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Be all in or get out. There’s no halfway...

I THINK I'VE FINALLY found a woman I can make it work with. 

Except the problem is, Farren hates her—and seems sure that there's something going on under the table. 

Am I just overlooking the obvious for the sake of finding a wife? Or is this new woman just a way for me to avoid my true feelings about the woman I hired to find me one in the first place?
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Farren

I needed to get to Vance. And more importantly, I needed to get to Vance before she did. 

As I tried to take in what I had just seen I spotted Mariah on the move, heading through the party to find Vance once more. Crap! She was going to get to him before I did, and I wasn’t sure there would be much I could do to stop her when she did. I needed to intervene. Tell him what I had just spotted her doing, and make sure he held that in mind before things went any further. 

I was certain she had been talking to that dude Vance was competing with—I was sure of it, in fact. And maybe that had something to do with her seemingly random encounter with him at the bar.

Damn, he had seemed so taken with her. I wasn’t sure I had seen him so impressed with any of the dates I had found for him, and I had no clue how that made me feel. Was I really that bad at this? It shouldn’t have been that much of a surprise, given that I hadn’t done it for anyone before I had met Vance, but still...

Maybe I was just jealous. Not that he was giving her attention, of course, I didn’t care about that—but because he seemed to have so quickly been able to find someone who suited him so well, when I had been slaving away all this time for...for what? For some woman to just walk up to him and prove she was perfect for him? Didn’t make sense. Seemed way too convenient. Another reason I was certain there was something else going on here.

I had no clue what Vance’s issue was with that guy, but I would bet he’d want to hear about it if someone he was interested in had been showing him a little too much in the way of friendly attention. I pushed into the crowd to find him once more, determined to beat this new woman to him. He was meant to be my date, after all—only fair that he actually live up to that, right?

The crowd seemed to have tightened around him, but I managed to get to him just as Mariah did. I caught his arm and he looked over at me, clearly more than a little annoyed I was getting in the way of his shot with this new woman.

“What is it?” he asked, his voice almost sharp. 

“I need to talk to you,” I told him urgently, hoping my tone could communicate how serious I was about this. Mariah, next to him, caught his eye and smiled, and he smiled back. Shit! I was losing him.

“Vance,” I repeated myself. “I need to talk to you. It won’t take long. Okay?”

The way I was glaring at him it wasn’t as though he had much of a choice but to go along with me. He smiled at Mariah, nodding, letting her know he would be back soon, and allowed me to drag him off to the corner of the room.

“What’s this about?” he asked. He sounded impatient.

“I saw Mariah talking to someone back there,” I told him.

“So? We only just met. She’s allowed to talk to other people.”

“No,” I shot back. “I mean she was with that guy who cornered me earlier. The one you said had an issue with you.”

“Ian?” He wrinkled his nose. “Oh. Okay. And?”

“You don’t think it’s kind of strange?” I asked him pointedly. “That she just happened to know who you were and want to come up and talk to you, and then she’s with him a few minutes later?”

“Did you actually see them talking?” 

“Well, no,” I confessed. “But they were—she was coming out of the bathroom the same time he was. I’m pretty sure they were meant to meet there or something.”

“So you saw them in the same space together, and you thought that they might have been...what, planning something?” he asked. I could hear that it sounded pretty damn ridiculous now, but that didn’t mean I was willing to just drop it. My instincts were telling me there was something up with that woman, and you should never dismiss those. 

“Don’t you think it’s weird she just came right back out to find you again?” I pointed out, grasping for something, anything, that would allow me to make a little more sense of this.

“Given what we were talking before? Not really. She just wanted to pick up where we left off. And if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get back to that—”

“Vance, listen to yourself,” I told him, shaking my head. “You’re letting this woman just walk into your life—”

“We met at a party,” he replied. “Aren’t you supposed to socialize at those?”

“Yeah, but it’s also where people do their networking,” I reminded him. “And there’s no way to tell if she’s reporting back on you to someone else.”

“Well, I’ll keep an eye out for an earpiece or a wire,” he replied dryly. “But other than that I think I’m okay.”

I couldn’t believe he wasn’t taking this seriously. I knew how important his business was to him—important enough that he’d had to hire someone like me to cover for him when it had come to his love life. Yet this woman he had never met being seen with a man who had issues with him didn’t ring any alarm bells? He was acting crazy. 

Or maybe I was. The way he was looking at me, it wouldn’t have surprised me if I was the one in the wrong. The one who needed to get my shit together and sort myself out. The fog was starting to clear now, and it was beginning to click with me that I had just seen that woman briefly sharing the same space as someone else. It was hardly enough to string her up for, and I felt a twinge of guilt for even considering trying.

Shit. I was starting to lose it. All the stress and pressure of the last few weeks was beginning to get to me. Vance stared at me, waiting for me to say something. I looked past him—Mariah was watching the two of us together, as though attempting to work out what was going on between us. A weight settled on my shoulders. I knew I couldn’t keep him here, no matter what my gut might have been trying to tell me.

“Sorry,” I muttered. “You should...go. Go talk to her.”

“Yeah,” he replied, furrowing his brow. “Remember, if I get married you get your payout. So maybe don’t try to get in the way when I meet someone I like?”

“Sure,” I muttered. He was right. And I hated the idea of him already considering marrying this woman. Was it that easy for him? Had it always been? Why had he hired me if he seemed so easily able to find someone on his own?

“Thanks for your concern,” he replied, almost robotic, and he turned back to head to Mariah again. I watched as he went and then headed over to the bar to get another drink. I hoped Laila might pop her head up again soon, because I needed someone who was going to make me feel as though I wasn’t totally and utterly insane for thinking there was something up with that Mariah woman. 

I ordered a glass of wine and sipped it in the corner of the room, throwing off such a bad aura that nobody even bothered to come over and talk to me. Good. I wouldn’t have had anything to say to them anyway, and I didn’t much feel like putting my game face on and pretending I was all happiness and roses in the face of my date spending the night with someone else.

He was right, though, really—I shouldn’t have been getting in the way of this. If he had decided he liked someone, that would save me one hell of a chunk of effort. I could set them up on a date or two and take the change he was offering. The money should have been enough to convince me. And yet...

And yet, as I watched the two of them talking to one another, Mariah tossing her head back and laughing at some joke he had made, her perfect hair tumbling over her skin, I knew it wasn’t enough. I wanted it to be—I wanted to be able to just be happy for him. But there was something nagging at the back of my mind that told me there was something amiss, and I wasn’t going to be able to relax until I figured out just what the hell it was. 

Vance had become more than just a client—someone I worked for. He had become a friend, and I didn’t want my friend getting caught up in something he couldn’t handle. I needed to make sure he was okay, make sure this woman was really as perfect as he seemed to think she was. I had no clue how he seemed to have attached himself to her with such sureness so quickly, but maybe that was for the best. He liked her, that was all that mattered to him, and it was up to me to put together the other pieces around him. See if there was something a little crazier here.

It occurred to me as the evening wore on that I might have wanted there to be something up with her. I wanted to be the one who found the woman of his dreams for him—that was what he had been paying me for, after all. No way was I going to let myself get caught up in something as stupid as pettiness over a man I wasn’t even dating. But for failing as a matchmaker? Yeah, that might be something I needed to do. 

Even if I had no intention of ever doing it again after him. My reputation wouldn’t matter, not really, but still. Something inside me was starting to dig its heels in, and the more time that passed the more sure I became that I needed to find a way to work this woman out. 

She seemed charming enough, but maybe a little too perfect for him. The way she was looking at him, either she thought she had met the love of her life or she was being encouraged to pretend by someone else. It could have been either, but the fact that I had seen her with that guy before nudged me to believe the latter more clearly. 

It was all just so strange to me. The way I felt, the way Vance was acting, all of it. But more than anything, standing there in my beautiful clothes with my beautiful hair and my beautiful makeup, I had realized one thing: it didn’t matter how perfect I looked on the outside. When it came to stuff like this I was always going to feel like I didn’t belong, because some part of me knew I never would. Being here with Vance, I had been able to convince myself, if only for a moment, I could make it.

But now, standing here alone in the corner of this party, I could see more clearly than ever that I was never meant for this kind of life. And that Mariah, no matter her motivations, probably was. 
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Vance

As I made my way back across the room to find Mariah again, I wondered what the heck had gotten into Farren.

She had never acted this way before, acted so crazy. I was sure she was reading way too much into whatever brief interaction Mariah had had with Ian before, if it had happened at all. Was she jealous or something? It didn’t seem likely, but at the same time you never could tell when it came to women. If there was one thing I had learned over all the years I had been trying to find one to fit into my life, it was that they didn’t always act in a way that might have made the most sense to me.

“I found you again,” I remarked to Mariah as I joined her, sliding up by her side. She beamed at me, biting her bottom lip. She really was very beautiful in that refined, polished way that so many of the women here tonight were. She had a confidence about her even as she tried to play demure, that was clearly meant to draw me in a little further.

“Thank goodness you did,” she replied, fluttering her lashes at me. “All my friends, they’re...well... They’re distracted.”

“From you?” I raised my eyebrows. I couldn’t imagine that happening easily. There was something about her that just commanded attention. 

“Yes, hard as it might be to believe,” she joked, making me laugh. There was that confidence again. I liked that—she didn’t seem to feel the need to talk herself down like so many women did.

“I didn’t realize you came with friends,” I replied. I had been hoping she didn’t have a date to her name for the evening, but I didn’t want to keep her away from her gang if they had all come here together.

“Oh, yeah, I would never come to something like this by myself,” she admitted. “It’s a little too...well, business-y for my liking.”

“Boring, you mean?” I asked, and she laughed, nodding.

“Yeah, something like that,” she agreed. “Anyway. I’m glad I met you here. You know, I couldn’t believe it—I put in that reply to your post, and then...here you are. Just like it’s fate.”

“Just like that,” I stated. I knew how she felt. There was something about her presence here that felt more than coincidence to me, as though the universe was trying to bring us together. I wasn’t sure I was much of a believer in that sort of thing, but a beautiful woman right there in front of me was almost enough to make me believe there could have been something to it after all. 

“I’m not keeping you from your date, am I?” she asked, sounding worried. I shook my head and waved my hand.

“No, not at all,” I assured her. “She’s just a friend. I’m sure she’s glad to be shot of me and have some fun on her own.”

“If you’re sure,” she replied, and took another sip of her drink. Damn, it was refreshing to be around a woman who seemed interested in me without flinging herself bodily in my direction, as Mia had done. Maybe this was what I should have been aiming for in the first place, someone I met at a social event I would have been at anyway. Someone who was on my level. 

“So, your friends just abandoned you?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“I guess I should have seen it coming,” she admitted. “Most of them come to this sort of thing to...you know, meet someone.”

“Oh yeah? Like networking?”

“I think it’s more to do with the bedroom than the boardroom,” she replied, her voice laced with the barest hint of suggestiveness. She let her tongue flick out over her bottom lip, and I found my eyes drawn to her mouth, the curve of it. She was wearing this deep-brown lipstick that seemed invented to draw my eye to her lips, and I wondered if this was her way of asking me to come home with her. 

“Maybe,” I agreed. “I wouldn’t think this was the best place to meet anyone other than investors.”

What the hell was I saying? That was about the unsexiest thing I could have come up with. I wanted to cringe and apologize, but she didn’t seem bothered. In fact, if anything, I was sure that smile spread a little further over her face as she took me all in. 

“Maybe,” she replied with a shrug. “I just come here so I can get the good drinks and maybe have a little dance.”

“A dance?”

“Yeah, I was hoping you might be able to help me with that.” Her eyes lingered on me for a moment. I couldn’t help but think back to the last time I had danced with a woman, when Farren and I had been at that cheesy restaurant where we’d shared our first kiss.

Only kiss. First and only kiss. I knew it was never going to happen again, and that was all I was focused on right now. I glanced over to where I had left her, but she had already moved on and I couldn’t see her. I hoped she wasn’t too pissed at me for brushing off her concerns about Mariah. She was just trying to help, but really, there was nothing she needed to help me with. I had everything under control. 

And I was sure I was going to turn this into the best night I’d had in a while.

“I guess I could,” I replied, doing my best to keep a lightness in my voice. “But I’m not much of a dancer. So don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I never would,” she shot back playfully, and extended her hand to me. I took it. I had no idea what I was going to do, how I was going to dance with her without making a total fool of myself, but I was sure willing to try. 

She led me out onto the dancefloor, and I slipped one hand around her waist and took her hand with the other. She smelled good, of some strong, musky perfume that seemed to circle around us and hold us in place. At least she wasn’t expecting much of a performance; she seemed happy to just sway slightly in the middle of the room, much to my relief. 

I tried to let it flow through me, let the music take control, but I was still so freaking nervous I was going to do something to mess this up. She seemed to sense my tension and pulled back for a moment to look at me.

“I’m not expecting Fred Astaire,” she assured me gently. She seemed to be inside my head, able to understand everything that was happening within me, and honestly, it was a relief—I didn’t have to play any specific part when I was with her. She seemed perfectly happy with me just being me. 

I focused all my attention on her and let the music lead my footsteps. All those crazy dates Farren had set me up on, and here I was, just dancing with a woman—and it felt so right I could hardly stand it. 

I could feel someone watching us, and it wasn’t until I glanced around and saw Farren standing in the corner of the room that I figured out who it was. I offered her a quick smile, but she didn’t return it. She was clearly still pissed at the way I had responded to her paranoia, but what did she expect me to do? Just go along with her, when I had no reason to think this woman was being anything but honest with me? It would have been ridiculous, and there was no way I was going to indulge that. 

Mariah pressed herself against me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if her interest in me was really just as organic as she had made it seem. Even if she hadn’t been working with Ian like Farren had suggested, she might just have locked on to me as a good chance to make some money, be indulged by a rich man. I wondered if she had ever done this before. If I was just the latest in a long line of men who had been drawn into her specific charms, or if this was something she had never done before in her life.

“Are you okay?” she murmured to me, pulling back, seemingly able to catch on to the tension in my body right now. I nodded at once and smiled at her.

“I’m fine,” I promised her. No way was I going to screw up the one thing I seemed to have going for me right now just by overthinking it. If anything, most of my problems so far had been caused by a complete lack of ability to turn off my damn brain, and I refused to let that get in the way of whatever she was doing right now.

“Good,” she murmured back, and seemed to genuinely mean it. Everything that came out of her mouth was imbued with this sense of honesty, her upfront-ness about the way everything was going enough to soothe me a little. It had been a long time since I had felt this calm in the face of hanging out with a new woman, but she was enough to convince me this was all worth doing. 

We chatted a little more, and I couldn’t help but notice Farren watching us. Probably just checking to make sure this meet was going okay—since if I got married, she would get her big payday. She still hadn’t told me whether she intended to accept that apartment or not, but I was sure she would. She needed somewhere to stay, and there was no way she would turn down something like that when she needed to make the most of her time with me. 

I knew that at least some of this evening with Mariah could be put down to her, too. If it hadn’t been for her, her encouragement, her sureness that I was destined to find someone, I might not have had the confidence to chat with Mariah. That was why she deserved her payment, whether or not she introduced me, in the end, to the person I was meant to be with. It was her guidance that had gotten me here, and her belief in me was the reason I was where I was standing right now.

Even if I had chosen not to believe her about what she had floated about Mariah, even if that sounded truly and utterly crazy to me. I was sure she meant well, but she had to realize how insane that seemed. The first woman who walked up to me who I really liked, and she was out here claiming she was some mole sent from a rival to try and...what, uncover my business secrets?

Maybe Farren just wanted to be the one who found the right woman for me. Maybe it was some form of jealousy that I seemed to have been able to do it all myself. Or maybe...maybe there was still something left about what had happened between us that night.

But I knew one thing for certain—if I was going to get anywhere with Mariah, I was going to need to put Farren all the way out of my head. And that was exactly what I intended to do right now.
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