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Even nice girls have needs.

––––––––
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Erin starts using matchmaker Luxxor Limited, not realizing that the company is truly an escort service. She meets a series of hunky men, but the dates are disappointing. She wants a man that will awaken her senses, challenge her thoughts, and rev up her body. She gets more than she bargained for when Luxxor sets her up with another client, lawyer Colton King. Her big brother’s best friend.

Erin has always lusted for Colt. Dark, muscled, and brooding, he was her first teenage crush. Now he’s her favorite fevered fantasy. He’s just never taken notice of her before. She has his attention now.

Colton is horrified when he learns the scandalous game Erin has been playing with Luxxor’s escorts. He orders her to stop, but things go a bit too far ... and become a bit too sexy ... Soon Colt is escorting Erin straight to his bed.

Years ago, her family forbade him to touch her. How will he defend himself when they learn how impure his thoughts are for their innocent, loving daughter? The one who’s grown up into the sweetest, naughtiest, little temptress.
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Chapter One
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October 12, 7:00 a.m., 55 degrees.

It was going to be a beautiful autumn day, even if she wasn’t getting married.

Erin stared at her phone as she lay in bed. She’d forgotten to cancel the alarm. It didn’t matter; she’d been awake anyhow. From what she saw on the screen, the forecast predicted sunshine and moderate temperatures. The leaves on the trees outside would be blazing with color. 

She blew out a breath that beat across her lips like a motorboat. She’d been dreading this day for a month—ever since the wedding had been called off. Now, she just had to face it. Once she powered through the next twenty-four hours, she could finally move on. To what, she had no idea, but she was bound and determined to find out.

Throwing back the covers, she headed to the bathroom. She could do this. “Onward and upward,” she told herself in a pep talk. “The rest of your life starts today.”

The clichés, at least, made her smile, and she rattled through as many as she could. “Time to dive in the deep end. Go big or go home.”

A quick scrub of her face made her feel better. She cinched up her robe and eyed the door. 

“Eye of the tiger.”

Fluffing her hair, she headed for the kitchen. Quiet sounds met her ears the moment she stepped out into the hallway. Jason and Sienna must already be up. Her roommate and her boyfriend had spent the night here, and Erin knew why. They hadn’t wanted her to be alone. 

She sighed. She was so tired of people tiptoeing around her. Maybe that would end after today, too.

She turned into the kitchen with a “good morning” on her lips. All she got out was a “guhhhh.”

Her eyes sprang open in surprise. No wonder she’d heard only soft sounds and no talking. Her friends’ mouths were currently involved in something infinitely more pleasurable.

Heat streaked through Erin unexpectedly. That was one more thing that wouldn’t be happening today.

Her wedding night.

Her toes curled in embarrassment, but she couldn’t stop watching. Jason had Sienna trapped against the kitchen counter. The kiss they were sharing was hot, with Sienna arching back until her head nearly bumped against the cabinets. Jason had his hand shoved under the tank top of her pajamas and was playing with her breast intimately. Sienna wasn’t being shy either. She had one hand in Jason’s hair and another wrapped around...

“Oh, my,” Erin squeaked.

The two sprang apart as if she’d just pulled a fire alarm. 

“Erin!”

“Shit!”

Jason bumped into a chair, and Sienna knocked her purse off the counter. It went flying and hit the floor with a resounding thud, sending its contents everywhere.

“I’m sorry,” Erin gasped. She turned to leave but ran into the wall.

“No, no.” Jason was fast. He caught her wrist and stopped her. “My bad. I shouldn’t have started anything.”

“We weren’t thinking,” Sienna said in a rush. She straightened her clothes and ran a hand through her hair. Gathering it together, she looked around for her ponytail holder. She spotted it on the counter by her hip, but Jason got to it first. He put it in his pocket and pulled his girlfriend close again.

“Erin doesn’t want us celibate,” he said firmly.

“No!” Erin agreed.

“But it’s—”

“The day she was supposed to get married” hung in the air like a sagging balloon.

Erin rolled her eyes. And there it was. She didn’t want anyone’s pity. She was over the humiliation and past the anger. She was even past the surprise. “I don’t want you guys to stop your lives, just because my plans were derailed.”

“Are you sure?” Sienna said cautiously. “It doesn’t bother you?”

“She’s positive,” Jason said.

Erin choked back a laugh. He wasn’t about to stop having sex on her account.

And they shouldn’t. It didn’t bother her... not that much. Her gaze took in how close they still stood together. There hadn’t just been sparks when she’d walked in the doorway, there had been fire. She could still feel it low in her belly.

Forcibly, she uncurled her toes.

“It’s just this new apartment,” she said. “I didn’t hear you two in here.”

Jason sent a grin in Sienna’s direction. “Not like your old place, huh?”

Sienna’s coloring flared. “Shush.”

Erin knelt to help pick up the things that had fallen out of Sienna’s purse. Their old apartment had walls made of paper, and a former roommate hadn’t been shy about having her boyfriend spend the night. The two hadn’t been the quiet types. Moans had echoed off the walls, one of which had been regularly beaten by a headboard.

The heat in Erin’s belly started to spread, and she was horrified when her nipples pinched. She missed sex. She missed being touched. She and Marty hadn’t been nearly as vigorous, but she missed the contentment a physical connection could bring.

Jason passed Sienna her pocketbook, and Erin snuck a look at the way he stroked his hand up and down her friend’s spine. The intimacy was almost weightier than it had been watching the two kiss.

She stood quickly. “I’ll just grab some cereal and head back to my bedroom.”

“No, don’t,” Sienna said. She stuffed the last of her things into her purse. “Jason’s making waffles.”

Erin lifted an eyebrow.

“Hey,” the big guy said. “I think I’m offended.”

“He makes killer breakfasts,” Sienna promised. She wrapped an arm around Erin’s shoulders and directed her to the table. “You just sit and take it easy. I’ll get you some coffee and orange juice.”

Oh, this was exactly what she hadn’t wanted: kind words, pats on the shoulder, and an endless stream of hugs. “You two don’t have to wait on me,” she said.

“There’s not room for the three of us to be traipsing around in here,” Jason said, ending the argument.

Their new apartment was much nicer than the old place, but it wasn’t much bigger. Real estate was hard to come by in the D.C. area. It also wasn’t cheap. 

Defeated by the two of them, Erin took a seat and watched them work. They moved together fluidly, each taking on their own tasks. More and more, Jason had been convincing Sienna to stay at his place across the Potomac in Virginia. Neither of them was familiar with this kitchen, yet they smiled at each other and shared gentle touches as they tried to find the silverware and syrup.

The intimacy was no longer as blatant as when they’d thought they were alone, but it was sexual. And the presence of the feeling in the room was enough to make Erin squeeze her thighs together. It wasn’t all embarrassment. She hadn’t been hurt by walking in on them.

Frankly, she was kind of turned on. 

Her skin was tingly, and her ears were warm. It had been a long time since she’d felt the flare of arousal. Even longer since anyone had touched her that way. 

She frowned into her coffee. It had been longer than the month of her broken engagement, to be honest. She couldn’t remember any guy ever kissing her like that. Like he needed her as much as he needed his next breath... Like he couldn’t get enough of her... 

Certainly not Marty.

She put the coffee mug back down.

Was that what he’d meant by boring?

She was startled when Sienna slid into the chair beside her. Even at breakfast, her friend looked like the poster model for Miss Manners. Her spine was straight, her shoulders were pulled back, and her legs were crossed demurely. 

“Did you sleep okay?” Sienna asked before taking a sip of her coffee.

Erin hadn’t missed the fact that Jason had known exactly how to prepare it.

She shrugged. “Not well.”

“I’m sorry. Once you get past today, I’m sure you’ll rest better.”

“Yeah,” Erin agreed. Damn the torpedoes. Full speed ahead. She’d never wanted an autumn wedding anyway. She hadn’t wanted her new life starting when everything around her was dying or going dormant. It just wasn’t a good omen.

“Did you have anything you wanted to do today? We’ve cleared our schedules.”

“You two don’t have to babysit me.”

“Are you sure you don’t need to talk?” Sienna asked quietly.

She was positive. Erin was so talked out. She’d already cried on her friends’ shoulders for hours. She poured some cream into her coffee and swirled it round and round. “I’m okay.” With a sigh, she confessed, “I think Marty did the right thing.”

“What?” Sienna squeaked.

Jason merely stood staring at her, leaning against the counter with his arms wrapped across his muscled chest.

Erin swept back her hair. “I’m not saying he did it the right way, but, more and more, I think we narrowly avoided making a mistake.”

Sienna touched her arm. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I miss the wedding itself: my dress, the flower arrangements, the reception with all my family and friends. I miss it all—but I don’t miss him.”

There it was, the truth that had been bothering her so much was out. She risked a look at her best friend.

Sienna didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure you’re not just angry with him? You were together for so long.”

For seven years. Last year of high school, all of college and grad school.

“I’m not angry with him. At this point, I don’t even think about him.” Not Marty in particular, anyway. She thought about their plans together, their habits as a couple, the way they’d used to talk, sex...The question that consumed her most, though, was why.

“Then you’re right,” Jason said. “You dodged a bullet.”

She had, but who did that? Spent all that time together and walked away without looking back? Had they ever been in love?

“I just want to understand.” Marty was the one who’d walked away, but she was having a tougher time. She hadn’t seen it coming. Her hands tightened around her coffee mug. “What was so boring about me?”

“Whoa,” Jason pointed a stern finger at her. “You are not boring.”

“But that’s what he said.”

“He said that things had gotten boring, but he never tried to fix them,” Sienna said, jumping in. “Jason’s right, you’re sweet and fun and friendly.”

“And sexy as hell,” Jason muttered as he concentrated on pulling a waffle out of the cooker.

Sienna’s head whipped around.

He shrugged as he brought over a plate and placed it in front of Erin. He dropped a kiss on her forehead before looking at his girlfriend.

“What? It’s the truth.” Catching the back of Sienna’s chair, he leaned in. “But her loss, I’m taken.”

Erin couldn’t have been more surprised when Sienna caught his face with both hands and pulled him in for a sizzling kiss. “And don’t you forget it.”

He let out a low growl. “Not likely.”

He gave her another quick peck and headed back to the waffle maker.

Erin blinked. The man was having the most amazing effect on her normally conservative friend. “He’s just joking.”

Jason looked over his shoulder so fast, he nearly poured waffle batter into the sink. “The hell I am.”

Erin rolled her eyes. “I’m cute. The friendly little blonde.”

“And you think guys don’t find that hot?”

She stared at him blankly.

He shook his head and returned to making breakfast. “Bullet dodged. Huge, huge bullet.”

“He is the Sloan Gunman,” Sienna said dryly. “He should know.”

They ate their waffles, which were surprisingly delicious. Being a man, Jason had fried some bacon, too, so the meal was salty and sweet and thoroughly unhealthy.

Perfect for a canceled wedding day.

Yet Jason’s words still niggled at Erin. Was he right? Could there be a fiery, intense relationship out there waiting for her, too? She nearly snorted on her orange juice, but he wasn’t the type of guy to lie to save her feelings. She trusted him, because he’d always been brutally honest with her. He didn’t treat her like she was made of fine glass.

She dipped her bacon into the syrup on her plate.

Okay, maybe she was attractive—she couldn’t quite make the leap to sexy—but Marty was the only lover she’d ever had. He’d been her first, although there had been another man whom she’d really, really wanted to have that honor.

Yet he’d walked away from her, too.

“What’s the plan from here?” Jason asked.

“I thought maybe we could go back to the ice rink,” Sienna said.

That was where they’d gone on the day Erin had met Jason. She hadn’t even known her roommate was dating a former hockey player until he’d taken them to the rink to help her work out her anger and frustration. Jason had taught them how to fire a slap shot that day, and they’d been friends ever since.

“I’ll make a call, but that’s not what I meant,” he said. He sat back in his chair, coffee mug in hand. “What’s Erin planning to do with her life?”

Sienna sucked in a breath. “Don’t push her. Not today.”

“I want to find a job,” Erin said without hesitating. “I want to take cooking lessons and maybe start a blog. I could do more charity work.”

She’d do anything to make herself less humdrum and tiresome. She’d gone into her engagement with no thoughts past being someone’s wife. Now, she wanted more. She wanted to stand on her own two feet. She wanted to explore her interests. And she wanted to find a man who thought she was sexy and captivating.

She sat up a little straighter and felt something brush against her bare foot. Looking down, she saw a stiff black piece of paper. 

It was a business card, a classy one. Black with gold trim, it had Sienna’s name on it with a phone number underneath. Erin felt excitement rise within her. When Sienna tried to grab it, she pulled it out of reach. 

Luxxor Limited.

“Is this where you’re working?” Her roommate had recently gotten a job, but Erin hadn’t been able to ferret out any information about it.

Sienna turned pale. She shared a look with Jason but then admitted, “Yes.”

“Don’t you like it there?” Erin had thought Sienna was happy with her work. She always seemed to be in a good mood when she came home from a day at the office. 

“I love it.”

“Then why won’t you ever talk to me about it? What do you do there?”

“I’m their communications director.”

“Director? That’s great!” After struggling to find a job after receiving her degree, Sienna must be thrilled.

“Thanks. It’s a small office.”

Small or not, it had been smart enough to hire a great employee. Erin wiggled the card between her fingers, but the company name didn’t ring any bells. “What does Luxxor do?”

Sienna shifted in her seat. “It’s confidential. The company likes to keep a low profile.”

Erin frowned. In D.C., that could mean a few things. Defense contractor, something in intelligence, even political fundraising. None of those seemed to suit her friend, though. “Oh, come on. Tell me. Please?”

“I... I can’t.”

Erin pouted. “I was supposed to get married today.”

Sienna looked pained.

Jason laughed. “You’re evil.”

“I just want to know.” Curiosity had been killing her. She could keep a secret, but she hated when she was kept out of the loop—especially if it was to “protect” her. Her family had done that her entire life and where had it gotten her?

Blindsided when she’d been dumped.

Jason gently hooked Sienna’s hair behind her ear. “She’s just embarrassed.”

The look that his girlfriend sent him could have melted steel.

“Why?” Erin asked. What could a company possibly do that would be that embarrassing? “Do you make feminine products? Erectile dysfunction pills? Urinal cakes?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. It’s not the call center your mom referred you to?”

Sienna covered her face with her hand, while Jason bent over with laughter.

“It’s a...” he started to say.

Sienna grabbed his wrist. Their gazes locked, and he turned his hand over to take hers.

“Matchmaking service,” he finished. His thumb moved over the back of Sienna’s hand in a gentle caress.

Erin put down her fork and sat back in her chair. She looked at the card again. “Matchmaking?”

“Of a sort,” her roommate replied. She fiddled with her unused knife. “It’s very exclusive, catering to high-end clientele.”

Erin ran her finger over the crisp edge of the stylish card. Matchmaking... Take charge. Be aggressive. Go for the gusto. She didn’t know what was running faster, her pulse or her thoughts.

“You can’t say anything to anyone,” Sienna said. “Not even your parents or your brother.”

Why would she say anything to them? This was information she needed. She wanted to break out of the norm and try new things. This was certainly new. “It’s that confidential?”

“Yes.”

“I won’t tell a soul.”

Sienna’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you.”

“Thank you for finally telling me.” Erin lifted an eyebrow but let the question go. Jason and Sienna had met at a charity function before Sienna had started working at Luxxor. But this was interesting...

She set the card beside her plate.

Sienna held out her hand. “I’ll take that.”

Uh uh. No way. “I’d like to keep it.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not allowed to hand out my business cards to anyone but clients.”

So, she wasn’t high-end enough? Erin cocked her head, ready to argue, but it obviously wasn’t a question that Sienna would be open to. She’d have to find someone else who’d be willing to give her more information. For that, she needed Luxxor’s phone number.

She lifted her chin stubbornly. “I’m your roommate. I need to know how to get in touch with you.”

“You have my cell phone.”

“But what if you’re out of cell tower range or your battery dies? What if you get sick and need me to call into work for you?”

“Jason has the number.”

“Well, now I do, too.” Erin deliberately took another bite of her waffle. Sienna stiffened, but Jason squeezed her hand, and the subject was dropped.

Yet Erin’s gaze kept going to the card as they finished their breakfast. Luxxor Limited. Her mind was awhirl, and, shockingly, not over her canceled wedding. She’d wanted to move on. Had the opportunity just fallen into her lap?

Did she have the guts?

When the meal was over, she helped clean up, but the first thing she did was take the card to her bedroom and hide it away. Sienna might not like the idea, but the more Erin thought about it, the more she liked it. A matchmaker might be exactly what she needed.

She was determined to do things differently this time. She wanted to stir things up and meet new people. Try new things. Broaden her outlook. Obviously, she needed help understanding men.

Who better than a relationship expert to tell her why her former fiancé had found her so boring?
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Chapter Two
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Erin walked down the hallway of the understated, yet affluent building in downtown D.C. It gave her some reassurance. Real estate in this part of town was inhabited by only the upper echelon of law firms and political action committees. If Luxxor Limited was rubbing shoulders with these types, they were doing very well. This was a sign they knew their business.

Their business of matchmaking.

She curled her hair around her finger. She’d never thought she’d be using a service like this, but it had come to her attention at precisely the right time. Online dating sites or the bars weren’t her thing. Besides, she wasn’t really looking for romance; she was looking for insight. One-on-one advice from someone impartial was the only way to get that.

And that’s why she was visiting during a time she knew Sienna was out.

Dropping her hand from her hair, she took a deep breath and summoned the poise she’d been taught, but never quite mastered. She’d called the 1-800 number on the Luxxor business card first thing on Monday morning and had talked to the nicest woman. Rielle had been polite, but frustratingly vague and non-committal until Erin had mentioned Sienna’s name. Then everything had changed—as if it had been a password or something.

The intrigue was thrilling.

Now, she was finally about to embark on a new adventure. On her own. Sienna and Jason were having a late lunch with Sienna’s parents. Erin’s plan was to slip into Luxxor, find out if they were a good fit, and then slink away before her best friend put the kibosh on what she was doing.

Because Sienna would find out. Erin had no misconceptions about that. 

She scowled. She knew exactly how her friend would react. She’d say it was “too soon” or that she was “on the rebound.” And the capper, “Why not let one of our friends set you up?”

Why? Because she was tired of others taking care of her. She needed to take charge. Break the chains. Fly, be free.

Yeah, all those things.

She stopped in front of the office number she’d been given. Luxxor Limited was spelled out in gilded letters on a heavy oak door. She rubbed her lips together. This was it. She could turn away now or move on with her life. 

Fight or flight.

She entered without hesitation. She wanted to be a fighter.

The office was plush and sophisticated, decorated in burgundies and grays. It gave off a professional, yet comfortable vibe. This wasn’t some sleazy set-up. Sienna wouldn’t work here if it was. So, why was her friend so hush-hush about the place? 

“Hello, are you Erin?” the woman behind the desk asked.

Her friendliness took away any lingering doubts Erin might have had. “Yes, are you Rielle?”

“I am.” The pretty woman stood and rounded her desk to shake Erin’s hand. “You’re Sienna’s friend.”

“And roommate. Well, until Jason convinces her to move in with him.”

Rielle laughed. “We both know he won’t give up on that.”

No, the man was like a bulldozer when he wanted something. “I just hope I’m not the one holding her back.”

“Sienna makes her own decisions. It’s what makes those two so fun to watch.”

“Yes, it is.” Erin grinned. She liked this woman.

“Can I get you anything? Something to drink? A snack? We have fresh fruit and power bars.”

“I’m fine,” Erin said, although she’d picked over her lunch. Too many thoughts had been bouncing around inside her head. How would Luxxor treat her? Would they understand what she wanted? How personal would the questions be? What kind of man would they set her up with?

And what would he expect out of her?

“Nina is looking forward to talking with you.” Rielle picked up her phone. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”

Erin took a seat. She was the only person in the waiting area, which she was thankful for. Discretion was important to her, too. If her family found out about her plans, they’d nip them in the bud before she’d even be able to try. They were so protective it could be suffocating, and her broken engagement had made it even worse. 

But she wasn’t going to think about that today.

Instead, she picked up the latest issue of Elle Décor and flipped through the pages. It wasn’t more than a minute before a graceful woman appeared from the suite of offices behind Rielle’s desk. She wore a color-blocked top with a black pencil skirt and sky-high heels.

“Hello, Erin. I’m Nina Lockwood.” She held out her hand and took Erin’s in a firm grip. “Welcome to Luxxor.”

“Thank you for having me.” The company CEO was flawless, with ash-blond hair that fell model-perfect. Yet it was the glint in her eyes that made Erin take notice. This was one smart cookie. She exuded self-confidence, but, even more than that, power.

“Please, follow me to my office so we can talk.”

Erin couldn’t help but copy the set of the woman’s chin and the way she walked as she followed in her wake. She’d grown up being taught manners and proper behavior, but the way Nina held herself had nothing to do with seeking approval. She demanded respect.

She also had good taste.

Her office was impeccable. The blues and grays were sharp, but soothing. And somehow personal. Erin started for the chair in front of the massive oak desk, but Nina directed her to the sofa and chair in a seating area off to the side.

“Let’s be comfortable.”

Erin relaxed into a cushy easy chair and crossed her legs. She’d dressed for the appointment in a simple cap-sleeved J. Crew dress. It felt appropriate for the professional and classy atmosphere of the office, yet she was sure she’d seen the older woman in a very different environment. “You’re the one who was with Sienna at the hockey game.”

Nina nodded, but rolled her eyes. “I am. What a mess.”

That was putting it lightly. Sienna’s old boyfriend had made a scene outside the owner’s box seats at a Capitals game, and Jason had introduced the man to his fist. Unfortunately, the whole thing had been caught on nearly a dozen television news cameras.

“There’s still a detective poking around into that, trying to decide if charges are warranted.” Nina touched the pulse on her throat. “Has he talked with you yet?”

“No. I wasn’t there.”

Nina dropped her hand and smoothed a throw pillow. “But you were there for Sienna when I took her home. I want to thank you for that. She needed someone to be with her.”

“You got her out of there.”

Nina smiled. “Well, then we both did our jobs as her friends.”

Erin smiled. She liked Nina, too. A lot. She could see why Sienna wanted to work here.

“Now, let’s talk about you,” Nina said. “I have to admit, I was surprised when you called for an appointment. Did Sienna recommend you?”

Erin gave a sheepish smile. “I found her business card, and Jason told me that Luxxor is a matchmaking company. I took things from there.”

“Yes, matchmaking...” Nina crossed her long legs. “About that... We offer a specific kind of service, and we cater to very high-end clientele.”

“I understand.” And Erin truly did. In D.C., it didn’t always matter how much money you had—although it took a lot to even get you into the game. Almost more cachet came from connections and how far back they could be traced. If qualifications were needed, she had them. “My father is a well-known lobbyist, and my mother is very visible on the D.C. social scene. I grew up here.”

“Foster...” Nina’s brow furrowed. “Your father is Harmon Foster?”

“And my mother is Marilyn, most notably from the Daughters of the American Colonists.”

“They are movers and shakers.”

Erin nodded. “So, I’m told.”

“You’re not into politics?”

“Can’t stand them.”

Nina smiled. “You’re in the wrong town for that.”

Erin sighed. “I know.”

“Well, with your background, you can understand our need for privacy.” Nina sat at ease, but her eye contact was fierce. “Our business model isn’t the norm. We work on an invitation-only policy, and you will be required to sign a confidentiality agreement.”

“That’s perfect for me. This is something I want to do for me. Nobody else needs to know.”

Especially not her family. Her brother, Dustin, would have a cow if he found out.

“You’re younger than most of our clients,” Nina observed.

“Does that matter?”

“Only in that our services come at a premium.”

Again, code. Money wasn’t an issue, but Erin had some requirements of her own. “I’m willing to pay, as long as I’m assured that your services match what I’m looking for.”

The sun shifted just enough then so that the rays cut through a vase on Nina’s desk. It sent a shaft of blue across the gray carpeting, pointing right at the company CEO. Blue symbolized confidence and reliability. Responsibility. It was a very good sign.

“And just what is that? We specialize in short-term... engagements.” Nina frowned. “I’m sorry, that was a very poor choice of words. I understand that you recently broke up with your fiancé.”

Erin’s shoulders slumped. Did everyone know? Was it stamped on her forehead? “You’ve talked with Sienna.”

“You used her name as a reference. We vet all clients.”

And Sienna had put her through? Erin cocked her head. She was new to all this independent stuff, but it was rewarding to have people respect her plans and ideas.

“She’s worried about you,” Nina confessed.

“She doesn’t have to be.”

“It’s only been a month since your breakup. Are you sure you want... whatever it is that you want?”

“I’m positive. I want to meet new people and get your advice. I want to explore what it’s like to spend time with people with different personalities and interests. I want to understand men better.” The words came out in a rush, and Erin threw up her hands. “I want to date. It’s not as if I’m planning on diving into their beds and having wild sex.”

Nina paused. A corner of her mouth quirked, but then she gave a brief shake of her head. “My advice?”

“Yes.” That was the true reason why she was here. Reading the signs was the hard part. “I want someone to help me figure things out.”

“Figure what things out?”

Everything. Erin toyed with the fringe on the pillow at her side. She could go home now and be safe and protected or she could trust in her gut.

“I need to know what about me is boring.”

“Boring?” Nina said, her voice jumping.

“It’s why my fiancé broke up with me.”

“Oh, honey.” The older woman pushed back her hair and looked to the ceiling. When her attention focused again, there was a different kind of energy about it. She seemed less aloof and more involved. When she spoke, her words were crisp. “Men say some really stupid things. I find you charming.”

“There must be something,” Erin insisted. “I thought Marty and I were compatible. We’d been together since we were teenagers. Maybe things weren’t exciting, but I thought we were good together.”

Nina settled her hand over Erin’s knee. “Don’t change yourself. Ever. Not for a man.”

The soothing blues and grays were no longer doing their trick. The tension and impatience finally broke through. Erin stood up and wandered about the room. “I want to change for me. I want to grow. I need to grow.”

She trailed her finger along the edge of a shelf that held various blue glass figurines. “I’ve always let other people take care of me, not because I couldn’t do things on my own, but because I know I rouse everyone’s protective instincts. Look at me.”

She held out her arms. “I’m petite, I’m cute, and I’m blonde.”

“You’re beautiful. Stunning, if you want me to be frank.”

“I’ve had one boyfriend in my entire life.”

“Not for lack of others trying, I’m sure.”

Erin wasn’t. She folded her arms around her waist and ventured closer to the panoramic window behind Nina’s desk. D.C. was awash in the colors of autumn. The capital was the “City of Trees.” With a height limit on city buildings, she could see splashes of red, orange, and yellows up and down every block. “There was one guy I really liked before Marty and I began going steady, but he didn’t return my feelings. Not to mention, my brother chased him away.”

She turned back toward the middle of the room. “I lived with my parents until I moved in with Marty. This is the first time in my life I’ve had my own place. Even now, I still have Sienna as a safety net.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

“I want to stand on my own.” Erin looked at the woman seated across from her, so confident and powerful. “Can you understand that?”

“Better than you know.” Surprisingly, Nina didn’t look sorry for her or condescending at all. 

“I got complacent, but I want to try new things now. I can’t go back to my old habits. I want to meet new people.” Erin wrapped both hands around the back of the chair in which she’d been sitting. “I want to date a different type of man.”

Nina folded her hands together and draped them across her knee. “Is sexual exploration part of this self-analysis?”

Erin’s face heated. After being around Jason and Sienna, it better be. There was so much she’d been missing in that part of her life. “Maybe?”

Nina’s look was steady. “What we talk about doesn’t leave this room, not even to Sienna. I’ll tell her what she needs to know to do her job, but you can share things with me in confidence.”

Erin sat again but stayed perched on the chair’s edge. “Marty was my one-and-only there, too.”

“Luxxor’s contracts prohibit sexual contact.”

The weight inside Erin’s chest dropped. The pressure had just eased. Right? That’s what it was. “That’s probably best.”

“Unless physical contact is acceptable to both parties.”

The weight bounced back, shortening her breaths.

“Brushes of one body against another, a gentle caress of a hand against the small of a back, an impulsive kiss...” Nina said, offering examples.

For incidental contact, it sounded awfully sexy.

Nina sat back against the cushions and rolled her ankle lazily. “Can I ask why you don’t just start dating again?”

Because just talking about being intimate with other men unsettled her? Excited her. Erin slid back into the chair and smoothed her skirt.

All of which pointed to one very good reason. “Things were wrong before, and I didn’t see it. I was hoping... is that not part of the service you provide? To help me understand what to look for in a match? Or explain what I’m doing wrong? Could we talk about how the dates go so I can get feedback?”

“Can’t you do that with Sienna?”

“Not anymore.” She used to, but with things going so well for her roommate and Jason, it was embarrassing that her own love life was in the dust. Erin let out a breath that stirred her hair. “I was hoping to work with a professional.”

“A pro–?” Nina let out a cough. “Well, I suppose we could do that for you.”

“Could you do it?” She was impressed with this woman. She could tell she’d experienced a lot in life. She was smart, tough, and sexy—all things Erin aspired to be. She was looking for a mentor, not a friend.

“I’d be willing to make that part of our arrangement.”

Erin relaxed. “Have we come to an agreement?”

“I believe we’re on the same page.” Nina lifted a finger. “But trust me, what you’ll find out in the end is that you, sweetie, are definitely not boring.”

* * *
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They spent the rest of the hour talking about Erin’s ideal man and working up a contract. Erin tried to be general, but Nina was a stickler for details. Once Erin got past her embarrassment, she had definite answers.

She liked them dark and athletic, smart but not geeky, and tall, but not too tall. She was short. She didn’t mind toughness, but she insisted on fairness. Race didn’t matter, and if a guy had a sense of humor, all bets were off. She loved to laugh.

“You’ll never find someone who meets all these requirements,” she said as she signed the contract on the dotted line.

“We call them wishes, and while I’ll try to meet them, sometimes it’s someone completely opposite who’s the best fit.”

“See.” Erin passed over the pen. “That’s why I came to you.”

“And that’s why I look forward to working with you.” Nina shook her hand. The grip was warm and sure. “I’ve taken enough of your time. Let me escort you back to the lobby.”

Erin smiled. It might have been a wild hair but coming here had been a good idea. Luxxor had so much to offer. She was impressed by Nina’s self-assurance, and those shoes! Things could work out even better than she’d hoped.

“I love the way you’ve done your offices,” she said as they walked out together. The scheme moved easily from room to room and offered the luxuriousness she knew the company was trying to impart.

“Why, thank you,” Nina said. “Do you do much interior decorating?”

“My major in school was design.” Actually, she had a masters in the subject. With Marty traveling so much for work and Sienna sticking around to get her advanced degree, she’d continued her studies, too. Not that she’d worked as hard as Sienna. Design had always come naturally for her. As her mother said, she had an eye.

“Are you working in the field?” 

“No.” Although it was time she looked into it. She needed to buck up and decide what she wanted to do with her life. She’d enjoyed her coursework, and it had been easy for her. She just hadn’t put much value in her studies back then.

And that had been really stupid. Her lips flattened. She’d been so dependent on others. So passive. She had a brain, and she had skills. Others took care of her, but she could contribute. “Rest assured, I can afford your services.”

“I’m not worried about that, dear.”

More code. Luxxor had done its homework on her. They would have had an easy time of it with Sienna on staff. Finding information on the company, though, had proven difficult. They were so low profile, they were nearly off the radar.

Which sealed the deal for Erin. She needed the freedom and privacy to explore herself and her relationships with others.

Rielle smiled when they reached the lobby area. She had a hopeful look on her face.

“Erin has signed with us as a client,” Nina announced.

“That’s wonderful.”

Erin shook the office manager’s hand, too. “Should I just wait for you to call?”

Nina folded her arms around her waist. “Yes, we’ll need a bit of time to scour our database and find potential matches. Once we do, we’ll work with you to decide a time and venue for your first... date.”

First date.

Wow. 

Erin’s heels twisted like Dorothy’s in The Wizard of Oz. She felt like she was going back in time, yet moving ahead, finally, into adulthood. Her choice. Her terms. Her timeline.

Empowerment, at last.

“I can’t wait.”

She left the swanky office with her head held high and her steps crisp. She strode down the hallway to the elevator and pushed the call button.

Who would they set her up with? Dark and handsome? Blonde and boyish? Clean-cut and sexy?

And what about that sexual contact clause in the contract? It wouldn’t possibly be needed. But what if it was? What if she was attracted to the man they paired her with? Or men?

Heat crept up in her cheeks. She was so immersed in the daydream, she blinked when the elevator bell rang. Moving forward on autopilot, she came to an abrupt halt when someone exited.

“Oh,” she squealed. Yet the “Ohhhhhh” kept right on going as she tilted her head back to look at the man who stood less than a foot in front of her.

Talk about dark and handsome.

Add rugged and rough-and-tumble to the list. The guy was intimidating as hell.

“Sorry!” she managed to squeak. She backtracked in a dozen tiny shuffle-steps.

The man’s forehead wrinkled, and he frowned. One long step put him right in front of her again, and she backed up until her shoulders bumped against the hallway wall.

“Foster.” He pointed a finger at her. His dark eyes were sharp. “Erin Foster?”

She sucked in a breath. “Yes?”

She had a good memory for faces. His, she would have remembered. Who the heck was this guy? She was as rooted in place as if she’d just been called in front of the principal.

The sexy, disciplinarian principal.

Erin blushed. What was wrong with her? All that talk about random touches and spontaneous kisses had thrown her off-kilter. She needed to get her head out of that space. “Do I know you?” she asked.

He pulled aside his coat and flashed a badge. “Detective Morgan, Metro Police. I’m investigating the assault case against Jason Sloan.”

Erin’s spine snapped into place, and she straightened to her full five foot two inches. “He didn’t assault anyone. He was protecting Sienna.”

The man nodded as he slipped his hands into his pockets. He truly was a presence, but he could use that steely look and imposing stance all he wanted. She’d stand up for her friends.

Even if Detective Morgan looked like he could squash her like a bug.

“Easy. Don’t get upset. I’m interested in hearing what you know. I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” He glanced down the hallway. “I just didn’t expect to find you here.”

Shoot. Erin nearly groaned aloud. She’d managed to keep her appointment secret from everyone else. Now the cops were onto her?

“I’m kind of in a hurry. Can we schedule another time?” She’d talk with him. Fine. Just not here and especially not now. She glanced at her watch. Sienna could be back without warning.

The detective was still pondering Luxxor’s door with the fancy gilded lettering. When he focused on her, he seemed distracted. “I promise it won’t take long.”

Erin shifted her weight. The elevator still stood open, waiting for her, but she didn’t want to be rude. Or worse, suspicious.

The detective took a step to the side, effectively blocking that escape path from her view. “You’re Ms. Blakely’s roommate, right?”

“Yes, although we’ve only roomed together for a few weeks. I’ve been her best friend since we were teenagers.”

“I figured that out. I saw a picture of the two of you on the society page of the newspaper. On the night of the event, Nina... Excuse me, Ms. Lockwood brought Sienna back to your apartment. Is that right?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Did Sienna tell you what happened?”

“Of course. But even if she hadn’t, it was all over the news.”

“Did she say if Mr. Pratt, the alleged victim, had been aggressive with her?”

“Kyle is a jerk. He’s always offensive.”

“But physically? Did she say he’d threatened her or touched her in any way?”

Erin frowned. She really wanted to give the detective an answer that led in one direction, but she couldn’t. She was honest to a fault. Even when she tried lying, people knew she was doing it before the words left her lips. “I don’t remember,” she mumbled.

He nodded, and the frown on his lips lightened. She couldn’t say for sure, but she felt like her candor impressed him.

“Had he been calling her prior to that or harassing her?”

Again, her answer wasn’t the one Erin would have liked to give. “No, I don’t think they’d been in touch for a long time.”

The detective nodded, but then his gaze swept back to Luxxor’s offices. “Are you friends with Ms. Lockwood, too?”
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