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MR. ACCIDENTAL COWBOY
Meeting again for the first time
A strong silent geek in a cowboy hat. 
 A beautiful software engineer from his past.
 The matchmaker who believes they're perfect for each other has no idea what she's up against.

If he's not careful, Dylan Wayne will be the last of his multimillionaire buddies to find his soul mate. His matchmaker is accusing him of not trying hard enough, but when she suggests a match with the woman who broke his teenage heart, he challenges her to find a way to reintroduce them as if for the first time.



Laura Fox is a small-town beauty with a head for math and science, but not much luck with men. When she turns to Seattle's top matchmaker for help, she can't believe the lengths her matchmaker will go to to get her a second shot at love with the guy who got away.





1
Dylan Wayne
Seattle, WA
There are ninety-four celebrities listed with the last name Wayne. I'm not one of them. Around Seattle, I have a small amount of notoriety for developing a popular dating app with my buddies and hanging with my high-profile billionaire bud Lazer Grayson. If it's just the two of us chilling, without the rest of the guys, we take crap from smartasses for being Wayne and Grayson, like Batman and Robin.
If that were the case, and we were in any way like the caped crusader and the boy wonder, our personalities are switched. He's the playboy and I'm nothing like Robin. For one thing, I'm not a boy. For another, I'm about twice Robin's size, and tights make my thighs look big—which I consider an asset. Those are just the obvious physical differences. The personality differences are even starker.
I'm more like John Wayne—a big cowboy. I grew up on a ranch in Central Washington watching Wayne's movies with my grandpa. Both Granddad and I are big men. When horses see us coming, the smart ones bolt and run. The dumb ones cringe.
I need a big horse to hold me. Give me a horse that's seventeen hands and we'll both be happy. I wanted to be a rodeo cowboy when I was young and enthralled with the annual stampede suicide race my hometown is famous for. My aspirations were doomed from the start. I don't have the build for rodeo. I'm not fast and I'm not wiry. So I lost the cowboy hat and became a software developer instead. Now I'm more geek than cowboy.
I like country music, but I don't flaunt my taste for it. When I cosplay with the guys, my costume of choice is a space cowboy. I like the duster. Ladies do, too. It makes me look dark and mysterious, the strong, silent type. The look isn't far off reality—I'm not a talker. I've cosplayed a wide variety of characters, including a Scottish warrior sidekick for my buddy Austin. I didn't do much talking in that role, either.
As I walked to meet with my matchmaker, Lazer's fiancée Ashley Harte, at Jet City Coffee near my downtown condo, I was in trouble. I hadn't been doing my homework—dating. Ashley screened all of the women she sent me out on dates with. That was the beauty of working with a matchmaker.
In theory, any of the dates Ashley sets up should be good matches for me. But you know the problem with theory—it's all theoretical. Yeah, I know, circular reasoning. I mean that theory isn't reality. It's just a plausible idea, and plausible isn't probable and is a far cry from certain. Looking good on paper was one thing, making it work in real life another.
Ashley was on my case to get my butt in dating gear. I'd been working with her for over a year and still hadn't found "the one." As she reminded me at every opportunity, I was bringing her success rate down. How the hell was she supposed to build a stellar reputation as Seattle's premier matchmaker with me sabotaging her numbers? We were friends, after all. The least I could do was put some effort in.
Yeah, I could be a real douche sometimes. To be fair, Ashley put it more nicely. Ashley was a class act and a true friend.
My lack of dating, and dating success, wasn't intentional. Lately, I'd been short on time and patience. Dating was work. It required socializing and lots of chatting.
Chatting, chatting, chatting. Small talk. More small talk. Inane pleasantries. Shudder. You could call me a damned introvert's introvert and I'd smile and nod at the compliment.
Since selling our dating app, the guys and I had been working long hours on an exciting new software venture. Now that Austin was married and Lazer and Jeremy had fiancées, our venture wasn't making as much forward progress as I wanted. Cam and I were left carrying the weight. Women messed with your head and success if you weren't careful.
When Austin, Jeremy, Cam, and I first signed up to be matched, I hadn't wondered who'd be the last of us to find a wife. I knew—me. I'm a big guy. So big I scare a lot of women off just by my size. If I were a star athlete, this might not be a problem, but I'm not. I used to be a soft teddy bear. But since working with Stryker, the trainer Ashley hired to pretty me up, I'm solid muscle. If I'm walking down a street at night and meet a woman, or a group of women, they cross the street to avoid me. Or I cross, if I can beat them to it, just to show I'm no threat.
Added to my scary size, I want a big woman, preferably one over six feet. A big woman I can make big sons, or daughters, with. I have no illusions that I'll ever make petite daughters, so I may as well go for broke. The size of woman I'm looking for would make her a height one-percenter like me. My six-feet-and-over plan makes Ashley's job that much harder. Hell, it's a point I could give on, given the right woman. But I've been using it as an excuse lately so I didn't have to be distracted with dating.
I turned the corner. The Seattle Jet City Coffee came into view. Since Ashley was a friend as well as my matchmaker, I had invited her to my place. But she preferred to keep our matchmaking sessions "professional" and meet on neutral ground, the same way she did for the rest of her clients. I had a feeling this was so she could chew me out without guilt.
I was delayed by an ambulance at the streetlight across from Jet City. I hustled across when the light finally changed, glancing at my watch as I hurried in. Damn, I was late. Ashley was already waiting for me with her laptop open on the table in front of her. I had yet to beat her. She was almost always early.
She looked up. "Look what the cat dragged in." She stood and hugged me.
"I look that bad?" I finger-combed my hair.
"You look tired."
"I was up late coding. Then Stryker kicked my ass at the gym this morning to wake me up."
She shook her head. "Good old Stryker. I knew there was a reason I liked him." She sat and pointed to a paper cup of coffee across from her. "I got you your favorite."
"Not wasting any time?" I sat across from her at our table in the middle of the room. This was our regular meeting place. People were used to seeing us. We didn't draw too many stares. I was used to people gawking and wondering if I was a former football player, which made me laugh. I'd never been athletic, but now I looked like a linebacker.
"I'm always on a tight schedule," she said. "I have places to go. Clients to see—"
"And I'm usually late."
She smiled, not moving a muscle to correct me.
I picked up my coffee. It was still hot. I cautiously took a sip. I'd burned my tongue here too many times. Jet City made their coffee extra hot. At home, I had a high-tech mug that kept my coffee at the perfect drinking temperature. It even alerted me via an app on my phone when it cooled to the temperature I preferred. No such accommodations with a paper cup. I was becoming a pampered douchebag. "Who do you have for me today?"
She cocked her head and gave me an eager, hopeful look. To her credit, Ashley was usually good with a poker face. If she was letting her excitement show, she must really be excited about someone. I put up my guard.
"I've found her—a woman I think will be perfect for you. She has everything—personality, looks, intelligence…height." She shook her head, amused with me. "You know, it's usually my female clients who are on the six-foot-and-over plan."
"Yeah, well, I like to challenge you," I said. "Somebody has to or your work will grow stale. You love it, you know you do. Think how boring life would be without stretching yourself."
"Yeah?" She grinned. "I'd take boring."
I laughed. "I'll bet you wouldn't. Not for long. Who do you have for me?"
Ashley liked to give me a rundown selling the woman and then show me a picture to seal the deal.
Her eyes lit up, emphasizing her passion for her craft. "As I said, she's tall—six feet, to be exact."
I perked up. "Nice."
Ashley nodded. "She's your age almost exactly. Your birthdays are within a few days of each other. She grew up in the country in Eastern Washington. She loves horses—her grandpa used to breed them. She likes country music. She lives in the city and works in the tech industry as a software engineer. I'm hoping that means she'll understand more than half of what you guys talk about and say."
I grinned. "Yeah. It can be like speaking a foreign language."
"You think?" She was in a good mood. "And she has a dynamite sense of humor."
"My type of humor?"


"Naturally." Ashley humored me with a smile.
My sense of humor could be too offbeat for some women.
"And…she's gorgeous and charming." Ashley beamed. "Really, as I listen to myself enumerate all her many attributes, she's too good for the likes of you."
"I'm sure she is. Don't let that stop you. It's my goal to marry above my station." I craned to try to get a glimpse of Ashley's computer screen, guessing she had the woman's picture up.
Ashley slyly half closed it so I couldn't get a sneak peek. "Her name's Laura."
For protection, and to protect client and member privacy, Ashley didn't give out last names before the first date. She left important information like that up to us to find out from the other person.
I frowned. "Laura?" My defenses went up. My age. Small town in Eastern Washington. Grandpa who raised horses. This wasn't looking good. Too many coincidences.
Ashley furrowed her brow and looked at me suspiciously. "What's wrong now?"
I shrugged. "I don't like the name Laura. Bad association from my youth." Half lie. Also one of the best memories from growing up. You don't forget your first love, even if it was young love.
"Anyone ever tell you you're entirely too picky?" Ashley sighed. "For a guy who used to be a geek—"
"Still am a geek," I said. There was no point in denying the truth. "I can't help my past. Are you going to let me see this gorgeous woman with the distasteful name?"
Ashley narrowed her eyes. "Are you going to keep an open mind and get past her name?"
"Cross my heart." I looked heavenward as I motioned crossing my heart. Looking heavenward negates the promise.
"Dylan."
"Mom."
"Open mind. You can always give her a nickname."
"Yeah, Pookie comes to mind."
Ashley rolled her eyes and opened her laptop, turning it so I could look at the woman on the screen.
The moment I saw her, my pulse galloped into action just as it had since the first time she walked into my field of vision. I'd been five. She'd had that effect on me for my entire childhood, and it only got worse from there. Right now got worse, too. Industrial-strength teenage hormones I'd forgotten long ago roared back to life like it was still yesterday.
I studied her photo. Nope. Not mistaken. It was her, looking more gorgeous than she had as the teenager I'd been hot for. "Laura Fox?"
I swallowed hard against the irrational pull of attraction I felt. That I'd always felt for her.
"No. No way." I shook my head. "No."
I could tell by the way Ashley stiffened that she took offense at my abrupt rejection. I grinned to soften the blow and laughed softly at myself.
"Wait. What's wrong with her?" Ashley's eyes narrowed. "Oh." She shook her head. "You know Laura, don't you?"
I nodded and pointed at the screen. "I'm not going on any dates with Laura Fox. And even if I would, she sure as hell wouldn't go out with me."
She'd made that clear enough back then. I'd been keeping a secret for Laura since senior year in high school. You know how it goes when you know something someone else is embarrassed about—they don't like being around you.
Ashley got that determined look of hers. "But she's perfect—"
"Definitely not perfect, not by a long shot."
"I screened her myself. She was funny, pleasant, and charismatic." She tapped her computer screen. "Look at her. She's tall and gorgeous. Are you blind, man?"
"Probably talked your ear off, too," I said.
Ashley narrowed her eyes even further. I hadn't thought that was possible. She should bottle that look and sell it to mothers everywhere. It was damned intimidating.
If I'd been a smart horse, I'd have bolted. Instead, I stared back at her.
"One of you is going to have to be a talker. If not, the two of you will just sit around staring at each other. Very boring."
I grinned.
"Lottie met her, too," she said, as if that settled things and validated her point. "She agrees with me—Laura is perfect for you."
Lottie was Ashley's office manager and assistant, kind of the mom of the office. Patient. Funny. Loved to take care of everyone. I liked Lottie. But in this case, she was as off-base as Ashley. I knew better than to disagree out loud. I let silence speak for me.


Ashley couldn't stand it. "What did Laura do to you? What do you have against her?"
"She humiliated me." That was part of the truth. A small lie of omission. She'd been the hottest, funniest, sweetest, kindest girl to me, seeing past my gawkiness and nerdiness. Letting me believe…
What did it matter now? She was all that and then she abruptly broke my heart. Who was she, really?
Ashley raised an eyebrow.
"It was childish crap." I wasn't in the mood to elaborate. We'd been kids. We'd handled the whole thing badly, both of us. I'd never gotten over my guilt. I could have done better. I could have done more. It hurt like hell then, but there was a lot more to it.
"Childish crap as in you were children?"
"Yeah." I nodded.
Ashley pursed her lips. It was clear the wheels of her mind were turning as she tried to come up with a way to spin this to her advantage. "Children can be cruel. Fortunately, most people grow up and out of that phase. Laura is a wonderfully charming woman—"
I held a hand up. "Stop right there. If I wanted to date a woman from my tiny hometown, I would have stayed there and worked the ranch with my granddad, dad, and brother."
I set my coffee down and crossed my arms. "You're just pissed that now you have a giant woman on your hands. You're going to have to pawn her off on someone else. That isn't going to be easy. Got any pro basketball players on your roster?"
Much as I wanted another shot with Laura, my desire was irrational. A fantasy. A dream. There was too much water under our bridge.
Ashley didn't scare easily. She wasn't dissuaded easily, either. "Give me a hint—what, specifically, do you have against Laura? She was senior prom queen—"
I rolled my eyes. "My graduating class had sixteen people, and only three of them were girls. Every girl had to take a turn being homecoming queen, prom queen, Miss Okanogan County, you name it. Just like every guy had to play football, even the ones who sucked, like me."
"You still haven't said what, exactly, you have against her. She's six feet tall and gorgeous. Successful. Just what you're looking for. With girls in such great demand in your high school, you must have something."
I frowned. I had a hundred somethings. "I went to school with Laura, K through twelve. Isn't that enough?"
Ashley's determined look made it abundantly clear it was not. "Look. You know I have gut feelings about certain pairings—"
She was famous for her gut instinct. It made her a damn fine matchmaker. And annoyingly arrogant at times.
"I had one about Jeremy and Crystal." She shot me an optimistic look. "Jeremy fought me on that match at first, too. Look how great that relationship turned out. They're perfect together."
I shrugged. She had a point, but I didn't like it. In my case, it was moot.
"I've been optimistic on one level or another about all of the women I've matched you with. But I haven't had a hunch like this, this powerful and insistent, about any them. You know that. I've never been this excited about any of them or this sure."
I didn't reply.


"Will you trust me on this?" She raised her eyebrows. "Let me at least talk to Laura, show her your picture, and see if there's any interest?"
My heart was still galloping away, riding a trail of hope. Enough so, that I couldn't bring myself to shut her down completely.
"You'll be wasting your time." But it might be amusing to watch her try.
"Maybe," she said in a pragmatic tone. "But it's mine to waste."
I shrugged. "Suit yourself. Go ahead, if you must." I was confident in my position.
"I will." She set her jaw. "But if she says she's interested, you have to promise you'll take her out at least once." Her tone was so pointed that she may as well have been poking me with a cattle prod. Or wagging her finger at me.
I furrowed my brow, giving her my dark, brooding look. "I don't like wasting time, either." Or getting my hopes up for nothing.
Ashley pinned me with her penetrating look. She was so damn good with that look that resisting was pointless.
I held my hands up, defenseless. "All right. Fine. You honestly convince her to go out with me, with full knowledge of who I am—and by the way, you have more chance of teaching a pig to fly—I'll take her out. But I'm not promising anything more than coffee and as few minutes of my time as she and I can tolerate."
Ashley's answering smile was the smug, self-satisfied look of a conquering matchmaker. Her expression made me extremely uneasy. I liked Ashley. But she was about to get burned by a flaming arrow from her Cupid's bow.





2
A shley Harte
I left my meeting with Dylan and returned to the office, frazzled and disappointed. It was just my luck that he knew, and apparently disliked, the match I was so excited about for him. Laura was lovely, exactly what Dylan was looking for.
If he could just see past whatever had happened in their past, their childhood past…
Kids can be silly and cruel. Hurtful almost as a defense. They succumb too easily to peer pressure. For all I knew, Dylan and Laura had actually had crushes on each other and not known how to express their feelings, resorting to taunting and teasing to get the other's attention.
A week ago, I'd been excited when Laura's member application came in through our online form. My assistant Lottie prescreened the applications for me. She had a good eye, a fantastic eye, for matches. There were times I wish she'd take me up on my offer to become a matchmaker herself, but she preferred her other office duties. I still remembered her excitement when she brought Laura to my attention. Lottie usually kept her cool, but we'd both been looking for the perfect woman for Dylan for a long time. Finding tall women who fit Dylan's list was no easy task, let me tell you.
I'd tried to hold my excitement in check. Laura looked great on paper, but would she be a dud in real life? Meeting her had not only allayed all my worries, I had actually become more excited. Laura was wonderful. We hit it off immediately. Down the line, I could see us being friends. I could see her fitting into to our friend group along with Lazer's other friends and their wives, fiancées, and girlfriends. Wedding bells were already ringing in my daydreams.
I racked my brain, trying to remember if I'd ever had a situation like this before. I'd had a lot of doozies in my matchmaking career, many wrenches thrown into my matchmaking works, but nothing where the two people I had in mind for each other had disliked each other years ago as children and teenagers.
The news loves to show stories about teenage sweethearts who break up and find love again with each other later in life. But I couldn't think of a single story of two teenagers who didn't like each other later reuniting. Not that it couldn't happen. Maybe it just didn't have the same newsworthy, aaahhh, clutch-your-heart kind of romance to it. Friends to lovers—great. Reunion romances—perfect. Dislike turning to love? Not so romantic? Why? It could be an epic love story if done right, right?
I had no experience to draw on with situations like this. None. Zippo. I turned to Lottie. She had nothing either. But she completely agreed with me—we should not give up. We would not give up. The battle had only just begun. One failed skirmish in the game of love is nothing. I'd just have to use common sense, psychology, and wing it.
When I met Laura, I'd been so excited that I broke one of my own cardinal rules and blurted out that one of my clients was the perfect man for her. Never set expectations so high.
Perfect. I'd called Dylan perfect for her. I shuddered at the memory. As any good salesperson knows, and yes, matchmakers are the consummate salespeople, always under-promise and over-deliver. Never the opposite. Now I was in the proverbial pickle. Damn, I hated pickles, even sweet ones.
Laura had looked so grateful that she simply radiated with hope and beauty. She'd melted my heart, which wasn't easy to do. I'd been in the business long enough to be jaded and cynical.
"You can't imagine how happy the thought of a guy like you describe makes me." Her eyes had sparkled and she'd momentarily looked dreamy. "Do you know how hard it is for a big woman like me to find a big man? Any man, really. Only the pipsqueaks seem to be interested. No thank you."
She'd laughed, a deep, sexy, throaty laugh that filled me with envy. Men may say they like feminine women, but something about a beautiful, low female voice turns them on.
I couldn't disappoint her now. But I also couldn't lie to her. I'd have to come clean about Dylan being the perfect guy I had in mind for her. And be prepared to either eat crow or sell the hell out of it.
I had time to call Laura before my next appointment and give her the news, such as it was. I needed to be distracted anyway. I was meeting Knox, my late husband's good friend who was now my client. I was both a little too eager to see Knox—he reminded me of my husband Ruck and my old hopes and dreams—and a bit wary. He'd been dating a woman for two months now. From his cryptic message asking me to have a face-to-face with him, I got the feeling he was going to end it with her and wanted to give me a heads-up.

L aura Fox
I was at work on my break when my personal phone rang—my matchmaker was calling. My matchmaker was an exaggeration. I wasn't a client. I was what she referred to as a member, part of her dating pool she drew on for her clients. Even still, at the sight of her number, my pulse raced.
When I'd applied to be considered for her member dating pool, I hadn't expected to have a prospect so soon, if ever. I'd filled out the application more out of desperation than anything else. And for a laugh and an adventure. I'm an engineer. I knew if I was going to find the right guy, I had to up my odds. Because right now? The odds weren't ever in my favor at all. I'd also been mildly drunk, which had both given me courage and made it seem like a better idea than it might otherwise have. Did beer goggles apply even to signing up for matchmaking services? Apparently so.
As a member of Ashley's dating database, there was no guarantee I'd ever get a date with any of her clients. Clients, I might add, who were handsome and successful enough to be picky about their dates. Most of them were way out of my league. But my dating life was nonexistent. I had nothing to lose, not even my dignity. That had gone long ago. If things didn't change, I was destined to be the old aunty to all of my friends' kids. If only I was more eccentric…
My petite and average-height friends have no problem getting dates and boyfriends. We live in a city where there are slightly more available men than women. I'm a data geek. I've done the analysis and run the numbers. I know what kind of dating scene numbers like these produce. You wouldn't think the slight advantage the women have would lead to the dating market we have here where women are in complete control. But when you drill down into the data, most of the available men are techie and geeky. Well paid, true, but nerds. We are the new Silicon Valley. Being geeks puts our tech boys at a dating disadvantage.
Like me, geek guys are a harder sell than your charming business major or frat-boy types. Women who aren't as tall as I am could afford to be as selective and picky as they choose until they found their Geek Charming. As a result, my friends, even the fairly plain ones, were seldom single long.
They didn't even have to try if they didn't want to. They crooked their little finger and a line of men formed. They were never between boyfriends unless they wanted to be.
But I intimidated men, both with my height and my intelligence and technical bent. I needed a guy who liked big women and didn't feel threatened by my skill with coding and software.
I grabbed my phone and stepped into a conference room, closing the door behind me for privacy. "Ashley."
"Laura. I hope I'm not interrupting?"
"Not at all." I tried to hide my excitement.
"Good." She sounded almost falsely chipper. "I have news—I have a client who's interested in getting in touch with you and asking you out."
I relaxed and slumped into a conference room chair. I must have misread her. There was no falseness to her. "That's great. The guy you have in mind is interested? Your hunch was right."
I was so relieved. You'd think I'd be able to find a basketball player sized guy in a city this large. My tiny friends did.
"Well…yes—"
"Fantastic." In my excitement, I clutched the phone so tightly that my knuckles were white.
She laughed. "Before you get too excited, I'll give you a rundown of my dossier on him."
"Fire away," I said, almost too excited to listen carefully. Maybe I shouldn't have put so much hope into the matchmaking process, but I trusted Ashley to screen out the duds and the douches. She screened everyone and seemed to be a normal person. Why shouldn't I trust her?
She'd explained the process when she met me—she approached the man and told him about me. If he liked the sound of me, she gave me the details on him. If I liked him, she let him know and he got in touch.
As Ashley began describing her client, I thought I must have been dreaming. He liked tall women—preferred them, in fact. He was a successful software developer himself and preferred a woman in a technical field. He was a multimillionaire, and liked gaming and cosplaying. Had never been married. Had no children. Was my age. Had a similar small-town background to mine. He'd grown up around horses and had an adventurous spirit. There seemed to be nothing to dislike.
She finished her glowing description.
"He sounds perfect." I hoped I didn't sound as dreamy as I felt. At heart, I was a romantic.
"There is a catch," she said. "Well, not exactly a catch, more of a complication, a hitch."
I frowned. Of course there was.
"The thing is… Well, let me text you his picture," she said. "Once you see it, I think things will be clear to you."
"A picture is worth a thousand words, is that it? All right." I waited for her text to come, a little leery now. What was wrong with this guy? Was he that ugly and disgusting? When the text came in, I looked at it cautiously, expecting the worst and lecturing myself for being too superficial.
Instead, my breath caught—the guy in the picture was hot. Chiseled cheekbones. Brown hair and deep-set, hooded eyes that were dark and piercing. A great smile. But then that smile, even when it had been couched in a softer, younger face, had always set my heart racing. "Dylan Wayne?"
Ashley's responding laugh was obviously nervous. "Ah, you remember him."
My mouth was suddenly dry. My words stuck in my throat. I'd made a lot of mistakes with Dylan. Done things that seemed cruel that I hadn't been able to explain to him at the time. Karma really is a bitch.
"He's certainly aged well." It was an inadequate statement, but the best I could come up with as stunned as I was.
Deep down, I'd known he would be a success, once he got out of that town where everyone thought cowboys were the only thing worth being and anyone who was cerebral or nerdy was made fun of.
"He has, hasn't he?" Ashley sounded almost as proud as if she were his mom. "He's lost a fair bit of weight and gotten in shape. Acquired a sense of his own style and a lot of self-confidence. He cleans up well."
I was almost speechless. This wasn't the Dylan I remembered, the funny, smart guy who hated the inside of a gym as much as pretending he'd ever be a good cowboy. The guy my grandpa made fun of for being slow and not athletic, and a Wayne. Grandpa hated the Waynes. Said they were poor horsemen and cheats. For a man his size, I'd always thought Dylan sat a horse pretty well.
"How tall is Dylan now?" It was a silly, superficial question. But in my stunned state, it was the first thing that came to mind. There was so much more I wanted to know, mostly whether he'd forgiven me.
"Six-four."
"About the same." Six-four was a good height on a guy, in my opinion. But if his opinion of me hadn't changed, there would be no us. "I'm glad he's doing well. So he's multimillionaire now. Wow." That would shut Grandpa up, maybe. I caught myself, imagining what Ashley would think. "Sorry. That came out like a gold digger. That's not what I meant."
"Don't worry. I didn't take it that way." Ashley paused. "But now we come to the crux of the problem—Dylan tells me that you and he weren't the best of friends in school."
We'd been friends, great friends. But we'd ended badly. I didn't tell Ashley. I didn't like remembering, but my pulse raced at the thought of seeing him again.
"He's under the impression you'd never agree to go out with him, but dared me to try to convince you anyway." She lowered her voice. "I'll be perfectly honest—I don't twist arms. I think you two would be perfect together, if you can get past your past. Is that if too big? I can't say. I don't know. Dylan wouldn't give me any details of what went on between you. It's up to you. Completely your decision."
I bit my lip. "Let me get this straight—if I agree to go out him, he'll ask me out?"
"That's the size of it."
"If I say no, does that disqualify me from being a member?" I liked to know all the consequences, as much as possible, when I made a decision.
"Absolutely not. I have no reservations about having you as a member. If you don't want to go on a match date with Dylan, I'll keep you in mind for other clients. I have to be honest and tell you that right now I don't have one in mind."
"Sure."
"Can I speak honestly?" she said.
"Yeah, of course."
"Good. Thank you." Her tone remained friendly. "Not to lecture, but childhood and high school are impressionable times. It's hard to move past the images we form of people then. But meeting each of you separately now, with no knowledge of your prior baggage, all I can say is that you're both attractive and desirable. You're fun and friendly. If you met now for the first time, I think there would be fireworks. You'd hit it off. I know you would. But you're not meeting for the first time, and we can't undo that. My question for you is—can you get past the past and act as if you're meeting for the very first time? Do you want to give Dylan a shot?"
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A shley
Yes, it was turning out to be one of those days. Laura had been understandably reluctant to go out with Dylan, saying that, unfortunately, she thought that ship had sailed. That although they'd been kids back then, and people grow up, she was concerned their past would color their perceptions of each other now and get them off on a bad foot. She was of the opinion that a relationship needed as strong a start as possible. It was clear to me she'd been burned too many times. She didn't completely rule a date with Dylan out. She was thinking about it, mulling it over. Not a good sign.
I was still noodling on the problem when I met Knox for afternoon coffee at a little shop in Pike Place Market. I was going to have a permanent jitter with as much coffee as I was drinking lately. It seemed like I was meeting all my clients for coffee. I could have switched to decaf, but where was the fun in that?
For the past few months, Knox had been renting a beachfront home on Bainbridge. He took the ferry across to Seattle, avoiding the traffic in the city that I had to contend with. He was waiting for me when I arrived, throwing off my game. I like to arrive first and assume the power position.
He was seated at a table in the dimly lit shop, made dimmer by a drizzle that had started falling outside. His face lit up when he rose to greet me, but I knew him well enough to read right away that my suspicions were mostly likely correct.
"Damn, Ash, do you always have to look so beautiful and put together?" He held me in his hug a little longer than was strictly necessary. But he'd always been a hugger and affectionate with me. A flirt, even when Ruck was around and particularly when he wasn't. It was Knox's nature. I knew better than to read too much into it.
The coffee shop smelled richly of brewing coffee, steamed milk, and warmed baked goods—homey and intrinsically Seattle. It was the kind of shop that roasted their own beans. In contrast, Knox smelled deliciously woodsy and masculine. He wore the same brand of cologne Ruck used to. Smelling Knox was almost too much for me, bringing back memories of long-buried youthful lust for a man I'd never have again.
I'd thought about mentioning the cologne issue and asking him not to wear it around me. But that seemed out of place and unprofessional. Feigning a scent allergy was beneath me. So I bore it the best I could, pushing thoughts of my hard-chested, warm-hearted husband away to simmer in the back of my mind.
Knox stood tall and broad-shouldered with military-erect bearing. He commanded attention. And if I wasn't imagining it, two women at a nearby table looked disappointed by my arrival.
Come see me, ladies. I'll coach you on how to approach a man. There's no reason to lose even one golden opportunity like this. You could have had him around your little finger long before I arrived.
Their loss was my opportunity for earning my fee. I pulled away from Knox. "You beat me here. You know that's cheating."


He grinned. "I learned punctuality in the military. It's a hard habit to break."
"And I suppose the ferry didn't run into construction and heavy traffic in the sound like I did in the city." I winked at him.
"No," he said. "The trip was pretty calm. No construction in open waters or at the pier."
He already had coffee. I reluctantly ordered herbal tea to save me from further jitters. It was better than decaf coffee. We settled in to discuss his love life.
"This is your meeting, soldier." I hung my purse on the back of my chair and focused on him. "Give it to me straight." It was a silly command—Knox didn't know any other way. He'd never learned the art of beating around the bush.
He shrugged. "Nicole is not the one. I ended it last night."
I stifled a sigh. I'd been expecting this and was already bracing for bad news. Call it a sixth sense. Neither one had telegraphed that anything was wrong, but I knew things weren't humming.
I forced myself to reset my expectations. This was part of the find-a-mate game. If a couple wasn't right for each other, could you really call a breakup bad news?
"I knew it," I said. "I suspected when you texted me. But the moment I saw you as I walked in, I knew for sure. You have the look of a free man about you."
He grinned. "I'm that obvious?"
"You're an open book, my friend. You always have been." My tea arrived.
I waited for the waitress to refill Knox's coffee and move to the next table. "What went wrong?" I reached for the sugar between us at the same time he did.


Our fingers accidentally brushed. I felt that uncomfortable, involuntary zing of attraction that I certainly hadn't asked for and didn't understand. I'd never been a believer in love triangles and I wasn't now. I was desperately in love with Lazer. But there was no denying that there was natural chemistry between Knox and me. It was an inconvenient simmer now. If anything ever happened to Lazer and we dropped our guards, it could become a flame.
Neither of us moved our hands away. I rarely flinched. If he wanted to play a game of cat and mouse, I was going to see where it was going. See how he flirted. It was part experiment for me, part knowing my client inside and out, and part dangerous game. He finally withdrew his hand, running his fingers against mine as he retreated and stirred his sugar into his cup.
"Nothing went wrong." He set his spoon on his saucer.
I lifted an eyebrow. "You ended it with Nicole just short of the five dates or two-month timeframe for going exclusive. This is the second"—I made some mental calculations—"or is it third time since we started working together last fall that we've found ourselves in this situation? I'm beginning to think you have commitment issues."
He laughed. "Me?" He shook his head. "You're kidding. Nicole was the one with issues. I asked her to let me talk to you first so you'd get a more objective view. She was pretty pissed when I ended things. Don't give me that look. I was gentle and as kind as I could be, given the circumstances."
"But you were honest, I assume? And straightforward?"
He nodded.
"And that hurt her feelings," I said. "She wanted you to let her down gently."
"I thought I was."
"You told her it wasn't her, it was you?" I teased.
He laughed. "I did not. It wasn't either of us. It was us together. I wasn't feeling it. There was nothing wrong and nothing exactly right. She was sweet, but bland. Like artificial vanilla."
"And you want what, bitchy but exciting?"
"You know me better than that."
"You want a woman who's a little bit dangerous. The kind you can take home to Mom, but has a secret sassy side."
"No one wants boring. She was the one who was unsure about where things were going with us. I don't like indecision. I don't stand for it. If she couldn't be sure, then she wasn't the one."


"Maybe you were sending her signals that made her unsure." I lifted my cup and gently blew on it. "Maybe that's why she seemed unsure. If she was upset that you broke things off, she wasn't eager to be rid of you." I took a sip of tea and felt it burn all the way down. "If the three of us had talked, maybe we could have worked it out."
"No." He was vehement. "There was no talking it out. We don't start out in therapy—"
"I'm not therapy."
"You know what I mean," he said. "If a relationship is rocky so early in, what chance does it have in the long run? I'm not signing up for a lifetime of drama, not that kind. If a smooth relationship blows up later, years down the road, that's on us. But I'm sure as hell not struggling from the beginning. I want something comfortable." His gaze held mine. "Like you and I have."
His words were simple and straightforward. The emotion behind them was not. It danced around the edges of what we'd both been feeling since he'd come to me for matchmaking last fall, and since way back.
"You and I are friends. Friends and lovers are different animals." I set my cup down.
"Do they have to be?" His gaze was dark. "I want a woman who's my best friend, a partner, a woman with a backbone who knows what she wants." He scooted closer to the small table, close enough that our knees brushed as he leaned toward me. "Someone with passion. Friendship and loyalty are what matter down the road when we're old and gray. They matter now."
My breath caught. We'd veered into dangerous territory again. He had a way of commanding situations that was unnerving. "And here I always thought you were a romantic."
He laughed. "And I always thought you were practical and wanted a family, a man who would commit. I'm looking for a wife."
The challenge and the offer were there, not quite in the open, but not terribly camouflaged, either.
"I'll find you a wife," I said, ignoring the inference. "I promised I would."
He nodded, his jaw set. He leaned back, retreating for now, but I got the impression this was a tactical move, not an admission of defeat. "Fair enough. That's why I'm paying you."
He paused. "Enough about me. We don't need any more analysis on why Nicole isn't for me. She looked great on paper. Finding the future Mrs. Emerson comes down to feeling the spark. It's fascinating watching you match me. You're like a human AI. I can see you learning and calibrating, making adjustments to the kind of woman you set me up with."
"Human artificial intelligence?" I shook my head. "You mean real intelligence?"
"You're getting closer with each match. You know me well enough to know the woman I want."
Knox was direct and savvy enough to convey he hadn't made a slip of the tongue. He hadn't meant "the kind" of woman. He was looking at me.
I chose to ignore his innuendo. "I do. She's out there."
His grin deepened. His foot brushed mine beneath the table. "Enough about me. When's your billionaire going to set a date?"
"This is a professional consultation. We're not talking about my love life."
"The professional consultation is over now. Now it's just you and me, two old friends talking." He took a sip of coffee, staring at me over his cup. "Remind me—how long did it take Ruck to set a date?"
He knew good and well that Ruck had decided I was the one for him almost from the first moment we met, and wanted to get married as soon as possible after I accepted his proposal.
"Every relationship is different. Lazer isn't Ruck. And I'm not the same girl I was when Ruck met me." I moved my knees away from Knox's.
"No?" he said. "I'd say you aren't. You're much surer of yourself. Much more a woman of the world. If Ruck were still here, he'd only be deeper in love with you."
"For a single man, you claim to know a lot about love."
"I knew a lot about Ruck," he said. "And what he wanted for you after his death."
"He wanted me to be happy."
Knox nodded. "The question is—with whom?"
Why did I have the feeling he was holding something back?

A shley
After a long day of running around the Seattle metro area meeting with clients and screening potential members, I headed to Lazer's downtown condo. It was the least fancy and smallest of his "homes," but it had sentimental value—we'd had fantastic sex there the first night we met. And it was "ours" in the sense of being neutral territory—not his main home nor mine. We didn't live together. Not officially, anyway. I wanted to maintain my independence, in case I ever needed it again.
When we first met, the condo had had the sterile feel of a fancy hotel. Fortunately, Lazer had been mellow about letting me add personal touches to it. Now he joked that it was the most feminine of his residences. I could handle his teasing, especially since I had what I wanted—a place that felt like our home, with just enough inconvenience to let him know I wanted a signed marriage license before I moved into one of the mansions with him.
And I had ulterior motives as well as comfort. In his playboy days, the condo had been the place he crashed after long hours at his downtown office and where he had most of his assignations. I trusted Lazer and had no indication he'd fallen back to his old ways, but I was happy enough to disable his bachelor pad and make my presence in it clear. The downside of being in a relationship with a billionaire was that women wanted them and threw themselves at them all the time, often ruthlessly. You had to have a strong sense of self and a lot of faith in your partner. I had both. But I also wasn't stupid or careless. I locked my doors, so to speak.
When I pulled up to the front of the building, the valet parked my car. As I walked through the door, the light was on in the condo. The table was set for two and Lazer was relaxing on the sofa with his laptop.
"Something smells delicious." I set my purse down and slid out of my coat.
Lazer's eyes lit up. "Someone looks delicious."
One of the things I loved about Lazer was the way he could make me feel beautiful and desirable with something as inconsequential as a glance or a flip comment. He knew exactly how to voice a compliment in a way that made even the corniest curl my toes and flatter me.
He set the laptop aside and slid off the couch. I slid into his arms and lifted my face for a kiss. Lazer was the most sensuous, experienced kisser I'd ever had. Kissing was an art to him, an art he studied to master. Back in his arms, all thoughts of Knox disappeared. There was only Lazer and the scent of his heady cologne, which had only recent, passionate memories associated with it.
I finally forced myself to pull away. "How was your day?"
"Mine was fine," he said in an amused tone. "I take it yours didn't go as well."
I had a momentary jolt of guilt. "Why do you say that?"
He laughed. "Dylan called to gloat. He told me about Laura. He bet me that Laura turned him down cold and you were putting off telling him."
"What?" I shook my head. "Why would I put off telling him? Dylan doesn't scare me."
Lazer slid his hands down my back and cupped my butt. "No, of course not. That's not what I'm implying. You don't give up, is what I'm trying to subtly imply, especially when you think two people belong together and can't see it."
"That makes me sound pigheaded."
"It makes you sound determined to do the right thing for people because you care about their happiness."
"You always know how to spin things toward flattery." I kissed him lightly, wishing for more but not wanting to be accused of trying to distract him from the issue at hand. "Do you know Laura?"
Lazer shook his head. "I met Dylan in college. Laura had moved out of town, and out of his life, by then. She certainly did something to get under his skin. Listening to him talk about her made that clear. He seemed amused by the thought that of all the women in this city, you picked her to pair him with. I think he had a crush on her when he was young."
I nodded. "I do, too. And she rebuffed him. I love Dylan, you know I do. But when I met him, physically, anyway, he didn't present himself in the best possible light. I can see how he wasn't a young girl's fantasy in high school. But Laura's perfect for him now. She really is."
Lazer looked deep into my eyes. "I believe you. I trust your instincts."
"In Dylan's case, my instincts have been out on vacation. Until now." I fought hard to keep from smiling. "And Dylan is wrong—Laura didn't say no to him."
Lazer's brow shot up. "She didn't?"
I almost laughed at his look of surprise. "Dylan has no confidence in himself. He should realize that mature people, good people like Laura, can grow up and laugh at silly childhood prejudices and attitudes."
Lazer grinned. "You sound like you're teasing."
"Not teasing."
"Then why haven't you called Dylan to give him 'the good news'?"
The oven timer dinged. Lazer held up a finger. "One minute. I have to rotate our dinner. Cook's instructions." He returned a few minutes later with two glasses and an open bottle of wine. He set the glasses down, poured us each one, and handed me one.
"You're a lifesaver." I sank onto the couch with one leg beneath me. As he sat next to me, I curled into him. I wanted to come home to Lazer for the rest of my life.
He held his glass up for a toast. "To my excellent lifesaving abilities and to good news for Dylan."
We clinked and drank. He waited for me to elaborate.
I let the wine sit in my mouth, enjoying all the round, full-bodied flavor notes, tasting the deep oak of the barrel. "Laura didn't say no, not exactly. But she is reluctant and concerned that it will be next to impossible to get over their past biases toward each other and start fresh. She's thinking it over."
"She could be right." Lazer settled his arm around me. "You know how it is when you're young."
I nodded. "She made an offhand comment, wishing she could meet him as if it was the first time, unfettered by their young impressions of each other." I swirled my wine, enjoying the warm feel of his hand on my shoulder. "I wish there was a way. As things stand, I don't think they have much of a chance. Maybe I should stop pushing it."
"Huh." Lazer nodded. He had the vacant look that meant he was no longer listening. The wheels of his mind were turning as he tried to solve the problem.
"Huh? That's it?" I said, uncertain whether to be amused or put out by his attitude. "It's an impossible task."
"Is it?"
"Isn't it?" I studied him. "Don't tell me you have a solution."
"The solution is obvious, isn't it?"
I frowned. "Not to me."
He lifted his brow. "Role playing."
My frown deepened. "Role playing." It was impossible to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. "Hardly the way to get off on the right foot and get an honest start, is it?"
"Cosplaying!" He set his wine on the stand next to the sofa. "Dylan loves cosplaying. Two people 'meet' in costume and in character as if for the first time." He nodded. "Genius."
I paused, thinking his suggestion over. The idea had a certain merit, and a whole lot of pitfalls. "I don't even know whether Laura cosplays. She didn't mention it."
"You could ask."
"I could ask." I was still frowning, and hesitant. "Comicon is coming up soon. You're suggesting Dylan take her there for a first date?"
"That's a good thought," Lazer said. "But not the direction I was going. There's no element of surprise, romance, and intrigue if they go out knowing who the other one is. Didn't you tell me that when you first started matchmaking, you used to throw big singles parties for your clients?"
I nodded, cautious. "Yes."
"That's where I'm going with this. Pair Us is over a year old. Let's throw a party to celebrate—a great, big find-your-love bash. We'll put on a masquerade ball to end all masquerade balls, a real event, and invite our clients and members from Pair Us. Think of all the great PR we'll get."
I mulled the idea over. "I love masquerade balls. It would be fun…"
"Of course it would. We'll hire the top party planner, the best caterer, and book the best venue. The owner of the Millennium Ballroom owes me a favor or two. We'll be the talk of the town. Everyone will want an invitation."
"Fortunately, Dylan and the guys have had dancing lessons." I remembered how awkward they'd been before I'd made them over into charmers who could dance and woo women.
Lazer nodded. "Yeah. A few years ago, we'd have been courting trouble and embarrassment. I'd never have suggested dancing. Now? I think we're playing to Dylan's strength. For a big guy, he's amazingly light on his feet."
"He is, isn't he." I was in happy agreement there. Lazer might just be right. "Will we charge for this shindig?"
"Charge?" He looked taken aback by the mere suggestion. "For a party I'm throwing for a buddy and as a thank you to our clients who've made us the success we are?"
"My mistake," I said. "Perish the suggestion."
"I'll foot the bill this time—clients and members attend free." He was clearly excited by the idea. "We'll serve dinner and drinks." He paused, looking as if he was making mental calculations.
"Drinks encourage bad behavior." I raised an eyebrow.
"Yeah." He got a devilish look on his face.
"Wipe that look off your face—you know about my five-date rule. No sex until you go exclusive. We don't want to encourage people to break the rule. It's there for their own good." I shook my head. "Better set a limit—two drinks on the house. Cash bar for anything beyond that."
"Cash bar?" He furrowed his brow, clearly unhappy with my suggestion. "Are you suggesting I cheap out?"
"Cheap out? Not at all. As any good party planner knows, a cash bar encourages responsible drinking." I side-eyed him. "Balls. Dinner. Turning eccentric on me?"
He laughed. "You want to see eccentric, you should see some of my billionaire buddies. This is nothing in comparison."
"Hmmmm. I'm still not sure this will work," I said. "Masquerade balls are most fun when people are so disguised that they're mysterious. I think Laura really means she wants to meet Dylan for the first time. It's going to be hard to disguise a six-foot woman and a six-foot-four guy."
Lazer shrugged. "I'm good with costumes. There are ways."
I laughed. "Why do you sound like an evil genius?"
He hugged me. "Not evil, just genius."
"I have my doubts. I'm picturing you putting Dylan and Laura in wheelchairs or something similar. Or making them crouch in the back end of a horse costume. Something inelegant and not conducive to dancing. We need them to dance. It's a proven mating ritual."
"I'm wounded. You underestimate my creative genius. Ever heard of camouflage? We salt the crowd with enough tall people to mask Dylan and Laura. Then we dress Laura and Dylan up so dazzlingly, and conspire to throw them together, that they're powerless to resist our matchmaking machinations."
I laughed. "You are evil." I paused. "One small hitch—if I had that many people of height who were candidates for either of them, I wouldn't be pushing this match so hard."
"Our camouflage guests don't have to be matches," Lazer said. "Just the same approximate heights as Laura and Dylan. Think creatively. There are a lot of ways to get them—advertise, offer free admission to women who are six feet tall and men who are six three, six four, six five."
"If we're being devious, we don't want to attract Dylan's attention. Or Laura's suspicions. Let Dylan think I've failed and then surround him with tall women, and overwhelm him with Laura."
"I like the way you think," Lazer said. "In that case, we go underground. But I don't think it hurts to let him know we're looking for tall women to give him options. And for Laura to think that you have some other tall male clients she might like. My plan to give free admittance to tall people who aren't members is still sound."
"For this ball to feel safe and comfortable, we'll have to screen any guests who aren't currently our clients or members. They depend on me to weed out any crazies. And in case either Laura or Dylan likes one of the others, they should be screened and available."


Lazer nodded. "Lottie can help screen. And your matchmakers in your New York office. They can use video chats if they have to."
"Sure." I nodded, still thinking. "How do we make sure they both attend?"
Lazer thought it over. "I can handle Dylan. But Laura? We have to make damn sure she goes to this thing or I've wasted my money. You'll have to convince her."
"Me?"


"You're the matchmaker."
"Damn." I had to agree with him. I was in the best position to convince her. "All right. I'll throw myself into the task, but only because I'm so dedicated to my craft. I can see Laura being a great addition to our group of friends. You'll like her when you meet her.
"Good. The last thing I want is to lose one of my best friends to the clutches of a woman who will separate him from us or who none of us can stand."
"I hear you," I said. "I'd never do that. I'm taking that into consideration, too, but it makes the job that much more difficult. And it's one reason I'd prefer to heavily screen the women. No bitches allowed."
He laughed and agreed.
I paused, still worrying over the details. "What if we still don't get enough tall people?"
"We hire some out. Or import them from around the country if we have to."
"Money's no object with you?" I said.
"I vowed to help my friends find wives. I'm only at a fifty percent success rate. Totally unacceptable," he said. "I rented a yacht and mounted a Cornish rescue to help Austin. I can throw a ball to help Dylan. I don't play favorites. And while we're at it, invite as many matches for Cam as you can. He needs to get out more and we need to accelerate his dating progress. I'll settle for nothing less than one hundred percent."
I cupped Lazer's cheek and slid into his lap. "You have an extraordinary matchmaking mind. Anyone ever tell you that?"
"Only you," he said. "But you're the only one who matters."
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Dylan
The billionaire is having a ball.
Seattle was buzzing with the news. Everyone wanted an invitation—almost everyone, anyway. The Pair Us social media pages lit up with the news. The ladies were excited and busily sharing their costume Pinterest boards with each other. The announcement of the ball nearly crashed the Pair Us website within minutes. The guys and I had to ride to the rescue. According to Lottie, women were applying to be members in record numbers in hopes of getting an invitation. Ashley and the entire staff were working overtime to screen them. There was more demand than space available. Ashley was going to have to hold a lottery.
The ball was pure PR genius. Not surprising, since it was Lazer's brainchild. More women in the database member dating pool meant more male clients signing up. Follow the women, the dating equivalent of follow the money.
Not everyone was thrilled, which brought me full circle. Attendance was mandatory for Cam and me. We were the only two of our group who were still single, and that stuck in Ashley and Lazer's craw. Lazer was type-A all the way. He wasn't going to be happy until all of us were happily settled with the woman of our dreams and he could stop reaching into his wallet to pay our matchmaker. It didn't matter that our matchmaker was his fiancée.
Austin and Jeremy would have to make an appearance, too. But they had dates in the form of a wife or fiancée.
Cam and I were grousing about this damned ball over a beer at my place. It was our usual video-gaming night. We had our game controllers in hand and the TV on in front of us. No gaming was going on, other than the usual one-upmanship that was a trademark of our friendship.
I slumped on one end of the sofa.
Cam was on the other. "This ball is a damned distraction we don't need. Ashley is riding my ass about it. She doesn't understand why we're so distracted and busy with the new venture. And she wants me to take a dance refresher course."
I laughed at him. "Funny. She hasn't mentioned a refresher course to me."
The sale of our dating app had made Cam, Jeremy, Austin, and me multi-multimillionaires. If we managed our money properly, we'd never have to work again. But living the life of leisure didn't suit us. We were gamers in all areas of life. We wrote code and took risks because we were problem solvers and it was fun. Sitting around? Boring.
It was hard to describe to someone how addictive making the first million and having that first success was. There was always another goal to hit. Lazer was still the only billionaire among us. That was the next goal—get that zero in the net worth, earn that third comma.
Come up with a better idea for a product. Write better code. Engage in better marketing. The next challenge was always more exciting. Right now, we were hot on the trail of the next big thing. Who had time to stop in the middle? You pause, you lose. Great ideas seem to strike people who are looking for them simultaneously. If we took too long, some other nerd would hit the market with our product.
None of that made any difference to Ashley. Finding us our soul mate was her addiction, her next challenge. I understood where she was coming from, but that didn't make it any less inconvenient.
Cam finished his beer. "What are you wearing to the ball?"
I got up, went to the fridge, and tossed him another. "What are we? Women? Discussing what we're wearing." I shook my head.
"Shut up and answer the question, asshole." He opened his beer.
"What do you think?" I shook my head. "I'm going as a space cowboy."
"There's a surprise," Cam said.
I ignored his sarcasm. "You?"
"As a commando."
I rolled my eyes. "You're original, too."
He laughed. "Which costume? You have about a hundred. Or am I underestimating?"
I laughed. I had quite a few, but a hundred was an exaggeration. "Half of them are too big now."
Cam lifted his beer in tribute to me. "To looking good."
"I'm going to wear black," I said, mentally running through my options. "Black is badass. The ladies like badass. Black leather and black carbon pads and shin guards. I'll accent with my brown leather cross-body holster and blade sheath."
Cam rolled his eyes. "Space helmet or cowboy hat? You'll need a mask with the hat—Ashley's rule. Everyone wears a mask."
Masks made no difference to my decision. I could handle masks. "This ball is on earth, a planet with breathable atmosphere—hat, definitely. It's more comfortable."
"Duster?"
"Definitely."
"You've picked out all your weaponry already?"
"I'm mulling over my options." I'd been playing space cowboys since we first started cosplaying, since my first Halloween with the guys. Now that I had real money, I'd been able to buy, and even have custom-made, all the fake weaponry I wanted. I had an arsenal.
Cam got to his feet. "Let's take a look at what you've got and see what we can put together." He followed me to the guestroom where I stored all my costumery.
We were soon deep into a discussion of the merits of different pieces of fake weaponry and cowboy accessories. There were as many styles of space cowboys as there were people who dressed like them—all the way from retro and Old West with only a laser gun to separate them from regular cowboys, to high-tech, high-gadget cowboy warriors, with the nod to being a cowboy in the hat and the boots. Over the years, I'd played them all. This time I was leaning toward high tech.
Soon my guestroom was strewn with cowboy equipment and garb. Cam had a good eye for weaponry and costumes, but his vision differed from mine. He insisted on a more traditional cowboy look.
"Lazer and Ashley are up to something with this ball," Cam said out of the blue.
I agreed with him. I'd been thinking the same thing since the announcement. "Yeah. I wouldn't put it past Lazer to be pulling a fast one on us."
Cam nodded. "Yep. He has something up his sleeve. Otherwise, why require us to go?"
I nodded.
"My guess—this costume ball will be salted with matches for you and me."
"Sounds arrogant, but the same thought has crossed my mind." I grinned. "MWFU—more women for us."
"Nice acronym." He held a hat out to me. "Try this one."
I dutifully set it on my head.
He studied me, frowned, and shook his head. "No." He took it from me and handed me another. "You ever hear back from Ashley about the girl you knew from school? What was her name? Laura?"
I laughed. "Ashley had to eat crow and admit that matching up two people who don't like each other is a bad idea."
Not liking each other wasn't exactly right, but it was close enough to explain it to Cam. Intricacies of emotion were often lost on him.
Cam made a growl deep in his throat. "You're still gullible as hell, Dylan. You know she doesn't give up that easily. This ball is a trap, the modern-day version of the box canyon. I'd expect this costume party to be stocked with big, tall women, one of them Laura. Be careful. If I were you, I'd go only for the short chicks."
I eyed him. "Short chicks make me nervous. They're too dainty for my tastes. Thinking of myself with one is like imagining a bear mating with a Chihuahua."
He laughed.
"You think Lazer is throwing this party, spending all this money, just so Ashley can throw a girl from high school at me?"
Cam raised an eyebrow, giving me a look that said, Duh, yeah.
I grinned. "You're right. That's exactly like Lazer." I put on another hat and looked at myself in the mirror. "Let them try."
"Famous last words, cowboy." Cam squinted and nodded as he looked at me in my hat. "I like that one. It looks good on you and tames that mass of wild hair. Go with it."
I turned my head sideways and looked in the mirror again. "Yeah. Good eye. You're right." I took the hat off. "Don't worry about me. I can look out for myself. What about you? Has Ashley been throwing anyone at you lately that you've been avoiding?"

L aura
A masquerade ball.
With ballroom dancing and lessons included, not to mention dinner and drinks. Everyone wanted an invitation.
The ball idea was genius and had piqued my desire to be invited from the moment of the announcement. Cinderella was my favorite fairytale, after all. I'd spent many hours in my youth reading Mom's old Regency romances. The best ones featured a handsome duke and a young woman looking for her dashing duke at a ball, preferably a masquerade ball. I wasn't brilliant with costumes, but Stephanie, one of my best friends, was. She was a buyer for Flashionista. She knew her stuff and was good with needle and thread.
Not like I had much chance of getting one of the coveted invitations. They were holding a lottery for them. As everyone knows, banking on winning the lottery is a fool's game, not a life plan. Even winning a lottery for a ball falls into that category. I threw my name in the lottery pool anyway, because as they say, hope springs eternal, even for math nerds who know the odds. And in my case, more than the odds were stacked against me.
Dylan had never texted, which was both a relief and disappointing at the same time. But then again, I hadn't exactly given Ashley my full approval. My love life was at a dead standstill. I'd take anything to revive it—even a dose of humble pie. And deep down, I wanted to explain everything to him. After all this time, I still felt I owed him an explanation and an apology.
Apparently my reservations about Dylan had dissuaded Ashley from pursuing a match between us. Probably didn't want to ruin her matching success average. She hadn't contacted me again with any other interested parties, either. All of those factors contributed to the long odds of me scoring an invitation.
I may be naïve, but I'm not so dumb as to think the lottery wouldn't be rigged to stack the ball with winning matches for Pair Us clients. And why not? It was smart business. Certainly, the screening process could be used to take out "undesirables," meaning anyone who didn't have the possibility of matching one of their clients.
In the days since talking with Ashley, I'd gone over our conversation in my mind and with my friends. Had I made the right choice? The jury was still out, or maybe deadlocked and hung was a better description. All of them but Steph, however, were working with incomplete information about the complicated relationship I'd had with Dylan.
So maybe I shouldn't have tossed aside a chance with him so cavalierly. Maybe I should have "womaned up" and taken the chance to clear the air.
My mind returned to high school and what everyone was up to. Even before his current success, Dylan and I were two of the three most successful in our class, along with one guy who'd inherited his dad's ranch.
The guy I'd gone to prom with? I hated even thinking about him. There should have been some satisfaction in knowing he was a dud, living in a trailer and going nowhere. He'd never become the rodeo star people expected.
I tried not to think about missed chances and the ball. I pushed them as far away from my thoughts as my mind would let me.
And then—out of the blue—a miracle occurred. I was having lunch with Stephanie when an invitation popped into my inbox, kindly asking the favor of my response within twenty-four hours. The invitation was classy, elegant, and very pretty. We were both stunned as we stared at it, half expecting it to disappear.
"Wow." Steph's eyes went wide. She fidgeted like she did when she was excited. "You must be in the first wave. I haven't heard a peep about anyone else getting one yet. And you know that as soon as they started going out social media would light up." She held her hand out for my phone so she could get a better look. "Interesting invitation. I've never seen one before with fine print and quid pro quos."
"Fine print?"


She nodded. "It's like a lawyer wrote it." She began reading, "Part of the fun of a masquerade is the surprise, the titillation—"
"Titillation—oooooh. Is that an appropriate word for a matchmaking company to use?"
Steph looked heavenward and continued, "Shut up and listen. This is important. Part of the fun of a masquerade is the surprise, the titillation of meeting a seductive stranger who could be your one true love. In light of this, every attendee will be required to wear a mask at all times. No cheating.
"Everyone who's invited to this ball will have at least one match in the crowd, probably many more than one. Your mission, should you choose to accept our invitation, is to find that match. If you should need a little help, our matchmakers will be on hand to give you a gentle nudge in the right direction. To help our matchmakers identify people, each attendee will be required to register their costume choice before the ball. Don't worry—your costume will be kept in strict confidence. As always with Pair Us, because your safety and security are important to us, all invitees have been carefully screened.
"We're confident the ball will not just be great fun, but the opportunity of a lifetime to find your soul mate. To add to the fun and mystery, even the guest list is being kept secret. All guests are asked not to reveal online or elsewhere that they've been invited, or to reveal to anyone outside of the Pair Us staff whether you'll be attending or not and what costume you'll be wearing. Anyone who posts about receiving an invitation, whether or not they will attend, or what costume they will be wearing before the event will have their invitation rescinded and revoked immediately.
"We're excited about the ball and hope to see you there. Let the mystery of love begin…"
Steph held her finger over my phone as if she was about to press a button. "Do you want the pleasure of accepting, or shall I do it for you? Because there's no way you're hesitating or not accepting. You're going to this thing and I'm going to make your costume."
Steph knew me well. Sometimes I overthought things. This wasn't one of those times. I grabbed the phone and accepted the invitation, grinning wildly. "Happy?"
"Ecstatic. And so are you, judging by the look on your face."
"I never thought I'd win," I said. "I'm not that lucky."
"You are too lucky," she said. "Your problem isn't luck. Your problem is skepticism. You don't enter drawings because you don't see the point when the odds are against you, and you hate giving out your email address and personal info. You don't have enough statistical data to say you're unlucky." She was throwing my own words back at me. "But this pretty much proves that you are…lucky. And soon to get luckier." She waggled her eyebrows comically.
I shrugged and looked at my phone again, smiling at the "thank you for your response" screen. "This is interesting—the guest responses are all hidden."
"That makes sense, doesn't it? If they're trying to keep the guest list secret."
I nodded. She was right. I was too ditzy with happiness to think straight. "Do you think this is a big experiment for Pair Us?"
"You think too much like an engineer. What kind of experiment?"
"Whether two people can find their match in a crowd. Whether two matches will hit it off better when the pressure of their identity is off."
Steph pursed her lips, finally shaking her head. "Maybe. I think it's more likely it's just a great singles mixer to augment their services and a fabulous PR move. And they're offering those nudges, remember?"
I nodded. "At least it's something to occupy me and look forward to."
"Yeah, like the marriage market from those old romances you're always reading. This is your season." She knew my penchant for Regency romances.
I laughed. "And I'm the old spinster who's facing her last chance at love? And hoping for some old aristocrat who needs a mother for his children."
"You aren't old."
"Not by today's standards. But for then, I'm ancient."
"Let's be happy we live in today's world, then." Steph was good at making up silly lyrics to existing melodies. She began softly, and teasingly, singing the billionaire is having a ball. And Laura is going to find her true love.
"You're full of it." I stared at my phone again. "I don't expect to meet Prince Charming at this thing. The odds of that are long, maybe even exponentially set against me."
Steph stopped singing, suddenly frowning, deep in thought.
"What?"
"Hmmmm…I don't know," she said. "I was just thinking—maybe you aren't lucky."
"You just said I was." I shook my head at her fickleness. "Backtracking so soon? Changed your mind—I shouldn't go to this ball?"
"Did I say that? You're going and that's final. No doubt there." She raised her brow, giving me an expectant look, like I should be catching on by now. "What if you aren't lucky—what if you were selected? Dylan is one of the eligible bachelors Pair Us is touting as a perk of this thing. Meet and marry a hot multimillionaire. Has your matchmaker given up so easily?"
I laughed. "You're full of it. Dylan will stay far away from me, believe me. He's already proven he's leery of me. And there's no way anyone would go to these lengths, and this expense, to get us together. That's crazy."
"No one's saying they've done it all
just for you. But if it's a perk of the plan…" Steph gave me her smug, knowing look. "Has Dylan given up?"
I rolled my eyes at her ridiculous question. She knew our past history, the full story, every embarrassing and emotional detail. "He hasn't gotten in touch, and that's probably wise. Why revisit that particularly painful time?"
"Maybe he's curious," she said. "Maybe he's still waiting to hear why you apparently shunned him. You should still tell him why and what really happened."
"He won't be hard to avoid. I'll just stay away from tall guys dressed as cowboys."
Steph frowned. "Laura—"
"Don't."
She sighed and looked sympathetic. "You like tall men. You liked Dylan."
I shrugged. "I don't have to like cowboys. Cowboys were the problem."
"Don't sabotage yourself." She wagged her finger at me. She knew how much I hated when she did that.
I grabbed her finger and grinned. "I'm not worried. How many tall guys will dress as cowboys?"
She leaned toward me. "How do you know he'll be dressed as a cowboy?"
"Maybe because that's what he was every Halloween," I said. "I think it was a compensation thing, or maybe wish fulfillment. Dylan was always way too large and stocky to be a cowboy."
"Well, if you want to know what I think…" she said.
"Do I?"
"You should put the past behind you and go after any hot guy who catches your fancy—cowboy or Dylan or not. There are worse things in the dating world than getting a second chance with a guy you blew it with when you were young." Her eyes narrowed as she looked me over. "We are going to make you so hot that no one will be able to resist you."
"Stop it," I said. "Wipe that look off your face. I'm not in college anymore. I'm not going as slutty anything."
Yeah, in college, we were slutty everything—from slutty witch to slutty kitten and even slutty crayon.
She rolled her eyes. "Oh ye of little faith. I've come a long way, baby, with my costume design skills since then. And you have a much larger budget for supplies."
"True," I said.
"This should be a spare-no-expense outfit." She leaned toward me. "I have connections now, too. I can get some pretty hot clothes and accessories at one of our Flashionista sample sales for almost nothing. And we're in luck—Flash is having one this Friday. I was going to ask you if you want to come."


She was my costume jewelry, handbag, clothing, and shoe connection. We regularly hit the sample sales together. What we couldn't find at a sample sale, I bought off Flashionista's website. They were a flash-sale fashion site with wonderfully steep discounts on up-and-coming boutique and designer clothing. Steph had an eye for what was trending and would become popular. She was always game for helping me put together a fashionable outfit. I was one of the best dressed engineers around. And very affordably so, thanks to Flashionista.
"What do you want to be?" Steph said, eyeing me as if she was already taking my measurements and plotting a costume in her mind.
"Guess."
"No." She shook her head.
I raised an eyebrow and gave her my optimistic look.
"Only if you give me free rein."
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A shley
Love may look random, but a matchmaker can't leave everything, or even most things, to chance. Love must be carefully cultivated, gently nurtured, and nudged to the point of shoving when necessary. Love is blind, but not always in the way the famous saying means. Sometimes it's blind to the possibilities in front of it. Sometimes it's blind to the right person. Sometimes it's just meandering blindly in the dark.
A matchmaker must be cunning. She must use guile. You might even say there are times she must manipulate the situation and the people in it. Being a matchmaker is not for the timid or the faint of heart. While not generally considered a profession that relies on intrigue, there are times when resorting to clandestine techniques is called for. Dylan and Laura's case was one of those times, which was why all the subterfuge around the ball.
Lazer was sitting with me in my office when the first wave of email invitations to the ball went out. I had my laptop open. We were perched like expectant parents. We had our eyes glued to the response sheet, amazed as the responses rolled in.
"It doesn't look like we're going to be snubbed. Or have to resort to our auxiliary list." He leaned over my shoulder as I watched for Laura's name.
"There." I pointed, slumping in relief.
"That's the one, huh? Dylan's soul mate." He leaned close, his breath hot in my ear. "Laura—kind of a common name, isn't it?"


"I'll talk to her parents about it."
He laughed.
"I hope she's the one for him," I said. "I think so."
"Now that we don't have to convince her to accept our invitation, what's our next move?"
"We wait for her to tell us what she plans to wear to the ball and make sure we have at least half a dozen other tall women dressed as whatever she is in attendance."


"You're as diabolical as you accuse me of being."
I looked at him. "I'll take that as a compliment." I glanced at the screen and back to him. "I hope we have adequate protections on this. You know people will be trying to hack into it. To see who's on it. To add their name. To take out a rival."
I laughed. "This really is more fun than a matchmaker should be allowed to have. And more nerve-racking than I imagined."
"I have my best men on it."
I made narrow eyes at him. "Not Dylan and Cam, I hope. I'm trying to keep them out. You know they'll be trying to hack in just for the sport of it."
Lazer laughed. "Yeah. But they won't succeed. Austin's on top of it. Jeremy's helping him."
I nodded, satisfied. Austin was the best cybersecurity guy among them. If he couldn't keep them out, no one could. "All right then."
I had several more windows open on my computer, monitoring news and social media for leaks. Sure enough, a tweet from our local celebrity gossip Sheri Carmichael popped up. I laughed when I read it.
"What?" Lazer leaned in for a closer look.
I pointed to Sheri's tweet. "Somehow Sheri got hold of some of the text of our invitation."
"Gee," he said, way too innocently. "I wonder how that happened?"
I laughed with him, knowing he was the king of well-placed PR leaks. "Sheri thinks she's so smart. Does she really believe she's pulling one over on us?"
He just shook his head.
I pointed at the screen. "Did you read that? You're getting a reputation as being eccentric."
"About time," he said. "Normal-guy billionaires are boring as hell. If you can't think of interesting and fun ways to spend your billions, why have them? All the best billionaires are eccentrics at heart."
"As long as you don't become like Howard Hughes."
"No worries there. I'm not the reclusive type." He put his hands on my shoulders. "And I have you to keep me semi-grounded."


"Only semi?"
"You went along with this ball idea. Your hands aren't clean. You have some eccentric tendencies, too." He rubbed my shoulders. "Besides, you can't be completely grounded and still be considered eccentric. Those two things are at odds."
"So what would be going too far?" I was genuinely curious.
"I don't know—an exotic zoo on the estate grounds?"
"All right," I said. "If I see you starting to acquire exotic pets, I'll put a stop to it."
"I don't know," he said. "One or two exotic pets is nothing to panic about, is it?"
"Depends on what they are." I leaned my head on his shoulder. "What do you think Dylan will be for the ball?" I started to answer my own question.
"Space cowboy," we said together, and laughed.
"What's your guess for Laura?" he said.
I thought about it. "I don't know that I know her well enough to venture a guess."
"If you had to?"
"If I had to—something with a nod to technology. Something urban fantasy or steampunk."
He nodded. "Steampunk, that's good. Gears, gizmos, wild inventions. That sounds like something an engineer would come up with. Care to wager on it?"



L aura
Steph rolled her eyes at me. "You want to be a swan? Again? Will you never get over that costume and be something else? What is it with you and swans? How about giving me a creative challenge for once? How many swan costumes have I helped you with over the years?"
"What?" I said, trying not to get defensive. "I like swans. If I were an animal, I'd be a swan. They make a deep, throaty trumpet sound. They're elegant, graceful, and have tastefully long necks."
My neck was long, which had been the subject of ridicule at times, and part of the reason I thought swans were cool. They were admired for their necks.
"Swans are beautiful. No one wants to be an ugly duckling, but everyone wants to turn into a swan. In costume, I feel beautiful, like a real swan. It's pure fantasy for me. Isn't love a fantasy, a real-life fairytale?"
She was still looking highly skeptical.
"Swans are perfect in a romantic setting. They mate for life. I want to mate for life. I want every guy who sees me to be clear on that—I'm looking for a mate, a guy for the long term. Fly-by-nights need not apply."
Steph shook her head through my soliloquy. She'd heard most of it before. "Mate for life. Low, sexy call. All right. I'll give you that. Once you explain it, it makes a certain sense. Realize, though, that most people aren't going to make the connection on their own." She got a twinkle in her eye. "Just what are you going to mate with, that's the question. Any idea what kind of costume the guy of your dreams will be wearing?"
I waggled a brow, which made her laugh. "Nah. No idea. As long as he looks hot in it, I'm not picky.
"Be careful what you say. Fate may come back to bite you. What if your one and only comes dressed as a pile of shit?"
"I think I'm safe. Ashley will screen out any piles of shit."
Steph relaxed and laughed. "Okay, so you want to be a swan for the umpteenth time. We need a brand-new, fantastic design for this ball—that will be my challenge. You know how we play this design game. Time for twenty questions—black swan or white?"
"White."
"That was quick and decisive."
"May as well make the bridal connection obvious," I said. "I'm looking for a man, a mate, a groom."
"All right," she said. "I'm getting the picture—bridal. As in a big princess-style ball gown?"
I shook my head. "No, definitely not. I want to look a little dangerous."
"Okay," Steph said. "Now the challenges come out. A dangerous, bridal-looking swan in white. So, no stuffed felt swan head covering one shoulder and boob like that Icelandic singer wore a while back? The dress that got so much attention?"
"Definitely not." I frowned. "Way overdone at the time, for one thing. Even babies were wearing it. And two, despite the thrill of hoping a boob pops out from the beneath the swan's head, too frilly and princessy. I want to look hot and grown up, passionate, but not slutty. Ready to give a man a thrill, but only if he's mine."
"Wow." Steph took notes on her phone. "The list of weird, and yet somehow stringent, requirements grows. So far we have a list of no-goes and a theme, or maybe more a feel for the costume. It's really a message to the men."
"Definitely. I'm done messing around."
She raised an eyebrow. "You could take that two ways."
"That was purely intentional."
"Swan ballet costume?" she said. "That's the real root of this, isn't it? You always wanted to be a ballerina."
"Sigh," I said. "Dashed dreams. I was always too big and tall."
She'd hit a nerve with me. Yeah, when I was young, I wanted to be a ballerina. I was pretty good, too. But way too tall. Ballerinas pretty much have to be within a certain range, which is about six inches shorter than I am, maximum. And they have to be thin enough to be tossed around by an equally thin male ballet dancer. Most guy ballet dancers would take one look at me and run, if they were smart.
"The ballerina costume is the easy way out. And good for a laugh," I said. "We've done that one too many times before. I need a swan costume that speaks to who I am now."
Steph took a deep breath and got a faraway look that meant she was thinking as she muttered to herself. "No ballerina, no swan heads, white and bridal, something that speaks to who you are." Suddenly her eyes went wide and her face lit up.
"What?" I leaned toward her.
"I have an idea."
"Tell me."
"It involves a pair of thigh-high suede high-heeled boots I saw in the Flash sample room just this week when I was rummaging around looking for a prop for one of the photographers. At the time, I rued that they weren't my size. They were yours. I bet I can persuade the powers that be to let me make a donation in advance of the sample sale so I can have those gorgeous boots."
"Okay. Intriguing. What else?"
"Plenty of feathers, sequin appliques, silver brocade, arm-length gloves, and silver and white brocade."
"All of that popped into your head right now?" I was amazed by her talent and creativity.


She laughed and looked a bit sheepish. "Yeah. Well, I have to admit, the genius isn't completely mine. I saw an awesome outfit when I was in Bellevue last fall during the steampunk convention. I really admired it. I think I can modify it and make exactly what you're looking for."
"Steampunk." I thought the idea over. "That's perfect for an engineer like me."
She beamed. "I think so. It speaks to who you are. And it can be a bit badass. The kind of man you're looking for likes a little badass and definitely likes a woman who likes tech and tech toys."
Now I was thinking. "Steampunk, steampunk…that will involve a corset?"
"Naturally," she said. "A formfitting mermaid bodice with a skirt that flares out at the hips. A high-low kind of thing—short in the front to show off your long legs and those hot boots, long in the back, reminiscent of a bridal train."
The more she described what she had in mind, the more excited I got. A picture was forming in my mind. "Anyone ever tell you you're brilliant?"
Steph grinned. "All the time. But I'll only be brilliant if I can pull it off."
"I have complete confidence in you. I know you can," I said. "But can I?"
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If you're a matchmaker throwing a costume ball, you only have a few obvious costume choices. Cupid. But he is a male figure, often a boy. I could pull it off, but his mate is Psyche, not an easy costume for anyone to recognize, or pull off, especially Lazer. I needed costumes for a couple.
On the surface, Aphrodite seems like a good choice—what could be better than the Greek goddess of love? For one—her mate, Hephaestus, who is ugly and deformed, totally unlike Lazer and not his idea of a perfect costume. Two—you end up looking like a generic Greek and have to explain who you are. And then there's her reputation for having many lovers and cheating on her mate. Not the message I wanted to send. I was all about one true mate, loyalty, and lifetime companionship. Those were the goals, anyway.
The Queen of Hearts has a cruel streak, at least the Lewis Carroll version of her does. But she does have her King of Hearts, and stereotypes are meant to be broken. Some of my clients might even say I've been quite cruel and heartless with my rules and the way I push them to be better versions of themselves. But most of them thank me in the end. So the Queen of Hearts it was. Bonus—I got to wear a crown and a lovely full skirt and high-back collar.
There were many benefits to being engaged to a billionaire—getting couture custom-designed ball costumes and masks was one of them. In the case of my particular billionaire, however, his cosplaying friends were my designers, aided by their famous connections. Austin's wife's aunt—try saying that fast—designed costumes for a popular TV show featuring a handsome Scottish laird. The aunt's boyfriend has been one of the film industry's top costume designers for decades, and won many awards. All of them insisted on designing for Lazer and me.
Lazer spared no expense on the materials for their creations. I should amend that—my crown was made of crystals, not diamonds. There was no reason to be too extravagant. I didn't want anyone koshing me on the head to get my crown jewels. A queen's head is always in jeopardy, it would seem.
The King of Hearts is usually a comical figure. Lazer's portrayal was definitely not. He was going more for the "king of every woman's heart" look. He had a crown, too, and wore his hearts on his sleeve, as did I. And on the skirt of my dress.
I was exceptionally happy with our costumes. Very pleased.
The ball had been more work to plan than I'd originally imagined. Just try getting a venue on such short notice, even with Lazer's connections and the favors owed him. Fortunately, there was a last-minute cancellation at the Millennium Ballroom that allowed them to return a favor they owed Lazer. An engaged couple had cancelled their wedding.
I was happy to snap the ballroom up—the venue was perfect. As a matchmaker, I believe in love. For the aspect of love dying, I was sad for them. For realizing their mistake ahead of time and have the courage to cancel if marrying was wrong for them, I silently applauded them. The Millennium was one of the city's only historic ballrooms, a large one capable of holding nearly three hundred people.
Built at the turn of the twentieth century, it had a dark, elegant Victorian feel. Heavily ornate, it flaunted vaulted ceilings, great architectural detail, and a balcony encircling the polished dance floor from above. And it was in the heart of the city and renowned as the place to go ballroom dancing. What more could we ask for?
I was determined that our ball wouldn't be just any party. It would be the talk of people for the rest of their lives. Record numbers of our clients would meet their matches. The story of this party would be the romantic story of their first meeting that they would tell their grandchildren.
Yes, I dreamed big. I fantasized. Always dream big. If you hit a mark slightly less grand, you'll still have reached more than you imagined possible. That was my theory.
We were expecting to be at capacity—three hundred people had responded yes to our invitation. Fortunately, in relative even numbers of men and women. We also had a waiting list in case of any last-minute cancellations. In a crowd as large as we were expecting, and within a limited time, I couldn't leave chance meetings to decide people's fate. I pictured my clients wandering around the ballroom, lost, looking for love and finding too many mismatches to make them happy. It was a nightmare in the making.
I had to encourage matches to meet. The best way to break the ice at any gathering is a game. My game was simple—I made every guest register their costume. With that information, we sent each person and their potential match, or matches, fun, funny descriptions of who they were to look for in the crowd. Intriguing, I hoped. The prize for succeeding was simple—an evening with your potential soul mate and an entry in a prize drawing for a dream date at our expense, with coaching by me. Now who among my mate-seeking clientele could resist such a prize?
Everyone would be masked, right down to the band and the waiters. Costumes weren't exclusive. There were dozens of superheroes coming. Being masked and anonymous, at least at first, should help some of my shy, more timid clients approach people. It could also backfire on me if guests didn't like what they saw when the masks came off.
And, worrying me at least on some level, costumes have a way of making people act differently than normal. It was an expected risk and one I was willing to take. I hoped it wasn't a mistake.
As always, I had rules. One of them was that masks would remain on at all times in the venue. Outside the ballroom, the clients were on their own and could follow their own rules.
Music was another impediment to the social progress I had in mind for my guests. Dancing was a mating ritual—seductive, romantic. But loud dance music could overwhelm conversation. I had hired a band for the evening, and a pair of dance instructors to give a few brief lessons and help the clumsy among the guests find their groove.
Would a classically inspired ball work in the modern world? We were about to find out.

L aura


I wasn't sure—my swan outfit might have been too obviously bridal. Steph made an artistic change as she designed it. The mermaid bodice was more heavily sequined and pearled than her original sketch. The effect was gorgeous. The bodice shimmered even in dim, soft light and fit me like second skin. I was corseted in to within an inch of my life, barely able to breathe. And yet I had never felt more beautiful.
Steph had spent hours making sure every piece of my costume fit perfectly. The only pieces of the costume I'd balked at were the boots—they gave me a good three inches. I was already a woman of Amazonian proportions. Unless there were several pro basketball players at this thing, I was done for.
Steph had encouraged me as she helped me get ready, as she always did. "Come on. You're tall. Accentuate it. Wear your height with pride and confidence. Confidence is hot. Men love it. And, really, what are a few more inches?"
I'd sighed, heavily.
Steph laughed. "You have to trust Ashley. She said she's found you someone tall. Think of the advantage you have over everyone—at least your match should be easy to spot in the crowd."
"And so should I."
She handed me my swan mask, which she'd been keeping from me. It was beautiful, a work of art. But it was piled high with winglike feathers…
"Confidence." She helped me tie it on. "It only adds another inch or so. No one will even notice it above the height of your hair."
I growled at her.
"Shut up and let me finish your makeup. We have to emphasize the lower half of your face. It's all that's visible beneath the mask. I'm thinking a vibrant, seductive, yet femininely pink, lipstick. I have just the thing." She reached into her makeup kit. "One of the makeup artists at Flash recommended it. He's been helping me. He's really into this project and intrigued by the thought of making you into a hot, yet not smutty, swan."
"You told this friend I'm an ugly duckling, I suppose."
"Absolutely not."
"This 'friend' is…" I raised my brow.
"Very definitely gay, so shut up. You know, you should be nicer. I could do some real damage to your face." She waved a makeup brush dramatically.
I laughed. "Yeah, lethal. I'm shaking in my super-tall boots."
"You should be." She sighed. "Have I told you how jealous I am of you going to this ball?"
"Only a million times. But let's make it a million and one, what the heck?"
She rolled her eyes comically.
"I told you—sign up. Put your name in the Pair Us member database and see if you win the lottery."
"I'm not sure I'm ready to go old-school matchmaker yet."
"You mean you're still hoping He Who Shall Not Be Named will come around."


"Stop talking so I can work on your mouth. It's hard enough to color inside the lines without you yakking."
Steph was brilliant with makeup and hair. I often wished I had her skills.
"Remind me—why, exactly, did we do a smoky eye when my eyes are beneath a mask?" I asked. "Why did we make them up at all?"
I didn't know why I hadn't thought about that as I let her put false eyelashes on me. Maybe because I hadn't seen the finished mask until now—it was magnificent, a Venetian-style mask embellished with sequins and seed pearls. Most masquerade masks have large openings for the eyes. This one did as well, with a key difference—the eyeholes were covered with fine white tulle. I could see out just fine, but the tulle masked my eyes almost completely to an onlooker.
"Because you never know when the mask might come off." Steph smiled sweetly, as falsely innocent as she could possibly be.
"Not in the ballroom," I said. "Not if I don't want to be thrown out on my sequined swan's ass."
"Good point. Now shut up. I don't want to remind you again."
I sat still and pursed my lips when she told me to.
Finally, she stepped away so I could admire myself in the mirror. "Well? What do you think?"
I turned my head side to side and admired my reflection. "I think I need to hire you to go everywhere with me as my personal makeup artist." I stared at myself and preened, very swanlike. "I'm almost speechless."
"You're never speechless." She grabbed a bottle of perfume and aimed it at me.
I raised an eyebrow.


"So he won't forget you. Look up." She squirted my neck.
I inhaled deeply. "That's…wow…seductive. And heavenly." I squinted at the bottle. "What scent is it? Is it new?"
"Observant. It's fresh from Paris. Made by a little boutique perfumery that will soon be the next big thing. It's not available here yet. It won't be until Flash features it.
"I borrowed this bottle from my buyer friend who's working the deal. I'm jealous of her, too. She has the whole line. All of their scents are exquisite and unique." She held the beautifully designed bottle in front of me so I could get a better look. "You'll be the only woman in the room wearing this. I guarantee it. This will be the way your match will find you again—through his nose."
"You're assuming he'll have a good nose for perfume."
"Oh, honey," she said. "He won't need anything more than a regular nose to be entranced by this."
And so, expertly perfumed, I worked my way forward in line toward the actual main ballroom of the Millennium Ballroom complex.
The Millennium was located in a historic brick building downtown and contained the main ballroom, a smaller ballroom, several dance studios, two restaurants that also catered ballroom events, and a suite of private rooms that were used as bride and groom rooms for weddings. It was lucky that the weather was mild and dry—the line spilled out of the building and onto the sidewalk. The rules on the invitation had said the masks could come off outside the building, but they hadn't anticipated the line spilling outside. They changed the rules on the fly. Staff walked the line, asking everyone to don their masks for the duration.
As this was the singles' social event of Pair Us and the season, everyone seemed to have the same idea as I'd had—arrive early. Fortunately, I was further toward the front of the line than the back.
The atmosphere was hard to describe, a mixture of emotions, some with names, some without. It felt a bit like Christmas and Valentine's Day wrapped into one—all the excitement of anticipating a wonderful surprise gift with the thrill of romance thrown in.
If you enjoyed people-watching, this was the place to be. The selection was wide and varied, both physically and personality-wise. People bounced and fidgeted, full of nervous anticipation. Apprehensive, flirty smiles stole the day and vibrated down the line in a kind of mating ritual version of the wave. When, since high school, had any of us been ensconced like this in such a large group of our single peers?
Flirting styles were on parade. Some preened. Some strutted. Some charmed and flirted ceaselessly. Coy. Cocky. Demure. Hard to get.
Others looked around suspiciously. Others jealously, as if some marauding interloper would steal their love before they found them. They especially gave casual passersby the stink eye. Anyone out of costume was suspect.
It was see and be seen, and the question on everyone's minds was simple—will I meet the one tonight? Is he, or she, standing next to me? Or around the corner just out of sight? Will I recognize the one on sight? Or will their mask blind me to their true identity as my soul mate?
And then there was costume envy. Nearly everyone had gone all out. Ashley's clients were moneyed and had spared no expense. The members were trying to attract their attention and had likewise put their all in. The getups ran the gamut from elegant to slutty, a little something for every taste.
My steampunk swan compared favorably, very favorably, at least in my opinion. Steph had done a spectacular job on it. I was, rather unfortunately, surrounded on either side in line by groups of women. No striking up a conversation with some big, tall match of mine in line. That story wasn't destined to be mine. Because the sense of competition among women was so strong, I kept mostly to myself, with an eye out for tall men. I was disappointed—no very tall guys yet.
Finally, I worked my way to the front of the line and presented my invitation on my phone to the masked attendant as soft strains of a waltz floated out toward us. I received a text almost before he was done scanning my invitation in.
He smiled. "Your hints, ma'am. About who your match is. Decipher the cryptic message, match it to the man, or men, it describes, and our hostess believes you'll find a lifetime of love and happiness. Please." He stepped aside and held the door open for me. "Enjoy your evening, and good luck. True love lies just inside this door."
Leaving nothing to chance, are you, Ashley?
I was momentarily caught, and stunned, by the beauty and lushness of the ballroom. I was so entranced that I took it in without glancing at my text. Everything was perfect and romantic, down to the tiniest detail. Tables set for two surrounded the dance floor, a red rose in a vase at the center of each, napkins folded in complicated designs in water glasses, with white china place settings and sparkling silverware. A glittering crystal chandelier from another era sparkled above the dance floor in lieu of a disco ball, casting its shards of rainbow light. The air was perfumed with delicate floral undertones and the delicious smell of dinner emanating from the kitchens.
The bar sat immediately to my left as I walked in, already drawing a thirsty, flirty crowd. A band and strings sat above it all on a center stage along the far-right side of the room, a DJ booth next to it. People were already milling around on the second-floor viewing balcony, warming up their pickup lines, testing out their come-hither glances, and scoping out the crowd like sentries on guard duty. People laughed as they bent heads close together, trying to decipher their clues. The noise level was on the rise. The heat was rising, too.
My heart raced. I felt like Cinderella as I stood there, admiring it all. It was only when someone jostled me as they walked by that I remembered my text and read it.
Across space and time, there's no one more fine. Serenity will be yours if you let this man smuggle your heart. Tall, dark, and handsome—just the way you like them. He could be the one if you let him take you to the outer limits.
My brow furrowed. My pulse raced. The description sounded a lot like a certain space cowboy in pop culture. Maybe Steph was right after all.
The room hummed with the sounds of laughter and flirtation. I was struck, quite suddenly, by hope. The one could be here. I just had to find him. But was my one Dylan? And were second chances ever really possible?
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Dylan
"Ten space cowboys. Ten." I stood next to Cam, across the room from the entrance, watching as the masked crowd flowed in.
We marveled at the complexity and beauty of the costumes and masks. Even being seasoned cosplayers, award-winning cosplayers, we were impressed with the imagination and creativity on display.
One of the perks of being friends with Ashley and Lazer was early access to the ballroom. No standing in line for us. Though some setup help had been required in exchange. Ever since I'd buffed up, my muscles had been in great demand. It was ego-building to be needed for my strength more than just to throw my formerly considerable weight around.
"Eleven." Cam pointed. "Another one just walked in."
"Damn." I sized up the newcomer. "Does he look about my height to you, too?"
Cam nodded and made a frame in the air with his fingers around space cowboy number eleven. "If my estimate is right—to within an eighth of an inch."
I squinted and set my jaw. "Suspicious."
"Merely suspicious?" Cam clasped my shoulder. "It's condemning."
"What do you think Ashley's game is?"
"Ashley's game?" Cam shot me a surprised look. "This reeks of Lazer."
"Yeah. What was I thinking? You're right." I nodded. "And after all the times we helped him with his love life, this is how he repays me."
"I'm sure he thinks he's helping, whatever he has up his sleeve." Cam slapped me on the back. "Fortunately for me, I seem to be the only camo warrior here. Whatever game they're playing is with you, bud. I've escaped their evil clutches."
"Don't get cocky, kid," I said. "Your attendance here was mandatory too. I wouldn't drop my guard just yet."
"Right." He watched the ladies arriving with obvious interest. "Do these masks annoy you? They hide the most important part of the face—the windows to the soul. How the hell am I supposed to tell whether the ladies are flirting with me with their eyes or not?"
I raised an eyebrow. "Count your blessings, bud. They can't see your full ugly mug and run."
He gave me a playful shove. "Shut up. I have nice eyes."
"You'd prefer a veil?"
"I prefer a naked face."
"Who doesn't prefer naked?" I laughed.
He held his hand out. "Let me see your clue again."
I handed him my phone.
"Not a pen to ink a deal. Not a pen to hem you in. To sing. To sing! A mate for life. Don't let loneliness be your swansong." Cam pursed his lips. "Poetic, sort of. Do you think Lazer wrote this?"
I rolled my eyes as if an answer was beneath me. "We know Lazer's mind like the back of our hands. If he'd written it, we would have figured it out by now. My money's on Lottie."
Cam nodded. "Good point. She's a poet and we didn't know it."
A waiter came up to my shoulder behind me. "Appetizer, sir?"
I turned and examined his tray, selecting an appealing bite of something fancy on a toothpick. Cam grabbed three.
"What?" he said to my raised eyebrow. "I'm hungry."


"Ashley taught you better."
"She's not looking." He winked and popped an appetizer in his mouth.
In that momentary tasty bite of diversion, the room filled considerably. I frowned as I looked around and started sputtering. "Damn. Fuck."
"What?" Cam looked around, trying to see what I saw.
"Swans. Tall female swans everywhere." I shook my head. "In the space of a second, they've filled the room. There must be as many swans as there are space cowboys."
Cam looked innocently around. When his gaze returned to me, he grinned. "I don't see what you're complaining about. Lots of hot swans. This is good news. You like tall women." He was still holding my phone.
I grabbed it from him and shook it at him. "Don't you see?"
"See what?"


"This." I pointed to my screen. "My clue. Swansong? It makes sense now. Perfect sense."
He looked at me like I was a crazy person. "What's all the BS about pens, then? That might help you narrow it down to a particular swan."
"A pen is a female swan." I swept my arm around the room. "My perfect match here tonight is a swan."
He nodded. "Good job, pal. You have a jump on everyone else. Your list of potential matches is down to a dozen, and they all stand out in the crowd." He paused and frowned. "You don't look happy. And how the hell did you know what a female swan is called?"
The answer to his second question was easy—swans were Laura's favorite animals. Because she was intrigued with them, I'd learned everything I could about them. The stupid things chubby boys do to impress girls who are out of their league.
"An adult male is a cob, a fucking mate-for-life cob," I said.
"Interesting, Mr. Encyclopedia, but not the answer to the question I asked."
My attention was momentarily diverted by the arrival of a yet another swan by the main entrance. "Laura."
"What?"
"Laura, the girl from school that Ashley was trying to match me with? Swans are her favorite. She dressed like a swan every Halloween."
Cam, good friend that he was, broke out laughing. He laughed so hard that he had to wipe his eyes beneath his mask. "Props to Ashley. We knew she wouldn't give up so easily."
I swore beneath my breath. "One of those swans has to be Laura. I'd bet my life on it."
"For all you know, all of those swans could be a match for you. There's only one way to find out—you have to go get yourself some swan tail, buddy."
"Or kill Lazer."
"Don't kill the golden goose. Bad plan. Just get out there and flirt with some swans. Process of elimination until you find one who suits you." He paused, his lips twitching. "How do male swans attract their mates, Mr. Ornithologist?"
"Singing, intricate dance rituals, feeding the pen bites of food, the usual methods."
"Then you got this." He grabbed me by the shoulder. "Get out there, cowboy, and start singing some swansongs." He waggled his eyebrows and smiled at someone across the room. "A beautiful kitten is calling my name."

L aura
Men who are six-foot-four or over make up only about one percent of the population. How do I know that? Because I looked it up—when I was a teenager weighing my odds of finding a date, and possibly, at some point, my Prince Charming. What's special about six-foot-four? To the average person—nothing. To me? It's four inches taller than I am. Four inches is the ideal height difference between a man and woman, according to the average woman. And in that regard, I'm average.
Why do short women have hotter boyfriends? Because they have more men to choose from. More men in the category of being at least four inches taller than they are. Another fun fact—in fewer than two percent of couples is the woman taller than the man. I was at so much of a disadvantage. Tall women, like short men, have the odds stacked against them and have to work harder.
These facts also explained why all throughout school, I was paired with the only guy in my school who fit the bill—Dylan Wayne. He and I were always side by side in the back row of any class picture. Which made hurting him inevitable, I guess.
As I looked around the ballroom and spotted a dozen cowboy-hatted heads above the crowd, I shook my head at Ashley. This crowd was salted with cowboys, space cowboys. My clue may have been clever, but solving it only took eyes. Steph was right—I hadn't been randomly selected. I'd been chosen. But what was the point of so many cowboys? Lots of choices for me.
My hopes were quickly dashed. There were also nearly a dozen tall female swans wearing variations of costumes I'd worn before. I was being haunted by swan costumes of seasons past. And I was damned if I was going to let one of those imposter swans steal my Mr. Cowboy—Dylan. He was a match for certain.
I smiled to myself, thinking of my wishful comment to Ashley that I was meeting Dylan for the first time now. I hesitated. My heart raced. If fate in the form of Ashley was taking control, if this was my opportunity for wish fulfillment, I was taking it. If this was my chance to meet another tall space cowboy who just might be my match, I was grabbing that, too. The game, whatever it was, was on. At least spotting my marks was easy—they stood a head above. The question was—did I make a move? Did I approach Dylan or wait for him to come to me?

A shley
From backstage, I peeked around the curtains at the edge of the elevated stage, my Queen of Hearts skirt sweeping seductively enough to elicit a lecherous grin from Lazer.
He came up beside me and slipped his large, hot hands around my waist. "The room has filled nicely. Our diabolical plan is working."
"Is it?" I whispered in his ear, breathily enough to give him ideas. He liked it when I blew in his ear.
"Our swans and cowboys are drawing attention from both interested parties." He pulled me to him.
"How can you be sure?" I leaned into him. "I thought I saw a look of consternation cross Dylan's face. Too many swans and cowboys for his tastes, I imagine."
Lazer whispered in my ear, "I have spies everywhere. They're reporting some confusion, some consternation, but more importantly, determination to beat us at our own game."
"Delightful," I said. "Totally delicious." I peeked back out at the crowds. "It looks like pretty much everyone is here. I think it's time the hostess welcomed her guests. Shall we get this party started?"
He held his hand out. "After you."
I pulled the party planner aside. She said something to the band. The music stopped. The crowd went silent as I stepped onto the stage on Lazer's arm.


"Ladies and gentlemen, swans and cowboys, masqueraders all, and seekers of soul mates…"
The crowd laughed.
"It's my pleasure to welcome you to our very first masquerade ball. This is Pair Us' first large-scale singles event—the first of many, we hope. We also hope that you will all enjoy yourselves and that many of you will make a true love connection here tonight. Lazer, our staff, and I are all here to help. We're recognizable by the interlocking hearts on the sleeves of our costumes. If you need help figuring out your clues, want an introduction, need some coaching, or even directions to the restroom, we're your humble servants tonight.
"You've all read the rules for the evening. There are only a few more."
Someone in the audience groaned.
I laughed. "If you don't like rules, I'm clearly not the matchmaker for you. But as you're here, I think you protest too much." I received both polite and enthusiastic applause. "Everyone here loves the rules; you can't fool me. I know you do. The new rules are simple—the tables set for two are for guests who have met their match, or believe they have, to sit at, dine at, and get to know each other. The other tables set for four or more are for any guest to enjoy. Dinner will be served in an hour. Cocktails, wine, and beer are currently being served at the bar.
"Dancing will begin as soon as I leave the stage and continue throughout the evening. If you'd like lessons, or just need to brush up your skills, we have dance instructors waiting to give you pointers and the basics in studios A and B across the hall.
"Thank you all for coming. Enjoy yourselves tonight. Our hope is that this will be an evening to remember."
Lazer spontaneously pulled me into a deep, sensuous kiss. "And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how it's done. Go find the one. Let's get this party started."
He took my hand and led me across the stage, down the steps, and into the center of the dance floor. He nodded to the bandleader. The music began.
"Shall we?" He opened his arms to me.
"My pleasure."

Dylan
The woman with the padded swan head over one shoulder and the frilly skirt was completely vapid. Beautiful, but unable to grasp even blatant humor. The right physical package, the wrong IQ, the wrong mind. The second swan, wearing a very similar costume, talked my ear off. She was clearly intelligent, and pretty. But the personality was a definite mismatch. I felt like the Goldilocks—too hot, too cold, but where was just right? And I looked more like the bears. I had to signal Jeremy to come rescue me. It took me three tries to catch his attention. He was too busy dancing with Crystal.
Damn, I already missed the days when we were all single and played wingman for each other. Jeremy had always been good for the save. Cam liked to lounge and watch my distress. Lazer always wanted to coach me on how to extricate myself. His motto was: Save a man and you'll always have to save him. Teach a man to flirt and he'll catch his own mate. And Austin was good for a save when he wasn't being mobbed by the ladies. That kilt he wore was a turn-on. Though, I had to admit, I didn't get quite the same reaction when I wore mine.
The next three swans—no chemistry. None.
I'd been avoiding the swan in the costume from Swan Lake. She was tall—taller than me, even in ballet shoes. At my height, I had no experience with women who towered over me. Game for anything to avoid Laura, I screwed up my courage, gave it a go, and asked Swan Lake to dance.
"I was wondering when I'd get my turn." She had a beautiful, deep, throaty voice. Creamy, smooth complexion. Large, sultry eyes. Killer sense of humor. Knew how to make conversation and listen. Knew what men liked, at least, as far as I could tell from a pleasant and entertaining conversation. And had mannish enough features to be androgynous.
Though I had no physical chemistry with her, I liked her best of the half a dozen swans I'd met so far. I toyed with idea of spending the evening with Swan Lake, if for no other reason than to avoid Laura. I would have done it, too. Except I couldn't get Laura out of my mind, no matter how much I tried.
Yes, I knew which swan Laura was. I'd known from the moment she walked in when I was talking with Cam. She thought she was cleverly camouflaged as a steampunk swan—talk about a hot concept for a swan. If I had been designing one, her costume would have been what I aspired to. Laura and I had always thought more alike than not. If I hadn't been such a nerd…
If peer pressure hadn't been what it was.
She thought her mask, which hid her eyes, was enough to conceal her identity from me. She didn't know the depths of my adolescent obsession with her. How I'd memorized the curves of her body and the way she moved. I knew the shape of her face and the lovable quirks of her smile. The way one corner of her mouth lifted higher than the other. I thought that time would have erased my awareness of her. But my body still reacted to her presence. Something about her always drew my attention. I was aware of her in an instant, even from across the room.
I'd been avoiding her all night, trying out all the other swans in the hopes that Ashley had thrown me a few other good matches. Maybe she had. Maybe she'd tried. Maybe it was my fault none of them matched up to Laura. Maybe I was being pigheaded and stubborn.
Swan Lake sensed my preoccupation with Laura. I was dancing with Swan Lake, but my attention was elsewhere. "Don't tell me, darling—I'm not the one. I'm heartbroken." Swan Lake's deep voice was tinged with regret.
"Sorry?"
"You keep looking at the corseted swan across the room. I'm envious of that corset and her tiny waist. It really is small for a girl our size." She sighed. "She's dancing with the awful cowboy. He doesn't hold a candle to you. She's trapped, poor darling."
She looked me in the eye, which meant she was looking down at me. "What are you waiting for, my luscious? Loath as I am to let you go, I'm a hopeless romantic. You must go to her and sweep her off her feet."
"I didn't think I was so obvious." I felt sheepish. "Sorry."
"Don't be! The heart wants what it wants. I'm sure another cowboy will come along to whisk me away." Swan Lake glanced around the room, staking her claim on another cowboy. "I think that one is more my type, anyway."
The song ended. She gave me a gentle shove in Laura's direction. "Go. Ask her to dance. Make your move."
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L aura
I knew exactly which cowboy Dylan was. He'd gone more old school than high tech. The duster he wore was brown leather and weathered as authentically as a real cowboy's. It fell to mid-calf and flared out as he walked. I recognized it—it had been his Uncle Dan's. Dan had been Dylan's idol when he was young. I remember Dylan trailing around after Dan all over town. Dan was a character, a real rancher as weather-beaten and handsome as his coat. Women of my mom's generation and older used to swoon when he walked by. Dan had been a real heartbreaker. Now Dylan was, too, in Dan's coat and a tan cowboy hat. In cowboy boots that gave him another couple of inches, he was an impressive, and intimidating, sight.
Besides having an uncanny resemblance to his uncle, he looked like a famous space cowboy from a cult classic sci-fi/Old West mashup TV show. One of my favorite shows, too. It had been a shame it only lasted a season.
My steampunk rendition of a swan was a perfect match for Dylan's costume, completely by accident. Great minds. He could have loaded me onto his spaceship and whisked me away and no one would have thought anything odd about it—that was how much we looked like a matched set. That would have been a plan if he hadn't been avoiding me. He'd danced with every other swan in the room. Every time I even thought about approaching Dylan, he made a move on yet another swan.
Me? I had the pleasure of meeting eleven attractive space cowboys, each with a unique take on the costume. The highest-tech one with the fancy space armor was a very nice, but boring, banker. He clearly had money but very little personality. Another admitted he was hired to attend the ball and his costume was rented. Wasn't it awesome? Now there was a guy who wasn't going to get a sweet gig like this again.
One was too full of himself for me. He spent our time together bragging about his accomplishments. It may have been insecurity that made him spout his achievements, but I wasn't the woman to tame him and teach him modesty. Another was a pretty boy without much substance behind his high cheekbones, but he sure was nice to look at. Cruising around on his arm as the envy of other women would only be fun until the novelty wore off. Once pretty boy lost his looks, life would just be sad. One was really witty, but he was too artsy for me. He would have made a great friend, but not a love match. And that was the really diabolical thing that Ashley had done—she hadn't brought in complete duds, caricatured villains to blatantly point to my one true love. Each one, except the hired one, had something beyond his height to recommend him. But none of them were the complete package, at least not for my tastes.
I didn't know what drove me to meet all eleven of the space cowboys other than stubbornness. And the fact that Dylan was always occupied with someone else. I had to prove to myself that Dylan wasn't the only match in the room for me. Now I was wondering whether even he was.
It had been a lovely hour of meeting fun, attractive, tall men. It had zipped by too fast. But my frustration was growing. People were pairing up and taking tables for two at an alarming rate. Soon, if fate didn't intervene or I didn't act, I'd be that sad wallflower dining alone.
Dinner was fast approaching and I had no partner, no fantasy match. There was only one man left in the room of hundreds who had the potential, who'd always had the most potential, at least according to Ashley. And maybe my heart. It still wasn't one hundred percent convinced.
Frustrated, I went to the ladies' room to collect my thoughts and fix my face, or the lower half of it, anyway. My mouth felt stretched thin from smiling. My heart was just as tight.
But the ladies' room provided no respite. Warm and filled with dozens of different scents being reapplied, it reminded me of the perfume counter at Nordstrom. And my insecurity over selecting the perfect perfume. How did these women have so much confidence?
The talk and whispers were excited, vibrant gushes over matches and their attributes. Women shared their intimate hopes with complete strangers as if they were lifelong friends. The ball had fostered a sense of camaraderie that was rare. There was little competition here—to each their own. It was all romance, hot guys, the men, the men, the men! High, excited voices drunk on the possibility of love, amazed by the power of a good matchmaker. Where had all these guys been all along? Was mine the only heart that teetered on the brink of loneliness?
Ashley and her team had done a damn fine job of matching people up. I should have been impressed and encouraged. Maybe it was only that my match had been avoiding me. As I reapplied the gloss over my no-smear lipstick, I made up my mind to give Dylan a fresh chance. I was going to chase that cowboy down and meet him as if for the first time. And I was going to do it when I left the sanctuary of the ladies' room. He shouldn't be hard to find. And if another swan was hogging his attention, woe unto her.
I adjusted my mask, nodded to my reflection in the mirror, and strutted out of the ladies' room and back into the ballroom. I held my head high, neck extended, proud of my height, using it to my advantage. Where are you, space cowboy?

Dylan
She was gone. Laura was gone. I scoured the ballroom, looking for her, cursing myself for my stubbornness. I'd played the game a little too coolly. Now I was going to pay for it with a lost opportunity.
Cam sat at a table for two with a pretty soldier of some kind, probably a soldier of fortune. Cam was worth a boatload. She wore a kickass costume. I could see why he was into her. I couldn't disturb him. Jeremy was doting on Crystal. Lazer and Ashley had their hands full with all the lovelorn and mystified match seekers. They should have made some of the clues easier.
Austin and Blair spotted me in my distress and came over.
"What's up?" Austin said. "You look panicked. Not found your match yet? I've seen you dancing around with seven swans a-swimming. Obviously, your clue is to look for a swan. None to your taste, or have they all thrown your cowboy ass out of the nest?"
"Eleven," I said. "Don't underestimate my patience and perseverance. I've danced with eleven swans. None of them were my mate-for-life type. There's one more swan here. She's my last hope, but she seems to have disappeared."
Austin slapped me on the back. "Tough luck, aye? Looks like it's home alone on the range for you, cowboy. Cheer up. If you're lucky, you can pick yourself up a companion at the planet comfort station."
I scowled at him. "Very funny."
Blair frowned at him. "Stop discouraging him!" She turned to me. "I saw a swan in the ladies' room a minute ago. Tall—"
"They're all tall. What was she wearing?"
Austin gave me a deadpan look. "A swan costume, one assumes. I don't think Blair was being literal about seeing a real swan."
I shook my head. "What version? Steampunk? Tall white boots? Corset?"
Blair's face lit up. "Yes! That's the very one."
"What should I do?" I said.
"Hang around the ladies' room trying to pick up swans like a creeper." Austin snickered.
Blair gave his shoulder a shove. It didn't budge him. "Shut up, you." She looked past me, over my shoulder. "He won't have to. Here she comes now. Is that who you're looking for?"
I turned. Laura was entering the ballroom. I stepped away from Blair and Austin, leaving Austin smirking in my wake. My pulse roared in my ears as I made my way across the room toward Laura.
Steampunk Swan turned her head and looked in my direction. I was beginning to agree with Cam about the masks, especially hers. I couldn't see her eyes. Welcoming? Delighted? Or thin and discouraging? I was going in blind.

L aura
The beauty of my mask was now apparent—it hid the hard, glittering, determined look I was so often accused of when I was after something. My colleagues accused me of using it to intimidate them. I'd never seen the look. I just knew when I felt a certain way, I was wearing it. I didn't want it scaring Dylan away.
I spotted him across the room talking to a Highlander and his lady. Dylan turned and looked in my direction. My eyes met his, though he'd be unaware I was looking at him rather than in his general direction. Apparently, I didn't scare him off, not even drawn up to my full height plus four inches of heels.
He came toward me, deliberately, through the thick of the crowd. It was as if the room faded to background around him. I was aware of only him. His duster billowed as he strode, long gunslinger strides that I remembered him practicing when we were young.
I stood in place, waiting for him, going over my plan—we were two strangers now meeting for the first time. This was our clean slate, our second chance, a new beginning. I wasn't going to give anything away.
He came to a stop in front of me and studied me in silence. The band was on break. The room was full of the white noise of a hundred conversations.
"I'm looking for my match." His voice was deep and sexy, much sexier than I remembered. Voices got deeper as people aged. His had lost all the timidity and awkwardness of youth. Confidence was hot. He was hot.
His face had lost the softness of youth, too. He was all tall, hard man now. What I could see from the cheekbones down was sculpted with hard lines—a strong, square jaw, high cheekbones, firm lips. No more double chin.
He came to me with hat in hand. So perfect. Very gentlemanly.
"That makes two of us." I let my gaze rake over him. He couldn't see my eyes. I was in the clear to look at him however I wanted, with lust or disdain. Lust was winning. I had to give Steph points for genius—with my eyes hidden, I didn't have to worry about them giving me, or my emotions, away.
"You wouldn't happen to be a pen?"
I smiled at him and preened. "A pen? Do I look like a pen? I have no cap."
He studied me again and reached out to run his fingers lightly down my long neck. He withdrew his hand quickly, as if he'd taken a liberty he shouldn't have. "Long, lovely neck, white feathers. You look exactly like a pen."
First test passed—he knew what a female swan was. Dylan had always been smart.
"And you?" I let my gaze linger on his broad shoulders. "Are you the kind of cowboy who would take a girl to the outer limits?"
"I have a big gun," he said without cracking a smile as he patted the holster at his hip. "My spaceship's in the lot."
"Then you sound like my kind of cowboy." I waited for him to introduce himself or react like he recognized me.
He did neither. We were both playing the same game. I liked that. We were on the same wavelength—start fresh.
"What are you called, cowboy?" I said.
"Cowboy's good enough for now. You?"
"A man of mystery? Fair enough. You can call me Odette." I waited to see whether he got the connection.
He lifted an eyebrow. "You don't look as much like you come from a ballet as some other swans here tonight. I could just call you Swan Lake."
"Odette will be fine." I was pleased he got that, too.
"This is presumptuous of me, but dinner is about to start, and I find myself without a date. I'd prefer to sit at a two-person table and enjoy an intimate conversation to dining with a group of lonely strangers." He pulled his phone out and held it out to me. "This is my clue to my match."
He let me read it.
"Unless I'm mistaken, the clue refers to a swan."
I nodded.
"I've talked to every other swan here. None of them suited me. That leaves you."
"I'm 'the one' by process of elimination? How flattering."
He was unflappable. "Process of elimination is a highly respected and scientific method."
Dylan had always been quick with a comeback, which had gotten him in trouble in school more than once. People didn't expect it out of a quiet boy like he'd been.
I held my phone up so he could read my clue. "Good point. I was promised a space cowboy."
"Will you dine with me?"
"Since you're the first cowboy to ask—yes, I'd love to."
He held out his long-fingered hand to me. "Let's find a table before all the good ones are taken."
I slid my hand into his, hardly able to connect this man with the geeky, awkward, chubby boy I used to know. Only his sense of humor gave him away. I was once again struck by the thought that if I had met him on the street, I wouldn't have recognized him. But I definitely wouldn't have walked on by without noticing him, either.
He led the way to a prime table and held a chair out for me.
I eyed the sign next to the centerpiece. "Reserved?"
"For us."


"You're a VIP?"
"I helped set up. They gave me a perk for the use of my manual labor."
"So how were all the good tables going to be taken if you have one reserved?"
"Table rustlers."
I laughed and shook my head.
"All right. You got me. That was just a ruse to get you to say yes to having dinner with me. Adding a ticking clock is an effective sales technique."
"You're a salesman?" I knew very well what he was.
"Of a sort."
The music stopped suddenly. Ashley appeared on stage and rang a tinkling dinner bell. "Dinner will be served shortly. Please, everyone, find a table."
She nodded to the band. They began playing soft, romantic background music to dine by. Someone adjusted the lighting.
A waiter came by, lit the candle on our table, and filled our water glasses, temporarily stopping the flow of our conversation.
"What do we do now?" I asked. "I'm a new member. This is all new to me. I have a confession to make—I haven't been out on any match dates."
His smile made my toes curl. "I've been out on enough for both of us."
"Hard man to match?" I watched his reaction closely.
He kept smiling. "Discriminating. Does that scare you off?"
I shrugged. "I'm not easily scared. I like men with discriminating taste."
"Good. We're on the same page."
I took a sip of water. "So is there a script? Is this like the first date after meeting online? We play twenty questions now, giving each other all the mundane details of our lives—name, occupation, loves to walk barefoot on beaches?"
His eyes were dark in the dim lighting of the ballroom. His lips curled into a very slight smile. "No script, just conversation. If you want to give me the mundane details, feel free to text me a factsheet about yourself or send me the link to your LinkedIn profile. I'd like to get to know you, not what you do."
My eyes went wide. He'd surprised me. "That's deep."
He shrugged, and I thought the corners of his mouth turned up just a little bit more.
"Good for you that I like conversation. What do you want to know? Where should we start?" He knew all about my family and hometown, where I went to high school. We were both ignoring our past together.
"How about we start with the easy stuff?" He leaned toward me. "What would a perfect day look like for you?"
His question delighted me and stirred butterflies in my stomach. It was so unexpected. "I…I…"
He waited for me to go on.
"I don't know." I studied him. "Where do I start? There isn't just one perfect day. There are dozens of iterations. It depends on my mood and what day of the week it is. How could I choose? The perfect day at the office? The perfect family day? The perfect holiday? The perfect romantic day? There are so many. You?"
He didn't hesitate. "The perfect day is any day I get a second chance to seize a missed opportunity. To correct a mistake. To start fresh. To make a new impression. To meet a beautiful, intriguing woman. To have dinner with someone I'd like to get to know better."
My breath caught. "That sounds pretty perfect to me, too."
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A shley
Any large event will have unanticipated glitches. This one was no exception. We had a party of gate crashers I had to call security about. We had many confused match seekers who couldn't figure their clues out and needed help. And I'd thought we'd been too obvious.


Lottie was the genius behind many clues. She'd been so clever with them. She and I spent a lot of time pointing people in the right direction. Despite all that, by dinnertime, a healthy percentage of the attendees were settling down at two-person tables with the match we'd intended for them. I felt very proud of us. We were going to be so busy for the near future.
Usually I was available to coach clients while they were out on dates. Tonight I happily had too many clients all out at once to be an effective coach. Prior to the ball, I'd notified all clients that for this night only, I wouldn't be available to talk them through a dating problem. Unfortunately, I had to break my own rule when several clients sent me panicked texts. All of this kept me even busier.
I'd been keeping a close eye on Dylan and Cam, but Dylan in particular. The match I had for Cam was decent, but Laura was definitely someone I could see Dylan marrying.
Dylan was being Dylan. He was being perverse—dancing and flirting with every other swan in the room while avoiding Laura. He was toying with me, the little turd. He was obviously smarter than the average bear-sized guy and had figured out Laura was one of the swans from the beginning. I was pleased to see that he'd finally relinquished his pride to fate and was sitting down to dinner with her at the table I'd reserved for them. Now to keep an eye and make sure the course of true love bloomed and ran smooth, despite Shakespeare's gloomy, but generally accurate, statement that it never did.
I would have loved to spend the evening with my true love, but Lazer was equally engaged helping people, mostly the ladies, find their matches. He was dressed as the King of Hearts and was certainly playing the part, mopping up tears, sympathizing with frustrated women, smoothing egos and ruffled feathers, and dancing with the brokenhearted. He was just being Lazer. I had to love that about him, but…
Lazer was charming and flirted without realizing it. It was part of his appeal, but it had its downside. Without meaning to, and even knowing it was irrational, I was feeling neglected and a little jealous when I was waylaid by Knox, dressed as a man in black. Seeing his familiar, deeply dimpled smile lifted my spirits. "Sunglasses for a mask? Really, Knox? That's cheating."
"Expensive, very dark mirrored sunglasses. They hide my eyes and the upper part of my face. That's the only rule, right?" He hugged me and kissed my cheek in the affectionate way he always had. "It's creative and shows I'm a catch—I have money." He tugged on the lapel of his black suit. "And I get a chance to wear this suit."
"Mmmmm," I said. He looked incredibly handsome in his tailored suit. "Where is your match? Having trouble with your clue? I can help. I have the key." I held up my phone.
He sighed and shook his head. "Matches, it turns out, are as hapless and fickle as aliens. I found mine all right, but she ran off with a guy whose idea of a costume was similar enough to mine to confuse her, charitably speaking. He dusted his beard gray, put on a suit coat and an open front shirt, and became the most interesting man in the world. You know, from the beer commercial?"
I didn't know, but I took his word. "I'm sorry to hear it," I said. "Granted, it's hard to compete with the most interesting man in the world."
"Small consolation. But I guess love is blind and unable to tell the difference between a man in black and the most interesting man in the world. Similar costumes to the untrained eye. She tried him first, liked what she saw, and stayed with him." Knox casually pointed to a table where the most interesting man in the world was, quite naturally, drinking a beer and chatting with the pretty nurse I'd had in mind for Knox. "Unless you have another match and clue for me, I'm sitting at the lonely hearts club group table tonight."
"Which means I also have a lonely match for Mr. Interesting around here somewhere," I said.
"Is she my type?"
I pursed my lips and brought up the spreadsheet on my phone to check. "No, unfortunately not. If it's any consolation, the most interesting man in the world and your nurse probably won't last. They're highly incompatible."
"Damn. Some people are clueless and can't be helped."
I looked around for Lazer. He was occupied with a group of women fawning over him. I took Knox's arm. "My king is busy for the moment. Come keep me company at my table while I try to find another match for you. I can't promise I'll be able to sit long, but at least neither of us will be lonely."
It was impossible to read his eyes behind the mirrored sunglasses, but he smiled. "My pleasure."

Dylan


Ashley and Lazer had coached us and drilled into us how to make conversation on a date and spark intimacy. There are questions you can ask and discuss that make bonding easier and faster. Techniques you can use to cut to the chase. I'd watched Lazer operate enough years to see that the method worked. I was using those questions now to build a bond of friendship between us. With some women I'd dated, it still felt like work, but with Laura, it was like play.
Neither of us admitted to knowing the other, although it was obvious she knew who I was and I knew her. The thought of being two strangers meeting added to the thrill and allowed me to get to know the Laura of now. And I wanted to know everything about her.
I wasn't much of a talker. I preferred to listen to her and watch the way her smile lit up as she shared. I could have watched her all day. She was beautiful when she got excited, and funny and witty. There was nothing about this grownup Laura I didn't like. She was still the captivating Laura I remembered, but surer of herself, more independent. The more she talked, the deeper I fell for her. I was skating into dangerous territory, but I let myself go there.
She hadn't been on any match dates, nor had she been taught the intimacy questions, which was apparent by the way she warmed to me and looked at me like I was the most sensitive guy around. Those questions made me look like a dating superstar in her eyes. It was a refreshing image change from the nerdy version of me she must have had from when we were kids.
Eventually, Laura noticed she was doing most of the talking. "I've been chattering away. Tell me something about yourself."
This was where it got tricky and I had to answer an intimacy question she hadn't asked. I had a message I wanted to get across. This was as good an opportunity as I was likely to get, but even so, my heart hammered. "I grew up in a small ranching town on the other side of the mountains."
She tensed.
I had to proceed carefully. "It was a nice place with a lot of good people and expectations that weren't me. The town's idea of success was being the star of the annual stampede and rodeo."
I couldn't see her eyes, which made this heartfelt confession of who I was that much more difficult. But I'd blown one chance with her and wasn't about to blow this one. If things were going to go forward between us, I had to open up and let her see inside me. Yeah, she could reject me, but that was a chance I had to take.
I waved my hands over my torso. "Look at me. I'm way too large to be a cowboy. I was even larger then." I laughed. "My uncle was a rodeo star. I wanted to be like him. Followed him everywhere. Idolized him, but there was no way I was physically ever going to be a rodeo star. I sure wanted to be one. I'm not the right size. I'm way too tall and big-boned. I don't have the personality, either."
Growing up in the same town as I did, Laura would know that. But we were pretending not to know each other. I had to make the deception authentic.
"I did, and do, like tech stuff and gaming. I have a good head for math. I buried myself in games and coding and became a couch potato kind of kid as a way of rebelling and protecting myself. People expect big guys to be athletic, especially in a small town where every guy is needed to field a team of any sort. I'm not particularly athletic and didn't like team sports.
"I put on weight as a means of opting out. The fatter I got, the less pressure people put on me—and, unfortunately, the more I was made fun of. If there was one thing I'd change about the way I was raised, I would have liked my parents to build up who I was more and ease off what the town expected from me. I would have liked them to express more clearly that it was okay to like school more than rodeo."
Laura sat still as she listened. She dabbed her nose with a napkin. I assumed that meant she was moved.
"Sorry. I've said too much." I cleared my throat, a nervous habit.
"No." She reached across the table and took my hand. "I was raised in a small town, too, and have my regrets. If I could change one thing about the way I was raised, I'd make it clear that I didn't need to care so much what my peers thought. That high school is only one small, silly, insecure part of life. It's less important to be popular then and more important to follow your heart and not care so much about what others think, even family. Particularly strong-willed, opinionated family members."
I hoped she was telling me what I thought she was. Her grandpa had been in a feud with mine since before I could remember. He'd never liked me just by virtue of my family. Something about a horse deal gone bad. Over the years, the details had been blurred and exaggerated so badly that I didn't think anyone knew or remembered the full truth. All I knew was that my granddad was one of the biggest-hearted, most honest men I knew. I'd always been on his side, naturally.
"You know what my biggest regret from my high school years is?" She focused on me, completely earnest. "Accepting this really sweet, funny, big guy's invitation to prom and backing out later, cruelly, when a more socially acceptable offer came along." Her voice became soft. "The folly of youth."
I swallowed hard. I wasn't an emotionally vulnerable guy, but her admission touched me. I swallowed hard. Maybe I'd misjudged her.
"Our class had so few girls that we were required to take our turn being the dance queen of the moment." She laughed, but it was at herself, continuing the ruse.
I knew damn well how our prom queens were chosen.
"It was my bad luck that my turn came up for senior prom. Just when I was about to tell people where to go and do what I wanted for once. It's not an excuse. It just is what it is. I went with the local rodeo star, a guy who'd graduated a few years before. A guy who wasn't…" She looked away.
I sat quietly, letting her process.
She shuddered. "Prom night is my worst memory ever."
I squeezed her hand. It was one of mine, too.
"Fortunately, prom was just weeks before graduation. I got out of that town as fast as I could. Graduated and left." Her voice shook. "My parents moved away. My grandpa still lives there, but I seldom go back."
I looked her in the mask. It was impossible to look her in the eye. I put my heart in my voice. "We've only just met, but you know what I like about you?"
She tilted her head.
"Your strength. Your honesty." Which was almost a joke, because we were both lying about not knowing each other.
She laughed and softly shook her head. "Am I honest?
Are we being honest?"
Yeah, she got the irony. I smiled. "Honest where it counts. I'm not finished with my list of what I like about you already. I admire your willingness to put your heart out there and be vulnerable. The way you admit your mistakes and weaknesses."
Her smile wobbled. "I was just going to say the same about you, cowboy."
A waiter came by and cleared our dessert plates. The band took the stage and began to play.
"Do you dance, Odette?"
"I do." Her smile deepened. "Is that an invitation?"
I laughed, knowing how much she loved dancing and how good she was at it. "It is if that's a yes."
She laughed too. "I love dancing, and I'd love to dance with you." She slid her chair back and looked at the dancers filling the dance floor. She turned to me. "That's a bachata. It's a dangerous and tricky dance."
"Are you warning me? Don't think I can handle it?" I lifted an eyebrow.
"It's not like your typical country line dance."
"Are you stereotyping cowboys?" I pushed my chair back. "Because I'll have you know, space cowboys can dance. Zero gravity makes us light on our feet. And I've taken a few lessons."


"With a challenge like that, how can I refuse?"
I held my hand out to her.
As she took it, she said, "Bring it on, cowboy. Show me what you got."

A shley
I was up and down at dinner, leaving Knox to keep the waiters from clearing my plate while I put out fires and stole bites in between. Lazer and Lottie were as busy as I was. At last, just as dessert was being served, I managed to rejoin Knox at our table. He'd been very sweet and gotten the waiter to put a plate cover over my meal.
He looked apologetic as I sat down. "I tried to get them to put a Sterno under it, but they wouldn't have it."
"Nice of you to try." It felt good to be off my feet and just relax with an old friend for a few minutes over dinner. I hoped the calm lasted long enough for me to enjoy the remains of my meal. I slipped my Queen of Hearts slippers off and sighed happily.
Knox slipped off the glove he was wearing on his left hand to hide his missing fingers. He held his hand up and stretched it. It was scarred from the explosion that cost him the fingers. It tightened up and needed to be stretched with specific exercises his physical therapist had given him. After being a military wife, I knew more than I wanted to about war injuries, physical therapy, and healing. Knox was doing a competent job of messaging his left hand with his right, but it was really a job best done with two hands.
"Here. Let me." I held my hand out for his and scooted my chair around closer to him to make the job easier.
When Ruck was alive, I'd had the reputation for being one of the best massagers around. I had strong fingers and hands. I'd messaged Knox's wounds before, but not his hand. This was just a friendly gesture.
He stretched his stump. "I still feel phantom pain in my phantom fingers."
I tried not to wince. He didn't want my sympathy. That would only wound his pride. But a tender touch was something else.


He slipped his hand into mine and relaxed as I stroked his palm and messaged his hand with strong upward strokes.
"You think this scared my match off?" He nodded to his arm.
"Your hand?" I shook my head. "She couldn't have seen it beneath your glove. Her loss that she didn't get close enough to you to realize what's beneath the glove."
"You make this seem like a good thing." He tried not to wince as I worked a knot out.
"It's a unique thing," I said. "It makes you human and heroic. To the right woman, it will be a beautiful symbol of courage and heroism. It makes you look badass and dangerous. Women love that." I realized too late how it looked with his hand in mine.
His answering smile was a little too intimate if you didn't know our history. This was just the way it had always been between Knox and me—a little flirty, but only in a friendly way. He understood the limits. Anyway, I didn't flinch, and neither did he.
"You still have the touch." He tipped his head back and groaned with delight, letting me massage his hand in silence. Finally, he clasped his right hand over mine and patted my fingers, squeezing them for good measure. "I'm keeping you from eating."
"So you are." I relinquished his hand and dove into my meal.
"You keep looking back at a particular spot in the room," Knox said. He'd always been observant. "Keeping an eye on a special client?"
"You caught me. I am." I pushed my plate away. "I'll have to learn to be stealthier."
"So you play favorites?"
"This one's a personal friend, a longtime friend of Lazer's, and one of our original clients. It's a matter of pride to get him matched." I smiled, satisfied. From what I could tell, Dylan and Laura were getting along well. "I think I might finally have succeeded. I hope so, anyway."
Knox lifted his wine glass. "To your success and many happy matches."
I clinked my glass to his. "To love and destiny."
Yes, I was pleased with the spark I saw blossoming between Laura and Dylan. I knew I hadn't been wrong. This was the perfect way to get them together. My heart swelled with love for Lazer and the lengths he went to in order to make his friends happy. Even if Dylan and Laura were the only couple to get a match out of this, the whole event would have been worth it. But from what I was seeing, I was going to have many, many happily matched couples. Our lovelock statue in the lobby was going to bend under the weight of all the locks that would soon be added to it.
The waiter cleared my plate and brought me coffee and dessert. Knox had already had his dessert. We chatted pleasantly while I finished eating the luscious chocolate concoction, totally uninterrupted. It may have been my imagination, but I thought Knox was scaring off anyone who dared approach me, and Lottie must have been handling any forest fires that popped up.
When I had finished every last bite, the band began playing.
Knox extended his hand to me. "May I have the pleasure of this dance, my queen?"
I laughed and took his hand. I loved to dance, and so did Knox. Before Ruck died, Knox had always been my dancing partner of choice when Ruck wasn't available. I knew his moves and he mine. Better yet, the two of us knew how to move together. Though I preferred to dance with my late husband because of the intimacy and romance of dancing, I had to admit that Knox was the better dancer. When you dance with someone who knows what they're doing, dancing is one of life's greatest pleasures.
"I'd be delighted." I took the hand he offered and let him help me out of my chair and lead me onto the dance floor. "Do you remember the time we won the officers' dance competition?"
He grinned. "Do I remember? We danced a bachata then, too. I'm a little rusty, but I think I can still manage."
"Where you lead, I'll follow. I think I can still remember some of our more dramatic moves. Your nurse is going to regret throwing you over for the most interesting man in the world."
He took my waist in his hands. "Let's show them what we've got."
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L aura
Life is full of surprises. That's a universal truth. Even knowing that, the fact that Dylan could dance, and dance beautifully and smoothly, came as a huge surprise. Like most Latin dances, the bachata was all about sensuality and teasing. Hips, hips, beautifully grinding into each other, male to female, so close it was practically like making love. Like petting in the open, only gracefully so. Hands all over each other. His on my back, touching, guiding.
The dance was all about flowing like water, rippling. Bending. Elastic. Fluid. My leg between his. His leg between mine, so close to my crotch that it was tantalizing.
My breath caught. My toes tingled. It had been too long since I'd felt anything close to this kind of chemistry with a guy. It was thrilling and terrifying in its intensity at the same time. Dylan's hands were warm as he took mine, the pressure he gave to guide me firm and confident.
The dance could be fast and wickedly hot, or slow and sensual. It hadn't been lost on me that every song the band played this evening was a love song, with a preponderance of them made for slow dancing. Of course they were. How much easier to feel the chemistry, or lack of it, in a potential mate's arms. And why not? I wouldn't expect anything less.
Any good matchmaker should foster an atmosphere ripe for falling in love. Ashley was smart and skilled. She was leading anyone who felt the passion right up to the brink of breaking her cardinal rule—no sex until exclusivity.
Every tiny detail was chosen to aid in the art of romance. The atmosphere was so skillfully set that any common dunce would have had to try to fail. So much so that I hoped the fantasy wouldn't get in the way of reality. At some point, the ball would end and we'd all be real people again, with real faces, in the real world, facing real challenges. But behind the mask and my veiled eyes, I could let go of my inhibitions and reservations and let my heart fly. If it fell, it would be worth the price. I was free to study Dylan without recrimination, to look and drink my fill of his handsome features and the desire that built in his eyes with every dance and every move.
The music, the flowers, the lighting, the food—aphrodisiacs all, every last bite from appetizer to dessert. The menu had practically screamed, I'm an oyster. Eat me and fall in love. Or at the very least lust.
I wouldn't have been surprised to discover Ashley was piping pheromones into the room. Even packed with eager, anxious, exercising people gently glowing, the room smelled deliciously like love—perfume, cologne, and subtle undertones of scents that perfumeries dream of capturing.
For a big man, Dylan was light on his feet, and best of all, as I quickly discovered, he knew how to lead. When a man leads with skill, dancing is easy. When the man's a dud, it's torture. And there were so many ways to be a dud—too arrogant, too cocky and show-offish, too heavy-footed, and, worst of all, doesn't know how to dance or lead, but thinks he does. That's dangerous for his partner.
The bachata can be danced separated or totally tangled in one another. The best, of course, if you're dancing with someone you like, is to be totally intertwined with him. But to start, it's easier to dance side by side or facing each other to get a feel for your partner's style and ability.
Dylan had shed his duster, hung it on the back of his chair at the table, led me to the center of the dance floor, and staked out a prime spot. As the music began, we danced facing each other, doing the basic steps but not touching. It was a contest between us. Basic step, basic step. Time to up the ante.
He was good with his hips. I was better. I also had the advantage—I could see his eyes. I grinned as I remembered my male dance instructor's running commentary: "Ladies, hit him with the hips. Hips, hips, hips, hips."
Have hips. Will use them to my advantage.
I held eye contact with Dylan. Or tried. He couldn't see my eyes. Through the tulle and around the sequin and pearl swirls, I could see him watching my hips. I watched with delight as his breathing became shallower and more rapid and his eyes became wide and dark. I was absolutely certain my eyes were the same as I watched him.
He watched my hips and matched my motion. The corners of his mouth turned up as he lifted his arms high and turned in a circle, propelled by the swing of his hips. Can I just say how hot that move was?
Oh, buddy, I can do that too, and I have more booty. Not that yours isn't a pleasure to watch move.
I matched him, knowing I had to challenge him purely with body language. So you know the basic moves and think you can dance. But can you do this?
I moved in closer, doing the chest pump, inching closer with every pump until my breasts nearly brushed his chest with each beat. He pumped his chest, a hard, muscled peacock, inching toward me. As the song picked up momentum and it became obvious we were of equal skill—when had he learned to dance like this?—Dylan took me in his arms, hands on my hips, moving with my motion as if guiding the movement of my hips, egging me on to greater, more sensuous and complicated moves. Dancing the bachata was a bit like playing lovers in a stage play—to make it convincing, you had to pretend to be in love. You had to move like you couldn't resist your partner. You had to make love to them with your eyes and caress them.
With his hands on the bare skin of my back above where my corset ended, he slid his knee between my legs and undulated into me. I wished I could have seen the upper half of his face beyond his eyes through the slits of his mask. Had he lifted an eyebrow in challenge? Or was his expression a twin of his mask?
There was something incredibly hot about having Dylan's knee between my legs. He gave me a gentle cue with the pressure of his hands on my back that he wanted me to dip. I obliged, leaning back while he held me, so far back my hair brushed the floor. It was an act of trust. Then I was up again, staring into his eyes. He slid my leg over his knee and around his waist, then spun us, finally setting me gently on my feet. We both began the hip moving again. I couldn't be certain what his motives were, but I was definitely being suggestive.
Reading Dylan's moves and cues came almost instinctively to me. I misread him only once after he set me down, and quickly corrected. He nodded. We fell into the rhythm of the music and the passion of the moment.
When I get into a dance, I forget where I am and whom I'm with. Only the music and how my body reacts to it matter. This was the first time in memory that I moved with the music and my partner as fluidly as if he were part of me. Even though I was lost in the dance, I was keenly aware of him. The song, and our dance, ended much too soon. There wasn't any question of whether we'd dance the next one. Neither of us made a move to leave the dance floor. He held his hand out to me. I took it and we grinned at each other.
It's a funny and titillating kind of flirting you have to do when you can't use your eyes to convey your interest. I hadn't thought of the handicap before the ball, but now I found it a pleasant challenge. What might have been a detriment only meant I had to be more physical, more exaggerated, and put myself out there. I squeezed his hand to let him know how much fun I was having. He squeezed back and held tight as the next song started up—another bachata-perfect tune that flew by too quickly.
After another song, it was clear we were in the bachata part of the set list. Of all the different music and dance styles, I was elated Dylan and I were dancing the bachata together. It was the one I knew best, liked most, and it was the sexiest.
Most dancers are lithe and wiry and average height. It was uncommon for a man as tall and big-boned as Dylan to move as athletically and gracefully as he did. It was obvious that my preconceptions about him from school were totally off base and out of line with the man he was now. He could dance. He was lean and athletic, funny, and he knew how to charm. This was the Dylan I'd always hoped lurked beneath the nerdy, chubby façade he'd hidden behind years ago. This was the guy whose personality had charmed me, when he'd been brave enough to show it. This was the Dylan I'd dreamed of.
After dancing half a dozen songs, we were both breathing hard. There was a moment when he looked at me and motioned toward our table. The band began the soft opening strains of a cover of my favorite song by my favorite artist, a song that was only a few years old. My heart stopped. This song, I realized, was the story of us and where we were now. It was as if fate was intervening. There was no way I was leaving the dance floor before this song ended. I hoped that Dylan would grasp the importance of it too. I shook my head and held up one finger—just one more dance. He nodded and opened his arms to me.
This dance, in this moment, was a seduction, a caress, a tease. He put one arm around me and took my hand with the other, looking deep into my masked eyes as we swayed and rippled together sinuously. We looked at each other like lovers. He slid his hands to my back and tipped his forehead to mine as we swayed slowly, bending and waving like trees in a sultry afternoon breeze. He pushed me out and pulled me back, acting like a protective lover as he cupped my head, but didn't quite touch it.
The lyrics pierced my heart—all about true love being bendable and elastic, able to bounce back and come back from any rough start, resilient against any adversity. The man wanted his woman. His heart called out for her.


I slid my knee between Dylan's legs. Intertwined, we spun around, hips moving, one pair of hands clasped. His arm around me, mine around him. He hooked a finger in the back of my corset, sending tingles up and down me. It was an incredibly intimate, possessive gesture, tiny as it was. My heart raced.
If this was a fantasy, I didn't want it to end. It seemed unreal, but I could very well be falling in love. No, I was falling in love. The question was—was I falling in love with something that was real?
The lyrics jumped out at me—I hadn't broken him all those years ago, and he hadn't broken me. We hadn't broken the possibility of us. We could stretch and not break. Go far apart and come back together. Our hearts were strong enough to start fresh. Our past hadn't stretched us too tight.
Suddenly, Dylan released me and tapped his heart to the beat of the lyrics, falling out of the bachata rhythm. Then he fell to the floor and crawled on his belly toward me, reaching for me like a thirsty man in the desert, a cowboy reaching for a mirage.
I stood, staring at him, stunned and startled. Until I realized what he was doing—he was imitating the music video. I shook my head and laughed. This was the funny, spontaneous Dylan I remembered, quiet, but a ham at the same time. He looked both ridiculous and adorably heart-melting as he crawled on his belly across the floor to me, reaching for me.
As he reached my feet, I gave him a hand up and pulled him to me. We broke into modern dance, imitating the moves in the style of the video. Even as avid a fan as I was, I didn't have it memorized, and from the way he put moves together, neither did he. He was just having fun with it. I ran with it, making up moves for fun, playing the part of the lover who couldn't quite decide what she wanted, a girl who didn't know what she wanted growing into a woman who did.
Dylan made silly faces at me to the beat of the music. I tried to keep a straight face, but he persisted, getting sillier and sillier until I cracked up. The lyrics saved me, switching to talking about being torn apart. I pushed him away, like breaking his heart, and danced away from him. He chased after me across the dance floor.
We were drawing attention now. The other dancers cleared part of the floor to give us room. The song was about the struggle to overcome the wild nature of love. The man comes at the woman. She pushes him away. She runs where he can't go. But eventually, she comes back for him and takes him by the hand.
I ran from Dylan, off the dance floor and out the door of the ballroom, to the stunned hush of the crowd. I was panting, trying to get my breath as I counted to ten, wondering whether he would follow. The song ended. The ballroom was silent except for hushed, speculative murmurs. Even from the hallway, I could feel the anticipation and suspense. Would he come after me? Would I go back for him?
When he didn't chase me, I knew what he was waiting for. If he was chained to the past and what he thought I'd thought of him, I had to break those chains and go back for him. It was my call to make. My decision to shatter the impressions of the past. Just like in the music video, I had the power to move forward or run away.
I took a deep breath and reentered the ballroom, dramatically shoving the doors wide open and dancing to the silence to Dylan, hand outstretched to him.
The room erupted with applause. A collective sigh of relief rippled through the crowd.
Dylan stood in the middle of the floor, one hand outstretched, miming as if he was trapped in a prison, trying to claw his way out to me, trying to squeeze through bars too small to let him through. He didn't move. I was going to have to walk the full distance to him. It was brilliant of him, really. Either I wanted him all the way or not at all. And I would make the statement.
I strode to him and stared at him in the prison of my making. I mimed taking a key from my pocket, unlocking my heart and the prison. I took his hand and pressed it to my heart. And then I pulled him through the crowd into the hall.
I was smiling so hard that my face felt stretched thin as he pulled me into his arms. I had tears in my eyes. I'd never expected a simple dance with a guy to be so emotional and powerful.
"Thanks for coming back for me." His voice was deep with emotion. "It would have been damned embarrassing to be stood up after that performance."
"I had to, didn't I?" I slid my arms around his neck. "It was part of the act in the video. I'm surprised you knew it."
"There are many things that would surprise you about me. The video—that's the only reason you came back?"
"Not the only reason." I inched my lips toward his. "Not even the most compelling reason."
"Good." He halved the gap between our lips. "And just so you know, I wouldn't have stood there like a fool much longer. I would have chased after you."
His lips came down on mine, and I lost myself to it. He kissed as well as he danced, maybe better, with just the right moves and just the right pressure. The music had started up again in the ballroom. Strains of it floated out to us. He slid his leg between mine and began swaying his hips and dancing as we kissed. I moved with him.
Finally, he pulled away and whispered in my ear, "We either need to go back or go someplace private." There was a question in his eyes.
"Do you know someplace private? Someplace close by, maybe?" I didn't want to lose the mood.
He nodded. "I have a room. Right here in the building."
I must have looked surprised. I certainly felt surprised.
He laughed. "There are suites on the top floor that you can book for overnight stays or parties. Lazer booked the entire floor for my buddies and me. Considering all the money he spent on this party, the ballroom probably comped them. They have a beautiful view."
"I'm sure they do." I wasn't interested in anything other than a view of him. "I'd love to see it."
He took my hand. "I was hoping you'd say that."
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A shley
Knox had always been a good dancer. The ladies on base and at the officers' club were in constant competition to snag him as a partner. It didn't hurt that he was charming and handsome, too. A man who can dance is a rare commodity. This was one commodity I wanted to show off to the rest of the single community here in the ballroom. If I had to flaunt him myself, I wasn't above doing it and enjoying it.
I'd had a few mismatches this evening, leaving some singles downhearted and disappointed. It happens. Chemistry is unpredictable. I wanted these singles to have fun too. If I got lucky, maybe some of them would hit it off. It didn't hurt to parade the smooth-dancing Knox before the single ladies and dangle him tantalizingly in front of them.
I hadn't danced with Knox in years, not since before Ruck died. I was happy to find that we still moved as smoothly and comfortably together as we had before. He still had a sense of humor that was almost incomparable. And the loss of several of his fingers and part of his left hand didn't seem to handicap him. It was me, mostly, that was still surprised by it. Me who had to remember to clasp his left hand differently.
Maybe the bachata hadn't been the best dance to dance with him. It was highly sensual, and Knox, who loved to act, played up every bit of pretending to be my lover. I thought it was funny. He was teasing me as only Knox could. Dancing with him brought back so many happy, poignant memories, and the feeling of youth again—I'd been so young when I married Ruck. I couldn't help enjoying myself. It was good to dance with an old, familiar friend. Good to laugh while we danced. Good to know my partner's moves almost as well my own.
I would, of course, have loved to dance with Lazer. I half expected him to cut in and take over. I glanced around for him. But he was constantly otherwise occupied, either with his friends, solving a problem that came up, answering staff questions, or helping a client.
I would have loved to completely lose myself in the fun of dancing with Knox, but I was still on duty too. Selfishly, I wanted to keep dancing with him. Professionally, I was looking to hand him off to some lucky woman. At the same time, I was keeping an eye on the dancers around us and giving myself atta-girls for so many matches well made. Despite the few failures, my success percentage was high, by what I could judge. I was leading the way to having fun, trying to show others that you could have it even if you weren't dancing with the love of your life.
I let Knox dip me and bring me back up. Trust. I trusted him as a dance partner. He stuck out his leg, bending at the knee. I knew what he wanted me to do. I looped my leg over his and slid my leg over it and around his waist at his back. He grabbed my butt and hoisted me up. I looped my other leg around his waist. He spun us for several rotations and slid me back down him, our chests in contact, until my feet touched the floor. He caught my hand and eggbeatered me out, then caught me tightly in his arms.
I'd been monitoring Dylan and Laura dancing with each other. They were a striking pair. Head and shoulders above the crowd, they stood out. But they could also dance. And yes, I had found out what Laura's favorite song was and asked the band to play it on my signal.
Sometimes my clients think I'm asking them silly questions during our initial interviews and trying to put them at ease. Simple things like asking their favorite color or song or flower. But I'm taking notes that can be used by potential matches, and me, to impress them and build bonds of intimacy. You can't get to know someone who's uptight and closed to you. It doesn't hurt the mood if one of my clients just happens to put on a date's favorite song or give her a favorite flower or wear her favorite color. It opens the door to more meaningful, honest, deep conversations.
When I saw Laura and Dylan dancing together, I looked for my opportunity to make the biggest impact and keep them together just a little longer. Those few extra minutes of intimacy can put a relationship on the right path forever. In the early hours and days of getting to know each other, every minute counts. Every impression must be a good one.
As patiently as I could, I waited through dance after dance, watching them from the corner of my eye, pleased that they were spending so much time on the dance floor and in each other's arms. When it looked like they were tiring, but so close to making an inseparable bond with each other, I subtly signaled the band. The bandleader nodded. I smiled to myself. Lucky for me, the song was a slow one and had a message they needed to hear and believe. Love is elastic. It can bounce back from a bad start and past misperceptions. Maybe that was why Laura liked it so much.
As devious and conniving as I was, I was surprised when the crowd parted to give Dylan and Laura more room to move. I was touched by the power of their emotion as they danced together, pleased that they were so beautiful together, and momentarily horrified when Dylan fell to the floor and began slithering toward Laura in a parody of the music video. He was being so Dylan—unable to take even the most romantic of things seriously.
But my worry was quickly proven wrong. He knew her better than I did, which was perfect. As I watched, she smiled. To my amazement and delight, she laughed and began imitating the music video too, down to the dramatic conclusion. When she raced from the room, I froze. Knox bumped into me. He hadn't been expecting my sudden halt. His gaze followed mine.
The room went quiet. I held my breath, just like everyone else, as we waited to see what would happen. Laura was brilliant. When she burst back through the doors of the ballroom, she conveyed a clear message—she was coming back for Dylan. It was like an allegory for their relationship. I relaxed.
Every relationship has a pivotal moment. Very rarely do outsiders, particularly matchmakers, get to see them. This was it for them. I had a gut feeling. They'd sealed the deal. There might be rough moments ahead, but this would work. I broke into elated applause with everyone else.
The moment was perfect. Until I got a glimpse of Lazer. He was staring at Knox and me with the darkest expression I'd ever seen on him—pure, unadulterated anger.

L aura
We necked in the elevator. We necked in the hall. We couldn't keep our hands off each other all the way to Dylan's suite. My heart was thumping out of control as he unlocked the door to his room and I held him tightly around the waist from behind. Would the masks come off now? Would the truth of who we really were ruin the moment?
We both knew, but by not admitting, we could pretend to be the strangers we both were and weren't. We'd known each other for years. But only our adolescent selves. The intervening years had honed us, whittled us and shaped us into better, more confident people. Kinder and more accepting, I hoped. I knew I'd grown. It appeared Dylan had, too.
We both knew what this was and what going to his room meant. We weren't up here to talk. Sure, it was quieter here, and private. We could have poured out our hearts without others hearing. Maybe later we would.
A bedside lamp was turned on low. The outer curtains were open, revealing the city lights beyond through the privacy gauze of the inner lining curtains. There was a mint on each sumptuous set of pillows, and a red rose draped across them. A bottle of champagne chilled in a silver ice bucket on a table set for two by the window. A delicious array of handcrafted chocolates was artfully arranged on a plate.
I raised an eyebrow. Not that Dylan could see it. I pointed to the rose. "You were expecting company?"
He laughed. He was good at hiding it, but I detected a trace of nerves and embarrassment. "Damn that Cam. This is the honeymoon suite." He studied the table and shook his head, softly swearing beneath his breath at this Cam person again. "My buddy Cam got me good. Now I see why he wanted me to have the room."
He shook his head. "He ribbed me about Ashley thinking I had the best match and the best chance of success. Sorry." His voice was full of awe. "I can't say I disagree. About having the best match, I mean."
I smiled. "I got that."
"The ballroom is a venue for lots of weddings that go late into the night. Bridal couples often spend their first night here when the wedding celebration goes late into the night. This looks like the honeymoon package to me. When someone books the room, the staff must set it up like this as a default." He sighed. "Or Cam pranked me."
I shrugged. "Chocolates and champagne don't offend me."
He grinned, tossed his duster over the back of a chair, and set his cowboy hat on the dresser. He was still masked, and so was I.
I pulled my purse off my shoulder and set it next to his hat, glancing at him in the mirror above the dresser. Sometimes the only way to get an answer was to be direct. I turned to face him. "Masks on or masks off?"
His Adam's apple bobbed. "Do you know who I am? Do you want to?"
I nodded and slipped out of my shoes. "I know who you're supposed to be. I know who I think you are. I like the man I've met tonight. Is that the answer you're looking for?"
I took a step toward him and began slowly unbuttoning his shirt. With his boots on, he was a good six inches taller than I was. Oh, the pleasure of those six inches. It made me feel normal and average. Crazy that being average made me feel sexy. When was the last time I'd been out with a guy taller than I was? With a man who made me feel small and feminine?
I kissed his neck as I unbuttoned the last button of his shirt, pulled it free from his pants, and let it fall open. He wore a white tank top undershirt, just like the character he was portraying. "I know what the space cowboy you're dressed like would do. You're dressed like him right down to your undershirt."
"Authenticity in cosplay is key."
"Is it?" I looked up into his eyes. "I've seen the episode at the ball. Your space cowboy would leave the mask on because mystery is sexy. And who wants to destroy an illusion? Tonight's a fantasy. There's time tomorrow for reality and explanations. For plain talking, as your cowboy would say. Why complicate things now?"
He pulled me to him and kissed me deeply. A man who knows how to kiss is as delightful to find as a man who knows how to dance. I let him lead, opening my mouth to him when he teased my lips with his tongue. Sucking his lip, pressing myself to him.
Cowboys are easy enough to undress. I had no problem maintaining lip contact as I slid his shirt off his shoulders, revealing firm biceps and taut shoulders. His undershirt came off next. The old, soft Dylan that the other guys made fun of during games of skins versus shirts teams was long gone, and now would have been the envy of most of them, if not all. My fingers itched to touch him. There was no reason to deny myself. I ran my hands over the hard planes of his chest and his ripped abs.
He was still beneath my touch, breathing shallowly as I admired his body and caressed him, kissing him where I liked. Licking him. Pausing to suck his nipples.
Finally, he murmured something obscene about restraint and limits, grabbed me, and spun me around to face the mirror, my back toward him. He held me by the waist, staring at the back of my laced corset.
I looked back at him over my shoulder. "Stumped, cowboy?"
"I'm pretty good with costumes, but how the hell did you get into this one and how do I get you out?"
"I had help getting in," I said. "Help that involved a lot of breath-holding and a foot at my back. It's complicated." I turned and cupped his face in my hands. "Maybe it's best to leave me in the top half."
Wearing a mask made me bold. "This lower part comes off easily enough." I slid my pants off while undulating and doing a move from the bachata. I stepped out of them, revealing a tiny pair of thong panties.
I slipped my fingers into the waistband. "These shouldn't be too much of a barrier for you." I pointed to the bed. "Take off your boots."
He grinned. "Whatever you say, ma'am." He sat, pulled them off, and tossed them aside. Before I could help him, he unzipped his pants and slipped them off, along with his underwear, producing a condom between his fingers as if by magic. He held the condom up. But that wasn't the thing that was up that caught my attention. Dylan was as amply endowed as I'd imagined. Big man, big pleasure.
I took the condom from him and whistled softly. "Quality brand." I ripped open the wrapper.
"Only the best." He grabbed my hand. "This is against the rules."
"Is it?" I pulled the condom from its wrapper and slid into his lap, facing him with my knees one either side of his hips, his big, beautiful erection between us. "Five dates. That's the rule, isn't it?" I slid the condom onto him and stroked him. "Why, I feel like I've known you forever, cowboy. Since we were children, at least. Feelings got to count for something on this planet."
If you stretched the facts a bit, we had been on five dates. I watched him make the same mental calculations.
"Funny thing about that." He grabbed my thighs. "I feel the same way."
"Good. We're in complete agreement." I pressed my forehead to his, rose on my knees, pulled my panties aside, and slid onto him. The best way to do a big man was on top. It put me in control of the thrust. It was a good thing my knees were on the soft mattress—they went completely weak. "Mmmmmm."
He took my face in his hands and kissed me. I rode him slowly and kissed him passionately, working my hips as if dancing the bachata the way I'd wanted to all night—full contact, full passion, no holds barred. He ran his hands down my neck, over my shoulders. He held me tightly at the waist, undulating with me.


I wanted to savor this moment. I wanted to ride it forever. I was wild with want. I was full of paradoxes and full of him.
If love was a dance, we were dancing it. Every move we'd feigned during the dance, we made with full, naked contact now—touching, exploring with our hands, mouths, and lips. After all the tease of the dance, we were lovers at last, free to act on our impulses, safely hidden behind our masks.
He fell onto his back, pulling me with him. He looked up at me. "You're a beautiful sight." He thrust up.
I gasped.
While I was distracted with pleasure, he rolled us over.
"This is a beautiful view, too."
Making love with a man who looks at you while you move together is sexy and intimate in a way I wouldn't have imagined. Most of the men I'd had sex with had been too lost in their own pleasure to care about staying connected to me. Dylan was different. His eyes held mine, even though he couldn't be sure of it.
His thrusts were powerful, but measured, as if he was afraid of being too rough with me. His gentleness wasn't something I was used to, either. Most of the men I'd dated just assumed a big girl like me could take anything. I was touched.
I wasn't a screamer, but I liked to murmur and moan to show my appreciation. But even if I'd wanted to, I would have been unable to hold my moans in. This was where I wanted to be. This was the man I wanted to be with.
He was so gentle and slowly rhythmical, so considerate and patient as he brought me toward climax that it took me some time to realize he was holding back.
I cupped his face. "Let yourself go, cowboy." I arched up and kissed him.
That kiss pushed us both over the edge into sublime waves of pleasure. The power of my climax shook me all the way to my soul. Or so it felt.
When it was over, he gently collapsed on me, holding the bulk of his weight off me.
I held him to me and stroked his hair. His mask scratched at the bare skin of my shoulder, but I didn't care. I barely felt it.
We lay in contented silence. This was the way things should be.
Finally, he lifted his head. "Champagne?"
"I was thinking chocolate."
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Laura and Dylan disappeared before the evening was over. They could have gone to one of the onsite restaurants for an after-dinner drink and some quiet conversation. But judging by the way they'd been dancing and looking at each other, I wasn't naïve enough to believe that. The most obvious answer was that they'd gone to Dylan's room. And were breaking the rules.
Look, yes, I'd made the rules. But the rules were based on many years of very good relationship research done by accredited researchers. I wanted the most of this relationship for Dylan and Laura. By the most, I meant I wanted it to last a lifetime. I was worried they were blowing it. Okay, bad terminology. That they were lessening their chances of success. Stacking the odds against themselves.
Despite my earlier euphoria over so many successes, and the overall success of the ball, I was in an anxious mood when the ballroom finally emptied, the tabs were closed, the bills were paid, the staff were sent home, and Lazer and I retired to his room for the night at the Millennium's top floor. We had a corner suite, which was a good thing—fewer neighbors to hear us fight.
Lazer was still in his dark and stormy mood, a mood I had little experience with and wasn't sure how to handle. The sad truth is that I can coach clients how to behave in just about every situation, but being personally on the defensive? I was too close for any real perspective.
"I wish you'd just talk to me," I said to Lazer when the door was shut.
He untied his tie and tossed it away. It landed near the window and lay limp on the floor. "I don't think you want me to talk right now. I'll say something I regret."
I set my crown on a table next to a vase of roses that was supposed to be romantic but looked ridiculous in this angry atmosphere. The last thing on either of our minds was romance.
I clutched my purse. "Maybe I should just go home, then. Give you your space and time to cool off."
"That won't do any good. I won't cool off. I'll stew and get angrier." His gaze was fierce.
I glared at him. "Then what's the solution? You won't talk. You don't want me to leave. So we just cross our arms and glare at each other all night for as long as it takes?"
"You know what this is about."
"Why don't you just say it?" I slammed my purse down again. "Knox. This is about Knox and your stupid jealousy. I don't know what it is with you. Ruck was never jealous when I danced with Knox. If Ruck could trust his brother in arms, I don't see why you can't."
"Knox isn't my brother in arms. Ruck was a fool. Ruck shouldn't have trusted him either. The perfect Ruck." He spat the words out and let out a loud sound of disgust. "I'm tired of being compared to a dead man, an idealized version of a guy I can never compete with. A man I can't ridicule. Never speak ill of the dead, especially an honorable military man who died in the service of our country." Lazer's voice rose with each word, louder and louder. Angrier and angrier. "How do I compete with a hero? Hell, two heroes? One who lost body parts." His chest rose and fell.
He reached out and grabbed my arm. "Ever think that Ruck wasn't as perfect as you remember? Maybe Ruck was fallible. Maybe Ruck was blind to the fact that Knox wants you." Suddenly his voice dropped. "But I sure the hell am not."
I met his fierce look and took a step into him until we were almost nose to nose. "In case you haven't noticed—I'm a relationship expert. You're off base."
"Care to bet on that?" He grabbed me by the arm. "Because I'm not. I love you. I trust you. I want you by my side." His voice broke with his anger. "It's him I don't trust. I don't like being jealous. Believe it or not, I'm not the jealous type."
He was telling the truth—he usually wasn't.
"But I know when another guy is trying to move in on my territory, and Knox is. You can't see it because you can't believe it. Your past and his loyalty to Ruck is blinding you."
I wrapped my arms around Lazer and pressed my head to his chest while he stood stiff and uninviting. "I love you too." As I traced his chest, he relaxed and his attitude softened. "I don't want to fight with you. That's not what I had in mind for tonight, King of My Heart."
Lazer sighed, wrapped his arms around me, and pressed me tightly to him. "Me either."
I cupped his cheek and kissed him lightly, gauging his response. His anger was draining away. He wanted to make up.
"I'm sorry," I said.
"Yeah. Me too." He rested his forehead against mine.
"Let's make up, then." I spun around in his arms to face the mirror and bent over, sticking my butt into his hard crotch. I undulated like the flowing, curving, watery moves of a slow bachata, holding his gaze as I slid my tights off and ground against his crotch with a challenge in my eyes.
"Fuck."
"That's exactly what I had in mind." I made kissy lips to him in the mirror. "Are you going to keep me wet and waiting?"
His eyes were dark as he grinned. He tossed his jacket off, untucked and unbuttoned his shirt, kicked off his shoes, and pulled his pants off. He was erect and as ready as I was.
"You're still wearing your mask," I said.
"And so are you."
"I like it this way." I bent and extended my butt to him. There was no need to go up on my toes. I was still in my heels.
He reached around and pulled one of my breasts free from my costume.
"Mmmmmmm." I closed my eyes as he played with my nipple and entered me with a sudden thrust.
Sometimes hot, quick sex is all you need. This was one of those times. But what was I going to do about Knox?

L aura
I didn't finish my champagne. We each only had one chocolate.
"If I eat more," Dylan said, "my trainer will make my life hell working it off. I've already eaten too much today."
I got the impression he was trying to make it clear that he didn't have any intention of putting his weight back on anytime soon. But the main reason we ate so little is that we cuddled and talked and watched the city lights twinkle.
Dylan still had a killer wit and sense of humor. He was still on the quiet side, a man of few words, but he had no trouble talking to me. We avoided mentioning knowing each other before and just talked about where we were now. He told me about developing the dating app with his friends, selling it for millions, and working on a new project with them.
I told him about my engineering work, my friends, my aspirations. He was encouraging and asked intelligent questions.
He was fiercely loyal to his friends, even though he told me funny stories about them. Lazer, Cam, Jeremy, and Austin seemed like guys I'd like to get to know. They had some crazy adventures together. I understood better now the relationship between Lazer and Ashley and Dylan. And why it was so important to Ashley to see Dylan well matched.
All in all, I was floating—no thanks to the champagne, even.
Finally, though, I had to go. It felt too soon to spend the night, and I had things to think about and digest.
"Do Ashley and Lazer have a suite here too?" I asked.
Dylan grinned. "Lazer miss out? What do you think?"
"Okay. I'll take that as a yes." I glanced at the time. "It's late. Do you think the ball's still going?"
"It was supposed to end at midnight."
I frowned. "Yeah."
He grabbed my hand. "Are you going?"
I nodded. "This has been wonderful, but—"
"You could stay for breakfast…"
I raised an eyebrow, even though he couldn't see it. I pointed to my mask. Yes, we still wore them. I was almost afraid to take it off. "Sleeping in a mask will be difficult."
He grinned. "Who said anything about sleeping?"
I laughed.
"The guys and I are used to partying all night." He sounded hopeful.
I sighed. "Sadly, I'm not. Getting up early every morning for work has made an old lady out of me. Early to bed, early to rise. Besides, I think staying with you will be a dead giveaway to Ashley that we broke the rules."
"Ask me if I care."
I smiled. "I admire your bravado, but—"
He nodded. "All right. I get the point. Can I get you a car?"
"I parked in the lot."
"I'll walk you out."
I nodded. "Thanks. I'd appreciate that." I'd have to feel safe with a guy as big as he was. And he was a gentleman. That hadn't changed.
He nodded back as I got my purse. He took my arm.


I put a hand on his shoulder as we reached the door. "Do you hear that?"
"What?"
"Voices in the hall."
He put an ear to the door, frowned, then cautiously opened it a crack and peeked out. He shut it to almost closed, watching with an eye through the slit until I heard a door slam. "Good call. That was Ashley and Lazer. They're in their room now. The coast is clear."


I smiled and took a step forward.
He took my hand and held me back. "Can I see you again, Odette?"
This was, of course, what I'd been hoping to hear. I nodded. "With or without the mask?"
He grinned. "I'm thinking without. Otherwise we're going to draw some stares. And I'd like to see your eyes. I imagine they're beautiful."
"Why, thank you, cowboy. You have a mighty high opinion of me, and I appreciate it. Give me your phone." I held out my hand for it. When he handed it to me, I typed my contact info in.
His brow furrowed as he read it. "Odette? You don't think we're ready to be on a first-name basis after…" He grinned and nodded toward the bed.
"Let's keep the mystery going a little longer." I handed him my phone. "Give me your number so I'll know to answer. I don't pick up numbers that aren't in my contact info."
He grinned, typed, and handed my phone back.
"Cowboy," I read aloud. "All right, cowboy. I look forward to your call." I pointed a finger at him. "No ghosting me."
He laughed and took my hand again. "Not a chance." He peeked out the door. "No matchmaker. Let's make a break for it."
We ran down the hall, trying to hold our laughter in. Waiting for the elevator, we both nearly cracked up. He shook his head and put a finger to his lips, looking so funny that he didn't help.
When the elevator arrived, it was empty. We tumbled in. When the doors were safely closed, we broke out laughing. He hit the button for the lobby.
"Let's hope no one calls the elevator back—"


He pulled me into a kiss, cutting off the rest of what I had to say. It didn't matter anyway. As soon as he kissed me, I was lost. Any rational thoughts deserted me. Who knew I would be falling this hard for Dylan?
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Dylan
The rules are the rules. I texted Ashley first thing in the morning, as early as I could get away with. I needed a consultation with my matchmaker. And I needed to confess.
She replied immediately, asking me to meet her for breakfast in one of the restaurants on the ground floor. When I arrived, she was, as always, completely put together and looking beautiful, peacefully, and elegantly, sipping a cup of coffee while she waited for me, looking like a model in a fashion spread. She was a perfect match for Lazer, his complementing, fashionable bookend.
She looked up when I approached the table and lifted an eyebrow. "No Laura?"
I pounded my heart with my fist. "You got me." I took a seat opposite her and turned over the coffee cup on the table.
"You just confessed," she said. "You know that, right? I was only guessing."
"Savor your victory. I was going to confess anyway." I grabbed a menu. "You just made it easier."
She narrowed her eyes. "You broke the cardinal rule, cowboy."
"Did I?" I said. "Five dates. That's the rule, as I recall."
"Or when you go exclusive." She studied me closely, but her voice was a soft and pleasant as always. She was impossible to ruffle. Unless you were Lazer. "Preferably exclusive."
"It's an either/or rule, as I understand it," I said. "And, FYI, Laura and I have had five dates, counting last night."
Ashley shot me a wary look. "You two actually
dated in high school?"
I nodded. "A few times. She stood me up for prom." I leaned back as a waiter filled my coffee cup, letting Ashley digest my revelation.
"Whoa. Why did I not know this?" She gave me a piercing look.
"Need to know." I took a sip of coffee.
"I'm your matchmaker. I have a need-to-know by default."
"Would it have changed your mind about us being perfect together?" I was genuinely curious.
"It was a long time ago," she said, and took a sip of her coffee. "You were just high school kids. Were there extenuating circumstances?"
I shrugged. I hadn't then, but now I was beginning to think there were. "She ditched me for a more popular guy at the last minute. I had the corsage, the tux rental, the dinner reservations, the party bus booked. Cost me a helluva lot of my hard-earned dollars for nothing."
Ashley's brow gently puckered. "Now I'm getting a better picture of why each of you wished you could start fresh."
I nodded and took a sip of coffee, but she really had no idea.
"Where is Laura? You sent her home without breakfast?"
"She left in the wee hours of the morning. She wasn't ready for an overnight." I grinned, realizing my statement could have been taken as a boast or, conversely, a slam. "But I think it was more that she didn't want to sleep in her mask. Those feathers were practically lethal…"
"You kept the masks on?" Ashley's eyes went wide. She sounded genuinely surprised and looked amused. "That's taking my rules to the extreme, isn't it?"
"You said no masks off until we were outside the building." I laughed, but became serious quickly. "Both of us wanted to keep the fantasy going as long as possible."
Our waiter paused by our table and asked if we were ready to order. Ashley ordered an egg white omelet. I ordered the monster scramble. A night of dancing had made me hungry.
I waited until the waiter left before continuing. "So you see the problem. I promised her I'd text—"
"And you don't want to?"
"I want to." I swallowed hard. "I'm just not sure how to…what to do when we see each other again. We both knew who the other was, but we avoided it. It was nice to start fresh and get to know each other now. But the time of reckoning is coming."
"You still hold your teenage past against her?" Ashley opened her mouth to say more.
I cut her off. "No." I shook my head and grinned. "What kind of an immature douche do you think I am?"
"Then what? There's more, isn't there? There's more going on than you're telling me. What really happened in high school?"
I took a deep breath and dropped my gaze to the table. "That's not my story to tell."
"All right. I respect that." She was quiet a moment. "How bad is it, whatever happened?"
"Bad enough."
"Have you ever discussed it?"
I shook my head.
"Maybe you should."
I nodded. "Maybe that's what we were avoiding." I took my own moment of silence, thinking. "Thank you for giving us a fresh start. It proved to both of us that we're good together."
"Of course."
I paused again. "It's going to be damned awkward meeting without the masks." I blew out a breath. "I've been going over and over scenarios in my mind. When I see her again, do I act surprised? Laugh it off? How do I act?"
"From the heart." Ashley smiled at me. "You say what feels natural in the moment."
"Easy for you to say."
"You'll be fine. Just be yourself."
She was probably right.


"Send her a flirty text and ask her on a date."
"It's that simple?" I said. "Even with…"
Ashley nodded. "Take her on a date that shows you put thought into it. That you knew all along who she was and you're thrilled to be with her. Let her see how forgiving you are and how much you like her. Take her someplace where you two can talk if she wants to. Someplace with some privacy. If she's the woman for you, she'll love every minute of it, and you, for being such a great, understanding guy."
"And sexy," I said.
She laughed. "That goes without saying."
I'd reached my limit of talking about me. "Speaking of breakfast partners—where's Lazer this morning?"
Her face clouded. "Upstairs making some business calls." She smoothed out her face and grinned. "I told him he wasn't welcome at this meeting. That it was a private, confidential consultation with a client."
She wasn't fooling me. She'd tensed when I mentioned Lazer.
"You two are okay, then?" Maybe I shouldn't have butted in, but I wasn't approaching Lazer blind.
"We're fine," she said. "What makes you think we're not?"
I cleared my throat and studied the table, unable to look her in the eye. "We heard you and Lazer arguing when you came up to your room last night." I looked up at her.
She paled just slightly. "The walls are that thin?" She laughed at herself and smiled. But she didn't deny it.
"You were in the hall when we were trying to sneak Laura out."
"Oh." Her smile didn't wobble, but it was clear that I'd rattled her. "We were both tired. We kissed and made up. We're fine now."
They may have been fine, but I didn't believe they were great. And they had always been great together, from the very beginning.
"What are you waiting for?" Ashley said. "Text Laura. Unless I miss my guess, she's waiting for your text with her phone in her hand."

L aura
How long do you wait for a guy to text you back? When a guy says he's going to text you, how long does he wait? It was a game that sounded like something teenagers played, not adults. But it was one of those weird facts of life, that no matter how old and mature you were, the rules didn't change. The emotions didn't change. And surprisingly, they didn't even get that much more sophisticated. I'd been ghosted too many times to be completely trusting of any guy's word, even that of a masked cowboy I'd known since childhood.
Thinking of Dylan brought a smile to my face and tripped up my heart. Last night…
Well, last night was the best time I'd ever had with a guy, masked or not, from this world or not. I was as eager to see him again and repeat it as I'd ever been about anything. I was also as nervous. So much was at stake now.
Ashley had given me my wish—to meet Dylan as if for the first time. I hadn't thought it was possible. To be honest, I'd posed it as a dream scenario, not something that could be accomplished. And yet she'd come up with a way to make it happen. She should get a matchmaker of the year award or something. She was definitely getting a five-star review on Yelp or wherever from me. The matchmaker who solved problems creatively, that deserved praise. She'd gone above and beyond.
The costumes, all those silly rules, masks being worn at all times, registering your costume—all that had been done for us. For Dylan mostly, but me also, because I was the one Ashley thought he belonged with. All of that brought tears to my eyes, and I wasn't generally an emotional woman. You really can't be when you hang out in the lab with a bunch of male engineers. Most of them were sweet and sympathetic, but a nearly all-male environment was no place to show feminine weakness of any kind, not if I wanted to be taken seriously. There was no way I ever wanted to be accused of being a token woman in the bunch or have any indication I couldn't pull my weight. And I was a big woman. I had a lot of weight to pull.
All of this to say that I waited for Dylan's text, jumping at any noise at all, not just at sounds that could be vaguely interpreted as sounding remotely like a text pinging in.
Steph FaceTimed me early to ask how it went and how my costume went over. One look at me and she clucked her tongue. "Why are you showered, dressed, hair done, and make up on at this early hour?"
I shrugged.
"Oh," she said, nodding. "I get it. You're hoping he'll FaceTime. Or, at least, allowing for the possibility and not wanting to be caught not looking your best. If you're thinking he'll break with tradition and FaceTime rather than text, my costume must have worked even better than I'd hoped."
I had to tell her it was perfect, except for the obvious difficulty in getting out of it. To the point where I didn't, completely.
"That was to keep you honest and make you obey the rules. Don't tell me that despite me putting you in the modern-day equivalent of a chastity belt, he got you in bed and stole your virtue. And you could breathe in that corset while he ravaged you?"
I laughed at her intentionally indignant tone and description. Steph was always good for making me laugh. "Virtue indeed. Yes, I could breathe."
"No swooning?" She shook her head. "I knew it! I should have laced you tighter for your own good." She gave me a mock-stern look and shook her finger at me. "You broke the cardinal rule. Tsk, tsk. You naughty girl. Next time I'll have to up my security measures considerably." She laughed. "All right, are you going to keep me in suspense? After all I did for you, I deserve details."
She was my best friend. Of course I gave her details. And confessed my worries at the end.
"Wow," she said. "You must be in love. You sound more insecure than I've ever heard you."
"I did break the cardinal rule." I shrugged again. "Ashley claims it's based on research and experience. Couples need to get to know each other as people and friends before, you know."
"You give me all the details and then you go all maidenish on me?" She laughed again.
"You know me. I looked up her data and verified it." I blew out a sigh. "And he hasn't texted yet."
"Calm down," she said. "It's all of ten o'clock. He probably isn't even out of bed yet. He probably assumes you aren't, either. Who gets up this early after a late night out like you had?" She winked.
"A woman who's eager to see a guy again," I said. "This is like Christmas—waiting and hoping Santa gives you what you want. And afraid to find out he didn't."
"Give him some time, girlfriend. If your evening with him was half as wonderful and fun as you made it sound, he's going to be as eager to repeat it as you are."
"I'm not so sure we should repeat it too soon." I bit my lip. "Not exactly in that way."
"I should hope not." She made a comical face. "If you two continue to wear costumes and masks on all your dates, I'm going to start to wonder about you."
"Yeah, about that." My mouth went dry just from thinking about it. "Being unmasked is what I'm worried about."
"I still can't believe you wore your mask even during…" She was obviously amused by the thought. "My fabulous eye makeup job gone to waste."
"I'm serious here."
"All right," she said. "Duly noted. Don't freak out. First, you know this guy from forever. Do you think he's the kind who will ghost you now?"
"No."
"Nor do I," she said. "Second, you both knew who you were with."
I nodded.
"And you made it clear, even if it was subtle, that you were sorry for how you treated him when you were in school?"
"Absolutely."
"Then you have nothing to fear," she said. "When you see him again, you make it clear you knew who he was all along. And you act as happy as humanly possible, which I think means as euphoric as you are, and even happier that you were right it was him. If you feel it's necessary, you apologize for the past. And then you take it from there."
"You make it sound so easy."
"Because it is, you ninny." She held the phone close and stuck her tongue out at me, making me laugh.
My phone buzzed in my hand. I literally jumped.
Steph's eyes went wide. "Is that him?"
I nodded.


"A text or a call?"
"A text."
"And?" She shook her head again, mumbling about having to pry everything out of me. "What does it say?"
I smiled so broadly that I nearly ran out of face. "A bunch of nice things about last night." I read them to myself. "He wants to see me again!"
"Well, what are you waiting for?"
"I can't reply immediately," I said. "It will look like I was hovering and just waiting for his text."
"But you were," she said, laughing. "Games are for children, Laura, my darling. Show the man how eager you are. Put him out of his misery and reply. I'm hanging up now. Good luck."
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L aura
Saturday
A week is an agonizing eternity to wait when you're eager to see someone again. But a week it was. A week of fun, flirty texts that kept the anonymity gag going, of getting "to know each other better." A week of wondering what to say, what to wear, what to do when I saw him again. What excuses did I make for the past?
Dylan insisted on sending an Uber to pick me up and deliver me to our surprise date location. He told me to dress comfortably for the outdoors and walking. This date was going to be fun and casual. And to bring my mask so he could recognize me.
I laughed at that. He was carrying this farther and farther. It was sweet of him, but the moment of reckoning was coming.
Late Saturday morning, an Uber picked me up in front of my apartment. I slid into it with my mask in one hand, my purse in the other. "I assume you know where we're going?"
The driver was an older man—stocky, gray hair and beard. He smiled. "I do. I've been requested not to give our destination out. Just relax. It's not far away. A little over half an hour this time of day."
The driver was right in his estimate. My heart was pounding so loudly in my ears that it was drowning everything else out. I was so nervous. I could barely think straight. I did, however, think straight enough to recognize we were on Capitol Hill. And then to realize we were pulling into Volunteer Park, which is a local landmark. A pretty park, at least from the pictures I'd seen of it. I'd never actually been to it.
Romantic? The jury was out on that, but I understood the need for walking shoes now. Fortunately, it was a warm, pleasant spring morning. The birds were singing. The trees were bursting into bloom all around the city—pink and white flowering plums and cherry trees. Daffodils, tulips, and crocuses were blooming. It put the spring in "hope springs eternal."
We pulled into the parking lot. Dylan was waiting for us, mask in hand, straight face, corners of his mouth twitching just enough to let me know he was struggling not to break into a grin. And yet, despite his bravado and confident pose, he was nervous. I could tell. I knew him that well. I recognized that look from our school days.
I'd thought my heart was running away and deafening in my ears before. But that was nothing compared to this.
"Go on." The driver smiled at me and nodded toward the park. He was an old romantic softie too. "He told me to let you know I'm to wait for you until you make up your mind about…him, I guess. In case you don't like what you see and want to leave. I take it this is a blind date? One of those online dating things?"
I was staring at Dylan. Our eyes met. Unmasked, he was even more handsome. It took me a moment to realize the driver was talking to me and find my voice.
"Something like that." I unbuckled and grabbed my mask and purse. "Can you wait a minute? I'll give you a signal. If I give you a thumbs-up, you're good to go."
"Ah, poor guy," the driver said. "You don't like. He looks like a big, decent sort to me. Not too hard on the eyes, I'd think most ladies would say."
I took a deep breath to hide my sigh. "No, not hard on the eyes at all. It's his opinion of me I'm worried about."
"I'm not trying to be politically incorrect, but you're not terribly hard on the eyes, either."
"Thank you."
It was sweet of him to say. He couldn't know what was really going through my mind. I slid out of the car. Dylan hesitated, watching my reaction as our eyes met, his mask held casually at his side. He held it up, cocked his head, and lifted an eyebrow.
I held my swan mask up to the window and smiled uncertainly, nodding slightly.
He broke into a grin, took a step toward the car, and opened my door for me. "Odette, I presume?"
"Cowboy." I slid out, wanting to slide into Dylan's arms, but resisting. "Still playing space cowboy after all these years?"
My heart continued pounding like a jackhammer, and just as noisily, too. And me with no ear, or heart, protection. Yes, I was feeling vulnerable.
"And you're still playing a swan, Laura." His voice was deep and strong, but wavered just slightly. Was it possible he was as emotional as I was? "Your costumes are getting more complex and"—his gaze ran over me—"hot. Or maybe that's just you."
"I have a more sophisticated designer now."
The car was still waiting. Dylan was still waiting for my decision to trust him. I turned to the driver and flashed him the signal. He returned the thumbs-up and put the car in gear.
"You sure about that?" Dylan said. "You don't know where I'm taking you."
"There are other Ubers."
The car drove away.
Dylan raised an eyebrow. "That's reassuring."
I laughed. "So. What are we doing?" I looked around the park, which was surprisingly quiet for such a nice morning, just a few joggers out.
"Have you ever been to the top of the water tower?"
Water towers have a bad rep. The first thing that came to my mind was a painted water tank on huge stilts. Maybe some graffiti. Climbing up the metal rungs of a ladder. Not the most romantic of visions. But whatever. He had something in mind. I had to trust him, as I'd trusted him for years now.
I shook my head.
He grinned. "You're not familiar with Volunteer Park?"
"I know it by reputation. I've actually never been here before."
He nodded and took my hand. "You're going to like this water tower. I promise." His Adam's apple bobbed as he led me down a path into the park. "Ashley tells me I need to be completely honest with you now." He leaned in and whispered in my ear, "I knew who you were the minute I first saw you."
I relaxed, glad he'd broken the ice on the charade.
"The recognition was mutual." I bit my lip and squeezed his hand, which felt natural holding mine. "And if you must know, I was avoiding you all evening, hoping some other cowboy was the object of my clue and my perfect match."
"You too?" He sounded amused. "You obviously don't know Ashley well enough. From the second Ashley told me about you and wanted to match us up, I knew she wouldn't give up. When I spotted you at the ball, I realized I'd underestimated her underhandedness. I knew I was doomed."
"Doomed?"
He laughed. "In my attempts to avoid you, I danced with a every other swan there. But resistance was…"
"Futile," I finished for him.
Dylan stopped suddenly in front of a long flight of steps up a hill to an old red brick tower, reminiscent of Rapunzel's tower in an old book of fairytales my grandma had. He pointed to it. "What do you think?"
"You're not planning to lock me in there, are you?"
He laughed. "Not yet, anyway. At least not until your hair grows a good"—he looked like he was measuring and estimating—"several stories, at least."
"It looks like Rapunzel's tower to you too?"
"Only when you hinted." He nodded toward the steps. "There are plenty more in the tower, but the view of the city from the top is worth the climb."
I nodded. A lot more here was worth the climb and the trouble.
He led the way through the tall, pillared doorway that looked like the entrance to a Greek or Roman temple, with the inscription Aqua Pura above. Definitely a water tower.
Up, up, up, and around the spiral staircase as we climbed in silence, pausing to glance out the occasional window. The tower was deserted, which suited me fine.
Finally, the staircase ended in the top floor—a circular room with red brick walls and grated arched windows regularly spaced from floor to above our heads, though not nearly as high as the ceiling. Sun streamed in, creating an intricate, grated shadow pattern on the floor.
We walked from window to window, exclaiming and marveling at the views of Seattle. Dylan stood behind me, his hands at my waist.
"This is a view of the city I've never seen." I was too aware of his hands and the way we were avoiding talking about anything of consequence.
"Sometimes it helps to see something from a distance and every angle." He spoke carefully and deliberately. "So you can see its full beauty."
I nodded. He was talking about more than the city.
He took my hand and led me to a bench with one of the best views out the windows to the city.
I sat next to him, my hand between his two. "Last night was a beautiful view of us. The way we can be if we decide to forget the past and simply start fresh."


I bit my lip. He'd taken me here, to this private place, to talk, and I intended to. "But I think it would be better if we cleared the air."
He squeezed my hand and dropped his gaze, intently studying the shadow pattern on the concrete floor. "There's nothing we need to talk about. Maturity has made me see things differently, from another angle." He glanced at me. "Your angle."


"I disagree." Thinking of the past, I shivered. The memory never warmed. Even now, the chill and the nausea from that night welled up. Less than it had been. More than I wished it was. Some things the passage of time barely dinged. Fear and humiliation, and the primal memory of it, were two.
He pressed my hand tightly between his. "Would you like me to let go? Would you prefer I don't touch you?"
I shook my head.
"Is it okay if I put my arm around you?"
I nodded, relieved he understood how vile the memory was and how delicate it made me. How sensitive he was. I was touched by his compassion.
"What happened," I began, slowly, composing my words carefully, trying to get the right tenor, the right nuance, across, "isn't what you think. Isn't what the town thinks. I didn't encourage him. I didn't lead him on. I wasn't even drinking."
I swallowed, fighting back the bile. "After the dance, he took me to a room at the hotel like we'd planned, where all of us—my friends and I—were staying. We'd booked rooms so we could party all night. It was the grownup thing to do. Our parents approved."
I took another breath. "I was so naïve. I thought the rooms were…just for partying. I didn't realize he'd booked a separate room for us." Over the years, I'd disassociated myself with what happened as a way of coping. Even now, it was effective. Remembering, I felt like an outsider looking in. "I didn't like him that well. I wasn't even feeling well. I told him no. He was drunk. He wouldn't listen. He wouldn't stop—"
Dylan pulled me closer. "When I found you on the street, there was so much blood."
"Yes." I sighed. "After, I just ran out. But that wasn't…" I sighed again. "I was having my period."
Dylan looked at me, startled. As if he hadn't even considered before… Well, how would he know?
"I was so sick with it that I almost didn't go to prom. I've wished a million times since then that I hadn't. I have so many regrets. But I was prom queen and I had Mr. Popularity as a date. I had to go."
I should have set Dylan straight all those years ago, but I'd been too embarrassed. I was only marginally less so now.
Dylan pulled me tighter against him. "When I found you walking home alone in the early morning hours, that wasn't all him?" Dylan sat stiffly beside me, expecting the most horrific answer.
I shook my head. "No." I looked off into the distance and forced myself to breathe slowly and calmly. "He forced me. It was…terrible. But he wasn't that rough." I swallowed and chanced a glance at Dylan. "I should have defied my grandpa and gone with you like I wanted to."
Dylan whipped his head up and studied me. I turned to look at him, surprised by how surprised he looked.
"I would never have—"
"I know."
"I'm sorry." He balled his fist. "I wanted to kill him."
I nodded. "I know. I did too. It took a long time before I trusted a guy again."
Dylan swore beneath his breath. "You're okay now? I mean—"
I put my hand on his shoulder. "I've come to terms with it and put it behind me. I don't like to dwell on it. Let's change the subject." I really didn't like to stay in that darkness.
He nodded. "You wanted to go with me?"
"Of course I did!" I frowned. "You didn't know? I told you."
"I thought that was just a polite kiss-off."
I smiled. "You must have been the only guy in town with no ego. I desperately wanted to go with you. It was the rift between our grandpas that stopped me. My grandpa insisting yours cheated him over a horse when they were young and never forgiving him. And you so close to your granddad."
Dylan nodded. "Yeah. I heard that story a time or two. But we were going to go to prom and go public with our relationship."
"Yeah," I said. "About that—my grandpa got wind of it and insisted I end it with you before prom or he was cutting off my funding for college. You know my parents couldn't afford to send me. Grandpa had all the money, and with it, all the power."
"College or me? And you chose college?" He clucked his tongue.
I went silent.
"Hey." He bumped me playfully with his shoulder. "I'm teasing. You made the right choice. Why would you choose a fat prom date over your future? That's just dumb life planning."


"You weren't fat. You were stout and tall." I bumped him back. "I like tall and stout. And I wish I'd known how practical and sensible you are."
"Stout and tall is putting it kindly," he said. "Compared to all those wiry cowboys in town, I was gargantuan."
"Compared to all the girls in town, so was I."
He looked at me, surprise all over his face again. "No, Laura. You were always just right and beautiful."
I stared at him with wide eyes that were filling with tears.
"And your grandpa?" Dylan said.
"Has no financial hold over me now, the old fool." I had snapped that chain a long time ago, as soon as I could.
Dylan looked like he approved. "And about prom night, did you…get help? Rape is—"
I nodded. "My parents got me counseling right away. That was why I went away and didn't walk at graduation. Why I didn't go back to school. I finished my exams long distance. My parents sent me to my aunt in Seattle. I couldn't stand the thought of running into him around town."
Dylan nodded. He pulled me to him and caressed my hair. "I'm sorry, Laura."
"You're not the one who should be," I said into his chest. "You're the one who found me walking home and gave me a ride. You're the one who wanted to take me to the hospital and call the police."
I took another deep breath. "I just wanted to forget. I thought it was my fault. I was too embarrassed by the whole thing and didn't think anyone would believe me." I pulled back enough to look Dylan in the eye. "I know better now. You were upset with me then. Do you understand now?"
"I was upset, period." His eyes were dark and solemn. "After you left, I kept hoping you'd come back. Get in touch."
"I just wanted to forget." I paused. "I was a big girl in a small town where rumors flew and people took sides. Most of them were on his."
"Oh, Laura." Dylan leaned his forehead against mine.
"It's all right." I stroked his cheek. "That was a long time ago." I paused. "You kept my secret. You didn't tell Ashley our real past, did you?"
"Why would I?" he said in a low voice. "You asked me not to tell anyone. I promised I wouldn't. That included Ashley. How did you know?"
"By the way she thought we were just being stubborn, and maybe even childish," I said. "Do you think she'd have set us up if she'd known? I don't."
"Maybe not telling her was just selfish of me." He kissed the tip of my nose. "Knowing Ashley as well as I do, I knew she'd never give up, particularly if she thought I was being childish."
"Diabolical," I said. "You're as bad and conniving as she is." Which made me deliriously happy.
"What do we do now?" He voice was so tender that it nearly made me cry.
"You're the man with the plan for the day," I said. "Or is this it—a talk in the park?"
He laughed softly. "A talk in a romantic water tower in a park."
"Ah," I said. "A subtle distinction." I grinned at him. "Can water towers be romantic?"
"You tell me."
I laughed.
"There's plenty more to this romantic day I've planned," Dylan said. "If you're up for it?"
"Up for it?" I said, pretending to be offended by the mere suggestion I wasn't. "I'm prepared for a marathon day, cowboy."
He studied me. "Can I make a suggestion?"
"Of course."
"Can we go forward now as Odette and the cowboy, the people we are now, and try to minimize the baggage from the past?"
"Absolutely! I was going to suggest it myself."
"Can I call you Laura, though?" He was grinning. "It's just easier."
"Absolutely, cowboy."
He grinned and kissed me. And kissed me. And kissed me.
When we finally pulled away, we had enormous grins.
He glanced at his watch. "We'd better get going or we'll be late for our private chocolate factory tour."
"Charlie and the Chocolate Factory!" I said. "You remembered I loved that story when we were kids."
He took my hand and pulled me to my feet. "Don't expect Oompa-Loompas."
"As long as I get to sample the chocolate."
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Dylan
Thirteen years of feeling inferior and thinking the girl I'd been madly infatuated with thought I was a nerd who was beneath her, despised me, had changed her mind after getting to know me, and took great pleasure in humiliating me. The young me had watched too many damned teenager movies about the class reject and the popular crowd.
Thirteen years of thinking I'd failed Laura, that I should have been more of a hero. Of thinking I'd imagined what we'd had and that young love was just an illusion. Thirteen years of misperception all washed away with time and a simple, mature conversation. The key being mature, which hadn't been possible thirteen years ago. We'd both earned maturity with time and life experience. It was time to stop beating myself up over being a stupid eighteen-year-old kid without much confidence and a lot of naivety.
After the chocolate tour, I took Laura to a cozy, homey diner where none of the waitresses were under fifty and all of them were renowned for not taking guff from a customer. They had a comeback for everything.
I'd requested a booth by the windows, which was where we sat, our stash of chocolate bars on the table between us. Laura was counting them as if they were gold bricks, laughing. She was so beautiful. I couldn't take my eyes off her.
"Twelve." Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me.
"And a whole batch of custom-blended chocolate bars to be delivered to you next week." I raised an eyebrow. "I've corrupted you. What are you going to do with that much chocolate?"
"Lose my figure."
My eyes must have gone wide. She laughed at me. "Relax. The engineers at work will polish it off in short order. They won't care that it's a blend made from cocoa beans from all over the world, or that it's thirty percent cacao. They'll just devour it and lick their lips."
"Civilized bunch you work with." I was having too much fun with her.
"I'll save you a bar." Laura picked up her menu.
"You'd better."
Our waitress came over with her pad and pen. She looked about a hundred, but moved spryly enough. Her nametag said Shirley. I'd asked for her intentionally. Shirley. Surely. I wanted a sure thing. My heart pounded. She was part of the plan.


She licked the end of her pencil and put it to her pad as her gaze flicked between us. She poised her pencil. I imagined her writing must look like an old lady's chicken scratch. Spidery was the description that came to mind. "What can I get for you?"
Laura hesitated.
"Need more time?" Shirley said. "Time. Ask me about time. It flies by too fast." She patted her gray bun. "Before you know it, it's gone, and you've lost your figure and got gray hair. If you ask me, it's time to seize the day." She pointed to Laura's stash of chocolate. "No outside food allowed."
"It's wrapped," Laura said.
"So long as it stays that way."
Laura crossed her heart.
Shirley nodded. "Six chocolate bars—any significance to that?"
Laura frowned and looked at the stack. "How did you count them so fast?"
"I have a good eye. I'm a good estimator. I see a stack of chocolate bars I know what I'm looking at. Premium stuff, too. Locally sourced." Shirley waited.
She was good. Her lips didn't even twitch.
Laura looked to me for help. She thought Shirley was a bit crazy.
I shrugged.
"Well?" Shirley said. "This your first date?"
"No, it's—"
"Need more time?" Shirley said. "Why would you need more time? He looks like a keeper to me." She winked at Laura.
"It's our sixth date." Laura looked at me again.
"Six exclusive chocolate bars. Six dates. Must be a momentous occasion."
"It could be," I said.
Shirley winked at me. "I'll give you two a minute to decide." She leaned over Laura and whispered, loudly enough for me, and everyone around, to hear. "Don't keep the man waiting too long, dear." She smiled at me. "I'll get you some waters and be back."
Laura was threatening to break out into laughter now. "Six? The number of dates we've had. Exclusive chocolate. Are you hinting at something?"
"Ashley has rules—"
Laura smiled. "Yes, I'm fully aware."


My mouth was dry. I reached across the table and took Laura's hands. "Odette, we've known each other forever, and very briefly, at the same time. Despite that, I believe we've met the five-date minimum as required by the rules of the dating game established by my matchmaker. I know what I want. It's what you want that's the mystery and driving me insane. I've had a fantastic time with you today and at the ball. So fantastic that the thought of you going out on matches with other guys makes me jealous. I don't like feeling jealous. What I'm trying to ask is—will you be exclusive with me?"
Her face lit up. "I thought you'd never ask. Yes. Yes, I will be exclusive with you." She leaned forward and whispered, "With everything that entails. I'd like more of what we had at and after the ball."
"I love you." The words just popped out. But they'd been brewing since I'd met her again.
"I think I've loved you since we were young."
"We still are."
Her smile was radiant. "Then kiss me before we get any older."
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A shley
I met Knox for coffee for our usual weekly matchmaking meeting and date postmortem. I was hoping this match was the one. We sat at our usual table with our usual beverages.
"Nothing? No sparks? You had no sparks with her?" I was having a hard time believing it. I'd been so optimistic.
Knox shrugged. "Chemistry. What can I say?"
"We won't give up. I'll just have to work harder." I pulled up a file on my tablet. "Anything I can fine-tune?"
Knox held his hands up. "Sorry."
I blew out a breath. Lazer wasn't happy with me keeping Knox on the client list. We'd had another disagreement over it. But I couldn't let Ruck's best friend go. I couldn't do it to Knox, or Ruck. It was just more motivation to get him happily matched quickly. Before Lazer ran out of patience.
Knox reached across the table and grabbed my hand. "What's wrong?"
"Lazer's been on my case about you. He wants you in the successfully matched column. Now that I've gotten Dylan—one of my worst offenders—matched, you're one of the main ones bringing our average down." I tried to sound light and jokey, but there was an element of truth to it. Only an element.
"Sorry."
"Knox—"
He cocked his head. "What?"
I shook my head.
"Come on," he said. "Out with it."
"We're old friends." I didn't know how to phrase this. It was so ridiculous.
"Yeah."
"So I'll just be frank."
"All right, Frank. Hit me with it."
I laughed. He was still the same old Knox. "You have to try harder. Lazer wants me to cut you loose as a client. He has this ridiculous notion that you're…interested in me." I laughed like it was silly.
Knox's expression became serious. He squeezed my hand and let it go. "Lazer is an astute guy. I'll give him points for that. A worthy adversary."
I frowned. My hands shook. "What? No—"
I couldn't believe it, but Knox didn't look like he was joking. Yes, he'd hinted. Yes, he'd flirted. But he knew it was impossible. He knew I was in love with Lazer, that I was engaged to Lazer. It was just a game Knox played.
"Don't tell me I've been too subtle. And you a matchmaker…"
I went cold. All right, I had suspected. It was flattering, but…no.
"You have noticed." He paused. "Ashley, even Ruck knew I was in love with you."
Shock rippled through me. "No. You couldn't have been…" I took a second to process my thoughts. "You and Ruck were best friends."
"Which was why he tolerated it. Look, he pressed me. I told him flat out. He said he could trust me. He counted on me to keep you safe when he was away and keep my hands, and feelings, to myself. But he knew."
I hadn't known. Or had I and just denied it to myself?
"And I've had the feeling, all along, that you feel something for me, too."
I didn't rush in to deny it. I had to think of a way to handle this. This new revelation about Ruck—
"I made Ruck a promise. He asked me to look after you if anything happened to him." Knox took a deep breath. "He picked me out as your second husband, Ashley."
If I had been cold before, now I was ice. I simply stared at him. "What are you saying, Knox? We can be blunt with each other."
"I'd like to be your second husband, Ashley. Why do you think I came back?" His eyes were dark. His expression was serious.
"You're asking me to leave Lazer? To break my engagement?"
"I'm asking you if you'll consider marrying me? If you'll give me a shot. If I have any chance at all?"

NEXT UP: Ashley unwittingly matches Cam with his rival.
Get MR. ACCIDENTAL RIVAL. Cam’s love story. Book 3 in the Jet City Matchmaker series.
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