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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Lars rolls his eyes, stabs the pin in the wall, and glares down at Otto from his perch on top of the ladder. 
 
    “I have a better idea. How about the guy who is over six feet tall gets up on this contraption and hangs the pretty pink bows where he thinks they should go?” 
 
    Otto crosses his arms over his ample chest before giving a dramatic sigh. “Or, and hear me out, you could just do as I ask you and get it right the first time. Then you could come down here and I could kiss you to show you how proud I am. Besides, you know I don’t like being on top of things.” 
 
    “That is not what you said last night,” Lars retorts, fighting the urge to smile at Otto’s pout.  
 
    “Oh, fuck off, you two! That’s an image I did not need.” 
 
    Lars leans back so he can see around both his husband and the edge of the brick wall. Rorik Eskildsen grins back at him, hanging his scarf on the usual hook. Next to him, his boyfriend Boden shrugs off his parka, scolds Rorik for imagining the couple naked, and mouths an apology in Lars’ direction. 
 
    Balancing on one foot, Lars points at Rorik. “Don’t start! Your brother has been driving me insane all morning with these damned decorations. It’s Valentine’s Day –”  
 
    “Saint Valentines!” Otto looks as though he’s bitten into a particularly sour lemon. “And the day deserves as much attention as every other Special Day does.” 
 
    Rorik bumps his brother’s shoulder with his own. The two men, much the same height, look more like cousins than twins. Rorik has shoulder length, steel gray hair and matching scruff, a broad chest, and his thermal does nothing to hide the eight pack of abdominal muscles. Otto on the other hand has short chestnut curls that show only a few glints of silver, a barrel chest, and a large soft belly. 
 
    “Otto, you’re quite right. Of course you need to decorate. But your husband is too valuable to be up on that ladder. If he fell, who would make the best Irish Coffee in The Grove?” 
 
    “I’m telling Astrid you said that.” Boden holds his hand up for Lars to take as he steps down. “You’re already in trouble for not giving me my petits fours yesterday.” 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault. I only put them down for a minute, while I opened the door. I can’t help it if a certain bad-mannered hearth rug on paws thought they were his.”  
 
    “First of all, Button has beautiful manners and would never steal treats. Secondly, he wasn’t the one with chocolate all around his mouth. Thirdly, shame on you for blaming the puppy.”  
 
    Ignoring their bickering, Lars puts his arm around Otto’s waist, nudging him toward the bar. 
 
    “Baby, if I fall off that ladder,” he croons, “who will take care of you? Make you your favorite grilled cheese sandwiches and keep the batteries fresh in your favorite toy.” 
 
    Rorik makes a retching sound. ”Gods, someone get me a drink and some mind bleach.” 
 
    Kissing Otto’s cheek one last time before taking up his usual spot behind the bar, Lars pulls two glass mugs out from beneath the counter. Grins at Boden who is still muttering at Rorik, and wonders what Humans would do if they knew that Santa is regularly put in his place by a sweet little geek half his size?  
 
    “Virgin hot chocolate?” He knows the answer but likes to ask anyway. Good service is important, even with friends. Boden nods. 
 
    “There’d better be nothing virgin about mine,” Rorik growls. “I’ve been doing inventory reports all day. And for the love of the Gods can y –“ 
 
    The inn door crashes open, letting in a gust of chilly February air. In the doorway stands a slender figure, swamped in a full-length white trench coat, shaking and pointing out into the street. 
 
    Lars frowns. Why does Leif Amias look so terrified, and where the hell is his bow? At this time of the year, he’s never without it and the last thing anyone needs is the Senior Cupid’s bow being lost or stolen just before Valentine’s - Saint Valentine’s, his mind corrects in Otto’s voice - day. 
 
    “Help!” Leif rushes toward the bar, his ridiculous coat flapping behind him. “I didn’t see him. I swear I didn’t see him. I don’t know where he came from.” 
 
    “Where who came from?” Boden rubs Leif’s shoulder and murmurs reassurances.  
 
    Even Boden, not more than five feet nine, seems big next to Leif. More gamine than twink, everything about the Holder seems delicate. Skin so pale it looks translucent and fine, angular bones give him an air of fragility - as if he was made from the highest quality porcelain. Long silky strands have pulled free of his usual tidy braid, to settle over the shoulder of his trench coat like strands of spun silver. Cornflower blue eyes, currently blown wide with panic, are carefully made up and rimmed with black.  
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t recognize him. One minute he wasn’t there and then he was and I ran him over and now I think he’s dead! You have to help me!” 
 
    Shock ripples around the room on a whisper. Lars looks from Rorik to Boden to Otto and back again, desperation coming off him in waves.  
 
    Did Leif Amias, Holder of the Bow by birth and therefore of the place of Senior Cupid, just run someone over? And kill them? A week before Valentine’s Day? Lars flicks his eyes over at the decorations he’s just finished putting up, a sinking feeling in his stomach. 
 
    Rorik is already running for the door with Boden close behind. Lars follows, drinks forgotten, Leif and Otto in pursuit. 
 
    In the middle of the road, Leif’s powder blue mini idles.  As Lars watches, Rorik reaches through the still open door and turns the engine off. On the road in front of the car lies an unmoving form. Lars makes out a brown snow pants, a matching parker, and a shock of short black hair. A small pool of blood has formed on the cobbles.  
 
    Boden, looking almost as pale as Leif, gasps and drops to his knees. Presses his ear to the being’s chest, then sits back on his heels. 
 
    “He’s not dead Leif, just unconscious.” 
 
    Leif seems to lose all strength in his body and falls against Lars’ side.  
 
    Boden looks up at Rorik. “We do have a problem though.”  
 
    “Small one?” Rorik kneels next to him. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s Andy. He’s one of my employees.” 
 
    “Fuck! Are you sure?”  
 
    Boden’s glare could melt the light snow falling around them and certainly seems to chasten Rorik. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he mutters, holding his hands up. “That’s not good news though, Small One.” 
 
    “No kidding!” 
 
    Leif squeaks, coughs, and tries again. “Why is that not good news?” 
 
    Lars is pretty sure he knows but hopes he’s wrong. As far as he’s aware, Boden only has two employees and they’re both… nope, this is not good. Boden clears his throat. 
 
    “Andy’s Human.”    
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LEIF 
 
      
 
    Oh Gods! Did Boden just say Human? I ran over a Human? Rorik is going to kill me. Forget that I didn’t kill the guy after all, he’s Human! 
 
    Running over an Elf or a member the Fae would have been bad enough but no. No, I had to go and run over a Human. And one who is apparently employed by the Elf who, if rumors are to be believed, is going to marry Rorik Eskildsen. Rorik, the Red. Santa! 
 
    I am so dead.  
 
    Humans aren’t uncommon in The Grove. Most weeks tourists find their way here, buy knick-knacks, have a meal, take photos, and leave again, oblivious to where they are.  
 
    Usually though, they’re conscious when they do that.  
 
    Rorik is definitely going to kill me. Or worse! Strip me of Holder status. Why didn’t I just stay in bed today? 
 
    The Human - Andy, Boden said his name is Andy - groans and I can’t help feeling another jolt of relief. 
 
    If he’s making a noise like that maybe it’s not as bad as it looks. Maybe all that blood is just… because he’s Human. I try to avoid looking at the little puddle of red. Blood makes me feel sick and something tells me my chances of surviving Rorik’s wrath are higher if I don’t throw up all over the road. 
 
    They bleed more than Elves and Fae - I’m sure I read that somewhere. Boden places a hand on Andy’s shoulder to stop him moving. I think. Maybe. I shove my hands deep into the pockets of my favorite trench coat and bite my lip, wishing I knew what to do. I didn’t mean to run him over.  
 
    “Andy? Hey, Andy. It’s Boden. Can you talk to me buddy?”  
 
    Someone puts their arm around my shoulder and I lean into soft warmth. Otto smiles down at me. He’s nowhere near as scary as his brother. Maybe he’ll put a good word in for me. I like being a Holder. I'm good at it. It's the only thing I’m good at. Please don't let Rorik kill me! 
 
    Andy groans again and tries to sit up.  
 
    “Uh, no I don’t think you should be moving too much,” Boden says.  
 
    “Wha’?” Andy’s dark eyes are glazed. “Boss?” 
 
    Boden pats Andy’s legs. “Can you move these? No, don’t try to get up. Just wriggle them. Great.” He considers something for a moment while we watch. “Does your back hurt?” 
 
    “Don’ thin’ so.” His words are slurred, as if he’s been drinking Lars’ best gluhwein all afternoon. “Bi’ dith...dis...dizzy.”  
 
    “You were hit by a car and you’ve had a bit of a bump to the head.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry.” The words burst from me. Otto tightens his hold and murmurs something against my head. “I didn’t see you, I swear. I wasn’t even going very fast, but the cobbles were slippery from the snow, and I sort of skidded a bit and …” 
 
    Andy turns his confused gaze toward me.  
 
    “I didn’t see you,” I repeat and press into Otto’s side.  
 
    Boden signals Rorik to lean down. “Andy, I don’t think you’re too badly hurt but I don’t think you should walk either, so Rorik’s going to carry you inside, and we can look you over properly. Maybe call...uh Doctor Parsons.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    I’m not sure if Andy is asking who Rorik is or who Doctor Parsons is, but before anyone can clarify, Rorik has lifted him in his arms and is striding toward the Inn.  
 
    “Otto, take Leif inside and pour him a drink,” Lars says. “I’m going to park his car.”  
 
    Oh. I hadn’t even thought about my car. Obviously it can’t stay out here in the middle of the road. I shake my head; I can take care of it. Lars flaps his hand at us and turns away as Otto marches me toward the inn.  
 
    Rorik and Boden have installed Andy on one of the sofas near the fire. A small group has gathered to gawk. In the corner, Pascal Hare and his cronies watch but don’t approach. Pascal might be a bit free and easy but he has manners, I’ll give him that. He nods to me and I feel my cheeks burning with shame. 
 
    Everybody knows what I’ve done.  
 
    Agnes hurries out from the kitchen with ice cubes in a towel and Boden puts it to the matted mess at the back of Andy’s head.  
 
    “Ouch!” Andy tries to move away, pales and stills. “Oh, I don’t feel so good.”  
 
    Lars dives for one of the wastepaper bins and holds it out. After a couple of seconds though, Andy settles back against the cushions.  
 
    Knees shaking, I approach. Part of me is scared I’ll throw up and part of me is terrified Rorik will notice my presence and decide it’s time to deal with me.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to run you over.”  
 
    Andy studies me for a moment, then gives a small shrug. It must hurt because he catches his breath before speaking. “It’s okay, man. I know you didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    He smiles and my stomach does the weirdest flip-flop. I wonder for a moment if I’m going to be sick after all which would really not be cool. I mean, he might think I was being sick because of him and I wouldn’t be. Well, yes I would be but not the way he might think. If I… you know… threw up.  
 
    Someone clicks their fingers in front of my eyes. Rorik. I gulp and step back. 
 
    “You. Sit. Otto’s bringing you a glass of whiskey and I don’t want to hear any shit about it not being champagne. You’ve had a shock too.”  
 
    Wait. What? 
 
    “You’re not going to kill me? Or banish me? ” The words are out before I can stop them. Boden glances at Andy but he’s closed his eyes and doesn’t seem to be listening.  
 
    “Would you like me to?” Rorik’s eyes twinkle and his mouth twitches but when Boden elbows him in the side, he pats my shoulder. “Accidents happen, Leif. Nobody thinks you did it deliberately. You hadn’t been drinking had you? No. And it’s obvious you weren’t speeding, so sit down, have your drink, and catch your breath while we sort Andy out.”  
 
    Shaking with relief, I sink into the armchair opposite Andy’s sofa and accept the glass of whiskey.  
 
    Over the top of my glass, I watch Andy. The wound on his head doesn’t seem to be bleeding anymore but his hair’s a mess, matted and snarled. When he opens his eyes, he still looks dazed.  
 
    “Doctor Parsons will be here soon.” Lars spins a chair around and straddles it, arms over the back of it.  
 
    Parsons is a Healer who went to Human medical college. He lives in the West end of the Grove, not far from Rorik, and has Human patients as well as Grove patients. It’s not unlike Boden and his computer business, I suppose. And right now - I’m glad he does know Human medicine.  
 
    The group that had surrounded us dissipates - leaving us to wait for the Healer. Every now and then Boden nudges Andy and reminds him to stay awake. Each time, Andy looks at me, gives me the sweetest little half smile and shuts his eyes again.  
 
    Should I be doing something, I wonder. Finding a blanket? Getting him a drink? Stroking his hair? No! Where did that come from? Stroking his hair wouldn’t be helpful, no matter how soft it looks. Well… not the bits with the blood in it. They don’t look soft - they just look gross. Besides, he probably wouldn’t want me doing that. Given that I tried to kill him. But...if he wanted me to, I would stroke his hair - even with the blood.  
 
    Behind me the door opens and a deep booming voice fills the inn.  
 
    “Okay, which of you Gremlin suckers got drunk and tried to run over a tourist?” 
 
    I didn’t mean to and I wasn’t drunk! 
 
    Rorik goes to greet Doctor Parsons who is about the same height as Lars but is Otto’s build which means he looks something like a basketball with legs. He has a long dark beard, small round-framed spectacles, and a pipe tucked into the breast pocket of his waist coat.  
 
    “Archie, how are you?” Rorik claps him on the shoulder. “Leif feels quite bad enough without you teasing him.”  
 
    “And I wasn’t drunk,” I add.  
 
    Parsons stops in front of me, looks me up and down with narrowed eyes, and raises an eyebrow. “So, you’re saying you were sober when you chose those clothes?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I peer down at myself. White shirt, white woolen trousers, my white trench coat, white Oxfords, and a pale pink knitted scarf. There’s nothing wrong with my clothes. Is there? 
 
    “What’s right with them?” Parsons looks around until he spots Andy. “And I take it, this is your victim.” 
 
    “What? He’s not my victim. I didn’t mean to -” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you didn’t mean to. So I’ve heard. Hush now, Lover Boy, drink your whiskey and let me take a look at him.” He looks Andy over and offers his hand. “Archie Parsons. Resident medical specialist. You are?” 
 
    “Andy Kobayashi. And it really was just an accident.”  
 
    “Yes well, if I was you I wouldn’t be quick to let him off the hook - at least not until I’ve taken a look at you. Still you seem to know your name which is a good start.” 
 
    Unzipping Andy’s parka - without asking I might add - Parsons proceeds to unbutton the blue shirt beneath. Is that legal? Even by The Grove’s somewhat lenient standards it seems wrong. It’s such an intimate thing to do, unbutton someone’s clothing. He pushes the shirt back from a smooth chest, nipples stiffening at the rush of cool air. The shirt falls away revealing a line of hair so fine it looks painted on, running down from his navel. Forget my stomach doing a stupid somersault, a whole other part of me is interested which is just wrong! Giving myself a mental head slap, I look away - I ran the poor man over, I have no business checking out his body. Or being excited by it. No matter how appealing it is.    
 
    Temptation is too much though and I risk another glance. This time I notice the  large black bruise forming over Andy’s ribs. Guilt deflates my erection in record time. I watch Parson’s pass his hands over the area, frowning as he does so. Part of Fae Healing Magic is the ability to lessen pain and hasten healing. Please don’t let him need to apply much of it.  
 
    He tells Andy he can do up his shirt.  
 
    “It would appear that young Amias is as skilled at actually running people down as he is at driving - which is to say not at all. Bruising. You’re going to be tender for a while but no major damage. Let me see that head.”  
 
    Ugh. Parsons is such a Goblin snot. Healers tend to get a pass on a lot of stuff especially if they straddle two worlds, working within the realms of both Magic and Human. But Parsons is just rude and there's no need for it. Oh I've heard people defend the type of Fae he is, saying he's busy and stressed but I call bullshit on that. I'm Fae, I'm busy, and trust me come Valentine's Day, I'm pretty stressed. I'm still not rude. Boden works in both worlds and he isn’t rude. He’s anything but rude. He’s not Magic either but that’s not the point. Even Rorik isn't rude. Scary, yes. Rude, no. Elves do tend to have more of a - 
 
    “Leif!” Boden shakes me. 
 
    “Yes? What?” 
 
    “You're mumbling to yourself.”  
 
    I look around the group. Why is everyone staring at me? Both Lars and Otto are sniggering and there’s a suspicious smirk on Rorik’s face. Even Andy is looking at me over the Healer’s shoulder like a shell-shocked owl.  
 
    Only Parsons is ignoring me, muttering under his breath and dabbing at the back of Andy’s head with a cotton swab. Whatever is on the swab makes Andy wince and I can’t help it. I leap forward, reaching to halt his hand.  
 
    “Be careful! He’s hurt.”  
 
    I ignore whoever just snorted behind me - probably Rorik - in favor of glaring at Parsons. He peers at me over the top of his spectacles.  
 
    “I’m aware of that you ninny and perhaps if you were a little less concerned with my manners and more concerned with things like watching the road, he wouldn’t be.”  
 
    What? It’s not like I was thinking about his manners when I ran Andy over. Wait. Did I say that stuff about Parsons out loud? Oh Gods. Rorik killing me is starting to hold some appeal.  
 
    “Archie, knock it off.” Rorik’s tone is mild but firm. “How about you just concentrate on the patient and Leif, you back come over here and sit with Boden and me.”  
 
    I obey and sit next to Boden, aware of Rorik behind us, waiting for Parsons to do whatever needs to be done. I begrudgingly agree with Boden that yes, he is rude but he’s also the best Healer in The Grove. Andy flinches and as I’m about to say something to that butcher of a Healer, Boden digs his fingers into my leg. Gives a sharp shake of his head. Fine! I’ll be quiet but I still think he’s being too rough. 
 
    “You need a couple of stitches back here.” Parsons’ voice interrupts my inner ranting. “Now I could take you up to my clinic but frankly, it’s just as easy to do them here and I’ll be happier when we have that wound closed up.” 
 
    “Okay.” Andy tries to nod and stops himself. From the corner of my eye, I see Lars nudge the wastepaper basket forward again.  
 
    “Now, I’m going to give you a small local and an antibiotic just to be on the safe side. Is your tetanus up to date?” Parsons fills two syringes and puts them on the towel he’s laid out by his bag. I suppose if he can treat pain and broken ribs - I’m sure that’s what that frown had meant - he can keep things sterile too. My stomach clenches when he begins threading a needle; he’s going to stick that in Andy’s head. I shut my eyes only to open them again when I hear Parsons speak.  
 
    “How are you getting home? You definitely shouldn’t be driving, and I would prefer you not be alone for the next few days since there are definite signs of a concussion.”  
 
    Andy hisses as the first injection is administered. “Tetanus is up to date. My car is parked a little - ouch - further down the road; I had just parked it when the accident happened.” 
 
    “If it’s at the parking lot, it’ll be fine. I’ll make sure Gus on the gate knows,” Lars offers.  
 
    “Thanks but I - ouch!” Andy shifts a little in his seat, biting his lip as Parsons ties off the first stitch. “I live alone so…” 
 
    I don’t know what possesses me, except that he’s the only one to not have made fun of me. Hell, Andy hasn’t even yelled at me and let’s face it, he’s the one being who has a right to. Also, every time he looks in my direction, I forget how to breathe and my heart pounds so hard it feels like it might explode. I don’t quite know why but I do know I don’t exactly hate the sensation. The hard-on, I’m going to pretend didn’t happen. So inappropriate. 
 
    “He can stay with me.”  
 
    Boden raises an eyebrow. “Are you sure? It might be better if he stayed with Rorik and me, you know all things considered?” 
 
    Is he referring to the fact that I ran him over or that Andy is Human? Because frankly, I’m a little insulted. I’m not quite the loser Archie Parsons thinks I am. I mean I am a Holder so I’m not completely without common sense. 
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve done enough to the poor man already?” Parsons drops a cotton swab in the wastepaper bin.  
 
    I ignore him - hateful Fae - and turn my attention to Andy.  
 
    “It’s the least I can do after running you over.” 
 
    “Dude, you don’t have to do anything. I don’t want to be any trouble. I can get an Uber and come back for my car tomorrow. I’ll be fine and I can always call someone.”  
 
    I listen as Boden launches into a list of reasons that Andy can’t take an Uber home and why he will take up my offer. Of course, he’s probably got a whole bunch of people he can call on. And a partner - he’s bound to have one of those. Anyone who looks like him - even with blood in his hair and a bruise on his cheek - has a partner. Female? Male? One of each? I could run a check on the database through my phone to see if he’s been hit by an arrow but I won’t. That would be rude. At least right now it would be; I could maybe check later at home. Just as a way of checking the system is working.  
 
    I’m not sure even I buy that as an excuse. 
 
    The Healer frowns. “I agree with Boden. Even being with Snowflake here would be safer than being alone until your head has healed.”  
 
    Gods I hate him - but I do want to keep Andy. Safe I mean. Keep him safe. Until he’s better.  
 
    I try again. “It would be no bother and I would like to try and make it up to you. I have a spare room and the freezer is full and I have a huge television and Netflix.”  
 
    “No alcohol or loud noises!” Parsons starts packing up his things. “No partying.” 
 
    Partying? Do I look like Pascal? 
 
    “I understand. I have a guest room you can use and you won’t be bothered. You can sleep all day if you want to.” Parsons interrupts - again - to tell me Andy will need to be woken every couple of hours because of the concussion. I nod and continue. “Whatever you need or want, we can do that. You’d be quite safe, I can assure you. I mean I -”  
 
    Andy holds his hand up, grinning at me. My stomach does that crazy twirl thing again. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Leif, is it? Leif, buddy, you really need to breathe.” He turns to Boden. “You think I can risk it, Boss?” 
 
    What? What does he mean? Do I look like I can’t be trusted? Does he really think I would hurt him? 
 
    “Leif, he’s kidding.” Boden pats my knee before answering Andy. “Yeah, you’re safe.” He flicks a sly smile in my direction. “Something tells me he’s going to take good care of you.”  
 
    “Small One,” Rorik leans down and squeezes Boden’s shoulders, “are you meddling in things that should be left alone?”  
 
    While Boden assures him he’s not, I’m left wondering what’s happening.  
 
    Meddling? Why would he be meddling?  
 
    What things that should be left alone?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANDY 
 
    It’s been a weird day. A really weird day. And I know weird. I was raised by an artist and a scientist. It is not uncommon, even now, for my mother to be hit by inspiration mid mouthful and transform the dinner table into an easel. You should have been there the night she decided to create a manga with soy sauce, rice, and vegetables. On the tabletop.  
 
    My father studies obscure tree frogs, and I learned at an early age to check the shower, the toilet cistern, and the sinks for amphibians before doing anything else. I promise you, you have not known surprise until you have gone to pee in the middle of the night and found yourself face to face with an Amazon Milk Frog. Thankfully it was in a tank - milk frogs secrete a poison when they feel threatened and I’m pretty sure it was as surprised to see me as I was to see it. What it was doing in a tank on our toilet in Kyoto instead of in South America, I still don’t know but that’s neither here nor there. The point is - I know weird. And today… Milk Frog on the Toilet level.  
 
    After spending most of the day working from home, I decided to check out an inn I’ve overheard my boss talking about. The Laughing Troll. I couldn’t find a website but it did turn up on Yelp - doesn’t everything? - so I figured why not? I was pretty sure that ‘The Grove’ Boden talks about as his village, and ‘Edelweiss Grove’ where the Inn was listed were one and the same, so it had to be the right place.  
 
    I had hesitated only a brief moment. Should I just show up in Boden’s territory? He’s a pretty private guy, especially since he moved in with his new guy. It’s the thought of getting a glimpse of that new guy that decided me and before I could think too much about how creepy that might be and change my mind, I was pulling on my parka and pants and setting the GPS.  
 
    I like Boden. He’s a good guy. Pays well, flexible hours, doesn’t micromanage, and most importantly doesn’t judge. That’s a big deal when you’re a gay, Japanese, IT geek living in Switzerland. Or when you have a somewhat unhealthy obsession with raclette. Come on - what’s not to love about melted cheese, right?  
 
    The thing is, Boden doesn’t really share much. I respect that, I swear. But ever since he fell for this mystery man, he’s totally changed, and I just wanted to see if maybe… I might run into them and find out for myself who has Boden so juiced up.  
 
    Finding The Grove turned out to be easy enough; it isn’t that far from where I live. In fact, I don’t know why I’ve never noticed the turn off before. The inn wasn’t difficult to find either. I parked my car, pulled up the hood of my jacket, and stepped out into the icy February air.  
 
    One step. That was all I took. One step, then a blur of blue, a thud of pain, and then everything went black.  
 
    That was a couple of hours ago. Now, I have three stitches in the back of my head, bruised ribs, and am waiting for possibly the hottest man I’ve ever met to unlock his apartment door. If my head didn’t feel like someone was playing Taiko drums in it, I might nudge this in a whole different direction. As it is, I feel like I was run over...oh wait! I was. By the hot guy. 
 
    The door swings open and Leif steps aside to let me in. I don’t know if it’s my headache making the room seem so bright, but I have to shut my eyes against the glare of white that assails me. Lifting one lid, I peer around. Nope, not my headache. The entire place is white, like an extension of the Alps visible through the picture window that makes up one wall. 
 
    The only color comes from three long, rose gold arrows on the wall and two pale pink, heart-shaped cushions on the sofa.  
 
    “Dude!” I gesture at the room. “Have you never heard of color?” 
 
    Damn it! That was rude and uncalled for. The guy doesn’t have to help me at all, let alone bring me home for the night. It’s just that my head hurts and right now, anything other than bright white would be really good. 
 
    Thankfully, Leif ignores my rudeness and gestures to a small alcove by the door. “You can hang your parka and snow pants in there.” He tugs at a strand of long silver hair, bites his lip. “I’m just going to… uh… I’ll… um… be right back.”  
 
    The stammered outburst is the most he’s said since we left the inn and ends on a squeak. I fight back a smile, not wanting him to think I’m laughing at him, and watch him disappear into the depths of the apartment, leaving me to wriggle out of my snow gear.  
 
    By the time I’ve got the damned suit off and hung on the hook in the alcove, I’m exhausted, and the drummer in my head has upped the tempo. Fighting a wave of nausea - that would be one way to add color - I sink onto the sofa, drop my head back against a cushion, and shut my eyes again. Oh, that is so much better.  
 
    “Are you okay? Do you need me to call Parsons?”  
 
    The concern in Leif’s voice is the only thing that stops me from begging him to not speak.  
 
    “No, I’m okay.” Leif is just visible through my lashes and if I keep my lids lowered I don’t feel quite so sick. “I just need you to make your room a little quieter.”  
 
    “Huh? I haven’t even turned the radio on.”  
 
    “Nothing. Ignore me, I’m being a dick. Sorry.”  
 
    Deciding he’s probably punishing himself quite enough without me adding to it, I sit up and open my eyes. Nobody should look that good. Especially dressed all in white. Hell, I’ve seen brides who don’t look as good as Leif.  
 
    The overlong trench coat is gone, as is the pale pink scarf. He’s fixed his hair and it hangs over one shoulder in a long, neat silver braid, bound with a hank of pink cord. His white shirt is tucked into white jeans - both pieces of clothing cling to him in all the best places. Sighing, I catalog the image for later consideration when my head doesn’t hurt so much. 
 
    My gaze drops to Leif’s feet and this time I can’t help smiling. They’re bare apart from a pair of flat, slip-on mules that seem to be little more than strips of white fluff across his toes. On anybody else they’d look ridiculous - on Leif, for some reason, they work.  
 
    Looking up, my heart drops. Leif’s cheeks are scarlet. He tugs on the end of his braid, looking embarrassed. 
 
    “They’re comfortable,” he mumbles. 
 
    “They look comfortable. Like clouds.”  
 
    For a moment he studies me through narrowed eyes, and even in my current state, I know he’s trying to decide if I’m making fun of him. Seeming to decide I’m not, he turns away and disappears around the corner of the wall. 
 
    “Are you hungry? I can fix you something to eat.”  
 
     I follow his voice out of the room and stop in my tracks, mouth hanging open. My kitchen is a tiny alcove off to the side of the living room. It’s painted bright yellow and I have a pot with some mint on the sill. Leif’s kitchen is bigger than my apartment. I’ve never seen a kitchen so big.  
 
    Unlike the living room, the white in here is broken by a splash of vivid color. In the middle of the marble countertop is a large orchid, each of the three flower spikes covered in bright pink blooms. Against the white backdrop, the splash of color is startling.  
 
    “Wow.” Then because apparently my brain has been completely scrambled, I repeat myself. “Wow.”  
 
    “Hmmm?” The sound is muffled; the only part of Leif visible right now is his ass. I enjoy the view while he rummages in a refrigerator that looks bigger than my bed. I wonder what the deal is with the white. Statement? Status? Not that it matters. Like the mules, it somehow suits him. I still can’t help but wonder how he’d look in red to give his skin some warmth or blue to bring out his eyes. Maybe even black with that extraordinary silver hair. He’s so beautiful, he could wear any color and something about the white just seems… sad. 
 
    He backs out of the fridge balancing a variety of dishes and jars in his arms. Salmon, what looks like a pink and white cheesecake, a container of tiny cupcakes, a jar of olives. Two slabs of cheese. A bottle of champagne.  
 
    “You have a party or something?” I ask.  
 
    “What?” Leif looks confused. His face is wonderfully expressive; Mom would love painting him. She’d probably do it in ketchup or with crushed blueberries or something… but she’d love it. I shake my head to show it’s not important. 
 
    “Parsons said you can’t have alcohol, sorry. Would you like water? Or I have herbal tea. I do have coffee but I don’t know if that’s a good idea at this time of day.”  
 
    He’s so cute. He doesn’t even seem to be aware of the little stream of consciousness spilling from him as he bustles around the kitchen finding plates, glasses, and cutlery. A loaf of bread. “Oh, there might be some apple juice in the store cupboard, let me check.”  
 
    Chuckling, I catch his arm as he walks past. A shiver runs through me, so intense I barely notice the small spike of pain in my head. Leif frowns.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” What was that? I’m reluctant to let go of him but it would be weird to keep touching him. Right? “Just don’t fuss, okay? A glass of water would be awesome.”  
 
    Worry clouds Leif’s blue eyes and he pulls on the end of his braid. Am I the reason he seems so nervous? Or is he always like this? Or did he feel that zap of sensation too? 
 
    Definitely a Milk Frog on the Toilet day.  
 
    I point to the spread of food in front of me. “This looks great.”  
 
    He hesitates a moment, then pulls a stool around to the end of the counter. When we’re both seated, he picks up a fork and begins piling food on a plate.   
 
    “Smoked salmon. I have capers if you want them.” He points his fork at the cheeses. “Appenzeller. Vacherin.” Opens the Tupperware. “Vanilla rose cupcakes. Cardamom tart with raspberry dust.”  
 
    When he looks back at me, a shy smile warms his eyes and softens his sharp features. Oh. Oh wow – he just went from beautiful to stunning and it’s no longer just the bang on the head making me feel dizzy. 
 
    It all looks delicious – Leif included. I take a deep breath. “This looks amazing. Thank you.”  
 
    Leif looks doubtful as he spears a slice of salmon with a fork. “Parsons said you might have some nausea. Just let me know if you need to throw up.” 
 
    Reassuring him that I will, I accept the plate he’s put together while talking and we eat in silence for a moment. The salmon proves a little oily for my already stressed system, but the cheese and bread are divine. As I help myself to a second slice of Vacherin, I nod toward the orchid. 
 
    “Did you know that dart frogs like to hide in orchids?” Well, they prefer Bromeliads, but they’ll use an orchid if it’s there.” 
 
    Leif’s eyes widen to comic proportions as if he thinks there might actually be a frog in his plant. Which, it occurs to me, is probably exactly what he’s thinking.  
 
    “In the wild I mean. Not many dart frogs hanging out in kitchens in Edelweiss Grove, dude.”  
 
    He sags a little against the counter in obvious relief. “Oh, of course. Right.” With a swift, precise movement, he opens the champagne, pours a glass and drains it in a single mouthful. Refills it. “How do you know that?” 
 
    I grin. “My dad’s a herpetologist.”  
 
    “Don’t they study snakes?” 
 
    “Reptiles and amphibians. Dad specializes in weird frogs.”  
 
    Leif stills, champagne flute almost to his mouth, and cocks an eyebrow. “Weird frogs?” 
 
    “Well, uncommon is probably more accurate in scientific terms but weird works. Growing up, the house was full of tanks of frogs he was studying, and he has two permanent vivariums, one of which has dart frogs and orchids.” I take the water glass he pushes in my direction and sip. The icy liquid tastes clean and pure and I realize how thirsty I am.  
 
    “That’s kind of cool, I guess. What about your mother? What does she do?” 
 
    Nodding to him to refill the glass, I have another piece of bread before answering. “Mom’s an artist.” 
 
    A strange expression comes over his face. “Your mother isn’t Setsuko Kobayashi by any chance, is she? I mean you said your last name is Kobayashi and that she’s an artist and Setsuko Kobayashi is the only Japanese artist I know and I know shouldn’t just assume that because you have the same last name, that she’s your mother because Kobayashi might be like Smith or –“ 
 
    Unable to hold my laughter back, I place my hand over his. “Dude! Breathe! It’s okay.” The jolt this time, while less intense, is still noticeable but I don’t move. “And just so you know, yes Setsuko Kobayashi is my mother and I’m impressed as all hell that you know her.”  
 
    To my delight, the smile is back. Oh, I could get used to that.  
 
    “I have one of her pieces.” 
 
    “You have one of my mom’s prints? Where?” 
 
    Leif shakes his head, excitement glimmering in his eyes. “Not a print. One of her canvasses. I bought it about three years ago in Paris. It’s in the study.” 
 
    “An original? Really? Are you sure? Can I see it?” It’s not that I don’t believe him but I’ve never met anyone who owns one of Mom’s originals before; they’re kind of… pricey. Sure, I’ve been to fundraisers with her and met gallery owners and museum directors but that’s not the same as meeting someone my age who has bought one of her canvasses. He must mean he has a print – you can get them at most galleries and there are even a couple that have been made into posters. Although looking around me as I trail behind him toward the study, Leif doesn’t really seem like the poster type.  
 
    The hallway is surprisingly long; Leif announces each room as we pass.  
 
    “My room.” The door is ajar and I get a glimpse of a white bedcover with a pink throw over the end. Opposite is ‘your room’, which I take to mean the guest room. The next door is a bathroom. “You have an entrance from your room and I have my own bathroom, so you don’t have to worry about privacy.” He nods at the door at the end of the hall. “That’s my office. And this,” he opens a door on the same side as his bedroom, “is the study.”  
 
    “Holy fuck!” The words are out before I even know I’m about to say them. Leif steps aside to let me in but all I can do is stare.  
 
    Two overstuffed armchairs sit either side of the fireplace; above it a large flat screen plays a generic Google slide show. The window on the far wall is flanked by built-in bookshelves – the kind you need a ladder for. Which they have.  
 
    Most of the third wall is covered by a canvas I remember my Mom working on. It had been in our courtyard for most of the summer that year – along with buckets of handmade dyes, tubs of clay, containers of gold leaf, huge bundles of fine wire mesh, brushes, rollers, and ladders. The resulting tableau had needed a truck to remove it and it had been part of an international exhibit that went around the world for a year or two.  
 
    It’s a pink butterfly, the wings of which are decorated with cherry blossoms and smaller butterflies in varying shades of pink, gold, and white – which I guess explains why it appeals to Leif. The wings are three dimensional, lifting away from the canvas, constructed from mesh and pink silk. After she had finished it my mother refused to work in or wear pink for a year and for six months wouldn’t work on anything bigger than a foot across.  
 
    About three months after I arrived in Bern to work for Boden and before I moved to Luzein, she called me all excited to say that it had sold privately. She’d been able to pay the mortgage off with the proceeds. My parents aren’t exactly poor, but that butterfly was worth a sizeable chunk of cash. 
 
    It’s been hanging on Leif’s wall, about an hour’s drive from me all this time. Awestruck, I turn to him and without thinking blurt the first thing that comes to mind.  
 
    “You bought the fucking butterfly!” 
 
    Leif’s voice, when he speaks, is so low I nearly miss his words. “I like butterflies.”  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?”  
 
    The excitement disappears from his eyes and I am once more facing the nervous, guarded man who drove me here. No, no, no! I hadn’t mean that the way it must have sounded.  
 
    “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. It’s just – this is so cool! I was there when my mom did this, and she called me when it sold. It paid my parents’ mortgage and you… bought it. That’s pretty fucking amazing. You must own the company, dude.” 
 
    Leif bows his head. His shoulders droop and at the same time it feels as if all the happiness has left the room. Even the temperature seems to have dropped. I scramble to find a way to get his smile back.  
 
    “Hey, look, I really am sorry. I swear I’m not usually an asshole but my head’s all messed up and sore and I’ve never actually met someone who owned one of my mother’s pieces before.” On a hunch, I tilt his head up with the tip of my finger so I can see his eyes. One of those zings of electricity runs up my arm and I fight the urge to sweep my thumb over his lip. “Could I take a photo and send it to her? She’d be thrilled.”  
 
    Eyes wary, he glances at the tableau and back to me. “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea. She’ll probably get on a plane and want to come see it.” 
 
    Color rises in his cheeks and I see a hint of a smile. “That wouldn’t be so bad.” 
 
    “Ha! You say that now.” I pull my phone from my pocket. “Go stand by it, so she can see you as well.”  
 
    “No!” He backs away. “Take a photo for your mom but I don’t want to be in it.”  
 
    Damn it! He’s withdrawing again. 
 
    “Alright. No pictures. I got it. Just breathe.” I snap two quick pictures and text them to Mom, then go to the doorway where if I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was hiding, twisting the end of his braid between his fingers. Feeling even more guilty, I soften my tone. “Do you know what would be really good, Leif?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No. What?” 
 
    “One of those cupcakes and some tea.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. We can do that. I have jasmine tea and Earl Gr-“ 
 
    “Jasmine sounds perfect,” I interrupt before my high-strung little cutie can go off on a tangent about teas. “And I think you should have another glass of champagne.”  
 
    The hesitant smile resurfaces – but only just. “Really?” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Before I have even finished my tea, my energy begins to fade. It’s barely seven-thirty, but my eyes are heavy and the pounding in my head has started up again. My ribs ache – though not as much as I was expecting them to – and all I can think of is sleep.  
 
    Smothering a yawn with the back of my hand, I push my cup away. Immediately, Leif is on his feet. “What’s wrong? Do you feel sick? Is it your head?” 
 
    I hold up a hand. “No, I’m just really tired. I think I need a shower and a good night’s sleep.”  
 
    “Oh. Oh, of course. I’m sorry, I should have thought.” He tugs at the braid again, already leading the way through the living room. “I’ll show you the bathroom and where you’ll be sleeping.”  
 
    I think if you installed a bar fridge and a hot plate, you could live in Leif’s guest room. A king bed, a small sofa, and a writing desk are carefully arranged to face the window, giving yet another view of the Alps. On the wall over the bed is a small canvas featuring pale pink roses in a jar. On the opposite wall is a small flat screen.  
 
    Leif opens the door to the bathroom and waits for me. The large tub in the corner is tempting but I don’t dare consider it. The way I feel right now, I’m likely to pass out, and I doubt Leif’s blood pressure could handle me drowning in his guest bath! 
 
    “The towels are clean and there’s plenty of hot water.” He turns away, then stops. “I… I don’t think you should lock the door. Because of, you know… your head. In case you get dizzy or something.” 
 
    Biting back a smile, I assure him I won’t. Just as I’m about to shut it however, he pushes it open again.  
 
    “If you do feel dizzy, just call me. Or if you need anything else. At all. I’ll just be in the kitchen. I can hear you from there.”  
 
    “Got it. If I need anything, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time I get out of the shower, I’m fighting to stay upright. All I want right now is to get into bed and sleep. For a week. 
 
    I wind a towel around my hips, gather up my clothes from the floor, and push open the door to the bedroom.  
 
    Leif is at the bed, folding down the covers. A light blush creeps up his cheeks when he sees me, but I notice his gaze lingers on my bare skin, before drifting to the mottled bruising on my ribs and finally away. 
 
    He clears his throat. “Boden called while you were in the shower. They’ll drop by in the morning with your things.” I’d completely forgotten giving Boden and his man – Rorik? – my keys so they could take my car home and bring back some clothes. Leif is still speaking. “These should do for tonight though.” He gestures to a neat pile of clothes on the armchair and holds out his hands for mine. 
 
    “I’ll get them washed and dried for you.”  
 
    Our fingers touch when I hand them to him, and this time, I feel the spark a lot further down my body. Judging by the look on Leif’s face, he felt it too. Thank God for his obscenely thick towels. 
 
    “I’ll let you get some sleep,” he says. “Parsons said to wake you every few hours though, so I’ll set an alarm.”  
 
    “No, you don’t have to do that. Honestly, I’m fine. Just exhausted. You don’t need to go to any more trouble than you already have.” 
 
    A flash of something passes over Leif’s sharp features – more than just the guilt at hitting me with his car - but I’m too tired to think, let alone decipher expressions. 
 
    “It’s really no trouble. The Hea… I mean Doctor Parsons will call in tomorrow to check you over.” His voice trails off and we stand in awkward silence for a moment. “Anyway, you should go to bed. If you need anything – “ 
 
    “Just ask,” I finish for him with a tired smile. “I know. Thank you. For everything.”                
 
    Leif nods and leaves, pulling the door behind him.  
 
    For a moment I stare at the empty space, then give myself a shake and put on the clothes he’s left. The pants are fine, since we’re much the same height, but the t-shirt is a little snug. I’m not exactly big, but I am broader than Leif.  
 
    I climb into bed, letting myself sink into the pillows. Through the window, the evening descends over the mountains, painting the sky purple and blue.  
 
    As sleep takes me, it occurs to me that it’s almost as beautiful as Leif.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LEIF 
 
    A light tap on the office door tells me Andy is awake. I tidy away the files I’ve been working on and switch off the desk lamp. Sure enough, when I open the door, Andy is leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    Staring is rude, but I can’t help it. The t-shirt I left for him last night is tight enough across his chest that his nipples are visible through the fabric. I wonder what it would be like to run my finger over them.  
 
    Oh Gods, what am I doing? He has stitches and bruises and scrapes – that I caused – and I’m standing here fantasizing about his nipples? What is wrong with me? Where are my manners?  
 
    I drag my gaze away from his chest and up to his face. 
 
     “Morning.” A light smirk suggests Andy knows exactly what I’d been doing. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”  
 
    “Huh?” Andy points at the office door behind me. Oh. That. Right. “No, not interrupting. How are you feeling? Did you sleep okay? How’s your head?” 
 
    He laughs; the sound wraps around me like a warm blanket. “I feel a lot better. Still tired though – someone kept waking me up during the night.”  
 
    “Parsons said I had to,” I start to protest then realize he’s teasing. “Would you like coffee?” 
 
    “I would love coffee.” 
 
    As we pass through the living room, I point to a bag on the sofa.  
 
    “Boden dropped by with your clothes and laptop. He said to give him a call when you feel up to it. Your stuff from yesterday is on the top.” 
 
    Andy’s face lights up. He grabs the bag and brings it to the kitchen with him, already digging within. I pour us both coffee.  
 
    “Toast? Or I have fresh fruit and cereal.” 
 
    “Toast is good.” He yanks a bright orange hoody from the bag with a small cry of triumph. 
 
    Busying myself with the toast, I’m a little disappointed when he pulls the garment over his head, obscuring my view of his chest. Not that I was looking. Much. Oh Gods, did I make him uncomfortable before in the hallway? I didn’t mean to. It’s just that I’m not used to having people in my home.  
 
    Okay, that’s not strictly true. I have people over. My parents. My sister. Some of the Cupids. Boden was here this morning. They count, right?  
 
    It’s just I don’t find them… distracting. They don’t make my heart race or my stomach do that silly somersault thing. When they touch me, it doesn’t feel like a live current is running under my skin. And most importantly – none of them have chests like… well, like Andy’s.  
 
    “Leif?” Andy’s mild tone cuts through the chaos in my head. 
 
    “Mmmm?” 
 
    “Do you always talk to yourself?” 
 
    I freeze. Did I just say all of that out loud? I don’t think I did.  
 
    “What are you discussing with yourself that’s such a secret?” He sounds amused, but I don’t feel like he’s laughing at me, and at least he doesn’t know what was going through my mind.  
 
    I manage to not embarrass myself any further during breakfast but find it hard to concentrate with Andy so near. When he leaves to take a shower and get ready to see Parsons, I’m able to relax. As long as I don’t think about the fact that he’s in the shower. Is this how it feels for Humans when they’re hit by Arrow Magic? 
 
    Not that I have been – there are rules around using arrows, and the first one is that a cupid may never use one on or for themselves. That goes double for the Holder. It would be like cheating. Arrow Magic enhances whatever attraction is present – and not just feelings of love. Love, lust, jealousy, anger, possessiveness – all will be increased by arrow magic. The relative proportions won’t change, but overall everything will be increased, and for Holders, whose emotions and abilities are already enhanced, adding Arrow Magic could be fatal.  
 
    Part of me – and not just the part below my belt, though that part definitely wants a vote - thinks Andy might be worth the risk. Of course, that would require me to break a whole lot of rules, and that is even less likely to happen than me hooking up with Andy.   
 
    Despite what Humans think, Cupids are Fae – not Angels or Cherubs or whatever they like to depict us as. The part Humans do get right is that there is more than one of us. The Holder of the Bow – that would be me - and the Junior Cupids. Holders are referred to as the Senior Cupid, since ultimately, they are responsible for every arrow shot – and because there is a special clause, under special circumstances, for a Holder of the Bow to be appointed rather than born. It’s usually used when the Holder can’t produce an Heir – and it happens more often than you realize, though not recently.  
 
    There is one thing that sets the Holder of the Bow aside from not just other Fae, but other Holders as well.  
 
    We mate for life.  
 
    Like all Fae, we aren’t concerned with gender or sexual orientation – love is love isn’t just a catchphrase for us; it’s part of our DNA. We are allowed to have what Humans call hookups, but when it comes to love – it’s a one-time-only deal.  
 
    The fact that I’m interested in male Fae isn’t an issue. An heir through adoption or surrogacy is both legitimate and acceptable under the rules.  The fact that I have not found a Life Mate, however, is a problem – because if I don’t find one, I will eventually have to choose a Junior Cupid to take over as Holder. Something that hasn’t happened in three generations. 
 
        As I keep telling my parents, I would love to find my Life Mate. My mother thinks I’m being too picky, my father thinks I’m not being picky enough. They’re both wrong since I’ve never had the opportunity to be picky at all.  
 
    I am Leif Amias, thirty-eight-year-old Holder of the Bow, and nobody has ever asked me out on a date. I have never been kissed. I have never been… you know… that.  
 
    From down the hallway comes the sound of Andy moving around in the guest room. Muttering under my breath to get it together, I start tidying the kitchen. The last thing I need is for Andy to return and think I’ve been standing here thinking about him in the shower.  
 
    *** 
 
    We spend the day at home. Parsons comes and goes, giving my care of Andy reluctant approval while muttering something about there being no risk of infection since “no self-respecting germ would come near this place.”   
 
    Once he’s gone, I convince Andy to settle on the sofa and we spend the day watching Netflix together. Or at least I do. I watch more movies in one afternoon than I’ve watched in the past six months while Andy drifts in and out of sleep, waking only to use the bathroom, accept a bowl of pasta, and on one occasion to look befuddled as he asks where Pikachu is. I don’t know what a Pikachu is, but I do like that startled owl look he gets. Not that I’ve seen many startled owls, but if I did, I’m sure they’d look like that. Him. Andy.  
 
    What is it about being near him that makes me lose the ability to think straight. Well, not straight because I’m not but…  
 
    Gods, what is wrong with me?  
 
    I’m still trying to figure out the answer when Andy stirs and sits up. He blinks, looks around, then lies back down – with his head on my thigh – and goes back to sleep. 
 
    I freeze. What do I do now? Unable to move, I crane my neck a little so I can see his face; he’s sound asleep again. The weight of his head on my leg fills me with warmth. Not that sharp zap I get when our fingers touch, but a slow, gentle warmth that spreads through me like hot chocolate on a snowy day.  
 
    Holding my breath, I run my finger over his hair. When he doesn’t react, I do it again, loving the feel of the soft strands against my fingertip. The stitches at the back of his head stick out like hedgehog spikes. On one hand I feel terrible for having hurt him; on the other, if I hadn’t run him over, he wouldn’t be here with his head on my lap.  
 
    I know this can’t become anything. Apart from the fact that he’s gorgeous and probably has more lovers than I can even begin to imagine, he’s Human and I’m Fae. It’s not exactly forbidden, but it’s not encouraged either – and let’s not forget that I’m a Holder. It’s not like for Boden and Rorik. Boden might not be Magic, but he’s still an Elf. Besides, it’s not like anyone is going to question Rorik the Red’s choices.  
 
    Not wanting to disturb him or lose the warm feeling coursing through me, I tug the blanket over his shoulder and reach for the remote. 
 
    I guess I can watch one more movie.  
 
    *** 
 
    Sleeping on the sofa is not a good idea. Sleeping on it two nights in a row is an even worse idea, but Andy seems a lot better after two days of rest. I am behind on preparations for Special Day – I can’t bring myself to call it Valentine’s Day - and I’ve watched so much Netflix I’m worried about my ability to have a coherent conversation with someone. What’s more, it’s going to take more than a hot shower and coffee to loosen the muscles in my neck this morning. If it didn’t mean telling him how it happened, I would ask Parsons to apply some discreet magic to it before he leaves. As it is, he keeps giving me weird looks and I have no intention of giving him any more reason to look at me like that.  
 
    “Ribs seem to be healing nicely, though you’ll still be sore for a while. Head wound is clean. Any trouble with memory? Dizziness?” Parsons waits, arms folded for Andy to answer. 
 
    “Not really. Just tired and a bit achy, but not as much today as I was yesterday. Man, I could not stay awake yesterday.” Andy buttons his shirt up.  
 
    “Hmmm. Normal, but just keep an eye on it.” Parsons turns to me. “If you can’t wake him easily, call me. Immediately. Understood?” 
 
    What else does he think I’d do? I tell him I understand and sip my coffee.  
 
    “Would I be able to go out today? Like go somewhere in a car?” 
 
    “Drive? Absolutely not.” Parsons stops packing his bag and glares at Andy over his glasses.  
 
    “What if someone else drove me?” 
 
    Pascal screws up his face as if he’s bitten into something rotten. “You don’t mean him, do you?” He jerks a thumb in my direction. “Haven’t you had enough proof that he shouldn’t be allowed behind the wheel of a car?” 
 
    Shame and guilt heat my face at his words. I spin on my heel and return to the kitchen. Slam my cup down in the sink. Andy says nothing in the other room, and eventually Parsons concedes that it should be fine on the condition he not overdo things.  
 
    He leaves without saying goodbye. Fine by me.  
 
    “With all due respect dude,” Andy’s leaning against the edge of the wall that separates the two rooms, “your doctor’s an asshole.”  
 
    I nod, unable to speak. Parsons is an asshole – not that I would say that to his face, because well… manners matter – but he’s not wrong. I did run Andy over.  
 
    Sighing, Andy approaches. Rests his hand on the counter and smiles at me.  
 
    “It was an accident, okay? It was snowing, I stepped out without looking, you didn’t see me. I have a couple of stitches and some bumps and bruises – I’ll live.” He reaches across the counter to cover my hand with his; we both shiver. “Besides, it means I got to meet you. Friends?” 
 
    Friends. The word makes me both happy and sad, but since that’s all I can have, I’ll take it.  
 
    “Friends.” I smile back at him. “Did you need to go somewhere?” 
 
    Andy raps his knuckles on the countertop. “Well, to be honest, I want to take you somewhere.”  
 
    “Take me somewhere? Where? Why?” 
 
    “Yes, you.” His dark eyes sparkle with amusement. “The where is a surprise, and the why is because I’d like to thank you for opening your home to me.”  
 
    “Oh. That’s not necessary. You don’t have t – “ 
 
    “I know, but I want to show you something. Do you mind spending the day in Zurich?” 
 
    Zurich! I really should be working. There are only a few days until Special Day, but I suppose I could delegate some of the work to the Junior Cupids. Angelus and Raffa would be happy to help, I think, and I can always work tonight. Special Days are important, sure, but who knows when I’ll get to spend a day with Andy again. Probably never.  
 
    “What should I wear?”  
 
    “Clothes?” 
 
    I squint at him. “Ha, ha. You’re so funny. Not. Formal? Informal? Do I need a hat? What about snow gear? Do I need –“ 
 
    Andy grins. “You need to breathe. Casual is fine. Comfortable shoes for walking. A sweater. Be ready in ten minutes.”  
 
    Ten minutes? It takes me that long to do my makeup!  
 
    I scuttle past him trying to picture the contents of my closet that might work. It doesn’t help. Actually, looking through it doesn’t help either. Why do I have so many clothes? Who needs so many shirts? I settle on a pair of faded Levis and a white shirt and yank them on while looking over my shoes. He said comfortable, so my boots are out. So are those. And those. Oh Gods, not those. Hopefully tennis shoes will do. Though if they get wet, they’re really uncomfortable.  
 
    I shove my feet into my sneakers and run to the bathroom. Clean my teeth for the second time this morning while I look over my makeup. Gray I think since we’re being casual. Pink would be prettier, but he might think I’m being flirty. I hesitate, hand hovering over the palette.  
 
    Would it be a bad thing if he did? I mean… I know nothing real can happen, but hookups aren’t forbidden and… what is wrong with me? Andy is not interested in hooking up with me. Is he? I think of the jolts we keep getting when we touch. Well, even if he is interested – which I’m sure he’s not – he won’t be when he finds out that I’ve never even been kissed. Like I’m going to tell him that.  
 
    It’s all moot since nothing is going to happen.  
 
    Nine minutes have passed when I return to the living room – I check the time - coat under my arm, and braiding my hair as I go. Andy’s eyes widen when he sees me. 
 
    “Is this not appropriate?” I look down at my clothes. “Should I change?” 
 
    “Uh, no you don’t need to change.” He licks his bottom lip, making my stomach spin. “You look… wow. Can I ask you something though?” 
 
    “I guess.” I fix an elastic band around the end of my braid and pick up my coat.  
 
    “Do you own any clothes that are not white?” 
 
    Huh? Frowning, I look down at my outfit. “My jeans are blue.”  
 
    Andy sniggers. “Oh honey, they may have been blue in a former lifetime, but the only way those things count as blue now is if they’re depressed.”  
 
    Nonsense. Anybody can see my jeans are blue. A faded, pale blue sure, but they’re still blue. You only have to see them next to my shirt to know th – okay he may have a point. So what? I like white. I look good in white.  
 
    Also… he called me honey. 
 
    “You do look good in white, I agree. I just think you’d look good in some color too.” Andy is wearing black jeans and a bright red cable knit sweater. It suits him, but I can’t imagine wearing anything that bright. I’d stand out like the Christmas Tree in the square. No thank you. “Do you think you could leave the trench behind?” 
 
    “You don’t like my coat?” This is not going at all the way I expected. 
 
    “Your coat is very cool and very you. It’s also very long and I think it might be a little much for what we’re going to do. Do you have a parka or something?” 
 
    Reluctantly I take my trench coat off and return it to the closet. I do have a parka but I feel safe in my trench coat. It’s like a full-body shield against all the hurt and hate in the world. With a last glance at it, I pull my jacket on and go back to the living room. 
 
    Andy nods and gives me a double thumbs up.  
 
    “Perfect. Shall we go?” He slings his messenger bag over his shoulder. At the door, he turns and smiles. “You should wear pink eyeshadow more often. It suits you better than the gray.” 
 
    Did I mention he called me honey? 
 
    *** 
 
    Zurich is about a two-hour drive north of The Grove. As we drive through Luzein, Andy explains that he moved there a year ago when Boden started expanding his business.  
 
    Half an hour out of the city he asks what I do for work. Keeping my eyes fixed on the road, I make up a story about being a broker. It’s not really a lie, I tell myself since I do broker relationships. Sort of. Since I can’t exactly tell him the truth, I’m just relieved he accepts the answer and doesn’t press me for details.  
 
    As soon as we arrive in Zurich, he starts directing me, and before long we are pulling into the University grounds. I turn to look at him, eyebrow raised.  
 
    “You’ll see.“ 
 
    He directs me to the underground parking area. By the time we’re making our way up into the heart of the building.  
 
    Still refusing to tell me what we’re doing here, he strides ahead of me out of the elevator. 
 
    “Dad said it was still here. Special exhibits.” His mutterings make no sense.  
 
    The University of Zurich has been home to the Zoological Museum since the nineteenth century, but I’ve never visited before. Why on earth would Andy want to bring me here? He stops at a kiosk, speaks to the young woman seated there, and beckons me forward. I trot behind him, curious to see where we’re going.  
 
    By the time we get to the room the woman has directed us to, I’ve decided that Andy is as infuriating as he is gorgeous. We could be at home. Andy could be dozing with his head on my lap while I dream about things I have no business dreaming of. Not wandering around some drafty university hunting for I don’t know what.  
 
    In front of the door is a large sign with the words Special Exhibit. Andy does a little jig, grabs my hand, and drags me into the room.  
 
    Huge glass cases are surrounded by plants, both artificial and real. Inside them are all manner of insects. A few feature live creatures, crawling through leaf matter and over small shrubs; panels next to the cases give an explanation of the contents. Most, however, are display specimens, carefully posed next to small cards with their details. 
 
    Andy doesn’t appear to be interested in any of them, instead pulling me toward a doorway at the back of the room. Barely able to keep up with him, I’m torn between trying to figure out why we are at an insect exhibit and not freaking out over the feel of his hand holding mine.  
 
    Hand holding wins. In fact, I’m so distracted by our clasped hands that I don’t realize Andy is no longer moving and walk into him. He moves to let me see past him and my apology fades to silence.  
 
    There are butterflies everywhere. Every cabinet is full of them. They cover the walls on colorful silken clouds and float down from the ceilings on fine filament. In the corner is a sculpture of the caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland, complete with hookah pipe, looks up at a cloud of rainbow butterflies. 
 
    “Unfortunately they’re all display specimens. The nearest live exhibit is in Lausanne, and I figured that was a bit far to drive this time.” 
 
    This time? 
 
    “How did you know it was here?” A large monarch made from silk dances above my head, wings fluttering on a light draft.  
 
    “My dad came to see the main insect exhibit when it first opened, so I texted him to see if it was still running.” Andy spreads his arms and turns in a circle. “And it is.” 
 
    Nobody has ever done anything like this for me; I don’t know what to say. As far as the eye can see, there are butterflies and moths.  
 
    There is something sad about the exhibit. All of this beauty pinned in place just so people can look at it. On the other hand, I tell myself as I marvel at a huge Blue Morpho, its wings as big as my hand, it’s a great way to learn. And the only way to ever see some of these beautiful creatures.  
 
    Did he really say this time? What does that mean? Is there going to be a next time? What kind of next time?  
 
    A little shiver of sensation runs through my fingers. I look down to see Andy is holding my hand again. When I lift my gaze back up, he’s watching me, his head is tilted to one side.  
 
    “Is this okay?” 
 
    I don’t trust myself to answer, so I nod, thrilling at the little squeeze he gives my fingers.  
 
    For more than an hour we wander from display to display, but I keep drifting back to the Blue Morpho.  
 
    “You really like her, don’t you?” Andy says finally, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “She’s just such a beautiful shade of blue.” Ignoring the signs, I touch my fingers to the glass, wishing I could somehow lift her from her pin and set her free. Which is stupid I know – she’s been on that pin for years the poor thing – but if I could, I would.  
 
    Andy slips his arm around my waist. Ignoring the voice in my head screaming at me not to, I rest my head on his shoulder. It’s nice to be held. He’s warm and he smells good, and if it’s all I can have, then damn it! I’m going to have it. 
 
    *** 
 
    By three o’clock, Andy’s lids are drooping, and he admits his headache is back. Even knowing Parsons has used Healing Magic on him, I’m worried he’s pushed himself too hard and overdone things. Bundling him into the car, I berate myself for being all kinds of stupid and letting myself be distracted by a butterfly.  
 
    As we leave the city behind us, Andy shifts in his seat, gives me a sleepy smile, and rests his hand on my thigh. Please don’t let me drive us into a ditch.  
 
    “I had a good time today,” he says. “Thank you.”  
 
    Surprised by his words, I risk a glance in his direction. “Why are you thanking me? I’m the one who should be thanking you. The exhibit was awesome.”  
 
    “I’m glad you liked it.” He yawns, muffling the words. “I’m thanking you for coming with me.” 
 
    Oh, okay. Before I can respond a soft snore rises from him, fingers curled loosely over my leg.  
 
    I smile all the way home.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANDY 
 
    A two hour nap hadn’t exactly been a part of my plan, but now that we’re back at Leif’s, I’m kind of glad it happened. My headache has gone and I actually feel pretty good.  
 
    The outing appears to have done Leif some good too. For the first time since meeting him – was it really only three days ago? – he seems relaxed. He’s only gone off on one of his panic-filled outbursts once, and that was to explain why his hand was covering mine when I woke up. I’d stopped it by squeezing his fingers and telling him I liked him touching me.  
 
    He’d turned a startling shade of scarlet, made an odd squeaking noise, and was silent for the remaining ten minutes of the trip. Since getting inside though, he’s calmed down again, smiling as he digs in the fridge for food.  
 
    “What do you feel like? I have plenty of eggs. I could make an omelet. Let’s see, I have cheese and there are still some mushrooms. I could throw in a little diced chicken or maybe some ham. What do you think?” He leans around the open door. “I’m going to have some champagne, would you like some juice? Or soda?” 
 
    Laughing, I shake my head. “I would rather have a glass of champagne with you.”  
 
    Leif frowns. “I don’t know if you should. Parsons said – “ 
 
    “That was three days ago. I feel great.” 
 
    “Yes, but -“ 
 
    “Leif,” I get a second glass from the shelf, “just pour the damned stuff.”  
 
    Grumbling about Parsons killing him if he finds out, he only fills my glass half-way, but I don’t mind. I’m not really much of a drinker; I just don’t want the day to end yet.  
 
    I lean against the counter, sipping my drink, and watch him gather the things he needs to make omelets. Bowl. Whisk. Salt. Eggs. Mushrooms. The Vacherin. Capers. From time to time he stops to tug at the end of his braid, nibbling his lower lip, and mumbling to himself. These little interludes each end in a mouthful of champagne, and before long, the glass is empty, but we are no closer to omelets being made. 
 
    After fifteen minutes and already into his second glass of champagne, I decide to take matters into my own hands. I go around the counter to where the little nut is fiddling with his hair and sipping his drink while staring at what looks like half the contents of his sizeable fridge.  
 
    Gently, I take the glass from him, then unwind his hair from his fingers. I’m used to the jolts now, even enjoy them. Ignoring his cute little chirp of protest, I remove the elastic and pull his hair loose from the braid. It tumbles in soft, silver swirls over his shoulders, softening the sharp angles of his face.  
 
    “You have amazing hair.” With my thumb, I smooth away a smudge of something from his left cheek. I can feel him trembling against me. “I’d really like to kiss you. Would that be okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know how.”  
 
    That was not what I was expecting him to say. “Leif?” 
 
    He hides his face against my shoulder; I can feel the heat from his cheeks through my sweater.  
 
    “I’ve never been kissed. I’ve never been… anything.”  
 
    If I couldn’t hear the truth in his voice and feel the way his body trembles, I wouldn’t believe it. Even so, I find it hard to imagine there aren’t men and women lining up to be with him. He’s smart, gorgeous, financially secure. Okay, he can be a little eccentric, but what’s wrong with that? I think it makes him interesting.  
 
    To be honest, I think he’s adorable.  
 
    I lift his hands from his sides and place them at the back of my neck. His palms are damp, but it doesn’t bother me. Pressing a kiss to the side of his head, I wrap my arms around his waist, pulling him closer to me and wait. I’m not sure what I’m waiting for - maybe some signal that he really wants this. 
 
    Just as I’m starting to wonder if he doesn’t, he tilts his head back to look at me. Earlier at the exhibit, I’d pointed to the Common Blue butterfly and told him it was the exact same color as his eyes. He’d wrinkled his nose at me, preferring his Blue Morpho. Right now, there’s nothing common about his eyes. They’re wide with so much longing it takes my breath away.  
 
    I dip my head and brush my mouth over his. Leif shuts his eyes and leans into me, lips cool and soft against mine. I sweep my tongue over the seam of his mouth; he opens to me with a sigh. Tightening my arms around him, I deepen the kiss, unable to get enough of the taste of him. His hair is soft under my fingertips, and his cock is hard against my own.  
 
    I can’t remember ever wanting anyone as much as I want Leif. Something about him is intoxicating, something I couldn’t shake even if I wanted to. Dropping my hands to cup his ass, I grind against him and am rewarded with a jerk of his hips and a ragged moan.  
 
    I break the kiss with one last nip at his lower lip. “Tell me you want this,” I plead, not wanting him to simply be caught up in the heat of the moment. If he’s waited this long, he must have a reason, but oh dear God, please don’t let him change his mind.  
 
    “I want this.” He fumbles with the buttons of his shirt, then stops and reaches for the hem of my sweater. I clasp his fingers in my hand and shake my head.  
 
    “Not here, baby.”  
 
    “Huh?” Disappointment and confusion fill Leif’s eyes, making my heart lurch.  
 
    Desperate to reassure him, I kiss him again, gentler this time. “Bed.” I pull him through the living room, skirting the sofa and heading toward his bedroom.  
 
    At the door, I stop. Apart from the brief glimpse when I first arrived, I’ve not seen Leif’s room. The door is always closed, and in light of my newfound knowledge, I’m suddenly unsure of myself. My hand on the door handle, I hesitate. 
 
    “I don’t want to disappoint you,” I whisper, unable to turn around.  
 
    Leif presses into me; I can feel his cock against my hip. He traces a line of kisses up my neck to my ear. “Then make it good.” A shudder runs through us both – as if that weird little current connects us.  
 
    I open the door and Leif reaches past me to turn on the light. A low rosy glow fills the room, and for a second, all I can do is stare. A bed so big it can only have been custom made and covered with a comforter of iridescent pink silk, dominates the room. The only other furniture is a small night table, on which is a lamp, a book, and a glass. I assume everything else is in what appears to be a walk-in closet at the end of the room or the bathroom next to it. 
 
    On the wall over the bed is a bow. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was made of gold, but obviously it can’t be. Can it? In the soft pink lighting it seems to shimmer. Beneath it is a single arrow, clearly made from the same material. Whatever it is, it’s beautiful.  
 
    Thinking of the arrows on the living room wall, I turn to Leif with a smile. “Are you secretly an Olympic archer?” 
 
    He shakes his head but won’t meet my eye. Whenever the subject of what he does or who he is looks like it might surface, he seems to withdraw into himself. Right now, that is the very last thing I want, so I cup his face in my hands and kiss him again. He relaxes into it, opening his mouth to my tongue, and snaking his arms around me.  
 
    I toe my shoes off as we kiss, and he does the same, then I pull away so we can discard socks and catch our breath. Maybe calm down a bit too. I want this to be good – not some high school style fumble that ends with sticky shorts.  
 
    Leif seems to have discovered he likes kissing. No sooner are his socks gone than he’s in my arms, mouth pressed to mine, fingers digging into my hips.  
 
    I drop onto the bed, pulling him on top of me and arching up against him. He sits up – I moan at the change in pressure against my cock - and grabs at my sweater. I bat his hands away, lift my shoulders up and pull both my sweater and my undershirt off over my head. They make a soft thud hitting the floor. 
 
    Fingers shaking, I unbutton his shirt. When at last it hangs loose, I slide my hand over his chest. The smooth skin is the color of fresh snow; his nipples are hard bronze peaks against the white skin. I can’t resist scraping my thumbnail over first one, and then the other, loving the whining sound he makes in response.  
 
    I push the shirt from his shoulders and run my hands up over his arms, trying to touch as much of his as I can. He’s motionless as I explore. The hair beneath his arms, a shade darker than that of his head, is silky beneath my fingertips and when I give it a light pull, he draws in a shaky breath and shuts his eyes.   
 
    I return my attention to his torso, spreading my fingers over his ribs then dragging them down toward his belly. Toward his belt. That’s when I see it. When I unbuttoned his shirt, I had my eyes on his expression, not wanting to miss a single reaction. But now, it’s all I can see.  
 
    Rising from beneath the faded denim of his low hung jeans are two intricately drawn wings. They reach up over his hip bones, forming a frame for his navel. Fine antennae end just below it.  
 
    Pushing him off me, so he’s standing once more, I sit up. I make short work of his belt buckle, button, and zipper of his jeans, then push them to the floor. He steps out of them, and I brush them aside with my foot.  
 
    I will admit to wondering, from time to time throughout the day, about the type of underwear Leif might wear. I didn’t think shorts were likely; not given the clothes he favors. Briefs possibly, but since I hadn’t seen any kind of line when I checked out his ass during the day, I thought it more likely he was wearing something like a jock or a thong.  
 
    Boys shorts in delicate pink lace had not occurred to me. The fabric clings to his skin, unmarred by hair, hiding nothing and accentuating… everything. His erection bulges against its confines and I can see a damp patch near his tip. I hook my fingers in the lace and drag the shorts down. 
 
    The butterfly wings continue down over his hips, the lower tips resting on the top of his thighs. Each wing, outlined in black, is filled with swirls of pink. A myriad of shades, twisting and entwining, create a shimmer over his lower belly and groin. For a moment my brain stutters on the idea that this man who is so high-strung he’s often unaware he’s talking to himself, who has never been kissed, sat for what must have been hours while someone tattooed one of the most intimate areas of his body.  
 
    I trace the outline of the butterfly first with my fingertip and then my tongue, running the tip over each line, each whirl of pink. Leif steadies himself with his hands on my shoulders, breath coming in short, sharp gasps.  
 
    Finally, I take him in my mouth and lick at the salty-sweet precum. When I look up, he’s watching me, eyes fever-bright and teeth sunk into his lip. I pull off with a soft pop and stand up. Hands on his hips, I ease him down onto the bed and wriggle out of my own jeans, followed by my briefs.  
 
    I stroke myself, running my thumb over my damp tip, smiling at the way Leif’s cock twitches and his eyes darken, the pupils blown wide with lust.  
 
    I kneel – a knee either side of his hips – and grip his hands with my free one. Push them above his head and lean down to kiss him again. When he tries to grab my forearms, I growl and press his hands back against the mattress. Eyes locked on his, I rub my thumb over his kiss swollen mouth smearing my precum on his lips, groaning when he licks the stickiness away like it’s the best thing he’s tasted. 
 
    Beneath his porcelain-like skin, his muscles quiver and jump, making the butterfly wings twitch. When I bend down and suck his right nipple into my mouth, applying gentle pressure with my teeth to the nub, he cries out, shoulders rising up off the bed. 
 
    Once more I press him down, then sit back on my heels and study him. “Still okay with this?”  
 
    “Yes,” he whispers. 
 
    “Are you going to come?” 
 
    “No.” The word is little more than a moan and I don’t think I believe him.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    In reply, he whips his head from side to side, scrabbling with his fingers to grip the bed cover.  
 
    I curl my fingers around our shafts. Give a light squeeze. Leif makes a sobbing sound, clawing at the sheets. Clenches and unclenches his stomach muscles. I’m mesmerized by the way the butterfly seems to dance and ripple each time he does it.  
 
    “Andy…” His voice is rough, desperate, beautiful. “Please.” 
 
    “Shhhh, I’m going to take good care of you.” 
 
    “D-don’t you want me?” Tears fill his blue eyes. Oh God, he’s going to be the death of me. “Don’t you want to – ” 
 
    “Baby, feel how much I want you.” I take his hand and place it on my cock; the tentative touch is almost too much. I bite my lip until I’m sure I won’t come before explaining. “I don’t have anything with me and I’m pretty sure you’re not prepared either,” I smile to soften my words and he shakes his head. “I don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    I begin stroking the two of us together, using my hand as a sheath, hopeful it will encourage him.  
 
    “T… tomorrow?” His cock slides against mine, making it difficult to think. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we can get what we need.” I rub my thumb over his cockhead, smearing the bead of precum over my own. 
 
    “A… and then…” His arms tighten around my shoulders.  
 
    “And then we can do anything you want.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he breathes, thrusting up against me.  
 
    I grit my teeth, his arousal feeding my own, and driving me too fast toward my orgasm. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we’ll shower together, and I’ll get you ready.” I nip at the skin beneath his ear. “Then, we’ll come back in here and dry off and I’ll use my fingers and my tongue to open you up properly.”  
 
    He squeezes his eyes shut, digging his nails into my shoulders.  
 
    “And when you’re ready, I’ll take my time filling you up.”  
 
    “Andy!” He screams my name, bucking and twisting, hot cum spilling over my hand.  
 
    Unable to hold back any longer, I strip my cock, using his release as lube. I feel the familiar tingle in my spine and the tightening in my sac. I let it take me as ribbons of cum stripe the tattoo. As the sensation settles, I rub the mix of fluids into the ink, pressing my thumbs into his skin. I’m amazed when his softening cock begins to stiffen again already at my touch.   
 
    Anxious to reassure myself that he really is okay, I lean over the edge of the bed, snag my t-shirt and use it to wipe us both up, ignoring Leif’s protest. 
 
    “That’s what washing machines are for, babe.”  
 
    “But, but, I’ll know… you’ll know... that is… what about…”  
 
    I chuckle and kiss the tip of his nose, then reach up to pull the comforter back. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m not planning on telling anyone.” Judging by his reaction, neither is he. I nudge him up the bed so we can get under the covers. “You okay?” 
 
    Lying back on the pillow, his hair a silver cloud around him, he nods. “Yes. What about your head?”  
 
    “My head is fine.” And then because teasing him is so much fun, I add, “both my heads are fine.” 
 
    A fierce blush rushes over his skin and he hides his face against my chest. Runs his finger over my bicep. “Did… did you mean it about tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, I meant it.” I capture his hand and kiss the tip of his finger. “But I’m not done with you yet tonight.” I smirk at the way his head pops up, eyes wide. “You are full of surprises, you know that?” I prop myself up on my elbow, smiling at how puzzled he looks, and push the covers down, so I can see the butterfly. “That is some tattoo.”  
 
    That shy little smile, the one I already like more than I probably should, is back.  
 
    “I like butterflies.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to get that. Know what I like?” He raises an eyebrow and waits. “You, Leif Amias. I like you.”  
 
    It’s not lost on me that the happiness fades from his eyes, but when he kisses me, I decide it’s not important.  
 
    All that is important is how he feels in my arms.  
 
    *** 
 
    The early morning light drags me from a dream of chasing blue butterflies with a bow and arrow. I’m alone in Leif’s bed surrounded by the smell of us, still hearing the echo his whimpers and pleas in my head. I glance toward the bathroom but the door is ajar and the light is off, so he’s not in there.  
 
    After using the toilet, I pull on my jeans – my sweater is conspicuous by its absence - and go in search of my little drama queen, worried that he’s twisting himself in knots about what happened. I can’t believe I already think of him as mine but decide not to think about it. Sure enough, he’s at the window in the living room, in white sweatpants and my sweater. Braiding and unbraiding his hair as he watches the sun rise up over the mountains.  
 
    He jumps when I slip my arms around his waist, nuzzle into his hair and press a kiss to the back of his neck. I whisper good morning in his ear, and he turns in my arms. Offers his mouth to be kissed and I happily oblige. When the kiss breaks, we’re both breathless and I can feel his erection against my thigh.  
 
    I pluck at the sweater. “Nice choice.”  
 
    Leif ducks his head. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have just taken it. It’s just…,” he peers up at me, “it smells like you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask. Red suits you.”  
 
    “Thank you. Coffee?”  
 
    Despite the kiss and his obvious reaction to it, something seems off this morning. Maybe it’s just because this is new. I hope so; I have no regrets at all. In fact, I’d like to see where this goes. I follow him to the kitchen and take what has become my place at the counter. There’s no sign of last night’s abandoned meal preparations, so Leif’s been up long enough to deal with it as well as make coffee. Why am I not surprised? 
 
    I take my cup from him, sip, and sigh with pleasure. “Do you have to work today? When do you want to go shopping?” I waggle my eyebrows at him.  
 
    “Shopping?” He frowns then blushes. “Oh. Uh, that. Okay. I do have to work for a while today, so maybe this afternoon?” 
 
    After last night, I was expecting a little more enthusiasm. “You know we don’t have to, right? Go shopping I mean. Or anything else.” I really hope that isn’t what the problem is. 
 
    He jerks his head up. “I want to. I just… I was thinking about something else.”  
 
    Something else. Yeah, that’s reassuring. Not.  
 
    “Leif, is everything alright?” 
 
    “Huh? Yes, just something at work.”  
 
    I may not have known him long, but it’s long enough to know he’s lying. I let it slide. The little nut might just be overwhelmed by everything that’s happened; I know I am.  
 
    “So, do you want to get what we need here in The Grove or would you prefer to go over to Luzein? I could show you where I live. It’s not as – “  
 
    Leif’s hand jerks, sending his coffee cup off the edge of the counter to shatter on the pristine white floor tiles. Leif dives for a cloth and starts mopping up the puddle of coffee while I pick up pieces of the broken cup.   
 
    I’m trying to find a way to ask him what’s really going on when, clearly still distracted, he puts his left hand down for balance. With a yelp, he yanks it back up again. A small bead of blood wells up in the heel of his palm where he’s pierced the skin on a shard.  
 
    “Okay, that’s enough.” I take him to the sink and run the faucet over the minor wound. When the bleeding stops, I dry the skin with a paper towel. I wrap my arms around him. Shudders wrack his lean body, anxiety coming off him in waves. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    I snort. “Yeah, tell that to someone else. Talk to me. Is it about last night? Did I do something?” 
 
    He rests his forehead against my shoulder. Shakes his head no.  
 
    “Okay, well that’s good. Is it something you did?” 
 
    There’s a brief hesitation, then he nods.  
 
    “What did you do, sweetie? You can tell me, I won’t be mad.” I can’t imagine anything he could do that would upset me. Well… if it turns out he’s involved with someone else, I’m not going to be happy. I may have only known him for four days, but I’m already attached. 
 
    “I haven’t been honest with you.” His words are muffled against my shoulder.  
 
    “Oh?” Unease prickles under my skin. “What about?” 
 
    Leif steps away, dragging his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know how to tell you. We’re not really supposed to tell people like… you. You know… Humans.”  
 
    Come again? Did he just say ‘Humans’? A high-pitched wail rises from him and he slumps against the counter.  
 
    “You won’t believe me, and then you’ll leave, and I don’t want you to, but there’s not really any choice because nobody ever heard of a Holder and a Human. You do hear about Fae and Elves with Humans from time to time but never a Holder. And Cupids mate for life but I don’t know how you know if you’ve found your Life Mate or if it’s just a hook-up and what if you don’t even want that. I suppose I could call Ro –“ 
 
    Fay? Who’s Fay? Elves? Cupids? Mates for life? What the actual fuck is going on? 
 
    “Leif!” I roar. Guilt rushes through me when he stumbles back, cowering in obvious fear. I reach for him, wanting to soothe him and tell him everything is okay. There’s nothing to be scared of; I just wanted to stop the flow of words for a moment. And for him to start making sense.  
 
    When he jerks away, it feels like my heart is shattering. “Baby, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled, but I need you to calm down, okay? I don’t understand a word you’re saying.” 
 
    Leif nods, but the fear doesn’t leave his eyes. I try again.  
 
    “Take a deep breath for me? Another one. One more.” This time, he lets me touch him. I pull him into my arms. “Now, let’s leave this here and go sit down so you can tell me, calmly, what the problem is.”  
 
    Leif has other ideas. He takes my hand and leads me back to the bedroom.  
 
    “Wait here,” he instructs when we are just inside the door.  
 
    I watch as he goes to the head of the bed, reaches up and removes the bow and arrow from the wall. The minute he touches them, a soft golden hue fills the room.  
 
    What the hell? Are they glowing?  
 
    Leif squares his shoulders, lifts his tear-streaked face to look at me, and takes a deep breath. 
 
    “My name is Leif Amias, I am Fae, and I am by birthright, the Holder of the Bow.”  
 
    Excuse me? He’s the what now? My gaze flicks from Leif’s face to the bow in his hands and back up to his face. “Say again?” 
 
    “Humans call me Cupid.”  
 
    Oh. Cupid. Of course. Everything makes complete sense now. My concussion is worse than I realized and I’m having some sort of delusional episode. Hallucinating. The bang on my head, the day in Zurich, a night of playing together, the intensity of what I feel for Leif already; everything has combined to provide one of those incredibly realistic dreams. When I wake up, I’ll tell Leif, and we’ll both laugh.  
 
    Cupid. Right. Dream Leif approaches and puts his hand over my heart. I’d swear I’m awake and can feel his skin against mine.  
 
    “I am Leif Amias, Holder of the Bow, and I’m not sure, so I really need to talk to someone like Rorik, but I think you might be my Life Mate.”  
 
    Okay, I’m out.  
 
    My knees buckle and darkness fills my dream.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LEIF 
 
    Rorik glares at me.  
 
    “If you don’t stop pacing, I promise you, I will turn you over my knee and spank your pretty little ass.”  
 
    “Rorik!” Boden scolds. “You can’t say things like that.” He turns to me. “He won’t spank you.”  
 
    “Can. Did.” He levels a finger at me. “And will.”  
 
    Not wanting to find out which of them is right, I perch on the edge of the sofa, next to Andy’s sleeping form.  
 
    It took the pair ten minutes to get here after I called in a panic, unable to wake Andy up. It’s been another ten since they arrived, and Andy is still out. I think I broke him – and not in a good way. 
 
    Rorik scooped him up, looked at my bed, shot me a knowing smirk, and brought him out here to the sofa. To stop myself fidgeting, I twitch the blanket from the back of the sofa down to cover him.  
 
    Dragging one of the dining chairs over, Rorik spins it around to straddle. Dressed in black leather with a bright red thermal shirt, he’s an imposing figure against the white of my décor. I can’t help but wonder how Boden even functions with him around all the time. He must be very distracting. 
 
    “Now run it past me again, just so I have it clear in my head. You and Andy here, fu –“ Boden shakes his head; Rorik rolls his eyes but starts again. “You and Andy got it on last night. Then this morning you told him he’s your Life Mate and he’s been unconscious since.”  
 
    “No!” I flap my hands. Why is it so hard to concentrate in his presence? “That’s not what happened. At least not like that. I mean, the first bit, the … you know… last night, yes. That bit’s right. But I didn’t tell him he’s my Life Mate, I told him, I think he’s might be.”  
 
    “Tomato, tomato.” Rorik scratches his fingers through the stubble on his chin. “He’s Human, you just told him the world isn’t what he thought, of course he passed out. What I don’t get is why you keep insisting you only think he’s your mate. Don’t you know?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” I wail. If I knew we wouldn’t be in this predicament, would we? Or would we? Oh Gods, I don’t know; I put my head in my hands.  
 
    “How can you not know?” he asks. Boden tries to interrupt, but Rorik ignores him, waiting for my answer.   
 
    “I don’t know how you tell.”  
 
    ‘You don’t know how –“ Rorik shakes his head as if trying to clear it. “What do you mean, you don’t know how you tell? You’re the Holder of the fucking Bow, how can you not know? Did your parents not teach you a fucking thing? Isn’t it different from others you’ve been with?” 
 
    This time, Boden kicks him. “Rorik!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Boden takes a deep breath before speaking in a slow, deliberate voice. “He doesn’t know because there haven’t been any others.” 
 
    Oh Gods, please take me now. Have I not been humiliated enough this week? I’ve run over a Human, I’ve been criticized repeatedly by a Healer, I’ve clearly traumatized the man who might be my mate – or not, I don’t know – and now the most powerful Elf in The Grove knows I’m probably the oldest virgin in The Grove.  
 
    “Oh,” Rorik murmurs. “You mean… never? Ever?” 
 
    “Not everyone likes to tomcat like you and Pascal,” Boden says. He leans over and pats my arm. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed by.”  
 
    That’s easy for him to say – he’s sleeping with Santa!  
 
    “Hey, I’m not as bad as Pascal.” Rorik seems to consider this idea for a moment before adding, “at least, not anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way.” Boden smiles. He looks as though he’s about to say something but is interrupted by Andy moaning and sitting up.  
 
    He rubs his eyes and peers at me, then at Boden and Rorik. “Hey guys, when did you get here? I had the weirdest dream. Man, you have no idea.”  
 
    Rorik sniggers. “Let me guess, you dreamed that Bozo here told you he’s a Cupid and that you’re his Life Mate.”  
 
    “Might be my Life Mate,” I protest.  
 
    Andy frowns. ”How do you know what I was dreaming about?” 
 
    “Not a dream,” Boden says gently.  
 
    “Sure it was. Leif said his name was Fay or something and I dreamed that the bow above his bed was glowing and – “ 
 
    “Not Fay. Fae. Eff. Aye. Ee,” I correct and hold up the Bow. The glow lights the room up.  
 
    “Oh man, I’m still asleep. I hate it when this happens.”  
 
    Boden whispers something to Rorik that I don’t catch, then stands. He approaches the sofa and offers his hand to Andy. “Why don’t you and I go in the other room, see if we can find you a shirt, and I’ll try to explain.”  
 
    “Why? What’s to explain? It’s a dream.” Andy’s gaze drifts from Boden to Rorik, and finally to me. He looks so lost and confused, I want to cry. I made him look that way. It doesn’t matter that I didn’t do it deliberately, I still did it. Somehow, it’s worse than running him over.  
 
    “Not a dream?” he whispers to me.  
 
    I shake my head. “No.” 
 
    “Come on,” Boden coaxes him to his feet. “Let’s get you sorted.” 
 
    “Sorted. Yes.” As they walk toward the hallway, Andy glances back over his shoulder at me but says nothing.  
 
    Rorik waits until we hear the bedroom door click shut then rubs his hands together. “How about we have some coffee and a little chat?” 
 
    I kind of wish he’d gone with Andy and I got to talk to Boden but I guess they know what they’re doing. In the kitchen, Rorik makes fresh coffee while I finish clearing up the remains of my broken mug.  
 
    “So,” Rorik sits at the counter, fingers wrapped around a mug, “you’ve really never been with anyone before Andy? Ever?” 
 
    “Nobody.”  
 
    “Not even just messing around.”  
 
    Do we have to talk about this? “Andy’s the first person I’ve even kissed.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right? No? Wow!” 
 
    Am I really that unusual? That abnormal? I clap my hands over my eyes in an effort to hide.  
 
    “Abnormal? No. Unusual? Yes. For a Cupid? Absolutely.” Rorik falls silent, drawing circles on the countertop with his finger, as though he’s trying to decide what to say next. “Is there a reason? Like is there a physical issue?” 
 
    “No! I’m fine. At least I think I am. I mean I was last night. I mean we didn’t… that is…” 
 
    Rorik holds his hand up. “Settle down. I get it. Do you belong to one of the cults or something, then?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I just never met anyone who wanted me before.”  
 
    He throws his head back and roars with laughter. “You’re kidding right?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You are one of the most sought after Fae in The Grove. Hare’s been trying to nail you for years.”  
 
    Pascal? Has been … what?  
 
    “What are you talking about? Pascal’s never said anything.”  
 
    My words are met with more laughter. “Most people don’t walk up and just say, hey, want to fuck? Though Hare might, I’ll give you that.”  
 
    I shake my head. “No, he’s never said that. Or anything else. When we talk, we just … talk.” Something else occurs to me. “Besides, even if you’re right about Pascal, which you’re not, but even if you are, nobody else has ever shown any interest in me. Aren’t there supposed to be signals? Humans have signals.” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you, you little dope, that the signals are there and you just don’t know how to read them?”  
 
    I rest my head on the counter in front of me. Of course it has, but that’s not exactly helpful when you don’t know what signals to look for.  
 
    “Well, even if you’re right, why would anyone be interested in me anyway?” 
 
    Rorik stares at me in disbelief. “Have you not looked in a mirror lately? Leif, you must know how gorgeous you are.” 
 
    “I…” Andy kept telling me last night that he thought I was beautiful, but that was just heat of the moment stuff, right? Right? 
 
    Rorik pinches the bridge of his nose. “Look, let’s try this from a different angle. What is it about Andy that makes you think he might be the one?” 
 
    Biting my lip, I wrack my brain for an answer. “My stomach does this weird flip-floppy thing when he looks at me. And when we touch it’s like there’s an electrical current between us. I know we’ve both felt it.” Rorik’s eyes light up but he signals me to continue. “Things feel right when we’re together, like everything works. And well last night we…” My voice trails off in embarrassment until I remember something else. “Oh, and I like it when he looks like an owl.” 
 
    “An owl? Don’t tell me. I am so not touching that.” Rorik tops up his coffee. “As for last night, even you must know that’s not a sign that you’re mates.” Do I really look that stupid?. The look on Rorik’s face suggests I don’t want to hear his answer. “The stomach butterflies might be lust. Or stomach flu. Could go either way.” He might be the most powerful Elf in The Grove but he’s the least funny. “But the electrical current and the feeling complete - those are your clues.” 
 
    Really? It’s the little zap I get when our skin meets that means we’re mates? And the butterflies mean I’m - even in my mind I can only whisper the word -horny?  How am I even Holder when I know so little about everything? 
 
    A thought occurs to me. “I don’t want to pry or anything, but is that how you knew? That Boden is your mate, I mean?” 
 
    “Some of the details for Elves are different, but the basics are the same, so yeah.”  
 
     “That’s just it though, Boden’s an Elf,” I argue. “Andy’s Human.” 
 
    “So? There’s no law against having a relationship with a Human.”  
 
     “But I’m a Holder. There’s never been a Holder with a Human has there?” 
 
    Rorik’s eyes soften and he covers my hand with his enormous one. “Not that I know of, no. But that doesn’t mean there can’t be.” 
 
    If only it were that simple. There are rules. Rules around what Humans can know. Rules around what they can be involved with. What they can see. There would have to be exceptions made and secrets and… and… and…  
 
    “Wouldn’t it just get really messy?” 
 
    “If I didn’t know that you are fucking good at what you do, I’d be worrying right now. Love is supposed to be messy!” 
 
    Love? It’s been four days – how can it be love? 
 
    “Asks the guy who thinks he’s found his mate.” By his tone, Rorik’s running out of patience with me. “Leif, listen to me.” He taps the back of my hand as if to underline his words. “You have to stop hiding behind your role and that ridiculous coat you wear.” Why does everybody hate my coat? “Just because being with a Human comes with challenges, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be with him. Just because you’re a Holder doesn’t mean you can’t love and be loved. But you have got to lighten up and relax.”  
 
    Relax? How am I supposed to do that? Has he met me? 
 
    “Oh, come on now,” Rorik grins at me, “I bet you were pretty relaxed last night.” 
 
    I groan. Really, Rorik? If Boden was here he’d reprimand him but that requires courage I don’t have right now. Right now, all I really want to do is run away.  
 
    Unfortunately, Andy beats me to it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANDY 
 
    Dazed, I follow Boden into the guest room. What just happened? One minute I was planning ways to make Leif’s night magical. Now, I’m getting my head around the idea that Leif is magical. Groaning, I sink to the bed and hold my pounding head in my hands. Great, my headache’s back.  
 
    Something brushes against my shoulder and when I look up, Boden is holding out a shirt for me.  
 
    “You’re going to get cold.”  
 
    Right now, that seems to be the least of my problems, but I take the garment anyway. Shoving my arms in the sleeves, then feeding the buttons through their holes, is such a normal, everyday thing to do that I find myself yet again wondering if I’m dreaming.  
 
    “It’s a joke, right?” I say finally, tucking my shirttails into my jeans. “It’s Valentine’s Day soon and you all got together to prank me. Right?” 
 
    Boden huffs a small laugh and sits next to be on the bed.  
 
    “You have no idea how much easier that would make life for us if it was true.” 
 
    “Make life easier for you?” I stare at him. “Are you shitting me right now? The guy I think really like just told me he’s a fucking fairy!”  
 
    For the next few seconds, Boden does a convincing impression of a goldfish, opening and shutting his mouth in silence before bursting into laughter. I don’t see the joke myself. 
 
    “For the record, it’s Fae, not fairy, and unless you want to find out just how unlike Tinkerbell Fae are, I suggest you remember that. In any context.”  
 
    I glare at him and stomp to the bathroom to clean my teeth. It seems as good a way to deal with this as any. Foam forming around my mouth, I study my reflection in sulky silence. If it’s not a joke – and I’m still clinging to the hope it is – why tell me? What does being a… a Fae even mean? Or a Cupid for that matter. I mean, come on, I’ve seen pictures of Cupid and they do not look like Leif.  
 
    In the mirror I see Boden come and lean against the bathroom door, arms folded. I’ve worked for him for three years and now he’s saying he knows… Oh.My.God. I spit my toothpaste out. 
 
    “Are you one?” I ask his reflection. “A Fae?” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “I’m an Elf.” 
 
    Oh, because that’s so much better. “An Elf?” 
 
    “Andy, I know this is hard to get your head around – “ 
 
    “Hard? Try impossible. My, my, my whatever Leif was going to be thinks he’s Cupid, and now you’re telling me you think you’re an Elf. It’s either something in the water or something in the air.”  
 
    Sighing, Boden returns to the bedroom and after a brief moment of hesitation, I follow him.  
 
    “Leif doesn’t think he’s Cupid. He is Cupid. Well one of them anyway, the Senior one.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Yeah, still not making any sense.”  
 
    “Okay. Let’s start over. Elves and Fae – and other beings like us – are real and we’re not that different to Humans. You’ve probably dealt with dozens of us over the years and didn’t even know it.” 
 
    Why does he think that makes it better? It does not make it better. It just makes me wonder about every person I’ve ever met. “Can you do magic and shit? You know, turn invisible. Snap your fingers to get anywhere in the world.”  
 
    Sadness fills Boden’s face and despite being confused and more than just a little angry - though I’m not sure why exactly – I feel bad for him.  
 
    “No. I’m something of an abnormality; I was born without magic.”  
 
    “Oh.” What do you say to someone who tells you that? “Sorry.”  
 
    “No need. I have a good life.” He rubs his finger across the comforter. “Normally, we don’t tell people about who or what we really are. Some of us – me, Doctor Parsons - work across both worlds and as far as Humans are concerned, we’re just ordinary people.” 
 
    “Doctor Parsons is like you? An Elf?” 
 
    “No. He’s Fae. Like Leif.”  
 
    I’m not ready to think about Leif yet.  
 
    “Is that why I’m healing so fast? Did he do something to me?” My bruises are nearly gone and although I’m still getting the odd headache, I seem pretty good for someone with a concussion. Even my stitches don’t bother me.  
 
    “He probably used some Healing Magic to help things along.” 
 
    “Right.” I really do not know how I feel about that. “But how do you keep this place - and all of you - a secret?” 
 
    Boden grins. “We don’t. The Grove is on the map; hell, you found it. Which by the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you about. Why were you in The Grove the other day in the first place?” 
 
    Oh. Shamefaced, I admit I’d been bored and had come sightseeing in the hopes of running into him. And his boyfriend. It sounds sort of lame when I say it out loud. 
 
    “It’s okay, I guess I get it.”  
 
    “I still don’t get how people don’t know. Is it some sort of Harry Potter deal where there’s a spell over the place?”  
 
    “Not really. The Grove is bigger than it probably seems to the outside world, but basically, Humans see what they want to see. They want to see a quaint little village in the Alps, so that’s what we are. And as for magic, well who would believe us?” He arches one eyebrow and gives me a pointed look.  
 
    “Point taken.” I frown. “What about your boyfriend? Rorik? What’s he?” 
 
    “Apart from a pain in the ass?” Boden’s voice has that tone that only comes from being deeply fond of the person – Elf? Fae? - being discussed. Leif’s sweet face floats into my thoughts but I push it away. Not yet. Boden continues. ”Rorik’s an Elf.”  
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    “Sort of but not really. For a start Rorik’s Magic. And he’s kind of a big deal in our world.” He blows out a breath. “Actually, he’s kind of a big deal in yours too.”  
 
    Oh great, we’re back to making no sense again. What does that even mean? 
 
    “Well, as you now know, your storybooks kind of get some of the details wrong. Fae aren’t little glittery things in tutus with wings. Cupids aren’t chubby little angels.” 
 
    Ignoring the last comment, I fold my arms and wait for him to finish dancing around whatever it is he’s about to hit me with. 
 
    “Admittedly, you guys did get some stuff right. He does have twinkling eyes and he has the best laugh ever. And there are reindeer, but you should see the Sleigh’s onboard setup, Andy, it’s amazing. In fact, I want you to help me work on a way to connect the Naughty and Nice lists to the GPS at some point.” 
 
    Reindeer? Lists? Sleigh? You have to be fucking kidding me. The room spins and sways in front of my eyes and the next thing I know, Boden is forcing my head between my knees.  
 
    “Breathe! Come on, Andy, just breathe.”  
 
    “That’s my line,” I mumble, pushing him off me. “I’m fine. Stop. Are you seriously telling me your boyfriend is Santa Claus?” 
 
    Boden grins. “We call him Rorik the Red but well… yeah.”  
 
    “Okay, assuming that I’m not having some sort of stroke and that this is on the level, those details you were talking about are more than just a little bit wrong. Don’t take this the wrong way, Boss, but your man looks like a fucking porn star.” 
 
    “I know”, right?” 
 
    Smug really isn’t a good look on him but it is what convinces me. The Grove is some sort of magical Grand Central Station, my boss is an Elf (who can’t do magic – whatever that’s about), my boss’s boyfriend is Santa and my… Leif is Cupid.  
 
    I liked it better when I thought I was dreaming. Even a stroke seems like a better option, because if all of this is real, then why would someone like Leif possibly want someone ordinary and boring like me? 
 
    “If he’s Cupid, then he’s in charge of all the love in the world, right?” I don’t bother waiting for an answer. “And if he’s in charge of all the love in the world, why me? He could have anyone he wants.” 
 
    “I don’t think it works quite like that. Besides, I don’t think he’s ever wanted anyone before.”  
 
    “Is that why he’s a virgin? Nobody’s caught his eye before enough to want to play around with before?” 
 
    Boden winces. “That’s a bit unfair. You’ve spent time with him; Leif doesn’t play with anything.”  
 
     I know, and I know I’m being petulant, but this is not exactly the sort of thing you find out about every day. Right now, Milk Frogs on the toilet are looking downright boring in comparison.  
 
    A thought begins to take form before I can stop it, making my head pound even harder. I’ve only been here a few days and I’m feeling things I’ve never felt before. 
 
    “Boden, was this whole thing a setup? Am I under some kind of spell? Did he hit me with his car on purpose?” 
 
    Boden’s response is immediate and emphatic. “No. There are rules around things like that, and I know Leif well enough to know that even if he was the type to break a rule, he wouldn’t even consider what you’re suggesting. He’d think it was rude.” His tone softens. “He’s a good guy, Andy. A little high strung maybe, but a good guy.”  
 
    I snort. “A little high strung? That’s like saying water’s a little wet. Little drama queen.” Even I can hear the affection in my voice. “Fuck. What a mess.”  
 
    “Doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s not forbidden for Fae or Elves and Humans to be together; it’s just uncommon. I’m not saying it would be easy but it wouldn’t be impossible. And for what it’s worth, I think Leif really cares about you. I’ve never seen him look the way he looks when you’re nearby.”  
 
    “How does he look?” 
 
    “Happy.”  
 
    With that single word, the panic that that has been welling up inside me spills over. I grab my jacket from the bag by the bed.  
 
    “I need some air.”  
 
    “Andy, wait – “ 
 
    I turn on him. “Come on Boden, give me a break. You guys dump all that shit on me and just expect me to accept it?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I know this can’t be easy.”  
 
    “Understatement of the year. I need some time alone.” I rub my hand over my cheek. “To think.”  
 
    “What should I tell Leif?” 
 
    I hesitate, hand hovering over the door handle.  
 
    “Tell him… I don’t know what to tell him. You’ll think of something.”  
 
    With that, I pull open the bedroom door, make my way down the hall to the main entrance, and leave. I half expect someone to stop me before the elevator arrives.  
 
    Boden. Rorik. Leif.  
 
    But nobody does.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



LEIF 
 
    I shut my eyes when I hear the door open and then close. I don’t need anyone to tell me who just left. Or why. 
 
    “Are you going after him?” Rorik asks, his voice unusually gentle. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Do you want me to?”  
 
    “What would be the point?” I try to smile at him but fail. A tear slides down my cheek; I brush it away with the back of my hand.  
 
    This is my own fault. If I had let Boden and Rorik take Andy back to their place the other day, none of this would have happened.  
 
    No pain in my chest.  
 
    No pitying looks from my friends.  
 
    No echo of the door shutting.  
 
    No night spent kissing and hugging and feeling wanted.  
 
    No butterfly exhibit.  
 
    Andy had talked about seeing the butterfly garden in Lausanne. I guess that won’t happen now. 
 
    “Leif?” Boden puts his arm around me. “He just needs a little time to get his head around it, buddy. Want us to stay until he comes back?”  
 
    Speaking requires more effort than I can manage right now, so I just sniffle and nod. No wonder so many Humans are only interested in hooking up these days. Love is complicated. And messy. And makes my heart hurt.  
 
    *** 
 
    I look at the time.  Five o’clock. Evening has begun to close in and we’ve watched three dreadful horror movies. Rorik insisted they’d take my mind off wondering if Andy is ever coming back. Not only did they not take my mind off it, but I’m sure I’m going to have nightmares for a week about killers in hockey masks and wielding knives. Why people watch those things is beyond me!  
 
    Boden pours some champagne and offers me a glass, but I just wrap the blanket from the sofa around my shoulders without answering and go to stand by the window, staring at the scenery. Maybe I should appoint one of the Juniors as Holder and become a recluse. I obviously have no business being in charge of love. I don’t know when someone is coming on to me. I don’t know how to have sex. I don’t even know how to recognize my Life Mate.  
 
    “Oh stop being so melodramatic!” Obviously Rorik has had enough of me too – and of my habit of talking to myself out loud. From the sofa comes the unmistakable sound of someone being hit with a cushion. 
 
    “I understand if you want to go ho – “ 
 
    A sharp knock at the door interrupts me. Heart hammering in my chest, I spin around but am unable to make myself do anything more. What if it’s Andy? What if it’s not Andy? Worse, what if it is Andy, but he just wants his stuff and to never see me again? I don’t think I could take that. 
 
    I look to Boden in a panic; he gives me a patient, understanding smile and goes to the door. Squeezing my eyes shut, I huddle in my blanket, chanting over and over “please, please, please, please, please.” 
 
    “Hey, Andy. Come on in.”   
 
    Footsteps cross the room; I pull my blanket tighter. Someone cups my cheek, the touch familiar and gentle. I lean into it but don’t open my eyes. Just in case I’m imagining it. Let’s face it, I don’t even know when I’m speaking out loud, so it’s not outside of the realms of possibility.  
 
    “Stop overthinking and breathe,” Andy whispers. I force myself to open my eyes. It’s really him and he’s smiling at me. “Hey, there cutie.”  
 
    “You came back.”  
 
    “Come here.” Andy pulls me into his arms. Something seems different about him, but I can’t put my finger on what it is. He presses a kiss to the side of my head, then steps back. “Cupid huh?” 
 
    “Well technically Holder of the Bow,” I correct him. Both he and Rorik roll their eyes but I don’t care. “Details are important.”  
 
    “Yes, details are important, you little nut.” Andy kisses me again. “And we need to talk about your… details.” 
 
    I do not like the sound of that; I get the feeling that conversation is going to be uncomfortable. Suddenly a glass of champagne seems like a good idea.  
 
    Andy turns and grins at Rorik and Boden. They’re tucked together in one armchair, Boden on Rorik’s lap, their hands clasped against Boden’s thigh.  
 
    “Are you really fucking Santa Claus?” Andy asks.  
 
    “Andy!” I’m not sure what shocks me most – his words or Rorik’s laughter.  
 
    “Actually, this one’s fucking Santa Claus,” Rorik taps Boden’s thigh, “I just am Santa Claus.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s our cue to leave.” Boden stands and holds his arms out to me. Reluctantly I leave Andy’s side to go and hug him. “Sorry about that. You going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” I’m torn. As much as I want to be alone with Andy, I’m also dreading it. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Call if you need anything.” He turns to Andy. “That goes for you as well, but I swear if I come back here because he’s crying, you’re going to be sorry.” 
 
    “Come on, Small One. I think Andy knows what to do.” Rorik puts his arm around me and hugs me to his side. It’s not unlike hugging a slab of concrete. “As for you, remember what I said and try to relax a little more. We’ll figure out the rest of the shit.”  
 
    Boden begins herding him toward the door and they’re almost out when Rorik pops his head back in the room.  
 
    “Andy, there’s another bottle of champagne in the fridge and if that doesn’t work, try spanking him. That should do the trick.”  
 
    “Rorik! You cannot say things like that.” As the door closes on them, I hear Rorik retort that he just did. I swear I do not understand how their relationship works.  
 
    Of course, I don’t know how my relationship works either. Or if I have one. A relationship, I mean.  
 
    *** 
 
    Nervous, and unsure what to say, I help myself to one of the glasses Boden poured earlier and sit on the edge of the sofa.  
 
    “Can I sit with you?” The laughter is gone from Andy’s voice and my anxiety ratchets up a notch. Pulling at the end of my hair, I shuffle to the side.  
 
    Silence blankets us, heavy and suffocating. Our knees touch and there’s that little zap of current; the one Rorik said is the clue we could be Life Mates. 
 
    I drink the champagne in a single mouthful. It’s not in an ice bucket, so is starting to warm to room temperature. I don’t care, I reach for the bottle anyway. Andy holds it out of reach.  
 
    “No. Not yet.” 
 
    Damn it! Another glass – or two or three – would make it so much easier to hear what he has to say.  
 
    “Leif, look at me.” Andy’s tone is gentle, but it’s no less a command. I put my glass down, wipe my palms on my sweats, and look at him. He takes a breath. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Wait. What? Sorry? What for? Something he’s done? Something he’s going to do? For once the words stay in my head instead of tumbling out of my mouth.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have walked out like that. I should have stayed and talked to you.” He takes my hand in his. “But, in my defense, what you told me was sort of weird and a little scary.” 
 
    “I screwed everything up by telling you,” I wail. “I didn’t mean to, we’re not supposed to really tell Humans but you asked and I didn’t want to lie to you after last night and then I thought maybe you might be my Life Mate and…” I trail off, out of words and out of energy. “I’m the one who’s sorry.”  
 
    “For which bit?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Andy smiles. “Well I sort of need to know what you’re sorry for. Are you sorry that you told me? Are you sorry about last night? Or are you sorry for thinking we might be – what is it? – Life Mates?” 
 
    It takes me a minute to be able to find the words I want. “I’m not sorry about last night and I’m not sorry for thinking we might be Life Mates. I’m not sorry I told you the truth either even though we’re not supposed to do that. I’m sorry that I scared you though. I didn’t mean to do that; it’s just you make it so hard to think, and I’ve never felt like this before, and it all just got away on me.”  
 
    Andy bobs his head in agreement. “I get that. I find it hard to think when you’re around too.”  
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes. If I didn’t, I would have handled this a lot differently. I think. I hope. Anyway, I’m glad you’re not sorry about last night, because I’m not either and I’m glad you told me because a whole lot of stuff makes a lot more sense now. Like Rorik for a start.” He rubs his hands together. “Now, before we do or say anything else, I have some questions I would like to ask about what you told me. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Yes.” I owe him that much I suppose.  
 
    “Are you sure? They might be a little personal.” 
 
    I knew I wasn’t going to like this conversation. “Can I have some more champagne?” 
 
    Andy thinks about it for a moment, then fills up my empty glass and hands it to me. “Sip, don’t gulp.”  
 
    I do as I’m told and brace myself for the first question. “Okay, go ahead.”  
 
    “Is there a reason you’ve never slept with anyone before?” 
 
    Sip not gulp, I tell myself, sip not gulp. “Yes, nobody ever wanted me before. Rorik says that’s not true, but he’s wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that he is wrong but I’m not worried about that right now. What about you? Did you ever want anyone?” 
 
    Nobody has ever asked me that before. “I guess. There have been a couple of Fae I was attracted to but they never noticed me, so nothing ever happened.”  
 
    “Humans?” 
 
    “Maybe. Once or twice, but I never even considered doing anything about it.”  
 
    Andy takes my hand and rubs his thumb over the back of it. “Why did you with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. At first, I just wanted to make sure you were okay but you make my stomach turn inside out and I don’t think it’s stomach flu. And there’s the zapping thing when we touch.” Sip, not gulp. I consider mentioning the startled owl look but maybe now’s not the time. “And when you’re around, things are just… better.”  
 
    I’m surprised to see understanding in his eyes. “That’s a good way of putting it. Which is why I have to ask this. Leif, did you put some sort of spell on me? So that I would be attracted to you? Or fall in love with you or something?” 
 
    What? How can he think that?  
 
    “No. Never. There are rules.”  I don’t know why he finds that so funny but whatever. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Really?” Andy cocks his head to one side. “Baby, you’re Cupid! Isn’t it in the job description? Putting love spells on people?”  
 
    Oh Gods. Of course, he’s Human; he doesn’t know how it works. “No, that’s not what we do. Arrow Magic just heightens whatever is already present; but we don’t know what’s there. That’s why all relationships are different. We try to deliver arrows to combinations that appear good, but it’s really hard and sometimes we get it wrong. We’ve got a database where we keep details about who has been hit, if it’s worked and what the outcome is.” 
 
    “So if there’s no attraction or no emotion, Arrow Magic wouldn’t work anyway.” 
 
    “Nope. There doesn’t have to be a lot, but there has to be something.” 
 
    “And you didn’t use any on me?”  
 
    I glare at him. “Did you not hear me mention the rules?” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it. Rules. I have one more question.”  
 
    Sip. “Okay.”  
 
    “Do you really think we’re Life Mates? You’ve only known me for four days.”  
 
    That question requires a gulp. “I don’t have anything to compare it to, but yeah, I think maybe we are. Rorik and I looked up the lore earlier and it says that Life Mates often know really fast.” I take another gulp and look at the glass in surprise; it’s empty. 
 
    “You need to learn what the definition of a sip is.” Andy takes the glass from me. “And I’d like to find out too.”  
 
    Did I hear that right?  
 
    “Listen, today has been the weirdest day I have ever lived through – and I know weird – but one thing is sure: I don’t want to be without you. Which is completely nuts because we’ve only known each other for a few days but maybe that’s the sign.”  
 
    I bite my lip. “What if it’s just lust?” 
 
    The sound of Andy’s laughter fills the room. “When I was wandering around this afternoon, trust me, the very last thing I felt was horny. I was so pissed at you for dumping this on me. But I missed you anyway and I still wanted to be with you. No, I don’t think it’s lust.” He winks at me. “At least, not only lust.” 
 
    With a deep sigh, he settles back against the sofa cushions, pulling me with him. I cuddle in against his chest, relief flooding through me.  
 
    “Can I ask you something now?”  
 
    “Mmmhmmm.” 
 
    I’m not sure I really want to know but I have to ask anyway. “Where did you go? This afternoon?” 
 
    At first, he’s silent and still. Just as I’m beginning to wonder if he heard me, he finally speaks. “I went to the inn and talked to the guy who owns it. Lars?” I hum a confirmation. “I asked him for Doctor Parson’s address. At first he didn’t want to give it to me, but eventually I convinced him and went to see him.” 
 
    “You went to see Parsons?” 
 
    “Yup, and I asked him if you were telling the truth or if you were a complete whack job?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh calm down, I also asked him if I was having a stroke, which he assured me I wasn’t. Then he said that you are, in his opinion, a neurotic drama queen with no taste in clothes but that as far as he’s aware, you’re both sane and honest.” 
 
    I hide my burning face against Andy’s chest. How I hate Parsons. Could he be any more of a Goblin snot? Andy ignores my protestations and keeps talking.  
 
    “He took my stitches out – I have to say Healing Magic rocks – checked me over and declared me fit for action. He also suggested I make a run for it.”  
 
    Ugh! That Fae.  
 
    “So I went home to my apartment. Had a shower, got my head out of my ass, and came here.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANDY 
 
    In the Uber on the way back to my apartment in Luzein I’d been unable to get two things out of my mind. One was that Magic is real – along with a whole lot of other things I’ve always considered storybook material – which in turn raises a whole lot of other questions. Do all Cupids look like Leif? What about all the Japanese mythology and stories I grew up with? Is there a Grove somewhere at home? How many other Humans know? Then there’s Rorik – how did we get him so wrong?   
 
    The other was that I really like Leif. Maybe even… love him. Honestly, it’s that last bit that had been bothering me. How could I possibly feel that way after such a short time? The more I thought about it, the less it made sense. The only explanation, I decided, was that I was under some kind of spell.  
 
    I’d stomped up the stairs to my apartment, which is definitely not in the same league as Leif’s, muttering to myself about Elves and Fae and pornographic Santas. Checking through my mail, I’d held up a running diatribe about consent and free will and the place of magic in a relationship that hadn’t yet had a chance to form.  
 
    By the time I got in the shower, all I could think of was the way Leif had curled into me in the early hours of the morning. In that moment, everything had felt perfect.  
 
    It was at that moment, standing in my cramped little shower, shampoo dripping down my face that it hit me that just because it doesn’t make sense, that doesn’t mean it isn’t real. And just because Leif is … different… that doesn’t mean what’s between us isn’t real. If Leif hadn’t told me the truth, I would have been in a shower with him, teaching him all the fun things you can do with a sponge and some shower gel.  
 
    What if walking away from Leif meant walking away from the best thing that ever happened to me? I stopped washing and blinked shampoo out of my eyes. I had already done that. A man – okay a Cupid – who had all the love in the world at his fingertips and who had never trusted his heart or his truth with anyone, had trusted me. And I walked away.  
 
    According to my GPS it’s a sixty-five-minute trip from my door to Leif’s. I did it in forty. 
 
    *** 
 
    I bury my nose in Leif’s hair, breathing in the sweet scent of him. There is so much to talk about and so many of my little nut’s beloved details to sort through that it makes my head spin. All of it can wait for tomorrow. Tonight, I don’t want to think about anything but the relief of having him snuggled up in my arms.  
 
    Leif tips his head back and looks up at me. How can he possibly think nobody finds him attractive? With that hair, those cheekbones, and those eyes, you’d have to be made of stone to not see his beauty.  
 
    I dip my head, meaning the kiss to be gentle. Chaste. But that damned jolt of electricity is there and I can’t help myself. I claim his mouth with my own, pressing my tongue in to explore and taste him.  
 
    Leif makes small desperate sounds against my mouth, whimpers that go straight to my cock and make me want to take him right here, right now. It takes every ounce of self-control I have to break the kiss and sit back.  
 
    “Andy?”  
 
    “It’s okay.” I smile to reassure him. “I just have to go grab my bag from the car, I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Doubt surfaces in his eyes. “Can’t it wait?” 
 
    I keep forgetting just how inexperienced he is. “No baby, it can’t. I have stuff in my bag that we’re going to need.” 
 
    A soft pink tints his cheeks. “Oh.” 
 
    I kiss the tip of his nose – I can’t imagine doing that to anyone else, but somehow it seems perfect for Leif – and nudge him to his feet. “Why don’t you go get in the shower and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Shower?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I turn him toward the hallway. “Yes. Shower. If you’re not in there when I get back, I might have to take Rorik’s advice and spank you.” 
 
    A little shudder runs through him that makes me file the idea for exploration at a later date. He might be inexperienced but I think we might be going to have a lot of fun finding out what my oversensitive Fae enjoys.  
 
    It takes me five minutes to retrieve my bag and join Leif in the shower. For the next forty minutes we alternate kissing and groping with washing and rinsing. I take my time teaching him how to prepare and clean himself, smiling at the initial embarrassment that soon becomes excited anticipation.  
 
    When we finally tumble onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and hair and kisses, darkness has fallen. I switch on the bedside lamp, filling the room with a soft glow.  
 
    Leif wriggles up the bed, head tipped back and eyes squeezed shut; his breath comes in ragged pants. I lean over him to suck at the hollow at the base of his throat until a small purple bruise appears.  
 
    “Mine,” I growl against his skin. Leif whines and rolls his hips up against me. Interesting. 
 
    I move to his nipples, sucking the left one into my mouth until it’s a hard peak, then turn my attention to the right one, teasing it with the tip of my tongue.  
 
    I work my way down his smooth skin to the butterfly. It’s just as impressive as the first time I saw it, and I spend several minutes licking and sucking at the skin surrounding it, watching it redden and darken the ink work.  
 
    Aside from the silver strands beneath his arms, he has no other body hair, his skin smooth and silky to the touch. I wonder if it’s natural, waxed, or… magic. I suspect I’m going to spend a lot of time wondering where magic starts and ends. Right now though, I decide I don’t care what it is. I have the most beautiful being in creation beneath me on the bed and he could have every hair tweezed out individually for all I care.  
 
    The image of the lace briefs he wore yesterday surfaces in my mind.  
 
    “We have to buy you more lingerie.” His cock twitches against my cheek and I assume he agrees.  
 
    I sit back on my heels, between his legs, and study him. Running my hand lazily over my own cock, I consider what to do next. He’s breathtaking, stretched out, eyes shut, cock hard against his belly and obscuring his tattoo. 
 
    I press his knees open and up toward his chest. Smile when he opens his eyes.  
 
    “Hold them,” I instruct.  
 
    God, he doesn’t even hesitate. Simply obeys.  
 
    “So beautiful,” I murmur. 
 
    I kiss my way down the stretch of thigh muscle to his ass cheek. Nip at the skin there and am rewarded with a soft yelp. Before he can think too much about what I’m doing to him, I lean and sweep my tongue around his hole, up over his taint to his balls.   
 
    Leif whimpers, his body shaking and shivering, but he holds tight to his knees. I flick my tongue back down to the soft pink skin and plunge in, licking and biting the ring of muscle until I feel it relax. I suck a finger into my mouth then press it into him alongside my tongue. When I find his gland and press it, he arches off the bed with a cry, precum streaming from his tip.  
 
    I glance up the length of his body to find him watching me, hands still clasping his knees, shoulders lifted from the bed. There’s some strength in that slight body.  
 
    “Please,” he begs. In reply, I ease another finger into him and press against his gland again. “Oh Gods, Andy, please.”  
 
    My eyes on his face, I stretch and massage him with my fingers, easing off whenever I think he might be close. The air is filled with his moans and pleas and I just want to sink into him. Not until I’m sure he’s ready though; I’m done hurting him.  
 
    When I press my third finger in, he lets his knees drop and for a second, I think I’ve pushed him over the edge. But no, he’s simply lost in the pleasure.  
 
    Easing my fingers from him, I reach for the small paper bag I’d placed on the bed earlier. I make short work of opening the condom and rolling it on. I squirt lube onto my fingers and work them back into his body. Only when I’m sure he’s relaxed and ready enough, do I smooth lube over myself.  
 
    I press forward and immediately Leif tenses, his blue gaze anxious and tense. 
 
    “Relax baby, I don’t want to hurt you.”  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I push forward trying to focus on the sounds Leif is making rather than the tight heat clenching around me. It feels like forever until I bottom out, and I bury my face in the crook of his neck, fighting the need to thrust.  
 
    Leif lifts his legs and wraps them around my waist; the position pulling me a little deeper into him. I give a gentle rock of my hips and to my surprise, Leif arches into the movement.  
 
    “Again!” The breathy command is all the encouragement I need.  
 
    I thrust into him with long, languid movements, desperate to make it good for him. For both of us. Sweat slicks our skin and I can feel his cock sliding between our bellies, sticky and hot.  
 
    Ruby stains his chest, creeping up his neck to his cheeks; his eyes are blown so wide they appear black instead of cornflower blue.  
 
    I lift up a little and reach between us to grasp his shaft and stroke it in time with my thrusts.  
 
    “Oh Gods.” His voice is broken and rough. I tighten my fingers around him, jacking him with sure, swift strokes. “Andy… Andy… I’m…”   
 
    Thick ropes of cum burst from him, covering my hand and his skin. He clenches around me, tightening his legs at the same time and the tenuous hold I have on my own orgasm slips away. I slam into him, cock pulsing and twitching, filling the condom with my release. 
 
    I collapse on top of him, panting and shaking. Leif draws patterns on my back with his fingers, murmuring something in my ear.  
 
    Something about being worth waiting for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    LEIF 
 
    I’m exhausted. Special Day this year was insane. Admittedly some of that insanity was because I’d spent a week distracted by Andy, but I don’t think that accounts for all of it. People just seemed to be high on love and sex this year.  
 
    “I think you’re the one who’s high,” Rorik mutters, handing me a glass of champagne.  
 
    “No,” I argue, “last year they weren’t like this. Everyone was all gloomy and hated each other and the world. This year they’re quite different. Do you think its global warming? Is it doing something to Humans?”  
 
    I don’t know what Rorik whispers in Boden’s ear, but it earns him a slapped thigh and then a warning to behave.  
 
    “Babe,” Andy tightens his arm around me, “I don’t think it’s global warming. I think it’s you.”  
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. I think this is why Cu – sorry Holders of the Bow – have Life Mates. It’s easier to spread happiness and love when you know what those things feel like.”  
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. “So, does this mean that all the other years when people seemed miserable, that was my fault? What if it’s my fault all those couples who split up were so unhappy. Why didn’t I think of that before? Oh Gods, I’ll have to go and check the database and see if I can f- “ 
 
    I try to stand, meaning to go and check immediately, but Andy grabs my hand and pulls me onto his lap. Chuckles and kisses my cheek.  
 
    “First of all, you little nut,” he holds up one finger, “you have a whole team of Juniors helping you out, so I’m sure if you were affecting Humans, they balanced you out.”  
 
    I take a mouthful of champagne, unsure how I feel about sitting on his lap in public. I mean, Boden and Rorik do it but … I’m not either of them. Andy is still talking.  
 
    “Secondly, not everything is your responsibility. There is a lot of shit happening out there that makes it hard for Humans to find happiness easily. You have to be patient with us.” He takes my now empty glass from my hand. “And thirdly, you really do have to learn to sip this stuff. You drink it likes it’s water.” 
 
    Pouting, I try to catch the attention of one of Lars’ bar staff. “It’s better than water. Besides, it’s been a long day. I worked hard. I earned my champagne.”  
 
    Andy nuzzles at my neck, fingers picking my braid undone. “Drink too much of it now and you’ll be sorry later.”  
 
    Across the table Boden gives me a knowing grin and nods. I don’t know why everyone seems to think it’s suddenly okay to reference my sex life in public. I scowl at him and hand my glass to Agnes. Earned it.  
 
    I settle against Andy’s chest and shut my eyes. He’s going back to work on Monday and Boden has said they’ll organize something so that he works nearby as much as possible. Personally, I intend sleeping all of Monday since I haven’t been doing much of that lately, what with Special Day and … stuff.  
 
    Next weekend we’re going to get Andy’s things and bring it to my apartment. I suggested I pay his mortgage, but he won’t hear of it, so we’re going to rent his place out and have it as an investment.  
 
    Next month, his mother is coming to stay. I’m both excited and terrified by the prospect. On one hand, I can’t wait for her to see her tableau up in my – our – study. On the other hand, she’s Andy’s mom and she’ll be in the room across the hall, and she’ll … know.  
 
    “Baby, everyone knows already.” Andy kisses my cheek. Damn it! I did it again.  
 
    “You got that right,” Rorik says. “Even if you didn’t keep muttering about it, that smile you’ve been wearing the past few days gives it away.”  
 
    “Rorik,” Boden sighs.  
 
    “What? It does. He looks like what he is. Someone who has been thoroughly and well f –“ His words are cut off by Boden’s hand over his mouth.  
 
    My fresh champagne arrives but before I can take it, Andy intercepts. He holds it out of reach. “Sip, not gulp.”  
 
    Yes, yes. Fine. I’ll sip, just give me my glass. I’ve barely wet my lips when he takes it away again.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You can have it in a minute.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “I have a present for you.”  
 
    “A present? What for?” 
 
    “Well, it’s Valentine’s Day – no, I’m not calling Special Day, you can forget it – and you’re my Life Mate, right?” He raises an eyebrow. I nod, unable to suppress my smile.  
 
    From his jacket pocket he pulls a flat, blue box about the size of his palm, tied with a gold ribbon. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Andy sniggers. “You do know how presents work, right? Open it.”  
 
    I look over at Boden and Rorik; they both grin and make ‘hurry up’ signs with their hands.  
 
    The ribbon falls away at the first tug and floats to the floor. Biting my lip, I glance at Andy then lift the lid off.  
 
    Inside is a bright blue crystal butterfly pin. The body and head are made from intricate swirls of fine copper.  
 
    “It’s supposed to be a Blue Morpho,” Andy says removing it from the box. “Butterflies are symbolic of rebirth and new beginnings which I think is fitting for the situation.” He pins it to my white sweater. “And I think it’s time you added a bit of color.”  
 
    I look down at the pin. Run my fingers over it, unable to speak. It’s stunning and I’m going to wear it every day.  
 
    But he’s wrong about needing color.  
 
    Loving him has already added it.  
 
      
 
    FIN 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THANKS 
 
    You’ll often hear authors speak about characters as if they’re real people. That’s because for us, at least while we’re writing, they’re very real. Some more than others. Leif, for me, is one of the very real ones. This, as I’m sure you can imagine, can be fun. It can also be a royal pain in the proverbial. Guess which one Leif was most of  the time? I spent a lot of time swearing at our little drama Fae and on one occasion came closer to ditching a project than I ever have. That I didn’t is due almost entirely to Drea Roman. When I was out of patience with Leif, his story, and my ability to do either (not to mention Andy and his story) justice, Drea fell in love with Leif.  
 
    With someone on his side, so did I. Hopefully you did too. If on the other hand you’re questioning Andy’s sanity right now, don’t worry, I get it – but I think they’re going to be okay you know? Andy is just what that overdramatic little nut needs in his life.  
 
    As always, a huge thank you to May Dawney of May Dawney Designs and Penny Tsallos of Penny Tsallos Editing – not only do they make my work look good (and make me seem like I might know what I’m doing) they’re two of the best friends anyone could have.  
 
    Thank you also to my very patient PA, Lauren, who helps me not lose what is left of my sanity.  
 
    As always of course, the biggest thanks is to you  for reading – you’re the best.  
 
    Stay happy, stay well, stay kind. 
 
    ARJ 
 
    February 2020 
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