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        * * *

      

      
        
        For Aaron and JL –

        thanks for showing me the ropes.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for Mina and Tara –

        For all the plot bunnies.
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        * * *

      

      Cams Ronquillo is single and ready to mingle—at least, online. After finally moving on from her last breakup, she decides to try online dating thanks to the encouragement of Gabriel Evangelista, her friend, business partner, and a serial online dater. As she learns to navigate uncharted dating territory with the potential dates at her fingertips, Cams decides to break one of the online dating rules she was taught...and gets an unexpected match.
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      Cams didn’t think Gabriel would actually show up after she’d texted him earlier. She retracted it, sort of, telling him not to bother because it really wasn’t an emergency. She just panicked and reached out to the first person she knew would sympathize. After all, he was the only one who knew where she was that night, besides her sister, Charlie.

      But she knew he was out on a date too, which was why she changed her mind and told him not to worry about her. It wasn’t like she was in danger or anything; besides, she had already calmed down. Cams was at their friend’s restaurant, just waiting for heavy traffic to go away before heading back home. Gabriel could wait until tomorrow.

      So, she wasn’t expecting him to arrive twenty minutes after she sent her last message. Gabriel hadn’t replied, so she assumed he’d stayed put wherever he was. But when the chimes over the door announced the arrival of a new customer and the owner nodded in recognition, Cams turned around and found herself caught in his intense gaze as he approached her.

      She looked away quickly so he wouldn’t see her blush, but not without noticing that his sleeves were now folded up. He’d had them covering the whole length of his arms earlier that afternoon when he dropped by her house. She tried to ignore the flip-flopping of her stomach and the quickening of her heartbeat—something that her body had started doing involuntarily ever since he’d been around her for the past week. Cams knew she was right about how folded sleeves looked so good on him and smiled to herself, but it faded when she remembered that he didn’t agree to her suggestion earlier, so perhaps this was something his date had pointed out.

      Did he tell her about this girl he was supposed to meet tonight? Cams couldn’t remember. But she didn’t have time to think about it anymore because warm hands were on her bare shoulders as Gabriel turned her around to face him. Suddenly she was in his arms, and all coherent thought flew out of her head.

      “Are you okay?” he asked as he pulled away to look at her. “Did he do anything to you?”

      Cams shook her head slowly, trying to gather the thoughts that were oh-so-nicely disrupted by his scent, which filled her senses when he hugged her. Woodsy, with a hint of sweat and cigarettes—secondhand smoke, because Gabriel had never touched a cigarette in his life.

      “No. Nothing happened. I’m okay,” she finally got to say.

      He slowly let go of her shoulders, then took a seat at the bar stool beside her. Their eyes met again, and his lips slowly curled into a sincere smile.

      “I’m sorry it took me a while to get here,” he said.

      Cams’s face flushed. “It’s okay.” She reached for the glass of iced tea she had ordered earlier to give her hands something to hold on to. “You really didn’t have to come.”

      “You expect me to ignore a message from you that started with ‘Help’?”

      She resisted the urge to slap her forehead at the stupidity. She really shouldn’t have sent that. “Well, thanks,” she said. “But you really didn’t have to.”

      Gabriel let out an exasperated sigh. She braced herself for a lecture about how she’s downplaying herself again, but he just pursed his lips, then called the attention of the bartender to order a glass of Jack Daniel’s.

      She glanced at him, surprised. For someone who owned a bar in the city where millennials partied every weekend, Gabriel rarely drank alcohol. He didn’t like hangovers, he once said. She knew him well enough to know that he only drank when something was bothering him. He couldn’t be that bothered by her message, right?

      “Did something happen during your date?” she asked after the bartender delivered his drink.

      To her surprise, Gabriel hesitated. “No. Why do you ask?” Cams motioned to the glass of whiskey in his hand.

      “Oh. No, this is nothing,” he said slowly. “I’m just . . . winding down.”

      “But it’s still early,” Cams said. A glance at the big clock behind the counter said it was only a little past eight, and she knew he never got home before midnight on date nights. She wanted to believe that he was here because of her, but this was Gabriel, her friend, who ignored even work emergencies whenever he was out on a date. “You can’t possibly be here just because of me.”

      “Camilla,” his voice had turned low, her full name rolling off his tongue, sending a slight shiver down her spine. “I’m here for you. Why is it so hard to believe that?”
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      Gabriel rolled his window down to surrender his ID at the subdivision gate, but the guard just nodded and allowed him to go in. It took him a second to recover from the surprise, then he lifted a hand to salute and went on his way. It was about time they finally recognized him and simply let him through after all the times he’d gone here.

      After rolling up his window and tucking his ID back into his wallet, Gabriel reached for his phone and hit the number on the screen. The phone linked up to his car’s speakers as the call connected.

      One ring. Two. It cut off halfway through the third ring, and Cams’s familiar soft voice filled the car.

      “Hello, Gabriel.”

      He smiled, slowing down to let some people cross the street in front of him before speaking. “Congratulations, Camilla Ronquillo! You’ve won an online date!”

      There was a pause, and he could imagine her rolling her eyes. “You’re never going to let me hear the end of this, huh.”

      “Be proud, it’s an achievement,” Gabriel answered with a chuckle. He turned left, noting the house on the corner with a windmill in its yard, one of the landmarks he remembered from the first few times he went to visit her. “You finally let someone take you out!”

      He heard some rustling, then the sound of her voice became different, and he knew he was now on speaker. “I shouldn’t have told you all of this,” she said regretfully.

      “But you did, and remember who helped build your profile,” Gabriel teased. “Look at you, going out with an almost-perfect stranger!”

      Cams snorted. “Of course you’ll be proud. You practically pushed me to go out with this guy.”

      For the record, that wasn’t true. He didn’t make her say yes when the guy she met on KiligFinder asked her out. He did give her an opinion when she showed him the guy’s profile, but as for her saying yes, it was all her doing. Gabriel had already pegged the guy as someone who wasn’t going to follow through, despite all the interest online. He had that look. He knew the type because he was one of them too. Sometimes.

      Gabriel had been in the game for a while now, so he knew these things. After all, online dating was all about numbers: the person you’re talking to is also talking to about five other people, so you should be talking to more. It was a matter of knowing who to ask—or in Cams’s case, who to say yes to—from the matches you’d collected.

      And he’d been in the game long enough to know that it was time for him to quit. He had a reason, after all: Cams.

      But thanks to all of Gabriel’s reservations and thoughts on how to cross the boundaries they set for each other; some online guy got to her first. And she agreed to go out with him. And of course, she told him. And Gabriel, suddenly hit by some form of cowardice, didn’t do anything.

      He couldn’t understand it either. Now this date bugged him worse than a mosquito buzzing around his ear.

      “Anyway, where are you? Are you still picking up the cupcakes? You know I can’t be late for my date.”

      He laughed, ignoring the little prickly sensation in his stomach, just as he turned right onto Cams’s street and slowly approached her white SUV parked in front of her place. “I’m five seconds away from your house.”

      “Already? Geez, Gabriel, you could have told me earlier, so I’d have been ready.” He heard some footsteps, then heard Cams yelling for her sister. “Just go in and wait for me downstairs, okay?”

      Her sister Charlie was waiting for him when he got out of his car. She gave him a once-over, letting out a low whistle as he approached.

      “Well, someone’s looking hot,” she said. He laughed and reached out to ruffle the younger girl’s hair. Charlie was more outspoken than her sister and had never been selfish with her compliments to him. She said once that she was simply speaking for Cams, but the older sister never confirmed it.

      He followed her inside, and Charlie yelled in a singsong voice, “Ate, your date is here!”

      “What!” was Cams’s muffled answer. He heard a door open, and her voice came clear. “Gabriel, don’t believe that little brat.”

      “I don’t know, I think I’d like to,” he replied loudly, winking at Charlie, who giggled.

      Cams didn’t have a comeback for that, but a few seconds later, he heard the sound of heels making their way down the stairs. Charlie looked up from the bottom landing, and a wide grin broke upon her face when she saw her sister. It didn’t take too long until she appeared in front of Gabriel. His eyes widened.

      “Camilla,” he breathed out softly.

      “Gabriel,” she answered, beaming at him. The short dark-red dress fit her perfectly, showing off her bare shoulders, her dark hair framing her face, making her look both mysterious and sweet.

      He had always thought that Cams was beautiful, even without the makeup and all that fancy stuff. Today, she looked positively stunning, so much that it felt like every move she made sent shivers to different parts of his body.

      “Will this make a good first impression?” she asked, twirling around once for him. He crossed his arms in front of his chest, and it was all he could do to not close the space between them and wrap her in his arms so she wouldn’t have to meet someone else. “Or is this too dressy for a first online date?” she added.

      Of course this wasn’t for him. Why wasn’t she going out with him tonight?

      Right. Because he didn’t move fast enough.

      “No, definitely not,” he answered, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. She smiled back and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “You look perfect, Camilla.”

      Any guy would be crazy not to want to go out with her.

      And Gabriel was one of them.
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