave up sex?”

“It’s a distraction.”

“Yeah, but a fun one if you do it right.” She squeezed his arm. “Were you doing it right?”

He leaned in. “Too right. You can only score an eleven so many times before it becomes passé.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“You don’t have to. Your oat sewing will show you I’m right.”

Her chin angled up. “You talk about sex a lot for being celibate.”

“Right,” he said on another laugh. “Wasn’t that you led me there.”

“No! Sheesh, you’re not much of a gentleman, are you? Are you sure your celibacy is voluntary? Or did womenkind come to their senses?”

“You’re odd, Candy, anyone ever tell you that?”

She sighed. “All the time. Stop changing the subject. We have a lot to unpack. Until now, I’ve never met a unicorn.”

“A unicorn?”

“One, apparently, I can’t ride. I’m actually in shock right now. Is this real? For real?”

“All the way, Candy. All the way.”

“Or none of the way. None. Like none? Wow, a real life unicorn.”


 

 

TWO

 

 

SHE AND THE unicorn talked until a server appeared to say the bar was closing. Closing? They had barely even touched on—had she ever talked so long that time disappeared? Didn’t that only happen in movies?

By the time they left their nook, the bar was empty of everyone but staff. Every other place was closing too. In their hurry to the flooded streets, they got pulled into the crush of departing end-of-the-night partiers. She only just heard the unicorn offer to take her home. Sweet, but there would be no happy ending. She wouldn’t be the one to break his celibacy streak.

Two years. It had been two years since he’d slept with a woman!

A guy like him. Hot. Personable. Respectful… there had to be something she was missing. Shame she’d never delve deeper.

The unusual guy stuck with her; he flitted into her thoughts here and there. Celibate in the twenty-first century, by choice? It wasn’t her fault she was thinking about the unicorn. He popped into her head when sexting with Nathaniel, because she had to wonder, did celibate people sext? Where exactly were those lines?

The questions were boundless. The guy was an alien from another planet, another reality. No wonder she couldn’t shake thoughts of him.

Forget him. Time to dazzle and shine. Be charming… Don’t say anything inappropriate.

She really needed to pull this off. It was her last chance at keeping her job. 

“Perfect for each other.”

Those were her boss’s words when giving her the file.

Camden Collier. One of Brooker Agency’s more unusual clients. As a full-service management and PR company, matchmakers, headhunters, Brooker provided whatever their valued clients required.

Right now. Apparently. Camden Collier needed her.

At the end of the working day, her boss, Allan, thrust a folder at her, spouting instructions to get familiar with Camden Collier’s Brooker history. Twelve assistants in the last year. His odds were almost as good as hers but “perfect for each other”? That was setting her up for failure. Landmines lay all around, in every path, every—

No, don’t think that way, have a positive attitude. Focus.

According to the established schedule in his papers, Camden worked in his basement during the day and didn’t like to be disturbed. No one liked to be interrupted when on a roll. Night was the best time to get him. 

Introducing herself was important. A good first impression could make or break a client/assistant relationship. Or so she’d been told.

The admin stuff, she was great at that. Background office operations, excelled there. For some incomprehensible reason, the promotion that led to her dealing with clients in person also set her on a course for failure. Strike after strike, nobody wanted her.

It wasn’t her fault that she basically had zero work history and hadn’t learned the rules and etiquette of… any workplace. She was still figuring this out. Only this time, she had to get it right. Had to. Zero margin for error. Allan’s patience was wearing thin.

The narrow three-story warehouse conversion had an impressive facade. Glazed wall, gloss black doors, pristine red brick. Broad fences stood to either side, blocking out what was behind. Probably for privacy, or he was hiding something.

This was it. Her chance to prove her worth. Her last chance. 

Ascending the stairs, head held high, she knocked. It was late. Dark out. Someone had to be awake. Had to be in. Windows to her right glowed with light beyond the closed drapes.

Could be a timer. Maybe he was still working downstairs or out. He could be out.

Please don’t be out.

Make or break. Either she’d be a hit or founder. Which was more likely? That wasn’t a question she wanted to answer. 

Soup kitchen addresses, yep, topped the list of what to write down before her internet got cut off. Screw this up and God only knew where her next meal would come from.

Okay, maybe things weren’t quite that dire, but they weren’t that far from catastrophe. And for someone without a safety net, that was an important situation to avoid.

The door opened with such a whoosh, it startled her. The guy on the threshold was cute, sandy brown hair, happy eyes with just a small glint of curiosity.

They both stood there. For how long? Who knows. Only when his hand dropped from the door did she snap to it.

“Right. Uh, hi,” she said. “Mr. Collier?”

“Right house, wrong dude,” he said, stepping back to sweep an arm toward the interior. “Come in.”

Good start.

Going inside, she couldn’t deny the intrigue. A descending staircase faced the door with an ascending one parallel above it. A single step down into the living room opened up the rear dining area and slightly raised kitchen. A games zone spread out at the foot of the ascending staircase, pool table, dartboard, this was a bachelor pad for sure.

Big space. Massive space.

Further exploration would have to wait. Two men on stools at the huge kitchen island swung around to check her out.

“Hey, kick back to the old days,” one of them said. “This one got a name? Have you proposed yet, Ozzie?”

Was that…? Were they talking about her?

“Elle Jones,” she said, walking away from the Ozzie guy who’d answered the door. “From Brooker Agency.”

“Ah!” the guy who’d spoken before said. “Another one.”

“I appreciate it’s been difficult for Mr. Collier to find someone suitable. The right fit can take time. Getting it right is important, this is a valuable relationship.”

At least that was what she told herself.

“That’s what you say,” chatty guy said to Ozzie, now returning to the others. “Still haven’t found Princess Charming.”

“Better goal than yours. Your bed posts are toothpicks.”

All three of them laughed. Hmm, okay, close, confident, at ease.

“Would you like a drink?” Ozzie asked, maybe noticing her scrutiny.

“I suppose I am technically off the clock,” she said, wandering around the island. “What do you have?”

“There’s beer,” one of them said.

Glancing over her shoulder, each of the guys raised a bottle.

“Not a beer fan.”

“Might be scotch,” Ozzie said, putting down his bottle to scuttle around to her side of the island. “Won’t get wine. Don’t get a lot of women around here.”

“Yeah, we do,” chatty island guy said. “When we throw a party. Been a long time since we had one of those.”

He had to be Collier, didn’t he? Why hadn’t she searched for a picture? Because she didn’t believe in it? Maybe. Likely. People were nosy. The internet could be a vicious enemy. Having lived through scrutiny like that, she believed in making her own decisions about a person based on nothing except experience. It wasn’t her right to go prying into someone else’s life without permission. Snap judgments tended to be momentously incorrect, but after making them, they were hard to shake. 

“Long time,” Ozzie said and leaned closer. “Collier’s going through a dry spell.”

“Oh.” What did that mean? He threw out all the liquor? As Ozzie went to look in the fridge, her attention swung to chatty guy. “Why?”

Chatty guy smiled. “Question I ask myself every day.”

“I shouldn’t pass judgment, I know,” she said, opening cabinets looking for alcohol. “Maybe it’s good for your health. Who knows?”

Apparently this swearing off things was going around. Maybe it was some internet trend she hadn’t caught up with yet.

“I know,” Chatty Guy said. “It’s not good to keep that in.”

What in?

“Think you’re objective, Noble?” Ozzie asked, closing the fridge. “You go into withdrawal if you haven’t had pussy for twenty-four hours.” 

Ah, they were talking about sex?

Ozzie spun to her, his mouth open, shocked contrition on his face. Had he forgotten she was there?

Chatty Guy laughed. Not Chatty Guy, Noble. Though the name was kind of ironic if he was a manwhore. Not that she considered that a negative term. Maybe he was going through his own wild phase. Now that trend she could get behind.

And, woo-hoo! Paydirt. Scotch! 

She took the bottle from the cabinet. “Don’t worry, I’m not offended,” she said, returning to the glasses she’d spied before. “I’m the proud owner of my own pussy, why would talking about it offend me?”

Putting the glass on the island, she poured a couple of fingers.

“Are you like the perfect woman?” Ozzie asked.

“Far from it.”

“You like sex?” Noble asked.

“Hey!” Ozzie exclaimed. “You can’t ask her that.”

His offense was almost funny. 

“I do like sex. He can ask. Why shouldn’t I like sex? Is there something wrong with a woman if she likes sex?”

“Yeah,” Noble said in support of her question, raising his bottle. “What are you trying to say, Oz?”

“There’s nothing wrong with a woman who likes sex, I just…” He frowned at her. “I’ve never heard a woman say it so plain.”

“Because I’m being honest rather than hitting on you?” she asked, sipping the scotch. “I can like sex without being a slut who’ll sleep with anyone. You’re all very handsome, but that wouldn’t go over well with my boss.”

“Cam’s relaxed about that stuff,” Noble said.

“Yeah, given the way he was raised,” Ozzie said. “Anything goes around him.”

Quiet guy hadn’t said a word, but from the way they were talking… Quiet Guy couldn’t be Collier… could he?

“Say hi, Dalton,” Noble said to quiet guy. “You’re freaking her out.”

“No,” she said, offering a broad smile. “I was just wondering if he was okay.”

“He’s fine. He doesn’t know how to talk to beautiful women.”

“‘Cause he’s never had to,” Ozzie said. “The women that come around here want Camden. When they figure out they can’t have him, you swoop in and comfort them.” By Noble’s grin, she would say that method was tried and true. “Dalton doesn’t have a chance.”

“Yeah, ‘cause I pick up the easy ones,” Noble said. “And you try to marry the complicated ones.”

“I don’t try to marry them,” he sneered, but his friend just laughed again. 

They were nice. So far. Cheery, happy friends with their own brand of teasing.

Noble looked to her. “Are you married?”

“Uh, no.” 

“Do you wanna be?”

Even Quiet Guy cracked a smile. It seemed polite to do the same.

“Don’t ask her that like I’m some creep,” Ozzie said. “She doesn’t know us.”

Noble tipped the last of his beer into his mouth. “Oh, she doesn’t care. She was talking about her pussy three seconds ago.”

“Yeah,” Ozzie said, “but there are like rules now.”

With no clue where the conversation was going, she went to scavenge in the fridge. It was after dinnertime, she was hungry. Her own cupboards were bare and she so didn’t want to shop. These were guys, maybe if she offered to cook, they’d let her join them.

“Rules?” Noble asked. “About talking round women?”

“Sexual harassment stuff.”

“She doesn’t work for us. She works for Cam, who she’s never even met. There’s also a door right back there. If she’s scared or offended, she can stroll back out the way she came. And she strikes me as a woman who’d do just that if we hit her hard limit.”

“You can’t throw her out. This isn’t your place.”

“May as well be, we hang here more than anywhere else,” Dalton said. “But I wasn’t throwing her out. I said she could go if she wanted to. There’s a clear route of escape. No one’s stopping her.”

“Are these steaks for anything special?” she asked, touching the edge of a packet.

“The grill.”

That was a new voice… or was it?

“What the hell took you so long?” Dalton asked. “I’m on my second beer… or I would be if Oz would stop proposing to your new assistant.”

“My new assistant?” the new voice was surprised.

And those three words gave away just enough that she could identify… 

Twirling on the spot, she stopped when her eyes landed on his. “Sir Texts-A-Lot.”

“Candy,” he said, then frowned. “I didn’t look at my phone once… after I put it away.”

“What else was I supposed to call you? Mr. Loves to Ask Questions? Mr. Holds Wine to Ransom? You’re the first unicorn I ever met; I didn’t realize you were all so sensitive.”

He smiled. Good. Okay. That was better than being thrown out.

“Most people call me Cam,” he said. “Camden Collier.”

“You two know each other?” Noble asked, looking back and forth between them. 

The others were probably doing the same, all she could see was that glint in the unicorn’s gaze. The same one that teased her at the mixer. She hadn’t gotten to the bottom of it yet.

“She was at the Brooker thing on Saturday night,” he said, still focused on her. 

“She was?” Noble asked. “If I’d known that…”

“You wouldn’t have hooked up with the blonde and abandoned me so fast?” Collier asked, tearing his gaze away to look at his friend. “What are you doing with that?” He passed the guys at the island to deal with something next to Ozzie. She heard a door open and then he was handing beers to his friends. He stepped closer to offer her one. “I don’t have any red.”

“I’m drinking your scotch,” she said, nodding at the glass on the island.

He put the beer back to come closer. When he raised an arm, it almost felt like he was about to lean in, like he was… The fridge seal popped. Right. Yeah. Shit. She was standing right in front of it so scooted out of the way. 

The guys crowded in quick, grabbing a bunch of whatever from the fridge to take it past the games area and out the glass accordion doors onto some kind of deck. 

Collier was the only one left. Once his friends were out of sight, he turned to her again.

“I make a mean red wine sauce,” she said and shrugged. “Except you have…”

“No red wine, right,” he said. Damn, she’d missed his smile. Was that weird? Probably. “I’ll do better next time.”

“Actually, it’s sort of my job,” she said, tilting her head, squinting at no one. “Unless you kick me out.”

“Want me to kick you out? I’m into role play. There’s a code for the side gate, let yourself back in after the scene.”

Her smile quickly became a laugh. “Is this going to be weird?”

“‘Cause you want to sleep with me?”

“Uh…” Her eyes rolled to their top corners. “I believe I said you weren’t my type.”

“Right, but if I’m your boss now, I’m sort of sliding into the sleaze category.”

“True,” she conceded, pointing at him while leaning the other way to snag her scotch. “I do like to wear really short skirts… And I’m sure you could make a few inappropriate comments throughout the day.”

“Just to really get you going? Whatever works for you, honeybun.”

“Oh, that’s good,” she said, her eyes widening above the rim of her glass. “The condescension thing, that’s a popular one with the professional sleazes.”

He jabbed a thumb back over his shoulder. “You met Noble, right? He’s a pro. I’m surprised he didn’t take a swing already.”

“He was kind enough to offer his friend my hand in marriage first. But I’m sure he was getting around to making a pass.”

“Good,” he said, bobbing his head. “Good. First impressions are important.”

Her thoughts exactly. “Yeah, they nailed it. Managed to sneak my pussy into conversation and everything.” His brows rose above a tentative smirk. Just seeing his uncertainty provoked her laugh. “It’s fine! Sheesh, I think all of you are out of practice.”

“You can swear, you know. I’m a relaxed boss, reasonable.”

“I’m a class act and a professional,” she said, ignoring the berating voice in her head. “Now, seriously…” Changing the subject, her hand landed on his chest. His hard, very intriguing chest. Bad, bad, naughty thoughts. Eye contact was the best way to go. Respect. Restraint. “I can get out of here if you don’t want to give this a shot.”

“You should know Brooker people never last here.”

“In the interest of fairness, I should tell you, I never last with clients.”

“Sleep with them?”

“Only the really rich ones,” she said, appreciating his smile. It wasn’t true, she’d never slept with a client. She’d only slept with two men her whole life. Something that would change later in the week if Nathaniel delivered on his sexting promises. “Just never found the right fit.”

“There are lubricants on the market that help.”

The guy was just… too on her wavelength. “Maybe the sex jokes put your previous assistants off.”

“Men, women, doesn’t matter who they send, no one sticks around.”

“Because he fires them!” Ozzie was in the doorway to the deck. “Are you two joining us or doing your dance in here all night?”

“I never dance with men who don’t buy me drinks,” she said, swanning past him to head for the smiling Ozzie. “No wine, no dance. You inspired me with your tit-for-tat thing, Mr. Collier.”

“Who bought the scotch?” Collier asked, following in her wake.

“Who didn’t buy the wine?”

“Who didn’t know you were coming?”

“Uh… me,” she said. 

An awning hung over the broad deck, heat lamps and patio chairs were warmed by perfect lighting. Down a couple of steps, a vast slate patio had a grill to the side, a bar at the opposite end, and a sunken seating area. A wicker fence at the back intrigued her. It lined up exactly with the back of the building, which was odd. Did his property line really end right there? There were no buildings backed directly onto his.

The guys were already down the stairs and at the grill, commenting on whatever Dalton was doing. 

“We’ve got a guest, you better do it right,” Noble was teasing the quiet guy. 

“Hustle, Candy,” Cam called, gesturing her over when he and Ozzie started for the sunken seats. 

“Do you want me to go to the store for—”

“No, you’re not working tonight. Just get down here.” He stopped. “Oz needs practice with women.”

“Talking to them?” she asked, descending the stairs.

“That too.”

When that smile of his twisted his lips, hers was never far behind. What an idiot. Exactly the kind of idiot she shouldn’t be working for. Hell, wasn’t like she picked him. Allan would have no one but himself to blame if it became a shitshow. How was that for swearing?


 

 

THREE

 

 

SHE STAYED LATE. She shouldn’t have, but she did. It was Cam’s fault. Him and the guys were consummate hosts, even to the point of offering her one of the three guest bedrooms upstairs if she wanted to spend the night. They were sweet and didn’t seem to understand she was an employee, not a friend. 

After her refusal, Cam called a cab and put her in it, going so far as to walk her out and open the car door. Any other guy she might suspect of acting for lustful reasons. Not Cam. Socializing with a celibate man was odd. With him, usually suspicious behavior was completely benign. Sometimes it took a second to remember his life choice. She’d get used to it. Would she get used to it? 

Of course, there was always a chance he was full of shit. Maybe the celibacy thing was a line. He hadn’t made a move on her the night they met. They hadn’t even exchanged numbers, so he wasn’t playing the long game.

His buddies had backed him up too. They’d spoken about his dry spell before knowing she and Cam met already. 

Anyway, it was nothing to stress about. She got off the bus, smiled at the sunlight brightening her day, and started the walk toward Cam’s. Buses didn’t go deep into his neighborhood. She crossed the street, passed a grassy area with a tree in the middle and kept on going. Once upon a time, pre-gentrification, the area would’ve been all industry. Now it was sleek apartment complexes and converted factories. Prime real estate. 

Cam’s warehouse faced the water. She went down the narrow street that brought her to the long black strip of tarmac serving as a private road for the revamped buildings along the makeshift promenade. 

At least she didn’t have to worry about picking the wrong house this time. She ran up the stairs and rang the bell. 

She waited. And waited. 

Maybe she should’ve got his number in case—

The door opened. “You are so lucky, Candy,” Cam said, slurping his coffee. 

“That I’m young, free, and single all at the same time?” she asked, gliding past him. 

“That I haven’t gone downstairs yet. We’ll put you in the system so you can let yourself in and out. Otherwise you’ll stand out there all day.”

“I think we should talk first,” she said, taking off her jacket and scarf to put them on the couch with her purse. 

“Talk about what?”

She angled her chin. “Do you want kids?”

Surprise flashed on his face. “Not before I finish my coffee,” he said, smirking as he raised the cup to his mouth again. 

“I meant in general because you’re celibate, how does that—”

“It’s not a vow of lifelong chastity,” he said and laughed. “I’ll have sex again. I look forward to it. And if me and the woman I marry choose to have children—”
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