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        Come hang out in Raven Kennedy’s Reader Group! I post all info there first, as well as games, giveaways, and lots of other fun (adult) stuff.

      

        

      
        You can also follow me on Instagram, where I post all of my teasers and probably some embarrassing photos.
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      To anyone who has ever felt like a dud. This one’s for you.
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      He’s the worst bachelor ever.

      Really. In the two months that I’ve been watching Warren Knight, he’s blown a total of thirteen dates. Thirteen! Maybe that doesn’t sound too terrible, but considering his busy schedule, it’s way too many.

      I shake my head as I watch him get increasingly impatient with his date. Sure, this is the fourth time she’s fixed her lip gloss at the table, and sure, she kind of has a habit of making all of her statements sound like questions, but her boobs look great and she’s definitely a ten. They’re always tens.

      It’s no surprise, since Warren Knight himself is probably a twelve, and that’s even when he has bed head and a bad attitude.

      But see, therein lies the problem. He’s just too good looking for his own good. Poor guy.

      “So that’s what I did when I got my followers up to ten thousand…”

      The girl is droning on and on about her Instagram profile, but Warren looks like he’d rather be at a dentist appointment than on this date. And I would know, because I watched him go to the dentist last week, and he seemed like he really enjoyed himself.

      “So do you wanna get out of here?” the beautiful woman suddenly asks.

      She’s leaning over, her hand lightly touching the sleeve of his suit jacket. He doesn’t even look up from the plate of food that he’s eating as he answers her. “No.”

      The woman sits back, anger and hurt flashing across her features, but she quickly covers it up with a cool smile. “Okay...How about we go to Slash?”

      Excited, I smile happily and edge closer to them, because I’ve been to Slash a few times for work. The nightclub always has plenty of music and drinking, dancing, and flirting. It’s like a cupid’s playground. Well, if a cupid were actually good at her job. Which I’m not.

      I try to be good. Hell, I try to be great. But my powers just don’t work right.

      “No,” Mr. Knight says again, finally lifting his head to look at her.

      When he does that, it almost seems like he’s looking at me, but that’s just because I’m hovering right in front of Beautiful Date Number Fourteen. So he can’t see me, but that’s okay, because I can see him and he looks damn good.

      Black suit and tie, black hair slightly disheveled, and brown eyes that remind me of crispy leaves. Pale skin, healthy covering of dark stubble, sharp jaw and eyebrows that hover a bit menacingly over his eyes. Plush lips. Cheekbones you want to run your hands over, and perfect white teeth you want to lick.

      He’s even better naked. Trust me, I’ve seen him.

      I look back at the woman, wincing slightly on her behalf. He’s so damn handsome, but at this point, it’s just a detriment to him. Apparently, your level of attractiveness also raises your level of rudeness.

      The woman smooths down her glossy brown hair and crosses her legs under the table. Her dress hugs her curves to perfection. I bet she knows a lot of tricks in bed, but it looks like I won’t be able to find out, because just like his other dates, Mr. Knight is cutting things short. Too bad, because I’ve become a bit of a voyeur. I enjoy a good show.

      “If you didn’t want to hook up, why did you ask me out?” she demands.

      Oooh. I perk up at the steel in her voice. Like I said, I’ve become a bit of a voyeur, and it doesn’t just extend to sexual escapades. I pretty much like watching everything that has to do with Warren Knight, and this is the first time in fourteen dates that one of the women has snapped back at him. This is getting good.

      I take the liberty of perching on their dinner table, but my ass goes through it a bit. I’m still trying to perfect the whole hovering thing. It’s hard learning to live in the Veil. The ghosts make it look easy.

      Mr. Knight regards her a little more closely than before—like her clapback made her more relevant.

      But then he does the eye sweep. You know the one.

      The one where the hot dude looks you up and down. But it’s not in a nice way. He does it in a way that makes you feel like a total joke.

      So he does the condescending eye swoopty, and her face heats up faster than a hotdog in hell.

      “Stop that,” I hiss at him. He doesn’t listen, but I can’t blame him for that because he can’t actually hear me.

      “I took you out as a favor,” he tells her with a wave of his hand. “Your cousin works for me. He said you’ve been trying to move on from just being an Instagram model to walking for fashion week. He knew if you were seen with me that it would help boost your career. So I agreed because now he’ll have no choice but to owe me one. I’ll be cashing in that favor quite soon, actually.”

      Her teeth clench. “You’re a son of a bitch, Knight. You know that?”

      He takes a gulp of wine and shrugs easily. “Now that you were photographed here with me, your career will spike, more connections will open up. You should be kissing my shoes.”

      I wince. “Now you’ve really done it,” I say, hopping to my feet and heading over to him. My hand passes through his arm when I try to touch him, but that’s okay. All I need to do is use some cupid mojo on him, and then maybe I can turn this date around.

      After all, I know they’re attracted to each other. My cupid senses tell me that much at least. But he always does this—always seems to purposely run his dates into the ground until it’s just a fiery crater of I shoulda swiped left.

      I just don’t get it. I know he desires women, so I don’t understand why he does this.

      “This is why you need a cupid,” I tell him seriously as I lean in. “You’re clearly just incapable of plugging your asshole long enough to squelch out anything other than rude shit.”

      I take a determined, deep breath. “Okay. I can handle this. I’m just gonna fix this whole thing right now before you ruin date number fourteen, okay? Okay,” I say, giving myself a much needed pep talk.

      With as much concentration as I can muster, I look him in the eye and then blow out a huge exhale of Lust Breath right into his stupidly handsome face. There’s nothing like a dose of desire to really get things turned around.

      But instead of the perfect pink mist that’s supposed to come out of my mouth, I get a plume of watered-down pea soup smoke that has no Lust in it whatsoever. Nothing. Nada. Zip. It kinda just plops onto the table and slinks away like a slimy slug.

      “Dammit!” I yell, pulling back. I try to stomp the ground in frustration, but instead, my foot just disappears into the floor all the way up to my ankle. I can’t even throw an acceptable hissy fit.

      Knight’s date gets to her feet, tossing her napkin down. She walks around the table, her eyes glittering with contempt, and then leans in close so that their faces are right beside one another as she digs her phone out of her purse. “Well then, since this is all I’m getting out of a famous Warren Knight date, I might as well use my cousin’s favor to my full advantage, wouldn’t you agree?” she asks with a sneer.

      His dark eyes flick to hers, somehow looking more bored than before, despite the enraged woman all up in his face space. “You’d be a stupid woman if you didn’t.”

      I groan. And the asshole just keeps on leaking.

      Her eyes tighten, but then she lets a huge, beautiful smile come out. Holding her phone in front of them, she turns her face. “Smile for the camera, Knight. Make all my followers believe you actually have a soul.”

      I snort. “Good one, girl.”

      Knight doesn’t smile of course, but he looks really hot anyway. All settled back in his high-backed chair, looking that perfect mixture of sharp and tousled. She snaps the photograph, and as soon as it’s done, she leans away and stuffs her phone into her purse. “I had a terrible time,” she tells him.

      “Likewise,” he answers.

      I facepalm. “Man, you’re the literal worst. Don’t you wanna get laid? I want you to get laid!” I tell him.

      It’s true. I really do. Because like I said, I’ve seen this guy naked, and he is delicious. But so far, it’s been a no-go. He takes all these beautiful women out, but then he acts like such an ass that most of them don’t make it through dessert. Oddly, he seems relieved about that every single time.

      Like right now. His date has barely made it to the exit of the restaurant, and already he’s grinning at the waitress and ordering the Mont Blanc chocolate pavlova, whatever that is.

      I sit down across from him in the chair the woman just vacated, being extra careful to hover over the seat so my ass doesn’t sink through it. I give him my stern stare. “Look, Mr. Knight. I’m gonna level with you. This is not good,” I tell him with a chastising shake of my head. “You’re handsome, you’re successful, you have sweet digs, you’re rich. But you are failing in the love department. Big fat F minus.”

      He stares down at his wine with his arm draped over the edge of the table as his thumb lightly raps against the glass.

      Surrounded by people in the crowded, posh restaurant, he suddenly looks incredibly lonely. It’s these small moments, when his guarded mask slips for just a second, that I think I see something else in Warren Knight that nobody else does. That maybe there’s something deeper going on under his handsome skin that made him this way. But then, his asshole mask slips right back into place, and that vulnerability is gone before I can latch onto it.

      “There you are!”

      The sudden voice scares me so badly that I jump up and almost fly right through the damn chandelier. If I had a corporeal heart, it would’ve beat right out of my chest.

      Scowling, I fly back down to my partner. “Shit, you scared me!”

      She doesn’t look sorry for startling me. In fact, she looks pretty mad.

      Cupid CXVI stands there with her arms crossed and shakes her head at me. With her beautiful dark skin and her cupid number marked into her wrist, her short spiky pink hair, red feathered wings outstretched behind her, and bow and arrow in her hands, she looks like a pissed off love goddess.

      Oh...right. She is.

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” she reprimands.

      “Sorry,” I say, feeling instantly guilty. I kind of got separated from her. And by that, I mean I purposely separated from her.

      It’s not that One Hundred Sixteen is a drag to hang out with. Actually, she’s quite nice, and she’s a really good cupid. Her powers always work right, which is something I can’t say about myself.

      Her Lust Breath is always the perfect hue of pink, and it instantly gets men hard and women wet. Her Flirt Touches are a thing of beauty too. One swipe of her finger, and people start spewing playful, naughty banter or go off to buy candy and flowers. And don’t even get me started on her success ratio for Love Arrow hits. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her miss. I can’t even get my arrows to magically refill in my quiver like they’re supposed to.

      No matter what I do, my cupid powers just don’t work right. Which really sucks, considering this is my afterlife job for all of eternity.

      Just to see if something has changed in the past fifteen minutes, I lean over to a couple’s table and try to blow some Lust their way. A gross, grayish green puff escapes me, and instantly, their faces turn from mildly interested in one another, to full-blown disgust. Nope. Definitely not working right. The woman takes one look at him and starts to gag. Whoops.

      My partner sighs and flies over, fixing my mishap by blowing some Lust that actually works. It’s perfect, of course, and the woman’s gagging turns to sighs of desire as she shifts her legs together. The guy instantly hardens beneath his slacks, and all is right in their world again.

      “Thanks,” I grumble to my partner.

      She turns to me with a pinched expression. “You aren’t supposed to leave without me.”

      “I know. I really am sorry. I just…” I trail off, embarrassed, my fingers fidgeting over the little twirly buns in my hair. At least when I died, my hair looked good. It would’ve sucked to spend all of afterlife’s eternity with bed head.

      My bright teal dress is nice too, and it really complements my red wings and pink hair that I inherited upon becoming a cupid. Still, I’m nothing compared to my partner, because even though she’s just wearing corduroy pants and an ‘80s band tee, she still is the epitome of cupid perfection.

      We were assigned cupidity partners about two months ago, so she knows exactly what’s going on without me having to say it.

      Her eyes flick over to the table beside us, and when her gaze lands on Knight, she sighs. “Really, Cupid Thirty?” she asks. “You’re following him again?”

      I can’t even be mad at her insinuation that I follow him too much, because it’s true. I do follow him too much.

      “Our job is not to haunt the living. You’re not a damn ghost!”

      “I know, I know,” I say wearily.

      And I do know this, but for some reason, I can’t seem to stop. Not when it comes to him. My eyes hook onto him as the waitress returns, bringing his dessert. He digs into it faster than a pirate shoveling buried treasure.

      “It’s our job to spread love and desire,” she goes on. She doesn’t like to miss out on an opportunity to lecture me. Maybe she was a manager during her life. Or a drill sergeant. “And we’re supposed to do it together,” she stresses.

      I huff out some built-up frustration. “But that’s the thing—we don’t really do it together, do we?” I challenge. “Every successful Love or Lust Match we’ve had was all because of you. I’ve been completely and totally useless.”

      “That’s not true…”

      She’s so unconvincing that she winces as she says it, like her face can feel the lie leaking out of her.

      “Do I need to blow some Lust again?” I ask, waving a hand at the table I just anti-desire bombed.

      “Please don’t.”

      “See? We both know I’m a disaster. I can’t make my quotas, which means you’re doing yours and mine.”

      “Which is why you should stop ditching me all the time to follow this jerk around. Why have you made it your afterlife’s mission to get him to fall in love? There are plenty more people out there. Even when I tried to do it, we couldn’t get anything to stick with this guy. He’s a lost cause.”

      Once again, my eyes flicker over to Knight. He has little bits of meringue stuck to his bottom lip as he continues to eat. My heart swells watching him, and not just because he’s handsome, but because of what Cupid One Hundred Sixteen just said. Lost cause. That’s what he is. Just like me. He’s a failure at relationships; I’m a failure as a cupid. So here I am, determined to give him love so that I can fix both of us.

      “I’m going to get him to fall in love if it’s the last thing I do,” I say with steely determination.

      One Hundred Sixteen gives me a disappointed look. “Fine. Then why don’t you let me try to—”

      “No,” I say quickly, cutting her off. “I want to do it. Me. It has to be me.”

      She looks at me guiltily. I can see in her face that she’s trying to figure out how to tell me that, despite my best fricken efforts, I can’t do it. I can’t be the cupid he needs me to be. For whatever reason, my powers suck. They always have. Hers come so effortlessly it makes me want to cry.

      “I’ll figure something out,” I vow.

      Because I want to be a good cupid, dammit. I’ve wanted to be a good cupid since I woke up in the afterlife and picked cupidity as my new job. I was supposed to have an affinity for this, so why can’t I make just one damn Love Match to save my afterlife? It’s like the Veil is mocking me.

      I’m absolutely convinced that Mr. Worst-Asshole-Bachelor, Warren Knight, needs to find the love of his life. For some reason, I have a feeling that he’s the key to everything. If I can just help him get his happily ever after, then everything will be alright.

      I just need to get this asshole to fall in love first.
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      Katie Asspants Welsh is annoying the cupid-loving shit out of me.

      She sits there, right in the front row like always, wearing her tight asspants that show off every curve of her cheeks, and completely ignoring today’s lecture.

      I’ve been coming to this university since I first got assigned to the human realm, and this chick is the bane of my existence.

      Okay, not really. But she does annoy me. Like right now, she’s sitting front and center in Professor Sokolov’s class of Comparative World Mythology 340. But is she paying attention? No. Is she ever paying attention? Double no.

      She’s not even pretending to pay attention to the lecture, which, by the way, is very interesting. Instead, she’s either scrolling lazily on her phone, looking at pictures of beautiful people, or holding primp sessions with her compact mirror.

      “Katie, pay attention!” I snap at her, while Professor Sokolov continues talking about Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom. Katie has no hope of following in her footsteps if she treats all her learning opportunities this way.

      Sure enough, she just keeps on zooming by pretty people pictures while I hover in the seat beside her. Unlike her, I’m front-row material. It’s common knowledge that the slackers are supposed to sit in the back row. Apparently, Katie Asspants Welsh didn’t get that memo. Or maybe she’s just so much of a slacker that she can’t be bothered to slack in the back like a respectable slacker.

      “What you should be doing is taking notes,” I inform her. She reaches into her purse and pulls out a stick of gum instead. I sigh. “I wish I could take notes. I’d ace the hell out of this class.”

      It’s true, I’m not even being arrogant. My partner and I stumbled into this class by accident one day. We figured college students would be easy pickings to spread around some Lust. One Hundred Sixteen made about fifty Matches that day. But me? I flew into this class and heard the professor talking about Eros, the god of love and desire, and I got hooked.

      Maybe it’s vain, but he’s basically teaching about how all of cupidity got started, and it interests me. Eros doesn’t actually do the grunt work anymore. That’s what he made us for. I figure learning about him is the least I can do, since I’m kind of sucking at my job in every other aspect of my afterlife. I even thought it might help me become one with my powers or some shit, but no such luck.

      “Your paper on the classic art depiction of a Greek god or goddess of your choice is due first thing Monday. If you don’t turn it in, the gods will punish you,” Professor Sokolov jokes as the class comes to an end. He makes that same joke for every assignment. Nobody laughs except me. Too bad he can’t hear me giving him the appreciation he deserves.

      Katie Asspants Welsh leaps to her feet, already talking on the phone before her jiggly butt even makes it out the door. She’ll probably get some other student to write her paper for her, while I’m dying to be able to hold a pen. So unfair.

      “See ya around, Professor,” I tell him before flying out of the classroom and making my way off the campus.

      “Hey, anything?”

      I turn around in the quad as my partner comes flying up to me. Her brown eyes are all sparkly like they always get when she’s just Lusted the shit out of a bunch of people.

      “Oh...umm…” I look around guiltily.

      She sighs. “Did you sit in that classroom again instead of trying to give people Flirt Touches?”

      “Kinda.”

      “Thirty! You have to keep trying.”

      “I know,” I reply, more frustrated than ever. A group of college dudes walk through us, but we’re so used to it that it doesn’t even phase us anymore. “Really, I know. I do try. But it never fricken works! I’m a failure.”

      Her face softens. “You’re not a failure. You just need to keep trying. You’ll get there.”

      She’s sweet for saying so, but we both know it’s probably not true. Still, I’m no quitter.

      “Come on. I heard about a high school dance going on tonight downtown. Let’s go try there, yeah?”

      I give her a strained smile and stretch out my wings. “Sure.”

      She smiles at me with confidence. “What could be better than horny teenagers, inappropriate dancing, and awkward adult chaperones?” she asks, pretending to smooth back some of my pink hair. “You’re gonna be great!”
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        * * *

      

      Update: I’m not great.

      I try to unleash Lust on some teenagers, but after an hour of trying, I’m pretty sure I make every single wallflower decidedly not horny. Which is almost impressive, considering a teenager’s settings seem to always be at least fifty percent ready to go.

      I finally give up once I start hacking on my own puny power, my Lust Breath congealing in my throat. I have to hock a sickly orange loogie out into the ethereal in-between. It’s not something a goddess of love should ever have to do.

      My cupid partner gets really hyped up behind the bleachers where some of the students are playing spin the bottle. She giggles with excitement every time she gets another couple to sneak off for a makeout sesh in the hallway.

      She’s totally in her element, high off of young, bumbling desire. So I decide to leave her to it, because I’m just making things worse. That’s the thing I love and hate about One Hundred Sixteen. I love that she’s into her job just as much as I am. But I hate her a little because, unlike me, she can actually do it.

      It makes it hard to be friends with her, to be honest. The green-eyed monster in me sees her twirling around, happily passing out Flirt Touches like they’re orgasms on V-day, but when I try to do it? Either nothing happens, or I cause the opposite effect.

      I’m an embarrassment to all of cupidity. And I hate it.

      So instead of trying to Love Arrow some poor hormonal acne-ridden schlubs by the punch bowl, I sneak out of there.

      I fly all the way to the luxury homes of Cameo Shores, right on the water of Newport Beach. I float over Warren Knight’s front lawn, staring up at the floor-to-ceiling windows and white exterior walls. His whole house is slightly rounded, with precise arched lines and meticulous angles on the roof. It’s modern and sophisticated, cold and handsome. Just like him.

      My red wings carry me over the manicured grass and rock walkway, past the private gated driveway and the four car garage. The front of the house is extremely private and precise, but the back? The back is my favorite. A beautiful asymmetrical pool takes up a huge portion of the space, and aside from a few plants here and there, the entire backyard is really just a backdrop to the gorgeous view of the ocean.

      Sometimes, while he sleeps, I like to come out and hover over the lounge chairs and just watch the waves wash in and out. If I were corporeal and capable of feeling anything, I’d stand out on the shore and let the ocean mist kiss my face.

      I float in through the front doors, heading past the huge living room with its rectangular black couch and marble fireplace. I go by the massive kitchen too, the dim light over the sink making the countertops and stainless steel appliances sparkle. Then I head up the stairs, past the four guest bedrooms and bathrooms, all the way to the back to the other side of the house where his private master suite is.

      Inside is another fireplace, a gorgeous balcony overlooking the ocean, and a bed that’s so big it makes him look short when he’s lying in it.

      The flatscreen TV is on, the volume turned down low as it plays some sports recaps, casting blue-hued light over the space. His black and white bed is perfectly made without a wrinkle or rumpled pillow in sight.

      The door to the connecting bathroom is open, and I can hear the water running inside. I don’t hesitate to fly right in. The steam passes through my body as I glide towards the shower, and I get the luxury of seeing his naked self through the slightly fogged glass.

      “You’re fricken glorious looking, you know that?” I tell him, as I perch on top of his marble countertops between the sinks.

      I wish he’d turn more of the lights on in here. It’s a bit too shadowed for my taste. If I could, I’d flick all the lights on so that I’d have a better view of his delectable body.

      Warren pours some soap into his hands and starts scrubbing at his dark hair, and I watch as suds crawl down his back, slipping over his toned body in the sexiest way ever.

      “I just wanna bite your bun cheeks,” I admit to him.

      I admit all sorts of embarrassing things to him. I’m able to say it all out loud because I know that he can’t judge me since he can’t hear me. It’s very therapeutic.

      I sigh and pretend to lean against the mirror behind me as he continues to wash. “I tried to shoot a Love Arrow at this fifty-year-old woman at a wine mixer yesterday,” I tell him glumly. “It took nine tries to even get a single arrow to appear in my quiver—and that’s not a sex euphemism, either. Nine tries!” I shake my head in frustration. “My partner’s arrows appear as soon as she uses one. But mine? Mine never refills.”

      To prove my point, I motion over my shoulder, where my quiver rests between my red wings. “See? Empty. Always fricken empty. I just don’t get it.”

      He groans in response.

      “So then, when I finally get one stinkin’ arrow, what do I do? I miss! I shot it out and accidentally hit her little dog that she had hidden in her purse. She had to leave her date early because the dog hopped out and started humping people’s legs. It wouldn’t stop, and that little guy was fast. I think the woman got banned from the restaurant.”

      He makes another noise.

      “I know, right?” I tell him. “Needless to say, she didn’t get a second date, but I think her dog mated with a light pole, so I guess that’s something.”

      When Knight makes another noise, I finally snap out of my own story and sit up. “Wait, can you hear me?”

      I immediately zoom over to the shower. As I’m passing through the body wash on the stone inlay, I realize he’s not making noises of affirmation for my story. He’s making noises because he’s jacking off.

      I’d be disappointed, but…it’s a sexy fricken cock.

      “Oh!” I say, my eyes honed in on the way he’s fisting his dick, stroking in long, slow movements.

      “You always do it slow like that,” I muse, standing under the rainfall spray with him.

      When I manage to look up from his impressive erection, I peer at his face. His eyes are closed, and he has his other arm stretched out in front of him, his hand braced against the wall. His head is hanging down, and beads of water are drizzling from his dark hair and chin, falling to the floor in steady drips. I wish I could lean forward and lick the water right off him.

      He groans again, and I’d bite my lip if my teeth wouldn’t go straight through, because the sound is so damn sexy.

      His abs glisten with water, and the last remnants of soap slip between the muscles of his V before licking down his manhood and dropping to the tile floor. I envy those damn soap bubbles.

      While I continue to ogle his body, he continues his steady stroke. Base to tip, slowly, slowly, slowly—like he’s purposely holding himself off. Then up and over the head, his thumb dragging roughly over the tip, before he goes right back down, his fist tight, gripping himself harshly.

      I’m so turned on, which I don’t think should technically be possible since I don’t have a body with feels, but watching him like this? It makes me feel more real than anything.

      I lean forward and exhale, trying to give him an added dose of Lust, but of course, no pretty pink mist comes out.

      “Shit,” I grumble. I slump back, disappointed. “Sorry, Knight. Looks like you’re on your own.”

      He finishes as soon as the words leave my lips, his cum shooting out, splattering onto the floor and washing away immediately. He strokes himself two more times for good luck, and then finally drops his hold, sighing slightly.

      “I know, man. Imagine how much better that would’ve been if you hadn’t been such a jerk and had taken that lovely date of yours home. It could’ve been her hands on your dick. Or better yet, her vagina. You missed out on lovely vagina, Knight,” I tell him. “Not that I saw her vagina, but let’s be real here, we both know it would’ve been a great one. She probably waxes. She seems like the type.”

      He washes his hands and then rinses, turning the shower off as soon as he’s done. He grabs a white towel and dries off, draping it around his hips as he walks out to his bedroom. He puts on a pair of boxers and gets into bed, but instead of going to sleep, he drags out his laptop from the nightstand and starts typing away.

      I get into bed with him, watching as he answers work emails and does a whole bunch of other things that I get too bored to pay much attention to. The dude is a real workaholic, and he has his hands dipped into several things. I hear him talking about it all the time. Real estate, internet start-ups, his men’s fashion line, restaurants, stocks, production companies, you name it.

      “You should rest, Knight. You don’t sleep enough,” I tell him.

      I hover over the blankets next to him, running my translucent hand over his arm. There are circles under his eyes to prove my point. Most nights, when I’m able to slip away from my partner and come watch him, he stays up way too late and then gets up way too early. All he does is work and sabotage his own love life. Nothing fun. Like I said, he’s the worst bachelor ever.

      He doesn’t even have a proper bachelor pad. This place is all luxury, without a single sock left on the floor or dish in the sink. He doesn’t have a maid who picks up after him, either. I know, because one time a work associate of his was razzing him about being too uptight to even let someone else dust his shelves.

      I lounge next to him, enjoying his presence, wishing I could have a body just so I could fall asleep with him.

      “What am I gonna do with you, Knight?” I ask on a sigh. “Your shoulders look tense. You know, if you had a love of your life, she could be sweetly rubbing them for you right now. Relaxing you. Getting you to actually sleep for a change.”

      Click. Click. Click. He continues typing away.

      I try to glide a Flirt Touch over his toned bicep, but I get weird gray sparks as a result.

      “Dammit,” I say, blowing out a frustrated breath. I look up at the ceiling in a silent plea. “What the hell am I doing wrong? I’m a cupid who can’t do cupid shit!” I yell angrily at the Veil.

      I don’t want to be a broken cupid. I want to be able to do all the things that my partner can.

      “I just wanna make one damn Love Match all on my own. Is that too much to ask? Can you throw me a fricken bone here?” I demand to the nothingness around me. “Help me out!” I finish, my voice slightly hysterical. “Do something!”

      I really should know better than to declare challenges into the Veil like that.

      Almost as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I feel a tug. Like a bait hook digging under my skin, right at my cupid mark on the inside of my wrist.

      Dread and panic fill me. “Mother fuc—”

      I’m yanked right out of the Veil before the curse can clamber off my incorporeal lips.

      Guess I’m getting called back to Cupidville.
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      You’d think that the afterlife would be peaceful, right? That after all your hard work and effort during life, you’d get a bit of a break? Well, you’d be wrong.

      The afterlife is a well-oiled machine, and everyone has their purpose. Angels, demons, cupids, and lesser Veil entities—we all have a job to do, and our headquarters inside the Veil ensure that we’re all doing our part to turn the wheels and shift the gears.

      Of course, I get spat out right into the cupid cog.

      I pop into existence inside the Cupidville waiting room. Shaking off the terrible yanking sensation of getting sucked through space and time, I look around and see a few dozen other cupids around, their translucent bodies standing in lines, hovering over seats, and looking at the motivational love posters hanging on the wall. One of the posters has a huge red heart on it and says, “Meet your Love quota and earn an extra vacation day!”

      I’d fricken love to earn an extra vacation day, but unless my powers suddenly start working, that’s just not in the cards for me. Trust me, I asked one of the karmas before. She cackled at me. Cackled. Then she shifted back into her dog form and barked until I floated away. Such a bitch.

      Cupid numbers are flashing high on the wall of the reception area, calling cupids forward to where several of the higher-ups are sitting behind glass windows in their semi-corporeal forms. The higher-ups can do things like pick up papers, but they aren’t totally solid like the supervisors. Solidness is only available to us lower cupids during vacation days and holidays, and even that’s a new work perk.

      I decide to hover over one of the hot pink seats in the waiting area rather than stand in line. Lines make me antsy. I can sit for hours, but make me stand in a line for five minutes, and I’m ready to stab someone in the eye with a Love Arrow. I’d make sure to stab the person in front of me, though. I’m not an idiot. One less person to wait behind.

      I don’t wait for very long before my cupid number, XXX—the one that matches the Roman numerals on the inside of my left wrist—is flashing up on the wall in bright red numbers. I fly over to the reception area and am greeted by a male cupid behind the glass who’s about two feet tall with a nose as long as his arm. Must’ve been a gnome in his first life.

      He wipes his massive nostril with the sleeve of his shirt and looks at me with a hint of sass as he flicks back his long pink hair over his shoulder. “You’re number thirty?”

      “Yes, sir,” I tell him.

      “Mm-hmm.” He glances down at the paper on his desk and tsks. “Ooh, girl. You are in some trouble,” he says, his tone sounding like he sucked on some helium.

      My invisible little heart plummets. “Trouble?”

      He looks back up at me like he’s dying to let me in on the secret, but it’s just too juicy to actually tell me. He wags his brows with an emphatic nod. “Mm-hmm. Room number two. I’d skedaddle if I were you.”

      Well, fuck. This doesn’t sound good.

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Mm-hmm. Chin up, girl. Keep a power pose while you’re in there. Confidence can do wonders for your posture.”

      Gnome dude might be the craziest or the wisest person I’ve ever met. I’m not sure which.

      With a nod, I fly past his window and head to the doors that lead to the cupid offices. Number two is right there, so I don’t have to go far. I kind of wish I had to go farther just so I could try to gain some composure, because I’m panicking a bit.

      “Power pose, power pose, power pose,” I repeat to myself outside the door as I force myself to stand up straight with my head high. There are little sparkly hearts all over the plaque surrounding the number on the door, and I count them out loud just to calm my nerves.

      Before I can finish grounding my worries, the door swings open, and I come face-to-face with the supervisor.

      He’s gorgeous and very notably solid. Tanned skin, thick pink hair, lush lips, and black eyebrows that set off his ridiculously long and curly lashes. The dude is just so damned beautiful, it’s ridiculous.

      When he turns, I see that his red wings are tucked against his back, hiding his ass from view, which is unfortunate, because I’m sure it’s a fabulous ass.

      He swoops his arm to the side like he’s in a hurry. “Well, come the fook in, yeah?” he says in a heavy accent.

      He holds the door open for me, and I rush inside, flying through the massive office space. Unlike the other cupid offices I’ve been in, this one is...well, confusing.

      It looks like a mash-up of about a hundred different styles and earthly decades shoved into one space. There’s an art deco painting hanging crooked on the wall, a bench made out of a slab of rock that looks like it was from the Stone Age, a Victorian era lounge, puke green shag carpet rug, a pelican fountain right smack in the middle of the floor, bookcases filled with old porn magazines, and a bench press that has a row of underwear hanging off the rods rather than weights. And that’s just what I can pick out at first glance.

      I head to what I assume is his desk—a circular plastic surface that has a beanbag chair on one side and a throne on the other. To be honest, I’m not sure which one I’m expected to hover over.

      “Right, let’s do this then.” He walks around the white table and sits in… Yep, the bean bag chair.

      I hover over the ostentatious throne as best I can, trying not to let my limbs pass through the gold trim.

      “You know why you’re here?”

      I fidget slightly in my awkward hovering position. “Umm…”

      Of course I know why I’m here. I can’t do shit.

      He grabs a pink folder from a hidden drawer and opens it, flipping through the pages with a hint of boredom before tossing it over to me. “Here’s the thing, Triple X. You’re a real shite at being a cupid, get it?”

      “W-Wow. You really didn’t sugarcoat it,” I stutter on a surprised laugh.

      “Sugar is for tits and sweets—not words. I just say it like it is, luv.”

      My power pose deflates. “I know. I try. I really do. But my powers...they don’t work right.”

      He sighs and crosses his arms. “Aye. I read the reports. Boring bunch that was. I prefer my reading material to have pictures.”

      I glance over at the porn stash. “I noticed.”

      A beautiful grin takes over his face before he claps his hands in front of us. “Right. Blow some Lust at me.”

      “Sir?”

      “Name’s Sev,” he tells me. “And I need to see this shite power stuff for myself. Why do you think you’re seein’ the second-in-command?”

      I swear, if I had blood, it would be rushing to my cheeks right now and I’d die from blushing too hard. The last thing I want to do is demonstrate how much I suck, especially to someone as high up as him.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Oy, I ain’t got all day, get it? I got an orgy scheduled at three,” he says, tapping his watch-free wrist. “Let’s see it.”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t wanna hold up your orgy,” I tell him dryly.

      “Thank you,” he says emphatically.

      I clear my throat. “Right. I guess I’ll just blow, then?” I ask nervously.

      He smirks but doesn’t comment on my poor choice of words. “It would be a good start, yeah.”

      I lean forward, concentrating as hard as I can despite my nerves, and blow out what should be a lovely exhale of Lust. I get a mustard-colored plume of disgustingness before my throat gets so itchy I’m forced to stop with a humiliating cough that sounds like a cat hacking up a furball.

      Sev wrinkles his nose and waves a hand in front of his face at the yellow gaseous rank I just blew all over him. “What the fooking shite was that?”

      “Uh, my Lust Breath?”

      He shakes his pretty head. “Right. Well, hate to do this to you, but I gotta tell it to you straight.”

      “What?” I ask nervously.

      “You’re a dud.”

      I stare at him for a second as his words try to sink in. “I’m a...dud?”

      “Yep. A flop. A bummer. A lemon. You’re a total bust, luv.”

      My heart falls. Just falls right down to my see-through feet.

      “I know, but...I’m a cupid straight to my core. At least, I try to be one, it just… Can’t you do something?” I ask.

      He tilts his head. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know...fix me? Maybe when you guys made me into a cupid, something didn’t stick right.”

      He shrugs apologetically. “Listen, this happens sometimes. Not a right lot, but it happens. You’re defective.”

      I’d cry if I were physically able to produce tears. “But I want to be a cupid. I try so hard,” I say in a small voice, feeling like my world is crashing down around me. “What can I do?”

      He grimaces a little. “You’re way behind on your quotas. Your partner has done all the Love and Lust Matches since you two started.”

      Shame fills me, and I look down at my lap.

      “It’s nothin’ to be embarrassed about,” he adds. “I’ve seen this kind of thing before, but you can’t get your Love Arrows up. You’ve got what we call a case of cupidile dysfunction.”

      “It’s not my fault. It happens out of my control.”

      “I know, luv. But the danger is, the Veil could pop ya in its mouth and swallow. And not in a good way.”

      I gape at him. “What? What do you mean?”

      He leans forward and taps his finger against my file. “The Veil’s got laws of existence, see? It doesn’t know what to do with ya. You’re a cupid not doin’ your cupid job. Even though the big boss of cupidity won’t terminate you, eventually, the Veil will take matters into its own hands.”

      Well, fuck.

      “I once heard about a demon who couldn’t get a hard-on for his powers, and the Veil eventually sucked him right up.” He sticks a finger in his mouth and drags it out against the inside of his cheek and pursed lips with a loud pop! “Pop. Gone,” he says with dramatic flair.

      I shake my head. “I don’t wanna pop.”

      “No, I don’t fooking blame you. Which means you gotta pick a new afterlife job if you wanna keep on existing. That’s all there is to it. You’re officially fired as a cupid.”

      My stomach drops like I just jumped out of a plane without a parachute.

      He reaches down to his hidden drawer again and yanks out several afterlife job brochures, tossing them over to me. “Take your pick.”
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      I barely glance at the brochures before standing and shaking my head. “Please. I don’t want to be any of those. I want to be a cupid. I want to spread love. It’s what I was meant to do, I just know it,” I say emphatically. “Making people fall in love, filling them with desire for one another...it’s all I want to do. I know I suck at it, but I’m not a quitter, and despite the evidence in that file, I’m a cupid through and through.”

      He looks at me like he pities me. Hell, I pity me too.

      He opens his mouth, no doubt to let me down easy, but I cut him off and rush forward so that I can kneel down in front of him. It’s a bit pathetic, but I’m desperate here. “Please. I’m begging you. I don’t want to take a different afterlife job. I want to stay in the human realm. I have unfinished business there.”

      Warren Knight flashes through my mind, and my heart squeezes. I’ve failed at every cupid task I’ve ever had. But I refuse to fail him. For whatever reason, he’s my thing. The thing I have to succeed at—for both our sakes.

      I’m not ready to throw in the towel yet. I don’t know why, but getting Warren Knight to fall in love has become my personal mission, and I have to see it through. It’s like...if I can just cure him from being a bachelor dud, then maybe I can cure myself from being a cupid dud. It sounds ridiculous, but I feel that in every incorporeal fiber of my being.

      Besides, I made a love vow to him. Maybe it’s stupid, but for some reason, I can feel it in my gut that I’m supposed to help him fall in love. He needs me.

      “Please,” I beg again. “Just let me go back. I’ll keep trying.”

      He watches me for a long time, tapping his finger against the material of the bean bag as he thinks. My hope thuds with every bob of his finger, spiking my anxiety higher and higher.

      Finally, he stands, and I straighten up with him. “Alright, Triple X. I think I have an idea. I don’t know if it’ll do fook-all, but I can tell you’re a good cupid at heart, even if your powers are a pile of steaming shite, so I guess it’s worth a shot.”

      My heart leaps. “What’s worth a shot?”

      Instead of answering, he starts walking out of his office, motioning for me to follow him. I fly behind him as we leave his office and head down the hallway.

      We go all the way to the very end of the corridor and then get in an elevator. Of course, the entire thing is shaped like one giant heart. There are even arrows in place of the railing, and the entire floor is glittery.

      He pushes the button, and the elevator zooms up, up, up.

      When it finally comes to a stop, I follow him out. “Here’s the deal,” he begins to explain. “You wanna stay a cupid and not get popped right out of existence? Then the only solution I can come up with is to put you through processing again.”

      My eyes widen. I went through processing when I first woke up dead. There were no memories of my former life. I was just suddenly stuck in an endless line with countless other dead schmucks as we waited to get placed into our afterlife positions.

      “Are we allowed to do that?” I ask him nervously as he throws open a pair of double doors and goes striding into the processing center like he owns the place.

      “Not really, no. But who the fook is gonna stop me?”

      My head swivels around nervously at the enormous room. We look down over the balcony and see hundreds—maybe even thousands—of afterlife entities in different lines, all of them being tested to see which position they’ll be placed in. At the very far end of the gigantic space is a huge archway filled with magical mist.

      Once you walk into that mist, you come back out changed into your new self with your new powers. Or at least, you do if you’re not me. I watch as the procession files through. One person comes out as a demon, another a sandman, then a couple of angels, a lady luck, karma, and on and on and on. The archway churns them all out like an assembly line of afterlife supernaturals.

      Sev wastes no time heading down the stairs, striding right past all the interview lines and compatibility checks. It’s a long walk. And everywhere we go, we draw attention since it’s obvious that I’ve already been processed, with my pink hair and red wings, and Sev is solid.

      Everyone’s eyes lock onto us as we go by, which is not a good feeling. I’m so preoccupied with averting my gaze from everyone else that when Sev stops suddenly, I accidentally fly right through him. I quickly back up, because that was just a major incorporeal faux pas.

      “Sorry,” I mumble nervously.

      “Next time you wanna get in my body, I’ll want some prep first, Triple X,” he says with a wink. “Don’t wanna catch a guy off-guard and go in dry.”

      Oh my gods. Good thing I’m already dead, because I seriously would’ve just died from embarrassment.

      He turns back around just as the angel supervisor in charge of the afterlife archway comes striding over. A literal arch angel. Go figure.

      The woman is gorgeous. Hair spun like threads of gold, skin as smooth as glass, and huge glowing white wings. She’s so perfect that she doesn’t even look real.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, her golden eyes trained on Sev.

      The mist churns inside the archway like a pissed off cloud right before it turns bright green and then spits out a lady luck. As soon as she walks out of it, it goes back to being a swirling gray mass inside the forty-foot archway, ready for the next person.

      Sev pushes his hand through my back, trying to get me to go closer to the arch. I do, stumbling forward slightly. I don’t even know how I manage to stumble since I don’t have a solid body, but there it is.

      “Need to borrow the arch, dove,” Sev tells the angel cheekily. “Won’t take a minute. Pull the cupid lever for me, will ya?”

      The angel blinks at him. “Pardon?”

      Sev puts his hands into his tight jean pockets. “The archway. She needs to go through it again on cupid settings,” he says, tilting his head at me.

      The angel frowns. Somehow, she does this without forming any frown lines. It’s actually pretty freaky. “This is not permissible. She’s already been made into a cupid.”

      “Well, she seems to be havin’ a bit of trouble with her love juice. It didn’t take the first time, get it? I’m hoping this will set her right.”

      The angel wrinkles her nose at the term love juice before glancing over at me and shaking her head. “If she’s not working properly, then she needs to be re-processed and placed into a different afterlife position. Which means she needs to go back to the end of the line,” she adds, chastising us for being rude line-cutters.

      I glance over my shoulder to look, but the line is so ridiculously long, that I can’t even see the end of it.

      Sev shakes his head and takes a step forward, getting all up in the angel’s glowy space. He lifts a hand and gently trails it down her arm. I gape at the audacity of him and cringe, waiting to see if she’s gonna smite him or something, but to my surprise, she doesn’t.

      “It’s just one little walk-through,” he says quietly, and I can see a little bit of pink Lust escaping his lips as he talks. The angel’s golden eyes go from wary to dazed as he continues petting her. “She wants to spread around desire, dove. She wants her powers to work proper-like so she can make Love Matches. As an angel, wouldn’t you agree that love is one of the most redeeming things about life? The more love there is, the more goodness. So really, this would be helping your cause, too, don’t you agree?”

      He’s good, I’ll give him that. He let out such small puffs of Lust that I don’t even think she noticed, but she’s definitely feeling the effects. I can see her heavenly nipples popping right through her toga.

      “Help me out here, dove,” Sev whispers huskily as he reaches over and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “We cupids and angels work so well together, don’t you think?”

      I can feel hundreds of eyes at my back watching this entire exchange, and hundreds more probably wondering what the holdup is. But I’m too caught up in watching my boss seduce a damn angel to really pay attention to the crowd anymore.

      She bites her lip nervously. “I don’t know. It’s against the rules…”

      “But you and me, we know that rules should never go against love, ain’t that right, dove?”

      When he palms the back of her neck, she shivers, her golden eyes going hooded. “Alright. But just this once,” she tells him with a shy smile, her eyes locked on his luscious lips. It’s clear by the look on her face that she’s not thinking angelic thoughts at all.

      Sev grins so devastatingly that she whimpers. Yep. He made an angel whimper. I’m both appalled and impressed.

      “Thanks, dove,” he says with a wink before brushing his lips against the edge of her jaw. “I’ll owe you a favor. Feel free to call it in anytime.”

      From the way she blushes, it’s clear what favor they both have in mind.

      With another small smile, she turns to look at me, clearing her throat before she speaks. “Alright, well, this hasn’t ever been done before, so I’m not sure what the results will be,” she warns me.

      “If this might fix my cupid powers, then I’m all for it,” I assure her.

      She nods and glides back over to her tall white podium where she controls the archway. I see her flip down a lever, and the mist turns bubbly pink.

      With her out of earshot, I turn to Sev. “Do you really think it was a good idea to seduce an angelic being?” I whisper on a nervous hiss.

      He shoots me a look. “Relax. She was suckin’ up that Lust faster than a sex pixie sucks on my co—”

      “La la la,” I interrupt, wishing I could stick my fingers into my ears. “Don’t need the visual.”

      He shrugs, not at all deterred. “Alright, Triple X, this is your last shot,” he tells me soberly, leading me forward until we’re standing right in front of the arch. “I don’t have a fooking clue if this is actually gonna work, but if I were you, I’d be wishin’ that this here mist would stick right up my arse and fook me good, cuz if this doesn’t work, and you don’t make any Matches soon, the Veil is gonna pop your existence like a fooking bubble o’ gum.”

      I swallow hard, staring at the pink clouds. “How long do I have to hit my quotas?”

      He shrugs. “Based on what’s happened to others, I’d say you have another earth month. Maybe less.”

      Fuck.

      I nod numbly. If this doesn’t work, that’s it. Game over. I’ll cease to exist. This is my last chance.

      “Will you put me back into the human realm where I was?” I ask quietly.

      “Aye.”

      “Sorry to rush, but we’re on a very tight time constraint,” the angel says from her spot. “We have to keep the line moving.”

      “No problem, dove,” Sev says with a devastating grin that makes her blush again. He turns back to me. “Right, so since this hasn’t actually been done before, I really can’t tell you what to expect. Ready?”

      I blow out a breath. “Umm...yes?”

      He arches a brow. “You sure?”

      I hold up my hand and tilt it back and forth. “I’m...about half sure.”

      He lifts a shoulder. “Eh. Good enough for me. How about you?”

      “I’m gonna go for it and hope for the best.”

      “That’s the spirit, luv. Four weeks and counting. We don’t want you gettin’ popped.”

      “This is gonna work,” I say, trying to convince myself as I hover-hop from side-to-side like I’m gearing myself up. “I’m ready.”

      Without giving myself time to chicken out, I lock eyes on the churning cotton candy mist, and then with a warrior cry that would give Braveheart goosebumps, I divebomb my ethereal ass right into it.

      I’m swallowed up instantly, and the cupidity essence envelops my entire being.

      It’s disorienting, and the mist is so thick that I can’t even see the outline of my ghostly form as I’m stuck in its swirling pink depths.

      But I feel nothing.

      No inspiring crackles of sensation. Nothing like an omniscient hug that lets me know my cupidity is getting put right this time.

      One second, I’m in the thick of the cloud, waiting on tenterhooks for some kind of sign to let me know something is happening, and the next, the archway pushes me out like an ex-boyfriend getting tossed out the door, and it’s over.

      I blink to clear my eyes from the pink haze, finding myself out of the archway and directly in front of a portal that will take me back to my post. The effervescent doorway is spinning like a drunk dude’s ceiling. Sev is sitting right beside it, waiting. He jumps to his feet when he sees me.

      “Well, shite on a piss hill, you’re back. You were in there for fooking hours,” he says, shocking the hell out of me. It felt like seconds. “Well? How do you feel?”

      I look down at myself, feeling absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. “I feel...the same.”

      Disappointment flashes across his features. “Huh. That’s a yawner. Lemme see some Lust, then.”

      I let out the biggest exhale I can and...nothing. Not even the embarrassing mustard yuck from earlier.

      I want to cry.

      I look down at the shiny floor, trying not to completely fall apart in front of my supervisor. “Maybe it just takes some time to kick in?”

      “Yeah, maybe,” he says doubtfully.

      Who am I kidding? It didn’t work. I’m still the dud I was before. I’m a cupid who can’t cupid. It’s completely devastating.

      My chin wobbles. “It didn’t work,” I whisper, my words belying my heartbreak. “Being a cupid feels so meant to be, but it’s not. Why won’t it work on me?” I ask miserably.

      He must see the sorrow shining in my eyes, because his face softens. “Alright, luv. Let’s get you back to processing, yeah? You can be a lovely lady luck or some shite. I’m sure you’ll learn to like it.”

      He’s right. There’s nothing else to do except choose a different afterlife job. But it kills me, like an arrow through the heart. It hurts so much that I can actually feel the anguish piercing my chest.

      Wait a minute…

      That really fricken hurts.

      My mouth drops open in alarm, and my hand flies up over my heart. “Ouch!” I cry out as Sev looks at me like, what the fook is happening?

      I stumble forward as pain suddenly consumes me. Pain that I shouldn’t feel, because I’m not supposed to feel anything in this form.

      What. The. Actual. Cupid. Fuck.

      Sev’s eyes widen as my back suddenly cracks with bone-splicing agony, and a blood-curdling scream rips out of my throat as my red wings rip from my back and disappear in a puff of pink mist.

      Something went very, very wrong.

      More pain slices through me, and this time when I stumble, it’s head-first into the spinning portal.

      The last thing I see is Sev’s face grimacing on my behalf.

      And then I’m gone, and pain is all I know.
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      I’ve been yanked in and out of Cupidville a dozen times as a cupid. It’s not pleasant, but it doesn’t really hurt. It’s just uncomfortable.

      But you know what definitely does hurt? Being shoved out of the fifth dimensional continuum while simultaneously having your wings be bitch-slapped out of your back. That shit stings like a motherfucker.

      I’d never known pain until now as my wings are yanked from my body and my incorporeal self suddenly turns solid.

      Oh, and to add to this lovely physical rush? I’m also falling. Like, through space or some shit.

      My bones pop, my skin prickles, blood rushes through my veins, and my heart kickstarts. My lungs thrust out with air I’ve never breathed before, and my eyes burn until I realize I need to blink. My tongue is suddenly dry, my boobs are heavy, and my ass jiggles as I plummet into existence.

      I land so hard that my teeth clack together with enough force that I’m sure I nearly crack one. I fall ass-first onto a hard marble floor and fuck—that is not a nice landing.

      My tailbone shoots with pain at the impact, and I groan while trying to blink away the stars and the tears. At least the rest of the agonizing pain stopped tearing through me.

      “Bitchtit cockshit,” I groan. “That fricken hurt!” I yell at the long-gone portal that just spat me out.

      I clutch my head with my hands and bring my knees up against my chest. My body feels so incredibly heavy, but my mind? My mind is floating around like a kite, because I have no idea what the fuck just happened.

      When I’m finally past the pain enough to see again, I look down at my body.

      I’m completely naked. No more cute teal dress for me. Looking over my back, I confirm that my wings are definitely gone, although I still have my pink hair and my cupid number marked on my arm.

      I yelp when a puff of pink smoke erupts in front of me, and then Sev appears.

      He waves a hand in front of his face to dissipate the cupidity Veil pollution while I blink at him in surprise, trying to get my racing heart to slow down.

      “Alright, Triple X?” he asks as he kneels in front of me. Sev is just as solid as I am, but unlike me, he still has cupid wings and his quiver full of Love Arrows and his bow.

      I’m shaking slightly, probably from shock, but I nod. “I think so…”

      His eyes skim over me, first with concern and then with a bit of lustful appreciation. “You got a right nice rack, luv.”

      I glance down at my perky boobies. I mean...he’s not wrong.

      “Thanks. What happened?”

      “Dunno,” he says with a shrug. “But I can’t stay long. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Apparently, puttin’ you through the arch again probably wasn’t the best idea. You turned a bit human.”

      “A bit?” I squeak. “What does that mean?”

      He grimaces slightly. “Well, you’re technically still a cupid. Which means you’re still on a timer to get your quotas in. But you got a little humanized.”

      My mouth hangs open. This can’t be happening. “But...you’re here and you’re solid,” I point out.

      “Supervisor perks, luv. I can travel to any realm in all my physical glory,” he says with a wink.

      His joking demeanor falls flat from my rising anxiety. “Why is this happening to me?” I implore. “I need to go...I need to get back...I need to...I don’t even know!”

      “Don’t get all dafty on me now,” he tells me. “Take a breather, and let’s see if this helped, yeah? Lemme see some Lust again.”

      I nod, though I feel like I’m nodding way too quickly. My neck feels weird. Also my head. My fingers are tingling. “Am I having an anxiety attack?”

      He shrugs. “Fook if I know. Calm that shite down, get it? Blow some Lust at me.”

      I force myself to relax by taking a deep breath and closing my mind. I also sit up straighter and try doing that power pose thing, because why not? I’m a kickass, powerful cupid, I tell myself. Everything is going to be fine. This probably totally fixed my powers.

      Opening my eyes again, I let out a perfectly executed exhale of Lust.

      Aaaannnnnd it’s gray. It even squeaks a little as it falls to the ground like it’s dead weight.

      Correction, I am not a kickass, powerful cupid. I’m a pathetic powerless cupid-human who clearly sucks ass at power poses.

      “Son of a chaos cunt,” I curse. “It’s even worse than before!”

      “Bad luck, that.”

      I sigh. “Fine. I guess I should go through processing again? Pick a new job?”

      I hate the thought of it, but maybe the realm is trying to tell me to give up.

      Sev runs a hand through his pink hair. “Yeah, about that. You’re right stuck here, luv.”

      I blink at him as another wave of panic sends new tingles down my limbs. This can not be happening.

      “Put me back in the Veil!” I say in alarm.

      “I tried,” he says, giving me a commiserating pat on the shoulder. “I tried to suck you back to Cupidville right away, but it wouldn’t work.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I say, mind spinning. “I’m stuck here, as a cupid-human, my powers still don’t work, and I have to make my quotas, or I’m definitely still gonna be popped?”

      “That’s the gist, yeah.”

      Well...fuck.

      The cupid number DCCXX on his wrist starts glowing pink, and we both glance down at it. “Shite on a nipple ring. I gotta go.”

      My eyes widen in panic, and I snatch at his arm. “You can’t just leave me here!”

      He none-too-gently pries my death grip off him. “Duty calls and all that,” he tells me.

      “What in the hell am I supposed to do?” I whisper-shriek.

      He lifts a shoulder. “Try to make Matches while you’re here. Cupid shite up. With a bit o’ luck, the Veil will sense your cupidity and let you come back into the Veil without popping you into extinction first. That’s the best we can hope for. I got a team looking into it, but that’s all I know for now.”

      I bury my face in my hands. “I should’ve become a demon. Demon’s never have to deal with shit like this.”

      He tsks. “Where’s all that I’ve fooking got unfinished business and I’m a cupid through and through?” he teases.

      I glare at him between my fingers before dropping my hands. “I’m stuck in the physical human realm with no powers or wings, and I have to somehow make my Lust and Love Matches in a month to meet my quota, or the Veil is gonna suck me down faster than a kid slurping an Icee to get a brain freeze, and I’m fricken naked!”

      He sobers. “Look, Triple X,” he says, leveling me with a look. “You said it yourself, you’re a fooking cupid. It’s in your godsdamned core. Who the shite cares if you don’t got powers? You didn’t have ’em before, and you didn’t let that stop you,” he tells me, and my breath catches at the determined look on his face, because damn. He’s actually nailing this pep talk. “At least now you have a chance to make Love Matches the ol’ fashioned way. Be a fooking matchmaker love guru and handle your shite. No giving up, get it?”

      I swallow hard and nod. “You’re right.”

      “Damn right, I’m fooking right,” he says. “Now I gotta go. I already missed my orgy.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Eh, I’ll reschedule. In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye on you from the Veil, and you focus on doing your job, get it?”

      “I will.”

      He nods and then disappears in the blink of an eye, leaving a small puff of pink in his wake.

      And I’m just left here. Alone. Partly humanized. Powerless. Naked.

      Just fricken great.
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      I take a second to compose myself.

      I’m here, out of the Veil, mostly human.

      It’s surreal and terrifying, but I can’t think that way. I can’t just dissolve into a puddle of panic and wait until I go pop.

      I’m a glass half-full kinda girl, so it’s time I chug that shit down.

      Despite the fact that I have a ticking clock, I’m actually alive again. So instead of shaking in a corner and freaking out, I’m going to make the most of this. I have to.

      I straighten myself up, totally nailing the power pose this time.

      Now that I’ve successfully tamped down my panic, I finally take a moment to look down.

      The marble tile I’m sitting on is black with veins of white running through it. It looks expensive and vaguely familiar. But I get caught up in the reflection I now have, visible in the floor’s shiny surface. I can’t see that much of what I look like, but I can tell that my pink twirled hair still looks on point, so I’m gonna take that as a win. I need all of those I can get.

      I run my fingers down my tanned legs, feeling the soft, smooth texture of my skin. It’s so strange—to have sensation on the pads of my fingertips, while also feeling my own touch along my legs. I like it so much that I start feeling myself all over. Toes, foot arches, belly, arms, boobs.

      I find it particularly fascinating how my nipples pebble when I run my fingers over them. “Huh. They really just pop right out there, don’t they?” I mutter.

      “Umm, why the fuck is some naked chick feeling herself up in your office?”

      I scream in surprise and scramble back, my head whipping around at the sound of the man’s voice.

      It takes about two seconds for my brain to register that I landed in Warren fricken Knight’s office. Buck ass naked. And he can see me.

      No wonder the marble looked familiar. If I would’ve stopped petting myself long enough to actually look around, I would’ve noticed his mahogany desk that I’ve perched on many a time and the floor-to-ceiling windows I’ve often looked out of. I would’ve recognized the black and white photo of a pier on his wall and his accolades framed behind his computer.

      I stare over in horror at Warren and his business associate, Mr. H-something-or-other, standing in the doorway, gaping at me in their suits.

      Warren looks all hot and serious, with his black hair swept to the side and sexy stubble on his jaw. Mr. H is blonde, attractive, probably in his early thirties, and has a boyish face that is currently lit up with glee.

      “So...you can definitely see me?” I ask, just because I feel it’s necessary to double check.

      “Oh, we can see you, alright,” Mr. H-man says with a growing smirk.

      “Fricken archway,” I mumble.

      “What’s that?” Mr. H-nosy asks.

      “Nothing,” I mumble.

      Between the two men, they have at least eighteen articles of clothing on them combined, which hardly seems fair since I have exactly zero.

      I scramble to my feet, but I’m not used to moving in a solid body, so I eat shit immediately. I end up sprawled on the cold marble floor like a flailing starfish, ass cheeks jiggling for all to see.

      “For fuck’s sake.”

      One second, I hear Warren muttering under his breath, and the next, I’m being hauled to my feet. I look up at him, eyes wide, as he scowls down at me.

      “How did you get in here?”

      I wince. “Oh, man. You’re using your mean voice. I hate that one.”

      His brown eyes narrow. “Who are you?”

      “Thirty,” I blurt out.

      He rolls his eyes. “I didn’t ask how fucking old you are. I asked for your name and how the hell you got in here.”

      “You look real good for thirty, ma’am,” Mr. H-something interjects behind me.

      “Thanks?”

      “Not helping,” Warren snaps at him.

      Mr. H shrugs. “Just saying.”

      Warren makes a noise of frustration deep in his chest. He still hasn’t taken his hands off my arms. It’s a tight hold, but honestly, I’m thankful, because he’s basically holding me upright. There’s a good chance I’d go full starfish-mode again if he lets go.

      “Name?” Warren demands again.

      “Uh…” I quickly wrack my brain, but even after weeks of flying around the city full of humans, I can’t think of a single name. The only words popping into my brain are cupidity-inspired. Like crush, orgasm, chocolates, erections, love, doggy-style, that sort of thing. I don’t think those will work.

      “Come on,” Mr. H-goodcop says. “Better tell him, Miss...”

      Warren is looking at me like he’s about to toss me out of his office window, so he’s obviously the bad cop. I panic. “Miss uh...Valentine?”

      “Miss Valentine,” Warren sneers.

      I’m momentarily distracted from his anger, because his breath smells fantastic. I’m not exactly sure what it smells like, since I’m smelling things for the first time, but whatever it is makes a weird sensation happen around my tongue, and saliva rushes in. I barely stop myself from letting a little drool slip out.

      Nice.

      I have to make an embarrassing sucking sound to keep said drool safely in my mouth.

      Warren does not look impressed with me.

      “Care to tell me your first name, Miss Valentine?” he asks through clenched teeth.

      Wow. He’s really mad.

      He’s still holding onto me, and his touch is having its own effect, because my skin has heated up where his hands are gripping me, but I also shiver for some reason when I feel his breath against my face. Having a body apparently means that you can be assaulted by countless senses at once. And yeah, he’s holding me firmly, but it’s a nice firm. Like he’s strong enough to hold me up, but gentle enough not to hurt.

      “No, thanks,” I tell him. “I’d rather not.”

      I hear a choked laugh behind me from Mr. H-whatever.

      “Can I have some clothes? You have plenty to spare,” I tell Warren, suddenly very aware that everything of mine is on display. He seems to notice too, because his eyes slip down before jerking back up again.

      I make a half-hearted attempt to cover myself, but really, that nude cruise has sailed. Still, it hardly seems fair that they get to look at me when I haven’t even gotten a chance to properly look at myself yet. As soon as I find a mirror, I’m gonna ogle the shit out of myself.

      He finally lets me go, but I find I miss his touch. I also waver on my feet. Luckily, I manage to reach forward and catch myself on the desk before I fall again. He yanks off his suit jacket and shoves it at me.

      Ignoring his attitude, I grab it and slip it on. He’s a lot bigger than me, so as soon as I shove my arms through the sleeves, it swallows me up, though the bottom just barely covers the curve of my ass.

      “Thanks,” I tell him as I try to do up the buttons. I can’t do it, though. The little fuckers are slippery, and buttons are more difficult to master than one might think. “Huh. Maybe I’m more of a zipper girl.”

      Warren sighs, bats my hands out of the way, and buttons it up for me. It’s actually a pretty sexy move, even if he is doing it grudgingly.

      When he finishes dressing me, he crosses his arms over his chest. Which is a nice move, because it makes his muscles bulge under his dark dress shirt. “Now, tell me why the fuck you’re in my office and how you got in here, or I’m calling the police and pressing charges.”

      Yikes. I definitely don’t want him to call the cops. I’ve floated through plenty of jail cells, and I can tell you, there’s not a lot of love going on in there.

      I clear my throat and nervously fidget with the buttons on the jacket. “I got lost?” I answer.

      “You got lost,” he repeats flatly, not buying it for a second.

      I blow out a puff of breath. Warren doesn’t like to be bullshitted, and he also doesn’t like to feel like someone is wasting his time. So if I want to get on his good side, I need to turn this around.

      “Look, I’m going to be honest with you, okay?”

      “About fucking time.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, making an internal note that I’ll help him work on his tone at a later date.

      “I was sent here to match you up with someone.”

      Okay, okay. Not exactly one hundred percent true, but it’s true enough. I need to make enough Matches to meet my quota, and my own personal vow insists that he be one of them. Might as well get started.

      He stares at me in disbelief, his brown eyes unblinking. “What?”

      “You know. Match you up. Dates. Sex. Love.”

      Mr. H starts cracking up. “Oh, shit, this is fucking great, Knight!” he guffaws. “You got sent a fucking hooker.”

      I whirl around. “Hey! I’m not a hooker!”

      Warren glances down at my wrist. “You have triple Xs tattooed on you,” he points out dryly, as if this fact definitely makes me a hooker.

      “That’s my cupid number,” I insist.

      Mr. H laughs harder at that, even going so far as to clutch his stomach, like this is giving him an ab workout.

      Clearly, I’m getting nowhere with him.

      Warren sighs. “Look, I’m not interested in paid pussy, and frankly, you’re not hot enough for me.”

      I look back at Warren, my mouth popping open. “Man, you are such a dick!” I tell him. I don’t actually know what I look like, but I feel plenty hot, and that’s what matters. “For the last time, I’m not a hooker! I’m your cupid, matchmaker, love guru, whatever you wanna call it. The point is, I’m here to get you Love Matched.”

      Instead of laughing—because Warren Knight does not laugh—he sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose, mumbling something I don’t catch.

      “It’s gotta be Leo from Holster’s. Or maybe it was Ken. I could see either one of them setting this shit up,” Warren says over my shoulder to Mr. H.

      “I wasn’t sent by them,” I interject. “I’m your—”

      “Yeah, yeah. My fucking cupid. I heard you the first time,” Warren cuts me off. “But guess what? I don’t need a dating service or a call girl. I can get pussy whenever I fucking want. You can leave now. Don’t come back.”

      My lips purse. “Just for that, I’m gonna hope that you fall in love with someone who has really annoying habits,” I threaten him. “Like nail chewing. Or picking wedgies out of her ass in public. Or dry heaving every time you come.”

      He frowns at me before shaking his head. “I’m sure,” he says dryly. “Now get out.”

      “See!” I say, taking a step forward and getting into his face. I point a finger right at his nose because it seems like a good way to get him to pay attention. “This is why all your dates fail! Because your asshole starts leaking right out of your body! It’s like you can’t even help it. You’re too hot for your own good, but you know what? Just because you’re sexy doesn’t give you the right to be a jerk. You should start using your dick instead of being one.”

      “Oh shit, she did not just say that!” Now Mr. H is practically howling. I think even tears are coming out of his eyes, he’s laughing so hard.

      “Not helping, Harvey,” Warren says.

      Ha! I knew his name started with an H.

      My internal victory doesn’t get much attention though, because Warren’s face hardens, looking so scary that I immediately drop my finger in case his fury makes him bare his teeth and bite it off. “Listen, you little—”

      He gets cut off when his office door suddenly starts to swing open.

      Uh oh.
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      The door is opening, and my flight instinct kicks in, making me instantly flex my wings to fly away. Of course, I don’t have the damn things anymore, so my flight instinct sucks.

      “Shit!” Warren curses under his breath at our precarious situation.

      Before I can even blink, he’s shoving me over to his desk and pushing me under it, his legs blocking me from escape.

      “Hey!” I squeal, but he kicks me with his foot to silence me. The fucker actually kicks me on the arm to get me to shut up. Okay, so it was more of a tap with his foot, but still. I am shooketh and offended...eth.

      “Mr. Knight! There you are,” I hear an older, masculine voice with a Southern drawl sound from above me. “I got in a day early for our meeting. I hope that’s alright. Your secretary let me in.”

      “That’s perfectly fine, Mr. Abner. How was your flight in? Not too bad, I hope.” Warren’s voice is cool, collected, and totally calm. He doesn’t sound at all like he has a mostly naked cupid shoved under his desk.

      Warren moves, and then he’s sitting down, his legs spread wide in front of me. My neck is bent forward as I awkwardly keep hunched over in the tight space, but thankfully, the desk is solid on the other side, so the new visitor can’t see me unless he comes around to where Warren is.

      The two of them carry on with idle chit chat for a bit, talking about airports and food and sports teams. I get a little distracted as I wiggle my toes and play with my nipples again, but when the conversation drifts to business, I get bored and wonder how long I’m going to be stuck under here.

      That boredom then quickly moves on to me getting more pissed off. This fricken shithead shoved me under a desk after calling me a hooker, acted like an ass, threatened me, and then foot nudged me like I was a naughty puppy. He may have me at his feet, but that doesn’t mean he can walk all over me.

      With a devilish smirk, I decide to take advantage of this situation. The thing about Warren Knight is that I know him. Maybe better than anyone else, because I’ve seen him behind closed doors when no one else was around, and I’ve seen him drop the mask he wears. I’ve followed him for two whole months, never going a day without watching him for at least a few hours at a time. Don’t judge.

      All of my dedicated watching has put me at a great advantage. I know that whenever he’s a dick, people always back down and let him win. But that’s just not gonna work on me. See, I’ve seen this guy jerk off more times than I can count. Once you know their O face, their mean face just isn’t as impressive.

      I think it’s time someone in his life doesn’t let him win.

      Reaching down, I carefully untie his shoes, my touch light enough so that he can’t feel it. When I have the black laces undone on both shoes, I tie them together. It takes a few tries, but I finally manage a solid knot. Then I go higher.

      Gentle, but firm enough to make him feel it, I start to run my hands against his shins. Right over the fabric, I let my fingers graze him up and down, my touch slow and methodical. Surprised, he jolts in his chair, and I snicker to myself.

      He quickly tries to recover by making it look like he was just straightening up, before diving into more shop talk about some real estate he wants to buy from Mr. Abner. I stop, making him think my assault is over, but just when I see him relax, I start trailing my hands over him again.

      He tries to shove me away, this time using his feet, but I grin as I easily bypass the jerky movements.

      Unfortunately, I don’t expect him to bury a hand beneath the desk and pull me between his knees to get me to stop moving, so I fall forward with a surprised puff of air as he locks me in place.

      He closes his knees around me, trapping me between them in order to stop my movements. I can tell by his posture that he thinks he’s won now. His thigh muscles look particularly arrogant.

      Please. He thinks this will stop me?

      I squirm, trying to get an arm free, but his thighs just press tighter around me.

      Wow. Okay. I spoke too soon. His thighs have every right to look arrogant, because they’re really fricken strong. I can’t get free no matter how much I try.

      I stop struggling, pursing my lips to the side as I consider my next move.

      Instead of trying to get my arms up, I simply let my hands drop around to the underside of his calves, and then I pinch the shit out of him.

      He jerks again, his thighs coming apart for a split-second as he covers up his yowl of pain. The release is short-lived, but it’s all I need to get my damn arms free.

      I’d raise a fist in victory if I had enough room, but for real, this desk space is cramped. You’d think a billionaire could afford to get a desk with better underneath space for occasions like this.

      Mr. Bachelor Asshole tries to lock me into place again, but I already have my arms lifted out of reach, so when his knees lock around my torso, I welcome it like a damn hug.

      He wants to hide me under his desk and trap me between his legs? Then I guess he won’t mind if I make myself right at home.

      Excitement makes my pulse jump as I place my hands on his thighs and slowly start sliding my palms up, up, up.

      His skin flinches under my touch, and I see an immediate reaction happening at the front of his slacks. Ha! I knew he liked me.

      He shifts in his chair again, but he’s no longer trying to kick me away or hold me hostage with his knees. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s inviting me to keep going, because his legs go wide like his dick is opening the doors for VIP access.

      I snort.

      “What was that?” Mr. Abner says.

      Warren coughs. “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “Oh. Well. Uhh, as I was saying…”

      My hands continue to move up his thighs, all the way to his belt. But I don’t undo it, and I take extra care not to touch the outline of his now very hard cock.

      I wink at it. I’m not really sure why. I’m just smug about my ability to make him so hard so fast, and I want his dick to know I appreciate the interest.

      But I also want to tease Warren some more, so not even a graze of a finger comes into contact with his growing member. Instead, I press against his stomach, and I feel the muscles jump beneath my touch.

      Warren coughs again, but even though I’m still smiling mischievously, I’m feeling excited too. And I mean that in a very vagina-driven way. I’m getting all hot down there. It feels great.

      I graze over the buttons of his dress shirt, circling the lowest of them where it’s tucked into his pants. When I trail a finger right beside where his dick is growing like a chia pet, I hear him make a strangled coughing noise.

      I would’ve laughed, but before I can open my mouth to do so, Warren suddenly reaches down under the desk and seizes my wrist, making my hand land right on his hard, thick cock.

      The unexpected movement causes me to accidentally knock my head against the wood of the desk with a bang that’s way too fricken loud, right as an equally loud curse flies from my lips.

      The voices immediately stop talking.

      There’s a long, awkward pause in conversation.

      Another cough.

      A chair squeak.

      I hear Mr. Harvey try to choke back amusement again, but he’s doing a terrible job at it. He ends up just sounding like a chortling baboon.

      But Warren doesn’t let go of my wrist, and I don’t move my hand from his cock.

      “Do you...are you...umm...occupied?” Mr. Abner asks, sounding shocked.

      Another long pause. My whole face feels like it’s on fire with embarrassment, but it’s kind of adding to the heat between my legs. When Warren’s cock jumps beneath my palm, I realize that I was accidentally stroking him. Whoops.

      I should stop, but...oh, what the hell. It’s the first penis I’ve had the pleasure of touching, so I just keep doing it. At least his erection is giving me his full attention.

      “I, ah, wasn’t expecting you so soon, Mr. Abner,” Warren finally says.

      I’d facepalm at his reply, but…I’m kind of busy with the dick.

      “Right. Well. Apologies. My mistake for coming in a day early and interruptin’ y’all,” Mr. Abner quickly says, his Southern drawl more pronounced than ever now that he’s all flustered. “Umm...I think I’ll just look over these figures from my hotel room, Mr. Knight. I’ll be back tomorrow during my, umm, scheduled meetin’ time.”

      Making sure I still have Warren’s attention, I move my hand down to swipe over the head of his cock. He jumps, his knee hitting the desk with a knock.

      “That would be great,” Warren says hoarsely.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Mr. Harvey quickly offers. “I’d love to take you to a dinner and a show. It’ll be the company’s treat,” he adds, doing damage control. “We heard you’re an Angels fan. We have box seats for tomorrow’s game if you’re interested.”

      “Well now, I could never pass up an opportunity to watch America’s favorite pastime,” Mr. Abner says jovially, sounding appeased.

      “Great, let’s get you all the info, and I’ll bring a car around to take you to your hotel,” I hear Mr. Harvey saying, their voices and footsteps getting further away. Mr. Abner is laughing at something Harvey says by the time the door closes.

      Then Warren is on his feet and yanking me out from under the desk and pulling me to my feet.

      I come face-to-face with him in all his beautiful, stern glory.

      He looks furious.

      He looks turned the fuck on.

      I smile at him in total victory because I just won this round and we both know it.

      My eyes flick down to his hard dick before swinging back up to his brown, hungry gaze. “Not hot enough for you, huh?” I say with a shit-eating grin. “Your dick says otherwise. But unfortunately, I have some bad news. Now that I’ve met you officially, I’ve decided you’re not nearly hot enough for me.”

      His mouth parts slightly in surprise, and he blinks like he didn’t hear me right. “What?”

      I shake my head in mock disappointment. “I know. But your personality is a real downer. And your face? Eh. I’ve seen better. Your dick doesn’t look that big, either. He felt okay, though.”

      He sputters, like he doesn’t know which part to address first.

      Before he can figure it out, I twirl around and move past him, maneuvering around the desk, making sure his jacket is still covering my ass. “I’ll bring you a date tonight at six. Be ready, and remember, try not to be such an asshole,” I call over my shoulder merrily. “Oh, and I’m keeping the suit jacket. It smells lovely.”

      He finally gathers enough wherewithal to move by the time my hand is on the doorknob, but it’s too late for him to realize I’ve knotted his shoelaces together. He goes flying face-first onto the marble tile, and then it’s Mr. Asshole Bachelor Dud doing the flailing starfish move.

      Sucker.

      I laugh all the way out to the elevator, not paying any attention to the stares I get for my dress code violation or the wide-eyed whispers that follow me.

      I’m suddenly feeling way more excited about the personal vow I made. It’s gonna be a tough job getting Warren Knight to fall in love, but I’m just the right cupid-human to do it. I’ll be back in the Veil in no time.
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      “That smells really good.”

      I’m standing outside next to a food truck called Fettuccine Afraid-O, and my mouth is watering at the deliciousness that keeps wafting out of it.

      In the last fifteen minutes of standing here, I’ve memorized the “scary” pasta menu and looked at each dish coming out with longing.

      Their food is not only decked out with ghost-shaped meatballs and “bloody” vampire sauce, but it also seems to be a block favorite. It looks like every working person within a five mile radius has left their offices to come eat here, and I don’t blame them. The zombie brainbread looks to die for.

      The people in line keep moving up, one after the other, leaving the front of the cart laden with limp noodles and giant balls of meat. I’ve never been so jealous.

      “You want to order something, babe?”

      I look over at the voice to see a dude dressed in gym clothes with a water bottle hanging from a lanyard around his neck. Behind him is a guy in Armani, and behind him is a guy so hipster, he’s wearing two holey beanies, despite it being a warm summer day in SoCal. Gotta love the clothing diversity in this city.

      “Aww, that’s sweet of you to ask. I’d love to order something, seeing as how I seem to have left my wallet in my pants,” I joke.

      Gym Rat looks at me blankly, and I realize he has headphones in, and he wasn’t actually talking to me. “Yeah, I’ll get that. See you in fifteen.” He hangs up, and I start looking around, as if the traffic is suddenly fascinating. Man, I’m dumb.

      “It’s a cool look. I dig it,” Beanie Hipster says to me, eyeing my outfit.

      “Thank you,” I reply, tugging the bottom of the suit jacket down in the back to make sure it’s still covering my ass. It is, but there’s quite the breeze.

      “Fucking millennials,” Armani Suit mutters with a shake of his head.

      “Next!”

      The men move forward in line, and I give another longing look as a pumpkin bowl full of alfredo gets whisked away.

      “I really need to get some money,” I mutter to myself. Then my eyes widen, because I just realized…I’m basically full-human now, which means I really do have to get a job. Because as of right now, all I own is a stolen jacket, and I’m fairly certain that doesn’t count.

      “Oh, fricken ass polyps,” I hiss as I internally kick myself. “I don’t have anywhere to live!”

      My dawning realization comes out way too loudly, and everyone in line glances over at me like I’m crazy, before they go right back to staring at their phones. I want one of those things, too. I’ll put it on my humanized to-do list:

      
        	Eat from Fettuccine Afraid-O

        	Get a job

        	Get clothes

        	Find a place to live

        	Get a phone

      

      Probably not in that order, but I’m hungry, so pasta is taking precedence. Also, I don’t think I could really get a job while being half-naked.

      “Oh, wait, I could be a stripper!” I say, thinking out loud.

      The woman in line with a baby on her hip shoots me a dirty look.

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “I just got excited about the stripper idea.”

      She doesn’t share my enthusiasm.

      I wrack my brain, trying to remember some of the nicer strip clubs in town, when a gray-haired woman suddenly walks up to me. She has tanned skin that’s lined with smile wrinkles but is otherwise completely smooth and clear. Her hair is crazy curly, sticking up all over the place, and she’s wearing a long hippie-style skirt that goes all the way to her ankles with ruffles at the bottom and pot leaves as the print. And you know when you hear that expression twinkling eyes? She has them. I’ve never seen someone whose eyes actually did that, but hers legitimately shine as she smiles up at me.

      “Your aura is magnificent,” she tells me.

      I look down at my body as if my aura is seeping out of me like sweat or something, but I don’t see anything. “Oh. Uh, thank you.”

      Two men come up to flank her. One is bald, looking a bit like Bruce Willis, and the other has a full head of white and gray hair, looking like he’s spent his entire life surfing, his skin leathery and his smile lines on full display.

      “Sorry, she insisted she come talk to you,” the Bruce Willis look alike tells me.

      “No need to apologize,” I smile. “Doesn’t every girl want to be complimented on her magnificent aura?”

      I hear the Armani suit guy snort, and I shoot him a glare.

      “I bet his aura is real shitty, huh?” I ask, hooking my thumb in his direction.

      The woman glances over at him and tuts under her breath. “Oh, dear. His aura is indeed begrimed.”

      “Ha!” I say, pointing at him with a grin. “She said your aura sucks.”

      He glares at me, but then the food truck guy hands him a heaping bowl of spider-shaped ravioli, and he smirks at me with a shitty grin. “My aura may suck, but at least I have food,” he says before walking away.

      Fricken ass.

      It looks delicious—the ravioli, not the ass.

      I force myself to look away from his overfilled bowl and focus back on the trio in front of me. The woman is now motioning up and down my body like she’s stroking my aura mist or something. “The past life of your reincarnated soul shines brightly within you,” she says cheerily.

      “Oh, well, I guess you could say that my past life was very recent,” I tell her.

      She nods knowingly, then she opens the cargo bag that she has slung over her shoulder and starts digging through it until she pulls out a deck of tarot cards and fans them out in front of me.

      Meanwhile, the silver fox surfer dude looks across the street at the ocean with longing, and Bruce Willis gives me an apologetic smile, as if he’s worried I’ll be bothered by her. But how could I be? She has feathers threaded into her hair and bracelets that jangle when she moves. She’s so mellow and free-loving that you can’t help but like her.

      “Pick a card,” she tells me as she holds the cards in front of me. “I shall read your fortune.”

      “Oh, man, my fortune? That sounds ominous.”

      “We all have one, dear.”

      I feel like this is a very poignant time. Like life is literally holding out choices for me to pick. “What if I choose wrong?”

      She shakes her head, making her poufy corkscrew curls bounce around. “There is no wrong. You’ll pick what you’re meant to pick.”

      My armpits start to feel all sticky and wet at the weight of decision that’s blanketed over me. “Damn. I think I have FOPWTC,” I tell her.

      She gives me a look.

      “You know, kind of like FOMO, but this is Fear Of Picking Wrong Tarot Card.”

      “There is no wr—”

      “Yeah, yeah. No wrong one,” I say, cutting her off. “But see, the thing is, I need a lady luck to be on my side here. I don’t need her, or karma, or Fate and Destiny to screw with me right now. I have a very important personal mission. So if I fuck up and choose a bad card, this could ruin everything.”

      The woman’s smile fades and her twinkling eyes narrow. Instead of her free-loving, whimsical self, now she just looks like a stern grandmother. It’s a bit scary. “Pick a damn card.”

      “Okay, okay!” I slam my eyes closed and shove my hand forward, swiping out the first card my hand touches.

      “Well done,” she tells me, her singsong tone back in place.

      I drag my eyes open carefully as I flip the card over, scared to see what’s on the other side.

      She nods down at the picture of the dude juggling. “Ah, the Fool.”

      Of course I got the one called the fool. I shouldn’t even be surprised.

      “Fricken fool,” I mutter. “That’s bad, isn’t it?” I ask. I can practically hear one of those karma bitches laughing at me. “Dammit! I knew I should’ve gone a little to the left.”

      She shakes her head, a beaming smile on her face. “Not at all. In fact, this settles it. You’ll come with me.”

      Taken off-guard, I look at her with confusion. “Uh...what?”

      She nods emphatically, like it’s all decided. “You have a good aura, and this card proves that you are an innocent—that you are embarking on new beginnings. But you can be easily taken advantage of or fall from your own naiveté. You’re in need of outside help. The universe and Mother Nature worked together to push us together.”

      “Uh…”

      Don’t get me wrong, I do need help. But I’ve heard all about Mother Nature. The way some cupids tell it, she’s a real PMS’ing, mood-swinging cunt. Catch her on a bad day, and she’ll knock you down with whatever natural disaster strikes her fancy. The last thing you want to do is get on her bad side.

      “You really don’t have to. I’m sure I’ll be fine…”

      “Nonsense,” she cuts me off. “You have no pants on, and you’ve been drooling over pasta that comes from a truck for the past half hour. You’ll come home with us.”

      “Us?”

      My eyes flick over to the older men on either side of her. The surfer dude nods and throws an arm over the woman. “We’re her life partners.”

      “Oh.” My eyes go back to the woman. “Both of them?”

      A teasing grin spreads across her wrinkled face. “What can I say? I’m a lot of woman to handle, and three was always my favorite number.”

      Huh. Now the I Heart Polyamory button on her cargo bag makes more sense.

      “Now, come on. It’s compost heap day, and I don’t want to be late.”

      “Oh. Right. Don’t wanna miss that.”

      I don’t even really know how my life has changed so suddenly, but I find myself following behind her anyway.

      “Don’t feel obligated,” the Bruce Willis dude rushes to say as we all trail after her. “She tends to be a bit eccentric…”

      The woman whirls around and smacks him playfully on the ass, cackling. “That’s not what you called it last night, Rob.”

      That shuts Bruce—I mean, Rob—up. Even the top of his bald head looks like it’s blushing.

      I carefully hold down the hem of the jacket to hide my bouncing bum cheeks as I hurry after her. She walks fricken fast for an older lady. Or maybe I just haven’t gotten the hang of this whole real body thing, because after only about twenty steps, I’m winded and sore.

      I glance around as we pass by more street vendors and head up the sidewalk, past all the commercial buildings and storefronts. I have no idea where she’s leading me, so I’m just going to hope that she doesn’t turn out to be some unconventional serial killer.

      “What’s your name?” I ask her.

      “I am Hummingbird Sunshower,” she answers breezily.

      “Judy. Her name is Judy,” Rob answers, making me chuckle. “The surfer asshole is Hale.”

      “Nice to meet you all.”

      Rob looks over at me expectantly, like he’s waiting for more. It takes me a few seconds before I realize he’s waiting for me to tell him my name. “Oh, uh, I haven’t really picked a name yet. I’m still working on it.”

      Hummingbird Judy nods over at me, ignoring all the people who are forced to move out of her way as she walks. “Yes, child!” she says with excited arm movements. “Shed what society and authoritarian begetters have forced upon you, and say, no more! We will not answer to a word that does not sing with our soul. No more! You brand yourself! Pick a name that suits you.”

      I nod. “Brand with a singing soul. Got it.”

      She looks very pleased with my answer.

      I guess Hummingbird Judy Sunshower really has a thing with names. Who would’ve guessed?
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      After walking for about ten minutes, I follow the trio into the back of a van.

      Okay, yeah. It’s probably not the smartest thing to do. I mean, everyone knows better than to follow strangers into vans.

      But in my defense, this one has bright purple flowers hand-painted on the side of it, and huge bubble letters with the slogan, “Nothin’ but good vibes and smooth rides,” so I feel like it’s a safe bet. Although, if I’m being honest, the drive is a bit bumpy.

      I sit in the back with Hummingbird Judy and Surfer Hale while Bruce Willis Rob drives. The back has bench seats all along the interior walls, with purple shag carpeting on the floor and a boom box built into the middle console. Floral curtains flap happily against the half-open window, and there’s a distinct smell wafting from the front, though I don’t know what it is.

      I relax, listening to the three of them as they talk about their impressive cucumber yield this year. I wonder if that’s some sort of sex euphemism or if they really are just this enthusiastic about gardening.

      But all thoughts of cucumbers go out the window when the van comes to a stop and I step outside.

      They brought me to a nudist colony.

      An honest-to-gods, everyone walking around in their birthday suits, totally nekkid commune.

      Boobs and penises everywhere.

      I look back at the gate that we passed through, seeing a sign that says, “Why be rude when you can be nude?”

      “Is this because of the whole I’m naked beneath the men’s suit jacket thing?” I ask Judy. “Because this was an accident,” I assure her, pulling the jacket down over my ass.

      She blinks at me. “Nudity is nothing to be ashamed of,” she replies.

      I’ll take that as a yes.

      The colony is made up of a hodgepodge of huts. Most of them look like they’re made of concrete or stucco, while others look more like art projects decorated with murals of neon paint and put together with sticks and hope.

      “So…this is where you guys live?”

      “This is our oasis,” Hummingbird Judy Sunshower says with a dreamy look on her face. “I knew your aura would fit right in.”

      I look around the wide open space with a bit of awe. I never knew this existed here. After two months of flying around freely in this area, who knew there was this little hidden community?

      For the most part, everyone seems like they’re around retirement age, so there’s a lot of sagginess going on. But once you get past the wrinkly balls and the boobs married to their belly buttons, you pick up on the unique energy of this place.

      Besides the metal gate that goes around the whole thing to block the view from outsiders, this place is really open and friendly. There’s an artsy, freeing vibe here that you can’t help but feel.

      We walk past the dirt lot where there’s everything from golf carts to BMWs parked in rows. Walking along the painted pavers, Hummingbird Judy leads us down the path, where I see an in-ground pool and spa area, a rec center, and a greenhouse. These nudists have it good.

      At the center of a grassy quad, there’s a kumbaya circle thing going on where people are gathered, currently doing some yoga poses and chanting. I have to look away when they all bend over for Downward Dog, because that’s just a lot of asscrack hair.

      A little further down, there’s a circle of nudies playing music. A short older dude is leading the impromptu concert, one leg crossed over the other as he balances his guitar in front of his Wiener Schnitzel.

      There’s a woman behind him, swaying to the music and shaking a cymbal as she gyrates to the beat. I get a little distracted by the impressive mound of hair between her legs. Her vagina whiskers are long enough to braid. Which I know for certainty since it is, in fact, braided.

      “This is our music space,” Hummingbird Judy tells me. “Wonderfully talented, aren’t they?”

      I can’t really discern an actual beat to be honest, though I don’t say that. The people clapping out of sync aren’t helping, and the dude with the ukulele isn’t trying to harmonize at all. The lady with the rainstick is kicking ass though.

      We pass the music space, and then we come to a path that looks like something out of an artist’s wet dream. Right alongside the palm trees, there’s a short wall that’s covered in art. The wall itself is only about three feet high, but it’s littered with hanging canvases and raw paintings done right on the wall itself.

      Set up along the path, there are a lot of artists scattered around, all of them busy painting, sculpting, making jewelry, or doing other shit I don’t even have a name for.

      You’d think that the guy carving the giant wooden bear would want to wear a protective cup while he works the chainsaw, but alas, he’s letting his peen fly free.

      Artists are talking as they work, passing supplies back and forth as they do their thing. There’s a couple of people sitting on the ground with notebooks propped on their laps as they write.

      I smile. “This is kind of amazing.”

      “See? I told you she wouldn’t be weirded out.” Hummingbird Judy says, shooting a look at Bruce Willis Rob.

      Rob gives her a look. “The last time you brought a stranger here, she started crying and wouldn’t open her eyes until the police came to pick her up.”

      Hummingbird Judy acts like she doesn’t even hear him as she messes with the feathers threaded in her hair. “Anyway, you can stay here if you’d like,” she tells me. “We’re always open to welcoming a new bright soul. I think you’ll fit right in,” she says, eyeing me like she’s studying my aura again. “We have a guest share system in place, so you’ll have to bunk up with someone for now until you decide to leave or stay.”

      “That would be great, but I don’t have any money or even a job,” I admit. Then I tilt my head in thought. “Well, technically I do have a job to do, but I don’t get paid for it. I’m here to make Love Matches.”

      Maybe that was too honest, but Hummingbird Judy doesn’t look at me like I’m crazy at all. In fact, she’s beaming. “Did you know—your spirit’s emanation practically glows when you talk about love!”

      “Uh. Is that...good?”

      She nods emphatically. “Very.”

      “Oh. Okay, awesome.”

      “Anyway,” she continues. “Our community here isn’t run on capitalism and greed. We all work the land, work together, and provide for each other. This is a community that practices giving,” she says, stressing the word with some swirling hand movements. “So what is it that you can give?”

      I consider this. “Uh…”

      What can I give?

      “I don’t really have any skills…” I trail off nervously.

      Rob and Hale give me sympathetic smiles like they’re not that surprised. Considering they found me salivating outside a food truck wearing nothing but a man’s suit jacket, maybe it’s not so shocking.

      “Come on now, you just said you’re a matchmaker. Your skills specialize in love!” Hummingbird Judy tells me. “What could possibly be more precious than that?” she asks, gesturing to both of her men.

      I nod. “Love is priceless.”

      “Exactly!” she says, suddenly overexcited as she smacks me on the arm.

      I rub the spot where she hit me and nod. “So I guess my skill is that I can help people fall in love...” I say, though it sounds more like a question, because let’s be real. I’ve never actually helped anyone fall in love. Yet.

      “Yes. You’re our spirit guide to love,” she claims breathlessly, her eyes twinkling again.

      Wow, Judy really knows how to sell it. She makes me sound awesome.

      “You’re gonna do just fine here,” she tells me with certainty. “Every place could do with a bit more love.”

      I nod. “That’s absolutely true.”

      She claps her hands, making her bangles jangle. “Good, that’s settled. Now let’s get you acquainted with everybody.”

      She starts taking me down artist row, stopping to introduce me to people along the way. I’m careful to keep my eyes at neck level or above, even though my gaze keeps wanting to dip down. It’s a slippery slope, though. Once you steal your first look at the swaying appendages and wrinkled bits, it’s hard to get past it.

      When she introduces me to the guy making a life-size sculpture of Frank Sinatra using only recycled material, he eyes my suit jacket with interest. “That would go perfect for this piece,” he tells me, reaching back to tighten his ponytail. “It would really round it all out nicely. Frank loved to look good,” says the forty-something artist with the wrench tucked behind his ear.

      It takes a few seconds of us looking at each other awkwardly until I realize that he wants me to give him the jacket. “Oh…uh. Actually, this is the only piece of clothing I have,” I tell him. When he continues to stare at me, I lean in closer, dropping my voice to a whisper. “I’m naked under this.”

      “You do know that this is a nudist colony, right? Being naked is kind of our thing.”

      Oh, right.

      “So, how about it?” he prompts, although I’m not sure if he’s just asking for the jacket again or if he wants me to take some sort of nude pledge.

      “Uh…I think I’ll just become a nudist later? If that’s okay?” I ask nervously, shooting a look over my shoulder at Hummingbird Judy.

      I’m all for it if they want to let their nuts and bolts out of the toolbox, but I’m not sure the nudist life is for me. But what if it’s mandatory? That would really suck, since this place is already starting to grow on me. Plus, I have nowhere else to go.

      Hummingbird Judy must see the panic on my face, because she comes to my rescue. “No need to worry. This isn’t a forced nudist community. You get to choose to be free of the weight of society’s appearance restrictions weighing on your shoulders.”

      “Or—” Rob cuts in. “You can choose to wear clothing. Either way is just fine. We’re a zero pressure community.”

      I blow out a relieved breath. Artist dude looks positively crestfallen. “Don’t worry. If I decide to go nude, you’ll be the first to know,” I promise him.

      He sniffs in disappointment and takes the wrench out from behind his ear. “Thank you.”

      He doesn’t even seem to want me to get naked just for naked’s sake. He just really wants this jacket. I’m not sure if I should be offended or not.

      I look back at Judy and her men. Rob is wearing worn jeans and a button up, while Hale is wearing board shorts, a swimming shirt, and flip flops.

      “Do you guys go nude?” I ask curiously.

      “These two do,” Rob says, hiking a thumb over at them.

      Hale claps him on the back. “Yeah, Robbie’s too self-conscious about the size of his dick.”

      I snort out a laugh as Rob glares at his...brother-husband? Judy-lover-in-arms? Relationship compeer? I actually don’t know what to call them.

      “My dick is bigger than yours, asswipe,” Rob shoots back.

      Hummingbird Judy rolls her eyes. “Both of you have wonderfully fulfilling phalluses. Now come on.”

      I swallow my laugh as the guys continue to razz each other back and forth as we double back to the music space. As soon as we approach the circle, the group stops what they’re doing and starts singing some sort of welcome chant, except none of them are singing the same lyrics, so it just sounds like a mishmash of voices that serenade at various pitches until they slowly taper off at different times.

      I clear my throat and look around at all the expectant faces. “That was really…nice?” I say, accidentally making it sound like a question instead of a statement.

      They don’t seem to notice, because the entire group grins happily at me.

      “May the light shine out of you,” the guitar dude says.

      Hummingbird Judy presses her palms together. “May the light reside within.”

      Waving, we continue on, but my bare feet are sore, and all I wanna do is curl up in Warren’s suit jacket and take a nap.

      “I can show you the pool and the relaxation room next,” Hummingbird Judy offers. “Or if you want, we can go take a hit on the pipe over there before seeing the dining tent.”

      Gotta hand it to Judy for knowing how to have a good time.

      “Actually, I’d really just love to rest for a bit? I’ve had kind of a long day.”

      “Of course. There will be plenty of time to see more later. Let’s check the share board and see who you’ll be rooming with.”

      She marches us over to the rec center, where I can see retirees holding their cue sticks and shoving their pucks at one another. And that’s not slang for something dirty.

      “Shuffleboard!” I say excitedly. “Looks fun.”

      Hale nods. “I’m the reigning champion,” he tells me seriously.

      “That’s impressive.”

      Rob rolls his eyes. “He won twice last Saturday, and one of them was because the other man had to forfeit when he threw his hip out.”

      “It was still a legitimate win,” Hale defends.

      “Sure it was.”

      “Hush,” Hummingbird Judy reprimands them as she skims her finger down a sheet of paper. “Oh, you’re lucky. You’ll be staying with the twins.”

      I just nod.

      “I’ll walk you,” she offers, before looking at her lovers. “You two bozos can go home and get the kettle started. I need some ginger tea. I’m having digestion issues.”

      They don’t even skip a beat. They just wave to me and then walk off, still making fun of each other about their shuffleboard strategies.

      Hummingbird Judy leads me to the path that takes us to the individual huts. Some are bigger than others, but all of them have some sort of artistic expression to them, whether it be glass bottles stuck into the concrete or spray paint decorating the walls.

      She breaks off the path and leads me to a hut that’s noticeably nicer than some of the others. It’s made of dark stained wood and has a metal roof sheeting that’s been cut to look like palm leaves. Hummingbird Judy wastes no time rapping on the door.

      A woman answers in just a few seconds, and I look at the dark-skinned beauty, noting her long dreadlocks and reddish brown eyes. She has thick lips and dazzling white teeth, and she’s wearing a paint smock with nothing else beneath. She’s the youngest person I’ve seen here so far, looking like she’s in her late twenties or early thirties. With her cool vibe and striking features, she’s beautiful.

      “Hey, Hum,” the woman says in greeting.

      “Bea, this here is a new guest,” Hum Judy motions to me. “What are we calling you, honey? Have you decided on a name that sings to the beat of your soul?”

      Shit. I forgot to nail down the whole name thing.

      “Uh…”

      I look down at the XXX on my wrist. Thirty…Triple…Tri…X…

      “Trix? Trix Valentine?” I blurt out.

      Hum Judy taps her lips. “Yes, I think it’s a perfect name. So organic.”

      “Thanks.”

      Bea looks me up and down with a nod. “Alright, Trix, so I guess you’re bunking here with us,” she says before moving aside to let me in. “You’re lucky. Gary Palomi was on the schedule for last month, but his hut doesn’t have indoor plumbing, and everyone knows that Palomi drops the worst bombs in the outhouse every time he goes out there. He stinks up the whole sidewalk. You don’t want a roomie with a reputation like that.”

      “Yikes.”

      “You good here, Bea?” Hum Judy asks.

      Bea waves her off. “We’re good. I’ll take care of her.”

      Hum Judy blows me a kiss as she starts walking away. “If you need anything, just come on over to my place—you can’t miss it. Our hut is painted like a pink armadillo with the pot pipe in its mouth.”

      Honestly, I’m not even surprised.
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      Once Bea invites me in and shuts the door, she wipes her hands on her smock and takes a good look at me while my ears pick up on rock music playing somewhere above us.

      “So what’s your story? Get tired of The Man and decide you’re gonna live your truth?”

      I nod, thoroughly impressed that she figured me out so easily. “Yes, exactly! The man’s name is Warren, and he doesn’t believe I’m going to get him to fall in love, but I am.”

      Bea’s brows nearly hit her hairline. “Not what I meant, but okay,” she says before gesturing around the house. “Let me give you the tour of our hut.”

      I finally take the time to look around, and I’m immediately dazzled. What this place lacks in square footage, it makes up in originality. I run my gaze over the smooth wooden walls. Unlike the outside, the interior wood is all painted white, and everything is open, allowing the floor plan to use up every single inch of space.

      There’s a small sitting area right behind me, an eat-in kitchen ahead with funky chrome and black appliances that are about a third of the usual size, and a ladder leading up to a loft above. The floors and counters are all black too, setting off the walls nicely, but then there are pops of color around to draw the eye. Cherry red mini-chandelier, teal pillows, a yellow rug, purple built-in loveseat, and pop art hanging on the walls. Even the ceiling has color, with stained glass for a skylight.

      “Wow. The whole hut thing seems like an unfair name,” I comment.

      “Believe me, some of these places are huts,” she tells me. “But we built this one ourselves. That’s what we do. We build and design tiny homes.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty rad. You kick ass at this,” I tell her honestly.

      Bea grins. “We’re gonna get along just fine, Trix Valentine.”

      She looks over her shoulder at the loft, raises her finger and thumb to her mouth, and then lets out an ear-splitting whistle.

      “Hey, Blue! Get your ass down here! We’ve got a new roomie!” she shouts.

      The rock music shuts off, and a head pops over the railing of the loft. “What?”

      “I said get your bony ass down here!”

      I hear mumbling, and then the woman starts climbing down the rungs of the ladder and striding over to me, completely naked except for a pair of goggles hanging around her neck. She looks at me curiously. “Hey, I’m Blue.”

      “Trix,” I tell her, offering my hand to shake.

      “Nice tattoo,” she comments, looking at my wrist as she shakes my hand. “I’m always supportive of those who want to celebrate their sexual prowess.”

      “Oh. Thanks.”

      “You finish soldering that piece?” Bea asks her.

      “Don’t be so impatient. It takes finesse,” Blue answers, scratching at her dark nipple.

      With both of them standing side-by-side, I study their mirrored features. The same smooth dark skin, full lips, and kind brown eyes. Their figures are curvy, but while Bea is semi-clothed in her smock, Blue is on full display. Their dreadlocks are even the same. They have this twin thing down pat.

      “What were you soldering?” I ask curiously.

      “I’m making this metal and glass piece for a tiny home we’re working on. It’ll be inlaid into a door. It’s going to be life-changing.”

      Bea rolls her eyes. “She says that about every piece she builds.”

      “You bet your ass I do. And they are all life-changing,” Blue says matter-of-factly.

      Bea looks at me. “Mm-hmm, see?”

      “Not that I know anything about soldering, but isn’t that dangerous to do when you’re naked?” I ask.

      Blue shrugs. “I’ve been soldering in my skivvies since I was ten years old using my daddy’s iron.”

      Bea pokes her waist where there’s a very visible burn mark. “Yeah, and you’ve been getting your ass burned for that long too.”

      Blue sniffs. “Don’t bore the girl with unimportant details.”

      I laugh lightly at their banter and then look around again. “So, as nice as this place is, I don’t think you really have enough room for a third person in here...”

      Blue snorts. “This your first time in a tiny home?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s an adjustment, but we definitely have the space. You’ll see.”

      I glance up at the loft dubiously. “We’re all gonna fit up there?”

      She shakes her head. “Nah. Our beds are up there, plus our workstation. Your bed is right here.”

      I watch as she walks over to the purple loveseat, presses some fancy button on the wall behind it, and the whole thing starts moving. The cushions slide out and flatten until it’s changed into a bed. Despite it being small, it looks plush and soft.

      “Whoa. That’s cool.”

      Blue nods proudly. “Yep. I designed this bad boy myself. I even slept on it a few times to test it out. It’s nice. You can adjust the angle or make the cushions heat up by pressing these buttons here,” she says, pointing them out. “It even vibrates,” she adds with a waggle of her brows.

      “Wow.” As someone who’s watched thousands of ladies enjoy certain vibrations, I gotta say, I’m intrigued.

      “Alright, feel free to get yourself cleaned up and have a nap. There are towels in the bathroom cubby, but there’s only enough hot water for a five minute shower, so you gotta be quick. Oh, and if you want to take a nap after, there’s some earplugs in the kitchen drawer. We tend to be loud workers.”

      Bea nods in agreement. “We can only work with rock music playing. It’s necessary for our creative process.”

      “Don’t mind me,” I tell them. “I won’t interrupt.”

      A nap sounds amazing since I’m feeling exhausted, but I suddenly remember my badass exit from Warren Knight’s office, and I cringe. Why did I have to go full-badass and act like I had a date lined up for him tonight? I should’ve gone half-badass and just flipped him off on my way out the door like a smart person.

      “Dammit,” I say, groaning at myself.

      “Already wanna leave, huh?” Blue asks.

      I quickly shake my head. “No, it’s not that…”

      She pops her hip to the side. “Then why’d your face just stretch through the floor?”

      I frown, confused.

      Bea intervenes. “She means why the long face.”

      “Oh, umm. I sort of have this bet going on? With myself. But it also involves this guy…”

      “Ooooh, this is already getting good,” Blue says excitedly.

      Bea shakes her head. “Nope, I’m out. I prefer the pink clam to purple snakes.”

      She turns and walks away, heading up the rungs of the ladder, butt cheeks on display. “Make yourself at home, Trix,” she tells me before disappearing up into the loft.

      “Hungry?” Blue asks as she turns and motions for me to follow her into the kitchen.

      I press a hand to my stomach. “Yeah, I think I might be starving, actually.”

      She nods like that’s a perfectly acceptable answer.

      She pulls out a skinny bar stool for me from under the counter which was hidden underneath. I slide onto the cushioned seat and try not to think of all the naked asses that have sat here before me. I watch while she gets into the mini fridge and starts pulling out things to make sandwiches.

      “Alright, let’s hear about this jack-off. What is he, a cheater?”

      I shake my head. “No. At least not that I know of.”

      She starts chopping tomatoes and lettuce and places them on the nutty bread. “Then why did you dump him?” she asks before stuffing a cheese wedge in her mouth and spreading mayo onto the bread.

      “I didn’t dump him. I wasn’t even dating him. I’m his cup—matchmaker. It’s my goal to get him to fall in love.”

      Blue snorts at me while slathering some mayo on bread and slapping the cheese on after it. “Good luck with that. Love is the last thing that most dudes are looking for.”

      I frown. “Well, that’s not very romantic. What do they have against love?”

      Blue finishes up by adding some thick slices of meat. “That is an excellent question. And most of them will tell you the same stupid ass answer. They don’t want to be tied down to someone. Like being in a relationship is akin to them getting hog-tied and held against their will.” She cuts the sandwiches in half with way more aggression than necessary. “Commitment freaks them out. But what that really means is they want to be able to get their dick wet by whoever and whenever they want.”

      “Huh. Warren doesn’t seem like that, but maybe he is scared of commitment.”

      Blue nods as she finishes up and slides a plate over to me. “Yep, I bet that’s exactly what his problem is. So what are you gonna do?

      I consider this as I pick at the nuts in the bread. “Well, if he has commitment issues, I can work with that. But I have to get him a date first. And I kind of already told him that I had one lined up for him tonight at six.”

      Blue eyes me as she starts eating. “But you don’t?”

      “Not exactly, no.”

      “Hmm. That’s a problem.”

      I sit up straighter and eye Blue carefully while she shoves a massive bite of sandwich into her mouth. She looks like a chipmunk storing nuts for winter.

      Catching me studying her, she pauses as she licks her fingers. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      A slow smile spreads across my face.

      Her eyes widen, and she starts shaking her head adamantly and chewing as fast as she can. “No. Hell no. I’m not doing it.”

      “Please?” I beg. “I don’t know anybody else.”

      She gives me a look. “Girl, you don’t even know me.”

      “Of course I do; we live together.”

      She snorts. “Yeah, since about five minutes ago.”

      “That’s not important,” I say quickly. “What is important is that you’re pretty, young, and readily available. Plus, I can properly prime you. You’re the perfect candidate to help me get my foot in the door with him and make him practice. He needs serious help to not totally suck at dating.”

      “I don’t date,” she tells me. “I’m on a self-imposed hiatus. When I’m feeling thirsty, I just do one night stands to feed the V monster.”

      “That’s okay,” I say quickly. “See, it doesn’t have to be a real date. I just need someone that I trust to go out with him so I can coach him. He needs a trial run so that I can teach him how to behave. I’ll stay with you the whole time.”

      “And he agreed to this?” she asks dubiously.

      “I sort of just told him.”

      Based on the clock on the stove, I can see it’s nearly three o’clock already. If Blue turns me down, I won’t have enough time to find a replacement date. I really need her to be in on this with me.

      “Please,” I implore. There might be some bottom lip action. I’m not above begging.

      She sighs. “I dunno...” she says, taking another overly large bite of her sandwich. She glances down at my untouched food. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course.” I lift up half of the sandwich and make sure to take a very appreciative bite while I try to gauge whether or not I’ve convinced her yet.

      The second I start chewing, my nose wrinkles of its own volition, and my tongue tries to shove the food back out. “Uh, what kind of sandwich is this?” I ask around the mouthful.

      Food always looked amazing while I was in the Veil, and eating was such an event for people. They planned their whole days around it sometimes. It always made me a little envious when I watched them enjoy it. But this sandwich...this is not good. I don’t get what all the fuss was about.

      “Oh, sorry,” she says. “I should’ve warned you. It’s vegan. We don’t eat any animal products.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I say as I keep chewing, wondering if it’s supposed to taste like this on purpose.

      She looks at me expectantly. “What do you think?”

      Is that a trick question? I’m not sure, but I panic. “Uh, it’s kind of like the way I would imagine squishy wood tastes?”

      She narrows her eyes at me, and I realize that was not what she wanted to hear.

      I quickly amend my statement. “But really delicious squishy wood.”

      There. I fixed it.

      She just cocks a brow at me. Dammit.

      I really need her to go on this date, so I plaster a smile on my face as I force myself to swallow. “So, so fricken good,” I tell her, my eyes wide to really drive my point home.

      She finally relaxes. “It’s veggiturkey and tofu cheese. The mayo is eggless, too, and we picked the lettuce and tomatoes from our community garden. Amazing, right?”

      “Mm-hmm, definitely. So amazing. Life changing, almost.” Too far? Maybe. But Blue seems happier by the second.

      I pick out a huge nut from the bread before taking another—very small—bite. “What about the bread?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant, when really I’m thinking to myself, who the fuck puts birdseed in bread? It doesn’t seem right.

      “Oh, that’s from Marjorie. She loves baking, so we trade her for it. We’re making her some custom cooling racks.”

      “Cool,” I say, as the food sloshes around in my mouth like my tongue is considering leading a rebellion.

      “So what’s the deal with this guy?” Blue prompts me while she continues to eat.

      Using her question for a reason to stop eating, I quickly drop the sandwich. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, aside from his fear of commitment, what’s his deal? Is he unemployed? Living with his mom? Have a beer belly? Chew tobacco?”

      I shake my head. “No, none of that. He’s just an asshole. He’s too hot for his own good.”

      For some reason, that seems to perk her up. “Oh, I see. You got yourself a bored greyhound.”

      I tilt my head. “A what?”

      “A bored greyhound. All his little fuckbunnies keep laying at his feet, ready to be caught. But a guy like him? He’s missing the chase. He wants to have to catch the rabbit. He wants a bunny who will keep him on his toes. One that will surprise him.”

      That...actually makes a lot of sense.

      “What’s he do for a living?” she asks.

      I blink away the picture I have of Warren running around a racetrack with bunnies chasing after him in order to answer her. “He’s the CEO of a big company.”

      This answer seems to simultaneously interest her and piss her off. “Oh. One of those.”

      “Those?”

      She nods. “A money-hungry greed-churner wearing a monkey suit.”

      I fidget in my borrowed suit jacket. “Um, I guess?”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Warren Knight.”

      Her eyes bug out of their sockets. “Warren Knight?” she sputters.

      I nod slowly.

      “Oh my God, I’m in,” she says.

      Well, now I’m just suspicious.

      “You are?” I ask warily.

      “Yep. Warren Knight. California’s hotshot CEO playboy. Greed conglomerate and serial dater hater. I want to fuck with him.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Umm…”

      Seeing my expression, she waves a hand. “Don’t worry. I won’t be too hard on him, and this will actually help you out. Because you know there’s zero chance I’ll get dazzled by his hotness. I’m the perfect candidate to help you help him not be such a douche.”

      “Oh. Okay then, that’s good. So you’ll really do it?” I press. “You’ll go on this date?”

      Blue shoves the rest of the sandwich in her mouth and then chugs some water as soon as she finishes. “Yep,” she says after wiping her mouth. “I don’t have anything else going on anyway. I’ll get ready after I’m finished soldering my glass.”

      My gaze flicks over her. “Okay, but do you have clothes or…?”

      Blue levels me with a look and cocks a brow. “What, do you have some negative body image thoughts that you’ve been secretly harboring this whole time?”

      I blanch. “What? No, I—”

      Blue’s stern face immediately cracks when she starts to laugh, cutting off my internal freak out. “Oh, man! You should’ve seen your face!”

      I sulk. “Not cool.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t scare him off with my nudist ways or get arrested for public indecency. At least, not on the first date,” she says with a wink before she goes sauntering off, ass cheeks shimmying with every confident step.

      “That wasn’t nice,” I tell her.

      “Be honest, though. It was funny.”

      She wants honest? “Well...this sandwich tastes terrible!” I call at her retreating bare backside.

      She just laughs. “I know. Why do you think I eat so fucking fast?” she says over her shoulder.

      Damn nudist vegans.
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      I continue to listen to Pierson sitting across from me as he drones on and on, noting the way his cheeks have gone ruddy from years of too much alcohol consumption. His white mustache has yellowed near his mouth, but since he’s been bald for years, it’s clear he doesn’t want to let the facial hair go.

      There are ten other people seated in the room for today’s board meeting, but I don’t care if I have witnesses, I’m ready to stab my eyeballs with my ballpoint pen if Pierson doesn’t shut the fuck up soon.

      The board has been arguing over these investment opportunities for hours. Correction—Pierson has been arguing.

      You’d think as the owner and CEO of Knight Enterprises, I wouldn’t have to deal with shit like this, but that’s not how it always works. I seek approval from my advisement board and get advice from their expertise by holding meetings like these, where I attempt to bridge the gap between the old financial gurus and the changes I want to enact to ensure that my company is relevant and keeping up with the changes of society.

      Besides, Knight Enterprises has way too many moving pieces for me to manage everything on my own, which is why I have a team of people to help me do it. Unfortunately, that means that I have to endure these damn meetings and get my advisors on board when I want to move things in a new direction. Like right now.

      “We shouldn’t be wasting resources by dabbling in things we have no business being in,” Pierson says, his stubby finger jabbing at a social media marketing strategy. “We don’t need any of this.”

      “I disagree,” I say. “My group of personal researchers gave you the data. Knight Enterprises is failing in the eyes of public opinion. At worst, we’re seen as greedy, corporate grab-hands that buy up real estate left and right. At best, no one knows what the fuck we do. These sister companies we start-up will alleviate that. It’ll show that Knight Enterprises isn’t single-minded.”

      “Yes, your so-called think tank,” Pierson says, nearly rolling his eyes.

      I grit my teeth, imagining how public opinion would feel if I kicked him right in the ass. He can mock it all he wants, but that small group of brilliant minds that I formed come up with some amazing ideas, some of which I presented today. I know in my gut that they’ll be key in moving my company forward. And that goal is very important to me. I want Knight Enterprises to continue to be successful years—decades—down the line. I want it set up so that my successors can reap the benefits of my vision.

      The fact of the matter is, while Knight Enterprises is successful, we’re old news with old ideas from when my grandfather and father created this business.

      But I’ve been in charge for three years now, since my father passed away, and I finally have enough experience and a handle on things to start making some changes with confidence. But old board members are intent on stopping these changes from happening. Fortunately for me, the board is strictly advisory. I don’t have to gain their votes to make a decision. I do, however, prefer to get everyone on board with my ideas. I’ve found it creates smoother transitions.

      The things I presented today are just the beginning. Things we can slowly build or just dip our feet into to feel out the response. A new trendy restaurant venture, a clean living construction company, a dating app, security startups, even some things in artificial intelligence and robotics. They’re not our norm by any means, and some of them are a bit risky, but they have excellent potential and could put Knight Enterprises on an entirely new map.

      “Knight Enterprises should continue to focus on what we’re successful at. If we waste resources on some of these things, we could lose millions.”

      I cut him off. “You’re basing those asinine projections on guesses and misknowledge,” I tell him before he can continue to make the rest of the board nervous. “Despite some of these ventures being more risk-driven, they’re also fiscally opportunistic. You would know that if you’d take a minute to read the research in the report in front of you,” I tell him pointedly as I point at the projection screen behind me. “In today’s technological climate, we need to keep things forward-thinking. Even if we lose some money at start up, we have plenty of other profitable businesses to make up for it.”

      Pierson shakes his head and starts arguing about some of the information in the binders that my personal team worked on for today’s presentation. Bored, I glance over at Jim Harvey, my VP and best friend. Harvey is blonde, amiable, and annoyingly likable. Everybody likes the bastard. He’s essentially the polar opposite of me.

      Harvey catches my look, and I see his lips twitch in response. He probably knows I’m envisioning muzzling Pierson and tossing him out of the room.

      “Are you listening, Knight?”

      My eyes cut over to Pierson.

      No, asshole, because all you’re doing is repeating yourself for the third time.

      I’ve had enough.

      I look at him with a bored expression on my face. “Which part are you questioning that I heard?” I ask. “Was it the part where you implied that you don’t understand enough about the social media aspects to have any real knowledge of our new marketing strategy ideas? Or was it the part where you mentioned Knight Enterprises should stick to what it knows—i.e., what you know. Because if it’s the latter, I’m confused about what you think you do here. So please, enlighten me.”

      I know I’m being a dick, but I’m fucking over listening to him.

      Pierson sputters. “Capital gains and real estate,” he answers. “I suggest what properties we should be focusing on.”

      “Exactly,” I tell him. “You sit on this board as my advisor for our real estate ventures because that’s your expertise.”

      Pierson’s lips draw into a thin line, showing off his displeasure, but I don’t give him time to argue again.

      “I’ve heard your concerns, but I disagree. This is what we are doing, so I suggest you start backing it or, at the very least, help aid the transition. Because if you don’t, I think it may be time for you to consider retirement.”

      Pierson blanches, turning about three shades darker red than he already is. Some of the other board members fidget nervously in their seats. It’s not often that I throw my weight around in the boardroom. After all, I’ve been trying to build up a solid foundation of trust so that they can respectfully tell me their real opinions and feel comfortable enough to give me their ideas. But Pierson has been getting way too negative and overbearing lately, and it’s time I shut it down. If he walks because of this, well...that would just be an extra perk.

      “If I may…”

      My eyes flick over to Tonya West, my leading marketing strategist. I respect the hell out of her and her knowledge, and she holds a lot of weight with the other board members. Brunette, nearly as tall as me even without heels, she’s wearing one of her signature “power suits” as she likes to call them.

      I nod for her to go on.

      She holds up one of the spreadsheets from the presentations. “I’m very interested in these ideas, Knight. You know I’ve been telling you for months that I think we should be more publicly accessible and put our name and image out there, so I’m behind these sorts of changes.”

      I nod, thankful as fuck that she said that. If I can get her support, maybe it’ll even out all the negativity from Pierson.

      “I particularly like the boutique restaurant idea. Foodies will eat it up. Pun intended,” she says, earning some chuckles around the room as the tension dissipates. Tonya is thirty-something, takes no shit, and won’t hesitate to hand someone their balls. But unlike me, she also has a softer, more charismatic side.

      “But what I’m really interested in is the dating app,” she goes on. “I think this is the perfect direction to go with the least amount of risk involved. I also think it could be extremely successful. I just have one issue.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Well, you.”

      My shoulders tense. “Excuse me?”

      She tosses down the report and smooths back a strand of hair. “Let’s be honest here, Knight. You’re one of the best faces of corporate America. Young, successful, easy on the eyes,” she adds matter-of-factly with a wave in my direction. “And for these new ventures, the best way to play this would be to use your face to make Knight Enterprises more personable. The public wants to like you. But for the last several months, you’ve been viewed as nothing more than an asshole playboy who broke a Hollywood starlet’s heart.”

      My hand tightens around my pen.

      “Harsh,” Harvey says under his breath.

      “It’s the truth,” she says unapologetically. “We need to get you past the Marla May stage.”

      Marla fucking May. The bane of my existence.

      Tonya isn’t wrong, which is what makes the whole thing worse. The recent media attention I got wasn’t the most flattering.

      Since I became one of the youngest and most successful CEOs in the country, I’ve had my fair share of press to deal with. But that all blew up when I had a fling with an up-and-coming Hollywood actress who made it big.

      There was nothing serious between us. She annoyed the fuck out of me, to be honest, but she was gorgeous, so we enjoyed each other sexually several times. But then one night, after leaving a club, she got a phone call from an ex and ended up in a screaming match with him. She cried, yelled, made an obnoxious scene that I loathed. But Marla loved making a scene. It’s her favorite pastime and her career of choice.

      People assumed that I was the asshole who’d broken her heart that night, and Marla let the tabloids eat that theory up. “It’s good free publicity, Warry,” she’d told me in her annoying voice. “Really, you should be thanking me.”

      That was the last time I saw or spoke to her, and the tabloids have hated me ever since for breaking her heart. Such a fucking joke.

      And now Tonya wants me to...what? Invite even more publicity into my life? No thank you.

      My jaw tightens. “I’m not interested in being the face of the company like some fucking poster boy.”

      Tonya shrugs, unwilling to back down. “You already are the poster boy whether you want to be or not. We want to bolster Knight Enterprises in the public eye? Then give the people something to like about you.”

      I swear, I could break my jaw from how damn hard I’m clenching my teeth.

      “You know I’m right,” Tonya goes on. “Show me that you have a plan to get your personal shit in order, to be the darling Captain fucking America CEO that the people want, and I’ll back you on this one hundred percent.”

      First Pierson, and now this. This board meeting is a complete shit show.

      Probably sensing that I’m about to blow a gasket, Harvey stands, intervening slowly. “Alright, why don’t we break here?” The board wastes no time nodding in agreement, no doubt wanting to escape before my temper finally breaks and I end up firing everyone in the goddamn room. “I think we’ve had enough for today. We have plenty of material to go through for now. In the meantime, I suggest we do an interim trial run.”

      I look over at my friend. “What are you thinking?”

      “How about four weeks?” he suggests. “Let’s see how we can get these ventures kick-started and what kind of launch we can anticipate. I, for one, am interested in seeing the social media response. If the feedback is positive, then we should allocate resources to make it happen. If it doesn’t...we’ll reconvene and come up with another solution,” he says smoothly. “But I think Tonya is right. So get ready to be a fucking poster boy, Knight,” he adds, letting a grin spread out. I want to punch it right off his face.

      Tonya nods in agreement. “Yes. Get me a public image strategy I can work with, and I’m all for it.”

      Pierson’s lips thin, obviously displeased.

      As much I want to argue about this entire thing, Tonya’s right. And with the respect she has from the other divisions...I need her support on this.

      “Alright, I’ll have something you can work with,” I tell her, even though it kills me a little because I loathe being in the public eye.

      She gives me a perfunctory nod as Harvey walks over and claps me on the back. “We all know that Knight has never fallen short with delivery. He’ll get us where we need to be.”

      The more Harvey talks, the more he draws everyone in. I met him in college, and we’ve been friends ever since. He’s always been a smooth talker. If it weren’t for him, I would’ve lost my mind years ago. And probably half my employees.

      Being in charge, I can do. Running businesses, handling numbers, juggling responsibilities, I was trained for it. But people...I’m not so good with them. Which is why I tend to have the reputation of being an asshole.

      When people annoy me, I let them know. When they aren’t performing well enough, I put them through the wringer. I don’t pull punches or sugarcoat words to make people feel better about their fuckups. I don’t have time for that shit, and I’m not here to hold anyone’s hand.

      Much to my fucking relief, the board meeting finally adjourns, and everybody files out until Harvey and I are the last ones here. We leave the conference room, walking down the polished floors of the hall, passing by several other suites until we make it back to my executive office.

      Harvey follows me in and shuts the door after us, whistling as soon as it’s closed. “Well, that was fun.”

      I take a seat behind my desk while Harvey sits across from me. “We anticipated that reaction.”

      Harvey nods. “We did. Which was why I was surprised you went off on Pierson. I thought you were going to give him his walking papers right then and there.”

      “I wanted to,” I admit. “He’s good at what he does, but goddamn, he’s an antiquated and stubborn bastard. If he keeps fighting me left and right without reason, I’m going to have to reconsider his position on the board.”

      Harvey gets up and goes over to the black cabinet against the wall and takes out the decanter full of whiskey and pours us both a glass. When he hands me mine, I toss it back, instantly feeling the burn.

      “I personally think Pierson just needs to get laid,” he says. “Hey, maybe that dating app we’re doing will come in handy. Let’s set up the cranky bastard during the four week trial run.”

      I chuckle as I picture that. “I wouldn’t want to subject some poor woman to his eating habits.”

      He makes a face. “How that man manages to slurp a steak, I’ll never know,” he says, before cutting his gaze over to me. “And speaking of poor woman…” Harvey starts, sitting down with his glass balancing on his knee. His blue eyes take on that excited gleam that he only gets when he’s about to bust my balls. “Did you ask Leo if he’s the one who sent over the naked chick to your office?”

      I nod and finish off my drink, setting the empty glass on the desk. “Yeah, I called Leo and Ken. It wasn’t either of them. But they did laugh their asses off when I was forced to explain what the fuck I was talking about.”

      Harvey starts laughing while also getting a thoughtful look on his face. “No shit, it wasn’t them? I wonder who sent her, then.”

      I shake my head at a complete loss. “No fucking clue. Someone had to have let her in here, but not even my secretary noticed her come in.”

      Harvey taps his knee in thought. “Hmm. Well, she was fucking hot, though. Did you see her tits? Jesus.”

      I scowl at him. “She trespassed into my office and embarrassed me in front of a client.”

      Harvey snorts. “You trapped a naked chick under your desk. How’d you think that was gonna go?”

      “I wasn’t really thinking. I just reacted.”

      Harvey smirks. “What’s that say about you that your first reaction with a naked woman was to shove her down on her knees?”

      “Fuck off. I didn’t want Abner to see a half-naked girl in my office. I didn’t think it would set the right tone for the meeting.”

      “But having one hidden under your desk would?”

      I glare at him.

      He just laughs. “You have to admit, she was pretty fucking hot, even though you tried to tell her otherwise. Not a bad greeting when you walk into your office.”

      She was hot, but that’s beside the point.

      “She was trespassing, indecent, and could have cost me an invaluable client or even my reputation. I’m lucky that Mr. Abner is older and doesn’t use social media, and that I pay my secretary enough for her to keep my business private. That could’ve been a shit show.”

      He ignores everything I said except… “Yeah, well, her indecent looked real fucking good.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t you have work to do?”

      Harvey laughs and stands up, putting our empty glasses on the cabinet. “Nope. It’s almost six. That means quitting time.”

      My eyes snap over to the clock on my computer. “Shit. Pierson complained for longer than I thought. I didn’t realize it was so late.”

      “Want to grab a drink?”

      “Yeah. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      Harvey saunters out, leaving me to wrap up a few things before I call it a night. If it weren’t for him dragging me to go out five days a week, I’d probably never leave the office.

      After I finish up, I walk out, nodding to my secretary as I pass by. Ruby’s a solid worker for me and never complains about my long hours. “See you tomorrow, Mr. Knight.”

      “Good night, Ruby,” I say as I head to the elevators.

      I press the button for the lobby and wait, my eyes focused on my phone as I go through e-mails I hadn’t gotten to during the day.

      When I hear the elevator ding, I walk out, nodding at people as they greet me, my focus still on my phone.

      I don’t worry about watching where I’m going, because the entire building is mine and everyone scatters when they see me coming, anyway.

      I’m just finishing up an email to one of my accountants when I hear Harvey say my name. I walk past the welcome desk with the reception area and the huge chrome Knight Enterprises sign that takes up most of the wall.

      The lobby is busy at this time of night since most of the workers are leaving for the day, so I don’t immediately spot Harvey as people move out of the way to avoid me. Shooting off the email, I slip my phone into my pocket just as I spot him.

      He smiles when he sees me. “Just the man we were talking about.”

      I expect him to be schmoozing some board members or hitting on one of the female employees like he usually does, but when the crowd parts and I walk up to him, I see him wearing a shit-eating grin on his face. I realize why when I see the pink hair.

      No fucking way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Warren

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      She’s not naked this time, but I’m not sure her being dressed is any less conspicuous. She’s in an obnoxiously bright red tie-dye dress that flares out at the elbows, the length skimming her mid-thigh with fucking pompoms threaded at the hem. The material is so damn thin that I can see her nipples because she’s definitely not wearing a bra.

      Fuck me.

      The quirky little buns have been taken out of her hair, and it’s now been braided back on either side of her head. Her hair is short, so the ends are tucked at the base of her skull with a little curl. She’s not wearing any makeup, probably because she doesn’t need to. She’s one of those women with perfect skin and naturally beautiful features, which is probably why Harvey is looking at her like she’s an ice cream cone he wants to lick.

      My eyes rake over her from her head to her toes, and I see she’s wearing what looks like men’s old construction boots laced up all the way past her ankles, and she has thick purple socks stuffed beneath. In short, she looks completely out of place in the lobby of my executive building where it’s just a sea of suits and black business skirts. She’s drawing the attention of everyone.

      “Knight, you remember Miss Valentine?” Harvey says as I stop beside him.

      “Unfortunately,” I answer.

      I don’t know what the fuck she’s doing back here or why Harvey is talking to her instead of having her thrown out of the building, but my irritation is spiking. With a quick glance, I notice a dark-skinned woman standing next to her, with dreadlocks almost all the way down to her ass, wearing overalls and ballet flats. Obviously, her clothing choices are no better.

      “Why is she here?” I ask Harvey.

      “Well, turns out, she’s looking for you, Knight,” he says, his grin telling me that he’s enjoying this way too much.

      I finally flick my eyes to her face, trying not to think about how her hand felt on my cock earlier. I try really hard not to remember how she was between my legs, hiding from Abner in that very precarious situation, or how her small hands slid up my thighs. I inwardly chastise myself not to reminisce about the way her hands felt when she teased my body before I captured her wrist and inadvertently caused her to come into contact with my dick.

      Dammit. I’m thinking about it.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, crossing my arms, letting anger replace my lust so that I can deal with her.

      “My name is Trix Valentine,” she says proudly, even though I didn’t ask.

      “Of course it is,” I drawl.

      I was wrong. With a name like that, she’s not a hooker. She’s a stripper.

      “Warren, it’s lovely to see you again,” she adds with a smile. That smile makes me fucking suspicious. So does the term lovely. No one ever describes seeing me as fucking lovely.

      “If you’re here to slap me with some sexual harassment suit, Miss Valentine, I can assure you that my team of lawyers will rip you apart. So I suggest you turn around and walk away now.”

      Trix gives the other woman a look. “See what I mean?”

      The woman nods with a whistle. “Mm-hmm. You were right. Total asshole.”

      I’ve had enough. “Miss Valentine, you are wearing my patience thin, and after that stunt you pulled earlier, you should’ve been arrested already and banned from the building. Now tell me why you’re here.”

      She actually has the audacity to sigh at me. Sigh! I don’t think anyone has dared to do that to me since I was in grade school. I’m a scary motherfucker. Or so I’ve been told.

      “Six o’clock for your date, remember? You’re a bit late, but I’ll let it go.”

      I just stare at her incredulously. This chick really is crazy.

      “Are you fucking delusional? I’m not going on a date with you.”

      As if the sighing thing wasn’t enough, now she starts laughing. I’d be impressed with her audacity if I weren’t so irritated.

      “Not me,” she says, unable to keep the laughter out of her voice, as if us dating is hilarious to her. I don’t know why I find that offensive.

      “You’ll be going on a date with Blue here,” she says, motioning to her friend.

      The woman with dreadlocks crosses her arms and glowers at me.

      What the actual fuck is my life right now?

      My eyes go back to the pink-haired termagant. “Did you fall on your head as a child? Or do you perhaps have a video camera attached to your God-awful dress so that you can upload some sort of prank video?”

      She wrinkles her nose and looks down at her dress. “This is vintage.”

      I shake my head, refusing to entertain her. “I’m just trying to determine why the hell you would think it’s appropriate to trespass naked into my office, feel me up while I’m with a client, and then, after I told you to leave, you come back and try to get me to go on a date. I mean...who the fuck does that?”

      Blue’s mouth drops open, and her eyes light up. “Girl, you left some details out,” she mutters.

      Trix huffs out some air in frustration. “For the record, I was naked on accident, and you’re the one who held my hand down on your dick,” she spouts off.

      “Lower your damn voice,” I hiss, taking a threatening step towards her.

      She doesn’t back down at all, and instead lifts her chin up like she’s ready to go toe-to-toe with me. For some reason, it makes my dick twitch, which would be the second time today she’s gotten me hard. I can’t even remember the last woman that got me hard without having to work for it.

      “You lower your voice,” she says back, not lowering hers at all.

      Everyone walking by glances over at us, probably wondering what the hell is going on. I’m about three seconds from totally losing my shit. I can feel my temper rising like a fever, but the last thing I want to do is make a scene in the lobby of my own damn building.

      I loom over her. “Listen, Miss Valentine, I’m not going on a fucking date. Turn around now before I have security toss your ass out onto the street,” I growl, my voice deadly quiet.

      Undeterred, she jabs a finger into my chest, making my shirt button dig into my skin. Her warm brown eyes spark in defiance. “I’m your damn cupid, and if I say you’re going on this date, then you’re going! I’m going to coach you the whole time, and you’re going to like it!”

      Fiery irritation shoots like sparks out of her eyes. Her small hands are balled into fists at her sides. Her cheeks are so pink that they now match her hair, and while I normally don’t find pissed off women attractive, for some reason, my pulse kicks up a notch at the gleam in her eye. I can’t help but wonder how she’d look if I pushed different buttons of hers. Anger and arousal are so close together, after all.

      “Oh, Knight, this is perfect.”

      The voice makes my head snap over, and I see Tonya striding up. She drops the cell phone that was against her ear, cutting off her call without saying goodbye as she sidles up next to us. Her keen eyes track over Trix with avid interest, and the edges of her lips pull up when she gets to the pink hair.

      “Hmm,” she hums approvingly. “She’s perfect, Knight.”

      I blink at her. “What?”

      Tonya continues to study Trix, and I shoot Harvey a look because I have no idea what the fuck is happening.

      “This is your idea? A modern-day cupid to launch the dating app with you as the first set up?” she asks. “It’s perfection. Utter perfection.”

      When all I can do is continue to gape at her, Harvey steps in. “Ah, yes. Yep, that’s exactly what he planned.”

      Tonya nods again. “It’s brilliant. She’s brilliant,” she adds, looking back at Trix with an assessing tilt of her head. “Which agency are you from?”

      Trix’s eyes ping pong between Tonya and me. “Uh…”

      “Rubidoux’s” Harvey answers quickly, giving her the name of one of the talent agencies we sometimes work with.

      I give Harvey a what the fuck look. He shrugs.

      “This is the perfect way to publicly show that you’re done with Marla May. That you’re looking for real love and are a changed man, while also launching a brand new dating app. Do you realize the women in this country will eat this shit up? It’s exactly what we need. Show the public that the great Warren Knight even uses this app to get matched. A few photo ops, some press releases, it’s just what we need,” she says, her eyes lit up in excitement. She holds out a hand to Trix. “Tonya West. Nice to meet you…”

      “My name is Trix Valentine,” she answers, obviously still very excited about giving out her name. “And this is Blue. Warren’s date.”

      Tonya looks practically giddy. “I love the juxtaposition of her freeing style versus Knight’s CEO vibe,” she says, eyeing Blue and me before switching her gaze to Trix. “And you. You have the whole modern cupid thing down pat. It’s subtle, but not too subtle. I’m into it. Good work.”

      “Thanks!” Trix replies. “I’m going to teach him how not to be a bachelor dud.”

      What the hell is happening right now?

      I give Harvey a look, and he knows that I’m about to blow up and have security haul Trix out of my damn building, but he stops me before I can. “Excuse us, ladies, I need a sidebar with Knight for a moment.”

      The women barely cast us a glance as they start talking excitedly about my supposed date night.

      Harvey leads me several feet away and rounds on me. I open my mouth to argue, but he cuts me off first. “I know. I already know everything you want to say, so save it and just think for a second. Tonya is drooling over this and you know what? She’s right. This is genius.”

      I gape at him. “You can’t possibly expect me to go through with this,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “I know it’s insanity, but look at her. Just look.”

      With a frustrated sigh, I look over my shoulder at Trix.

      “Even you have to admit that she’s a walking, talking marketing campaign. And Tonya is eating it up. We both know Tonya’s instincts are always right. It’s one night, Warren. You can handle one night.”

      I let out a harsh sigh. “Fuck.”

      Harvey smirks. “You’ll have to charm your date first, bud.”

      I roll my eyes, and he claps me on the back. “Come on, buck up buttercup. It’s just a date.”

      I hate going on fucking dates.

      The monotony of it all. It’s the same thing, every time, with practically the same woman. I don’t have a taste for it anymore, which is ironic, since I’ve had more dates in the last six months than my entire life. As soon as the Marla May incident happened, women have been lining up.

      I don’t get the appeal from their standpoint, and it bores me, but I keep doing it anyway. I have no idea why. Maybe I’m looking for something...but that’s idiotic considering my no commitment rule.

      We walk back over just as Tonya is scheduling them in her phone. “You ladies come in next week, and I’ll get with my design staff for a photo shoot.”

      Tonya turns her attention on us. “Harvey, go with him,” she says, jerking her head in my direction. “Make sure he plays nice. And take some candid photos.”

      Harvey looks ecstatic at the prospect of babysitting me and taking my picture, since he knows it’ll annoy me to no end. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “The ladies have already signed an NDA,” she says, holding up her phone for me to see before arching a brow at me. “And if I see one damn scowl in those pictures, I will literally put your face on a billboard,” she threatens.

      She’ll do it, too.

      “I’ll make sure he has fun and does all the good bachelor dating stuff,” Trix offers.

      Tonya beams at her. “You’re just a treasure. Okay, gotta run. Have fun!”

      She strides away without another word, already with her phone to her ear again.

      “Ladies…” Harvey says holding out his arm. “Shall we?”

      The three of them start walking away, leaving me to grumble behind them, my head spinning and my attitude dropping.

      What the fuck did I just get coerced into?
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      “This is the place you’ve chosen for my date?” Warren asks, looking all pouty in his suit as he stares at the outside of the restaurant like it’s personally offending him.

      “Yep. The ambiance is amazing, huh?”

      If looks could hit, I’m pretty sure he just bitch slapped me.

      “People sit on the floor. Which, quite frankly, can’t be sanitary. And they reach rudely across the table to share communal food,” he points out.

      “I know, isn’t it great?”

      I lead the way for all four of us go inside, and as soon as I step over the threshold, I take in a deep breath, a smile stretching across my face. It smells so good. Better than I ever imagined. I flew in here a bunch of times before, just because I liked the vibe.

      Bright colors are everywhere, sheer drapery hanging from the ceiling, colored lights, steaming Moroccan food set on low tables where people eat perched on pillows on the floor.

      I always thought that if I were human, this place would be one of the first places I’d visit. The ceiling is pink, and the pillows are silk, for cupid’s sake. It’s just meant to be.

      “Oh, this place is killer,” Blue says beside me, taking it all in.

      A beautiful hostess comes forward wearing a djellaba, her long robe adorned with bright red fabric and purple threads on the front in intricate embellishment. She smiles warmly at us as she leads us to a table. Instead of sitting down immediately, I wait off to the side, observing Warren.

      Harvey plops happily down on one of the pillows and starts looking through the menu. Blue sits down next to him at the round table, and Warren sulks for a good five seconds as he stands over them both.

      “Aren’t you going to sit?” I prompt.

      He scowls at me. Not the best start.

      A group of people at a table nearby notice Warren and start stealing looks and whispering. He tenses and then grudgingly sits down. It’s funny to watch this six-foot-something dude get on the floor and somehow fold his long legs to fit under the table as he rests on bright pink and teal pillows. This is definitely not his scene, which is precisely why I chose it. I wanted to shake him up.

      Since he chose to sit next to Harvey rather than Blue, I fill the gap with a shake of my head. “That seating choice is gonna cost you,” I tell him as I sit crossed-legged beside him.

      “In more ways than one,” he grumbles.

      He looks so out of place here in his expensive suit, even sans jacket. At least Harvey had the smarts to roll the sleeves of his dress shirt up against his forearms. Not Warren. He’s full CEO mode still, in a room full of midriff tops and bright colors.

      This is gonna be fun.

      I pick up the menu and start perusing it at the same time that Warren does.

      “This is all in Arabic,” he says, flipping through the laminated pages.

      I squint at the pages. “Hmm. Maybe I can speak Arabic,” I say, letting my eyes trail over the words. Because I can definitely read English, so maybe in my former life I was a linguist or something. Crazier things have happened.

      When I continue looking over the menu, Warren prompts, “Well? Can you?”

      I close the menu with a little plastic slap and set it down. “Nope. Not at all.”

      He mumbles something under his breath that I don’t catch.

      “Okay, first lesson,” I announce, straightening up. “Mingle. So far, you’re terrible at mingling.”

      “I don’t mingle.”

      “You do when you’re on a date. Go on,” I say, waving a hand in Blue’s direction.

      “Yeah, mingle me,” Blue says with her brow arched.

      Warren looks back at her coolly. “No.”

      “Good grief,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Okay, here. Watch me.” I turn to Harvey, who’s looking happy as a clam as he lounges back on the pillows, watching the belly dancers from across the way.

      “Harvey, I really love your tie, where’d you get it?”

      His blue eyes land on me, the edges crinkling with humor as he smoothes down his loosened tie. “My mother, I think.”

      “Aww, are you and your mother close?”

      “My mother is a saint. She raised four boys on her own, the way only a strong woman can.”

      Blue looks at him with new respect and raises a fist to him in solidarity. “Women run the world, yo.”

      Harvey bumps his fist to hers. “Word.”

      The waitress comes up then, and she’s jingling at the hips because she’s also one of the belly dancers. She has beautiful brown skin, slightly dewy with sweat from her dance. Her straight black hair hangs down her back, and she has ornate henna painted around her belly button.

      “Ready to order?”

      “I’ll have the lentil stew,” Blue says.

      “Couscous,” Harvey puts in.

      “And you?” the waitress asks Warren.

      “Nothing for me.”

      I interject. “Don’t listen to him.” I rip the menu from his hands and then close my eyes and let my finger land in a random spot. I open my eyes and show her the food item. “He’ll have this.”

      “Tagine? Very good,” she says with a nod. “And you?”

      I do the same pick-trick again. “I’ll have this one.”

      “And the harissa. Excellent. I’ll put that in for you and bring you more tea.”

      She turns to leave, her hips jingling all the way.

      Harvey and Blue start talking about the evolution of feminism, while Warren glowers at me. “What?” I ask.

      “You know I was coerced into going on this date.”

      “Yeah, by Tonya. I like her.”

      “I used to,” he mutters.

      “Oh, don’t be such a baby,” I tell him, leaning over to start messing with his tie.

      He freezes as my hand grazes his neck. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to get you to loosen up, of course. Lesson number two: Relax.”

      He studies my face. “Mingle and relax. Those are your groundbreaking matchmaker tips so far?”

      “Yep,” I say, still messing with his tie. “And it’s awesome advice that you’re doing a terrible job of following.”

      I thought that I could handle loosening the knot since I managed to tie his shoelaces together earlier, but all I manage to do is make his tie even tighter. He finally gets frustrated and bats me away to do it himself.

      “There,” he says, loosening it. “Happy?”

      I lean forward again and pop open the top button of his shirt before he can stop me. I lean back and smile, pleased at my work. “That’s better.”

      “So glad you approve,” he says dryly.

      I arch a brow. “You’re doing it again,” I say, lifting my cup to take a sip of tea. It’s blazingly hot, making my eyes instantly water from the burn, but the refreshing taste hits my tongue, so I savor every second.

      “Doing what again?” Warren asks, though I notice his eyes are trained on my mouth as I pull the cup away and lick my lips.

      “Letting your asshole leak out,” I tell him honestly before taking another sip. “Shit, that’s hot,” I add with a wince.

      When I raise the cup again, he shoves his hand above the cup and presses it down. “Stop drinking it if it’s burning you every time.”

      “But I’ve never had it before, and it’s yummy.”

      He takes the cup from me and sets it down on the table. “Just wait until it’s cooled down.”

      “Oh, yeah. Smart.”

      We both look over when Blue and Harvey erupt into laughter over something they’re talking about. They’re deep in conversation and have somehow moved onto the topic of hemp versus cotton production. Blue is adamantly trying to convince him why Knight Enterprises should make the switch.

      “Hemp uses nearly fifty percent less water than cotton,” she tells him. “And it produces over two hundred percent more fibers than cotton. It just makes sense.”

      “I’ll admit, you’ve intrigued me,” Harvey tells her, but I don’t miss the way his eyes keep dropping to her chest.

      Are they sitting closer together than they were a few minutes ago, or is it my imagination?

      “This shirt is hemp,” Blue says, pulling on the small tee that she’s wearing under her overalls.

      “See?” I interject. “You argued with me about wearing a shirt tonight, and look how it’s paying off. You guys are nailing the mingling thing...even if you’re doing it with the wrong guy,” I add pointedly.

      Blue just shrugs.

      Harvey cocks a blonde brow at her. “You weren’t gonna wear a shirt?”

      Blue shakes her head. “I prefer to go without. We live in a nudist colony,” she explains.

      Warren starts choking on his tea, so I reach over to pat him on the back. “Okay, big guy?”

      He pounds a fist against his chest. When he finally gets his choking under control, he looks over at me, his cheeks flushed.

      I guess the whole nudist topic requires more advanced mingling skills. Who knew?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Trix

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re a nudist?” Warren asks incredulously.

      “That explains her office attire,” Harvey says with a grin.

      “Well, I’m technically just living at a nudist colony. I’m not sure if I’m gonna be a nudist myself. Although, clothes chafing is legit, so I understand the appeal.”

      His dark eyes flick down to my chest, and I follow his gaze, seeing my nipples hardening against the fabric of my dress. “See what I mean?”

      He jerks his gaze away like his eyeballs are on fire before picking up his teacup and downing the entire thing. He puts the cup down with a grimace. “Fuck. That is hot.”

      “What happened to waiting for it to cool down?” I admonish.

      “Warren here needed something to wet his tongue. Didn’t you, War?” Harvey jokes.

      Warren narrows his eyes on his friend. “I will fire you.”

      Harvey chuckles. “No, you won’t. You hate people. You hired me to be your people person so you don’t have to deal with them.”

      I glance at Warren. “Is that true?”

      “Yes,” he mutters uncomfortably while messing with the buttons on his sleeves.

      He looks so awkward sitting here on the silky pillows, his tie looking like it’s about to become a noose. His cheeks are red, his knees keep hitting the edge of the table, and every time someone looks at him, his shoulders tense. For the first time ever, Warren Knight looks totally out of his element, and it’s adorably sexy.

      “Harvey has his job, you have yours. You’re a good team,” I say, trying to encourage him. “What’s your favorite part of your job?”

      Surprise flits over his face at my question for a half-second. “Entrepreneurship. I like creating new businesses,” he answers after a beat.

      I study him thoughtfully. “Yeah, I can see that. It suits you. Is that what the whole dating app thing was about?”

      He nods slowly. “Yes.”

      “Warren here is moving Knight Enterprises forward.”

      Warren only looks slightly mollified. “I try.”

      “Look, you’re mingling! You’re doing great,” I praise him quietly.

      He looks pained at the realization.

      “He can mingle about work because that’s his forte. He has a knack for business,” Harvey puts in.

      “Well,” Blue cuts in, “Mr. Hotshot Knight should get a knack for preserving wildlife instead of constructing hotel conglomerates. He should also ensure that his company is giving equal opportunity to females in the workplace, and he should consider—”

      “Changing our cotton mills to hemp, yes, I’ll make sure we look into all of it,” Harvey tells her. “But for the record, Knight Enterprises’ employment rate for female executives is fourteen percent higher than competing companies.”

      This seems to appease Blue immediately, though she tries not to show it. “Oh. Well. Good. But there’s always room for improvement,” she says with a sniff.

      Harvey grins at her. “Indeed. Let me know if you’d like to come in for a consultation. I’d be happy to go over some...numbers with you,” he tells her, his gaze going right past friendly and into flirtatious.

      Blue’s lips curl up. “Yeah? Well, I’ll see if I can fit you in.”

      “Oh, I’ll fit,” he says with a wink.

      My mouth drops open in surprise as my cupid mark tingles slightly. Oh shit, they’re totally flirting. And my cupid powers are responding to it.

      “You’re trading sexual innuendos with my date,” Warren drawls, sounding bored.

      Harvey shrugs, totally unconcerned. “Guess I’m better at mingling than you are,” he says with amusement.

      “He has you there,” I tell Warren.

      Just to be an ass, Harvey pulls out his phone and takes several of the candid photos that Tonya required until Warren threatens to punch him in the jugular. In Harvey’s defense, we’re an incredibly photogenic group.

      The waitress comes back with a full tray of food and starts piling plates on our low table. Warren and I stare down at our plate of...whatever it is we got, while Harvey and Blue immediately dig in.

      Mine looks like some kind of stew, and it smells divine. I glance over at Warren’s earthenware plate, which is full of steaming vegetables and chicken. “Looks good.”

      He makes a noncommittal noise as he starts to pick apart the food, going so far as to separate the like vegetables into piles.

      Shaking my head at him, I dive into my own bowl and take a bite, glad to find that the temperature doesn’t singe my tongue off. Flavors explode in my mouth. “Oh shit,” I say. “I didn’t know there were so many tastes!” I say excitedly, as I sop up the stew in the flatbread that it came with.

      I’m starving, since my vegan sandwich just didn’t cut it earlier, so I keep shoveling more in my mouth before I can even swallow.

      It’s right around bite seven that my taste buds catch up with me.

      My spoon falls with a clank into the bowl like an A-bomb being dropped to the ground. A mushroom cloud of red stew burbles up, almost in slow motion, and nails me in the face at exactly the same time that my mouth drops open and a frenzied shriek rips from my throat. “Oh shitfire whiskey, that’s hot! My mouth!”

      Panicked, I jump to my feet and start running around, as if the wind at my flapping tongue is somehow going to put out the invisible fire currently burning my mouth.

      Tears stream down my face, and in my blurry hurry, I run into a belly dancer, who then runs into a waitress, who then runs into a table and sends food and pillows flying across the room.

      People scream. Dishes break. Food splatters. The sound effects are very dramatic.

      I land reverse-starfish mode this time, the breath stolen from my chest as I hit the floor. Boogers, tears, and fiery saliva drip out of me, and I feel a definitive draft down below from where my dress flipped up.

      Oh. My. Gods.

      I try to get up, but really, what’s the point?

      This is the most embarrassing moment of my second life, and I’ve only been alive for, like, nine hours. This is not a good start.

      Someone hauls me up by my arms and helps to pull my dress down again, and then I’m sat down on some pillows. A paper napkin gets brushed over my face, cleaning the food off me, and then I feel the metal of a spoon touch my lips. My mouth is already open, my poor tongue waving around like a white flag trying to surrender.

      I don’t even feel what gets shoved into my mouth for a few seconds until something cold and sweet coats my tongue. At least I think it’s sweet, but my taste buds just burned off, so who really knows?

      After the fourth bite gets shoved into my mouth, my tears finally dry up enough for me to be able to see that it’s Warren sitting in front of me, holding a bowl of ice cream as he spoon-feeds me.

      He pauses when he sees me come out of my spice coma. “Better?”

      I nod numbly. “Behhaar,” I slur, without the use of my tongue. It’s still hanging out of my mouth like I’m a panting dog.

      “You okay, girl?” Blue asks, kneeling next to me.

      “Cannn heell eyyy hunnnngue,” I tell her.

      “Bet you’re missing that vegan sandwich right about now, yeah?” she asks with a smartass smirk.

      I want to curse her out, but my tongue is still down for the count, and I don’t want to make a bigger scene than I already have, so instead, I flip her off like a lady.

      “You’re a vegan?” Harvey asks her, like he’s mildly disappointed.

      She straightens up, full of attitude, and perches her hands on her hips. “I don’t eat things that have feelings,” she says with defiance, as if she’s just daring him to counter.

      “No?” he asks, leaning closer to her with heat in his eyes. “Well, I love nothing more than to eat out red-blooded women and let their feelings drip all over me.”

      Wow. That was really dirty. And honestly, pretty clever.

      Based on the way her eyes dilate and she shifts on her feet, Blue looks like she’s about ready to be converted.

      But our belly dancer slash waitress comes over just then, interrupting Harvey’s moment. I look over as two additional men come walking up behind the waitress like they’re ready to kick my ass for making a mess in their restaurant.

      I scoot closer to Warren until I’m practically in his lap, because those dudes look scary. I nearly knock the ice cream bowl right out of Warren’s hands until he steadies me with his hand on my hip.

      “Horrry. Ihht waaa an ahhidenn,” I tell them. Well, I try to anyway. I’m not sure anyone can understand me. My tongue is still in revolt.

      Arms crossed, lips pursed, they continue to glare at me with clear disapproval. “I’m going to have to ask your party to leave,” the belly dancer says, her lips thin and angry.

      “Apologies for the mess,” Warren says smoothly, before standing and pulling me up with him.

      He pulls out his wallet and grabs several large bills, handing them over to the woman. “For your trouble.”

      Her expression instantly morphs from irritation to appeasement as she counts the bills. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nods and leads me out, holding me by the elbow as I walk on shaky legs. The too-big men’s construction boots don’t help my walking ability at all.

      Once we’re outside, the four of us form a small circle, and I finally manage to put my poor tongue back inside my mouth. Looking down, I see that I’m covered in my dinner, and Warren’s dress shirt didn’t fare much better. My dress is crooked, my shoelaces are undone, and I don’t even want to know the state of my face or hair.

      “Well, that was...fun?” I say hopefully.

      Warren scoffs.

      Blue and Harvey aren’t listening, since they’re locked in another heated debate, this time about mud wrestling.

      “Oh, please. I was a champion in college. I could kick your scrawny white ass,” Blue tells him.

      “Care to prove it?” Harvey challenges with a grin.

      She shrugs, making one of the straps to her overalls flop down her arm. “Let’s go.”

      “What, right now?” he asks, looking increasingly giddy.

      “Yup. I know a place,” she says as she turns and starts walking away. “Unless you’re chickening out?” she tosses over her shoulder.

      Harvey watches her with a bit of awe in his eyes before giving us a sheepish look and trailing after her.

      I blink at her departing back as she heads down the sidewalk. I’m not about to interrupt a potential Love Match between the two of them or anything, but I’m pretty sure I just got dick-ditched. Not to mention, she just left with the wrong guy. Oh, well. At least someone got something out of tonight’s date.

      I look over at Warren. “All in all, I’d say you earned a solid C tonight.”

      He puts his hands in his pockets and looks down at me. “I’m getting graded now?”

      “Well, yeah. How else am I supposed to show your improvement?”

      He shakes his head. “You are an enigma.”

      I’m fairly certain he doesn’t mean that as a compliment, but I’m going to take it as one anyway.

      “And you aren’t as much of an asshole as you want everyone to think you are,” I reply.

      Warren frowns at my declaration. “Yes, I am.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. You helped me up, fed my flaming tongue some ice cream, and paid off the restaurant so I wouldn’t get into trouble. That’s the Warren Knight I knew was in there,” I tell him proudly.

      He rubs the back of his neck like my compliments are embarrassing him. “Right. Well, I’d rather not have a repeat of tonight.”

      I nod emphatically. “Same. The next time I come here, I’m definitely not going to point-order. Spicy foods are obviously not my thing.”

      The smallest twitch of his lips happens at the corner. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Warren Knight wanted to smile.

      “And what exactly is your thing?” he asks.

      I tilt my head. “You know, that is an excellent question. I need to make a list.”

      I may have a ticking clock, but I just realized what an excellent opportunity I have. I get to be alive again, so what better way to celebrate that for the next few weeks than by doing as many things as I can?

      “List?”

      I nod emphatically and start thinking of all the things I can do before going back to the Veil. I start listing off things in rapid succession. “I want to step into the ocean, pet a dog, crowd surf…”

      “Crowd surf?”

      “Definitely,” I say. “What else...Oh! I want to try a vibrator. I’ve heard they’re amazing.”

      Warren opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but then closes it and tugs at his collar.

      “Get a massage...take a pottery class,” I go on. “Go to a movie theater, oh, do a body shot! And go skinny dipping, jump in a bounce house, play poker, go to a roller derby, play a video game, and... umm…” I wrack my brain. “Hold a snake. That seems fun.”

      He blinks at me for a few seconds like he’s waiting to see if I’m going to continue or not. “Is that it?”

      “That’s all I can think of at the moment.”

      He looks relieved. “That’s quite a list.”

      “I know! It’s gonna be awesome. Do you have a list?”

      He stares at me for a beat. “Like a bucket list? No.”

      “You should, they’re fun,” I tell him with enthusiasm.

      My very own live my second life to the fullest to-do list. I’ll be able to do so many things. My stomach flips in excitement at the thought.

      Oh, wait.

      That’s not excitement.

      I look up at Warren in horror as I feel it.

      My stomach clenching. My throat spasming.

      Disaster is imminent.

      Acidic, burning, vile fluid comes rushing up from my gut, and vomit suddenly starts spewing out of my mouth in an uncontrollable explosion.

      Colorful chunks of vegan sandwich and a way too spicy Moroccan stew dish jump out of my throat like a damned jack popping out of a box. There’s no anticipating it or hope to stop it from happening.

      It’s right here, in the middle of the Californian sidewalk, standing with one of the richest, most well-known, successful CEOs of all time, that I upchuck all over his Berluti dress shoes.

      It’s loud. Colorful. Gag worthy. People passing by let out a collective “eww.”

      Yep, I spoke too soon.

      This. This right here is the most embarrassing experience of my nine-hour life.
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      “I’m dying.”

      I glance over at the pink-haired female currently straddling my bath mat.

      She has her head sunk in the toilet, so every time she speaks, her voice echoes off the porcelain.

      “You’re not dying,” I tell her as I place a glass of water and some nausea medication on the floor next to her.

      As soon as she vomited on my shoes outside of the restaurant, her knees promptly gave out. Good thing I have quick reflexes and was able to catch her by the waist before she fell.

      She couldn’t tell me where she lived, but even if my GPS could’ve located the right nudist colony—and fuck, I had no idea there were so many—I didn’t think it would be polite to shove her in the first cab I saw, given her condition. I may be an asshole, but I’m not that bad.

      So, being the not that bad asshole that I am, the only thing I could think of to do with her was pick her up and have my driver take us to my house.

      You know what happens when you carry a sweating, groaning, slightly delusional woman down the street at night as she flails around in your arms and cries? You get a lot of dirty looks and exactly four people calling the police. If the tabloids get a hold of this, they’re going to have a fucking heyday.

      Trix turns her head in the toilet bowl just enough so that she can glare at me. “Don’t argue with me. I can’t stop throwing up, my body is having earthquakes, I’m sweating like a sauna, and my stomach is making noises that are not healthy. I’m obviously dying, asshole.”

      I grab a washcloth from the cabinet and run cold water over it. When I hold it out to her, her arm weakly grabs for it before slapping back down on the tile, unsuccessful.

      I kneel down beside her and gently start wiping at her face. “You’re not dying, Miss Valentine. Your stomach just rejected that food you ate.”

      She mumbles something about “First meals, fucking vegans, and fire stew.”

      My lips threaten to turn up. Despite her miserable condition, she still manages to be feisty.

      “Ready to try to drink some medicine and water?” I ask as I swipe the cloth across the back of her neck.

      She grimaces. “I don’t want to throw up again.”

      “Believe me, you don’t have anything else to throw up. I think you hocked up your stomach that last time.”

      She groans and smacks my hand away. “Shut up. Don’t say hocked while my head is hanging in your toilet.”

      I toss the washcloth into the sink and grab the medicine that I’ve already measured out in the little plastic cup. I hold it up to her lips until she drinks it all down, gulping it with a terrible look on her face. “That’s disgusting.”

      “Yep,” I say simply. “Here.” I pass her the water, and she guzzles it down like she’s an unclogged drain.

      “Easy,” I say. “Don’t go so fast.”

      “Don’t be bossy,” she says, detaching her lips from the cup long enough for me to strong-arm it away from her.

      “I brought you a shirt so that you can change out of that dress.”

      She looks down and grimaces when she sees that some vomit has been added to the dried food already caked on her dress. “Gross.”

      Without any hesitation, she lifts her arms and looks at me expectantly.

      I’m momentarily confused, and then shocked when I realize that she’s trusting me to undress her. I clear my throat and reach down, gathering the fabric in my hands.

      But then I hesitate. My knuckles are grazing against her bare thigh, making my hands heat up in awareness. In my peripheral, I can see her chest rising and falling with quick breaths, and the damp thin material of her dress pulling against her breasts. There’s nothing sexual about this moment right now, and she definitely isn’t trying to seduce me, but the intimacy of this moment catches me off guard and steals my breath.

      When I’m still stuck there like a chump, staring at her with my hands on her dress, she nods encouragingly. “Go ahead,” she says quietly.

      Swallowing hard, I lift the dress off her body, trying very fucking hard not to look down. I know I already saw her naked earlier, but I was too pissed off and surprised to really look at her.

      This...this is different. I don’t even know this girl, and yet here I am, taking care of her and dressing her in my clothes. It’s surreal and so completely unlike me. I don’t know how to analyze it yet.

      I’m careful to always keep myself aloof. Apart. No commitments, that’s my rule. I’ve never had trouble with that before. So why is this woman effecting me?

      As soon as I get the disgusting dress off her, I stretch out the collar of the t-shirt and pass it over her head, but I pause when I notice the huge tattoo of red-feathered wings along the entire expanse of her back.

      “Holy shit,” I say, not even thinking when I reach out and skim the exquisite red lines with my fingers.

      She instantly shivers, and fuck, seeing her skin pebble with chills, right there beneath the piece of art on her back, it’s the kind of raw beauty that I’ve never taken the time to notice before.

      Her head swivels to the side so she can look over her shoulder. “What?” she asks, her voice a little breathy.

      Snapping out of my awe, I force myself to drop my hand. “Your wings tattoo. It’s remarkable. It must’ve taken hours.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up, and an indecipherable look crosses her face before she replies. “Not as long as you’d think,” she mumbles.

      Taking one last look at the incredibly lifelike detail of the red feathers, I finish helping her dress. I slip her arms into the short sleeves of the shirt, but when I accidentally brush against the curve of her very generous breast, my cock leaps up like a dog who wants to go out.

      This was a bad idea.

      I finish getting her situated as quickly as possible, pulling the hem all the way down to skim her thighs. My eyes rake over her, and yes, this was definitely a bad idea, because now she’s in my damn shirt, and the sight is doing something to me.

      She sighs a little. “Now I’m gonna have to tell Hummingbird Judy that I ruined the dress from the communal clothes bin.”

      Shaking my head to clear out the foreign thoughts swimming in my brain, it takes me a moment to unravel her words. “What?”

      She nods her head at the clothes I tossed aside. “The dress I borrowed.”

      “Your nudist colony has a communal clothes bin?”

      “Mm-hmm. It’s very convenient.”

      Convenient, indeed. I guess the communal clothes bin didn’t have a bra for her to borrow, because I just confirmed that she definitely isn’t wearing one.

      Fucking hell, Warren. Get your shit together and stop thinking about her like that.

      “Right. Well...I’m sure they’ll understand,” I tell her. “Are you ready?”

      She glances at me warily. “Ready for what?”

      “I’m going to help you into bed.”

      Her brown eyes widen in panic. “No. Don’t make me,” she whines. “I can’t move! My stomach is gonna flip out, and I’ll projectile all over your marble countertops. Marble, Warren. You’re not supposed to get vomit on marble. Even I know that.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. Fuck, she’s not even trying to be amusing, and I’ve been more entertained by her in one day than I have by any other woman in months.

      “You need rest, and you can’t get that by sleeping on the bathroom floor.”

      “Don’t underestimate me,” she retorts.

      Rolling my eyes, I lean down and place my hands under her arms, our faces just inches away. “Put your arms around my neck.”

      She sighs quietly. “Fine. It’s your marble’s funeral,” she grumbles before wrapping her hands around me, her fingertips brushing over my skin in featherlight touches. “Don’t drop me.”

      “I’ve got you,” I promise her quietly.

      I pick her up as gently as I can, surprised at the effortless way her body fits against mine. She makes a little whimper as I carry her out of the bathroom and over to the bed, but I’m mindful to keep my steps nice and smooth, and I hold her securely against my chest as she practically melts into me.

      It’s a strange feeling, holding someone like this. All I’ve ever done with a woman is fuck her, and to be honest, I’ve had no interest lately in even doing that.

      I’ve already turned the blankets down on the bed, so I set her down as carefully as I can so as not to jostle her.

      Trix immediately curls over on her side in the fetal position, clutching her stomach as she breathes slowly. I go back to the bathroom and clean up, then bring her more water and a trash can in case she gets sick again. As I’m setting the water on the nightstand beside her, her arm comes out to grasp my wrist, and I freeze under her touch.

      It’s dark in the room, but the moonlight that’s coming in from the windows is enough to show me her shiny eyes are locked right on me. “Thank you,” she says quietly. “For taking care of me.”

      I look down at her, and in no way should I find her attractive right now. Her once braided hair is a mess of tangles and frizz, her face is pale, sweat lines her brow, and she’s spent the last three hours puking her guts up in my toilet.

      I date models. Strictly tens. Women who always have designer clothes on and a face full of makeup. The kind that are always on their phones, who get waxed and polished and primped and plumped. The ones I sleep with and then don’t call after, and vice versa. The women who don’t want me for anything other than to be seen on my arm or for a quick and dirty fuck.

      But Trix Valentine is not one of those girls.

      “You’re welcome,” I reply.

      With a small smile, she releases her hold on my wrist and closes her eyes, snuggling her face into the pillow.

      I have to force myself to walk away so that I don’t continue to stand over her like a fucking creep. In my closet, I change into a t-shirt and sweats despite the fact that I’d usually just sleep in a pair of boxers. I sit in the chair next to the balcony, pulling my laptop over to my lap, telling myself that I’m only staying in here in case she gets sick again and needs help.

      That’s definitely the only reason.
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      I peel open a crusty eyelid as a groan escapes my dry-as-a-desert mouth.

      It takes me a few seconds of blinking around at my surroundings to remember where I am. “Shit. I upchucked in Warren Knight’s stool pool,” I groan to myself.

      I move up in a sitting position and wipe off the little bit of drool from my chin that slipped out during my near comatose state.

      My fingers skim over the black sheets that are currently wrapped around my body like I got into a kicking contest with them last night and lost, while my eyes focus on every detail of the room.

      Fireplace: check. Balcony: check. Cupid currently sitting in the chair, watching me wake up like a freaking psycho: che—wait, what?

      “Sev!” I whisper-screech, nearly falling out of the bed in surprise.

      He grins. “Rough night, luv?”

      I groan into my hands.

      This is not a good way to wake up. Because I’m not just in Warren Knight’s house. Oh, no. I’m sleeping in Warren Knight’s fricken bedroom. These are his personal sheets that are lassoed around my body, and that was his pillow I was drooling on. Plus, I have a damn idiosyncratic cupidity supervisor who has obviously been sitting here watching me slumberjack like he’s Edward fricken Cullen.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss over at him, still trying to get my bearings.

      I try really hard not to focus on the mortifying memories that start filtering in from last night, but it’s impossible. They’re knocking against my skull like a bill collector refusing to leave.

      That little brain memento of me wiping my vomit-saturated lips on Warren’s collar while he carried me to the car? Don’t want it. The brain video of me spewing more liquid into his car’s ice holder while I’m pretty sure I peed a little because it was so violent? Yeah, don’t need that either, but there it is.

      Sev shrugs, his chin poised in his palm as he balances his elbow against the armrest of the chair. His red wings are squished against the leather cushion, and his legs are spread wider than I would’ve thought possible in his very tight leather pants.

      “You’re a right tosser of a sleeper, Triple X.”

      “I was sick,” I say a tad defensively.

      He wrinkles his nose. “Fooking gross, luv.”

      “Thanks,” I say dryly. Like, really dryly. My mouth feels like I’ve been sucking on cotton balls.

      “Anyway, came to tell you the news.”

      “News?”

      He musses his pink hair. “Yup. Seems you made a Lust Match last night. Got the report this morning.”

      My eyes widen. “I did?”

      I knew it. Blue totally peeled Harvey’s banana. Ha! Mud wrestling indeed.

      Sev nods. “It ain’t love, but it’s a right start, ain’t it? As soon as it happened, your cupidity flared. Felt it all the way back in the Veil. So, it looks like as long as you keep it up, your cupidity will realign or some shite. Should be able to suck you back into the Veil in no time.”

      A wave of relief washes over me. I can’t believe the Veil actually gave me credit for Harvey and Blue’s match. All I did was get them together, but I guess that’s all the push that was needed. Maybe I have a shot of becoming a proper cupid after all.

      A smile spreads across my face. “I actually made a Match. Me,” I say with excited pride. Granted, it’s not love, but it’s a step in the right direction, and it’s the first cupidity thing I’ve managed on my own.

      “I knew you had it in ya,” Sev tells me as he taps his fingers against the armrest.

      I go all warm and fuzzy. “Aww, really?”

      “Eh, not really, but it seems to be turning out alright, yeah?”

      Maybe I should be offended, but...I didn’t really know if I had it in me either.

      “Yeah.”

      Sev stands and stretches, his wings flaring out on either side of him. “Okay, I gotta go, luv. Stayed too long watching your Z’s.”

      “Yeah, can you not do that again?”

      “I s’pose,” he says with a shrug. “Get to work, yeah? “

      I nod. “I will.”

      He waves a hand at my t-shirt clad form. “This is a good look on you, Triple X, but maybe run a comb through your hair, get it? It looks like a right fooking rat’s nest.”

      “Bye, Sev.”

      He disappears with a wink and a puff of pink smoke.

      “Who were you talking to?”

      A yelp comes out of my throat from Warren’s sudden appearance as he strides into the bedroom. He’s dressed in his slacks and dress shirt already, and he’s in the process of securing the tie at his neck.

      He looks good, just like always. Combed but still tousled black hair, a little black scruff on his jaw that he usually shaves away, and dark eyes that set off his pale skin. And despite the clothing, it doesn’t conceal the strength of his body. Sweet buck-toothed beaver, his muscled form beneath his shirt would make any dam burst.

      “You scared me,” I say with a hand over my heart as I quickly try to run my fingers through my hair. Some of it is still in the French braid that Blue did, and based on the way it’s getting stuck, I know I’m just making things worse.

      “I didn’t think you had a cell phone,” he mentions as he comes in and then disappears into his closet.

      “I don’t,” I reply as I rip out my fingers from my hair, wincing as I take several pink strands with it. “I was just, uh, talking to myself.”

      “Oh? About what?” he asks, his voice slightly muffled.

      “Well, it was more of a lecture, really. The ol’ ‘don’t eat spicy food and then throw up all over America’s hottest CEO in the middle of the sidewalk’ talk.”

      “Ah. That one. And have you gotten through to yourself?”

      A smile pulls at my lips so hard that my cheeks hurt. I never thought I’d see the day. Warren Knight is actually participating in banter. And it’s playful.

      “I think I really made an impact on me.”

      “We should also backtrack to hottest CEO.”

      I snort. “As if your ego needs stroking.”

      He mumbles something that I don’t catch, but I’m fairly certain it has to do with stroking something.

      He comes back out of the closet, now with his suit jacket pulled across his broad shoulders. He looks mouth-watering. I’m pretty sure that I look like something a cat vomited up. Or something I vomited up. Either way, he wins.

      And speaking of vomit, it is not a nice aftertaste.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, breaking the silence.

      “Much better.”

      “Good.”

      When his eyes slip to my exposed thigh that isn’t tangled in sheets, I see his throat bob before his gaze tears away.

      I watch him curiously, wondering why the hell he let me sleep in his bedroom instead of sticking me in one of his guest rooms. He didn’t even have to bring me here at all, but he did. I have no idea what to think about that. I’ve watched him for more than two months because I always found him fascinating. Okay, and hot. The hotness factor was a big reason, too.

      But I can’t help but feel a little vindicated. I mean, I saw those little slips in his asshole mask. I knew there was a good guy underneath all that harsh unapproachability. But I never expected him to give me that side of him.

      He thinks I’m an enigma, but Warren Knight is a puzzle all on his own.

      When I see his fingers fumbling over his cufflinks, I carefully extract myself from his bed and pad over until I’m standing right in front of him. “Here, let me help.”

      His dark eyes flick to my face. “I know how to dress myself.”

      I grin. “Don’t let your asshole slither out now, Mr. Knight. You were doing so well.”

      He makes a noise like a laugh through his nose, but he relents, holding his wrist out to me. I take the cufflink and line up the holes of the cuffs and then struggle my way through trying to fasten the bastard in, but it’s way more difficult than I expected.

      “You’re terrible at this,” he says with humor in his voice.

      When I look up at his face, there’s a softness to his dark eyes that I’ve never seen before. I like him like this. Relaxed, charming, real.

      Somehow, it makes him impossibly more handsome. I can’t wait for him to fall in love and bestow that romantic intensity he’s capable of on someone. She’s going to be one lucky girl.

      Dropping my hands, I blow out a breath and give up, because I’m obviously not going to be able to successfully link his cuffs. “Yeah. But to be fair, I did tell you that I was probably a zipper girl. Gimme your zipper, and I’ll handle that thing all day long.”

      He lets out a little strangled noise deep in his chest, making me look up at him curiously. His eyes shift from my face as he moves away, finishing his own cufflinks like a pro.

      “So, round two,” I begin with a little spring in my step. “Blue said she can get me some other women lined up for more dates. I’m sure I can get one for tonight. How about six o’clock again?” I ask.

      If I can get Warren to meet someone he’s interested in, that’s one more point to me in the Veil tally, and I’d also be one step closer to completing my vow to get him to fall in love. I can also set up other people and make Matches for them too, like Blue and Harvey. If I do that, I can return to the Veil, and who knows? Maybe once I’m back, I’ll finally be a proper cupid with properly working powers. Wings crossed.

      He freezes, his dark eyebrows pulling together. “I’m not going on another date with a random woman.”

      “What?” I frown, feeling all of those hopeful thoughts start to sink right out of me. “But I have to make you a Love Match.”

      “Why do you care if I fall in love?” he asks incredulously. “That’s a weird fucking thing to say.”

      Embarrassed, I look down at my bare feet and lift a shoulder. “It just matters to me.”

      His face loses all previous warmth, and his usual hardened mask settles over his features. “Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but I’m not someone you can just pimp out for your own amusement, and I’m certainly not interested in falling in love. In fact, that’s the last thing that I want.”

      My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. I thought he was just picky or bored, but this? A clear disdain for the best feeling in life? It’s crumpling my cupid heart.

      I don’t know why, but I feel my eyes start to sting. “You don’t mean that. Everyone wants to fall in love.”

      He shakes his head and takes a step forward to crowd my space, emanating some serious anger that I don’t understand.

      What just happened? Why the shift?

      I have to lift my chin up to keep looking at him as he looms over me, but despite the fact that he looks like he wants to toss me out his window, I stay right where I am.

      “Not me. The only thing I’m interested in is fucking women and then not seeing them again,” he says in full asshole-mode as his expression mimics hard, cold granite.

      But you haven’t been interested in fucking them lately, either, I think to myself. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to stop from saying it out loud though, because I don’t want to seem like a total psycho stalker.

      “But last night—”

      “Last night was a mistake,” he says, cutting me off. “I played along with it only because my marketing strategist insisted on it, and because my best friend is an instigating prick. That’s all. But this,” he says, motioning between the two of us. “The idea that you’re my actual matchmaker, that’s not going to continue, Miss Valentine.”

      I feel like he just slapped me.

      “Look, if this is because I got sick and—”

      “It’s not about that.”

      A defeated breath falls out of me. I don’t know what I did to piss him off so thoroughly. I thought we had a good thing going. I mean, we were just fricken bantering! But then he pulled a one-eighty, pulling his mask back into place, and now he has more walls up than a damn prison.

      I tug at the hem of his shirt I’m wearing, feeling suddenly awkward. I don’t know how to turn this around.

      I clear my throat. “Okay… Anyway, about last night, I wanted to apologize.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says sharply.

      Refusing to lower my mood to his level, I keep going. “It was really kind of you to take care of me like that, Warren.”

      He tenses at the sound of his name on my lips and then straightens his jacket and buttons up the front. “Despite your previous opinions of me, Miss Valentine, I’m not a complete bastard. I wasn’t going to abandon you on the sidewalk while you were ill.”

      “I know, I’m just saying—”

      “No need, Miss Valentine,” he says, his tone distant.

      I narrow my eyes. “Trix,” I correct him. “I think we moved past Miss Valentine as soon as you spoon fed me ice cream.”

      His jaw ticks, and he looks away.

      “Why are you so angry?” I ask, at a loss.

      Instead of answering me, he starts walking away. “I have to go to work now. There’s a phone in my office. You can use it to call your nudist friends. Be sure to lock the door on your way out.”

      Without another word, Warren stalks out, his steps heavy on the stairs, and then I hear the front door slam so hard that it rattles the windows.

      I’m left gaping after him, my mind spinning. What the hell just happened?
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      “Okay, what’s the deal?”

      I look up from my computer and see Harvey strolling into my office, letting the door click closed behind him. After a cursory glance, I return to my work, choosing to pretend like he’s not there.

      Undeterred, Harvey takes a seat on the other side of my desk, crossing his ankle over his knee. I feel his eyes on me, but I’m a goddamn champion when it comes to making people sweat. So instead of giving in to his stare, I continue to work in stoic silence.

      But there’s a reason Harvey has been my friend since college. He’s the only person in the world willing to call me on my bullshit. Which is what he does now.

      “You can drop the silent workaholic persona. I’m not buying it. Tell me what the fuck your problem has been for the past four days.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

      Harvey snorts. “Please. You’ve had your panties in a twist since the night of that date. Are you pissed that I left with Blue?” he asks.

      I finally raise my eyes to give him a bored look. “Why the hell would I care if you left with some chick to fuck her in the mud?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out, asshole,” he says before leaning back and sighing. “Look, I know she was technically your date, but I knew you weren’t interested. But if I read things wrong somehow and—”

      “No,” I tell him. “I wasn’t interested. I don’t care that you left with her.”

      Relief crosses his face. “Oh, okay. Good. Then what’s the problem? Did Trix turn into a clinger or something?”

      A clinger? Yeah, fucking right. Farthest from the truth. “No, Trix isn’t a clinger.”

      “Then what the hell is going on with you? You’ve been an even bigger prick than you normally are.”

      I sigh and run a hand down my face. He’s right. I have been an even bigger asshole than usual, and that’s saying something. Even my secretary, who’s used to my moods, has been avoiding me like the plague.

      I grimace as my next words drop out of my mouth. “I brought Trix home that night.”

      Harvey’s blue eyes widen almost comically. “No shit?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t fuck her, so don’t even ask. She started throwing up as soon as you guys left. I didn’t know where to drop her off, and she wasn’t exactly in the state to tell me, so I had no choice.”

      “No choice,” he repeats evenly. Harvey looks at me like I have two heads. “So you’re telling me that you took Trix to your house because she was sick? And you...what? Took care of her?”

      I bristle. “You act like you think I’m an uncaring bastard. What was I supposed to do? Shove her into the first piss-covered cab and make her fend for herself? I may be a hard ass, but I’m not that much of a shithead.”

      Harvey holds up his hands in surrender. “Whoa, dude. I wasn’t saying that like you’re a piece of shit. I’m just surprised. You’ve never taken a girl to your house. Ever.”

      He’s right. Not even Marla May. When I meet women, I always take them to one of the hotels I own and get a suite for the night. I don’t like people in my personal space. Never have.

      Which was why I confused myself that night when I didn’t take her to a hotel. I could have. It would’ve been a closer drive and definitely more convenient. I don’t even know Trix, so a hotel would’ve been smarter. But for some reason, instinct just had me take her home, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      “Okay… That still doesn’t explain why you’ve been so pissed all week. Did something happen?” Harvey asks, watching me carefully.

      “Not a fucking thing,” I mutter.

      Harvey leans back in surprise. “Holy shit. You like her,” he says with shock lacing his tone.

      I glower over at him, like I’m offended. “What? No. I don’t like her. She’s obnoxious. Flighty. Completely not my type.”

      Harvey snorts. “Good. Your usual type is a bunch of bitchy poodles. They’re wrong for you, War. You need someone light and fun to pull you out of your damn ass.”

      “What the fuck is this? A therapy session?”

      Harvey lifts a shoulder. “Just saying.”

      “I don’t need your opinion on the women I fuck.”

      Unimpressed with me, Harvey crosses his arms. “Fine. Then if she’s not your type, what happened?”

      I grind my jaw. “Like I said, nothing. I spent all goddamn night taking care of that girl, and she thanked me in the morning by proposing to set me up on another joke of a date. I wasn’t interested.”

      Harvey watches me carefully, and then a slow smile spreads across his face. “I never thought I’d live to see the day.”

      I narrow my eyes, because I know exactly what he’s saying. “You’re off the mark, Harvey.”

      But my friend shakes his head in denial. “No, I don’t think that I am. You felt a connection with this girl, but instead of her trying to jump your bones like most girls do to you, she wanted to set you up with someone else. She didn’t show any interest, even after you showed her your other side and took care of her. You opened yourself up, but she didn’t react the way you hoped. And that pissed you off.”

      My jaw clenches. My finger taps against my desk. The fucker has me, and he knows it.

      “You’ve never been rejected,” he goes on. “Not only did your ego take a hit, but the fact that you actually like her made it ten times worse.”

      I’m getting more and more pissed off by the second. Because he’s right. Every fucking pathetic thing he just said is completely accurate, and it makes me more infuriated than I know how to fathom.

      “Doesn’t matter. She’s absolutely wrong for me, and I’m not looking for a relationship.”

      Harvey loses his shitty grin and sobers immediately. “War, you could have a relationship. A meaningful one for once.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “But—”

      I cut him off. “No, Harvey.”

      The look on my face makes him sigh and get up from the chair. He sticks his hands into his pockets. “I know that commitment freaks you the fuck out now, but I think you’re making a mistake.”

      “She’s insane. She snuck into my office naked and acts like it’s her life mission to set me up. Who does that?”

      “Yeah, it’s fucking weird, I’ll give you that. But...I don’t know. I think she’s harmless. She’s different. Fun. Pulls you out of your hardass shell. It was interesting, watching the two of you interact. A relationship like that...a real one… It would be good for you. And I think she could be good for you.”

      I cut my eyes over to him because he knows I don’t like talking about this. Ever.

      “But would it be any good for her?” I challenge. “You fucking know better, so I don’t want to hear about this shit anymore. Drop it.”

      At that, Harvey looks away, unable to hold my gaze. A strained pause stretches between us until he clears his throat. “I’ll just leave you to it then.”

      I’m being an asshole. It’s the first way I lash out. Harvey has been the recipient of my anger so many times I don’t think he really expects anything else. But he doesn’t deserve that. He didn’t do anything wrong. My life is just a convoluted mess of shitty circumstances.

      Before he can walk out the door, I stop him. “H.”

      He looks over his shoulder at me.

      I sigh. “Want to grab a drink after work?”

      Harvey takes my puny peace offering with a smile. “Yeah, I’m actually meeting up with Blue tonight, so you can meet us there.”

      Surprise flits over my features. “Blue—really?”

      “Yeah, she’s a fun chick,” he says with a shrug.

      “Well, good for you,” I say, and I mean it.

      He nods. “See you later then?”

      “Yeah.”

      As soon as Harvey walks out, leaving me alone again, I slump back in my chair and let out a sigh.

      One day.

      One fucking day, and Trix Valentine got me so fucked in the head, that I’m even taking it out on my best friend.

      I have to get her out of my system and off of my mind.

      And there’s only one thing to do when a woman gets under your skin. You get on top of a different one.

      It’s time that my self-imposed dry spell ended. Tonight.
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      I’m on a fricken roll.

      Day five, and I’ve got this shit handled. Eros himself is practically high-fiving me from the heavens.

      Okay, not really. But I am making Matches. I’m gonna be Cupid 2.0 in no time. The Veil is gonna yank me in for a solid bro-hug. It misses me. I can feel it.

      Or maybe that’s the alcohol I’m feeling...

      “Another!”

      I thought Blue and Bea could drink? Well, they got nothin’ on Hummingbird Judy Sunshower, let me tell you. I think she’s on her eighth shot, and she’s still chugging along like a damn champ.

      Hum Judy is a vision tonight, too. A paisley off-the-shoulder shirt, her gray hair is re-feathered and beaded to perfection, and her bell bottoms are so wide at the ankle that I haven’t seen her feet all night, and she’s rocking the whole look.

      Hale and Rob are enjoying themselves at the pool table, while Hum Judy and I do another shot. I swallow it down and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand as the crazy sweet taste hits me. “What was that one?”

      “Bazooka Joe,” she tells me, slamming her own shot glass down on the tall table we’re currently sitting at. “Like it?”

      I shrug. “I liked the blow job one better.”

      “That’s a classic,” she says with a nod, her twinkling eyes locked on her men currently playing pool under black lights. “That’s right, Robbie! Sink it in real good!” she calls.

      Rob casts a look over his shoulder at her, and despite the glowing lights, I’m fairly certain he’s blushing. But he winks at her anyway, and she blows him a kiss.

      Hale uses Rob’s distraction to smack him on the ass with his pool stick, making Rob jump.

      Hum Judy cackles. “Those two crack me up.”

      I smile at their display. “Alright,” I say, forcing myself to stand up. “I’m gonna go do more cupid matchmaking love guru stuff.”

      Hum Judy waves me away. “Do your thing, girl.”

      I straighten up and glance around at the club. When Bea and Blue invited me to come out with their friends tonight, I didn’t think it was going to be with a small horde of scantily dressed women ready to light up the dance floor, but damn, these girls know how to have a good time.

      Already, I’ve managed to pair up three of the women with some possible Matches. One of the couples is currently grinding on each other on the dance floor, and the other couple disappeared into the dark hallway about fifteen minutes ago. The last couple already left.

      My cupid mark is tingling, and I’m finally feeling confident, with the help of the liquid courage I’ve been downing, so I’m going to do it. I’m going to try to use my powers.

      I want it to work so damn badly, and the fact that my mark has been prickling gives me hope.

      I yank on the hem of my borrowed dress as I start making my way through the crowd. The dress is made entirely of patched together denim, like something Britney Spears wore during her Justin Timberlake era. Still, the hem is short, and the bust shoves my boobs up spectacularly, so it was the best option from the communal bin. It was either this or a handkerchief crop top. The glossy white Spice Girls platform shoes really pull the whole look together, too. Honestly, I’m rocking it.

      Spotting a familiar black-haired woman, I head towards Blue’s friend, Meggy, who’s currently sitting at the bar chatting up a random dude.

      “Hey, Meggy,” I greet as a slide up next to her.

      “Trix!” she squeals with delight.

      Based on her greeting, you’d think we’ve been friends forever instead of just meeting about an hour ago. Forget insta love; I’m like an insta BFF.

      Meggy plops a kiss on my cheek as I stand behind her and her man candy. The guy is cute with swept blonde hair, and based on the way they can’t keep their eyes off each other, it’s clear that the attraction is off the charts.

      “How are you guys doing over here?” I ask.

      “Great!” Meggy answers. “Joshua here was just telling me about how he grew up in Texas. Isn’t that cool?”

      “It was pretty hot, actually,” Joshua jokes.

      Meggy starts giggling. “Oh my gosh! You’re so funny!”

      The way he looks at her is full of this crazy intense heat. It’s obvious that he wants her to gobble the goose.

      They’re the perfect couple to close the deal with. The attraction and desire are already there, so a little added Lust will simply push them over the edge. But if my powers still malfunction, then I might ruin the natural chemistry that they have, which I don’t want.

      But I have to try.

      Every day, I feel a little bit differently. Like my powers are finally settling under my skin. Maybe it’s wishful thinking, but maybe not. Maybe by me making Matches the old fashioned matchmaker way, I’ve kickstarted my own cupidity.

      I throw my arms around both of their shoulders and decide to go with some simple Flirt Touches first. I shove away my doubts and press my fingertips against them, thinking strictly flirtatious thoughts.

      I can do this.

      I push and push and push out my powers as hard as I can.

      But nothing happens.

      My shoulders slump with dejection. Shit on a sickle.

      I shouldn’t feel disappointed. I should expect this by now. Maybe the tingles on my cupid mark don’t mean anything. Maybe I was wrong to be hopeful, maybe—

      Sparks of gorgeous, perfect pink and purple power suddenly shoot out of my fingertips and soak into their bodies.

      My jaw drops open in surprise as I stare wide-eyed at my fingertips.

      They both jolt in their seats since I hit them with a little too much Flirtation, but holy shit, it worked!

      Immediately, it has the desired effect. Before I can even fully remove my hands from around their shoulders, they’re leaning into each other, flirting up a storm even more than they were before.

      Whoa.

      I nailed it!

      Me. Cupid Thirty. Triple X. Trix Valentine.

      I just motherfuckin’ Flirt Touched the shit outta them like a damn pro! I wish my cupid partner were here to see me now.

      Totally amped up, I decide to go in for the kill and strike the horny metal while it's hot. Shaking slightly from the adrenaline, I blow a puff of Lust between them and then hold my breath.

      When I see the pink escape my mouth, actual tears well up in my eyes.

      It’s not the perfect bubblegum pink like it’s supposed to be, but it is pink, and that’s the first time I’ve ever been able to do that.

      Meggy’s and Joshua’s eyes become hooded as they breathe the desire in. My cupid mark starts going crazy, and I have to reach down to itch the skin to get it to stop jumping.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” he asks her.

      Meggy nods. “Definitely.”

      They both jump up from their seats, and he settles a hand on her ass as he starts leading her away. She gives me a wink and an air kiss as she follows him out.

      “Have fun!” I call at their backs as they depart.

      The smile on my face is so wide that my cheeks start aching.

      I did it.

      I actually did it.

      I used my cupidity powers twice, and it fricken worked!

      Since I’m entirely distracted by my own joy, it takes me a moment to realize that someone across the club is staring at me. And then it takes me another moment to realize who it is.

      The smile on my face slowly melts off like wax escaping a candle.

      Warren Knight is sitting there at the table, drink in hand, glaring right at me.

      His suit jacket is noticeably absent, and the sleeves of his dress shirt are rolled up on his forearms all sexy-cool, while his tie is still neatly in place.

      He’s lounging back against his chair, swirling alcohol in his cup as he watches me. And though we’re on opposite ends of the club, I swear I can feel those dark eyes of his boring straight through my skin.

      But that’s not why my gut starts churning or why the smile abandons my face. It’s because he’s sitting across the table from a beautiful woman.

      Confusing emotions swirl through my head before I settle on anger. Crazy, intense, fuming anger.

      Before I fully think it through, I find myself marching my denim-clad ass straight to his table.

      As soon as he sees me heading in his direction, his body tenses and he sits up straight. The woman he’s with has long platinum blonde hair, and she’s wearing a skin-tight red dress with spiky stilettos that are at least four inches high. She’s a solid ten, a shiny model just like usual. And from the looks of things, as she simultaneously talks his ear off while scrolling through her phone, he seems to be bored out of his mind like usual too.

      After weaving past the crowd of people, I make it to his table and place my hands on my hips. “You’re on a date?” I say accusingly.

      Like the bastard he is, he makes me wait by taking a long drink before answering me. “Yes.”

      I’m pissed. My eyes feel like I could shoot lasers out of them and burn him to a crisp. I try it, just in case my Veil powers wanna throw me a bone, but no such luck.

      “I’m your matchmaker,” I say through gritted teeth. “You said you didn’t want to go on any more dates.”

      He leans forward slightly, letting his forearm rest against the edge of the table as he regards me coolly. “No, I just said I didn’t want to be set up with any more women by you.”

      I bristle and point a finger at his stupid, hot asshole face. “For the record, I’m an excellent matchmaker. I’ve already got four couples hooked up tonight. And for the second record, at least my date didn’t bore you out of your mind.”

      The woman’s blonde head snaps over to me, finally peeling her eyes away from her phone. “Hey, bitch!” she snaps.

      “It’s not you, it’s him,” I assure her.

      She seems immediately appeased as she nods and turns her attention back to her phone. “Hashtag true,” she says.

      Warren’s face hardens. “If I were you, I’d slow down on the drinks, Miss Valentine,” he says with mock civility. “Wouldn’t want to spend another night puking on the sidewalk, now would we?”

      A flush of embarrassment tinges my cheeks, and because of my blush, he actually has the audacity to smirk at me.

      How can this man, who so sweetly took care of me that night, throw it back in my face now?

      “You’re a real asshole, you know that?”

      “So I’ve been told,” he says with leveled indifference.

      The woman, obviously over this whole exchange, turns to him with a lip gloss pout. “I need another drink, Knight.”

      “Finally, something we seem to have in common,” he mutters.

      He raises a hand to signal a waitress over, but I don’t want to stick around for another second. This whole exchange has me angry, hurt, and confused. I can’t analyze exactly what I’m feeling, especially not with all the alcohol running through my veins.

      I turn on my platforms and march away as quickly as my ankles allow me to.

      Blue intercepts me just as I’m about to pass the dance floor. “Hey, girl! Are you having fun?”

      I give her a shaky smile and nod. “Oh, yeah. Tons. You?”

      “Yup. Harvey just got here, but I’m making him sweat a little,” she says with a grin, nodding over at him where he’s currently watching her from his spot near the DJ. “Wanna dance with us?”

      I shake my head. “Nah, you guys do your thing. I’m gonna go check on some of the others and see how they’re doing, and then catch a cab home.”

      She nods and lets me go as a new song blasts through the sound system, and she and the others start hopping around and singing along to the lyrics.

      My mood has tanked, and I find that I just want to be alone, but I’m in the worst possible place for that. And besides, to hell with that. I was having a great time before. I’m not going to let Warren Knight ruin my first-ever clubbing experience.

      I head over to the bar to get another shot, sure that it can wash away the bad taste in my mouth left behind by Warren.

      As soon as I get there, the bartender comes over. “I want another blow job,” I tell him, my voice raised over the sound of the music.

      I hear a chuckle next to me. “That makes two of us.”

      I turn to look at the guy beside me. He’s wearing holey jeans and a wool turtleneck sweater that’s got to be making him sweaty. He has shaggy brown hair that skims the top of his shoulders, a beard, and thick-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. He has a total hipster, chic-n-shabby vibe going on, and the way he’s smiling at me forces a smile across my lips as well.

      “I don’t think you can order the kind you’re talking about,” I tease.

      His grin widens as he settles next to me. “I think you’re right. Such a shame.”

      The bartender practically rolls his eyes at the guy before sliding my shot over. Mr. Chic-and-Shabby pays for it, so I get to keep the few bucks that Blue lent me tucked away in my cleavage.

      “So what’s your name, gorgeous?”

      “Trix,” I answer. “How about you?”

      “Sparrow,” he tells me, holding out his hand.

      We shake lightly. “Thanks for the drink.”

      “I’d be an idiot if I didn’t provide you with a blow job.”

      My gods. He’s flirting with me. Dude is actually flirting with me.

      My second life to-do list just got at least three more entries added onto it, which now includes hot, shabby chic sex with Sparrow, the glasses-wearing, turtlenecked hipster.

      An embarrassing giggle-snort escapes me. “Very smooth.”

      He gives me a slow once over, his blue eye settling on my hair. “I’m digging the pink,” he says. “It suits you, Trix.”

      “I like your glasses,” I say in reply.

      “Thanks,” he says as his body leans in closer to me. His blue eyes flick down to the shot glass in front of me. “Are you gonna drink that?”

      “It doesn’t seem fair that I’m going to sit here swallowing a blow job while you do nothing,” I smirk.

      A salacious grin takes over his face. He turns and gives a chin lift to the bartender. When the man comes over, Sparrow orders a buttery nipple, and the bartender quickly makes it and slides it over.

      Sparrow clinks his glass to mine. “Shall we?”

      We raise our glasses at the same time, dumping the contents into our mouths. I set my glass down on the bar top with a grin. “Mmm. So yummy.”

      Sparrow’s eyes are trained on my lips as I lick the rest of the liquid off of them.

      “Delicious,” he purrs.

      He reaches out and starts trailing his hand up and down my arm, causing me to shiver. He’s cute and nice, and the sexual banter is totally fun. I’ve never flirted before, but I’m enjoying myself immensely. Still, there’s something…missing.

      That spark of heat that I’ve seen people get just isn’t there. He’s attractive, and there’s nothing wrong with him, but there’s no intensely lustful magnetism between us.

      But honestly, what do I know? I’m having a good enough time, and maybe there’s something here. For some reason though, Warren’s face flashes in front of my eyes. When I glance over my shoulder, he and the woman are gone, and the table is already occupied with a new group of people.

      My heart does a weird flip in my chest that I don’t fully understand.

      Is it possible that I’m not just upset about him refusing to let me set him up?

      That thought stuns me. It stuns me so thoroughly that I miss the words coming out of Sparrow’s mouth.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I force myself to pay attention. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Sparrow’s hand moves from stroking my arm to wrap around my waist. His thumb starts making small circles over my dress. “I was just saying that a few of my friends are hanging out outside on the patio. Want to head out there?”

      I let my eyes scan over the club again, searching for Warren, but I don’t see him anywhere. So he left with that woman? Fine. I should be happy, right? This is what I’ve always wanted for him. To make connections. To let loose. To desire, to have sex, to love. Maybe that lip glossed blonde is going to be a Match for him. Who knows? Maybe the confusing jumble of emotions currently swirling through me are just the alcohol talking. Regardless, he left. And I’m here with Sparrow.

      Besides, I’m a cupid who’s been temporarily humanized. Pretty soon, I’ll be back where I belong, once again separated from all of this by the endlessness of the Veil.

      Warren Knight is not mine to have.

      He’s not even mine to want.

      But these short moments of life are mine. So why not enjoy them while I can?

      I turn back to Sparrow with a smile. “Sure, I’d love to.”

      When in Rome, right? Or in my case, when in a real body and out of the Veil, during a ticking timeline of impending pop-ness. Something like that, anyway.
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      With Sparrow’s hand firmly on my waist, he leads me all the way to the back where there’s a door ajar. We walk out into the cool beach air, and I see fire pits and canopy gazebos set up. There are speakers installed on the outside of the building to echo the music from inside the club, and if it’s possible, people are partying out here even harder than they were inside.

      “There they are,” Sparrow says as he pulls me towards one of the fire pits to the right.

      We approach a group of people hanging out by the fire, all of them with drinks in their hands as they talk and make out and laugh.

      My eyes immediately light up when I notice they’re passing around a joint. “Oh my gods! Is that weed? Trying that is on my to-do list.”

      Sparrow chuckles and looks around at his group of friends. “Hey guys, this is Trix. Trix, this is everyone.”

      Everyone tosses back heys and what’s ups as I wave.

      “Hit me with one, man,” Sparrow tells one of the guys.

      The guy digs into his pocket and passes over a new joint. Sparrow puts it against the flames of the fire to light it, and then holds it out to me. I study it before holding it between my fingers.

      I look up at him expectantly. “How do I do it?”

      “Just put it between your lips and suck, baby.” He laughs, and although I know he’s trying to be cute again like at the bar, now he’s just making me want to roll my eyes.

      But I really do want to try it, so I nod in understanding and then place the joint between my lips and suck in.

      I immediately start coughing from the consuming, searing smoke, making everyone laugh around me. As I continue to cough, eyes burning, a little bit of pink Lust escapes from my lips.

      I think Sparrow gets hit with some of the unintentional desire I just hacked up, because his blue eyes darken. “Here,” he says, his voice low. “Let me.”

      He takes a drag for himself, holding it in for a few seconds, and then slowly blows the smoke against my lips. Closing my eyes, I breathe it in, curious to see what effect it will have. He does that several more times, and soon, I can feel a buzz tingling my brain.

      Before I know what hits me, I’m suddenly sitting in his lap next to the fire, and I’m giggling at a story that a guy named Spike is telling everybody. Weirdly enough, I have no idea what he’s actually saying, because every time my brain tries to focus on it, I get distracted by the sparks drifting off the fire, and then I lose the meaning of his words.

      “So pretty,” I say as my hands flutter in the air, trying to dance with the sparks.

      “She’s totally trashed, man,” I hear somebody laugh.

      My brain feels like it’s flying, and I keep talking without meaning to. Like right now… I think I’m saying something about missing my red wings, but I can’t remember if I’m actually talking or if the sound is just in my head and my lips are tricking me.

      “Tricky lips, tricky lips, tricky lips,” I hear myself saying. “Trix’s lips. Trix’s tricky lips. Tricky Trix lips.” I giggle, and then gasp. “Oh, shit. I’m high, aren’t I?” I ask. “Is this what high feels like? It’s weird. Weird. Weird. That word is weird. Weird word. Word weird. Wording weirdly weird words…”

      Oh for fuck’s sake, I can’t stop.

      I feel Sparrow chuckling beneath me, just as something firm yet a little sweaty slides up along the inside of my thigh.

      My head lolls against my chest as I look down, but my eyes are having a little trouble focusing. When my double-vision realigns, I gasp at what I see. “Your hand is totally up my dress right now,” I whisper to him, as if he didn’t know.

      “Your skin is fucking soft,” he murmurs in my hair as his lips start nuzzling into my neck.

      Whoa.

      My head is spinning. His hand is touching my thigh, going higher and higher. My brain is going off like sparklers, and alcohol is still saturated in my system. People’s voices are all around me, distorted and loud against the pulsing music from the speakers.

      My head feels spinny, and I suddenly find that I desperately need a pause button. I need to think. I need my brain to be capable of thinking again.

      “You’re so damn sexy, baby,” I hear Sparrow say.

      No, this is wrong. This is all wrong.

      I know I added sex on my to-do list, but this doesn’t feel right.

      “Wait…” I murmur as I try to squint my eyes and force myself to focus. But my brain is not working right, and everything is distorted. I can’t tell how far away the fire is, or if Sparrow now has two hands up my skirt, or what any of the people in the group are talking about.

      Alarm bells are going off in my head, but every time I try to latch on and understand what’s happening, it drifts away. All the while, Sparrow continues to blow more smoke into my face, and I get more and more fucked up.

      When his fingers brush against my panties and start pulling them aside, right there in front of everyone, my whole body tenses.

      “Wait,” I say, as I try to grab his wrist to stop him.

      I don’t think I want him to touch me there. I suddenly regret all the drinks I had and the weed I’ve inhaled. Paranoia sets in. I don’t know any of these people. I need Blue or Bea. I need Hum Judy or her guys. I need Warren.

      “Who are they?” Sparrow asks, letting me know I’ve spoken aloud.

      “My…” I can’t even finish my sentence before I trail off, unable to string together more words. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, trying to get the world to stop spinning.

      “Let me make you feel good, baby.”

      I don’t like him calling me baby. I don’t like him touching me either.

      When I feel his fingers dip under my panties, panic consumes me. I jerk away violently from his lap, causing me to go crashing down on my hands and knees as I fall to the ground. I cry out in pain, and Sparrow quickly jumps up to help me back on my feet.

      “Shit, dude. She’s totally fucked up. You should get her out of here,” an echoing voice says.

      My whole body is one continuous tremor.

      “Relax, baby,” Sparrow tells me smoothly as his arm wraps around my waist. “Let’s get out of here, and I’ll take care of you.”

      I know he doesn’t mean that in the way that Warren took care of me.

      Fear clings around my heart with sharp claws as trepidation rises up my throat like a lump. But the world is moving too fast for me. Spinning, spinning, spinning. My brain can’t form a proper response.

      Scared, I try to shake my head to rid myself of the fogginess. My mouth feels dry, my heart is racing, but his hands are already around me, and he’s walking me towards the gated parking lot. I try to get out of his grasp, but he has a firm hold on me, and I keep stumbling in my shoes.

      “No… I’m not…” I shake my head again, but it only makes the spinning worse. “I don’t want to...please...just stop.”

      “Relax baby,” he purrs. “I got you.”

      “She said fucking stop.”

      The cold voice halts Sparrow in his tracks.

      He turns around, taking me with him, and I have to squint at the sight. With the fire pit burning behind him, all I can see is a dark silhouette of a menacing shadow looming before us like a beautiful demon from hell.

      I sob in relief at the sight of him.

      I try to go to Warren, but Sparrow’s fingers dig into my waist, holding me back.

      The looming shadow strides forward inordinately slowly—or maybe that’s just what my foggy brain is interpreting.

      It seems like it takes ages until he’s finally standing before us, and I can see the wrath on Warren Knight’s face. “Let her go, and walk away.”

      Sparrow tenses but doesn’t release me from his grasp.

      “Who the fuck are you, man?” Sparrow spits. “Why don’t you go back inside and pick up a chick of your own?”

      “She’s mine.”

      She’s mine, she’s mine, she’s mine.

      His voice spins and churns in my head, bouncing off the tingling crevices of my skull and making my pulse race.

      Did he actually say that, or did I imagine it?

      I watch his face desperately, but Warren’s dark eyes are so cold that they make me shiver.

      “I’m not going to tell you again,” he says with clear menace in his tone. “Let her go and walk away now, or you’re going to regret it because I’ll fucking ruin you.”

      Holy skid mark.

      I’ve seen him pissed. I’ve seen him rigid. I’ve seen him be a total asshole. But I’ve never seen him filled with as much heated fury as he is right now.

      Maybe Sparrow senses the dark promise behind Warren’s gaze, or maybe he’s just not much of a fighter. Either way, he finally drops his hands from my body, letting me go.

      “What the fuck ever,” he says as he looks over at me, his blue eyes scathing. “Fucking whore,” he spits at me, making me flinch, before turning and stalking away.

      I continue to watch Warren, whose hands are fisted at his sides, but his eyes don’t leave Sparrow until he disappears into the parking lot. Then his dark eyes finally settle on me, and I swallow hard at the expression on his face.

      It’s anger still, but there’s also something else, and it takes a moment for me to realize what it is. Fear. Warren was worried about me.

      My heart pounds with each step that Warren takes as he crowds my space.

      I inadvertently back up because of the magnitude of his intensity. When I try to take another step back, my ankle twists on these damn platinum shoes, and I almost go down. I would have if it weren’t for the fact that Warren is suddenly there, scooping me into his arms.

      I was mad at him. I was hurt. Confused.

      But despite all of that, I feel entirely safe in his arms. Just like the night I was sick, I know I’ll be okay with him. My instincts assure me of that fact.

      I settle against his chest, my hand curling into the fabric of his shirt like I never want to let him go. And shit, he smells so damned good. Burrowing my nose closer, I smell him unashamedly.

      I indulge again and again. If I could, I’d bathe in a bottle of Warren Knight.

      “Stop sniffing me,” he snaps, since he’s still definitely mad at me. But it’s like a worried mad. Not a mad mad. Not an asshole mad. Just...protective mad.

      Huh. I never realized how many mads there really were before this moment. There’s a hungry mad, frantic mad, impatient mad, probably even a sex mad. Mad, mad, mad.

      I nuzzle into him and sniff him again. “The sense of smell is totally cool, isn’t it?” I ask a bit dreamily.

      He pauses for a beat as he continues to carry me, my body bobbing along with his steps. “Sure,” he says in a clipped tone. Because, you know, he’s mad.

      “If you think about it, smelling is, like, inhaling for your brain. Like a brainhale. You give such a good brainhale, Warren Knight.”

      I shove my face further against his chest and close my eyes so that I can really let my sniffs take over all my senses.

      Ahhh. Damn, that’s nice.

      “You smell like wood chips and jazz music and smirks.”

      A noise that sounds like a startled laugh escapes his chest. “You’re stoned out of your mind, aren’t you?”

      “Yup,” I say popping my P. I do it a few more times because the sound is like a concert on my lips. “And you know what? I’m not a fan of the being of the high. Which is ironic, considering I’m a natural flyer,” I tell him.

      He mumbles something that I don’t catch, because I’m suddenly too focused on petting his jaw scruff. Part of my brain realizes I probably shouldn’t be doing this, because it’s not polite to pet people without permission, but I just can’t stop myself. “You got good scruff,” I tell him. “It’s, like, a solid soft-to-scratchy ratio. I give you an A.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      I yawn. Holy blue balls, I’m sleepy.

      When I pull my eyes open again, he’s placing me gently in the front seat of his car. I have no idea where his date went, but I’m so glad she’s gone.

      “Where’d the blonde go?” I ask.

      “I put her in a cab when I saw you talking to that douche at the bar,” he says tersely as he buckles me in.

      Surprise slowly filters through me. His words echo in my head again. She’s mine, she’s mine, she’s mine.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I wasn’t interested,” he answers before shutting the door with a snap.

      My head lolls over on the seat so that I can watch him as he walks around the car and then slips into the driver’s side.

      As he pulls the car out onto the road, I watch as the lights from the other cars illuminate his brooding demeanor, making the hard planes of his face seem even sharper. He’s so achingly beautiful.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I whisper, the words seeping through the space between us.

      He looks over at me, the furious glare still very much present in his eyes. “That was a completely stupid thing to do, Trix,” he admonishes me. He’s gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles are white with strain. “If I hadn’t been there…” he trails off, the muscle in his jaw jumping as he clenches his teeth.

      I don’t want him to be angry with me. I don’t want him to have that wild fear in his gaze anymore. I put that there, and I want to take it away.

      I reach over and gently let my fingertips graze the dark line of his jaw. “I’m okay,” I tell him gently. “I’m okay because of you.”

      I watch as his eyes squeeze shut for a moment, pain evident in the creases. A sigh escapes him, the exhale filled with shaky relief, and then his posture finally relaxes.

      This. This right here is the Warren beneath the mask. This is the Warren I love.

      Dammit.

      I love him.

      I realize that fact with stark, stunning clarity, despite the fuzziness of everything else. I think I’ve loved him since the day I first saw him, stuck behind the unhappiness of his own mask. There was something about him that always drew me in like a moth to a mesmerizing flame.

      Just as I realize the truth of my feelings, I also realize the truth of my reality.

      I’m leaving.

      This world, it doesn’t belong to me. I’m simply passing through, lucky enough to have this short reprieve with the living.

      But I’m not meant to have love. I’m meant to give it.

      And that...that’s the most heartbreaking truth of my entire existence. That’s the danger I never considered. I was so wrapped up in fixing my own cupidity and in matching other people’s hearts, that I didn’t acknowledge I had a heart of my own.

      Suddenly filled with sadness, I scoot over and gently rest my head on his shoulder, because even though he’s right here next to me, I miss him. I haven’t felt the imminence of my ticking clock as much as I feel it right now.

      He goes rigid for a moment as I rest against him, until he relaxes with a sigh, my name passing through his lips like a prayer.

      I breathe in this moment, because I know it’s fleeting, and I know I don’t have much longer.

      “You’re a good man, Warren Knight,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head at me, but then he lifts his arm and settles it behind my back so he can pull me in closer, and I relish in the touch. Unlike with Sparrow, this feels right. It feels perfect.

      A contented sigh spills out of me as I let my eyes flutter closed. “I wish I could stay here,” I hear myself saying quietly. “I wish I could stay with you. But I can’t.”

      All-encompassing sadness seeps into me just as exhaustion decides to pull me under. Right before I drop off to sleep, I swear I feel his lips on my hair at the same time that a tear falls from my eye.
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      I have a major sense of déjà vu when I wake up once again in Warren Knight’s bed.

      But this time, instead of him getting mad and bailing, he comes in and places some clothes on the bed right alongside a tray of breakfast.

      I sit up, grateful that I feel like myself again. My hair smells like smoke, and I have a headache from all the alcohol I consumed, but other than that, I feel good. At least my brain stopped tingling.

      “Go ahead and eat, and there’s some aspirin for your head if you need it,” Warren tells me. “You’re welcome to shower and get ready. We need to leave in about an hour.”

      I tilt my head curiously as I reach out and start guzzling the orange juice on the breakfast tray. “Where are we going?” I ask after a hearty gulp.

      “You’re supposed to meet with Tonya today to take photos for the marketing campaign that you agreed to, remember?”

      “I forgot about that. I better remind Blue.”

      Warren shakes his head. “Harvey is already bringing her in.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      An awkward silence stretches between us as we look at each other.

      Emotions swirl under my skin. Somewhere in all the time I spent watching Warren, I went past infatuation and straight into catching feelings without even realizing it. Seems silly that love is literally my job, and yet I didn’t even recognize it in myself.

      I glance nervously at Warren, wishing more than ever that I could know what he’s thinking as he looks steadily back at me.

      “You could’ve gotten really hurt last night,” he finally says.

      There’s no anger in his face anymore, just stoicism.

      “I know. I’m sorry that you have to keep saving my ass like that. I’m not used to…” My words trail off.

      “Not used to what?”

      “Life, I guess,” I answer in a small voice.

      Something indecipherable crosses over his face before it disappears again, and he clears his throat. “Eat and get ready. I’ll be waiting for you downstairs.”

      He walks out of the room, leaving me alone, and I sigh slightly as I look down at the breakfast. I don’t know how to handle my convoluted feelings for him, so I guess I’ll just eat. French toast doesn’t come with emotional strings. At least, not that I know of.

      When I dig into the spread, there are no dainty bites or ladylike chewing. I gobble the shit like I’m a damn turkey.

      But if I thought the food was good, it’s got nothin’ on Warren’s shower. I always knew it looked kickass, but that thing deserves an award.

      It takes some serious self-control to pull my ass out from under the amazing streams of water and into a towel. I can’t help but look back longingly at the shower head as I dry off.

      Digging through his drawers, I manage to find a small brush, and I comb out the tangles in my hair. The length of my hair only reaches my chin, but I don’t know what to do with it after I brush it, since Blue has done my hair for me for the past several days.

      I try to braid it, but apparently, that’s just not a skill I’m capable of. Knowing that I’m running out of time, I decide to just let it air dry and hope I don’t end up looking like a ball of cotton candy.

      The outfit that Warren brought me is a simple black dress that hits me mid-thigh, the square neckline modest and professional. The fabric is nice, and I feel important, like one of the many successful people that work in his office. Unlike the stuff I’ve gotten from the communal bin, this fits me perfectly. Even the black lace panties and bra are the perfect size.

      I wonder where the clothes came from and grimace a little when the thought crosses my mind that this could be his own communal bin, left behind from women he’s had over. I sincerely hope not, but I don’t have any other options to wear, unless I want to put on the denim dress again. Which I don’t, because it reeks of weed and reminds me of Sparrow.

      When I walk downstairs, wearing the short black pumps he left for me, I find Warren in his kitchen sitting at the counter with a cup of coffee in his hand. I peer over his shoulder to look into the cup as I pass by. “Of course you like your coffee black,” I tease.

      Warren looks up from his phone, and his dark eyes assess me. I run nervous hands down the dress. “Do I look okay?”

      His brown eyes lock on mine. “You look great.”

      I breathe out a little sigh of relief and smile. “Thanks. That would’ve really sucked if you said I looked crappy,” I say with a little laugh.

      Instead of matching my amusement, Warren simply shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter what you wear, you could never look crappy.”

      The familiar charge in the air leaps up between us once again, making my breath catch in my throat.

      I’m leaving, I remind myself over and over again. I’m leaving, I’m leaving, I’m leaving.

      I don’t know what expression he sees on me, but Warren’s face suddenly shutters, and he looks away. “Are you ready to go?” he asks without looking at me.

      I silently chastise myself for my reaction and how dismissive I acted. Before he can walk away, I quickly reach out and grasp him by the wrist, stopping him in his tracks. “You could never look crappy either,” I tell him, my voice shyer than usual. Man, I’m such a nerd. I’m supposed to be a love goddess, and the best I could come up with was, you could never look crappy either? Sev would facepalm so hard right now.

      Warren assesses me again, like he’s trying to see if I’m being sincere or not, and then a flicker of amusement crosses over his face. “Yeah? Do I look better than that jerkoff last night wearing the turtleneck?”

      I grimace at the memory of Sparrow’s hands on me, and I shiver slightly. “Definitely,” I say without hesitation. “There’s no way that Sparrow could match your level of debonair, Mr. Knight.”

      Warren scoffs with derision. “Of course the fucktard’s name was Sparrow,” he says scathingly.

      “I thought he was artsy and different,” I admit. “But it turns out he was just a douche with really strong weed,” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. It doesn’t work.

      “Well, he better hope that he never sees me again, because the next time I do, I won’t let him off so easily.”

      I tilt my head, studying him curiously, but then the pieces quickly fall together, and I smack a palm to my forehead for being such an idiot. “So that’s why you got so mad at me that day,” I say, dropping my hand. “You...I hurt you,” I say with a bit of awe, because honestly, it’s unbelievable.

      I’m not the only one in this unlikely duo who’s developed feelings. His temper, the way he reacted when I tried to set him up again...I should have recognized it for what it was. But I suppose when we’re closest to each other, that’s when we’re often the most blind.

      Now I feel awful.

      “I didn’t realize that you had feelings for me,” I say, taking a step towards him. He shifts on the barstool, turning his body towards me as I step between his legs. “Honestly, it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, you’re you,” I say, waving a hand up and down at him.

      His dark eyebrows pull together. “What does that mean?”

      “Well, look at you. You’re Warren Knight. The ridiculously hot, successful, rich, aloof, asshole bachelor. You date Hollywood stars, and even then, you never seem to like anyone you date.”

      He looks away uncomfortably and gets up, moving around me to put his cup in the sink. “We should go, or we’ll be late.”

      My eyebrows practically shoot to my hairline as I look from him to the sink and back again. “Oh shit, I totally have you flustered,” I say as a slow, flattered smile spreads across my face. I’m right. He does like me. He never leaves dishes in the sink. Ever.

      “What are you talking about now?” he demands.

      I grin. “It’s true. You have a massive crush on me.”

      When I realized I had feelings for him last night, I never imagined that he would actually reciprocate them. But based on the way he’s nervously pulling on his tie and the red blush that’s creeping up his neck, I know I’m right.

      He shuffles me out the front door, and I follow him to his car, where a driver is already waiting. He holds the door open, and I get in, letting my fingers run over the smooth leather seat as he slides in after me.

      “Now that I know the reason, I think it’s cute that you got all huffy puffy mad at me,” I say as the car pulls out of the driveway. The back is completely private, with a fancy partition separating us from the driver.

      “I don’t huff.”

      I scoot closer to him, letting our thighs touch, and he tenses slightly.

      “There was definitely huffing,” I say pragmatically. My eyes drop down to the front of his slacks before raising again. “Next time, you should just tell a girl that you have a big, gigantic, throbbing crush on her.”

      He chokes a bit and looks over at me incredulously. I just wink at him because making Warren Knight flustered is basically the most fun I’ve ever had. “Don’t worry, I have a super big crush on you, too, Mr. Asshole Bachelor Dud.”

      He skips over my nickname. “You do?” he asks suspiciously.

      “Yep, I realized it last night.”

      “When?”

      I tap my lip in thought, noticing the way his eyes lock on my mouth. “I guess it was right around the time I saw you playing footsies with your date.”

      He blinks at me, his eyebrows pulling together. “I was not playing footsies.”

      “Eh. It was dark. So who really knows?”

      “Me. I know. Because I wasn’t playing footsies with her.”

      I cock a brow. “You got something against footsies?”

      “What? No, that’s not...I mean…” he trails off, totally befuddled. See? So much fun.

      I laugh. “Oh shit, you’re so easy to rile up. I love it.”

      He shoots me a look. “What am I going to do with you?” he asks, though it seems like it’s a question more for himself.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “But you better figure it out quick.”

      “Why?”

      I let out a sigh and relax back on the seat. “Because, I’m leaving,” I admit, my expression turning sober.

      He straightens his black tie against his shirt and leans back as well, his knees spread wide enough that our thighs are still touching. That innocent connection alone makes my pulse race.

      “I’m only here for a little while…for work,” I explain lamely.

      He runs a hand over his jaw. “I see.”

      “But I wondered…” I lick my lips nervously before my eyes drop down to my lap. Shit. What am I thinking? I need to stop. I need to—

      I startle when he’s suddenly right there, his curved finger tipping up my chin. My breath catches in my throat at our close proximity as my eyes lock onto his. He’s completely crowded my space, our faces so close that I notice little spots of gold in his eyes. I can feel the heat of him, like it wants to wrap around me. The intense masculinity of his entire being tries to encompass my whole world, and I think I’m going to let it.

      “You wondered what? Tell me,” he says, and the quiet order from his demanding lips sends a shiver down my spine. His touch moves from beneath my chin until his palm is cupping the back of my neck.

      I swallow hard, trying to get my brain to form coherent words, but it’s so hard when he’s touching me like this. I’ve never experienced these sensations, but I don’t need my tingling cupid mark to tell me what it is.

      Don’t do it, don’t do it, don’t—

      “I wondered if we could...do this?” I blurt out, and my brain sucker-punches my heart for being such an idiot. “I’m leaving anyway, so you don’t have to worry about me hanging on. I know you don’t do commitment.”

      “I don’t,” he admits.

      That admission should make me sad, but I’m too wrapped up in the way his thumb is stroking the back of my neck, and the way his legs move so that my knees shift between them.

      I convince myself that this is fine. That this solution will work. We’ll just enjoy each other for a little while, have fun.

      “So that’s okay,” I tell him shakily, so full of desire that I’m practically trembling.

      I want him to kiss me. I want it so badly that I’m sure my eyes are pleading with him. My lips are basically on bended knee. My tongue is ready to kiss his feet and beg for it.

      Of its own volition, my hand snakes out, and my fingertips gently run against his delicious stubble. I’ve been dying to do it all morning. His eyes darken, and that electrical charge between us seems to spike.

      “You’re leaving, and I can’t commit,” he says quietly, making my eyes follow the movements of his lips.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Did I lean in closer, or was that him?

      His fingers move up, threading through my hair. His other hand goes to my waist, digging in like he’s afraid I’ll slip away.

      “So maybe—”

      I interrupt whatever he was going to say by not so gracefully slamming my lips to his.

      And...I’ll just say this. Apparently, I need practice.

      Stunned, Warren blinks at me for a moment while I totally blowfish all up in his mouth. Even I’m cringing as I stay there, frozen, my mouth half-open like a busted screen door slammed one too many times.

      Startled, I rip my mouth away from his, because holy mole on a fat roll, that was bad.
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      I gape at Warren, and I swear to sex, I can feel Sev laughing his ass off at me all the way back in Cupidville.

      I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand as humiliation pinches my cheeks like an overzealous grandma.

      “Oh shit,” I breathe. “I’m a bad kisser.”

      He tries to be sneaky about it, but he totally reaches up and wipes my saliva off his chin. I don’t even know how it got all the way down there. The startled look on his face is enough to let me know the truth.

      “I am a bad kisser!” I cry, my eyes welling up with tears.

      This. This is now the most embarrassing moment of my second life.

      “W-What? No,” he says, shaking his head as he tries to reach for me again.

      I smack his hands away. “You hesitated.”

      “I was...caught off guard.”

      I cover my face in my hands and groan. I’m a damn cupid. I’ve watched thousands of people kiss, yet my own lip-locking debut was about as slimy and uncomfortable as tentacle porn.

      I don’t know if I can come back from this.

      I feel his hands come up to wrap around my wrists, and then he’s gently pulling them down, forcing my face to come out of hiding. I know I’m blushing. I can feel so much heat in my cheeks that I’m surprised I haven’t caught on fire.

      And what do I see? A smirking Warren Knight.

      I narrow my eyes on him, blinking away the blur. “Don’t make fun of me! I just attacked your mouth like a damned goldfish trying to swim in it, and you just sat there, letting me take the fall!”

      His smirk widens until it’s a full-blown grin. Now he’s a grinning Warren Knight. It’s one of those incredibly rare sightings of comets or endangered animals mating in the wild. I can’t look away because I don’t know when it’ll come around again.

      And here’s the thing. Brooding, pissy, aloof Warren Knight is gorgeous. But a smiling Warren Knight? It’s life-changing. Iconic. I swear, the sun comes out from behind the clouds to fricken shine down on his glistening teeth.

      “You did sort of go full-goldfish mode,” he says, still grinning, the beautiful asshole.

      I nod pathetically. “I know! It was bad. I thought I was really going to nail that kiss, too.”

      “Dare I suggest we try again?”

      I frown at him. “Don’t tease me.”

      He chuckles. “I’m not teasing. You were just a little...overenthusiastic. I get that response a lot.”

      I smack him on the arm, but that just makes him laugh harder. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. I was going to add, Give Warren Knight an epic blow job to my to-do list, but I’m scratching that right off.”

      “Considering your oral skills, that might be for the best.”

      This fucker.

      When I try to smack him again, he catches my wrist this time and then hauls me off my seat and into his lap.

      My yelp freezes in my throat as I find myself straddling him, my once demure black dress now looking obscene where it’s bunched around my hips.

      “You’re so easy to rile up. I love it,” he says, echoing my earlier words as his hands grip my waist.

      “Ha ha,” I say dryly. “So clever.”

      “I like to think so,” he replies. “Now. What were we discussing? Oh yes,” he goes on, as his hands start to move up and down my sides, drawing symmetrical lines on either side of me. Just that simple, deliberate touch makes me wholly aware of him, and he takes me from my mortified state to the stirrings of heat again. “You’re leaving, and I don’t do commitment, so we’re going to enjoy each other for the time being.”

      “Even after the goldfish incident?” I ask dubiously. “Which, let’s be real, was half your fault,” I add.

      I’m rewarded with another grin. “Even so.”

      I pretend to mull it over, and then I let out a long-suffering sigh as I twine my hands behind his neck. “I guess. But you really need to get better at this whole kissing thing.”

      The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkles in amusement. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Good—Oof!”

      The car suddenly turns a corner, making me fall against him, my hips shifting so that I can now feel his very impressive arousal beneath me.

      “Sweet schlong, your dick is already flying at full-mast?” I ask incredulously.

      He gives me a deadpan look as he tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Let me just tell you all the ways you’ve been tormenting me, shall I?” he says. “The first time I met you, you were naked in my office, and then you grabbed my cock. You’ve slept in my bed. Twice. You were naked in my shower this morning. Then you’ve been sitting here next to me, eye-fucking me this whole ride, while wearing the black lacy panties I had delivered for you this morning. Now you’re straddling me, and your hips keep rocking back and forth over my dick. Of course I’m fucking hard.”

      The heat that was present in my cheeks seems to have hightailed it down to my nether regions and jacked up the thermostat, making itself right at home.

      “Oh.”

      Damn, he’s sexy. And he feels good under me. Getting sexed by Warren Knight just moved right up to the front of the line on my to-do list. Also, I’m completely elated with the news that I’m not wearing sloppy second clothing from one of his conquests. It makes me like him even more.

      “You just rocked over my cock again,” he says.

      “I don’t think I did,” I say breathlessly as I lean in closer, my fingers playing with the ends of his hair.

      I move my hips over his erection again, forcing a groan from his throat. “You definitely did.”

      “Hmm. I think it’s in your head.”

      “Yeah, the head of my cock. Because you’re definitely doing it.”

      “You’re mistaken.”

      Using my arms on his shoulders for leverage, I lift up slightly and then sit back down on him, grinding into him to get that wonderful friction my center seems to be craving.

      He groans louder this time, and then in a swift move, he grips the back of my head, taking complete control, while his fingers dig into my waist. “I shouldn’t be doing this with you, but I fucking want you too much to stop it,” he admits.

      “Don’t stop it. I want you too,” I breathe.

      His eyes flare at my admission. “Every time I think about the way you were under my desk, naked beneath my jacket, with your hands teasing over my cock...I get so fucking hard it hurts.”

      My pulse jumps. My breath stutters. Everything in me is like a live wire, ready to snap with a spark at just a single touch.

      “Kiss me the non-goldfish way,” I plead.

      His lips twitch in amusement. “Alright, just follow my lead.”

      Then his mouth is on mine, and my eyes are closing from the overwhelming sensations, and damn—he’s a good kisser.

      I feel him everywhere.

      Unlike before, there is no clumsy joining. There is no faltering or hesitation. Warren Knight owns me.

      Using his grip on my head, he angles me in that perfect way, just as his tongue plunges into my mouth. I gasp around the sudden invasion of him. He teases my tongue. Nips at my lips. Sucks me between his teeth. Moves my head this way and that. Helps to guide my hips as I shamelessly grind against him. Every single thing he does is deliberate, and I respond to him on instinct alone.

      Somehow, he got my embarrassed, ignorant self to kiss him back like a boss.

      I clutch him by the neck, pull at his black hair, rock back and forth over his cock, all while he devours my mouth and makes me feel things that I never knew were possible.

      My entire front is practically glued to him, but I want more. So much more that it hurts. It’s all I can do to hold on and pant between kisses as he tongue fucks me for all I’m worth.

      And then suddenly, he’s pulling back, and our kiss ends, and he chuckles at me when I try to recapture his lips.

      “We need to stop, Trix,” he says, his voice low and husky, nearly pained.

      That sounds like a stupid idea. “Why?” I whine.

      Yeah. I guess I get whiny when I’m horny.

      “Because all I want to do is fuck you in this car right now, but we’re in front of my building, and you deserve better than that.”

      Aww. After that statement, I can’t even be whiny horny anymore. “Fine,” I sigh.

      Okay. I’m a little whiny still.

      He helps me off his lap, and I readjust my dress and panties while he adjusts the front of his pants. I look at his straining cock with glee.

      “Stop looking so proud of yourself,” he reprimands.

      “What? He likes me. It’s a total compliment because that dick is picky.”

      He rolls his eyes. “How do you know?”

      “Oh, you know. Tabloids. Stories. General knowledge. Plus, I basically stalked you for the past two months,” I add with a mischievous smile.

      He scoffs and tightens his tie. When his hand lands on the door handle, I stop him. “Wait, you can’t just walk out there without first commending me on how good of a kisser I just was. Like...did you see that? I did awesome that time.”

      That earns me another megawatt smile. “Apologies,” he says, leaning towards me and placing a chaste kiss on my lips. “Consider yourself commended.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now we really need to go inside, or Tonya is going to squeeze me by the balls for bringing you in late.”

      I make a face. “That sounds painful.”

      “It is,” he agrees, but then he looks at me one more time and curses before leaning forward and kissing the daylights out of me again. “Stop looking so fucking cute,” he says after pulling back again.

      “I can’t help it,” I say, forcing my eyes to peel open after his sexy onslaught.

      He gets me so fuzzy-headed and hot. With every swipe of his tongue, I can feel how much he wants me, and that alone is heady and addicting.

      I run a finger over my swollen bottom lip and attempt to finger-comb through my mussed hair, but let’s face it, I probably look like I’ve been making out in a car.

      Warren legitimately groans as he forces his hands off me and reaches for the door handle again.

      “How about just one more kiss?” I ask, trying my luck.

      He pushes open the door while swearing under his breath again, and offers his hand to help me out. With a disappointed sigh, I slip out of the car and onto the sidewalk.

      I look him up and down appreciatively in the sunlight, but when I make it to his face, I see he’s already glaring at me. “Stop giving me fuck-me eyes right now, or I’m going to end up dragging you into a supply closet.”

      I throw my hands up and then let them drop again. “My eyes can say whatever they want, and supply closets aren’t that bad.”

      He shakes his head at me and starts leading me towards the front of his building. “You’re going to ruin me.”

      I smile. “But it’s going to be worth it.”
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      This isn’t going to end well.

      But fuck, I can’t seem to stop myself from starting this anyway.

      When I saw her last night talking to that douche at the bar, I tried to tell myself that it was for the best.

      We don’t fit together. We have nothing in common. She’s all color, and I’m black and white. She’s a smile to my scowl and optimistic to my usual pessimism. She’s full, while I’m empty.

      I can’t do commitments. I can’t do something real. And I came to terms with that fact. But ever since I found her bare ass in my office, she’s tilted my world on its axis, and I find myself wanting again. Wanting her.

      Despite my best efforts to feel indifference towards her, I can’t. I’m inexplicably drawn to her, the way wind is pushed with the clouds, and the way the moon touches the night. She’s like my very own sweet regret wrapped up in a bubblegum pink package of lighthearted life.

      Which is why, right now, instead of working from my phone as I wait for Tonya to do her thing, I can’t take my eyes off her.

      I kissed her.

      With her body poised on top of mine, her breasts shoved against my chest, and her heat pressing against my cock, I kissed her like I’ve never kissed anyone before in my whole fucking life.

      I meant what I said to her. If we hadn’t stopped, I would’ve taken her right then and there. But she deserved better than the back seat of my car, while my driver no doubt sat in the front, playing one of his games on his phone. She deserved more than tinted windows separating us from a crowd of people walking by outside. Deserved more than the sounds of traffic as our backdrop.

      So, as hard as it was to pull away from her delicious mouth and drop my hands off her curves, it was the right move.

      But try telling that to my dick, which hasn’t gone down since I had her straddled on my lap.

      It doesn’t help things that she looks like a damn angelic wet dream right now.

      As soon as I escorted Trix inside, Tonya’s team swept her away for hair and makeup and clothing.

      She’s now wearing a skintight white dress and a pair of pale pink wings that match her hair. White heels accentuate her long, tan legs, and the dress is doing some major favors for me, showing off the perfect amount of cleavage beneath her sweetheart neckline.

      Her makeup is dewy, her hair is in relaxed, voluminous curls, and every time she looks over at me and bites her lip, I have to shift in my seat like I’m a damn preteen catching accidental nipslips at the pool.

      Tonya had white and red backdrops installed in the basement of my building—which is just a nickname for the empty bottom floor that she uses for photo shoots whenever we need to do some promo or marketing campaigns. Expensive lighting shines on the space, each one being manned by several different people. One person is even the designated fan blower.

      There are several male and female models around, all of them dressed in date attire, waiting for their turn as they hang around by the food table.

      Blue is also dressed up, sporting a vastly different outfit than her overalls that she wore during our real date. She’s now dressed in a breezy summer dress and has her dreadlocks pulled over one shoulder and secured with a band.

      It’s a madhouse down here. Tonya barks orders left and right, the photographer moves people constantly, while everything from lighting, wind, props, and models, are directed to play like instruments in an orchestra.

      Yet despite the dozens of people, the noise, and the hectic distractions—despite the fact that I have pressing work I should be doing—all of my attention is on her.

      I promised myself no commitments, and I never had a problem with that before. But now, I find myself wishing I could break that promise. My saving grace is the fact that Trix is leaving. I try to tell myself that I’m not being a selfish ass by taking advantage of that. If she’s leaving anyway, then there’s no harm in enjoying each other while she’s here.

      Tonya is hollering out orders to the photographer, who in turn hollers out orders to the models, Trix included. Personally, I thought the wings were a bit over the top. But Tonya insisted Trix wear them.

      The dating app is ready to launch, and I can’t help but agree that Trix is the perfect face to represent CupidShuffle. After just a few minutes of entering in your info and uploading a photo to the app, you’ll be matched by our resident cupid. Don’t like the match? Just press shuffle, and a new date is selected. The platform is crisp, the interface is modern, it’s easy to use, and based on our beta users, Tonya thinks our launch will be successful.

      Trix’s voice suddenly cuts through my thoughts. “I’m just saying,” she goes on, talking to one of the hair stylists as she fixes her hair, “cupid wings should be red. Not pink.”

      The hair stylist just nods before spraying her with what looks like an entire can of aerosol. Trix wrinkles her nose, looking goddamn adorable as she waves a hand in front of her face. “Yuck. That stuff tastes awful.”

      I have to bite the inside of my cheek, since smiling openly at her would probably freak out most of the people in here. I’m not a big grinner, but I find my lips constantly tugging up every time I’m around Trix.

      I’ve known her for such a short amount of time, but it seems longer—which is a fucking cliche thing to think, but it’s true.

      The photoshoot has taken hours, though I got my bit done during hour one. Trix has the difficult part, forced to endure thousands of photographs, while Tonya puts her in every pose imaginable.

      Harvey left with Blue a long time ago, eyeing me curiously as to why I was still sitting here like a schmuck. I know I’ll catch shit for it later, but I don’t care. Now that I gave myself the go-ahead to enjoy her, that’s exactly what I intend to do.

      When we finally get the all-clear that the photographer has what he needs, Trix practically tosses off the wings and sprints in my direction. “Quick,” she says, glancing over her shoulder like she’s trying to be stealthy. “Sneak me out of here before Tonya changes her mind.”

      I chuckle and rise from the chair, placing my hand on her back so I can lead her out of the room.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat a whole Moroccan stew right now,” Trix tells me.

      I grimace a bit at the memory of said stew projectiling all over my shoes. “Please don’t.”

      She tips her head back and laughs as we go into the elevator. No one follows us in, so we have the small space all to ourselves. It’s the first time since the car ride that I’ve had her alone, and I’m itching to touch her.

      Without warning, I reach out and press the button to stop our ascent, and her brown eyes widen. “What...what are you doing?”

      Instead of answering, I crowd her into the corner of the elevator, placing my hands on either side of her to grip the railings and box her in.

      “You look beautiful,” I murmur as I run my nose up the column of her neck. She smells like spun sugar. “Sexy,” I add, letting my tongue dart out to stroke the sensitive part of her skin. “Completely fuckable.”

      She blushes prettily, the pink tinge to her cheeks matching her hair.

      “Really?” she asks nervously as she pats her curled hair and smooths down her white dress. “I wasn’t sure if I looked too over the top.”

      “In this dress? No. You look fucking delectable. There’s never been a better cupid than you.”

      “That’s debatable,” she mumbles under her breath.

      I lean in and nip her bottom lip, causing her to gasp, and she fists her hands in my shirt.

      “You look good enough to eat, Miss Valentine. And I intend to devour you.”

      She bites her lip, her eyes darkening with desire. Her perky tits are right there, her nipples pebbling for me through the fabric of her clothes, just begging to be touched. Licked. Bitten.

      I can’t hold back, and by the look in her eye, neither can she. I want her.

      But before I can fall into my baser desires, the loudest fucking stomach growl known to man erupts from her small body.

      We both freeze, me with my mouth an inch from hers, my hand poised to dip beneath the top of her dress, and her with her left leg hiked up over my hip, her eyes wide.

      Just like that, my overwhelming lust turns to amusement, and I rest my forehead against hers as a chuckle comes out of me, mixed in with a groan of longing.

      “We better feed you before your stomach starts picketing in protest.”

      A shaky breath leaves her moistened lips. “Yeah. Food. Hungry.”

      I smile at her stunted speech and release the stop button on the elevator. When it reaches the lobby, I find myself placing my hand on the small of her back again as I lead her out. I keep finding excuses to touch her, and by the look on some of my employees faces, they’ve noticed.

      I’ve already texted my driver, so the car is waiting at the curb outside the building for us when we step through the doors. But instead of heading towards the car, Trix turns to me suddenly, stopping on the sidewalk.

      Her demeanor has altered drastically. She’s wringing her hands in front of her, biting her bottom lip, her brow puckered in the most adorable way. She looks so fucking cute that I want to haul her back into the elevator, pin her up against the wall, and kiss the breath out of her, stomach growling be damned.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Her big brown eyes lock onto my face. “Okay, I’m just going to say it,” she begins, blowing out a breath. “I really like you, okay? You’re the first person I’ve ever liked, so I’m new at this. But I meant what I said, Warren. I really am leaving.”

      “You said as much in the car.”

      “Right. I just want to make sure you understand.”

      “I don’t do commitments, Trix. That’s why this works,” I reply smoothly, sounding way more nonchalant than I actually feel.

      She nods slowly, letting out a breath. “Okay. Good. So we do this thing, fast and fun and heated. But with the knowledge that in a few weeks, it’s going to be over for good, because I won’t be coming back. Deal?”

      I don’t know why my gut twists at her words. On paper, it’s exactly what I need. In reality, I have a feeling it’s not going to be enough, and it’s going to fuck up things exponentially.

      I find myself nodding anyway. “Deal.”

      Emotion flits over her face. Relief, desire, excitement, and maybe a little bit of sadness too. But then she smiles, letting the better parts of her emotions take over. “Okay then, Warren Knight. Let’s do this thing.”

      Without warning, she pulls away and starts walking down the sidewalk, in the opposite direction of my car.

      “Where are you going? The car is right here.”

      She turns around but doesn’t stop walking to reply. “Come on, Mr. Knight,” she says with a smirk. “I’m not a lie-down-at-your-feet kind of bunny,” she says, confusing the fuck out of me. “I’m the kind that’s going to make you run. So that means no stuffy five-star restaurants. I’m going to keep you on your toes with spontaneity.”

      “I don’t do spontaneous,” I point out as I catch up with her. “And I thought you were hungry.”

      “We’ll find food on the way.”

      At my scowl, she laughs, even as she threads her fingers through mine. I can’t remember the last time I held hands with a girl. It always seemed like a juvenile gesture. But right now, holding Trix like this, it makes me feel buoyant.

      “Don’t be such a grouchy pants. It’s gonna be fun,” she says, tossing me a wink.

      “I don’t do fun either.”

      “You do now,” she says, tugging me down the sidewalk.

      I look back at my driver and signal him that we won’t be needing the car after all.

      “We’re going to make the most of our time together, Warren,” she tells me with joyful confidence.

      And you know what? I believe her.

      That’s what scares me most of all.
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      “I’m probably about to win a million dollars.”

      I look over at Warren from my spot on the stool, and he’s surrounded by a smoky haze that seems to be everywhere in this casino. After dragging him all over, I saw a billboard earlier about striking it rich, and since I need money, it seemed like a sign from Destiny.

      “You’re actually down five hundred, and it’s only been five minutes,” Warren points out.

      I sigh at his negativity. “You have to spend money to make money, War and Peace,” I tell him pointedly. “And anyway, I’m also winning at life, because I just got to cross off play a video game from my list.”

      Warren looks at me from where he’s leaning against the slot machine. He’s a real good leaner. All strong biceps and pecs pulling against his shirt, and he’s even doing the ol’ one ankle crossed over the other move. He looks hot.

      But what’s really hot? The way he looks at me.

      I can’t believe that after all this time of watching him, I’m on the receiving end of that delicious intensity I knew he’d be good at. Warren Knight wants me. And that fact is heady, and flattering, and so damn intoxicating.

      “I’m not sure that playing the slots counts as a video game,” he says dryly.

      I point at a digital screen that has a scantily dressed woman walking back and forth and holding a 777 sign. “What do you call that, mister hotshot CEO?” I ask him. “That’s a video. And this is totally a game.” I punctuate my fact by yanking down the lever once again and watching the numbers spin.

      I’m so excited that I’m practically bouncing in my seat. Warren seems to appreciate the movement that it creates with my boobs, because his eyes are locked on them. Then the slot machine stops spinning and…

      “You lost again.”

      I scowl at the screen. “Motherfucker.”

      I hop off the stool and turn to face him. “That was fun. Thanks for letting me lose your money.”

      He reaches out for my hand and threads his fingers through mine. I wasn’t sure how he was going to react to the gesture when we left his building earlier, but ever since, he’s been taking my hand all day. Even after I made him eat a hotdog from a food cart.

      “Anytime.”

      I glance over at one of the bars beside us, where a woman is currently crooning old eighties love ballads to patrons. There are several couples in the space, and I bite my lip, glancing down at my cupid mark.

      “I’m going to grab a drink,” I tell Warren as I start making my way towards the bar.

      “I can get it for you,” he says, but I shake my head.

      “I’ll be quick. You stay here and watch my ass sway as I walk. I want to know if it’s an A plus or if my form needs improvement.”

      He seems appeased with his new duty, so he settles against another machine, hands in pockets as he watches me go.

      Turning back to the bar, I make my way over to the tables. I have to be quick and stealthy about this. I’ve never attempted to Lust this many people before, but I’m here, there’s a love song being sung over a microphone, the lighting is low and smoky, people are tipsy and high on the chance at striking it rich, so it seems like a perfect opportunity to try.

      I take a deep breath, and I blow. And blow. And blow some more.

      Beautiful pink tendrils escape my pursed lips like ribbons, mixing with the cigarette smoke and magenta mood lighting.

      My cupid mark tingles as the vapor settles around people left and right. I keep blowing, one breath after another, until I make it all the way to the bar, and then I turn back again, saturating the air with one more pass.

      By the time I walk out of the bar area and reach Warren again, I’m a little lightheaded from extensive exhaling.

      Warren arches a brow. “Change your mind?”

      “Huh?”

      “About the drink.”

      Whoops. “Oh! Uh...I just really wanted you to watch my ass.”

      He chuckles and takes my hand. “Mission accomplished.”

      “How was it?”

      “Your ass? Definitely an A,” he tells me.

      “Thank you,” I say with a pert nod.

      I cast a look over at the bar nervously, hoping that it worked. But maybe there were too many people and I didn’t put enough juice out, maybe I did it wrong, maybe—

      “Wow. What got into them?” Warren asks as my eyes go round at the scene in the bar.

      They’re like animals in there. One lady is now sitting on top of the table, and the guy she’s with is motorboating her. Two other guys near the bar are making out hardcore. A good half a dozen people, men and women alike, are swarming the stage for Miss Sultry Singer, and her crooning voice cuts off at their imminent arrival. There’s even a chick trying to climb over the bar to get to the bartender. All around, people are going at it.

      I grin secretively before turning to Warren. “Must be that eighties music.”

      His eyes move away from the scene. “Must be,” he says as he starts leading me away.

      I’m elated when I feel my cupid mark start tingling up a storm. Sev better be feeling this right now, because that power play was orgy-level magic. I think I just gave that singer an unintentional harem. But let’s be real, she’s going to enjoy it.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask Warren, turning away from the bar scene just as security gets there to start prying people apart. Shame.

      “I’m taking you to play poker,” Warren answers.

      A smile slips over my lips. “Aww, you remembered my list?”

      “I did. And though I think there are plenty of dogs in here, I don’t suspect they’re the kind you want to pet.”

      I chuckle, but he’s right. I’m getting a lot of looks as I walk by in my formfitting dress that I’m still wearing from the photo shoot. I’m either getting appreciative panting, longing puppy dog eyes, or straight up drooling. It all does wonders for my self-esteem.

      But I don’t care about any of them. I lean up and arch my neck so I can speak into Warren’s ear. “The only thing I’m interested in petting right now is you,” I tell him before brushing my lips against his neck and pulling away with a smile.

      He makes a frustrated groan, his hand releasing my fingers so that he can rest it on my back, his pinky teasing the curve of my ass. “Don’t say shit like that, or you’re going to make me pull you into a dark corner and have my way with you.”

      I turn to him, forcing him to stop walking. I let my hands slowly run down his chest, stopping right at the waistband of his pants. “I could be persuaded to put that on my list,” I say quietly.

      He tips his head back like he’s trying to show considerable restraint, which just makes me grin. Riling him up really is the best thing ever.

      “But first…” I go on, letting a single finger hook beneath his belt as I step forward and place my lips right in front of his, so that he can feel the words come out of my mouth. “I want to beat your ass at poker.”

      I move away quick as a whip and start striding like a hot badass towards the poker tables. Warren curses under his breath, but he catches up to me in just three steps. He’s a quick greyhound, I’ll give him that.

      He lets his hand once again settle against me, but this time, it’s placed possessively over my ass. “You’re going to have to pay for that later, Miss Valentine,” he says low against the shell of my ear, causing a little thrill to skate down my neck. Every time he calls me Miss Valentine, my sweet treat goes all gooey in the center.

      “Looking forward to it, Mr. Knight.”

      He bites his lip, and the move is so damn erotic that I almost say forget poker altogether. But then he leads me up to an open table and pulls out a chair for me to sit, and I tell myself that good things come to those who wait. Emphasis on the come.

      He takes a seat next to me, letting his thigh rest against mine, because he’s apparently already started his teasing punishment.

      Two more people sit down, one guy with a cowboy hat on, and another older man who looks like he hasn’t left this casino since 1972. He has sunless skin and cigarette eyes and a combover that probably doesn’t move even when he showers. And I can tell by the look on his face that he wants to sweep the floor with me, preferably catching poker chips in the dustbin as he does so.

      Meanwhile, the cowboy hat dude keeps ogling my breasts. Warren goes all alpha on me, by suddenly gripping my chin, tilting my head towards him, and locking onto my mouth in a clearly possessive move.

      His tongue plunges into my mouth without remorse, and he keeps his hold on my chin, angling me exactly the way he wants.

      Even in my limited experience, there’s something I’ve learned about Warren. When he kisses me, he doesn’t just do it for the taste or the feeling. He does it to dominate. To consume. To take me over like a wayward demon, filling me with sinful fire as he devours my very being.

      And the thing I’ve learned about me? I like it. A lot.
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      “How the fuck did you just do that?”

      I look over at the pink-haired vixen, and I’m both surprised and impressed.

      The corner of Trix’s mouth quirks up. “I’ve got skills, you know?”

      “I do now,” I say, shaking my head as I watch the other two players at the poker table stand up to leave, grumbling as they go.

      The man wearing the cowboy hat stopped looking at Trix like she was a cupcake he wanted to bite into right around the third hand, when it was clear she wasn’t having beginner’s luck. The other man cursed under his breath at her audacity for beating him.

      Meanwhile, I couldn’t have been prouder. She was fucking good. This girl has a poker face like you wouldn’t imagine.

      I stand up while she gathers the chips into a pile, and the dealer hands her a bag to toss them into. Even he looks impressed with her.

      When she’s finished, she stands up, slightly wobbly from the heels she’s still wearing. Those things have got to be hurting her feet, but they make her ass stick out phenomenally and make her legs look ridiculously long, so there won’t be any complaints from me.

      Taking her hand, we head over to the cashier, where Trix turns in her chips for cash. She walks away with a very impressive stack, and hands me the five hundred I’d let her play with earlier, but I wave her off. “Keep it,” I tell her.

      “Okay, but can you hold it? I don’t have a purse. Or pockets. Or adequate room to shove it in my bra. My boobs are spilling out of this thing as it is,” she says, looking down at her cleavage.

      She’s right. I don’t think there’s an inch of room in there.

      “One wrong move, and these babies will just pop right out.”

      I chuckle and take it for her, placing the cash in my pocket. “As much as I want to see that, I’d prefer we were alone,” I tell her.

      A pretty blush creeps over her cheeks, but rather than tease her more, I hold her hand again and change the subject. “Where did you learn to play poker like that?”

      I’ll admit, even I assumed she was going to lose. But once again, Trix surprised me.

      “Oh, you know. Here and there,” she answers coyly.

      I stop and turn to her, and my hand automatically goes up to hold her waist. It’s like I just can’t stop myself. “Well, are you going to tell me your secrets?”

      “Sure,” she says with a grin as her hands come up to rest on my chest. I love that she’s always doing that. “Hmm, let’s see. I’m a secret otherworldly entity whose sole purpose is to bring love to people. How’s that for a secret?”

      I reach down and lightly pinch her on the ass. Mostly just because I want to find an excuse to touch that delectable part of her flesh more than anything. “Still with all the cupid talk?”

      She grins. “Always.”

      Sassy thing.

      I pull her closer against me. I’ve surprised myself with how much I want to touch her. Tease her. Taste her. I’m never usually like this, but with Trix, I’m drawn to her inexplicably, and I’m finding every opportunity to feel her.

      I lean in and nip at her bottom lip before giving her a short kiss. No tongue, no time for her to even open up for me. I separate from her before she can attempt to deepen it, and the scowl I get in response to my retreat makes me grin. I want her like this. Trying to chase my lips. Wanting more. Wanting me.

      “I meant about the poker,” I clarify, enjoying the flush of arousal on her cheeks.

      “I just watched a lot of games. I’m very good at observing, Mr. Knight.”

      The way she says it makes it sound like something erotic. “Oh? I’d love to observe you in all sorts of ways.”

      She gulps, revealing her own desire, and I can’t help but feel a sense of male pride at so easily getting her worked up.

      The intensity of our chemistry is unknown territory for me. Sure, there’s been attraction with other women, but not like this. I’ve always been more of a loner. I take a woman out once, comfortable with the fact that we probably won’t see each other again. No strings, no expectations, just sex.

      But with Trix, it’s different. There’s this magnetism between us that’s unlike anything I’ve experienced before. The more time I spend with her, the more time I want with her. And that’s dangerous.

      “Are you ready to leave the casino, or are you also harboring a secret expertise for roulette?”

      “I’d probably be awesome at that too, but I think I’m ready to get out of here,” she says. “What do you want to do next?”

      “Hmm,” I hum in thought.

      I pull out my phone, sending off a quick text to let my driver know we’re coming out. He’s been waiting for us in the parking lot for the past hour. I see about fifteen missed calls from work and another thirty emails on my phone after I finish sending off my message, but I ignore them in favor of my continued escape from reality.

      I’ve never left early from work before, but I can’t say I regret it at all. I spent the entire day with Trix, doing random things that I would normally abhor. But with her, she makes everything fun, new, and exciting. I mean, I ate a hot dog today for chrissake. I hate those damn things, and yet, I’d choke down a hundred more if it meant I could be eating with her.

      I steer Trix towards the exit, glad that she’s up for continuing our date, despite the fact that it’s getting late. Normally, this is the time when I’d be behaving like a total jackass to get the woman to leave. But with Trix, I find that I don’t want our evening to be cut short. I want much longer with her.

      As we step out into the night air, I spot the car and lead her across the parking lot. “I have an idea of what we can do,” I tell her.

      “Oh? What is it?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “Hmm. Very mysterious,” she teases.

      A big group of bachelor party attendees pass by us, catcalling to Trix as soon as they spot her.

      On instinct, I tug her closer to my side, my hand wrapping around to splay possessively over her stomach. With one glower from me, the guys instantly shut up and keep walking.

      A bubble of laughter escapes Trix’s lips, and she jabs an elbow into my side. “Oh shit, you totally just marked your territory all over me.”

      I cock a brow, acting like I have no idea what she’s talking about. “Excuse me?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Oh, please. Don’t even try to act nonchalant. That was equivalent to a dog lifting his leg to pee on me.”

      I grimace slightly at that unhygienic comparison.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” she goes on. “I liked it. I just got publicly claimed by the Warren Knight. It’s quite the accomplishment.”

      I try really hard not to like the fact that she liked me being possessive of her, but I can’t stop myself.

      “I still don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie as we reach the car.

      She chuckles and pats me on the arm. “Sure you don’t.”

      My driver already has the door open for us, so we slide in easily, and I crowd Trix’s space as soon as I settle into the seat beside her. I tug one of her legs to rest over mine, and she responds to the comfortable gesture by resting her head on my shoulder. I stretch out my arm behind her back and hold her against me, tracing soft circles on the skin of her arm.

      We stay like that the entire ride back to my gated community, with such familiarity that it feels like I’ve been holding Trix like this for years.

      Once we pull up to my house and exit the car, I give my driver a nod of thanks and then start heading up my driveway. But when Trix starts veering towards my front door, I tug her away.

      She looks over at me with question in her eyes. “We’re not going inside?”

      “I figured we can get a few more things off your to-do list tonight,” I tell her.

      I lead her around the grassy expanse of my front yard, all the way to the back. I unlock the gate with my code, and then I take her past the patio area and pool, heading down the private hilly pathway that leads to the beach.

      As soon as she realizes where we’re heading, her breath catches in her chest. “You’re taking me to the ocean?” she asks quietly as I help her down the wooden steps inlaid into the side of the hill.

      “I am.”

      She’s quiet, making me wonder what she’s thinking, but when I look back at her, I see that she’s watching me with an inquisitive look on her face, a slight pucker between her eyebrows like she’s trying to figure me out.

      When we reach the bottom of the hill and hit the soft sand, I bend down to relieve her of her shoes. I tap her gently on her ankle to indicate what I want, and she dutifully raises one foot and then the other for me.

      I let my touch stroke its way lightly around her ankle, marveling at the softness of her skin. I carefully unclasp the back of the straps before tossing the heels onto the ground.

      She groans a little and lets her toes sink into the soft sand. “Oh shit, that feels good,” she says, looking down. “It’s so soft!”

      I smile at her enthusiasm as I kick off my own shoes and socks, leaving them next to hers.

      Retaking her hand, I tug her towards the cusp of the ocean waves. Her face lights up as soon as the water grazes her toes. And the way she looks out at the ocean… It’s mesmerizing.

      With the moon lighting up her face, she looks like a goddess I want to worship. Just one simple moment like this, of her just looking at the ocean, and she’s filled with palpable joy. And that’s what she brings to me every time I’m around her, I realize. This excitement for life that I’d lost.

      Looking at her like this, her white dress practically glowing, tendrils of her pink hair floating around her face from the winds, and her eyes locked on the waves—she has such a look of wonderment in her expression that it makes my chest ache.

      Unable to go a second longer without touching her more, I reach up to grab her chin, turning her face towards me. “You act like you’ve never seen the ocean before,” I murmur.

      Her eyes dart over to look at the water again before meeting mine. “I’ve looked at it lots of times, but…” she trails off.

      “But what?”

      “I’ve never been able to come down and see it for myself. To feel it. I’ve always been separated before.”

      I can relate to that, but for me, it was because of my own detachment. Something that is slowly fading away whenever she’s in my presence.

      My hands move, trailing down her waist, and then I skim my fingers down to the hem of her dress and pause.

      She shivers, but she doesn’t reach down to stop me. Instead, her hands automatically twine behind my neck to pull me closer.

      “Two items,” I tell her quietly.

      Her tongue darts out to lick her lips. “What?”

      “You said you wanted to step into the ocean. That’s one item on your to-do list.”

      I know she realizes what second item I’m talking about the moment her eyes widen.

      “What’s the second item you wanted to do, Trix?”

      My fingers grasp the ends of her dress. I won’t push her, but fuck—I want her.

      I want to see her. See every exquisite inch of her. I want her naked and wet under the moonlight. I want to see every part of her glorious body and give her the appreciation I should’ve given her the first time I found her in my office.

      “Skinny-dipping,” she answers breathlessly, her teeth capturing her bottom lip.

      Her breathing picks up the pace, and I see the column of her delicate throat jump as she swallows.

      “You’re in charge here, Trix. We won’t do anything you don’t want to do,” I assure her.

      I don’t know if her reaction is just simple nervousness or something more. But I’ll never make her feel the way that jackass from the club did. If she ever tells me to stop, I will. If she’s not ready for this now, I completely understand.

      I start to let go of my hold on her dress, but before I can, her own fingers come down to stop me. “No. No, I want to. Please,” she says.

      I study her to make sure that this is what she really wants. As if to answer my own question, she reaches down and starts lifting the hem of her dress herself.

      As she swallows hard, my eyes zero-in on the movement, and I watch as inch by delicious inch of her is exposed. Together, we slowly lift up her dress like we’re unveiling a piece of art. And she is art. She’s fucking beauty personified.

      I see supple thighs first. Then rounded hips, simple white silk panties, a flat stomach. A white silk bra that reveals a pair of gorgeous tits that are overflowing from the cups, and the delicate line of her collarbone. Then I’m pulling the dress up and over her head and tossing it aside.

      My eyes skim over her form. I want to memorize everything. “You are utterly magnificent,” I murmur, the words falling quietly from my lips.

      I reach out to grab her again, but the little minx suddenly dances away from me with a grin. “Come on, Mr. Knight. How many times do I have to tell you? If you want me, you have to chase me.”

      She turns and sprints towards the waves with a delighted squeal of laughter.

      I grin. This is one woman I’ll gladly chase after.
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      I trail after Trix, my chase sure but admittedly slow. I would move faster, but...the view is fantastic. Her ass has the perfect amount of bounce to it that makes me instantly hard. Good thing there’s no one else on this beach, because I’d want to rip their fucking eyes out for looking at what’s mine.

      Wait a minute. What’s mine?

      That’s a dangerous thought. A forbidden thought. And not a new one.

      Those same words had slipped out of my mouth when I confronted that fucker, Sparrow, when he was trying to coerce Trix home with him. She’s mine, I’d said. And I’d meant it with ferocious intent.

      Good thing Trix was too out of her mind to remember that little tidbit. I’d really freak her out otherwise.

      When she reaches the shoreline, Trix shocks me yet again by quickly yanking down her panties, and then snapping off her bra with a carefree twist, tossing them both behind her. I suddenly wished I’d hurried more during my chase, because I want a much closer look now.

      Fuck. Her beautiful wings tattooed on her back...those adorable dimples above the curves of her ass...I want to grip her hips and sink my cock into her from behind just so that I can enjoy the view better.

      But before I make it to her, she lets out a war cry, beating her fists above her boobs. “Cannonball!” she screams, right as she goes sprinting into the ocean.

      I chuckle to myself as my feet hit the gentle laps of water, watching her legs splash into it, her legs carrying her as fast as she can go.

      I suddenly wish it weren’t nighttime so I could get a better view of her curves, but then again, the shadow of night seems to make everything more erotic. More...romantic.

      When she’s submerged in the water all the way to her neck, she turns around, her smile like a beacon, and I dig my hands into my pockets and shake my head at her. “That’s not how a cannonball works,” I call out.

      “Admit it, you liked it.”

      “No doubt, but that still couldn’t be classified as a cannonball.”

      “Stop correcting me and get your naked ass in here,” she says cheekily, her raised arms skimming the surface of the water where she stands. “Don’t leave me in here all by myself.”

      My eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “You want me to join you?”

      I see her pink head bob up and down. “Yes.”

      Admittedly, when I brought her out here, I hoped this would be the result, but I honestly wasn’t sure. I want her to trust me, and I don’t want my playboy reputation to hurt her in any way. I simply wanted to create an opportunity where she could do more of her to-do list, and yeah, seeing her naked was a definite perk.

      But fuck, she’s actually inviting me in there with her. I’m not gentleman enough to walk away. My heart starts hammering in my chest so hard that I knock my knuckles against it.

      “Hurry up, the water’s fine!” she calls.

      Without waiting another second, I toss down my suit jacket, and then my hands move to the buttons on my dress shirt. I watch her with predatory intent. The way her breasts are bobbing, just barely visible above the water... It makes my mouth water.

      “Are you sure, Trix?” I ask, my voice low but loud enough for her to hear. “Because if I come in there, I won’t be able to stop myself from touching you.”

      “I want you to touch me,” she replies.

      I don’t need any more invitation than that. I shrug off my shirt and then drop my pants and boxers before wading into the water with her. “Fuck, that’s cold,” I hiss.

      Trix giggles at me. “Is this the part where you blame the cold water for your shrinking member?”

      With a smirk, I reach her, and my hands immediately wrap around her waist. I haul her body against mine, and then we’re flush, chest-to-chest. And despite being in the cold ocean water, I’m enveloped in my own hot desire for her. My hands skim over her wet back, tracing the lines of her intricate tattoo, and I swear, the raised skin actually feels like wings.

      I walk us a bit closer to shore so we won’t be caught in the waves, and I let my mouth rain soft kisses at the edge of her jaw until my lips skim up to her ear. “Believe me, my darling Valentine, there is no shrinking to my member so long as you’re around.”

      To bolster my point, I hike her further up, and her legs immediately lift to wrap around my waist beneath the water. My cock settles against her hip, and she lets out a surprised gasp. Her hands trail over my pecs, her fingers tickling over an old scar on my chest.

      Then she surprises me again by immediately dropping her hand between us and grasping me in her palm.

      “Fuck, Trix,” I hiss between teeth.

      Trix watches me like she’s fascinated by my reaction. “Does this feel good?” she asks innocently.

      “It feels fucking fantastic.”

      “You’re right, there are definitely no issues with shrinkage,” she says.

      I chuckle against her ear as she starts to slowly stroke me up and down, somehow moving at the exact slow tempo I prefer.

      Most women I sleep with start working me like I’m a goddamn jackhammer. But Trix…she caresses, she goes languidly, she squeezes just hard enough and brushes her thumb over the head of my dick the way I like. It’s as if she’s in my head, knowing exactly the way I like to be touched.

      Keeping one arm wrapped under her ass to hold her up, I bring my other hand around and cup her warmth. She gasps, and the sound instantly makes my cock harden even more.

      “I want to dip my fingers in your wetness and feel your pussy clench around my fingers.”

      My dirty words have the desired effect. Her nipples harden even more against my chest, and a flush creeps up her neck and cheeks.

      “Mm-hmm. That sounds…really nice,” she says between little pants of breath. “You may proceed with that.”

      Damn, this girl is cute.

      My fingers start to circle over her clit in the same slow tempo that she’s stroking my cock. Her other hand digs into my back, and I feel her thighs tense around my waist.

      “Oh, shit,” she breathes.

      I smile against her mouth. “This is nothing, darling. By the time I’m through with you, you’ll be screaming my name.”

      Despite her heady lust, she manages to snort. “What a line, Mr. Knight,” she teases. “You’d better deliver after saying something like that.”

      “Oh, I’ll deliver.”

      She gives me a sardonic look. “Sure you will, Mr.—”

      I cut off her mocking words by instantly planting a finger inside of her. A startled moan slips out of her, but fuck. She feels so good around my finger that I can’t help but groan with her.

      Her hand forgets to stroke me as I start playing with her clit while simultaneously plunging my finger in and out of her.

      When her head tips back, I know that won’t do, because I want to see her face.

      “Give me your mouth, Trix,” I order her.

      Her head immediately snaps up, and the minute it does, my lips slam against hers in a possessive swoop.

      But this is different than the frenzied kiss we shared in the elevator. This time, it feels like we have all the time in the world to taste each other. And even though that’s not true, I let myself live in the moment and believe the lie.

      My tongue dips into her mouth, and she opens for me without hesitation. Her head angles to the side, taking me deeper, just as I slip a second finger into her heated depths. She moans at the added girth, but that moan goes higher pitched as I begin to stroke against that sweet spot inside of her.

      “Oh...Warren…fuck.”

      “That’s right, darling,” I coax against her as I start kissing my way down her throat. “I want to hear everything. Every dirty thought, every needy moan, every hurried breath. I want it all, Trix,” I tell her.

      In reply, she lets out a hitched cry of rapture as I stroke her g-spot again.

      I kiss my way back up to her mouth and then plunge my tongue in like I want to drink her up and swallow her whole.

      Her delicate hand is still wrapped around my cock, and when my hips jerk up, she remembers this fact and starts stroking me again.

      Holy shit that feels good.

      When she starts writhing against me, her hips gyrating into my hand, my lips back away from her mouth to trail down her skin again. I lick my way down this time, from the column of her throat to her elegant collarbone. Her skin is salty from the seawater, but sweetened by her.

      When I lick the curve of her breast, she shudders and her body tenses, and I know she’s on the cusp.

      “Warren…” she pleads.

      “Tell me what you want, darling.”

      “I…I want…I want you to fuck me,” she blurts out, making my cock pulse in her hand, and I freeze.

      “I want to make you come first,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head and releases me to wrap her fingers around my wrist, to where my fingers are still moving in and out of her. Her brown eyes open to look at me. “No, I want you exactly like this, exactly right now. Because this is exactly perfect,” she breathes, her body buoyant in the water as I hold her in my arms. “And I want to come with your cock deep inside of me.”

      Holy fuck.

      I groan and rest my forehead against hers. “Goddamn, woman. You could make me explode with filthy words like that coming out of your pretty mouth.”

      “Take me, Warren. Please.”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m clean, and I can’t get pregnant.”

      Normally, I’d never trust a woman and sleep with her without a condom on. I wouldn’t risk it. But I trust her.

      “You’re sure?” I ask, reaching up to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear as I look into the depths of her eyes.

      She nods, and the way she looks at me… It’s fucking poetic. Like she trusts me implicitly. Like she’s never desired any man before me.

      “I want to come with you the first time,” she says quietly. “Please.”

      How could I ever deny a request like that?

      I swallow hard and bring both my hands up to cup her face. This, her...she’s right. This is exactly perfect.

      I kiss her again, and she kisses me back with just as much fervor as I’m giving her. Her arms lock around my shoulders, holding onto me while I line myself up with her center, and then I slowly start to push inside.

      Despite the fact that the seawater doesn’t do anything to help me gain entry, once I push in an inch, I find that she’s deliciously wet for me, which eases my entrance, like her body has been waiting to join with mine.

      She hisses into my mouth as I push more of myself inside of her, and even though it fucking kills me to be still, I pause to let her get used to my size. Her lips pull away from mine, and she pants against me. “Do the magic finger clit stuff,” she says breathily.

      I smile against her mouth. “Gladly.”

      I reach down once again and begin to toy with her clit, but this time, my pace is fast. I teased her long enough before. Now, I’m impatient to feel her come on my cock.

      Her body relaxes against me, and I lift her up slightly and then pull her back down over me as I thrust my hips up at the same time, eliciting a loud moan from her. And then I’m balls deep, feeling every delectable inch of her sheathing my cock.

      “Fuck, you feel so good,” I say, praising her as I pull out and slam back in.

      “Oh, Warren...you feel...I feel...so fucking much.”

      She tries to throw her head back again, but I stop her. “Don’t,” I tell her. “I want your lips. When your pussy comes all over my cock, I want my tongue in your mouth. I want to see you, hear you, feel you everywhere. Understand? Because right now, Trix? Right now, you’re mine.”

      Her hooded eyes flare at my words, and then my hips start slamming into her over and over again in punishing thrusts. At this angle, I’m able to drive myself deeply inside of her, and every time I do, she rewards me with another moan or murmur of my name.

      I continue to circle over her clit, and when I feel her fluttering over my dick, I know she’s close.

      Her wet body connecting perfectly with mine, the water moving back and forth around us, her cunt clutching my cock, her ass jiggling in my hands as I pick her up and shove her back onto me… It’s utter perfection, and I know I can’t last much longer.

      “Warren, I need…I need to…”

      “What do you need, darling?” I ask as I lick up her neck and nibble below her ear.

      “I need to come. Now. Please.”

      “I’ll give you what you need.”

      I start to let all four of my fingers strum over her clit as fast as I know she wants me to. My other hand helps to move her up and down my cock again and again, but she’s doing half the work too, by lifting herself up and down over me, and making her tits jiggle deliciously in front of my face as she does.

      When I strum over her clit again, her pussy clenches around me, and she comes with my name screaming out past her lips. I capture her mouth immediately, because I want to drink her ecstasy down into my soul.

      I don’t relent as I drive into her, prolonging her pleasure as I keep going, my mouth demanding even as she begins to go supple.

      When her pussy clenches around me again, I can’t hold off anymore. I thrust deeply inside of her one more time, coming with a blissed-out groan.

      Exactly. Fucking. Perfect.

      It takes a while for both of us to recover from our joined pleasure. I wait a long time for my racing heart to calm down. By the time my breathing has slowed, my legs are nearly ready to give out from the intensity of my orgasm, but I don’t want to let her go. Not yet.

      Trix sighs contentedly and rests her head against the crook of my neck. “I’d say that was a solid B plus,” she suddenly says.

      I blink down at her. Surely, I’ve misheard. “What?”

      She lifts her head up. “Come on, don’t look so shocked. You didn’t expect me to grade you with an A for the first time, did you?” she asks with a cheeky grin.

      This girl.

      Without warning I pinch her lightly on the ass and then start walking us back to shore. “Little liar,” I say as I nip at her lip. She laughs against my neck as she buries her head against me. “We both know I deserve an A,” I tell her as I walk us out of the water. I’m still buried inside of her, and frankly, I don’t want to change that, but I know I’m just prolonging the inevitable.

      “There’s always room for improvement, Mr. Knight,” she replies huskily, and although she’s trying to keep a straight face, I can see the amusement glinting in her eyes.

      “Yeah?” I challenge. Taking advantage of the fact that my cock is still buried inside of her, I shove my hips forward to remind her. “Does this feel like there’s any room to you?” I ask with a smart ass grin.

      She shudders in bliss, and then she starts grinding against me, which just makes me start to harden inside her again.

      Insatiable little thing.

      “Stop that, my naughty little darling, or I’m going to fuck you right here on the beach sand, and that won’t be nearly as enjoyable as you think it will be.”

      That sobers her a little as she purses her lips to the side. “You’re right,” she tells me. “I don’t want to ruin our perfect night by getting sand all up in my business.”

      I chuckle as I make my way up the beach. As much as I want to keep holding her, I know that if I don’t get my dick out of her now, I really will fuck her into oblivion in the sand. I set her down on her feet gently, and she winces slightly as I slip out of her.

      “Sore, darling?”

      “A little,” she admits. “But it felt wonderful. Totally worth it. And…I got to cross off items on my to-do list, so you really outdid yourself, Warren Knight.”

      “Glad I could be up to par for you.”

      I keep my hands on her waist as I look down at her, loving the way drops of water are freckled over her skin and how chills have pebbled her nipples into pretty pink peaks. Her lips are swollen, her hair is damp from the ocean mist, and despite the fact that we just had sex not even five minutes ago, I find that I already want her again.

      I place a kiss against her temple and then lean down to press another right over her heart. Because as crazy as it seems, that’s what Trix does to me. She makes me feel, right there.

      The pulse of her heartbeat strums against my lips the second before I pull away. She looks up at me with awe and surprise at my tender gesture, and then she does the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen in my entire fucking life.

      She leans forward and reciprocates my act by letting her tongue dart out to skim over my old scar, and then her lips press directly over my heart, giving me the sweetest goddamn kiss that I’ve ever received.

      And that’s when I know. Trix Valentine did the impossible.

      She didn’t just trespass into my office that day. She damn well trespassed into my heart, when I’d all but given up on the damn thing.
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      For a third time, I wake up tucked in Warren’s bed.

      But this time, instead of recovering from food poisoning or being stoned out of my mind, I find myself enjoying pure postcoital bliss.

      My first time having sex was perfect. It didn’t just feel like sex, either. It felt like more. The way Warren looked at me last night…I can’t even put into words how it made me feel. He looked at me like he cherished every breath I took. He looked at me like he wanted to devour me, like I was the sexiest woman in the world. The both of us in the ocean, it was like being at the edge of the world where no one else existed.

      The way he held me, the reverence of his touch, the way our bodies joined together… I truly meant it when I said that it was exactly perfect.

      After all those weeks of watching him, I never imagined that he would ever look at me the way he looked at me last night. Now I’m addicted to that look—that hunger, that sparkle of lust in his gaze. I want it again and again.

      When I open my eyes and see the soft sunlight streaming in from his balcony doors, I stretch languidly, and then I smile when I feel a hard ridge dig into my backside.

      Turning over, I smile at Warren’s sleepy face as he looks back at me. “Well, good morning to you too,” I say, my breathless tone a little raspy from sleep.

      His eyes darken. “Good morning,” he replies, equally husky. “You look fucking sexy as hell naked and in my bed.”

      He slips his hand down and places it on my stomach, and in an immediate response, my legs pop open like a biscuit tin. Unravelling just like that.

      Warren looks down with an arched brow. “What’s happening there?”

      I follow his gaze at my skanky legs. “Don’t know. A touch to the tummy is like a sex button, I guess.”

      He chuckles. “I’ll be sure to remember that. Might come in handy.”

      I’m gonna come in real handy if he keeps rubbing me like that. I have to physically stop myself from nuzzling up against him like a damn cat looking for some scraps.

      Looking up at him, I take a moment to revel in our closeness. Man, his morning voice coupled with his morning wood, plus his adorably sexy morning hair… It makes me want to lick every inch of him.

      “Feel free to lick me anytime,” he says with a smile tugging at his lips, letting me know that I accidentally said that out loud.

      “You exhausted me last night, Mr. Knight,” I say. I let my fingers toy over the ridges of his stomach. “The sea sex was awesome. Ocean orgasms should definitely have been first on my to-do list,” I say.

      “Hindsight twenty-twenty.”

      I nod in agreement. “But then the bed sex was good too. I’ve moved you up to a solid A minus now.”

      “Oh, really?” he says, reaching over and hauling me up on top of him. I straddle his waist, my hands perched on his abdomen as I balance myself. From this angle, I get a very nice “hi there and hello” from his friendly staff.

      “Just an A minus?” he challenges as he grips me by the waist.

      “Like I said, always room for improvement.”

      “You’re going to have to pay for that, my darling Valentine.”

      I love it when he calls me that.

      “Psh,” I scoff. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      His eyes light up. That should’ve been my first warning. “Well, that was the wrong thing to say,” he murmurs with mirth. That should’ve been my second warning.

      Apparently, I’m bad at warnings.

      One second, his hands are firmly on my waist, and the next, he starts drumming and poking into my sides, making my muscles jump and my mouth pop open in surprise as sensation pings into me.

      Immediately, mortifying snorts of laughter mixed in with animal screeches that I didn’t know I was capable of making, come tumbling out of my mouth as I desperately try to get away from his assault.

      Of course, he locks me in place with his legs as I continue to try to buck off and flail away.

      “What’s happening?” I squeal.

      His fingers dig into my sides, over my ribs, in my armpits, on the inside of my thighs...and I fricken lose it, laughing so hard that I feel abs forming as I plead with him.

      “Why...what...no!” I pant through bellows of chortling guffaws.

      “You’re so fucking ticklish,” he says in delight between his own bouts of laughter that he’s letting out at my expense.

      “I don’t like it!” I howl.

      “You’re laughing,” he points out.

      “It’s the worst!” Tears of hysterical giggles stream down my face, my smile so wide that my cheeks hurt.

      “Tell me I have an A plus, and I’ll stop.”

      “Never!” I am woman. Hear me snort.

      His eyes glitter with predatory challenge. “Wrong answer.”

      I thought he was brutally tickling me before. Nope. This. This is worse.

      I’m on my back before I can blink, and Warren has me pinned beneath him. His dancing fingers continue their assault all over my ticklish body, but then he adds to it by starting to blow obnoxiously loud raspberries right over my belly.

      “Okay, okay, okay! Uncle! Fucking uncle!” I cry.

      He doesn’t relent, and I’m laughing so hard I can barely breathe.

      “Say the words, Miss Valentine.”

      “A plus! A plus!” I shout, my body shimmying from side to side. “You get an A fricken plus!”

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, his ticklish torment abruptly stops, and he looks down at me like the cocky bastard he is.

      I narrow my eyes at him as my boobs rise up and down from my erratic breathing. “That was a dirty trick.”

      He shrugs, still straddling my body but careful not to put all his weight on me. “I never said I wasn’t dirty,” he says with a salacious smirk.

      “Being tickled is exhausting,” I say, suddenly feeling like I need a nap. “Okay, right,” I say, switching gears. “So, while I have you here…”

      He cocks a brow at me. “Pretty sure I have you.”

      I wave a hand at him. “Same thing. Anyway, now that we’ve been on an official date and done the dirty business, I figured this is the twenty questions part of our relationship.”

      “Twenty questions?”

      “Yeah, you know, where we move past what’s your favorite color and when your pussy comes all over my cock, I want my tongue in your mouth sort of thing. Now we’re at the part where we talk about the other stuff, ask each other questions, right?”

      His eyes glitter in amusement and heat from me reciting his dirty words back to him from last night. I smack him playfully on the chest. “Focus!”

      “Apologies. Please continue,” he says, as he begins to trail his hands up my sides and grip my breasts. “God, you’re fucking gorgeous,” he murmurs. “I love these tits.”

      My breath catches at his words and his hands, but I soldier on. “So...yeah. The real stuff,” I say, forcing my eyes to snap up from his ministrations on my chest to look back at his eyes so I can focus. “It’s like we’re leveling up. I’ll tell you things about me, and then you tell me things about you. You can ask whatever you want. Like, Hey, Trix, why were you naked in my office that day? Or…How’d you end up as such a magnificent matchmaker?”

      His gaze flicks to me before he shakes his head. “We’re enjoying each other, Trix. We don’t need to dive in and start picking apart each other’s lives,” he tells me, as he continues to tease my breasts, his fingers plucking at my sensitive nipples.

      “Let’s begin,” I say, ignoring him. My body can’t quite do the same though, because my back arches up, shoving my needy boobs further into his palms. He hums in approval and starts to stroke them like they’re good little pets. “Anyway…” I pant, trying hard to stop squirming. “I really was in your office by accident. And the naked thing just sort of happened.”

      I feel his chuckle vibrate through our connected bodies. “When it comes to you, Trix, I have no doubt about that.”

      I go on. “But since I was in your office accidentally, I figured I’d take advantage of the situation and try to matchmake you.”

      “Which you failed spectacularly at,” he puts in, right before he leans down and flicks his tongue over my nipple.

      “I did not—shit...that...yeah, do that,” I plead, getting totally derailed.

      He chuckles again, my fingers threading through his hair as he works one nipple and then the other. Laving, nipping, sucking, licking...it sends a buzz through my entire body.

      “Anyway…” I manage to pant, though it takes considerable effort to keep my brain working well enough to talk. “I’m a real life cupid. Thought you should know. That’s why I’m so awesome at matchmaking.”

      “Agree to disagree,” he mumbles before blowing a breath over my nipple, making it harden into a painful peak.

      “I am awesome...now. Before, not so much,” I admit, but I lose my train of thought again when he starts moving his head down, down, down.

      Oh shit.

      Without warning, his skilled tongue licks a path up my slit, and I cry out, my eyes squeezing shut.

      “Warren!”

      His weight shifts off of me for a moment before returning several seconds later. “Are you done talking, darling?” he teases.

      “Mm-hmm. Yep. Please proceed.”

      He laughs, and then his tongue is fucking me so good that my toes curl and my hands fist into the sheets.

      “The carpet matches the drapes,” he murmurs, running his finger over the short hair between my legs. “I have to say, I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “I like pink,” I sputter out.

      He chuckles before licking me some more. “You taste so fucking sweet. Like cotton candy. My own sugary Valentine.”

      “Warren…”

      I want to get there. Up that peak that he introduced me to last night. I want it so badly that my entire body is already quivering with need.

      “I’ll take care of you,” he promises me.

      He spreads the lips of my pussy, blowing on my clit the same way he blew over my nipple, and I hiss in response. Before I can chastise him though, he plunges a finger inside of me, and then, something else presses against my clit, and it’s not his tongue.

      My eyes fly open when I feel something hard and slightly cold press down on my needy nub, and then...it comes alive. Like Frankenstein.
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      “What the fuck? What is...Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!”

      I say the words over and over again as I look down, watching as Warren circles my clit with a slender red vibrator.

      The thing starts to vibrate so hard against my clit, that I nearly lurch off the bed.

      “Holy fuck me shoes,” I cry, my body unable to stop writhing. It’s like my vagina is in contact with a live wire, like I’m getting electrocuted with buzzing pleasure that’s almost too much.

      Warren places his hand on my abdomen when my hips jolt upward again, keeping me grounded against the mattress.

      Just as I’m about to get to that peak I’ve been hiking up, he takes the vibrator away and licks my clit again, sucking the sensitive, throbbing bundle of nerves right into his mouth at the same time that he plunges the vibrator inside of me.

      Oh, shit.

      Stars erupt behind my lids. I can’t talk. I can’t see. I can’t breathe.

      Fuck, I can’t even remember my name.

      Who am I? Are you there, Sev? It’s me, someone.

      Warren moves again, replacing the vibrator with his fingers so that he can curl into my g-spot, and then those strong reverberations are against my clit again, and I’m gone. Finished. Fully baked. Put a vibrator in me, I’m done.

      I shatter like a piece of glass—if said glass had a vibrator palpitating on it like a godsdamned magical hammer.

      I scream his name. Or mine. Or someone else’s. Who really knows? Who cares?

      My orgasm rolls from one to another, and then to another, because I guess my vagina decided to climb the stairs to that peak and then make it a damn triple decker.

      I’m gonna die. I’m actually gonna die from a vibrator. “Death by too many orgasms” is gonna be etched into my tombstone for all to see.

      I can’t even be mad. It would be an awesome way to go.

      I come down slowly, like one might awaken from a coma. I think I accidentally ascended through consciousness or some shit.

      I’m so overly pulsated that I don’t even feel it when Warren finally lets up his relentless ministrations and removes the vibrator from my body.

      I peel open a pair of wild, sex-juiced eyes and stare up at him in breathless reverence. “Marry me.”

      Sitting back on his heels, he laughs before scooting up my body and planting a kiss on my lips. “Hasn’t anyone ever taught you never to propose after an orgasm?” he teases.

      My head shakes in a graceless flop, as I still attempt to come down from that pinnacle he shot me up to. “No, because that’s a stupid rule. And I wasn’t proposing to you. I was proposing to the vibrator. That thing. Is. Amazing. I wanna spend the rest of my life with it.”

      He laughs, but I’m not kidding.

      I somehow find the strength to try to reach up and grab it where it’s clutched in his palm, but Warren moves way faster than me and holds it out of my reach. “Uh uh,” he says, waving it in front of me.

      I swear, I don’t mean to lick my lips like a salivating dog as my eyes watch it longingly. It just happens.

      “I’m the only one who gets to use this on you.”

      I fall back on the bed in a huff. “What? Why?”

      He leans down again, kissing me once, licking at the seam of my lips before answering. “Because. As long as we’re together, I’m the only one who gets to touch this pussy, understand?”

      I find myself nodding automatically, just because I love his dirty possessiveness. It’s hot as fuck.

      “Only I get to lick the cream you spill from your pretty cunt,” he goes on. “I get to watch you writhe and pant, to hear you mumble incoherently. So this? This is mine too,” he says, wagging the vibrator tauntingly in front of me. “Be a good girl, and I’ll use it on you again later.”

      I scoff and roll my eyes, even though on the inside, I’m ready to paint a gold star on my boobs and wear a halo, because I will do whatever it takes to get him to use that enchanted little shimmy stick of delight on me again.

      Still, I play it cool.

      “I’ll totally be a good girl!” I blurt.

      Okay. So not so cool, then.

      He smirks down at me and then moves off the bed, still sporting a very impressive hard-on.

      “Hey!” I say, pointing a finger at his dick. “I could orgasm you. That would make me a good girl. A great one, some might even say,” I say in a rush.

      Did I sound desperate just then? Is my vagina controlling both sets of my lips now? Get your shit together, Vagina. We can’t let him know he has us under his vibrating thumb.

      He grins at me with a wink.

      Dammit. He knows.

      “As much as I’d love for you to do that, I have to get ready for work, or I’ll be late,” he answers. “And since I already played hooky with you yesterday, I’m way behind on things.”

      I blow out a puff of disappointed air, my eyes watching the vibrator longingly as he takes it into the bathroom to wash it. I hear the sink run, and then he comes back out, opening his nightstand drawer to put it away. “Did you buy that thing just for me?”

      He nods. “I just helped you cross off another to-do item from your list. You’re welcome,” he says cockily.

      “You’re such a teacher’s pet,” I tease as I sit up on my elbows.

      Warren runs his appreciative, hungry eyes over my body. “Fuck. You need to get out of my bed and put on some clothes, or I really will be late.”

      With a smile, I get up from bed, stretching my arms and back lazily. I hear Warren groan behind me.

      “What day is it?” I ask. “Maybe we can do some more fun things when you don’t have to work?”

      “It’s Wednesday. And sure,” he answers.

      I whirl around. “Wednesday?” I ask, my face lighting up.

      He eyes me warily. “Yes…”

      I clap my hands. “Awesome! I have somewhere I need to be, actually. Can I have a shower? And a ride?”

      “Of course. You can shower in my bathroom, and I’ll have my driver take you wherever you need to go. I can drive myself to work today,” he says, picking up his phone from the nightstand as he starts to type out a message, probably to his driver. “Where do you need to be taken?”

      “Back to the commune first. Then the college.”

      Warren’s eyes flash over to me, and a frown appears between his brows. “You go to college?”

      I shake my head, looking around for my dress that Warren carried up from last night, but the white fabric is all dirty and rumpled from lying on the damp beach sand last night.

      “Yeah. No. Kinda. Not really,” I say.

      Warren pauses. “Okay then.”

      He finishes typing his message and then points to his closet. “I had your denim dress washed from the night of the club. You can wear that. And don’t forget to grab your money that you won at the casino. It’s in my pants pocket.”

      “Thanks!” I rush into the closet, finding the dress immediately. It easily stands out between all the black suits. I grab it and drape it on my arm as I head to the bathroom. “I’ll just take a quick shower and be out of your way.”

      “Take your time,” he says, eyeing the dress curiously.

      “What?”

      His eyes move from my dress to my eyes. “No bra or panties?”

      I shrug. “I don’t have any clean underwear, and my bra is still at the beach somewhere,” I explain. “Don’t worry, I won’t flash anyone but you,” I say with a wink.

      He groans, and I swear, his still half-hard cock groans with him. “I need to take a cold shower, alone, or I’ll follow you in there and do wicked things to you.”

      “Rain check?”

      He comes forward and places a lingering kiss on my lips. “It’s a date,” he promises. “My driver is downstairs. He’ll take you wherever you need to go. Preferably to a clothing store first.”

      With a chuckle, I push him lightly on the chest. “Go on,” I say as I back away into the bathroom, dropping my dress onto the counter.

      His dark eyes sweep up my naked body again. “Hmm. On second thought, maybe we can be a little late?” he offers. “Sharing a shower also conserves water.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t pretend that’s your true motivation.”

      He steps forward to grab me, but I quickly shut the door in his face and lock it. I hear the doorknob jiggle. “No seducing me!” I holler through the door. “We have places to be. You can give me shower orgasms next time.”

      He’s quiet for a beat. Then I hear, “Fine. But just know that I’ll be fisting my dick in the guest bathroom thinking about you wet and naked.”

      I gulp. “Noted, and very colorfully visualized,” I croak out.

      I hear him walk away, and I quickly walk over to his shower and turn it on. I hop in as soon as the water is warm and quickly wash my hair and body, which is still tinged with saltwater.

      I finish in five minutes flat because I really am in a rush. I wrap one of his fluffy black towels around me and swipe the water from my limbs and hair. But just as I pull the towel away from my back, I feel a sharp pain near my spine.

      A little yelp escapes me. “Ouch!”

      I look over my shoulder, and then study the towel, trying to see if there’s a splinter or something stuck in the fabric, but there’s nothing. Just as I’m hanging the towel on the rack, something on the floor catches my eye, and I freeze.

      With a gulp, I reach down and pick up the single red feather at my feet. I lift it up as if to check that it’s real, before dropping it again in shock.

      Oh, shit.

      I hop up onto the counter and whirl around so that my back faces the mirror. I press my fingertips along the tattooed wings on my back, and my eyes widen in shock when I don’t just feel slightly raised skin of a tattoo, but soft, downy strands of real feathers.

      Shit shit shit shit.

      One feather near my shoulder blade is particularly pronounced. When I tug on it, I feel a sharp pain again as the feather plucks out of my skin.

      Shock filters into me as I sit here, holding the evidence of my returning cupidity in the palm of my shaky hand.

      It’s happening.

      I’ve been successfully using my powers, so I’m turning full cupid. Last night at the casino, I made a lot of Lust Matches.

      What’s going to happen if red wings snap out of my back? I can’t be seen like that. But even more worrisome is the fact that I know my time is running out.

      The more cupid I am, the less human I become.

      Dropping the feather like it’s fire in my hand, I quickly shimmy into the denim dress, grimacing slightly as the fabric ruffles and chafes against some of the feathers starting to poke out of my skin. With my short hair and the sleeveless dress, I know I need some different clothes to hide this predicament.

      I poke my head out into the bedroom, but Warren is still gone, probably taking that cold shower. I quickly grab his pants from last night and pluck the wad of cash I won from the casino, shoving it into my cleavage for safe keeping.

      I rush out of the room and down the hall, stopping when I see one of the guest rooms ajar. Not wanting to seem weird, I walk in to tell him goodbye.

      “Okay, I’m leaving! I’ll stop by your work later!” I call from the threshold of the bathroom, keeping my eyes averted. I know his delectable body is visible through the glass wall of the shower, so I put a hand up to shield my eyes.

      I hear him chuckle. “I’m pretty sure you’ve seen me naked already.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t want your dick to tempt me. I know his tricks.”

      Warren laughs again. “Fair enough. He is very tempting.”

      I grin and start to back away, just in case he notices my feathers. “XOXO! Gotta go!”

      Once I’m all the way out into the hall, I turn and rush down the stairs.

      For now, I shove aside all the worries about my wings. I’ll deal with that problem later. Hopefully this won’t spread more, and hopefully I still have a few more weeks like Sev thought. At least, that’s what I’m going to keep telling myself.

      I’ll slow down on the Matches. I’ll use my powers sparingly. That way, I’m doing my job enough that the Veil won’t make me go pop, but not doing my job enough to go full cupid again.

      Seems like a plan.

      When I make it out of the house, I talk to the driver before slipping into the car and watching out the window as we pull away.

      First item on today’s agenda: Buy some clothes to cover my wings. Second: Go back to the commune and get my stuff. And third: Go to the college. Because today is Wednesday, and that means it’s Professor Sokolov’s mythology class.

      Today, I’m going to own that slacker Katie Asspants Welsh.
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      Warren’s driver takes me to the closest clothing department store there is, where I quickly buy a couple bags of clothes, and then he takes me to the commune where I grab my other stuff before heading to the college.

      It takes a lot longer to get to the university than I’m used to. Instead of flying my incorporeal ass downtown, I’m forced to take the roads filled with traffic, and I finally understand the concept of road rage.

      By the time I get there, I’m ridiculously late. I rush past the quad, run into the building, down the hallway, and then fling open the door.

      I forgot how this lecture hall can echo. My overenthusiastic flinging causes the door to slam shut behind me with a deafening bang.

      Every head in the room turns back to look at me, and I notice that half of them are already on their feet and collecting their things because class is already over.

      Dammit.

      I rush forward anyway, right up to Professor Sokolov, who eyes me curiously. “Class was just ending. Can I help you?” he asks.

      “Sorry for being late.”

      The professor eyes me curiously. “I wasn’t informed of any new students transferring into my class.”

      Oh, right.

      “I guess the god of knowledge doesn’t work in the admissions department, am I right?” I quip.

      Other students roll their eyes at my lame joke, but Professor Sokolov cracks a smile at that, because we’re mythology homies.

      “Anyway, here you go,” I say, pulling out my stack of papers and shoving them into his hands.

      He looks down with a confused frown, his white brows pulling together. “What’s this?”

      “It’s all of the assignments you’ve set for the past two months,” I explain. “I worked particularly hard on the subject of Eros. He’s kind of my idol.”

      He starts thumbing through the papers, his brows almost raising all the way to his receding hairline. “Wow, I’m impressed.”

      I shrug nonchalantly, even though I worked my ass off on those assignments. I did everything from memory too, and Blue let me use her phone for the research.

      “You’re a very good teacher, Professor S,” I tell him with a pat on the arm. “If you ever need a Love Match, I’m your girl.”

      He looks at me like he has no idea what to say.

      “Anyway, have a good day! Don’t let that Slacker Katie Asspants Welsh get you down.”

      I hear a gasp behind me right alongside a pop of gum. “Hey!”

      I look back to see Katie standing with her hands on her cocked hips, her jaw smacking on the gum while her eyes are narrowed on me.

      “You should really sit in the back row with the rest of the slackers,” I tell her, waving a hand to the students in the back. They don’t say anything, because they’re too busy napping on their desks. Case in point.

      She bristles in her stretchy pants. “I’m not that bad.”

      The professor and I give her a look like, don’t even try, bitch.

      I hold up a fist for him to bump. He just stares at it with confusion until I drop it. Baby steps.

      When I notice the time on the clock hanging behind him, I know I have to get going already. I want to get back to Knight Enterprises in time to surprise Warren for lunch.

      “Got to go, Professor. Keep on keepin’ on,” I encourage him before turning to head back up the stairs.

      Katie shoots me a dirty look over her shoulder as she walks in front of me, her velvety pants hugging her ass with the word Juicy on it.

      When she goes through the door and then purposely slams it closed right in front of me, I grit my teeth.

      Oh, hell no.

      With a huff, I yank it open and follow her into the hall.

      Then I look around, grab the first nerdy dude I can find, and blow a shit ton of Lust Breath in their faces. Because what better way to get revenge on Slacker Katie than make her fall in lust with a total nerd? I grin to myself for this master plan. It’s gonna be epic.

      Except...it’s not.

      It’s really, really not.

      Because instead of my perfect pink Lust, I hack out a mist of lavender that smells like rotten eggs.

      Katie and the nerd’s face both scrunch up with disgust.

      “Eww!” Katie screeches. “Your breath is rank!”

      Her shrill voice echoes down the hall, causing several people to look around and laugh.

      “It’s not that bad,” I argue.

      The nerd takes off his glasses and wipes his eyes since my Lust Breath was apparently bad enough to make them water.

      I don’t understand… My body is turning more cupid, my powers working better than ever, so what the hell is going on?

      I try it again, just to make sure, but it just happens again. Nerd boy starts gagging.

      “Ugh, stop doing that!” Katie says, plugging her nose.

      “My breath doesn’t normally smell like that,” I insist.

      They both look at me like, don’t even try, bitch.

      Touché.

      “Here, you need this more than I do.” Katie pulls out a piece of gum and shoves it at me before walking away.

      The nerd shakes his head at me like he’s very disappointed in me for pulling him into this whole ordeal.

      “I apologize,” I say. “Please carry on.”

      He walks away from me so fast that his pocket protector falls to the floor. He doesn’t even come back for it. That’s how much he fears my rotten egg breath.

      I hightail it out of there with my cheeks flaming red in embarrassment, confusion swirling in my head, and fucking Katie Asspants Welsh’s gum stuffed in my mouth.

      Karma and I are going to have a very long discussion the next time we meet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I expect to have difficulty when I get to Warren’s building, but to my surprise, as soon as I give my name to reception, security lets me right up the elevator to the executive offices.

      The real trouble comes with his secretary.

      Ruby eyes me like she wants to toss me into her paper shredder. The industrial sized one. She isn’t playing around.

      “But I already told you...he’ll want to see me,” I argue. “If you could just tell Warren that I’m here—”

      She cuts me off. “I’m sorry, Miss…”

      “Valentine,” I supply.

      “Miss Valentine. I’m sorry, but Mr. Knight is very busy. I’m afraid you’ll have to make an appointment,” she says with a sickly sweet and totally fake smile.

      I sigh. “Ruby, can’t we just skip the whole female-versus-female thing?” I ask her. “I mean, this is the twenty-first century. Women have banded together now. We don’t let men dictate our lives or pit us against one another anymore. We’re stronger together. Chicks before dicks. Ovaries before brovaries. Bellas before fellas. Besties before testes,” I list off. “Let’s toss away the old society’s behavior of patriarchal pessimism,” I say, slamming a hand down on her desk with conviction.

      Wow. Bea and Blue are really rubbing off on me.

      But Ruby doesn’t look impressed in the slightest by my awesome pro-women speech. In fact, I’m fairly certain she just pressed the button on her phone to get security to come up. Rude.

      “Look, I get it. You want to mark your territory because you’ve been crushing on him secretly for a long ass time, right? Just waiting for him to notice you?” I ask, noting the way her face pinches and her eyes narrow on me, letting me know that I’m spot on. “The whole secretary being taken on the boss’s desk is an epic fantasy for sure,” I go on. “But you’re going to have to set your sights on someone else, because if anyone is going to be bent over his desk and getting fucked, it’s me.”

      “Hmm. How perfectly dirty of you,” I hear a low, amused voice say behind me.

      I startle and whirl around in surprise to see Warren striding towards me from his office. He walks right up to me and gathers me in his arms, placing a kiss on my lips that borders on inappropriate for the office. I guess when you’re the boss and owner, you can make out wherever you want.

      When he finally releases me, I have to gasp a little to catch my breath from his onslaught. He grins at the effect he has on me. “I thought I heard your voice out here,” he says quietly, and he’s so damn handsome and suave that I almost forget that Ruby is staring daggers at me right now. “I just ordered lunch. Care to eat it with me in my office?”

      I nod. “That sounds great.”

      Warren looks over at Ruby. “Hold my calls.”

      Ruby frowns and stands up, probably to show off the tight shirt and skirt that she’s sporting. I’m quite certain that three buttons undone on her blouse wasn’t by accident. “But, Mr. Knight, she doesn’t have an appointment, and—”

      Warren cuts his gaze over to her. “Miss Valentine doesn’t need one, Ruby, as you were already informed,” he tells her coolly.

      If it’s possible, Ruby blushes even more.

      Warren gives her an unimpressed look before turning and leading me towards his office.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I whisper to him. “She just has a crush on you.”

      “She was petty and unprofessional,” Warren replies without lowering his voice at all. “I don’t tolerate that in my building.”

      My nipples instantly pebble. I guess they like it when he goes all CEO-alpha.

      Warren pulls me into his office and closes the door behind us. I open my mouth to ask about lunch, but my words don’t get a chance to come out before I’m shoved against the door, and Warren’s mouth swallows up any hope of talking.

      His tongue forces its way between my lips, and he starts thrusting into me like he’s showing me what he wants to do with his dick.

      It’s hot. So hot that I whimper and clutch at his suit jacket to pull him closer.

      With him pinning me against the door, owning my mouth, I soon turn into a squirming bundle of nerves craving more.

      But instead of giving it to me, Warren suddenly pulls away. “Strip.”

      I have to blink at him several times while I try to process his words, because my libido seems to have overridden my verbal comprehension. “Huh?”

      He drops his hands from my body and steps away. “You heard me, Miss Valentine,” he says, his voice husky and dominant. “I want you to strip.”

      Damn, that’s sexy.

      I gulp audibly, arousal swooping down my stomach.

      My shaky fingers drop to the button on my jeans. I peel them down slowly, kicking them and my flats off, before reaching up to the hem of my t-shirt. Luckily, I’m careful enough that I don’t pull any feathers out as I toss the shirt at my feet.

      Now I’m standing here wearing only my new black lace panties. I didn’t buy a bra in case the back strap aggravated my feathers. I’m trembling slightly, not because I’m scared, but because the anticipation mixed with the headiness of desire that he’s bloomed between us has me thrumming with nervous need.

      Warren’s eyes fall to my bare breasts before dropping to my panties. “And the rest, darling,” he says quietly but firmly.

      I slip my fingers beneath the straps and pull them down until they’re added to the pile of clothing at my feet.

      Here I am, completely naked in Warren Knight’s office again, while he looks at me in that domineering way of his. Still fully dressed in his suit, I’m vulnerable and waiting and so damn horny. Just the way he wants me.

      His dark orbs are intense, his perusal slow. I can’t help but shiver from the look in his eyes. “Very good,” he croons. “Now I want you on your knees under my desk, Trix.”

      Hot damn.

      Excitement thrums through me as I realize his intent of reenacting our first encounter together. I guess Ruby isn’t the only one with hot office fantasies.

      I bite my bottom lip as I pad my way over, feeling his eyes on my ass as I go. As soon as I round the desk, I drop to my knees and position myself beneath it.

      I chew my lip, my chest rising and falling faster and faster with every second that he makes me wait.

      Finally, I hear his expensive shoes tap across the tile as he rounds the desk and then takes a seat in his chair in front of me.

      “Now I’m going to make a call,” he says, his voice reverberating through me in the enclosed space. “And you’re going to unzip my pants, pull out my cock, and then suck me like a good girl.”

      My eyes widen. Holy shit.

      An honest-to-gods whimper comes out of my mouth. I get a little dizzy just from his filthy words and the epically possessive and controlled way he speaks them.

      I swallow hard as I hear him pick up his phone, his fingers pressing over the buttons with soft clicks.

      A pause. Then, “I’m just returning your phone call, Mr. Abner...Yes, of course. What did you have in mind?”

      My eyes widen in shock at the fact that not only is he actually talking to someone on the phone, but he’s also talking to very same Mr. Abner who was in the room with us last time.

      Kinky motherfucker.

      I like it.

      When he continues talking, and I still haven’t begun, Warren nudges me with his knee in a gentle reprimand.

      I quickly reach forward and start running my hands up his legs just like I did before. Only this time, instead of avoiding his cock, my hands go right for it.

      I cup him, and he tenses beneath me, but his voice carries on steadily. “As you can see from the numbers, those projections aren’t as high as you believed with your initial assessment…”

      A new sort of thrill enters my body. He thinks he can just sit there and not sound affected? We’ll see.

      Spirited into action, I grab his belt and unbuckle it, sliding the leather strap out of my way. Then I unclasp his pants and pull down the zipper like a pro.

      I dig my hands beneath the fabric of his pants and find his dick hard and hot and ready.

      I fist him in my hand, letting my palm rub it up and down in that tantalizingly slow way that I know he likes. I hear him suck in a breath, but aside from that, he doesn’t react at all or miss a beat as he continues to talk.

      Now I’m determined to make him mess up. I want him to lose control again. I want Mr. Abner to hear.

      I’m so excited that when I let out a quick breath, I accidentally put some Lust into it. I freeze, waiting for the putrid smell, but to my surprise, a perfect stream of pink mist comes out and wraps around Warren’s dick.

      Huh. I’m gonna have to circle back to that.

      I see it the moment that my power hits him, because he stiffens. His whole body tenses up, and somehow, his big cock seems to grow even bigger. Impossibly large, pulsing slightly, precum leaking from the tip—it’s a sexy dick, and it’s even sexier because I made it this hard.

      I smile right before I slip my mouth over him, hollow my cheeks, and then I suck.

      He jolts in his chair.

      “Uh… That’s… That’s right.” Warren coughs to cover up his groan as I swallow him down, letting his cock hit the back of my throat.

      “Yes, we’ll have to ahh… Yes, we’ll have to compromise on…What’s that?”

      Satisfaction spurs me on. He’s getting sloppier now. So I reward him by getting sloppy myself.

      I let saliva dribble out of my mouth and onto his dick, lathering him up as I start bobbing up and down faster and faster. Lewd noises muffled under his desk surround my ears, which only heightens how naughty this whole thing is.

      I’m naked. Between his legs. Working his cock while he works on the phone. The whole thing sets my blood on fire. I can’t help but moan around him from how turned on this whole scenario is making me.

      I continue to suck and lick and move, and then I reach forward and cup his balls in my hand, rolling them between my fingers.

      Warren shifts in his chair violently and another cough erupts from his mouth. “Mm-hmm. Sure. Mm-hmm. Oh, ah…yes...”

      Almost there.

      I use my other hand to grip the base of his cock, and then my hand and mouth work him in perfect synchronicity. Spit dribbles, precum beads, my own arousal scents the air, and I gag as I swallow him down as far as I can possibly go.

      And Warren finally snaps.

      “Mr. Abner? Something just came up that requires my full attention. I’ll have to call you back.”

      The sound of the phone slamming down is the only warning I get.

      Then his fingers are suddenly threading through my hair, and I’m forced to relax my jaw and hold my breath as he starts fucking my face with fast, deep thrusts.

      “Fuck, you’re sucking my cock like such a good girl,” he grits above me.

      I moan around him, and his hold tenses around my scalp.

      Just as I’m sure he’s about to come in my mouth, Warren rolls back his chair, grasps my arms, and tugs me up to his lap.

      Then he picks me up by my waist, positions me just right, and slams me down onto his cock in one, ferocious thrust.

      “Fuck!” A lusty curse bursts out of me as I toss my head back from his sudden invasion. He’s so damn deep.

      Warren’s hand shoots up and covers my mouth to smother my noises. His lips press to my ear. “Be quiet, darling, or the whole office will know I’m fucking you.”

      His words only make me moan again, but the sound burrows into his palm.

      I’m so wet that I can feel my juices lubing his cock, adding to the wetness from my mouth. He juts his hips up while lifting my body and up and down, fucking me so deeply that I can barely breathe. All I can do is feel.

      And he makes me feel it all.

      His stubble scrapes over my neck as his hot tongue teases over the sensitive skin. “I’ve been imagining you sucking me beneath my desk since I first shoved you on your knees,” he whispers into my ear. “And now look at you, naked and bouncing over my cock right here in my office where anyone can come in and see.”

      I whimper, and he shoves a finger into my mouth. “Suck it. Suck it so you keep quiet. Suck it like you sucked my cock.”

      Fiery heat shoots to that place inside of me from his dirty words. If he keeps talking like this, I’m going to lose my mind. I start sucking his finger like it’s the last damn popsicle in hell.

      Just like he did to my mouth, Warren fucks my pussy in a relentless pace, owning me completely. I grind my hips into him as he continues to dominate me, my body shuddering over his thickness.

      “Ride me hard, Trix,” he orders. “I want your pussy to clench my cock and make me come.”

      I start bouncing on his dick as fast as I can, chasing my own orgasm. My eyes are locked on where our bodies are connected. Watching his dick disappear inside of me again and again is its own aphrodisiac.

      “Fuck, yes. Just like that,” he praises. “Bounce those gorgeous tits in front of my face while your pussy creams all over my dick.”

      I’m so, so close.

      I bring my hand to my clit and start moving furiously, and Warren’s mouth comes down to suck my nipple into his mouth.

      I come with a scream that’s smothered against his palm. My cries of pleasure beat against his hand as my entire body convulses with crashing waves of ecstasy.

      Dropping his hand from my mouth, Warren thrusts up into me three more times before groaning against my neck and spilling himself deep inside of me.

      I collapse, sweaty and breathless against his shoulder, utterly spent.

      When I manage to lift my head again, we look at each other with lazy smiles and he plants a kiss on my lips. “Such a good naughty girl you are,” he tells me with that seductive huskiness in his voice.

      “You’re a pretty good naughty guy yourself,” I tell him. “I’m a big fan of all the dirty talking.”

      “I’m a big fan of fucking you,” he replies.

      So romantic.

      I snuggle against him as he gently runs his hands up and down my thighs in a sweet caress. He’s still fully clothed and still inside of me, and I don’t want to move just yet.

      But apparently the world has other ideas, because a knock sounds on his door, making me jolt upright and scramble to my feet.

      “That will be our lunch,” Warren tells me, before nodding to a door on the other side of his office. “There’s a private bathroom right through there. Go ahead and clean up, and then we’ll eat together.”

      I smile at him as I gather my clothing from the floor. “Sex and food? You sure know how to treat a girl, Mr. Knight.”

      He fixes himself in his pants as he strides to the door, smacking me playfully on the ass on my way to the bathroom.

      I can’t even be mad at Ruby for trying to cockblock me earlier. Because if her fantasies are anything like what we just played out, I’d be jealous as hell too.
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      After our shared lunch, Warren walks me to the lobby where his driver is waiting to take me back to the commune. After he’s helped me in the car, he braces his arm against the door frame and leans down to place a kiss on my lips.

      I love how open he is with his affections. It shocks the hell out of me, considering how cold he was with other women. Knowing that he’s different with me makes all sorts of things happen to my insides.

      “Let me take you to dinner tonight,” he says quietly.

      I give him a sly look. “You mean a five-star restaurant, get all dolled up, classic Warren Knight date?” I tease.

      His lips twitch. “Yes, but only if you want to. And this date won’t be like the others.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “Because I actually like you.”

      My stomach flutters with ecstatic butterflies. I grab his tie and yank him down for another kiss. “Good, because I like you too,” I whisper.

      He flashes me a grin. “Go home, get dressed, and my driver will take you to the restaurant at eight. I’ll meet you there.”

      “It’s a date.”

      He nods and then straightens up, shutting my door before he turns around to head back into his building. I nearly strain my neck from looking out the back window so that I can watch his ass as he walks away. It’s a good ass.
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        * * *

      

      It’s like culture shock going from showering in Warren’s bathroom to getting ready in Blue and Bea’s tiny home bathroom. The shower is all bamboo, and so narrow that I can’t fully raise my arms while I’m standing in it. I hit my damn funny bone several times while trying to wash my armpits. And you know what? That shit is not funny.

      From my shopping spree earlier, I picked out a dress that will work perfectly for tonight. So as soon as I’m showered and dried, I pull it on.

      It’s dark emerald in color, and it hugs my waist and flares out at my hips, the hem hitting me mid-thigh. There’s a subtle sheen to the dark fabric, and there’s a plunging neckline that makes a perfect V nearly all the way to my belly button. But the sheer black lace sewn into this space keeps the sexiness classy. Plus, it makes my boobs look fantastic.

      I comb my hair and let it air dry since I’m still useless at doing anything else to it. Then I raid Bea and Blue’s makeup drawer. I put on mascara and eyeliner, managing to only poke myself in the eye six times, which I feel is impressive for my first time.

      I brush some bronzer and highlighter on, and then find a nice, dark lipstick that goes nicely with my dress. As soon as I’m ready, I pull on a pair of black booties with three inch height, and make my way out of the house with five minutes to spare.

      As I’m walking down the pavers, I hear a wolf whistle.

      “Whew, girl!” Hum Judy calls from where she and the others are gathered at music circle. “Knock him dead.”

      I give her a smile and wave before turning and walking the rest of the way to the parking lot, where Warren’s driver is already waiting for me.

      The drive is relatively short, and before I know it, we’re pulling up and the valet is opening my car door for me. “Thank you.”

      I look up at the restaurant, Balboa’s Beach. It’s the same restaurant that I saw Warren on with date number fourteen and several others. The excited butterflies in my stomach turn into nervous caterpillars writhing around. He’s had nothing but bad dates here. Granted, he caused those bad dates, but still.

      I’m determined to erase all of those and give him a good memory of this place. After all, the ambiance is beautiful. Right near the ocean, the view couldn’t get any better.

      I walk in and head to the hostess, giving her my name.

      “Oh, you’re here for Warren Knight,” she says with a smile.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      She walks around to escort me to the table. “What’s he like?” she whispers.

      “Well, he’s great with his penis,” I deadpan.

      She doesn’t even miss a beat. “I knew it,” she replies dreamily. “He comes in here a lot, but he seemed different tonight.”

      That statement does all sorts of things to me.

      “Right this way,” she says, as she leads me past the entry area and into the lavish restaurant. It’s all floor to ceiling windows, mood lighting and linens, candlelight and fancy clothes.

      But instead of heading to Warren’s usual table near the corner window, we veer off, and the hostess leads me up the stairs to the rooftop area. There’s a gorgeous view of the stars above and the ocean in the distance, and it’s so beautiful that it makes my breath catch.

      To my surprise, all the other tables that are usually out here are gone. The glass rock fireplace is burning low, the fairy lights are lit and strung around the railing, and there’s a single, white table sitting in the center of the space, with a single man standing beside it, waiting for me.

      “Enjoy...all of that,” the hostess says with a wink before turning and walking away, leaving us alone.

      Warren and I watch each other, neither of us moving for a moment. With his hands in his pants pockets, he looks devilishly handsome. Crisp black suit, no tie, tousled black hair, and dark eyes that are caressing every inch of my body.

      We start walking towards each other at exactly the same time.

      As soon as we’re standing in front of each other, Warren cups my face in his hand. “You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “You look hot.”

      He chuckles and leads me to our table, where he pulls out a chair for me to sit. As soon as Warren is sitting across from me, a waiter appears from nowhere and pours us glasses of wine before disappearing again.

      Warren raises his wineglass, so I pick mine up, and we clink them together before taking a sip. But as soon as the liquid hits my tongue, it’s a big mouthful of nope. I go full mouth exorcism and spew white wine all over the tablecloth between us.

      Warren doesn’t even blink, just continues to enjoy his own wine before setting it down on the table. “Not a fan of the wine, darling?” he says, his mouth twitching slightly.

      I grimace as I wipe my mouth with a napkin. “The stuff tastes like hairspray and judgment.”

      “But with a fruity aftertaste,” he deadpans. His eyes glance down at the table. “Good thing I didn’t order a red.”

      “Good thing it wasn’t vomit this time,” I add.

      “Indeed,” he says with a nod.

      The waiter returns, this time with a tray of four different dishes of food that he sets on the table.

      I look at Warren curiously, and he answers my unspoken question. “I ordered each of the chef’s specials tonight. I wanted you to be able to taste them all.”

      “Look at you being all rich and thoughtful.”

      Before the waiter retreats, Warren stops him. “Can you take her wine away, please? She doesn’t care for it.”

      The waiter instantly removes it. “Of course. Is there something else you’d prefer, miss?”

      “Do you know how to make a nice blow job?” I quip.

      The waiter blanches and looks over nervously at Warren, whose lips twitch. “No shots here, darling,” he replies.

      I snap my fingers. “Darn. Maybe later?”

      Warren’s dark eyes glitter. “You can count on it.”

      We definitely aren’t talking about a shot anymore.

      I take pity on the poor sputtering waiter who’s staring at us with wide, nervous eyes. “I’m fine with just this water, thank you,” I assure him.

      He hightails it out of there like his ass is on fire.

      I let my eyes skim over each of the fancy dinner plates now set before us, and Warren points to each one. “Baked salmon, filet mignon, fettuccine, or caprese salad. Have whatever you like.”

      My mouth waters at the array of deliciousness presented beautifully on each plate. “How about we share all four?”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Warren and I spend the next half hour feeding each other bites of food, telling stories, and playing footsie under the table.

      It’s fun and relaxing, quiet and romantic. And once again, it’s exactly perfect.

      I sit back with a sigh and pat my belly. “Damn, I’m stuffed. I can’t eat another bite.”

      “That’s too bad,” Warren says as he caresses his hand up and down my stretched out leg from where my bare foot is perched on his chair. “Because I’ve ordered one of every dessert as well. I suppose I’ll have to cancel the order.”

      “Whoa, there. Let’s not get crazy. This is dessert we’re talking about. I can make room for that deliciousness.”

      He chuckles, his fingers trailing up my shin and circling down to my ankle. “Speaking of deliciousness, have I told you how beautiful you are tonight?”

      I smile. “Once or twice, but there’s no limit.”

      His hand trails back up my leg, sending a trail of goosebumps in its wake as he travels up to my thigh. “Perhaps I’ll just have you for dessert instead.”

      I shake my head. “No way. You just promised me all those desserts. No takebacks,” I tell him.

      When he leans forward and starts to push his hand higher and higher up my thigh, I quickly grab his hand before he can reach my panties. “And stop trying to make me horny! We’re still at dinner. That’s not good table manners.”

      “Trying?” he asks with an arched eyebrow. “We both know there’s no trying. I’ve definitely made you horny.”

      Cocky bastard.

      I quickly stand up, forcing him to lose his hold on me. “I’m just going to run to the bathroom.”

      “Why? You finding yourself a little wet, darling?”

      Yes. “No,” I scoff. “Behave yourself until I get back, and think about what you’ve done.”

      “I’d much rather think about all the things I’m going to do,” he says with a wicked grin.

      Holy shit, this man should be bottled and sold to the masses. Instant libido surges.

      With a blush, I turn to go inside and hurry down the stairs, heading into the lavish women’s restroom. As soon as the door closes behind me, I nearly jump out of my skin because there’s Sev, stretched out on the couch inside.

      “Sev?” I squeal. “What are you doing here?”

      His ankles are crossed, and he has his hands resting behind his head where he lies. He looks like a rocker cupid god, with his AC/DC shirt and tattered jeans. “There you are, luv,” he says. “I’ve got news.”

      I look around, but all that’s in here are the sinks and the couch. I hurry to the door that leads to the toilets, but thankfully, we’re alone.

      I flip the lock on the entryway door and turn back to Sev. “What news?”

      “I’m getting major cupidity flares from you. I’d say just a few more pushes of power, and I’ll be able to bring you back.”

      Turmoil and dread wrestle in my stomach like longtime opponents. “Oh.”

      An awkward pause stretches between us.

      “Wow. Gotta say, that wasn’t the reaction I expected.”

      I bite my lip nervously. “What if I were to...hold off on using more powers?” I ask quietly.

      Sev sits up and leans forward to look at me, balancing his forearms on his thighs. When his eyes take in my dress and the flush of my cheeks, his brow shoots up. “Fooking pile of satyr shite. Did you go off and fall in love?”

      “It just sort of happened,” I say lamely.

      Sev blows out a breath and runs his hand through his hair. “Triple X, you’re not meant to be here,” he says seriously.

      Tears fill my eyes. “I know. But I couldn’t help it. I’ve always felt drawn to him.”

      Sev blows out a puff of air between his lips and flexes his wings behind him. “I don’t know what to tell you, luv. A couple more acts of cupidity, and you’ll be too cupid for this world. I’ll have to bring you back. It’ll be out of my hands, get it?”

      “My power is still malfunctioning sometimes…” I offer, though I know it’s working more effectively than it ever has before.

      “Well, they’re obviously working enough, or I wouldn’t be here. You’re almost ready, and I suspect you can feel it too.”

      As if spurred by his words, my back prickles with awareness as my loose feathers rub against the fabric of my dress. “I know,” I say in a small voice. And I do. I’ve known this all along. That’s why this is so hard.

      Watching the expression on my face, Sev shakes his head again. “Oh, luv. You’ve right done it this time, haven’t you?” He slaps his knees before standing up. “Right then,” he says. “I can try to stall you, but as soon as your cupidity flares to completion, I got no choice. I’ve got to take you.”

      “I understand.”

      “But be careful. Because if you quit using your powers altogether, there’s still a danger that the Veil could pop you into nothing.”

      I nod in understanding. “Okay,” I say, taking a shuddered breath. “Thanks, Sev.”

      “Don’t thank me, Triple X. I’ll do what I can, but there’s no promises.”

      “I know, but I still appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      Sev stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Don’t go all weepy on me. Enjoy this livin’ and lovin’ shite while you can, get it?”

      He disappears in a puff of pink smoke.

      “Got it,” I whisper to the empty room.

      I take a moment to compose myself before using the bathroom and washing my hands.

      Determination fills me. Sev just essentially gave me a hall pass to skip class. He’s letting me stall, and I don’t intend to waste any of the fleeting time I have.

      By the time I make it back to the rooftop, there’s an entire rolling tray set beside our table, filled with a dozen desserts. Warren is leaning against the balcony, his back to the railing and his hand in his pockets. His eyes lock onto me the moment I step into view, and the curl on his lips immediately warms my heart.

      All I’ve ever wanted to be was a cupid.

      But that now wars with the desire of wanting to stay with the man in front of me.

      I know that this limbo I’m in won’t last forever. Tomorrow isn’t guaranteed. All I have is right now.

      And I intend to enjoy every single right now that I can I get.
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      I stand slumped under the stream of water with my head resting against the tile wall, my entire body feeling like jelly.

      “You ever going to open your eyes again?” Warren teases.

      I shake my head. “Too tired. I told you to stop after the third orgasm but noooo. You just had to keep going, didn’t you?”

      I don’t have to open my eyes to know that he has a smug smile on his face.

      “If we don’t leave now, we’re going to be late,” he tells me.

      “Can’t walk. Too sexed.”

      He chuckles, and then I hear the shower turn off, and I feel his arms come around me as he hoists me up and carries me out. He wraps me in a towel and then dumps me on his bed, where I bounce on the mussed sheets.

      “Get dressed, or I’m going to go without you.”

      My eyes pop open. “You wouldn’t.”

      He runs a hand through his wet hair, tightening his own towel around his waist. He looks edible. “Oh, but I would.”

      I frown at him. “Mean.”

      He drops the towel. I instantly perk up, and he rolls his eyes at me. “I thought you were too sexed?”

      I shrug. “I rebounded.”

      Laughing, he walks his naked ass into the closet and then clothes are flung at my face. Clothes that I’ve kept here because, for the past three weeks, I’ve been sleeping here every night.

      Ever since our fancy restaurant date night, we’ve been spending nearly every day together. Sometimes Warren invites me into his office, where I usually hang out with Tonya down in marketing. They just launched CupidShuffle, so my picture has been all over the place, and I think her office likes having me around as a sort of mascot.

      But today is To-Do List Saturday. And Warren has a surprise for me.

      As soon as we’re both dressed and downstairs, Warren and I get into his car, and he drives us into the city. I brush my hands along my lace cutoff jean shorts and turn to look at him. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

      “No.”

      I pinch him on the side, but the man has zero fat on him, so he doesn’t even flinch.

      He moves his hand from the steering wheel to rest against my thigh. “Patience, my darling Valentine. You’re always in such a rush.”

      He has no idea.

      Every second of every day, I’m worried that this will be it. This will be when I disappear—either back to the Veil or gone from existence.

      I’ve been straddling this line between using my powers and not using them, trying to keep myself in this cupid-human limbo, but it’s wearing on me.

      And still, my powers fluctuate. Sometimes they work, and sometimes they don’t. I can’t make heads or tails of it.

      It’s been three days since the last time I’ve used my powers, so I know I need to do it again soon. It’s just so damn nerve wracking. What if I use too much and Sev has to take me? I don’t want to leave. Not yet.

      “What has you frowning over there?” Warren asks, startling me from my thoughts.

      I paste a smile on my face because I know that’s what he wants. He wants fast, fun, and heated. And we’re good like that. We’re perfect. But for how long?

      “Nothing,” I assure him. “Just trying to figure out what your diabolical plan might be for today.”

      He returns his eyes to the road just as he pulls into a parking lot where there’s a big business complex. “You’re about to see.”

      He parks the car, and we walk across the lot towards the building. I shield my eyes from the sun so I can read the storefront he’s taking me to.

      I’m Mutts About You.

      A squeal escapes my mouth, and my eyes fly over to Warren. “You brought me to an animal shelter?”

      “I did. Your pet a dog to-do item can be crossed off your list today,” he says before grabbing the door handle.

      I don’t know how it’s even possible, but I swear my heart grows bigger in my chest. I pull him down by his shirt collar and place a grateful kiss on his lips. “You’re the best man, Warren Knight.”

      He looks down at me, nipping my bottom lip. “You bring it out in me.”

      Every day, I fall for him just a little bit more. By now, I’m so far under that I wouldn’t be able to pull myself out even if I tried.

      “Although how you’ve managed to go your whole life without petting a dog is beyond me.”

      I shrug. “Not many dogs around where I was.” Except for karmas, and I’m not petting those bitches.

      We walk in together, and we’re instantly welcomed by a friendly, feminine voice. “Ah, you must be Mr. Knight!”

      A short redhead with thick glasses rounds the desk with a smile. The reception area is small, with a wall filled with photos of shelter animals.

      “You must be Mary,” Warren greets, holding his hand out to her.

      She takes it, though she blushes furiously. It’s hard not to when Warren Knight puts all of his hot attention on you.

      “Apologies for being a few minutes late. We had trouble leaving on time.”

      I elbow him slightly, because we both know that dig was directed at me, when really, it was his damn fault for following me into the shower. That’s the last time I trust him when he says he’s just going to “wash my back.” Lies. All lies. Although, my vagina did get a nice scrubbing.

      Mary waves her hand. “No problem at all. We’re just happy to have volunteers. There are never enough, and our shelter animals can always use some loving.” Her gaze moves from him to me, and then her eyes widen. “Oh! You’re the cupid from that new dating app, CupidShuffle!” she says excitedly.

      “Oh. Uh, yes,” I say, caught off guard.

      “I love that app!” she gushes. “I’ve been on three dates already.”

      “That’s great,” I reply with a smile.

      “I just love your hair.”

      I run a hand over the untamed waves in a nervous gesture. “Thank you.”

      “Alright, I’ll stop holding you up. But it’s just so exciting! I have the Mr. Knight and the cupid in my shelter! I’m going to tweet about this later if that’s alright.”

      Warren nods. “So long as you wait until after we leave.”

      She marks an X over her chest. “Cross my heart,” she promises. “Alright, come right this way. The next hour is yours.”

      We follow after her as she unlocks the back door and leads us down the hallway. Immediately, the smell of kibble and dog hits my nose. We round the corner and come to a row of dog kennels.

      “I’ll put you in this section here,” Mary tells us. “Kennels one through four are all dogs that have been cleared for the public. You’ll make their day sitting in there with them.”

      “Thank you, Mary,” Warren says.

      She hands Warren the keys and starts walking away back to the reception area. “Come get me if you need me; otherwise, have fun!”

      Warren turns towards me. “Which one first?”

      “How about we just start at the first one and work our way down?”

      Warren nods as he walks down to the first kennel and unlocks it. There are three dogs inside—two Labradors and one that looks like it might be part Dalmatian. They instantly swarm me, their wet noses running against my bare legs and making me laugh.

      “Nice to meet you too.”

      Their tails go crazy as they surround me, their tongues lapping at me in excitement.

      I run my hands over their sleek fur with the biggest smile on my face. “They’re the best dates ever.”

      Warren leans against the wall as he watches me. “I don’t know whether to be glad or offended,” he says. “Not sure how I feel about dogs outranking me.”

      I sit on the floor with them and start rolling one of the tennis balls across the space for them to catch and bring back to me.

      “You should be glad,” I tell him. “Because I’m so impressed with you right now, that you are most definitely going to get lucky tonight.”

      He chuckles, but we both know I’m not kidding. Puppy points are worth more than normal points. It’s science.

      “Aren’t you going to come in and pet them?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I’m allergic.”

      My mouth pops open in surprise. “But you still brought me here?”

      He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but I know it is. “You wanted to pet dogs.”

      Yep. He’s definitely getting lucky. When he catches my expression, he knows it, too.

      This man. He continues to surprise me in the best of ways.

      I continue playing with the dogs before moving down the line. By the time I’m in the last kennel, I’m covered in dog slobber and hair, and my cheeks are sore from smiling so much.

      Mary comes back, letting us know that our petting hour is up, and I snuggle the little guy who’s been cuddling in my lap for the past fifteen minutes against my chest.

      He’s an older dog, with short brindled hair. His chart informed me that he’s a beagle-pit bull-wiener dog mix, and he’s pretty much the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. With his short stocky legs, long body, and loving face, he steals a piece of my heart.

      I find myself tearing up as a put him down. “I wish I could take you home, little guy,” I tell him. “But you’re so cute that you’ll be adopted soon, I just know it.”

      He whines at me as I walk out and shut the kennel door, pressing his little brown nose through the chain-link.

      “Ready to go?” Warren asks.

      It’s a struggle to look away from my new four-legged friend, but I nod and follow Mary and Warren out.

      Before we leave, I see him hand Mary a check. Her mouth drops open in shock from what’s probably an obscene amount of money that he just donated to the nonprofit shelter. “Oh my word…” Mary’s hand flies to her chest. “Mr. Knight, this is… This… How can we thank you?” Mary sputters.

      “No thanks necessary,” Warren says.

      Mary thanks him anyway about eleven more times before we’re able to make it out the door. When we’re back in the car, driving back to his house, Warren catches the secretive smile on my face.

      “What’s that smile for?”

      I shake my head. “It’s just… It’s nice to see you like this.”

      “Like what?” he asks.

      I shrug and fidget with the lace trim on my shorts. “It’s nice to see the man behind the mask,” I answered. “Not the untouchable asshole, not the aloof CEO, just you.”

      The humor leaves his eyes at my sober words, and I see his throat bob as he swallows. He turns his attention back to the road and changes the subject. “We have time to go home and get cleaned up for dinner. I made reservations.”

      I know I should be grateful, but I’m not sure I’m up for another dinner out. Warren has been taking me out constantly, and it’s been amazing, but I’m sort of craving something quieter. Still, I don’t want to ruin his plans. “Okay.”

      He shoots me a look, instantly picking up on my less enthusiastic answer. “Unless you had other plans?”

      I shake my head. “No, that’s not it. I just...how about we just stay in tonight?” I ask.

      “If that’s what you want, then that’s what we’ll do.”

      I smile. “It is.” I lean forward and place my lips against his cheek. “Thank you.”

      He catches my hand and presses his lips against the inside of my wrist. “What am I going to do with you?” he murmurs, although it sounds like it’s a question for himself.

      Keep me. I want to say. Ask me to stay.

      I’ve fallen so thoroughly hard for him over the course of our short time together. Despite my soul being bound to cupidity, he’s grounded me here with him. I’m constantly being pulled in two different directions, yet stuck in this limited limbo. But it can’t last. It won’t last.

      Every time I feel my cupid mark tingle or another feather falls from my back, I know that I’m closer to losing this. I don’t have forever. No matter how much I pretend otherwise.

      Which is why I decide that I’m going to tell him how I feel. Tonight.

      I’m going to tell him that this isn’t just fast and fun and heated anymore. Not for me. Not anymore.
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      Watching Warren cooking in his kitchen is damn sexy. He wears a t-shirt and jeans very well.

      I opted for some simple black leggings and a soft gray t-shirt. I have to be more careful about my feathers. As soon as I feel one start to lift against my skin, I pluck it out and bury it in one of his trash cans. So long as I don’t use my power very much, it seems to have settled down a bit, but I’m constantly worried that he’ll notice.

      Warren sets a plate of spaghetti in front of me, and I immediately dive in and then moan around a mouthful of meatball. “Mmm. This is good.”

      His eyes glitter in amusement as he watches me shovel pasta into my mouth. He takes up a much more refined pace as he begins to eat. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

      “It’s pretty much the best thing I’ve ever had in my mouth.”

      Warren gives me a look. “Careful, darling. Or I’ll be tempted to feed you my cock right here at the dinner table.”

      I snort before taking a drink of water. “So cocky.”

      “And with good reason,” he replies with a smirk.

      I mean...he’s not wrong. His dick is awesome.

      After dinner, we clean up together, and then we opt to go down to his private beach and sit on the shore to watch the sunset. I lie on my back on top of the blanket he brought with us, enjoying the view and the cool ocean breeze on my face. I’m going to miss this. I’m going to miss...everything.

      Emotion hits me, and I’m forced to take a shaky breath.

      Warren reaches over and pulls me onto his lap. His dark eyes scan over my face like he’s wishing he could read my mind. “Are you going to tell me why you’ve been so quiet all night, or am I going to have to tickle it out of you?” he teases.

      I try to smile, but I end up biting my bottom lip instead, trying to dispel the nervousness I’m feeling. “Okay, I’m just going to say it,” I begin, my eyes dropping to our laps where my legs are straddling him. “I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but I...I...” My words trail off, my heart beating so quickly in my chest that I’m afraid he’ll hear it pounding.

      Warren frowns at the shakiness of my voice and the way I keep fidgeting. “Trix, what is it?”

      I force my eyes to lock onto his. “I love you.”

      A simple statement. With the most significant meaning.

      Three short words. With the longest implications.

      The confession slips from my hesitant lips and wraps around us like the beach breeze, causing bumps to pebble over my skin.

      I watch Warren, and he watches me.

      I can’t breathe. My heart can’t even beat. I’m stuck with my love lying unclaimed in the inches between us, and that space widens as he continues to stare at me with an inscrutable expression on his face.

      Seconds tick by. His eyes shutter a little bit more with each one.

      Speak, my eyes plead. Say something, my lips beg. Say it back, my fluttering chest implores.

      But he doesn’t.

      Warren finally clears his throat, and he lifts me off his lap, placing me on the blanket next to him. I immediately want to crawl back into his embrace, but I stop myself.

      “Trix, we were clear on what this was. We had a deal from the beginning. You’re leaving. That’s what you told me.”

      I pull my knees into my chest, as if they can act as armor to my heart. “I know. I was. I am,” I stutter. “But I can try to stay a little longer; I can maybe—”

      Warren cuts me off with a sharp shake of his head. “No.”

      That word flings out of his mouth like a needle piercing my chest.

      “No? You don’t want me to stay?”

      “You’re leaving,” he repeats. “And I can’t commit.”

      Hot tears well up in my eyes. “But you are committed,” I argue. “Even without the label of it, you are. Unless you’ve been dating or fucking other women while we’ve been together?” I challenge.

      He gives me a sharp look. “You know I haven’t.”

      “Exactly. So why are you talking like you’re incapable of committing? You’re already doing it,” I say, stressing each word. “And we’re perfect together. You and I both know that. It doesn’t matter that it’s only been a short time. When soulmates meet, they just know,” I say, my voice cracking.

      Instead of my words getting through to him, Warren starts to shut down even more. I watch as that old mask of his settles back into place. The more his eyes harden on me, the more fear grips my soul.

      “There’s no such thing as soulmates, and we aren’t doing this. You need to drop it, Trix. Now.” His tone is hard. Distant. Unyielding. So foreign to how he usually speaks to me that it’s almost in another language entirely.

      I look back at him with steady, heartrending resolve. “I love you, Warren Knight. And I know you love me too.”

      The final piece of his mask fits into place. His warm brown eyes turn cold. The supple curve of his lips thins. His jaw tightens. His shoulders tense. Every comforting edge of him turns sharp.

      And I know what’s coming next. It’s what always leads after his cruelty cements into place. His tongue will lash out like a vicious whip. It will hurt, and it will sting, and he will make me long for all those times before, when his tongue spoke sweet whispers in my ear or licked my body into bliss.

      “Don’t say it,” I whisper, closing my eyes against the onslaught that I know he’s going to wreck me with. “Don’t,” I plead.

      But he does it anyway. Just like I knew he would. “I don’t love you. I never have, and I never will.”

      The lash rips into me, cleaving me right down the middle. Tears fall from my ripped heart, soaking my cheeks.

      “You’re lying,” I choke out. “I know you are.”

      I can feel his love. It warms my cupid mark and sets me tingling from the inside out. But even without my cupidity abilities, I would still know.

      Because his soul sings to mine. Our bodies play something only we can hear. It’s the reason why I’ve always been drawn to him. Even across different planes and separated by a Veil. He was mine, and I was his.

      “You’re the one going against the rules,” he says evenly. “We agreed. Fast, fun, and heated. That’s it.”

      “Fuck the rules!” I cry. “This is more, and you know it.”

      He gets to his feet angrily. “I said to drop it. You’re fucking everything up right now.”

      I rear back like he just slapped me across the face. “Do you want me to apologize for falling in love with you? Because I won’t.”

      “You need to stop this. Stop this right now and forget all of it.”

      I shake my head, dashing away the tears that are falling down my face. “No. Why are you acting like this? I know you feel the same way. Why are you pushing me away?”

      “We’re done,” he snaps, before turning to stalk off back towards the hill.

      But I jump to my feet and grab his arm before he can walk away. “I want to know why.”

      He rounds on me. “There is no why,” he sneers. “I just don’t feel that way about you.”

      I shake my head at him, baffled and livid and breaking. “You’re lying! Tell me why the fuck you’re lying.”

      He shakes me off and tries to walk away again, and this time, I don’t move to stop him. “Fine, walk away. Revert to the asshole everyone thinks you are. But I know that it’s all just a mask. You’re hiding behind it because you’re a fucking coward who can’t tell the truth, Warren Knight.”

      That finally makes him snap.

      “You want the fucking truth?” he yells, turning and stalking towards me until we’re just inches apart. I don’t back down despite the fury in his dark, beautiful face.

      “I. Can’t. Commit,” he says, landing each word with another punch of his voice. “And you can’t stay.”

      “But I’m trying to!” I yell back at his face. “I might be able to if I—”

      “Don’t,” he cuts me off. “Because I can’t stay either.”

      I frown, his words making me stumble. “What the fuck are you talking about? Stop talking in circles and spit it out!”

      “I’m fucking dying!”

      His breathing heaves. Mine stops.

      I blink. He stares.

      My three words become overshadowed by his three words.

      “What?”

      He snatches my hand and shoves it against his chest, right over the small scar there.

      “This. This right here is why I can’t commit,” he says, gripping me so hard it hurts. “Brugada syndrome. It’s genetic, and mine is more severe than most. I’ve already had too many close calls, even with the defibrillator. I’m one more episode away from blacking out and not waking up again. It killed my father, and it’ll kill me.”

      I shake my head in denial. “No. You’re not dying. Look at you. You’re fine.”

      A flash of pain crosses his expression before he shutters it again. “I’m not.”

      My face scrunches up in utter despair as more misery drips from my eyes. “No. You’re Warren Knight. You have resources and wealth...there has to be something you can do.”

      “You think I haven’t tried?” he says, dropping my hand with disgust. “You think I haven’t seen all of the best doctors in this whole goddamn world? My condition just keeps worsening. Short of a heart transplant, there’s nothing more I can do,” he says evenly, as if it’s a line he’s heard a hundred times before. “And a transplant might just kill me faster.”

      I stare at him in shock. Time explodes between us as the weight of his words lands at my feet like bombs. The rubble of his truth buries me in anguish.

      “Six months ago, my doctors told me that I’d be lucky to live out the year. That’s why I don’t fucking commit. Ever. I take women out, I fuck them, and that’s it. And lately, I couldn’t even bring myself to do that. But then you came along, and you were so goddamn…”

      “What?” I press.

      He shakes his head, refusing to finish that train of thought. “I let myself open up to you because you told me you were leaving. You broke our deal,” he says accusingly. “Now you ruined this, and I hate you for it.”

      “Warren…” I try to take a step towards him, wanting to wrap my arms around him, but he backs away and turns to leave.

      “It’s time for you to leave. Now. I don’t want to see you again, Trix,” he says without looking back.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Go home, Trix.”

      I thought falling from the Veil hurt. I thought turning corporeal and having my wings ripped from my back was agony. I thought landing was jarring.

      But it was nothing like this.

      Watching Warren walk away from me is the most pain I have ever felt. And I break.

      I break into a million pieces right there on the beach, with only the fading sun and the first winks of starlight to see me shatter. I fall to the sand with my hands on my face and the ocean at my back, the waves breathing with my sobs as my eyes drip with the same saltwater as the sea.

      It wasn’t enough being a cupid. I didn’t truly understand love until I became human. And I didn’t understand heartbreak until it was my heart shattered at the shore.
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      It’s been three weeks since I left Trix behind on the beach.

      She’s tried to come into my office twice that I know of, but my security team turned her away on my orders, barring her from the building.

      Three weeks should’ve been plenty long to get over her, considering our short time together. But if anything, I just miss her more, despite how much I try not to.

      The success of CupidShuffle doesn’t help. I see her damn photographs everywhere I go. Magazine covers, billboards, social media ads… Hell, it’s even displayed on every floor of this damn building, courtesy of Tonya.

      No matter where I go, Trix’s smiling face is right there to remind me of what I did. Which is why I’ve sequestered myself in my office for weeks, burying myself in work. Distraction is my only solace.

      When my office door opens, I look up to see Harvey walk in. He sits down across from me and places a couple of files on my desk. “Here are the Gleason and Tanner files you asked for.”

      “Thanks,” I reply.

      Harvey watches me with a sober expression. “You want to go out for drinks? Or maybe get something to eat? We can drive by and see how the construction is coming along on the new restaurant downtown too.”

      I shake my head. “Not tonight.”

      Part of me feels bad because Harvey has been trying to get me out of my rut ever since things ended with Trix, but I’m incapable of moving forward. Which is ironic, considering how fiercely I’m trying to put her in my past.

      “Maybe you should just go to see her,” Harvey supplies.

      I give him a sharp look. “No.”

      Harvey nods, like he expected that answer, which he would, since he’s the only one in the office that knows about my condition. I’ve been very careful and very discreet. I knew that if this news ever got out, it would have a very negative impact on my businesses, and I didn’t want that.

      What Harvey doesn’t know, is that he’ll inherit all of Knight Enterprises upon my death. I trust him implicitly, and I know he’ll do a good job in my stead and continue to keep things forward-thinking. Knowing him, he’ll probably be pissed as hell that I’m going to bury him with the responsibility of running this damn conglomerate, but I’ll be dead, so he won’t be able to harp on me about it.

      “You need anything else?”

      I shake my head. “No, this is it. Thank you.”

      “Alright, then. I’m heading out for the night,” he says, standing up.

      I nod and start going through the files that he brought me. “See you tomorrow.”

      Harvey pauses by the door. “You know, for what it’s worth, I liked her. Every time she came in this office, it was like you were the old Warren. Happy. Alive.”

      My movements still, my shoulders fraught with tension. “Harvey—”

      He cuts me off. “I know, I know. I’ll shut the fuck up about it because I know you won’t talk. Just...at least try to get some sleep tonight, okay? Don’t stay much longer, it’s already late.”

      Relaxing slightly, I look at him with a nod. “Thanks, Harvey.”

      He gives me a small smile before walking out, closing the door behind him.

      Harvey doesn’t know the details about what happened with Trix, just that things ended between us. And despite the fact that I left my goddamn heart on that beach, I know I did the right thing.

      Trix is vibrant and loving. Innocent and full of life. I should never have allowed things to escalate the way they did.

      I knew as soon as she puked Moroccan stew all over my shoes that she was going to change me. I should’ve stopped things right there and then.

      I should’ve put her in a cab and sent her home and vowed to never see her again. It’s my fault that things escalated and went too far. I knew she was falling for me, because I was falling for her too. But I was just too much of a selfish prick to end things.

      I was enjoying my time with her too much to stop it. Being with her was like breathing after years of holding my breath.

      When my father died suddenly at his desk four years ago, Brugada syndrome became a household name for me. But then testing came back, and they realized I had the same genetic mutation, rendering my piece of shit heart to be inadequate and in even worse shape than my father’s had been.

      I took over the company and ran it like a well-oiled machine. My father had been the heart of this business, and I’d always worked for him, so the transition wasn’t too difficult. After all, I was always going to inherit it, and my father taught me everything he knew. But he didn’t teach me how to accept the fact that I’d have to die from the same disease he did, decades earlier than he had.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have felt so alone if I’d had other family, but aside from Harvey, I had no one.

      It was nice pretending with Trix for a little while that I did have someone.

      If circumstances were different, if my life wasn’t the way it is, if my heart worked properly, then I would’ve grabbed onto Trix and never let her go.

      But life isn’t fair. Despite the colors in it, it isn’t made up of fucking sunshine and rainbows. Some people have to deal with more shit shadows than others. And this is my lot in life.

      The last thing I want is for my shadow to besmirch her. She’s too bright for that. Too precious.

      So despite the fact that my mind torments me by replaying Trix’s heartbroken face when she begged me to love her back, I know I did what was right. Because I won’t let her put faith in my life when my damn life is forfeit. I won’t let her waste her heart on someone whose heart is giving out.

      I stay another two hours at the office, working on some possible real estate ventures that I think we should look into. As I’m putting things away, I press my thumb over the scar on my chest, feeling a twinge there. It’s common now. I feel my erratic heartbeat all the time, alongside spasms of pain. Ever since my last episode that put me in the hospital, I’ve noticed things are going downhill fast.

      I pack up my work laptop and put it in my bag alongside the files Harvey brought me. I’ll look over them tonight at home. I walk out and take the elevator down to the lobby. It’s late, so everybody else is already gone except for the security staff.

      “Have a good evening, Mr. Knight,” the security guard says.

      “Good night, Bill,” I reply with a nod as I walk out the door and onto the sidewalk.

      My driver is parked at the curb, but there’s another figure waiting by the car that stops me in my tracks.

      As soon as she sees me, she marches over and places her hands on her hips, looking up at me with pure disdain.

      “Blue,” I say coolly. “Good to see you again.”

      “Cut the shit, Knight,” she snaps as she tosses her dreadlocks over her shoulder. “I want to know what the fuck you did to her.”

      I roll my eyes. “We dated for a few weeks. Things ended. That’s it,” I tell her. The lies don’t sound nearly as bitter as they taste.

      Blue narrows her eyes on me, but that’s my only warning before she rears back and then punches me in the face.

      My head snaps to the side upon impact, and her knuckles instantly make my jaw ache. Damn, she can throw a punch.

      My security guard, having been watching our exchange, comes rushing out, but I stop him. “It’s all right, Bill. You can go back inside.”

      “Are you sure, Mr. Knight?” he asks warily.

      “I’m sure.”

      My eyes stay on Blue as I listen to Bill slowly walk back into the building.

      I watch her as she shakes her hand slightly. “You hurt my damn hand, you thick-headed ass,” she hisses.

      “I’ll try to be a softer target for your next punch,” I deadpan.

      She glares at me, clearly unimpressed.

      I sigh and run a hand over my sore cheek. “How is she?”

      The words fall unbidden from my lips before I can stop them. The second they’re out, I wish I could take them back.

      Blue crosses her arms in front of her, and I’m shocked to see that alongside her fury, she also has a sheen in her eyes. “Why?” she snaps. “Don’t suddenly act like you care. You hurt her. Bad. She’s sad all the goddamn time. But you wouldn’t care about that, would you?” she challenges. “Because you’re Warren Knight. This is what you do. You use women and then you toss them away. But why did you have to do it to her?” she demands, her bottom lip trembling. “Out of all the people in the world, why do it to such a loving person like Trix?”

      I realize then that Trix didn’t tell her about my medical condition. She probably hasn’t told anyone my secret. I don’t know whether it’s because she’s trying to protect me or not, but regardless of her reasoning, I’m grateful.

      “I wish I hadn’t,” I confess. “If I could go back—”

      Blue cuts me off. “Spare me the line. Fuck going back. How about you man up and go fucking forward?” she demands. “That’s what she deserves. Nothing less.”

      “On that, we can agree.”

      She stares at me, her brown eyes filled with contempt as she takes my measure. She shakes her head, obviously finding me lacking. “You know, for a second there, I thought you were really good for her. And I know she was good for your stupid ass. But then you had to go and ruin it.”

      I say nothing. What’s the point? She’s right.

      “You fucked up this time, Knight. And you’re going to regret it. That’s the only reason I’m not kicking you in the balls right now. That regret is gonna hurt far worse than any hit I could deliver.”

      She turns and walks away, not sparing me a second glance. My eyes fall away from her retreating figure before I open my car door and slide inside. As soon as the door closes behind me, my driver takes off, and once more, I bring up my thumb to brush against my scar.

      Blue doesn’t have to worry about whether or not I’ll suffer with regret. I already do. And she’s right. It fucking hurts.

      Once I get home, I work for several more hours.

      Work, work, work.

      That’s what my life consists of. It’s a constant routine. One I can control. A needed distraction.

      By the time I look over at the clock, I see that it’s two o’clock in the morning, so I force myself to close my laptop. I rub my burning eyes before getting up and heading to the backyard for some fresh air. I walk past my pool and find myself going down the hill to the beach.

      I stand at the shoreline, hearing the echoes of her sobs in the wind. Envisioning how her tears glittered as they tracked down her cheeks. She looked distressed and somber, and so goddamn beautiful that all I wanted to do was pull her into my arms and soothe her back to smiles.

      I’ve come here and done this very same ritual every damn night. I don’t know why I continue to torture myself by replaying our fight. Maybe it’s because I know I deserve it. I deserve this awful feeling in my chest.

      My only hope is that she moves on. I hope she finds someone who will love and cherish her the way she deserves. And he damn well better appreciate the color she’ll bring to his life and adore her for who she is.

      By the time I drag my weary feet back up the steep steps of the hill, I’m so exhausted that dizziness spins my head. I really should’ve gone to sleep like Harvey suggested.

      It’s not until I feel my defibrillator kick in to correct my heart’s erratic beating that I realize I won’t be making it up the rest of the steps.

      A surprised puff of air leaves my lungs just as I fall hard to my knees and start rolling all the way back down the hill.

      My head smacks hard against a piece of driftwood as I land on the ground, and I stare up at the night sky unblinkingly, grimacing at the poetic justice of it all.

      It seems fitting that my heart would give out right here, in the spot where Trix tried to give me hers.

      The last thing I see in my mind is Trix’s face. The last thing I feel is pain stabbing into my chest. The last thing I hear is the waves rushing up the shore, like they want to wash me away. The last thing I say as my heart gives out is one final truth. “I love you too.”

      And then, there’s nothing.
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      I’m going to get popped like a damn pimple.

      I haven’t been able to use my powers for three weeks. Three godsdamned weeks of my cupidity totally shitting on me.

      Maybe it’s because my heart isn’t in it. I don’t know.

      Every time I try, I either get a putrid exhale that does fuck-all, or my Lust somehow turns to a serious dose of loathing instead.

      I’m pathetic.

      I’m heartbroken.

      And my time is running out.

      Warren won’t love me back, and my powers refuse to work. Maybe the Veil should take me out.

      What good am I? I can’t fulfill my purpose. The man I love doesn’t want me. So I’m not sure what the fricken point is anymore. Why did I go through all of this to just end up erased from existence?

      Fate is an even bigger bitch than those karma cunts.

      I’m lying in the nudist colony’s meditation retreat. It’s really just a fancy name for a repurposed garden shed. It’s only about four feet by four feet, but it’s set apart from the houses, near the colony’s vegetable garden, and it’s usually empty, so I’ve been coming in here to be alone.

      Funny how I keep seeking separation when all my heart wants is to be with someone. A very particular someone. A someone who doesn’t want to be with me.

      Fuck. Fate.

      I sigh, squirming on the pillows on the floor and breathing in the burning incense as I look up through the makeshift skylight. When I feel tears hitting my cheeks, I brush them away angrily. You’d think after three weeks, I’d be done crying, but apparently, this particularly physical gesture can linger forever.

      It comes on suddenly, too. One second I can be sitting there, and the next, I’ll see something that reminds me of Warren, and I’ll start bawling like a baby.

      Heartache fricken sucks.

      The door to the meditation retreat suddenly opens, causing my legs to fall down, since my feet were propped up on it.

      I look up at Hum Judy, and when her eyes land on me, her lips purse. She comes inside, knocking my legs aside so that she can tug the door closed behind her. Then she sits down across from me, spreading her legs out beside mine.

      “You have tissues stuffed up your nostrils,” she points out unhelpfully.

      “This is more efficient,” I say, pointing at my nose. “The tissues catch my snot every time I cry, so I don’t have to keep blowing it. My nose was getting chafed.”

      Hum Judy does not look impressed with my ingenuity. “You gonna wear that thing every day?”

      I look down at Warren’s suit jacket that’s wrapped around me. I know, I know. I’m pathetic. But it still smells like him, and I miss him, dammit.

      “I was thinking about it, yeah,” I answer honestly.

      She straightens her long skirt that she opted to wear today around her ankles before leveling me with a look. “Your aura is sick.”

      I blink at her and then tug out the tissues from my nose so that I can talk to her without it sounding like I’ve sucked on helium. “Why do you say that?” I ask.

      Hum Judy’s bright eyes travel over me. “When I first met you, it shone like a million prisms. So many colors. So much reach,” she says with a flourish, causing her bracelets to jingle on her wrist. “And you got brighter and brighter every day. Until…” she trails off at my flinch, and she gives me a look of understanding. “These past few weeks, you’ve been waning. I can barely see it anymore,” she finishes sadly.

      I swallow around a dry, rough tongue and pick at the fabric of my jeans. “Yeah. I’m kind of...broken. In more ways than one,” I confess quietly.

      Hum Judy shakes her head, causing her puffy gray hair to shake with it, the feathers and beads getting tangled in the strands. “You’re not broken, girl. You just lost your thrive.”

      I tilt my head and dry my eyes. “My thrive?”

      Hum Judy nods. “It happens. And it can be different for everyone. For me, my thrive is this place,” she confesses, waving a hand towards the door. “It’s Hale and Rob. It’s this community I live in. But for some people, it could be their children. Their pets. Their jobs. It could be something as simple as reading or singing or painting. It could be a person. A place. It could be a feeling. We all have a thrive. And when we have it...life is good. We shine. We feel full. But when we lose it…”

      Emotion coats my lashes. “We dim.”

      She nods slowly, her eyes never leaving my face. “Go find your thrive, girl.” I watch her as she stands up, her knees popping as she straightens. “These old bones aren’t what they used to be,” she says with a smile. “Life goes by too fast, you know?”

      Yeah. I know.

      After Hum Judy leaves me, I peel myself off the floor and go back to Blue and Bea’s house. I trudge inside the bathroom and shower, letting the cool water ease my puffy eyes. When I come back out, dressed in some jeans and a t-shirt, Bea and Blue peer over at me from the loft railing, looking surprised to see me showered.

      “How you doing, Trix?” Blue calls down.

      I feel guilty and embarrassed for making her worry about me lately, so I try to plaster on a smile. “I’m good. Great. Two thumbs up,” I lie, popping both thumbs up to help sell it.

      She just continues to look at me. Okay, so I guess I didn’t sell it.

      “I’m going to head out for a little while.”

      Blue and Bea share a look. Probably speaking telepathically with their twin powers or something, because then they both look back at me at the same time and nod. “Okay. Be careful. Let us know if you need anything,” they say at the same time.

      Wow. Impressive.

      “Will do,” I wave.

      I carry Warren’s suit jacket with me as I head outdoors and down artist row. I spot just the man I’m looking for: Frank Sinatra.

      The sculpture made up of recycled goods is finally complete, looking debonair as hell. But when I slip Warren’s suit jacket over it, it looks—

      “Perfect!”

      I whirl around to see Hank—the artist—with his schlong swinging free and a wrench tucked behind his ear. “See? What’d I tell ya? Frank looks damn good in that jacket,” he says.

      I nod, forcing myself to let go and step away from it. “He does.”

      I walk away before I can give myself a chance to steal it back and sniff it again, because I refuse to be that pitiful.

      Hum Judy wants me to find my thrive, but I know exactly where it is. The problem is, one of my thrives doesn’t want me, and the other one just doesn’t fricken work. How’s that for luck?

      Defeated, I trudge down the pathway, spotting a group of nudies participating in a body painting activity. It must be Friday.

      I walk over to their spot on the tarp that they laid down over the sand. They’re not too far away from the music circle, so there’s a constant chorus of out-of-sync chanting and plucked guitar strings.

      The nudies are happily painting one another, covering their skin with bright colors. One dude’s dick is painted like a measuring tape. I’m no mathematician, but I’m certain those measurements are a tad over-generous.

      As I’m passing by them, I pretend to cough while pushing a little Lust out of me, just to see if it’ll work.

      Neon green grossness permeates the air. The power seriously backfired, so it’s like I just rained on their nudist paint parade, because they start moping around. One guy even starts crying, for cupid’s sake.

      “Worthless fucking thrives,” I mumble as I continue to walk. So much for being this community’s spirit love guide. Good thing I had casino money to donate to the communal funds.

      Stupid Warren Knight had to go and ruin everything. I’m so mad at him. I’m mad at his stupid heart. I’m mad at myself that I can’t do anything about it.

      No wonder he’s been such an asshole. Now all those botched dates make sense. He started giving up. He was just going through the motions.

      I veer off the path, deciding to shove out some of my frustrations with a rousing game of shuffleboard, but Blue comes running up behind me, grabbing me by the arm.

      One look at her face lets me know that something’s wrong. “What happened? Did Bea get burned in the house or something?” I quickly ask. “I told you, you guys shouldn’t be soldering naked in the loft.”

      Blue shakes her head, trying to calm her breathing since she must’ve run all the way over here. “Trix, Harvey just called.”

      My eyes run over her face pinched with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Warren.”

      Her answer plays on repeat in my head.

      It’s Warren, it’s Warren, it’s Warren.

      “What happened?”

      Blue starts tugging me towards the parking lot, and I follow numbly. “He collapsed. Someone found him this morning. He’s in the hospital, but they don’t think…” Her voice veers off the trail and falls right over a cliff. And my heart goes right along with it.

      He’s dying. Warren Knight, my thrive, is dying. And there’s nothing I can do about it.
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      When we get to the hospital, I’m surprised to see reporters hanging around outside with a few security guards wearing their Knight Enterprises logo. The only way we make it past the reception area is because Harvey is there waiting for us, and he put our names on the approved visitors’ list.

      One of the reporters recognizes me from the CupidShuffle ads and tries to get my attention, but I ignore him as I walk with Blue and Harvey to the elevators.

      “How is he?” I ask nervously as Harvey pushes the button on the elevator and we head up to ICU.

      Harvey’s face looks grim and his eyes tired. “He collapsed and suffered a seizure. It’s… I won’t lie to you, Trix. It’s not good.”

      Fear and despair yank at me, pulling me tight.

      Blue whistles under her breath and shakes her head. “Damn. Now I feel bad for punching the jackass.”

      Startled, I look up at her. “You punched him?”

      Blue nods a little bit sheepishly. “Yeah. If I’d known he had a heart condition, I wouldn’t have hit him so hard.”

      Harvey looks at her incredulously. “But you still would’ve hit him?” he asks.

      She shrugs. “Well, yeah. He was a dick to Trix.”

      I nudge her arm as a little thanks, because when your friend will go out of her way to a punch a dude in the face for you, that’s next-level friendship stuff right there.

      When we make it up to ICU, one of the nurses informs us that only one of us can visit at a time, so Harvey and Blue stay back in the waiting room so I can go first.

      “Here’s his room, honey,” the nurse says as she leads me to his door before turning and bustling away.

      Hesitantly, I open the door and slip inside, letting it shut behind me. I look around, surprised. Leave it to Warren Knight to have a swanky hospital room.

      No standard hospital bed here. This thing looks like it’s from the Ritz. There are almost half a dozen flower arrangements scattered around the room, and a huge flat screen plays sports replays. There’s a sitting area for visitors, a mini fridge, and even a window seat that I suspect turns into a bed.

      But my eyes are riveted on Warren’s pale figure as he lies unconscious beneath white sheets.

      My feet are moving before my mind tells them to, and then I’m sitting on his bed beside him, studying his face.

      He looks…bad.

      Other than the times he’s been nude, Warren is either always in a suit or designer jeans. To see him wearing a hospital gown is just...wrong.

      He has a bandage wrapped around his head from where he must have fallen down, and his skin tone has taken on a sickly shade. His stubble is longer than he likes, and from beneath the bandage, I can see that his hair is slightly dirty and lacking its usual shine. Dark circles shade the skin beneath his eyes, and the monitor hooked up to him beeps erratically, setting my nerves on edge with every shrill pulse.

      Tentatively, I reach up and press my palm against his cheek. I let my thumb brush over his scratchy skin, the hairs scraping my fingertips.

      The last time I saw him, Warren had looked at me like he hated me. Like he regretted everything that had happened between us. Like he wanted to toss away my most cherished moments.

      “I’m so mad at you,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t move apart from breathing, and even then he has oxygen tubes up his nose to help him.

      Speaking to him like this feels reminiscent of how I used to talk to him in the Veil. I used to confess all sorts of things to him back then. Every single day.

      I’d tell him about what I did or didn’t do that day. I’d tell him my worries, my hopes, my complaints and my joys. It’s like we’re already reverting to that old distance that used to be stuck between us, and I hate it.

      I want him to open his eyes and look at me with that softness that he reserved for just me. I want him to boss me around or surprise me by saying something sweet. I want him to wake up and for all of this to be a bad dream.

      I drag my hand down from his face to fidget with the fabric of his hospital gown. “You know, the first time I saw you, you had mustard on your collar.”

      I smile at the memory, despite the fact that tears keep filling my eyes.

      “There you were, in all your glory, walking towards your building. I didn’t know anything about you then, but I could tell you’d just come from a business lunch. Harvey was busy schmoozing your group of clients, while you just looked damn hot in your perfect suit with your perfect hair, glowering at everyone with your perfect face.”

      He’d stopped me right in my red-winged path that day. Warren always drew eyes no matter where he went, but it was beyond just his looks. He walked with dominating power. He had that magnetism about him that forced people to stop and pay attention.

      “I knew instantly that you were the type to always want things just so. And that damn mustard on your shirt? That was not acceptable to you. You kept touching it. Fidgeting over the spot where you knew it was. I could tell it was bugging the shit out of you,” I laugh lightly.

      I’d followed him into his office, all the way to the conference room where their group gathered, only to watch Warren excuse himself to go to the bathroom.

      “You stripped down and scrubbed that stain, cussing it out the entire time and just making it worse,” I say, my smile widening. “You were so adorably pissed. All over a tiny little spot. I knew right then that I wanted to bring you love. I wanted you to channel all that intensity and devotion into someone else, and in return, have her teach you that a mustard stain is no big deal. So really, all of this started because you just happened to be sloppy at lunchtime. Who knew a mustard stain could lead to all this?”

      I try to smile again, but my lip wobbles instead, and I drop my eyes. I take a deep breath, trying to stop myself from sobbing.

      “You’re such an asshole,” I murmur as I lean down and gently lay my head against his chest. I need to feel him. I need to be close. I’ve missed him so damn much that it hurts all over. My body aches that he can’t wrap his arms around me and hold me tight.

      “I tell you that I love you, and you go off and start dying on me.” A tear drips from my face onto his gown. “I came here to fix you, but I can’t,” I say, my voice breaking. “I can’t fix your heart. Not the way you need me to, and I’m so damn sorry.”

      I blow out a shuddering breath, shocked to see when some pink mist slips out and curls in the air in front of me.

      I shoot up in surprise, jumping to my feet, staring at the traitorous power. “No fricken way.”

      Not wanting to test it out in front of Warren in case it affects his heartbeat, I walk into the bathroom and close the door, and then blow more Lust into the air. And it’s perfect.

      After weeks of my power being total useless shit, it chooses now to work?

      My back tingles at the show of power, probably popping up another feather or two from my skin.

      I walk back into the room, bewildered, and when my eyes land on Warren again, it suddenly clicks into place.

      My eyes widen. “You.”

      Every time I successfully used my Lust Breath or Flirt Touches here, Warren was nearby. The second we were separated, I reverted to being a busted ass, useless cupid.

      Somehow, Warren is the catalyst to my powers.

      I always had a feeling he was the key to everything. But I didn’t expect for him to actually be the key that revs my cupidity engine. The key that unlocks the power inside of me, curing me of being a dud.

      I have no idea why my cupidity is tied to him here, but there’s no mistaking the truth now that I’ve realized it.

      I shake my head at him as I walk back to his side. “As if I weren’t attached to you already, you have to go and be my on button for my powers, too? That’s a little over the top, even for you,” I reprimand him.

      His monitor beeping is the only response I get.

      “I should’ve known. A cocky bastard like you. Of course you’d find a way to dominate my damn powers. You’ve dominated me in every other way, so why not?” I say with a humorless chuckle.

      When I stare at his pale, unmoving face for too long, a small noise of distress whimpers out of me. It’s like I can feel the impending loss of him, and it’s so brutally unfair. “I guess we both couldn’t fix each other quite the way we hoped, huh?” I ask.

      I reach down and grab his hand, threading our fingers together. “You told me not to love you, and you may be a hotshot CEO, but you’re not the boss of me,” I tell him as I sit down beside him again. “I love you, Warren Knight. And I’m going to keep on loving you for the rest of my existence,” I say on a tortured murmur. “And I’m…” My voice cracks with insurmountable pain, but I keep going. “I’m sorry I can’t fix your heart,” I add, letting my fingers lightly brush over his chest. “Cupid powers just don’t work that way, we only—”

      My eyes widen as a thought rushes into my head.

      Holy shit.

      That’s it.

      I understand now. I know what I’m supposed to do. Because I can heal his heart. I can fix him. Just not like this. And not the way I originally thought I would.

      I lean down and press a kiss against his dry, cracked lips and then cup his cheeks with my hands. “Don’t worry, love. I got you. I’ll fix your heart, and then everything will be alright. I promise.”
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      Just because I know what I have to do, doesn’t mean it makes it any easier.

      I sit in the waiting room while Harvey has his turn with Warren. I don’t know how long I sit there just staring at the wall, but I don’t even notice when Harvey comes back.

      Blue’s been holding my hand since I sat beside her, and I love her for not making me speak. She just sat here with me, lending quiet understanding and not pushing me to do anything other than mourn.

      Harvey’s eyes are red, his expression shadowed, his shoulders weighed down. Their friendship goes back years, and it breaks my heart to know how much he must be hurting.

      I wish I could tell him that it’s going to be alright, but I can’t.

      Harvey looks over at me as I stand with Blue. “Visiting hours are almost over,” he says quietly.

      I nod. “You guys can go ahead and leave. I just want to stay for a little while longer.”

      “Are you sure?” Blue asks. “I can wait and drive you back home.”

      “I’m sure.”

      Damn. I’m going to miss her. Bea too.

      I take a step forward and wrap my arms around her, giving her a big hug and holding her tight. “Thank you,” I whisper against her ear. “Thank you for being my friend.”

      Blue pats me on the back before I pull back. I don’t know what she sees on my face, but whatever it is makes her frown.

      “Do me a favor? Tell Hum Judy I found my thrive. She’ll understand.”

      Blue’s frown deepens, but she doesn’t question me. “Okay.”

      I give her and Harvey a little wave, and then I watch them walk away, Harvey tugging Blue close as he wraps an arm around her shoulders.

      I head back into Warren’s room, and I can feel time running out, but I don’t want to do this next part. I don’t want to say goodbye.

      The nurse comes in to check on Warren, and I quickly wipe my cheeks and attempt to give her a smile.

      She takes one look at me and walks over to give me a hug. “It looked like you needed that,” she says as she pulls away.

      I sniff. “I did.”

      I wait quietly as she writes on his chart, and then I clear my throat. “Is he…in any pain?”

      The nurse shakes her head. “No, honey. We’re keeping him comfortable now. It won’t be long.”

      Misery knots in my stomach. “Thank you. For the hug.”

      She gives me a look of understanding before slipping back out the door, and I know I can’t wait any longer.

      I clear my throat and look around the room. “Sev?” I say hesitantly into the air.

      I’m worried when nothing happens right away, but then a puff of pink smoke pops up in front of me, and Sev appears.

      Dressed in his usual rocker attire, he lands with his hands in his pockets and his wings tucked against his back. He looks around the room with surprise before his eyes land on me. “A bit dreary of an ambience, isn’t it, luv?”

      I puff out a humorless laugh. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Sev pulls up one of the chairs and plops down in it. “I’m surprised that you called me so soon.”

      “Yeah, well…things didn’t turn out the way I hoped.”

      His eyes flicker over to Warren. “I see.”

      “Can you pull me back into the Veil?” I ask. My throat constricts, trying to cut off the words—my body’s way of rebelling.

      Sev tilts his head and looks off to the side like he’s sensing something. “You got a bit behind again, Triple X,” he says. “You need a big push of power before I can take you back.”

      I was expecting that, so I just nod. “I can do it,” I assure him. “I just need a few minutes. To say goodbye.”

      Sev doesn’t ask me what happened or what’s wrong or any of the other endless questions I’m sure are spinning through his head. Instead, he gives me the answer that I need. “All right, luv. Do your thing, then use a shiteload of your cupidity powers, and I’ll bring you back, get it?”

      I nod. “Thanks, Sev,” I say.

      He disappears as quickly as he came, and then I turn to Warren.

      Every step I take towards him wars with my soul. Because I don’t want to say goodbye. I don’t want this to be it. And yet, I truly believe that everything that’s happened in my afterlife has led me to this moment.

      This afterlife? It was never about me.

      It was always about him.

      I settle myself on the bed, but this time, I lie down next to him.

      I’m careful not to jostle his IV or any of the cords attached to him as I gently curl my body around his and thread our fingers together.

      This is the last time I’m ever going to feel him. His weight, his solidness, his warmth. This is the last time I’ll be able to smell him, that perfectly Warren scent.

      This is the last time my voice will be audible to his ears.

      So I take one last moment. I breathe. I indulge in the feel of him. I run my hands over his face. I memorize the feel of his breath against my palm. I whisper all the things that I wish I’d said before.

      And then I give him one last kiss. One last touch of our lips that I’ll try to memorize the feeling of forever.

      When I rest my forehead against his, I don’t wipe my tears away when they fall onto his skin. It’s the only thing I can leave behind. Maybe it’s selfish, but I like knowing that I’ve left a part of myself with him.

      With a shaky breath, I pull away. Then I force myself to leave his embrace and get up from his bed. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I do it.

      I don’t need arrows for this next part. There’s more love inside of me than I could ever hold. So I gently place my hands on his face, and then I close my eyes and pull on the power in my center.

      I push it all out. Pink tendrils pour out of me in waves of pure cupid power, my own love warming the room and filling it with light. I pour and push and drain.

      Power succumbs to my will and wraps around us, my love for him turned into a physical thing I can see in the soft pinks that shroud his failing body.

      My back screams with pain. Feathers fall. Wings slowly peel from my back and unfurl, spreading wide on either side of me. My skin tingles. My mark singes. Electric pain skitters through my blood and arcs my spine.

      I scream. He sighs.

      But still, I push.

      Until feeling starts to leave me. Until my hands are unable to touch his face. Until the last of humanity is sucked from my being.

      I unleash as much cupidity as I have, and then the Veil claims me as its own.

      I’m plucked from the plane of this world and go hurtling back through space and time.

      The last physical thing I feel before it all fades away as my incorporeal form takes over are the tears dripping down my cheeks. But my broken heart? I’m going to feel that for much, much longer.

      I appear in Cupidville, crumpled on the floor of Sev’s office, and the gravity of what I’ve just done weighs down on my soul.

      I’ll never touch Warren again. Never wake up beside him. Never eat with him, go on dates with him. I’ll never feel his scratchy stubble or hear his whispers in my ear. I’ll never feel him move against my body. I’ll never make him laugh again.

      But I will be able to save his life. And that’s what matters.

      I struggle with my ethereal form, my body trying to remember how to move without weight or solidity. My red wings are slumped against my back, my bow and quiver reappearing between them. I blow out a pure stream of pink Lust, and my fingertips spark with a touch of Flirt. I’m finally the perfect cupid.

      “Alright, Triple X?” Sev asks as I rise to my feet, his saucy demeanor sobered.

      “No,” I answer honestly, working to keep my feet from going through the floor. “But I know what to do.”

      He eyes me warily. “What’s that?”

      I give him one look, and then I turn and fly my ethereal ass away from him as fast as I can go.

      “What the flying fook? Oy! Get back here!” Sev yells behind me, but I don’t stop.

      I fly out of his office and down the corridor, and I hear him start to fly after me, cursing me as he comes, but I won’t be caught.

      Pushing my wings forward, I zoom towards the elevator like my life depends on it.

      Since I can’t press the buttons, I fly straight up through the elevator shaft, all the way to the processing center. The space is huge and filled with souls like usual, but I surpass them all, flying high above in the cloudy ceiling.

      Go, go, go. I tell myself. Faster, faster, faster.

      I can’t let anyone stop me. I can’t fail at this. For once, I’m going to do something right.

      As soon as I spot the magic arch, I divebomb. Some people yelp at my sudden appearance, but then I land directly in front of the arch, and the angel manning it blinks at me in surprise. “What are you doing?”

      I sprint over to her, my quiver full of arrows slapping against my back. I’m panting, even though I don’t need oxygen in my chest, my body feeling the phantom responses of surging adrenaline.

      “I need to go through the arch again,” I say quickly.

      She frowns and shakes her head. “Absolutely not.”

      I fly up to her podium, my face frantic. Warren doesn’t have much time left. I’m not solid, so I can’t pull the lever myself. I have to convince her to do this for me.

      “Please. I’m begging you. I have to go through that arch.”

      She shakes her head adamantly. “It is not permissible. I shouldn’t have allowed you to do it the second time. Now, move away from the line, or I’ll be forced to signal for the Veil guards.”

      No. I refuse to believe that after all I’ve gone through, I’m going to be stopped now.

      I narrow my eyes and fly through the podium, not caring when my body disappears inside of it. I get right in her face, our noses inches apart. “Listen to me. If you don’t let me go through that arch, then you’re going to be responsible for killing my heart, do you understand?” I say, my eyes hard and my tone brooking no argument. I clench my teeth, my expression glittering with threat. “Pull the damn lever.”

      She bristles her white wings. “No.”

      I see red. Literally, because I start leaking out cupidity power from my pores. I’m fuming mad, terrified, and fricken desperate. It is not a good combo.

      I am ready to kick some serious angel ass.

      “That’s it.” I reach back to grab a Love Arrow, because I’m gonna stab her right in her heavenly tit if she doesn’t pull that godsdamned lever.

      In response to my movement, she raises her hand with a ball of light in it that she’s probably going to use to incinerate me. I don’t even care. I’m not giving up.

      But before either of us can attack, Sev suddenly lands next to us, making me jump back in surprise.

      “What. The. Fook.” He curses as he braces his hands on his knees, panting like he just flew a marathon. He’s coughing like he’s been a damn smoker for the last three centuries. It’s so cavernous in here that the obnoxious noise echoes all around us, going on and on and on.

      Sev finally straightens up and points at me, still out of breath. “How the fook did you fly so fast? Shite on an asswipe, I’m bloody tired.”

      I walk up to him, my hands hovering over his shoulders in a desperate plea. “Seduce her again.”

      Sev’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “What?”

      “Seduce her,” I quickly repeat. “I need to go through that archway, Sev. I have to. Please help me. Please.”

      I’m going to lose it. If he won’t help me, Warren will die, and I can’t...I can’t deal with that truth.

      Sev studies me for a moment, his eyes tracing over my desperation, soaking in the plea that’s shining in my eyes, and then he sighs. “Alright, luv,” he murmurs, and relief floods into me.

      He walks over to the angel, putting his best smile forward, but she shoots him down before he can even open his mouth. “No.”

      His grin fades. “Shite. That’s not very friendly, is it?”

      Shit shit shit. This isn’t working. I’m running out of time. I can feel it. Warren is slipping away.

      “Sev, please!” I beg.

      He must see the panic on my face, because he curses and then turns back to the angel, grabs the back of her head, and then starts tongue fucking her mouth for all he’s worth.

      Lust bursts out of him, polluting the air, and they go at it hard.

      She melts against him, forgetting her protests, and his hand snakes forward towards the podium.

      He has so much Lust blown around her that she’s flushed head to toe, and she keeps pawing at his body and mewling. He turns away from her kisses, moving his head around so she can’t latch on to his mouth again.

      “The white lever, Sev!” I call over to him.

      Shock crosses his features. “Fooking white? Why? You love being a cupid.”

      I swallow hard. “I love him more.”

      This is my purpose. Everything led me to this. To becoming who Warren needs me to become.

      I fell in love with him as a cupid, but I’ll save him as an angel.

      Sev’s lips thin, and then he nods tersely and reaches forward.

      He slams the white lever down. The archway glows with power.

      And I jump.
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      There’s a fish hook snagged in my heart.

      I don’t know how it got there, but it hurts like a motherfucker.

      Everything’s unsteady.

      Sound is distorted, vision warped. But this damn incessant pain in my heart couldn’t be clearer.

      I’m dying. I’m stuck in the void of my own unconsciousness, and my life isn’t even kind enough to let me be oblivious about it.

      Every forced bump in my chest lets me know that my heart is ready to beat its last.

      It’s nearly over.

      My head swims with lack of oxygen. My limbs are too heavy to move. Blood congeals in my veins.

      I’m fading.

      But then...I see her.

      I know her, and yet, I don’t. She’s exactly perfect, and yet, she’s all wrong. She’s here, and yet, she’s not. I can see right through her, and yet, all I see is her.

      A halo of golden hair surrounds her head, when it’s supposed to be bubblegum pink.

      A bright circle of light envelops her, but then I realize with confusing clarity, it isn’t light at all, but white wings behind her that seem to glow from the inside out.

      When she puts her hand over my heart, I don’t feel a thing.

      Then she smiles at me, and it’s the most heartbreaking smile I’ve ever seen in this whole goddamn world. Her lips move, but I can’t hear her. Her glow intensifies, burning my eyes, but I don’t dare look away. If I do, I know the darkness will consume me.

      The next thing I know, that fish hook stuck in my pathetic heart is yanked. Pain explodes in my body like a bomb being detonated in my chest.

      I can’t cry out. I can’t curse or scream. All I can do is lie here and die.

      At least I got to see her one last time.

      My heart ruptures. My body shuts down. I hear the softest hint of a whisper. I don’t even think I hear it with my ears, but somewhere inside my head.

      Have a good life, Warren Knight, and try not to be an asshole anymore. I love you.

      I want to reply that I don’t understand. I want to tell her that it’s death I’m going to, not life. But I can’t, because she’s already gone, and I’m slipping away.

      Her voice is all I’m left with, and then my time is done, and I’ve fallen onto death’s blade as its next unwilling victim.

      I love you too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          Trix

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      A new dead—or a ned as I like to call them—lands at my feet and starts dry heaving. Some incorporeal spit flings from his mouth and lands on my wings. “Eww.” I wrinkle my nose and step away from him.

      I should probably have more compassion since I’m a damn angel, but hey, nobody’s perfect.

      The guy groans as he gets up, and he’s a good three feet taller than I am when he straightens up. He’s a spindly dude, looking like a stick insect with wheat-stock limbs and crooked eyes.

      “Wh-Where am I?” he sputters.

      I pluck at my white wings. “You’re dead. Welcome to the afterlife. Please get in line to be processed,” I drawl.

      He starts making a keening noise of sadness. I just blink at him.

      I know, I know. Worst angel ever.

      Luckily, one of the other angels working the line with me bustles over. Cariel looks like he used to be a grizzly shifter, because he’s a bear of a man and hairy all over. Even his white wings have sprouts of fur popping between the feathers.

      “It’s okay,” Cariel soothes the ned. “Grace be with you,” he says before pushing some of his calming light towards him.

      The ned nods, instantly calming. “Thank you,” he says with a hint of reverence.

      Cariel nods all pompous angel-like, and the ned moves forward to get in line with the rest of the dead schmucks.

      Cariel turns and marches over to me. “You could be a little kinder,” he reprimands me.

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I really am, but I feel empty inside. I can barely fake a smile most days.

      He shakes his head and looks around the massive room as we wait for more neds to show up. It’s been a bit slow this morning.

      “How many people have you given Grace to today?” he asks.

      “I dunno. Maybe, like...one?”

      His bushy brows shoot up in surprise. “One? We’ve been working the line for hours.”

      “Sorry,” I say again. I say that word a lot as an angel.

      I should be grateful. After all, my angel powers made it possible to heal Warren’s heart. And the Veil didn’t pop me out of nonexistence—that’s definitely something to be thankful for. But to be honest, my heart isn’t in my afterlife job anymore. How can it be when I left it behind with a man I’ll never see again?

      “These souls need reassuring,” he chastises me in his gravelly voice.

      “I know.”

      Guilt curls up in my stomach like the edge of a dry leaf.

      Ever since becoming an angel six months ago, I’ve been struggling to adjust. After healing Warren, I was yanked back to the Veil and told to do grunt work. Punishment for going on an unauthorized trip and using my powers before I was trained.

      My job now consists of staying in the processing center and being a glorified line monitor.

      Some more neds pop up. Humans, vampires, fae, trolls, even a centaur by the looks of it. He stumbles on his hooves before looking wildly around. “Yeah, yeah. You’re dead. Welcome to the afterlife. Please move forward to the back of the line.”

      I swear, his ghostly form pales a little bit when he sees how long it is. We can’t see to the front. Hell, we can’t even see to the middle of it. It’s just an endless snake of zig zags, as far as the eye can see, spanning the enormous building and fading into the distance like a cloudy mirage.

      “I know,” I tell him with a conciliatory look. “But it’s not like you have anywhere else to be, am I right?”

      He wrinkles his nose at my distasteful joke before clopping away.

      Cariel sighs. “You definitely did not just bestow Grace on his soul to ease him into his transition, angel.”

      “Trix,” I correct him. “For the thousandth time in six months, my name is Trix.”

      He shakes his head. “And like I told you before, angel. Not anymore. Your angelic name is Muriel.”

      I scoff. “Fuck that.”

      The gold band around my wrist starts to burn in warning at my expletive. “Ouch!”

      Cariel smirks and tsks under his breath. “Still haven’t learned your lesson.”

      I glare at him as I think very unangelic thoughts. I picture my ghostly fist punching straight into his hairy gut. I don’t care that he’s four times bigger than me, I’d still hit him if I could.

      More souls pop up, a few of them rowdy. I blast them with an overly intense bout of ambrosial Light to calm the fuckers down. They scramble away real quick, shielding their eyes as they go.

      I turn to Cariel in triumph. “There, I embraced the shit out of my Light just then.”

      Cariel sighs. So judgmental.

      My band burns again, but this time, it starts to glow too, and a message pops up on it. I’m being summoned to a supervisor.

      “Uh oh.”

      Cariel glances down at it, not looking the least bit surprised. “Bad luck, Muriel. I wonder if they’ll terminate you for good?” he muses.

      I bristle, but honestly...he’s right. They might actually terminate me. It’s not like I’m excelling as an angel.

      “Peace be with you,” he says with a shit-eating smirk on his face as I turn to head to the angel offices. He shines a little Grace over to me to be a jackass, but I bat that shit away like an annoying fly and flip him off over my shoulder. I get burned again. Worth it.

      I fly my way past the snaking line of souls and then veer off to head to the hallway that has clouds for floors and harp music playing over the speakers. Light shines from above, too bright to look at directly, and a little bit of golden glitter hangs in the air. It looks beautiful. I hate it.

      My band said to go to office number two, so I fly in front of the door. I fidget with a white feather on my wing and hover nervously. Is this it? Am I going to be popped out of existence for good?

      I don’t regret becoming an angel. But I wish I could forget what it was like being a cupid—what it was like being with him.

      Maybe they’ll terminate me, and I’ll cease to exist. Maybe that’s what should happen, because I don’t know how much longer I can stand this. It’s like my soul is severed. I just don’t have the heart anymore.

      Before I can really work up my level of nervousness, the door slides open, and a male angel stands before me. He’s smooth, shiny, and drop dead gorgeous, in an impossibly perfect kind of way.

      He has golden hair and white wings like me, but he’s impressively large, and the loin cloth look is really working for him. Wow. It’s like he has a third leg down there.

      “Come,” he tells me.

      “Gee, I usually need a little more warm-up than that, but I’ll do my best,” I joke nervously.

      I don’t think he gets it, because he doesn’t laugh. Or crack a smile. Or do anything other than blink. Sheesh. It’s like these angels can’t appreciate a dirty joke. Never had that problem with cupids.

      Clearing my throat, I fly inside his office...and then stop in my tracks when I see that we’re not alone.

      “Sev?”

      I look at my old cupid supervisor, and a pang hits my chest. I missed this crazy dude.

      “Hello, luv,” he says with a smirk.

      He’s dressed in his tight rocker clothes as usual, but there’s also a demon standing right next to him, picking at his nails as his black wings smoke behind him.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, looking back worriedly at the angel as he strides forward to stand on the other side of Sev.

      “Well, luv dove, I hear you’re not being a very good angel. Not that I’m surprised,” Sev says, looking oddly proud about that. “You’re a cupid at heart, after all.”

      Hearing that makes me want to cry.

      “You’re really fooking terrible at these afterlife jobs.”

      I give a humorless laugh. “I know.”

      He shakes his head. “Just when you finally got good at being a cupid, you go off and become a damn angel. Fooking boring, the lot of ’em.”

      The angel shoots him a glare. “Becoming an angel is the highest honor.”

      The demon snorts. Sev rolls his eyes. “Aye, whatever you say, dovey.”

      “Let’s just get this over with,” the angel replies.

      The three of them come towards me, and I tense, not sure what’s going on. “What...what are you doing?”

      Am I about to be terminated? Shit. I don’t actually want to go pop.

      “Wait!” I say, holding up my hands. “I’ll try to be better! I’ll do my job, I swear!”

      The three of them close in around me. I can’t even back up a step before I’m surrounded. “You’re no good as an angel, luv. And we can’t turn you back into a cupid. One more trip through that arch, and you’ll be a goner for sure,” Sev explains. “Only one thing to do.”

      This can’t be happening.

      Please, don’t let this be happening.

      “Sev!”

      Without warning, all three of them raise their arms, and power suddenly shoots out of their hands.

      I’m blasted with pink, white, and black power that wraps around me.

      I open my mouth to scream, but it just rushes in and takes over my insides too.

      It’s like I’m simultaneously being filled with smoke, suffocated with water, and smothered with light.

      Pain and numbness war inside of me as my back arches with agonizing pain.

      Too many sensations take over me, and my vision starts to blur as the world spins.

      The last thing I see before I’m yanked out of the office is Sev winking at me. “You’re welcome, luv.”

      What?

      Then, pain erupts inside of me like an angry volcano, and I start to fall, fall, fall.

      Now, I may not be a good one, but I’m fairly certain that falling never ends well for angels.

      Godsdammit.
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      Once again, I land ass-first.

      But this time, it’s on sand instead of marble tile.

      The brutal landing shakes my bones and makes me bite my tongue as pain jars through me.

      I look around at the dark world, my skin instantly spreading with goosebumps from the cool night air.

      I look down at my body. “Motherfucker,” I curse. “Why am I naked again?”

      But then it hits me.

      I’m solid.

      I’m not in the Veil anymore.

      I look over my shoulder, and sure enough, my wings are gone.

      I try to summon some angelic Light. Nothing. I try to blow some Lust for old time’s sake. Nada.

      Oh my gods.

      Three Major Veil supervisors pushed their powers into me. I don’t know how they did it, but they sent me back here. Alive. In the physical realm. As a human.

      I jump to my feet in utter shock and whirl around to take in my surroundings.

      I’m on a beach.

      His beach.

      “Holy shit,” I murmur.

      My shock gets cut short when a dark shadow starts racing toward me and ferocious barks crack through the air like thunder.

      “Fuck, fuck, fricken fuck!”

      I turn and try to book it. The last thing I want to do is get mauled by a dog within the first sixty seconds of returning to earth. But of course, I’ve gone too long without a corporeal body, so...yeah. I eat major shit.

      I’m talking body arcing dramatically, arms flailing, non-existent wings trying to propel me upwards, sand flying as I crash down—all major shit eating stuff.

      And then it’s just full starfish mode all over again.

      Sand gets everywhere.

      Ass crack, armpits, mouth, hair, vagina. It’s all up in my business, ensuring I’ll never be able to reopen. I groan as I spit out sand from my mouth.

      At least no one was around to see me.

      “Hey, are you okay?” a voice calls.

      “Fuck you, Karma,” I hiss.

      The vicious, barking dog makes it to my prone form, and I flinch and quickly sit up, but instead of it attacking me, I feel it start to lick me all over my sandy limbs.

      “Get back, dog,” the voice says.

      I freeze.

      My insides go totally frozen while my skin immediately heats with nerves. My body knows the truth even as my mind is struggling to keep up.

      I hear his footsteps, and then I’m looking up at his dark, shadowed figure standing above me.

      He kneels down in front of me, and as soon as his eyes land on my face, shock washes over his features. We stare at each other unblinkingly with matching looks of disbelief.

      I can’t believe this is real.

      This can’t be real.

      Am I fricken dreaming?

      Did some twisted shitfucker sandman trick me or something? If I wake up right now, I’m going to be pissed. I will Light up someone’s ass with my angelness so damn strong their shits will glow.

      I reach up to pinch my nipple to make sure that this is all real. I hiss in pain immediately. “Ouch,” I say, dropping my hand.

      That fricken hurt. Hindsight, don’t pick the nipple to pinch.

      But the pinch test worked, which means...

      “I’m here?”

      Warren’s eyes run over my face like he can’t believe what he’s seeing. The feeling is mutual because I can’t believe it either. I never thought I’d see him again.

      “It is you,” he whispers, as if the nipple pinching was what convinced him.

      I can’t speak. I can’t even move. All I can do is look at him, because he’s here, he’s alive, he’s okay, and he can see me.

      Healing him right after I became an angel was difficult. I nearly destroyed myself from the amount of power I pushed into him. For a new angel, it was a dangerous thing to do, but the risks never mattered. I’d do it all over again if he needed me to.

      Tears fall from my eyes as I study him. He looks so different from the last time I saw him.

      “You’re okay,” I murmur, like I need to reassure myself.

      He nods slowly, and I see his throat bob. “The doctors called it a miracle. My heart is completely healed with no abnormalities or deficiencies. They can’t explain it.”

      I smile secretively to myself. “I’m glad.”

      I want to throw myself in his arms. I want to kiss him. I want him to hold me and let me feel that he really is okay, but I don’t do any of those things. Because despite the fact that I love him with all of my being, he still ended things between us, and I don’t know where he stands.

      “I can’t believe you’re here. That you’re real…” he trails off, his voice holding a hint of awe. “I dreamed about you when I was in the hospital. Just like this. Golden hair. White light. Your voice...” he says quietly, his eyes trailing over my features. “That damn dream has been burned into my mind for months. You told me not to be an asshole.”

      A little snort escapes me, even as my throat bobs up and down with emotion. “Did you listen?” I tease.

      The first hint of a smile cracks his lips. “Sometimes.”

      “I’ll be sure to grade you on it later.”

      His grin widens. “I’d expect nothing less.” His eyes flick downward. “I see you’re naked again.”

      I brush away the tears that fell unbidden from my eyes and sigh. “Yeah. It just sort of happened. Again.”

      He nods, and this his face grows somber again. “Where have you been, Trix?”

      “I had a...work thing.”

      He reaches over to brush the tears and sand off my cheek. I can’t help it when I nuzzle into him further and close my eyes at the small touch. I crave more. So much more.

      “You left,” he says quietly.

      My eyes open, and I lick my dry lips. “I told you I had to.”

      “But now you’re back?” he asks hesitantly.

      “I guess that depends.”

      “On what?” he asks.

      “On whether or not you want me to stay,” I admit quietly.

      I wait for his answer, unable to breathe. If he rejects me again, it’ll destroy me. But six months have passed. Maybe something’s changed. Maybe he’s found someone else. Maybe he doesn’t want me around anymore. Maybe—

      His lips crash against mine, and then I find myself on my back, with him settled between my legs as he devours me whole.

      I feel like I can breathe for the first time in six months, and not just because I have a body again, but because I have his lips on mine.

      Relief floods into me, and my soul sings to his at our passionate reunion. His tongue pushes between my lips like a hand reaching out to hold me. He cradles the back of my head, protecting me from the hard ground, and he kisses me until I can’t think.

      He takes away all of the worry and fear and hurt and pain. He shows me how much he missed me with every sweep of his tongue.

      “I’m so mad at you,” I murmur.

      “I’m so sorry,” he replies before recapturing my mouth.

      This is different than his other kisses. This isn’t about him dominating me or turning me on. This is about him cherishing me. Adoring me. He’s pouring six months of longing into this kiss, and I can feel everything he’s trying to tell me.

      When he finally pulls away and looks down at me, I’m shocked to see that his eyes have a wet sheen in them. I reach up and run my fingertips along his scratchy jaw, relishing in the feel of him.

      “Damn, I missed you,” I confess.

      “I thought I lost you.”

      Emotion drips out of the corner of my eye, and his lips come down to kiss the tears away. “Me too,” I whisper.

      “I’m so sorry, Trix. I’m so damn sorry.” He punctuates every word with another kiss to my skin.

      He peppers his lips across my jaw and collarbone, up my neck, over my cheeks, and back to my lips. “I lied. I lied to you that day on the beach, and I’ve hated myself for it ever since. I love you so fucking much, Trix Valentine. I was lost without you, and I’m so damn sorry.”

      A relieved sob escapes me as I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him close. “I love you too.”

      He responds by lifting me in his arms bridal style and walking towards his house, up the sandy hill.

      He whistles, and the shadowy figure of the dog races after us up the hill and into the backyard.

      “Wait...that’s your dog?” I ask with confusion. “But you’re allergic.”

      He continues to carry me into the house and up the stairs. When we pass into his bedroom, I notice a dog bed in the corner near the fireplace.

      “I am,” he answers with a nod. “But don’t you recognize him?”

      I look back, and now that there’s light to see him, my jaw drops. Brindled hair. Short legs. Long body. Cute brown eyes.

      “That’s the dog from the shelter. My favorite little man. You adopted him?”

      Warren takes me into his bathroom and shuts the door, setting me down on my feet. “I did,” he says, reaching around me to turn on the shower.

      “Why?”

      He looks at me steadily, his eyes still running over me like he’s worried I’ll disappear. “Isn’t it obvious?” he says quietly.

      My heart overfills at the implication of his words. “What did you name him?”

      “I didn’t,” he answers. “I just call him dog.”

      A laugh bubbles out of me. “Of course you do.”

      I step backwards into the shower and under the stream of water, and my nipples instantly pebble from the cool water. He eyes me hungrily as he strips off his shirt and pants, tossing them onto the floor.

      “Holy shit,” I murmur appreciatively, earning me a little chuckle.

      My eyes rove over him. He was gorgeous before, but now that he’s fully healthy, he’s almost unreal. He’s also obviously been working out, because damn. Lots more muscles. Everywhere.

      “New gym membership?” I quip.

      He steps onto the water with me and adjusts the temperature. “I had a lot of frustrations I needed to dispel.”

      “Dispelling looks good on you.”

      Warren grins before backing me up against the wall and propping his arms on either side of me. “I missed you so fucking much.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “I was a complete and utter idiot for letting you walk away from me that night.”

      I nod. “Yeah, no argument here.”

      His lips quirk as he reaches down and starts caressing me with the water, his fingers trailing over me and sending chills down my spine. “I hired seven different private investigators to try to find you, and none of them could come up with jack shit.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. “You looked for me?”

      His lips find my neck before nibbling on my ear. “Trix, I would’ve looked for you for the rest of my goddamn life. But it seems you found me first.”

      “I did,” I reply with a nod, my eyes falling closed as he continues to touch me. “Now show me.”

      “Show you what?”

      “Show me that you love me. Please,” I beg.

      “It would be my pleasure,” he replies.

      He gently lifts my leg to wrap around his hip. I feel the hot length of him against me as he kisses me again, and his hand comes down between us to touch me where I want him most.

      “Yes…” I sigh. “I missed this. Missed you. So damn much,” I say, my voice cracking.

      Another tear falls from my eye, and Warren leans forward to kiss it away. “No more tears. It fucking kills me to see you cry. I’ll never make you cry again, Trix,” he promises, and I can see the truth burning in his brown eyes.

      “Make love to me, Warren.”

      He hikes my leg up higher over his hip, and then his hot, hard length is slipping inside of me.

      We both groan in tandem, and despite him telling me not to, more tears fall, but this time, it’s because of the overwhelming sense of rightness.

      He moves slowly, pulling out of me in torturously leisured strokes. Every time, it’s like he’s creating sparks of need deep inside, and that fire caves in around me.

      “More.”

      “You beg beautifully, darling,” he says into my ear.

      I arch into him, and then he reaches down and hikes up my other leg until I’m completely wrapped around him.

      And then he starts fucking me hard. Just the way I want.

      No longer is this just a tender embrace of reacquaintance. Now he’s driving into me with insatiable need, feeding my starved soul with his intensity that I’ve missed.

      He plunges into me hard and fast, and I drop my head back against the wall in ecstasy. “Oh, gods, yes,” I moan.

      But he doesn’t let me off that easily.

      He grabs my chin, pulling my face down again. “Eyes on me, darling,” he orders. “I want to look into your eyes when you come, understand?”

      I nod, and his fingers drop to play with my clit again, pushing me up that delicious peak of pleasure.

      “I’ve missed you so goddamn much. There’s no one else for me, Trix. Just you. Always you.”

      “I’m yours.”

      My words earn a growl of pure male possession. He starts battering my pussy, ramming into me like he wants to fuck me into oblivion.

      “Your pussy was made for me,” he says, speaking the dirty words directly into my ear. “Do you hear the noises you’re making? Your sweet cunt is hugging my cock, dripping wet for me.”

      “Yes…you feel so good inside of me, Warren.”

      He hums in approval. “Next time I get you wet, I’m going to lick you from your tits to your slit, and taste your delicious cream as you come on my tongue.”

      “Oh, fuck…”

      I start grinding against him, desperate now for release. He takes my signal and starts plunging into me so hard that my back hits the wall, but I don’t care.

      “Yes. Keep going.”

      “Mmm. Such a naughty good girl. You like me fucking you like this? You like feeling my cock driving deep into your pussy, making you clench all over?”

      “Yes, yes!”

      “Good, because you’re mine. And I’ll never walk away from you again.”

      His mouth comes down and sucks a nipple into his mouth, licking and teasing it, biting the edges.

      My whole body tenses. His length drives me forward, slamming into me over and over again. The sound of our wet skin slapping together makes it all so much more erotic as his fingers dance over my clit.

      Moans slip unbidden from my lips, and I can’t take it anymore.

      “Warren,” I cry.

      “I’ll take care of you, darling.”

      His mouth descends onto mine again, his tongue diving inside at the same savage pace that he’s fucking me with. It’s powerful, all-consuming, unyielding, intense...and entirely Warren.

      I come with a cry, the sound searing into Warren’s mouth as he captures every noise. The orgasm rips out of me like he stole it from deep inside my soul, and my whole body clenches around him.

      He comes with a hard thrust inside me, my name on his lips.

      Perfection.

      It takes a long time for our breathing to even out and our bodies to return to the ground, but even then, I don’t want to let go. I’m so scared that this will all end. That it will all be ripped away from me again.

      I think he senses my hesitation, because his eyes soften. “You’re mine. I’m never letting you go, understand?”

      I nod with a hard swallow.

      “Good. Let me take care of you.”

      He carefully helps my legs disentangle from his body, and then he slips out of me. I make a noise of protest at his departure, and he chuckles. “Don’t worry, darling. I’m not through with you tonight. I’m going to fuck you again and again and again. I’m going to make you come so many times you’ll lose count.”

      I shiver. “That sounds acceptable.”

      With a grin, he starts lathering up soap to wash my hair. I watch him quietly as he concentrates, his fingers digging into my scalp and stroking my strands. It’s almost as pleasurable as the orgasm he just gave me.

      When he’s done with my hair, he washes my entire body, and he’s so incredibly gentle and attentive that it makes my heart swell.

      When we’re done, he turns off the shower and wraps me in a towel, helping to dry me off. He pauses when he sees my back. “Damn. I liked it before, but this looks sexy too.”

      Frowning, I turn to look over my shoulder and see that, instead of the full red wings tattooed on my back, some of the feathers are now pure, angelic white. Luckily, they’re all flat, no plucking needed.

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      “I’ll get used to the hair too,” he murmurs, fingering a blonde strand.

      I step away with a shrug, dropping the towel as I strut into his bedroom. I can feel his eyes on my ass as I go.

      “I’m going to dye it back,” I say, before lying down on his bed with a smirk. “After all, pink’s always been my color. I’m a cupid at heart.”

      He’s on me in a second, his body draped above me. “You’re my heart, my darling Valentine.”

      I beam, my happiness shining out of me. “And you’re mine.”
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        Six months later

      

      

      

      “Would you stop fidgeting?”

      I look over at Trix and drop the finger from my collar that I’ve been pulling on for the past half hour.

      “There are fucking dicks everywhere,” I tell her, as if she didn’t already know.

      She turns her head to look, and I immediately reach up to cover her eyes. “Don’t look directly at them,” I snap. “You’ll make them excited. Besides, the only dick I want you looking at is mine.”

      She laughs and yanks my hand away, threading her fingers through mine as she settles against my chest. “It’s not so bad.”

      I give her a look. She just keeps grinning. She’s enjoying this way too much.

      “How do they not get sunburned?” I murmur as I watch the concert. If you can even call it a concert. I honestly don’t know that they’re making music with those instruments they’re holding. It’s just a lot of noise and body parts jiggling.

      “I wear coconut oil,” one dude behind me says, answering my question. He leans forward towards me so he can be heard over the cacophony of hand chimes and drums. “It has natural SPF.”

      “Ah.”

      I lean forward so his naked chest doesn’t brush against mine. Seriously, it’s weirding me the fuck out being around all this skin.

      Trix laughs, obviously able to read my thoughts based on my expression.

      “Why do you always drag me into shit like this?” I ask.

      She shrugs from her spot on my lap. “It’s fun. You’re easily riled, Mr. Knight.”

      I press my lips against her ear, tugging her closer against me. “We’ll see how easily riled you get after we leave here,” I say. She shivers a little, and I smirk, because I’m a cocky bastard.

      The nudist concert thing finally ends—thank fuck—and we all stand up from our spots on the grass and head over where there’s a bonfire set up and organic vegetables cooking over a fire. Vegetables. No meat in sight. Apart from the obvious.

      I keep Trix tucked against my side as she visits with the twins, Bea and Blue. I’m amused as hell to see Harvey cringing at all the swinging dicks as much as I am. Serves the asshole right. He and Trix tricked me into coming.

      Rainbow Judy Goldenshower—or whatever the fuck her name is—comes gliding up to me, the feathers in her hair flapping around like a damn bird. “Pick a card.”

      She holds a deck of tarot cards in front of me, and Trix cringes. “Oh, man. This is some major fate shit right here,” she murmurs.

      “No thanks, I’d rather not,” I tell Judy.

      Her eyes narrow into slits. “Pick a damn card, boy. I wasn’t asking.”

      Trix tugs on my arm. “Ah, fuck. Don’t pick wrong!”

      “How do I know if it’s wrong?” I ask, exasperated.

      She shrugs, totally unhelpful. “No idea.”

      “Thanks a lot,” I say dryly.

      “Pick!” Judy snaps.

      “Fuck! Fine!” I reach out and pluck a card, turning it over.

      Trix hovers over it, and Judy’s face regains her gooey kindness like the flip of a switch when she sees what I’ve picked. “Ah. The Lovers,” she says with a wizened nod, her tone whimsical. “In that case, you may marry my Trix.”

      I gape at her, but she’s already walking away.

      Trix elbows me playfully. “Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to go out and buy a ring now.”

      I grimace. “Actually…”

      I don’t know how that hippie knew, but here goes nothing.

      I drop down on one knee.

      And immediately regret it, because now I’m eye-level with a lot of naked genitalia.

      Trix’s gasp of surprise brings my attention back up to her face. “Warren…”

      I dig into my pocket for the velvet box I’ve been carrying around all day and open it in front of Trix. Her hand flies to her mouth.

      I look up at her. “You brightened my life. Made me whole. You’re exactly perfect. Marry me, Trix Valentine.”

      Her eyes are shining, but she bites on her lip. “Say please.”

      My lips quirk up. “Please.”

      “Yes!” she says, grabbing the ring and sliding it on her finger in one excited swoop.

      “I was supposed to do that,” I drawl.

      She shrugs, staring down at the heart-shaped diamond with stars in her eyes. “You were too slow.”

      I grin. She’s so damn gorgeous, I can’t wait. I stand back up, ignoring the hoops and hollers around us, and pick her up. Her legs automatically wrap around me, and I use it to my advantage and start walking away.

      I want her alone. All to myself. I want to worship her. To show her over and over again how much I love her.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Home. So I can fuck you until you can’t walk anymore.”

      She hums against my neck. “I want the vibrator.”

      I laugh. “You’re going to give me a complex.”

      She shrugs. “It has seventeen settings, Warren. That’s impressive.”

      I pinch her ass in reprimand. “Careful, darling. Or I’ll fuck you right now.”

      Her eyes glitter with mischief. “That doesn’t sound like a bad punishment, and we are at a nudist colony. I’m sure they wouldn’t frown on us showing a little skin.”

      “Hmm, yes, but the only person who gets to see you, is me.”

      “My future husband is a real possessive ass,” she jokes.

      I chuckle as I walk past the nudist gate and into the parking lot. “Yep, and you’re mine.”

      She nods, her hands tangling in my hair. “I’m yours,” she agrees, placing a kiss on my lips. “Now take me home, Warren, and show me.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you so much for reading, and I hope you enjoyed this story! If you take the time to leave a review, I’m sure some cupids will send some Lust your way as a little thanks.

      

        

      
        Need more cupid in your life? The completed Heart Hassle series is available on Amazon.

      

        

      
        More by Raven Kennedy

      

        

      
        For a shifter romcom, check out my Pack of Misfits series.

      

        

      
        For another romcom reverse harem, check out my co-write with Ivy Asher: April’s Fools

      

        

      
        For a paranormal reverse harem, check out my co-write with CoraLee June: Void

      

        

      
        For bully/dark romance, check out my Savannah Heirs series co-written with CoraLee June: Cruel: Savannah Heirs

      

        

      
        For a magical realism/dark romance, check out: The Girl Who Cries Colors

      

        

      
        Click here to follow my Amazon profile to get notified about new releases and pre-orders!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Raven Kennedy likes writing and reading and chocolate-bar-eating. Dark chocolate. Get out of here with that other stuff. She also likes taking long walks on the beach. Okay, not really. She lives in the desert. The only water around is the wavy stuff that comes with a mirage. But I’m sure if there were a beach nearby, she’d walk then. Probably. Maybe. She enjoys writing in all kinds of genres, and whether it’s fantasy or contemporary, romcom or dark romance, she hopes she can give you characters you can root for.

      

      

      

      Join Raven Kennedy’s Reader Group on Facebook for all the fun stuff. You can also follow her at the social media sits below.
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      Blurb

      
        
        You'd think that basically being in charge of love would be an epic job, right? Wrong. Sure, I can blow some Lust into people's faces and watch the show, but I can't actually participate. It gets old, trust me. Same goes for love. I can pass it out like sugar-free lollipops at a dentist's office, but I can't get any love for myself. It totally sucks.

      

        

      
        I used to consider myself a hopeless romantic, so why wouldn't I choose to become a cupid? Sounds like a good idea, right? Wrong again. They don't call us stupid cupids for nothing. I'm stuck in this never-ending afterlife where I'm invisible, lonely, and bitter as hell. And yeah, I'm probably responsible for some terrible matchmaking out there. Sorry, not sorry.

      

        

      
        All my bad cupid'ing might be why I was exiled from the human realm. You can only do so much before the cupid bosses get all huffy. Unfortunately, my bitterness carried over into the new realm, and then I attacked a fae prince with Love Arrows. Accidentally. Okay, not accidentally. But hey, he deserved it. What I didn't expect was for him to retaliate and hit my ass with some crazy magic mojo strong enough to push me into the physical realm. Whoa.

      

        

      
        That's right. This cupid just got a real body. And you know what that means...Now, it's my turn to get some. Love, I mean. Get your head out of the gutter. Wink, wink bitches.

      

        

      
        Ready to read? You can download Signs of Cupidity here. Free on Kindle Unlimited. Enjoy!
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