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Chapter One
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The biggest night of her life.

The city slid by the window and Annabel settled back. It felt like the first time she'd sat down for months. Automatically, her eyes began to close.

“Oh, no you don't.”

Her eyes snapped open again, long enough to glare at Billy.

“What?” he said. “You can't possibly sleep now. We're going live in two hours. And you want to sleep? Seriously?”

She snorted but straightened up a little anyway. The cab smelled of pine air freshener and sweat, hardly an intoxicating combination.

“I'm guessing you didn't bring a plus one,” Billy said.

“You want to bet on that?”

Billy's grin lit up the cab and he brushed a hand through his blond curls. “It'd be the safest damn thing I've done all month if I did. Since when do you bring a date to anything?”

“I don't have time for that sort of thing.”

Which was partly true. 

Love By Numbers, or LBN as it was affectionately called, was about to launch out of beta. They'd worked years on this project. First just the two of them, then a growing army of coders and developers and assorted hangers-on. Her heart skipped a little at the thought of what they were doing, at the tiny flaws she knew were still in the app.

“Yo, calm down,” Billy said. “We're all good. We don't have to be perfect. We can fix the infinitesimally tiny shit later. Right now, we gotta launch.”

He was right, of course. But still, her fingers itched to get back to her keyboard. To make things really perfect. Except obviously they'd never be perfect. Not completely. Something she had to learn to accept. Or so said her therapist.

She reached out a hand to Billy. Her best friend. Her co-owner. Her partner in all things business. “Are you ready for this?”

Billy sniffed. “I've been ready for this for years, babe.”

She almost felt like she had been too.

Five years ago, Billy had come to her with the idea of starting a dating app. Sex sells, had been his argument, and she'd bought it, eventually. But only when logic had been added into the mix. Only when a complicated and beautiful algorithm had been designed to make perfect matches. Only then had she been completely sold.

“We're gonna be big,” Billy said, squeezing her hand. “We're gonna be huge. Just you wait.”

Which would be good, obviously. Good because then she could get out of the city. Then she'd have offers from the West Coast, then she could really make her mark in the Valley, really get her name out there, really start to work on the big stuff, the cool stuff, the serious coding.

“Where's Cassie?” she asked suddenly.

She begrudgingly liked Billy's wife. She hadn't at first. She and Billy had been an item since the day she'd heard him pitch a ridiculous product called Skedaddle Skin in a business course her freshman year of college. Not a romantic item, but a kind of 'I've finally found someone who balances me out enough to make me able to do incredible things' kind of item.

So when Cassie had come on the scene, she'd been far from pleased.

But then Billy had appeared in full banana costume in their favorite bar one evening, fresh from promoting his Skedaddle Skin banana skin composting idea, and Annabel had rolled  her eyes and caught Cassie doing the exact same thing. And a fragile bond had been built.

“She's meeting us there,” Billy said now. Which was hardly surprising since they'd been at the LBN office until fifteen minutes ago. “And you seriously really didn't bring a date?”

Annabel shifted in her seat. “Since when have you known me bring a date to anything?” she echoed.

Better to go alone. Better to be her own boss and not have someone else to worry about.

“Um, since never. But this is a dating app, Annabel. Romance is our business. I'd have thought...” He sighed and didn't tell her what he thought after all.

“Exactly.”

“Exactly what?”

“Romance is business. That's it. Bottom line.”

“You're in this for the money?”

“Like you're not,” she said. “Yes, I'm in it for the money. And I don't see why I should let the fact that we're launching a dating app have any influence on my private life.”

“But—”

“No buts, Billy. And no blind dates either.” Over the years Billy had tried to set her up with every single woman this side of the river. “I'm busy, I have a career to focus on, and I'm just not interested. Romance is money, nothing more, nothing less. Can I be any clearer?”

“Fine, fine. I just think it would have made a better impression, is all.”

A better impression. At their launch party. Potentially the biggest night of her life so far. A night she would attend alone. Like she did pretty much everything when Billy wasn't around. For just a second she gazed out of the window, wondering what it would be like to have someone waiting there for her like Cassie waited for Billy.

Probably a pain in the ass, she thought. Somebody to complain that she was late or that she hadn't come home last night or that she hadn't grocery shopped for two weeks and the fridge was empty.

“You're looking great,” Billy said, attempting to change the subject and flatter her at the same time.

“Thanks.” It kind of worked. 

She knew the reputation that geeky women had, knew the stereotypes of women that worked in tech. And she did her damndest to be different. She took pride in her appearance and the way she dressed, and her current little black dress had cost a fortune. But she was a knock out in it, she knew that. With her dark red hair swept off her face, her make up carefully applied, her feet crammed into heels, she could make a definite impression all by herself.

“While we've got a minute,” Billy started.

And she was worried that he was going to get touchy-feely. That this was going to turn into a tears and thanks for being there conversation. But Billy knew her better than that.

“I've been thinking about marketing.”

She relaxed into her seat. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. We need to make an impact, do something different, you know? Make a splash.”

“Go viral,” she supplied. It hardly needed saying since going viral was the short term goal of any tech company these days. Do something, say something, film something that caught on online and your downloads and profits could sky-rocket overnight.

Billy scratched his head. “Yeah, viral. I mean, that's the long term goal, obviously.”

“So, what's your grand plan then?”

“A competition.”

She lifted her eyebrows at him. “A competition? That's your big marketing plan?”

“We've got to put our money where our mouth is,” he said. “We're saying we've got the perfect algorithm, that our system can find you your soulmate, so we need to prove that. We select a matching couple and then we fund them to start dating, as long as we can post pics and videos on social media. Like a live trial.”

She breathed out, considering it. It wasn't a bad idea. It wasn't revolutionary, but it was simple and as Billy said, it could go a way toward proving what they were claiming. She could see no harm in it.

“Sure.”

“Cool. I haven't worked out the details yet, but I'll get on it tomorrow, get a press release out there once the hype of the launch has died down.”

The cab was turning now and they were a block from where they needed to be. And her heart jumped.

This could be it. This could be the whale they'd been hunting, the first truly big success of their careers and Annabel found that her heart was beating harder than she liked and that her palms were sweating.

“It's all gonna be fine. Great. You'll see.” Billy put his hand on her arm and she smiled at him gratefully.

“I, uh, I couldn't have done this without you,” she said, fully aware of the fact that she was the one uncharacteristically descending into touchy-feely land.

“Psh. I'm just along for the ride, you're the brains of the operation,” Billy said and she knew he was just trying to make her feel good.

“Fine, maybe I could have done it alone.” She swallowed and definitely didn't let a lump settle in her throat. “But I wouldn't have wanted to.”

For a moment they looked at each other and then the cab was slowing down and Billy's attention drifted to the window and his grin was lighting up the cab again.

“There's Cassie,” he said, waving like a maniac.

Annabel paid off the driver as Billy scrambled out of the cab to greet his wife. And they hugged and Cassie took Billy's hand and started to lead  him inside. And after a moment Annabel followed.

This really was the biggest night of her life.

So far, she added mentally.

The biggest night so far.
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Chapter Two
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If she was careful, she could make it from her tiny bedroom all the way to the kitchen without opening her eyes. She stumbled slightly as she brushed against the doorframe, but otherwise made it unscathed.

“Jesus, you look like death warmed up.”

Indy did open an eye now, just a crack, enough to see Lucinda sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in one hand and her tablet in the other.

“Bullshit, I'll be fine after some juice and an aspirin.”

She made her way to the fridge, finding both things there, her drunk-self had left the aspirin right where she was going to need it. She grinned to herself, took a pill, and chugged down some juice. Sure enough, a second later she could completely open her eyes.

“You know, I don't know why you go out on work nights,” Lucinda said, watching as Indy poured cereal into a bowl. “Don't you regret it? I mean I couldn't function for the day if I had a hangover.”

“That's because you're in law school,” Indy said, taking a seat at the table. “Fortunately, I work in a call center, which is less mentally demanding and therefore means I can kill a few brain cells if I like. I have plenty to spare.”

Lucinda laughed. “Fair enough.”

“Besides, you only live once.”

“So I've heard. Mostly from you. I'm going to hazard a guess and say that the date wasn't a resounding success.”

“Eh.”

Lucinda sighed. “So what was wrong with this one?”

“His name was Brian.”

Fingers tapping on the tabletop. Lucinda's patience were wearing thin. Indy knew she should just spit it out and tell the whole story, but it sounded petty in the bright light of morning. Last night it had made perfect sense.

“Fine,” she sighed. “He said his name was Jordan, but it wasn't, it was Brian really.”

“And what's wrong with that?”

“Well, can you hear yourself screaming out 'oh, Brian' in passion?” Indy said, raising an eyebrow. “Besides, if he lied about that, what else did he lie about?”

“Was it really a lie though? I mean, tons of people go by something other than their given name. Probably Jordan was his middle name or something.”

“Ugh.” Indy pushed a spoon into her cereal and milk nearly spilled over the edge of the bowl. “It just wasn't right, that's all. No spark.”

“Yet there was spark enough that you could pick him up in a coffee shop.”

“I was wrong, okay? It happens. Sometimes it just takes a little time to get to know someone.”

Lucinda turned her eyes back to her tablet. “So who's tonight's date with then?”

Indy chewed and swallowed. “Who says I have a date tonight?”

“You have a date every night, Ind.”

“Jealous much?” Lucinda laughed again and Indy's mood started to improve. This was helped by the fact that her headache was starting to fade away. “Sorry, that was bitchy.”

“Yep,” agreed Lucinda. “And I'm not jealous of your tireless hunt for love. I swear to you. Honestly, it seems a lot more trouble than it's worth.”

“Finding love is too much trouble? Seriously?”

Lucinda put her tablet down. “No, not finding love. But finding love so that you can check an item off your bucket list, finding love before some arbitrary deadline, that sounds like far more trouble than I'm willing to go to.”

“My thirtieth birthday isn't an arbitrary deadline,” Indy said. Then she remembered something and pulled out her phone.

“Oh God,” said Lucinda. “You checked an item off your list last night, didn't you? Do I even want to know what it was?”

Indy laughed as she opened up the app. “Nothing horrific, I promise. But I did kiss under a full moon at midnight. So there's that.” She checked the appropriate box, then remembered something else. “Oh, but then Brian told me about kite-surfing which I totally have to try.” She added a new line to the list.

“So you came out of last night even,” said Lucinda. “And you didn't answer my question. Who's tonight's date with?”

“Evelyn,” Indy said, putting her phone on the table. “And she's amazing. Really amazing.”

Lucinda rolled her eyes and went back to her tablet.

Indy knew that Lucinda didn't always approve of her life choices. She also knew that she dated a lot. Really a lot. The problem was that everyone she met was amazing. Really amazing right up until they weren't amazing any more. Usually for some stupid little reason.

“You know, you might have more luck if you were willing to overlook the small stuff,” Lucinda said now.

“You're too logical. Love doesn't work that way. It's... It's a feeling. A thing. I don't know.”

“But you'll know it when you see it.”

“Exactly,” said Indy.

And she would. She was sure of that. She was absolutely certain that one day she'd just know. That was what she was waiting for. So far it hadn't happened, but hey, maybe Evelyn was the one she'd been waiting for.

“What are you going to do if you hit thirty and you haven't fallen in love?” asked Lucinda.

Indy put her spoon down.

She and Lucinda hadn't been friends for life. In fact, they'd never met until Indy answered an ad for a room two years ago. But sometimes it felt like they'd known each other forever. Lucinda was like the sister she'd never had, and an instant friendship had sprung up between them. It was easy to forget sometimes that they didn't know everything about each other.

“That's not an option.”

“No, it's very much an option,” Lucinda said. “And I just want to know what's going to happen. I mean, are you going to move to a nunnery? Should I be looking for a new flat-mate? Or am I running the risk of coming home to find you swinging from the light fitting in your room? What are the consequences here?”

Indy brushed her light blonde hair away from her face and thought. She'd honestly not considered the fact that she wouldn't find someone. Falling in love by the time she was thirty had been on her bucket list for as long as she could remember. And she still had another sixteen months. It wasn't like she had to find The One within the next week. So she shrugged.

“Well, you let me know when you've decided,” Lucinda said, reaching for the coffee pot and pouring herself another cup.

Indy finished up her cereal. Lucinda's question had unsettled her. But it wasn't something she could realistically consider. People fell in love all the time, right? And she was going to be one of them. And if she wasn't, it wasn't going to be through lack of trying.

“Crap, I'm going to be late,” she said, suddenly spying the clock on the microwave.

She ran back to her room, brushed her teeth, tied her hair back, and pulled on the first clothes she could find in the pile on her floor. A long skirt and a tight tank would have to do. She grabbed a sweatshirt on her way out the door. The air-con at the call center could get chilly.

Going back into the kitchen to get her keys she saw Lucinda still at the kitchen table. “No classes today?”

“Not until twelve,” Lucinda grunted.

“Cool. Well, don't wait up.”

“I never do,” said Lucinda. Her eyes were glued to her tablet. “Hey, you're on LBN, right?”

“What?” asked Indy, searching the counters for her phone before finding it on the table exactly where she'd left it next to her empty cereal bowl.

“Love By Numbers, that new dating site, you're on it, right?”

“Sure,” she said, pushing her phone into her purse.

She was on every dating site. Just in case. Because you never knew where love lurked. It might be your best friend's sister, it might be the guy opposite you on the subway, it might be the woman in front of you at the movies.

“They're running a competition,” Lucinda says. “It sounds cool. Right up your street.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, they're paying for you to go on a date with your soulmate,” said Lucinda. “And since you're chronically broke and permanently searching for love, that sounds like something you'd be into.”

“Now who's being bitchy?”

Lucinda pressed something on her tablet and then looked up and grinned. “You're right. But so am I. I texted you the article. Read it. Could be fun.”

Indy rolled her eyes. “You're so supportive.”

“Only because I love you,” said Lucinda, getting up. She squashed Indy into a quick hug. “Go on, go get 'em tiger. Your phone calls await. And you never know, today might be your day.”

Indy was smiling as she ran out the door. If there was one thing that she definitely was, it was optimistic. Every day was her day. She bounced down the building stairs and out into the sunshine.

And maybe Evelyn was going to be The One. She hugged the thought to herself as she made her way to the subway station.
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Chapter Three
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Annabel was well aware of the fact that she was intimidating. Which was why most of the staff knocked on Billy's door, rather than hers. Something that she wasn't exactly upset about. The little problems, those she could delegate, it was the bigger stuff that she was worried  about.

Not that she had all that much to worry about. Looking at the numbers now, it was clear to see that LBN had had a successful launch. Subscribers were signing up in droves and ad spend was steady and profits were starting to roll in.

It was an odd feeling.

Not to be successful, exactly. She'd expected that. From the moment she'd started working on the project she'd had that tickle at the back of her neck that told her they were onto something good. No, it was more the idea of having actually achieved something tangible. She'd always excelled. At school, at university, and now here. But this was the first time that she could see real profit. The kind of profit she could spend.

She sat back in her chair.

Just what was she going to spend her money on?

She had a decent apartment already. A solid wardrobe. She tried to think of something that she wanted, something that would be her first big purchase. And drew a blank.

She sighed.

She was also well aware of the fact that she wasn't exactly the most interesting of people. Probably because she devoted all her time to work. Sometimes she thought that the only reason she and Billy got along so well was because they had work in common.

There was no time for anyone or anything else, was what she told herself. But the truth was that she never made time. Work made her happy. She saw no need to dilute that.

Now she wondered though. Perhaps it was time to... extend herself a little. To take up a hobby, say. Her only issue now was deciding what that hobby should be.

She was idly scrolling through the list of classes at her local YMCA when someone scratched on her door.

“Don't tell me. You've sold the company to the Russians.”

“Chinese,” Billy said, with a grin. “I didn't think you'd mind.”

Annabel rolled her eyes. “What's up?” She  noted the time on her screen and felt her stomach rumble. “Lunch?”

“I've got an advertising meeting,” said Billy. “No can do.”

“Well make it fast then. I'm starving.” 

She pushed her chair away from her desk and Billy came in and after a single moment of hesitation, closed the office door behind him. Annabel's eyebrows shot up. Billy was a big believer in the open door policy.

“Do we have a problem?” she asked.

Billy rubbed his nose and then sat. Every now and again she could see the older man that he'd become, the true adult that hid behind his young features. “Maybe,” he said. “That sort of depends on you.”

She sighed again. “Cut to the chase, Billy.”

“The competition.”

“I already said it was a fine idea. And didn't you send out the press release already?”

“I did, and it got some good buzz. This should be a winner,” said Billy. “In fact, we've already drawn one half of the couple.” He pulled out his phone and flicked around on it for a second. “Here, have a look.”

Annabel stretched over her desk to take his phone and then studied the screen. “Indigo?” she said, looking at the sharp features of the profile pic.

“That's right. Real name too, not just a screen name.”

She narrowed her eyes. The woman had blonde hair so pale it was almost white, wavy in a way that suggested she didn't own a blow dryer. Her eyes were blue, nearly turquoise, and her face was heart-shaped, her wide smile generous and open.

“So what's the problem then?”

“We ran the match.” Billy stopped and rubbed his nose again, a sure sign that he was uncomfortable with where this was going.

“You put the magical algorithm to work,” said Annabel. “And what? You didn't find a match? It's going to happen sometimes. I mean, it's not like everyone in the world is signed up for the service, you know?”

“Oh no,” Billy said. “We found a match. One match. A perfect match. Just like the algorithm is supposed to find.”

“So what's the damn problem then?” Her stomach growled again and she was thinking about the pizza from the stand on the corner so she barely registered what Billy said the first time.

“The match was you.”

“What?” Her eyes flicked  to Billy's face, sure that he was joking. But he looked dead serious.

“Your info was in the system. Nearly everyone on staff has their info in the system if they're single,” Billy said.

“You made us all sign up when you went for the second round of funding,” said Annabel, remembering. Billy had wanted to get subscriber numbers as high as he could, not caring where people came from as long as they became LBN members.

“Right. And she matched with you.”

Annabel's stomach flipped. Her mouth went dry. Suddenly she wasn't hungry anymore.

“Are you okay?” Billy asked. “Only, you've gone a funny color.”

“The algorithm must have a flaw,” she said, mind already starting to run through where the problem could be. “I must have made a mistake somewhere.”

“Why?” asked Billy. “There's nothing—”

“Can you seriously see me dating someone called Indigo?”

He stalled, then shrugged. “I guess it wouldn't be my first guess. Though to be honest, I've never seen you date anyone.”

“Then I've made a mistake somewhere.”

Billy burst out laughing. “Seriously, Annabel? Just because you get matched with someone? You've never even met the woman. You have no idea whether or not you're a good match. You can't judge someone on their name alone.”

“I can and I will. And I have no intention of meeting her.”

Billy stopped laughing now. “Come on, this is for the company. You have to.”

“I don't have to do anything,” she said decisively. She stood up. “I'm not doing it. But I am going to lunch.”

She walked out, leaving Billy staring after her.

PIZZA SAT in her stomach like a stone and she stared at her computer screen trying to concentrate and failing miserably.

Billy was honest. Far more honest than he really should be. It was one of his charms, one of the reasons why he was such a good businessman, he was trustworthy. And he refused to mislead or even misdirect customers or investors. She knew that. Ordinarily, she loved that.

Now though, she wasn't so sure. Because Billy wasn't going to be satisfied with her saying no. He was going to push the point. The competition had a winner, one chosen fairly and honestly, and he was going to refuse to back down. And they were going to fight.

She closed her eyes, seeing the woman's face in front of her. Indigo. What the hell kind of name was that?

She had no time for dating and she definitely didn't want to be part of this little farce. Her answer was no, and that was final.

So when Billy came back just before five and shut the door behind him again, she'd steeled herself for the fight.

“Give me a second, Annabel. Just listen. Okay?”

She closed her mouth and nodded. Fine, she could play things that way.

“What better way of proving that we can do what we say we can, what better way of proving that we believe in our product, than having one of our founders go on a date like this?” he said. “I've been thinking about it, and I think it's great. A real big thing, something that could—”

“Go viral,” she finished for him. “I said no, Billy.”

He looked at the floor and shook his head sadly and in that moment she knew that she was going to lose this fight. 

“Why don't you do it, if it's so important?”

“I think Cassie might be a little pissed,” he said, looking up. “Come on, Annabel. Please? For me?”

Why was it so hard to say no to him? But she knew. 

Billy had worked until fifteen minutes before his wedding, had skipped his honeymoon to come back to LBN. He'd mortgaged his parents' house and devoted all his time to the company. The only reason he wasn't divorced already was that he'd somehow charmed Cassie into putting up with him sleeping in the office three nights a week. He'd worked just as hard as she had, harder even.

“It's for the company,” he said now. “This could really make a difference, Annabel.”

“I doubt it,” she said, already feeling herself buckling.

“Trust me.”

Whenever he said that she felt a tickle on her neck. Because trusting Billy was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Trusting Billy had led to every success they'd had so far.

“Fine.”

“You mean it?” he said, face lighting up.

“One date.”

“One date,” he echoed. “No problem.”

He practically danced out of her office and Annabel screwed her eyes shut already regretting that she'd agreed.
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