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“This is your big plan?” Oakley Orion asked the boardroom table occupied by three of his colleagues. 

“It’s perfect,” Taylor said. 

Taylor was his baby sister and one of his most-trusted employees. She’d only graduated college last year, but she was a vital part of the MatchMate family and had worked for him part-time and through summers since she was in her mid-teens. Beautiful, tenacious, and always willing to take a risk, his sister was more like a daughter than a sibling. Usually, he loved her positive attitude, because she would be the first one to jump on with any of his schemes or ideas. This time… not so much.

“MatchMate is the biggest dating company in the world,” Ian Blundell said. Again, this guy was supposed to be his man, his wingman, his buddy, what the hell was he doing subscribing to this insanity? “We’re so successful because we think outside the box. Like Taylor said, this is perfect. I can’t believe we didn’t think of it sooner.”

MatchMate didn’t start out as an online agency, but they had moved with the times and now retained fifteen different international websites. Their USP was their safe approach to connecting members. The company owned several venues across the US and franchised across the world. Each MatchMate site had a restaurant, usually a couple of bars, and hotel rooms. They’d even branched out to rural retreats where members could try different activities on organized vacations either as singles or MatchMate couples.

They prided themselves on not only matching people but nurturing relationships from beginning to… sometimes, end. Hosting events, they didn’t just match profiles using algorithms; they did it in person, offering all sorts of options for meeting. Speed-dating and drinks mixers were held at every venue several times a week. Weekend breaks were offered to new couples getting to know each other, and counselling was offered for those thinking about embarking on marriage as well as to MatchMate couples who had wed and were experiencing marital difficulties. 

Oh, and they did the odd wedding too.

For couples who met through events or the website, they could use the restaurants and bars to meet, holding their dates in safe, secure environments. Food and drinks were free during MatchMate organized events, but members paid as they would anywhere else at other times. The hotel rooms were also available to couples who might want to take advantage of the opportunity to get more intimate. Again, it was all about giving members a safe place to enjoy each other. Security was always on site, discreet, but always there, and they had lawyers and counsellors on staff too to offer all kinds of ongoing support to members.

“You wanted a radical marketing strategy,” Kody said. “Something to mix things up. Something that would make headlines. That’s what you said. Interest the media and we get a bunch of free advertising. In this day and age, with the competition—”

“Okay, okay,” Oak said, waving a hand at Kody Aitken, his head of marketing. “Media coverage, I get that, but how the hell do we market this without making it look like just that, a strategy?”

“What’s the number one question you’re always asked when you do interviews?” Ian asked, clasping his fingers together on the desk. 

“Why am I still single?” he said, focusing on the surface.

Taylor took her turn to taunt him. “Because it doesn’t look good that the CEO of our massive dating company, a company who prides themselves on producing strong relationships, can’t find love.”

“I date,” he said to Taylor who was using her pitying eyes on him again. Their mother had taught her how to use those eyes against him, he was sure of it. 

“Once in a blue moon,” Ian said. 

Oak huffed, he knew it was petulant, but really, he got enough of this from his mother and the media. “It’s time you settled down,” Taylor said. “Don’t you want marriage and kids, you know, stability? You’re thirty-five, you should—”

“I’m thirty-three,” he said, scowling at her, though the discrepancy was hardly worth noting given that his next birthday was just a few months away.

Taylor must have felt the same, because she rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and exhaled. “Fine, you’re thirty-three, but you started this company when you were in college.” And he’d done it as a joke; he could never have known what it would become. “You shouldn’t live like you’re still there. You can’t be a bachelor forever.”

“I’m waiting for Ian’s eyes to meet mine at midnight over the coffee machine in the breakroom.”

Taylor could do unimpressed better than anyone he’d ever met and her growling expression forced him to lose his deadpan delivery and smile. “You think this is a big joke, Oakley,” she said. “But one day you’re going to wake up in that breakroom alone and realize we’re all happy and settled down.”

Oak straightened his back. “Wait, are we here to discuss a marketing strategy or my life plan?” he asked, flattening his hands on the table.

“The former,” Ian said.

“Both,” Taylor said at the same time.

He didn’t know which of his colleagues he should believe, but if anyone was going to convince him to go along with this crazy plan, it was going to be these two.

“All we have to do is prove the product works,” Ian said. “We find a girl who’s been on the books for a while and convince her to play your girlfriend for a few months. We toss you both out on the TV; you do the chat shows, interviews in the papers, easy. Signups will go through the roof.”

“But,” Taylor said, drawing her eyes off Ian. “To make it look good, you should go to a few events, meet a few women, make it look like, you know, you’re actually trying.”

Taylor was so transparent, but she meant well so he couldn’t be mad. “And if I happen to fall crazy in love by accident, all the better, right?”

Taylor grinned and shrugged. “Mom does want grandchildren.”

“Yeah, you feel free to get started on that and I’ll catch up.”

At only twenty-three, Taylor got plenty of interest from men, and he hated every single one of them. But their age gap meant he’d always felt a strong need to care for her. Since their father had died when she was just eight, Oak had been the dominant male influence in her life. 

Taylor had been a major reason for his drive, and his need for success. He’d almost dropped out of college when their father passed in the accident, but his mom had insisted he finish his studies. He did, after starting MatchMate, and the rest was history.

He’d taken care of both women ever since. 

“Okay, I will,” Taylor said, and he didn’t like the way her chin went up. 

What the hell? He’d been kidding and expected his sister to get offended, not cocky. “Who the hell are you going to have kids with? I thought you dumped that Edgar idiot.”

“Ethan,” Taylor corrected him. He’d known the fool’s name, but Oak didn’t want anyone to think the guy even pinged on his radar. “And we’re talking again.”

“Well stop talking. Talking leads to… not talking.”

“Oh, so you do remember?” Taylor asked and slid an arm under her chest as she slanted toward him. “Tell me, brother, when was the last time you spent a night ‘not talking’ with a woman? Huh?”

At least her attitude made it easy for him to return to deadpan. “My sex life, really? That’s what this is about? Faking a relationship I can get on board with, but you want me to sleep with this woman? Will that be in the contract? ‘Cause that would make it much easier for me.”

Taylor sneered out a faux laugh. “I’m sure once she’s literally forced to spend time with you, you’ll be able to wear her down. You’ve worn women down before. Unless…” She gasped. “You’re not a virgin, are you?”

“Yeah, I am,” he said. “You should try it.”

She laughed again. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“I tried sending you to a convent when you were fifteen, Mom wouldn’t sign the paperwork.”

Her next laugh was more genuine, but he wasn’t really kidding. If he’d been able to get away with it, he probably would’ve done exactly that. “That’s ‘cause Mom knows the value of a good lay.”

“Okay,” he said, revulsion making him recoil. “You’ve taken it too far. You’ve officially found my banter boundary… Mom? Sex? Really?”

Taylor shrugged. “Her and Henry have been not talking for a while.”

His lip curled in disgust. “How do you know that and I don’t? Why would you even want to know that?”

“I listen when people talk, and she’s into him… they’ve been travelling together for a year. Did you think she was going to be celibate forever?”

“Celibate? Yeah, I’d have been okay with that.”

“So, the women in the family have to be celibate, but you can go out there spreading your seed? Who’s going to take over your great empire when you’re six feet under?”

“This is about my legacy?” he asked, searching for the truth. “You need to pick an argument and stick with it, sis.”

“I think we’re getting kind of off-topic here,” Ian said, spreading his arms to draw attention away from the siblings and onto himself. “Marketing? Remember?” Giving him a look and then sharing it with Taylor, Ian was really telling them to finish this argument later. “We’ll set you up at a couple of events so you can meet some women. Meanwhile, we’ll work behind the scenes to find the right one and we’ll bring her in. Once she’s signed up, we’ll have the two of you meet… by accident at a MatchMate event.”

By accident? This couldn’t be further from an accident. Oak didn’t mind being involved in schemes; he liked to have fun. At least, he used to, but Taylor’s griping was irritating him. 

He dated… sometimes.

Yeah, okay, it had been a while, but the company needed his attention and he was bored of the dating scene. As soon as women knew what he did they expected him to be some sort of relationship genius. He wasn’t. Far from it. He had an incredible team and a wealth of technology to assist the company in what they did. He knew no more about women than the next guy.

Oak was open to having a relationship, he just wished he could skip over the whole awkward dating part and jump right into the commitment. He was good at commitment. Once he was sure something was right, he’d give it his all. 

And that was where he stumbled. 

How the hell did someone know who they were supposed to spend the rest of their lives with?

 

 

Speed-dating.

In all the years Oak had talked about it in meetings and how it could be mixed up or marketed, he’d never actually taken part. Now he knew why. 

Twenty women. 

Twenty men.

Well, nineteen—he wasn’t sure he counted. 

The bar was busy. It was the smaller of the two bars on the premises and had been designed specifically for this purpose. Another good thing about MatchMate was that every venue they had was modelled for exactly what they needed. 

So, twenty two-seat tables were arranged in their own individual booths. The wooden screens between the tables were only six feet high, but that was enough to conceal each table from the other when the couple was seated. Oak got the strangest feeling like he was in a confessional every time he sat down, which was weird because he wasn’t even Catholic. But it made him uneasy all the same.

The women were nice. 

There was nothing overtly wrong with them.

Some tried far too hard. Others were too nervous to make much of an impression. But he couldn’t judge them; the whole contrived situation didn’t give anyone a chance to relax enough to be themselves.

Ding.

Next table.

Woman number thirteen.

Leaving the table of woman number twelve, Oak shook her hand and she giggled. Great, a giggler. He’d met a few of those tonight. The IT guys had taken his picture down from the websites, but it was too little, too late. Most of the women here knew exactly who he was. So much for the anonymity everyone else was afforded. Maybe this was exactly why he’d never used his own company to find love.

At the start of the evening, the men had been put at one side of the bar with the women at the other because they weren’t supposed to mingle. The men hadn’t known who he was and he got a boost of confidence. Good, he didn’t want to be recognized. 

Then he’d sat at the first table and he was reminded that women were far more thorough when it came to dating. They knew who owned the company they were entrusting their future happiness to.

Shuffling down to the next table, Oak expected a smile, a handshake, a cheek kiss, just like he’d received at every other table. Instead, he saw the top of a head. 

The petite brunette was typing something into her phone and didn’t even look up. Okay, maybe she was taking notes on the last guy, maybe she liked him, maybe they’d exchanged numbers. Members weren’t supposed to contact each other outside the MatchMate system, but he and his colleagues weren’t naïve to the fact that it did happen.

“Can I sit down?” he asked, tilting the neck of his beer bottle toward the seat opposite hers.

When she tipped her head back, she sort of sagged as she exhaled. Her keen eyes slowly began to glitter. A smile curled her lips at such an excruciatingly gradual pace that he thought he might wait the entire six minutes to see it. Eventually, when it lit her whole face, it hit him full-force, grabbing him so deep he couldn’t inhale. 

He sealed his lips tight, flat. 

Shit.

“I would absolutely love to say no,” she said, losing none of her glee. “But my car isn’t due to pick me up for another hour, so… what the hell? Let’s go crazy.” 

Gesturing toward the vacant chair with a flat hand, she slipped her phone into her purse as he sat down. 

“So…” he said. 

Linking her fingers, she rested her forearms on the table, parallel to her body and bobbed her head. “Going with the awkward opening, okay… do you want me to giggle or bat my eyelashes? Or is it your preference that I lean forward and…” 

Pushing her breasts together with her upper arms, she bowed forward, plumping them behind the low neckline of her dress, leaving little to the imagination.

“Whichever you prefer,” he muttered, finding himself transfixed by her cleavage for a good few seconds. 

Damn. He’d seen boobs before, plenty of them, and he never leered… Why were Thirteen’s breasts so interesting?

She pondered aloud with a short hum. “I could ask you what you do for a living, but I already know that, so that would be a waste of time. I could sit quietly until you ask me what I do, but I’m going to lie, so that’s no better.”

That took him aback. “You’re going to lie?” he asked, finally managing to stop staring at her breasts for long enough to make eye contact and drink some beer. Good, yes, he was pulling this back, take control. She was nodding. “Why would you lie?”

“Because what I do is not very interesting and it won’t give you a hard-on.”

Coughing out the beer he’d just tipped onto his tongue, Oak didn’t appreciate how one side of her lips tipped higher than the other. Wiping his mouth with his hand as he choked down the liquid that had managed to make it past his lips, he kept his eyes on hers. 

Who the fuck was this woman and why the hell was she here?

Being hot, smart, and confident, Oak couldn’t see how she’d ever have any problem finding a guy to lead around by the balls. “Okay, I guess you want to play,” he said, compelled by a need to hold onto this conversation. Too many men were probably overwhelmed by her; she was undoubtedly used to making them blush and stutter. Oak wasn’t going to be one of those men. “Is that why you’re here? For sex?”

Mirroring positions on each side of the table, he copied her move of linking his fingers to lean over his forearms. He didn’t have boobs to distract her with, but if he kept his eyes on hers, he could win this. 

She lifted a shoulder. “I’d say that’s why everyone’s here. Some might want all the love and romance bullshit that goes with it. But ultimately, yeah, everyone who signs up to your scheme really just wants to be fucked good and hard.”

“Good and hard,” he muttered and broke his own rule because while his teeth stayed clenched, his eyes descended to her mouth. “You don’t want love and romance? Have you heard of Tinder?”

Her smile was quick and she exhaled a laugh. Why did it give his pride a boost to make her laugh, especially such a pathetic little one that might not even have been genuine?

“Tinder is good,” she said. “But there’s less charming conversation over there.”

Did she really use that website to hook up with strangers? Her? A woman who could walk into any room, snap her fingers, and probably receive fifty marriage proposals in thirty seconds? 

“MatchMate members are supposed to be serious about finding love.”

“Are they?” she asked, tipping her head to the side like he was educating her, but didn’t believe him for a second. “Have I been naughty? Am I going to be punished by the handsome, rich CEO?” Her eyes darted around like she was searching for something in her head. “I think there’s a movie about that.”

The only thing Oak heard in that statement was that she thought he was handsome. A point for him. “Do you exchange numbers with guys at these events? Go home with them?”

“Maybe,” she said like it was no big deal and it shouldn’t be, except for some reason, it was. Recognizing that he was pissed because he felt like his company was being violated, Oak had to concede that as long as she paid her membership fee, he shouldn’t give a damn. “If I do, I’m not the only one… Would you judge me more harshly than the men who invite me back to their beds?”

Actually, yes, but not because he held double standards. Oak found it hard to imagine a guy who would refuse her. 

“You know how to manipulate men,” he murmured, searching her eyes as he tried to figure her out.

She laughed again. “Oh, so it’s my fault? I’m an evil siren, singing to men who are helpless to resist my charms?” 

“I think if you tell a guy you’re not interested in love or romance, and flash your tits at him, he’s going to make assumptions about who you are.”

“And what assumptions have you made?” she asked, narrowing her eyes and losing her humor. “That I’m a whore out to play with men’s emotions?”

“Are you?”

“A whore? Maybe,” she said. “But I’m not interested in anyone’s emotions except my own.”

Cold, abrupt… alluring. “And that’s why you win every time,” he said. “Because with a body like yours and that tempting little mouth there isn’t a guy around who would stop calling as long as you’re offering to suck his dick.”

Her short, sharp inhale was joined by her manicured fingers touching the swell of her breast. The expression of feigned shock on her face made him sure he was about to be chastised for his language. But her eyes flicked up just a fraction before she took her ass off her seat and slowly bent over the table. 

“Mr. Orion,” she murmured as she inched closer and closer to him. He couldn’t back off, he had to match her stare even if the way her eyes began to smolder was actually making his dick forget about her breasts, despite them coming closer. Tilting her head, she got so close that her breath warmed his lips. “You think my mouth is tempting?” Her voice lowered to little more than a vibration. “How dare you.”

His lips opened, preparing to accept hers, then he heard a ding, and she was gone, sitting back down, pulling her phone from her purse, dismissing him without so much as a glance.

Shit.

What was he supposed to do? Get up and move onto the next one? What the fuck? She’d screwed his head so bad that he couldn’t even remember what number came after thirteen.

But when a guy appeared at his shoulder, Oak had no choice except to get up. Snatching for his beer, he quickly shuffled along and planted himself in the next chair. He wasn’t even sure how the hell he was going to hold a conversation… didn’t even know what a conversation was anymore.

He hadn’t even managed to look at the woman sitting opposite him when he heard the lilt of the sweetest, most innocent giggle coming from the table he’d just vacated. Who the hell was that? 

“Are you my Prince Charming?” the naïve murmur of an almost childlike voice drifted to his ears. 

“Is that what you’re looking for, honey? A knight in shining armor?” a male voice asked.

Slowly standing to peek over the top of the separating screen, Oak was surprised to see Thirteen there, sitting back, chewing on her lower lip as she twisted her hips back and forth in the seat, making her whole body sway in an innocent arc. 

Tugging on a length of hair that hung over her breast, she twirled it around a crooked finger while blinking wide eyes that suggested butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. 

Her new date looked so pleased with himself as he turned to look the other way to check out the competition of who’d be next with this girl. 

Oak was too stunned by Thirteen’s quick personality change to be surprised when she lifted her eyes to his that were still peeking over the top of the screen, proving she’d felt him watching. 

Yeah, Oak had been caught looking, but what the fuck?

Thirteen winked at him and her lips slanted in a brief saucy smile that vanished as soon as her current date turned back to her. 

Oak dropped into his chair and grabbed for his beer, obsessed with just one thought. 

What the fuck?
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Thirteen left as soon as the last guy left her table. 

Oak knew it because he’d come up short when he sought her out as all the participants returned to the bar. That was the portion of the evening when the daters were supposed to fill out their comment cards, stating who they’d like to see again and who rated highly and not. 

MatchMate took negative feedback as well as positive and added it to members’ private notes, so that if they ever requested counselling or help from a dating advisor, they had a starting point established. 

Thirteen made no notes and didn’t wait to hear who wanted to see her again. Oak checked after, almost every single one of the men wanted a follow-up date with her. But she’d never be linked to any of them if her profile didn’t state an interest. 

Five days after the speed-dating event, he saw Miss. Thirteen again, standing at the bar waiting for a drink during a Friday night mixer. 

“So, who are you tonight?” Oak asked as he approached. 

She turned around and lost her blinking innocence as soon as she recognized him. The number on her chest stated that she was thirteen again. Odd, usually people had different numbers at every event; that was why everyone had a membership card, so their details could be taken and noted down to correspond to their new number each time they attended an event.

“My skirt isn’t short enough for me to be sexy siren tonight,” Thirteen said, scanning the room behind him. “So it’s a tossup between simpering bimbo and bitter spinster.” She took a breath that suggested she was fed-up. “I’ll decide after I’ve had my first drink.”

“Seems you don’t stick to just one style,” he said, sinking onto the stool next to where she was standing. She was shorter than he was, much shorter than he’d thought and it felt wrong to be sparring with her when his physical size dominated hers, not that she seemed to notice. 

“I like to mix it up if the night starts to get stale,” she said.

“I’ll try not to be insulted that your night got stale after our date,” he said, resting an elbow on the bar. 

Grinning when the bartender came over with her drink, Thirteen hissed in a breath of satisfaction. “If I don’t get a bite tonight, I’m coming back for you, sweetheart,” she said to the bartender who smiled and winked at her. “Don’t leave without me.”

“The Harley out back is mine.”

“Oh,” she said, sipping her drink and pouting. She leaned toward the bartender who was lowering to her level and admiring her cleavage while he was at it. “I’ve always been a sucker for a motorcycle. What time do you get off? Or are you going to leave that to my discretion? You get a break, right?”

“Yeah, at—”

Oak twisted to glare at the bartender. “Customers need drinks, Sy.”

“Yes, sir,” Sy said, clearing his throat and disappearing to the other end of the bar.

Thirteen huffed and tipped more alcohol into her mouth. “Oh great, you’re one of those guys.”

“Those guys?”

Spinning to pin her displeasure on him, Thirteen wasn’t feeling so flirtatious anymore. “The ones who decide that since they haven’t tasted pussy in a while no one else should be allowed the pleasure. You’re clam-jamming.”

Ducking toward her, he couldn’t believe that she was accusing him of… “I’m what?”

Exhaling, she twisted to look at the clock above the buffet and took another drink from her martini glass. “Do you want me to suck your dick? Huh? Will that make you feel better and get you out of whatever funk you’re in? Let me guess, you’ve got a birthday coming up? Typical guy, you’re getting older, need to feel desired. Whatever. There’s a janitor’s closet between the restroom doors, just—”

“A janitor’s closet?” he asked. The last time he’d spoken to her he’d told himself not to display any kind of shock at what she said, he didn’t want to be spitting beer everywhere again. But Oak couldn’t contain his astonishment. “You have sex with guys in the janitor’s closet?”

She lifted a quick, straight finger. “Ah, I didn’t say I’d have sex with you, I said I’d suck you off.” Easing back, she looked him down and then up. He’d never felt so objectified. “Nope.”

“Nope what?” he asked, watching her turn back toward the bar to pick up her glass again. 

“I’ve changed my mind.”

What had happened in the space of ten seconds that made her go from, “I’ll suck you off in the janitor’s closet” to “no, not interested”?

“Why?” he asked, then cursed himself for asking because it didn’t matter. 

Oak hadn’t intended to sneak away into any closet with her. If they were going to hook up, he’d take her upstairs to one of the hotel rooms on the second floor. Wait, no, he wasn’t going to take her anywhere, he wasn’t going to have sex with her… of any sort.

“I like MatchMate,” she said, leaning over the bar to check out the bartender’s ass without any kind of modesty or shame. “I like being a member.” At least she liked something about him. “And you said you’d never stop calling if I sucked your dick, so… yeah. If I did that, I’d have to quit MatchMate ‘cause you’d be calling and calling and calling…”

Her ass was rising and falling as she lifted her weight onto her forearms to get a better look over the bar, probably at the bartender’s ass. She was too short to keep her feet on the floor as she did it, so she just bobbed there, distracting his sanity and making him wonder why she’d been so adamant about not having sex when clearly she had the rhythm down. 

That wouldn’t be a bad pace to start her at, slowly, gentle, tease her, torment her a little, let her think she was going to go insane waiting for him to get down to it for real. Yeah, that would put her sweet little ass in its place and that was what she needed, a guy with a strong hand and a stronger will than hers. She was a challenge and would be every single day. 

“How can I call you when I don’t even know your name?” he muttered.

Her ass stopped bouncing and slid downward as she found her feet and twisted toward him. “You’re telling me you didn’t check out every woman at that speed-dating thing before you went?” she said, without concealing her suspicion. “You have access to all the membership records.”

“Yeah,” he said, turning to rest his forearms on the bar. She hunched with him and their upper arms met. Damn, she was warm, and he’d never hated his shirt more. It didn’t matter that the cotton between them was thin; somehow it still felt like too much. “But checking up on my dates wouldn’t be sporting, would it? And it’s not the true MatchMate experience.”

“Is that what this is about? Having the true MatchMate experience as part of your midlife crisis?”

Tightening his fist around his bottle, Oak wondered if Thirteen had conspired with his sister to rile him. “I’m thirty-three.”

“Huh,” she said, and although he didn’t look at her, he felt her looking at him. “Shame. Forty’s my minimum.”

Spinning around, she was about to flounce off, so he grabbed her arm to hold her at the bar. “You can’t be more than twenty-six,” he said. 

Members did get to set preferences on the mate they were interested in finding, such as an age range, but usually they kept the parameters as wide as they could. 

“Twenty-eight,” she said and grinned as she leaned in. “I have daddy issues.”

His hand slid from her arm as she walked away toward the buffet. It didn’t take long for the first guy to move in on her and Oak saw several others watch her progress with interest. Thirteen was the kind of woman who should be snapped up quickly, even with her apparent aversion to finding love. She couldn’t have been a member for long and probably wouldn’t be.

“Isn’t this fun?”

Turning, Oak saw Taylor jumping up onto the stool beside him. “Do you want a drink?” he asked, trying his best to ignore the files she had in her arms. 

“No,” she said. “I’m here for your autograph, not to distract you from finding true love.”

True love had never seemed further away. 

Members were invited to their preferred locations, and they could note more than one. Some liked places closer to their work; others liked the MatchMate spots near their home. But they could pick any; some people wanted to put distance between them and their dates. They were also entitled to mix it up and could request invitation to any MatchMate get-together or buy tickets for special events anywhere.

His number one preferred locale was right here. Trouble was, this establishment was their flagship site and part of the MatchMate corporate offices. So he worked right upstairs, giving his sister this chance to descend on him in his social time. Not that he felt particularly social right now. 

“Gimme,” he said, taking the folders from her and stacking them on the bar before he opened the top one. “Did you bring a pen?” Taylor’s hand slid onto his face and when she drew him around to look at her, there was concern written all over her expression. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Dating makes me hate myself,” he admitted. “Always has. I really suck at it.”

She smiled, a warm, reassuring smile, and brushed her thumb back and forth on his cheek. “No, you don’t. You’re just out of practice. You’ll find your groove.”

“It’s not that,” he said and tried to look at the folder, but she strengthened her hand and wouldn’t let him. 

His sister’s concern hadn’t gone anywhere. “Then what?”

“I’m great at the flirting and I love a challenge, you know I do, but…” He growled. “I hate the bullshit. Why can’t a guy just say to a girl, ‘Hey, you’re hot, you’re interesting, let’s do this.’ Why can’t that be enough?”

“So what?” Taylor asked, a smile flirting with her lips. “You want to skip the fun part and jump straight into marriage?”

Lowering to her eye level, he wanted her to know that he wasn’t playing. “I don’t have time for the fun part, Tay.”

“Everyone has time for the fun part,” she said. “I was only kidding about your age; you’ve got plenty of time. You’re a guy… You can have kids in your seventies if it takes that long to find someone to love. If you have to wait until you’re fifty or a hundred to find it, wait as long as it takes.”

“Just forty apparently,” he muttered, pissed at himself for wanting a woman who seemed to be the epitome of bullshit.

“Aren’t you tired of dancing with me and Mom at all these stupid parties we go to? Wouldn’t it be nice to put your arms around a woman you feel something non-familial for? All the crap about kids aside, you need someone, Oak. Someone to talk to when you go home at night. Someone to share your worries and your dreams. You’ve taken care of me and Mom for long enough, we’re sick of seeing you throwing yourself on the pyre of self-sacrifice, doing everything you can to make sure we have good lives while yours passes you by. It’s time, Oak. You’re done. We don’t need you every minute of the day anymore. We’re all grown up.”

Taylor included their mother in that statement because for a long time after their father died the woman was a shadow of herself. It was tough. Tougher for him because he had to hold his mother up while helping to raise his sister, completing his college work, and starting MatchMate. 

His mom faced some dark times, darker than Taylor could ever imagine, but he’d done whatever it took to get them through and he was proud of his family because they’d come out of the tragedy stronger and closer. 

There were so many things for him to consider, the business, his full schedule, his family. How could any woman put up with his hours and his need to prioritize his family over everything else in his life? And he’d have to make compromises for whatever his woman’s priorities were and if they clashed with his…

Then she wouldn’t be the woman for him. 

Oak gained a new respect for the members of MatchMate. Dating was difficult. Sometimes there was chemistry, but that didn’t mean a relationship would work. And there were certainly matches made by the system that didn’t produce marriages, what was the secret? 

Turning around, he saw Thirteen was there by the buffet, nibbling on a shrimp, one small bite at a time as her interested eyes were flicking up and down from the food to the guy talking in front of her. She wasn’t interested. She looked it, but she wasn’t listening, he knew it. 

Letting a smile slide to his lips, he exhaled. “What do you need me to sign?”

“Oh,” Taylor said with sudden joy. “I hear a sense of purpose, brother. Do we have a live one?”

Taking his focus to the files, he yanked the pen from Taylor’s hand and began to sign. “Love or not, I’ll get my cock sucked, so nothing really to lose, right?”

“Ew, Oak,” she said. “TMI.”

“Says the girl who talks about our mom’s sex life in the boardroom.”

“Yeah, if she hadn’t told me about sex stuff it would’ve fallen to you and I’d still think babies came from the stork. Mom is mom, she doesn’t mind girl talk. You’re you and… ew. You don’t have a penis.”

Taylor made him smile; she’d always managed it, even in the bleakest of times. “Yet you want me to have kids, how does that work?”

“You know what I mean. You’re my big brother, I don’t think of you…”

“Not talking?” he asked. When he was done, Oak slapped the last folder closed, gave her back her pen, and kissed her cheek. “I love you, Tay.”

“Course you do,” she said and grinned. “I’m the only good thing in your life… Change that for me, will you? Please?” 

It might only be temporary, but he planned to. With that decision made, he sought out Thirteen and planned to interrupt her conversation and hopefully, her life.

 

 

Evie Dewar hadn’t worn brown for years. Though tan was a variety of brown, right? She’d worn tan. Beige, was that brown? It might be classified as a brown tone… depending on the depth of it. 

What the hell was an earth-tones party anyway? Who ever heard of one of those? Sure, black tie, she got that, but earth tones? Who looked good in blah green? Tipping her head the other way, she took her final bite of shrimp and picked up a napkin from the table beside her to wipe her fingers. 

Lime-green, she could rock lime-green—she had a lime-green bikini. Smiling, Evie tried to imagine how that would go across if she showed up for a formal function in a neon bikini. Though black tie meant formal, maybe earth tones was more relaxed.

“Excuse me, there’s been a mistake.”

Last she’d seen him, Oakley Orion had been at the bar with a blonde who seemed to like touching him. But here he was, striding over to her and… this buffet guy… wearing a stern expression. 

“A mistake?” the guy asked. 

Oakley took her arm and pulled her aside. “Yes, we have reason to believe that this woman is not who she appears to be.”

Shrugging at the buffet guy, Evie let herself be dragged away. “I thought you didn’t know who I was,” she hissed. “How can I not be who I appear to be when you don’t know who I am?” He led her over to the distressed-leather armchairs near the front window. “Do you think lime-green is an earth tone?”

“What?” he asked as he pushed her down into one of the high-back chairs set on either side of a low circular table. “I don’t think so.”

“Hmm,” she said. Damn, what was she going to wear now? Beige was her least favorite color ever. There was a brown dress in the back of her closet, but it had a plunge neckline, like a serious plunge neckline. “Have you ever heard of an earth-tones party?”

He smiled as he sat down and waved at the bartender. Okay, good, alcohol. But that was such a man thing to do, ‘let’s steal the woman and liquor her up.’ She should refuse to drink on principle… but she wouldn’t.

“Why do you always do that?” he asked when he looked at her again.

“What?” she asked. “What do I do?”

“You take control,” he said. “I just dragged you over here, you have no idea why, and you don’t even blink, you just jump straight into steering.”

She’d have thought the why was obvious. “Are you threatened by confident women?” she asked, pushing out her lips in a mocking pout. “Oh, Mr. Orion, I’m sure your penis isn’t that tiny. Most men greatly over-exaggerate—”

He laughed. “And then you do that. You say something shocking that you think will make me capitulate. Don’t worry, I’m sure it works with plenty of guys and I commend you for trying.” Their eyes met. He peered closer, lowering his volume. “I don’t scare that easy. You talk about my tiny penis as much as you like.”

The female server who approached with their drinks slowed. 

Evie couldn’t contain her grin but did wrinkle her nose as she waved her pinkie at the blushing youngster. “We give him points for admitting his shortcomings,” she said, beckoning the woman over. Taking the drinks from the tray, she put Oakley’s on the table and sipped from her own. “You remind your friend behind the bar not to break my heart.”

The server glanced at Oakley before turning the tray under her arm and scurrying away. “Can’t wait for the memo I’ll get about that on Monday,” he muttered.

Sipping her drink, Evie crossed her legs. “Oh, you have to admit, that was funny… and I’m sure your blonde at the bar will set everyone straight.”

“My blonde at the bar?” he asked, glancing over at the bar with his hand half-way to his beer bottle. “I haven’t touched that server.”

Evie tutted. “The blonde with the files who loved touching you.”

It took a second, but clarity came with a smile. “Taylor?” he asked and picked up his drink. “No, actually, I think she’ll kind of enjoy the office having a laugh at my expense.”

“Oh, then I like her already. And what a great way to scare off the competition; just let everyone think you’re sexually inadequate and you’ll never screw around on her.”

Something odd crossed his face as he pushed back in the seat. “I’m not sleeping with Taylor,” he said.

“Why not? She’s hot. I’d do her.”

That amused him into a half smile. “She’ll be pleased to hear that.”

“Is she gay?” Evie asked, happily sitting up straighter to enhance her interest. “Lucky me.” Letting her purse drop from under her arm to the chair, she popped it open. “Can I have her number?”

“You want to sleep with Taylor?” he asked, really seeming to enjoy this. “You know, what? I should give you her number. It would serve her right to be pestered by you.”

“I don’t pester,” Evie said. “And whether we sleep together or not, you won’t be invited to the party.”

“I’m okay with that,” he said, bobbing his head before he drank more beer.

Hmm, no flirting about a threesome or seeing some girl-on-girl action. Okay. Time to figure this guy out. 

Tipping her head, Evie focused on his bottle. “Men like you don’t usually drink beer.”

He raised his brows, signaling interest. “What do men like me usually drink?”

“Bourbon,” she said. “Expensive Scotch… Daddy drinks.”

Angling his bottle, he licked the beer from his lips as he considered it. “You want me to drink a Daddy drink? Would that do it for you?”

Her nose scrunched for half a heartbeat. “It doesn’t sound right when you say it… maybe in ten years.” 

Taking her time to sip from her own glass, she glanced over her shoulder at the clock. 

“Why do you look at the clock so much?” 

“Because I time my interactions,” she said and then stopped to regroup. 

What? Had she just been that honest?

“Ah,” he said. “I’m on a countdown.”

“Yep,” she said. “So if you have something profound to say, you should say it now.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of being someone else all the time?”

“Who says I’m being somebody else?”

“You played the confident sasspot with me, then moved onto the innocent babygirl with the next guy at the speed-dating. I bet if I asked any of them about you, they’d all tell me that you have a different personality.”

Shaking her head, she sucked down more martini. “I only have five or six personalities, and they’re all me.”

That was enough to worry him into a frown. “You have split personalities?”

She should say yes just to scare him away, but instead she laughed. “Don’t we all? Come on, Mr. Orion, we’re all different people depending on our audience. You’re not the same guy with your blonde as you are in the boardroom, are you?”

“The blonde is usually in the boardroom,” he said. “And she’s usually busting my chops.”

“Foreplay,” she said, dismissing him with a lift of her glass.

His eyes slipped to the side and his expression contorted. “Uh, no, definitely not that.”

“Sure, it is. Arguing is the best form of foreplay.”

“Is it?” he asked, flaring with interest. “You’d like a fractious relationship?”

Ha, not a chance. Admiring the light playing on the surface of her drink, she leaned back. “I don’t want any kind of relationship, Mr. Orion.”

“Oak,” he said. “Everyone just calls me Oak.” Whatever, why should she care? She didn’t. “And what should I call you?”

Pushing her shoulder into the chair, she thrust her right boob forward to show him the sticker on it. “I’m number thirteen.”

“You were number thirteen at the speed-dating too,” he said. 

Nodding, she enjoyed another mouthful of alcohol. “No one ever wants to be thirteen, so I give the guy on the door taking our cards a break, and I ask for it… Puts a lot of guys off too. I’m unlucky.”

Intrigue narrowed his eyes. “What kind of person joins a dating agency but wants to put guys off?”

“The kind of person who likes open bars, free food, and desperate cock,” she said, raising her glass to him again. “Now, Oak, I think we’ve exceeded our six minutes.”

Leaving her chair, Evie was going to go back to the buffet, but he lunged forward and caught her wrist, stopping her in her tracks. “What’s your name?”

“None of your business,” she said.

“What do you do? Honestly?”

Sucking in a breath, she acted like she was considering the truth, then smiled. “That’s none of your business either.”

“You’ll talk about sex with me, offer to suck me off, but you won’t give me your name.”
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