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            A LITTLE FAIRY MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Might make him see the perfect girl under his nose

      

      

      

      Christy normally deals with girls in her fairy godmother gig, but ready for a challenge, she decides this time, to take on a boy. Helping Roark Turner find his perfect girl certainly wouldn’t be a challenge for a veteran fairy godmother.

      Especially one about to retire. Even with as little magic as possible.

      After all, Roark’s perfect match is his best friend Stephanie Bowers—best friends since kindergarten. It should have been easy.

      But Cupid starts shooting arrows into Roark, forcing the mortal to fall in love, and bending his will.

      Christy must get Roark and Stephanie together without changing either of their free will, ruining her perfect record, and thwart Cupid’s meddling, or she’ll never get her own Happily Ever After.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Christy A. Molar stretched as she relaxed in her chair, then waved her magic wand. Glittery cerulean sparkles burst from the tip, and a little ottoman appeared under her tired feet. She softly opened and closed her translucent blue wings as she adjusted her legs, making herself comfortable. Then, with a flicker of her wand, a table appeared next to her, complete with a tall margarita.

      She scooped up the glass and licked a bit of salt off the rim before sipping on the lime concoction.

      She took a deep breath. Her friends were late. Almost. One would be appearing…

      Lilly Bloom burst into the room, a wave of yellow sparkles all around her, her strawberry-blonde curls sticking out in all directions, like she’d been caught in a wind tunnel on her way.

      “Am I late?” she asked, panting as she waved her wand—yellow dust flitting everywhere—and her own chair, a chaise lounge with no back, appeared. She dropped on it, an exasperated sigh coming out as she materialized her own cocktail—a strawberry daiquiri—and took a sip.

      If she were wearing a stola, she would have looked like she belonged at a formal gathering on Mount Olympus. Minus the wings, of course.

      “Not yet,” Christy replied with a grin, pleased some things never change. “You are only late if Ava beats you.” They were an odd set—Christy was always early, Lilly managed to appear exactly on time, and Ava had always been fashionably late. But after as many years as they had known one another, they had learned to live with each other’s quirks.

      One had to, when immortal.

      Lilly smiled. “I was hung up by the Council.” She brushed a curl out of her eyes. “I couldn’t get Andres to let me go.” She fluttered her yellow wings, sending more yellow dust into the air.

      “What is it this time?” Christy asked. Andres was a Council member, and technically their boss. For the most part, Christy found him a fair guy, but he always seemed to drive Lilly nuts.

      “Cupid,” Lilly said with a sigh. “He’s gone and released his minions on Hollywood again.”

      Christy groaned. “I cannot believe even Zeus himself⁠—”

      “Shh, don’t call him that! You know how upset Jupiter gets when we call him his Greek name,” Lilly said.

      Christy rolled her eyes. “So particular. Anyway, I cannot believe even Jupiter will not discipline that—that⁠—”

      “Asshole,” Ava added just as she appeared in the room.

      “Ava,” Christy chided.

      Ava shrugged. “I call it like I see it.” She ran her hands through her auburn hair, making rose dust fall everywhere. She fluttered her delicate, half-rose, half-pink wings, and Christy, after all this time, still found the contrast startling. Nothing about Ava was sweet and pretty. If it wasn’t for her wings, Ava would look like she’d stepped off the back of some biker’s motorcycle. Even a hundred years ago, when all the women wore dresses, Ava wore pants and boots. Her rosy red wings clashed with her black leather suit.

      Lilly giggled, her cheeks blushing. “Cupid certainly is a pain. There have been four new celebrity engagements already, and one quicky marriage.”

      “Not Katy Perry again,” Christy asked.

      “No,” Lilly replied. “But the repair assignments are already in the system.”

      Ava waved her rose wand, creating a wingback chair—open for her wings to slip through—and a table holding a glass of amber liquid.

      “What is that?” Lilly asked, staring at Ava’s drink.

      “Good Kentucky bourbon,” Ava replied and took a sip.

      Christy rolled her eyes at Ava’s choice of beverage, and savored her own. “This was supposed to be a girly drink night.”

      Ava smirked. “Fine.” She waved her wand and the amber liquid turned darker. “There, bourbon and coke.”

      Lilly giggled. “Now, you just need an umbrella.” She pointed at Ava’s glass and a little pink umbrella appeared.

      Ava shook her head. “Now I’m girly.” She took the umbrella out and tossed it on the table. “So what did you want to talk about?” She rocked her drink back and forth, making the ice tinkle in the glass.

      Christy adjusted her skirt over her legs, crossing her ankles on the ottoman. “As you both know, I am fast approaching Fairy Godmother retirement.”

      “Three months to the big 3-5-0 of service,” Lilly said, grinning.

      Christy nodded.

      “And you don’t look a day over three-eighty-five,” Ava added with a grin.

      None of them have aged past thirty-five, when they took their Fairy Godmother positions, and with the modern marvels of skin care, all three could easily pass for thirty in the mortal world. Lilly could possibly pass for even younger, the freckles on her nose making her look almost childlike—though Lilly was over three hundred herself.

      Ava spoke the truth—Christy was three hundred and eighty-five. Or would be in three months.

      “I have been doing this a long time. My husband is ready to retire,” Christy said, her wings flapping softly behind the chair. The little blue sparkles floated around the room toward the other two.

      “And?” Ava prompted.

      Christy smiled. “And I want one last challenge.”

      “Another case?” Lilly asked, her wings fluttering.

      “More than that.” Christy had been thinking about this for a while. “I want to truly push our talents. We all have strengths as Fairy Godmothers.”

      Ava leaned toward Lilly. “She’s got another trio to take.”

      Lilly nodded in agreement.

      “Yes, I have another trio.” Periodically, they would take on a trio of charges who were connected to one another. It made the ripples of happiness bigger when three found their HEA at once, instead of just a single person. And ripples always affected more.

      “And what makes this challenge special?” Lilly asked.

      “To see who can get the best Happily Ever After with the least amount of magic.” Christy leaned back and waited for the resistance to explode. Because it always did, at first.

      “No magic? How can we do anything without magic?” Ava asked, hands on her hips.

      “I can’t get a fairy to go out with me with magic,” Lilly said. “How can I get a mortal to her HEA without it?” Lilly’s wings were beginning to take on a fan-like quality.

      “Least amount of magic. Not none,” Christy said. “We can still use magic, just not as much.”

      “Why not?” Ava asked.

      “Because this trio is not the usual case.”

      Ava rubbed her head. “Oh goddess, are they Cupid Cases?”

      “No,” Christy replied. “Not exactly.” Cupid Cases were people who’d been hit by one of his horrible arrows and were trying to recover their life after the collapse of the disastrous relationship.

      There were a lot of Cupid Cases.

      Christy waved her wand and created a swirl of blue fog that slowly turned white before revealing a scene. Everyone clustered around the images spreading out before them.

      A dark, rustic sports bar, with men sitting around a table.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, the reason you’re still single, Roark my boy, is because you spend all day making perfumes.” William said, proudly displaying his white T-shirt, with Last Free Night on it. He sipped on his beer, grinning.

      Lucky bastard, Roark thought. He was getting married tomorrow. Roark had always looked forward to the institution of marriage—he came from parents who actually loved each other, and were still married after thirty-eight years. And they were as much in love now as they were then.

      Sadly, even Roark’s parents were starting to wonder which side he was playing for. Roark didn’t know why he just couldn’t get a date.

      William might be on to something…

      Bruce and Jason laughed at the barb. They had been friends as long as William—they all went to the same high school, wrestled on the same team, and had known each other for eternity.

      “Every girl you meet thinks you’re gay,” Jason added, grinning over his bourbon.

      Roark smirked. “But then they want to change me back.” He waggled his eyebrows. While it was true—he did have his sexuality questioned at least once a month—he didn’t let it bother him. Because he wasn’t lying. He had women come around who really did want to see if he’d “flip” sides.

      The guys had always made fun of his sensitive nose, but his acute sense made him a good deal of money. Figuring out what things worked with what—there was more science to it than they knew. And he put in a lot of hours making those smelly things.

      What else did he have to do? It was his family’s legacy. They’d been making perfumes for almost a century. And Roark was born with “the nose” for it.

      Bruce patted him on the shoulder. “If you start wearing an ascot and carrying a pipe, we will have an intervention.”

      Roark laughed and glanced at William, feeling—not for the first time since his friend announced his wedding—a pang of jealousy. “So how did you wind up with the last amazing woman in town?”

      “Got her on eBay,” William said with a grin. Roark and the others smirked. “Seriously, though, it was just luck.”

      “Annie is amazing,” Jason added. “She puts up with your crap.”

      “A good gal,” Bruce said. They all raised their beers—well, everyone who was drinking beer, anyway. Jason had a bourbon in his hand. They toasted.

      “To Annie.”

      “May she never know what an asshat you are,” Jason added.

      Everyone laughed and clattered their glasses together again. “Here, here!”

      Roark sipped on his beer, watching William. The man had an air about him—and it wasn’t the new cologne he had on that Annie had bought from him, either. It was a…a swagger.

      “I want that,” Roark muttered.

      “What?” Bruce leaned closer, trying to see what Roark was seeing. “The bartender?”

      “No, asshole.” Roark hit Bruce and gestured to William. “That.”

      William raised his eyebrow. “You need to tell me something, Roark?”

      Roark rolled his eyes. “The happiness. The swagger. I want that.”

      “Don’t think he’s going to share Annie, douche,” Jason added.

      “Naw, man, the happy. I want that for myself,” Roark said.

      “Oh that,” Bruce said. “We all want that, right Jason?”

      “Yeah.” Jason sipped on his bourbon. “Yeah. We all do.”
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        * * *

      

      “You want us to take on men?” Ava asked, her rose-red wings fluttering.

      Christy grinned. “Yes. And I just heard them ask for their HEA, didn’t you?”

      “Sort of,” Lilly answered, ruffling her blonde curls, making more yellow magic dust flutter around her.

      Christy shrugged. “They’re men. It counts.” She waved her blue wand again and all three men started to shift, their auras becoming more visible. “And there are our assignments.”

      “Cool,” Ava said, gesturing to the one—Jason—who had lit up red like her. “I liked him.”

      “Why?” Lilly asked, making the image bigger, staring at Bruce. She didn’t take her eyes off the man, checking him out from all angles, seriously studying her new charge.

      “I like a man who brings bourbon to a beer party.”

      Christy giggled at her friend and stared at her new charge.

      Roark.

      A man who made perfumes. How interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SATURDAY

        

      

    

    
      Roark Turner glanced around the wedding venue. The outdoor affair had turned out rather well. William and Annie had a lovely ceremony, and now the reception was moving along nicely. No major hiccups Roark had noticed, and after going to as many of these as he had in the last few years, he learned quickly how to spot them.

      His quasi-date, Stephanie, had outdone herself again. Of course she had. Stephanie was one of the best wedding planners in town.

      Roark took a deep breath, realizing the smells of the barbecue—catered by his buddy, Jason Gregorian—had overtaken the aromas of the bouquets on the reception tables.

      He shook his head, then sipped on his coffee. There were wonderful benefits to having a sensitive nose. But there were also severe drawbacks. Like losing the smell of flowers to the smell of barbecue, that…

      Did he put beer in the sauce? Bourbon? Both?

      Roark shook his head. Jason did weird things to his barbecue. But everyone seemed to love it—the line at the food tables wove around the side of the seating, the guests ready for a bite.

      “So, how do you think it’s going?” Stephanie asked, plopping down into the chair next to him. Her blonde hair, bundled into a twist, had pieces falling around her face. She let out a puff of air, blowing a few strands out of her eyes.

      Roark reached into his pocket and pulled out the energy shot he’d been holding for her. “Good. I think I would have parked the barbecue pit a little further away…”

      Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Only you would complain about not being able to smell the flowers.” She downed the energy shot in a couple of gulps. “You sure you’re not gay?” She elbowed him.

      He picked up his cup, raising his pinky finger. “Not at all, dahling.”

      Her grin, broad and wide, showed off her beautiful teeth, and he couldn’t help taking in every detail of her face—from the sparkle in her eye makeup highlighting her moss-green eyes to a similar sparkle from the gloss on her rose-colored lips.

      And in a flash, a hardcore buzz hit him—the one he felt whenever he was attracted to someone—though this was more intense than he’d ever experienced before.

      Roark gritted his teeth, forcing down the thoughts. This was Stephanie, after all. His best friend since before time. They met in the sandbox in kindergarten when she stole his shovel and he dumped sand on her feet. They’d been friends ever since.

      “Thanks for coming today,” she said, setting the energy shot on the table and resting her hand on his. The simple contact shot straight to his groin, and he pulled away.

      What was the matter with him? Stephanie never created such a reaction in him. He wondered what was in his coffee, because he didn’t respond like that to her… She was…

      She was beautiful, no doubt about it. She was sweet when she wanted to be, and as close to him as Jason and Bruce were. Why would he suddenly feel so intensely for her?

      A buzz came from Stephanie, and she pressed her finger against her ear. That was when he noticed her Bluetooth headset. “Yes, I’m on my way.” She stood, and if she realized he’d pulled his hand away, she didn’t say anything. “Gotta run. One of the bridesmaids got barbecue on her dress and is about to go ballistic.”

      “Go, have fun,” Roark said with a laugh, trying to hide any strange thoughts.

      “Always. Save me a dance later?”

      “You mean you get to have fun while you’re working?”

      “Occasionally.” Stephanie darted away, disappearing into the crowd to solve this dilemma. Then onto the next one. And the next. Until the reception was over and the cleanup had all been done.

      He wouldn’t get a dance with her, even if he wanted to.

      And today, he wanted to.

      What was up with that?
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        * * *

      

      “I am going to strangle Cupid,” Christy said, floating around the wedding, zapping the little cherubs who worked for the ornery Roman god. And they were everywhere, too. How would this throw off the contest? Cupid’s minion zapping her charge before she could cast her first spell.

      And she had a good one, too. Knock over Roark’s coffee cup so he’d need assistance cleaning up. Allow Stephanie some alone time with Roark. Let the sparks fly. Christy didn’t have to look at Roark’s file to know that Stephanie was the woman for him. The woman obviously cared for him a great deal, and he for her. Christy had been relieved as soon as she saw the sparks between the two of them—it should be nothing to fan those sparks into flames of love and HEA.

      At least, that was her first intention.

      Now Roark was overwhelmed with those sparks, amplified a hundred times more than necessary. And he was repressing them. It was going to make him sick soon. Her charge got up and headed out of the wedding to wander around the garden.

      “Cupid, I hate you,” Christy snapped.

      “Now that is not a very loving thing to say, Fairy Godmother,” Cupid said, materializing beside her. And he was rather handsome—no diaper and wings, like so many human depictions. Those were his minions. Cupid himself was tall, blond, and just as handsome as many of the other gods and goddesses on Mount Olympus.

      “Your minions shot arrows at our new charges!” She gestured at Ava, who was hanging out around the barbecue pit, batting away minions as they approached and probably having too much fun punching the annoying little cherubs in the wings. Lilly stood across the way, blasting yellow magic dust everywhere while she sent more minions scurrying away as Bruce snapped pictures of the bride and groom.

      Cupid laughed. “So? What would your little challenge be, if it was simply being left to your own devices? There is no difficulty in that at all.”

      Christy seethed. “How you know about our private affairs is a bit more important to me.”

      Cupid grinned. “Because I’m a god. You are merely a Fairy Godmother.”

      Another whisper of smoke appeared on Christy’s other side. Her husband, Ewan Molar, stepped to Christy, his hand on his wife’s shoulder.

      Cupid looked the man up and down.

      “Cupid,” Ewan said, crossing his arms.

      “Tooth fetcher.”

      Ewan started to step forward. Christy put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Do not engage him, honey. That is what he wants.”

      Cupid grinned again. “This is going to be so much fun…” And with a wave of his hand, he disappeared, all of his minions vanishing with him.

      “I abhor that being,” Christy said.

      Ewan stroked her shoulder. “When this is done, you can retire. And we’ll be done dealing with Cupid.”

      “Yes, when this is over, we retire.”

      Ewan kissed her cheek. “I have to go. Work.”

      Christy looked around for her charge. “Yes, I think I need to, too. Clean up the damage Cupid’s already caused.”

      “Have fun. Love you, wife.” Ewan squeezed her hand, then disappeared to go collect the latest teeth in his sector.

      “Love you too,” Christy said, making her way to find Roark and see how much damage had been done before she got the arrow out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a little while, but Roark had to walk off his raging hormones, away from everyone, before finally he started to feel more relaxed. He rejoined the party, watching all the people dancing away and others mingling around the edge of the wooden deck built just for weddings.

      Working through the crowd of people he’d known—in a vague sense, anyway—he smiled and laughed at all the right moments, but his thoughts remained centered around Stephanie.

      At some point, he made it to the bar, sipping on—hell, he wasn’t even sure what it was, exactly. But it wet his mouth and would hopefully help him relax and let go of his sudden obsession.

      He didn’t understand the overwhelming desires for Stephanie. It just hit him like a bolt of lightning. Sure, he knew Stephanie was pretty—always had been. She smiled, even tended to be a bit touchy-feely—holding his hand, whatever—but it never meant anything.

      It wasn’t supposed to. They were friends.

      Yet Roark couldn’t explain it. It was like a light had been flipped on and now every little nuance mattered.

      They mattered a great deal.

      His friend, Bruce, joined him from the tables. A striking brunette bid Bruce a parting wave and headed in the other direction.

      “Friend?” Roark asked as Bruce joined him.

      “Potential client. Looking for a photographer,” Bruce said.

      “Hot,” Roark replied.

      “She’d melt the film, if I still used it…”

      Roark smirked at the comment as he watched the crowd. Stephanie darted over to the DJ booth, spoke rapidly, her hands going like they did whenever she was in a hurry, then she was off again. Roark glanced at his watch. The reception should be fizzling out soon—he guessed Steph would be confirming with the DJ what music to play as William and Annie left.

      “Where’s your date?” Bruce asked.

      “Over there, somewhere.” Roark gestured to the tents on the side farthest from them.

      “So what’s the deal?” Bruce asked. “You two have a side thing going?”

      Roark squeezed his cup, wondering what Bruce’s motivations were. “No, we don’t.”

      “Too bad. She’s cute. Ball of energy, that one. May have to see if she’s available.”

      Roark made a fist with his free hand, but instead of punching his friend like he wanted to, he shoved it in his pocket and willed himself to calm down. “She doesn’t mix business with pleasure.”

      “Technically, I don’t work for her, so…”

      “You’re the wedding photographer—you pretty much do.”

      “Besides, I still wouldn’t date you,” Stephanie said, appearing out of nowhere—a magic quality she had. “You’re not my type.”

      “What?” Bruce put his hands on his chest. “You don’t like cute and loveable?”

      Stephanie laughed. “Wedding planners and photographers don’t do well together. I have had extensive study in this area.”

      Roark grimaced, knowing she had dated photographers before and the extent of the crap she’d endured, as well. And mentioning her exes did not sit well with him tonight.

      “Aww, come on. Not all photographers are the same.” Bruce flashed a smile at her.

      Stephanie stepped a bit closer to Roark, and he couldn’t help standing up a bit straighter when she put her hand on his arm. “Well, what would you prefer?” she asked Bruce. “A single date, which is all you would ever get, or grow your business?”

      “Hmm, tough call,” Bruce said with a grin, then picked up his camera and snapped a picture of Roark and Stephanie.

      Stephanie slid her arm through Roark’s and he felt his body heating up again. How was she doing that? Just by touching him? They had always been able to…well…touch. It never meant anything before.

      Why did it suddenly mean everything?

      Stephanie must have been oblivious to him, and continued talking to Bruce. “You do good work, Matthews. However, you’re going to miss the bride and groom’s big exit.” She pointed toward the entrance, where people were already starting to line up to wish them off.

      Bruce made the Homer Simpson face, accompanied by the “doh!” and took off, fumbling with the camera around his neck.

      Stephanie smiled. “I wasn’t sure about your buddy, but he really has a good eye.” With her arm still through his, she patted his forearm. More zings of energy shot through him. Again with the deep sensation and mounting attraction. Just as strong as before.

      “Earth to Roark,” Stephanie said, jerking him out of his wandering thoughts. “Think they’re playing our song.” She started to lead him to the mostly empty dance floor.

      An older couple—the husband led his wife about the dance floor as if this were the 1940s instead of the twenty-first century. Small children tried to mimic the adults dancing—cheek-to-cheek, and swinging about. The scent of the flowers hung in the air, and Roark inhaled, focusing on just the smells.

      And not on Stephanie.

      Rose.

      Hyacinth.

      Lilly.

      The little boy pulled the little girl’s ponytail.

      And off they ran—the girl chasing him, on the attack.

      This is working, Roark thought to himself, willing his senses not to focus on Stephanie being so close to him. Don’t think about…

      “Roark, are you all right?” Stephanie asked.

      He gritted his teeth. Hearing her voice, feeling her near him, the touch of her skirt against his pants, and her smell—oh, how he could bathe in that amazing smell—a drug, slowly killing him. Had to be it. It was some kind of slow torture.

      “Sure,” he said, though it sounded quite strangled.

      “You seem distracted.”

      Your damn perfume. Perfume he’d made. He could smell every note. Now he’d never be able to smell Softly again without thinking about her.

      “I’m fine.” Like a deer in headlights, he met her gaze as she wrapped her arms around his neck. They weren’t horribly close together—just over a hand apart—but he could still sense the swirling of her skirt as they started to move to Faith Hill’s Breathe.

      Her green eyes met his, her brow marred in worry. “You have seemed distracted all night.” And she stopped. “You’re seeing someone.”

      Roark jerked at her words. “No, why do you ask?”

      “You’re all stiff and jerky, like you get when you’re seeing someone.” She took his hands and waved them, trying to loosen up his tension. Not that it worked.

      “It’s not that,” Roark tried to reassure her, smiling even.

      “Don’t give me that fake smile crap, Turner. I can still whip you.”

      He smirked, a genuine one. “You and what army?”

      She raised her eyebrow. “I’ve never needed an army to kick your butt before.”

      “The last time, you were five.”

      “And I’m still…” The blasted buzzing again, and she touched her ear piece. “Yes. Yes. I’ll be right there.”

      She glanced at Roark. “I…”

      “I know. Go, do your job.” His smile broadened.

      She put her hand on hand on his arm one last time. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. Really. I need to get going, anyway.”

      She nodded as she let go. “All right. Well, call me if you need to talk.” And she disappeared into the night, back to do her job.

      Roark walked to the edge of the dance floor.

      And kept on walking, because he needed to get away from her. Clear his head.
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        * * *

      

      Christy sighed as her charge entered his home. It was a nice, pleasant little brick house. Tall roofs, dormers, a big front porch. Very homey.

      At least until she went inside.

      “Oh Roark,” she muttered, realizing while the yard was quite well manicured, the inside was sparse. Not much in the way of decorating. Walls painted a pale gray and hardwood floors. No art or anything to make it homey-looking.

      Yet it smelled clean and crisp. Like clothing off the line.

      Unfortunately, though she’d gotten Cupid’s arrow out, she wasn’t able to stop the magic from thrumming through his system. Right now, she could see his aura, and how the magic bent his normal colors and patterns—flaming them bright red and orange, his passions taking over.

      She’d already tried giving him the antidote at the wedding, but he barely touched his cocktail. Maybe if she waited she’d be able to slip it into his drink here. Get him off the crazy passion-driven trip he was on.

      She had to do something, because Roark wouldn’t be able to find his HEA if he let Cupid’s magic lead him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late. It took forever for Stephanie to get the last of the arrangements finished up at the reception. Yet she needed to get out of there to go see how Roark was doing.

      Something was wrong. She felt it when they were dancing.

      Hell, she felt it when they were standing at the bar, talking to Bruce.

      Mental note—make sure to have Bruce do more photo work. He turned out well. She never would have thought a book cover photographer would take such great shots.

      Wait, she wasn’t supposed to know that, was she? Bruce had sworn her to secrecy. Roark and Jason would destroy him if they found out he made smutty covers for some romance publisher.

      Though with the crap they give Roark about the perfume business, maybe she ought to let it slip?

      Ahh, to play with the boys. Even the caterer—Jason—made a mean barbecue. For a private investigator, the guy sure could cook.

      It made her wonder what other secrets Roark was hiding from her.

      He had to be seeing someone… That was the only explanation she could come up with for his strange behavior tonight.

      She rocked her head back and forth, loosening the muscles in her neck just before getting out of the car. Her heels clicked on Roark’s driveway as she walked up. There weren’t many lights on, but she knew he was home—she could see the television flickering in the front window.

      And from the flicker level, he was watching something with lots of explosions.

      She knocked twice, and when he didn’t come right to the door, she pulled out her key and slipped it in the lock. She always felt strange about going into Roark’s like this. It was something people who dated would do.

      That was one thing she and Roark never did.

      Had she thought about it? Sure, when she was in high school and he was on the wrestling team. Especially right after he’d finish a match, when he was all hot and sweaty—sexy as sin. She wanted to run up and kiss him then.

      Of course, so did about half the girls in their school. In fact, she hadn’t thought about kissing him since that time, so many million—okay twelve—years ago.

      Except today.

      Why was kissing Roark so much on her mind today? She pushed the thought away and stepped through the door.

      “Roark?” she said as she yanked her key out of the lock.

      Sure enough, Roark was half-asleep on the couch. He jerked when she said his name, almost rolling himself onto the floor.

      “Huh, what?” He righted himself and glanced at her, blinking twice. “You’re here… I…” He shook his head, scooped up the designer beer bottle off the floor and took a swig of it.

      “Yeah,” she said, coming in and sitting down next to him. “I always come over after work.” She kicked off her heels, and rubbed her foot.

      He shook his head again and ran his fingers through his hair. “Dream. Must have been a dream.”

      “What were you dreaming about?”

      “You.”

      Stephanie grinned. “Well, I hope it was a good dream.”

      Roark scooted away from her, pulled a pillow from behind him and stuck it in his lap. “It…it was a stupid dream.” He blinked a couple of times, rubbed his eyes, then smiled. “So, how did it go?”

      She relaxed, glad to see the Roark she knew looking back at her. Not the one who’d been so tense at the wedding. “It went well, I thought. Everyone loved the perfume you came up with, by the way. The bride wants to know if she can get a quart of the stuff.”

      “A quart?”

      “That’s what she said. I told her it would be pretty pricey, so she amended it to sixteen ounces. With the addendum that you save the recipe if she wants more of it later.”

      Roark smirked. “I always save my formulas.”

      She patted his leg. “I know you do.”

      His muscles clenched under her and she pulled back, deciding she needed a drink. Whether he admitted it or not, a girl was on his mind. She’d seen this pattern in him before. Stephanie was a touchy-feely person—always had been. Most of the time it didn’t bother Roark. Didn’t mean anything. She was just that way.

      But only when Roark had a girl on his mind did he start getting tense if she touched him.

      “Got any normal beer?” she asked, heading to the kitchen.

      She just crossed the threshold when he answered her. “Think there’s some Coors Light in the fridge.”

      She opened it, and sure enough, the brown bottles with the silver labels shined in comparison to all the designer beers he bought for himself. She rolled her eyes at the takeout containers stuffed in the fridge as she grabbed a bottle.

      “You know, you should probably have your buddy give you some cooking pointers. It can’t be good for anyone to eat that much takeout,” she said, coming back in the living room.

      “I should,” he replied.

      Sitting next to him, she took a sip of her beer and sighed.

      “So, spill. We’re here. In private. Tell me what’s up with you.” She tucked her leg underneath her and pulled her skirt to keep from revealing anything as she turned to face him.

      He still clutched the pillow. “Steph, what do you think of me?”

      She blinked. “Huh?”

      “What do you think of me?”

      “You’re my best friend. I think all kinds of awesomeness about you.” She glanced around the house, taking in the details she’d seen a million times like it was the first time. The unadorned walls, the basic furniture—items that really weren’t horribly homey—but in her mind, even in their simplicity and basic function, it all screamed Roark. “I think you need to hire a decorator, but other than that, I think you’re a great guy.” She smiled as she met his gaze again.

      And the smile fell off her face.

      Because something deep and strong brewed in his eyes, and it gave her a shiver.
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        * * *

      

      “No! Nononononono!” Christy said, surging forward. “Don’t you dare, Roark Turner! Don’t you dare spill your feelings to her right now!” She screamed at her charge. If he professed some weird love for her right now, that girl would bolt out the door, throw the key in the bushes, and never talk to him again.

      Christy had to make this quick—something to jar him before he made a horrible mess of things.

      Searching the room, she looked for something—anything.

      Perfect.

      She waved her wand and blue magic dust came out the tip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Roark opened his mouth to speak when his beer bottle tipped over, spilling the rest of his beer.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered, snagging the bottle off the floor. The pillow he’d stuck against his lap to hide the horrible hard-on he had when Stephanie came in fell into the beer.

      “I’ll get towels.” Stephanie darted into the kitchen.

      He tried to hold his hands around the puddle so the beer didn’t spill everywhere.

      What was I thinking? He was about to tell Stephanie he thought she was the greatest thing ever.

      Had he lost his mind? He knew this woman. Not in the biblical sense, but right now he wouldn’t mind exploring that option too…

      Ugh. There he went again.

      “Here.” Stephanie dropped two towels and got on her knees to help him wipe up the spill. “You win the klutz award tonight.” She leaned down, reaching under the couch to catch more.

      He looked at her, and at the angle, he could see straight down her top, into her…

      Holy moly.

      Damn, she had the most amazing rack he’d ever seen.

      He turned back to the floor and continued wiping up the beer. “I think you’re right.” Though he wasn’t about to tell her why that seemed extra applicable tonight.

      She had brought an extra towel—a damp one—to wipe everything again, and then a dry one to clean it up. They worked together, and he had to make himself not look down her shirt again, because he swore it was falling open, just begging him to examine her boobs.

      And if Stephanie noticed, she didn’t say a word.

      “I think that got it,” she said, standing. All of a sudden, all he could see was her five miles of legs, right in front of his face.

      “Yeah,” he muttered, forcing himself to stand as well. The towel dripped as he stood there, staring at her.

      Stephanie took the wet cloth and walked back to the kitchen, and he heard the clunk of the washing machine lid.

      She came back a moment later, stopping in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. “What were you going to say before?” she asked, rubbing her hands together.

      “About what?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. You were going somewhere before you spilled your beer.”

      And before Roark could stop himself, words tumbled out of him. “I think we should date.”

      Stephanie stared at him, her eyebrows going up, her mouth opening as if to speak, but she clamped it shut.

      Professional Stephanie clicked into gear, and when she sat on the couch again, she tossed back her shoulders and met his gaze with the same look he’d seen her give countless clients.

      Dammit, he wasn’t being difficult. He knew he wasn’t. Whether it wasn’t the most suave way to say it, it was what he thought. And it pissed him off she shifted into business mode, the one he’d seen her use a million times to tell clients who wanted the moon that it wasn’t for sale.

      Right now, he felt like he had shot for the moon and come up short. Way short.

      “You think we should date, huh?”

      Roark nodded. “I think we should try it.”

      She let out a soft laugh. “Man, you have wedding bliss.”

      “I have no such thing,” Roark said, crossing his arms before sitting on the couch. People, still high on the happiness of weddings, wound up hooking up with whoever was around. Roark had noticed it during the many weddings he’d gone to with Stephanie. They joked about it all the time, guessing who would go home with who just because it was funny.

      Even Stephanie had received dozens of marriage proposals or other propositions from wedding bliss.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. You do.”

      He gritted his teeth. “I am not a fool.”

      She patted his leg. “Don’t feel bad. It happens to lots of people.”

      “I have been to dozens of weddings with you, Steph.”

      “I know, which is why I liked taking you. You never get wedding bliss. Guess there’s a first for everything.”

      “You are off your game tonight,” Roark countered. Wedding bliss wasn’t what ailed him. He knew that. Just exactly what had prompted this whole shake up of emotions, he wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t wedding bliss.

      “Fine, then. Let’s analyze, shall we?” She leaned forward and held up one hand. “First, you get all stiff and posture when your friend asks about taking me out. Two, you stare at me with that whole deer-in-headlights thing twice that I noticed at the wedding. Three, I’m willing to bet you were tracking me all over the reception.”

      “I was not.”

      “Where was I before I came over to you at the bar?”

      “Talking to the DJ.”

      “Ha! And now, here you are, suddenly wanting to date. It’s wedding bliss, I tell you.”

      Roark shook his head, but he couldn’t deny her logic. Maybe he just had wedding bliss today. A friend from high school had married a really great gal, and even last night, at the bachelor party, he’d been talking about craving that slice of happiness. Now all of a sudden, he wanted to date his best friend?

      Sounded incredibly unusual. Very out of character for him.

      “If I have this wedding bliss, then what do I do?”

      Stephanie snorted. “It’s not a disease. It’ll pass. Give it a few days. Get back to your life. Then you’ll see it was just a phase, brought on by the wedding and all that joy and stuff. That should snap you out of it.”

      “And what if it isn’t?” Roark asked.

      Stephanie shrugged. “If it’s not and you still feel this way, then we’ll see about your whole ‘dating’ proposal.”

      Roark nodded. “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy sighed.

      At least one of them had a level head about this.

      And it certainly wasn’t her charge. Christy waited until Stephanie left, and made sure the antidote had seeped into Roark’s system before going home herself. She had to use more magic than she wanted—drying his mouth so he’d drink all his beer—but finally he’d consumed the antidote. A bit after, Roark’s aura started to calm down, and she decided it was safe to go for the night.

      With a wave of her wand, Christy transported back to her home in the Fairy Realm. On the same plane as Mount Olympus, the Fairy Realm remained just out of phase of human perception. The fairies did not work for the gods and goddesses, but the Council on Mount Olympus liked to be kept apprised of fairy activities.

      In theory, fairies and gods and goddesses shouldn’t mix, ever, except for said meetings.

      But that was the theory, of course.

      And it did not help they were, in essence, neighbors.

      Humans fed the Fairy Realm—every time a human created imaginary worlds, they added to the well of magic. Seventy-five percent of imagination came from children, the other quarter came from adults—each creation producing magic. And all of it came here.

      Because of the finite amount of magic flowing in, fairies had to retire after three hundred fifty years of service. New fairies came in on a regular rotation. If all remained for eternity, there would not be enough reserve to keep the magic flowing.

      Christy loved it in the Fairy Realm, and would miss it terribly when she retired. Her home, no different on the outside from many of her neighbors, was in essence a simple white box—a single room with white walls and floors. The epitome of a blank slate.

      She waved her wand, the blue sparkles of magic darting out.

      “Roman bathhouse,” she murmured. The space transformed into marble walls, a large pool-like tub with gold and soft sconces with flames lighting the room. Steam came off the water and the tub dominated the space. Christy basked in the warm smell, rocking her head to each side before stripping off her clothes. With a flick of her wrist, her wand disappeared.

      She flapped her wings, flew into the air over the water, and slowly let herself ease in—toe first. The warmth crept through her body as she lowered into the pool. When her wings touched, she shivered, for it tickled, but when the water reached just under her breasts, she tipped back, soaking her tired wings. She bent back far enough to get her very pale blonde hair wet, letting it float around in the water before rising back up.

      One important element she’d forgotten to include in her bath.

      Soap.

      Flicking her wrist again, the wand appeared, and she conjured a floating table, designed like a model boat, and filled with all her favorite shampoos and body washes. With a dollop of shampoo, she started washing away all the dirt and grime of the day, and dipped back down, letting the water cascade over her again. Another soak before ringing out her hair.

      “Now that is just beautiful.”

      Christy spun around—her husband stood at the edge and started stepping into the bath.

      She grinned. “You will get your clothes wet.”

      He waved his hand. The clothing disappeared, and he stood gloriously naked before her. Even after two hundred fifty years of being together, he still made all her desires come alive.

      He walked slowly into the water, pulling the boat of soaps to him. “Feeling dirty?”

      Christy shrugged. “Cupid always makes me feel dirty.”

      Her husband snorted as he closed in.

      Christy slapped her hand across her mouth. “I cannot believe I just said that.”

      Ewan placed a kiss on her shoulder. “So how bad was he?”

      “My charge?” She sighed. “He seemed to think he was suffering from wedding bliss.”

      Ewan’s lips ran over her neck. “Wedding bliss?”

      “That high from being at a wedding—how humans couple because of the stimulation.” She let out a moan as he caressed her hips just below the water line.

      “Well,” he said between kisses, “if he believes that, his will won’t be bent…”

      “As…long as…Cupid stays away…” Her words were barely able to come out because of her husband’s ministrations.

      Ewan pulled her against him and captured her in a blazing hot kiss. She clung to her husband and they started to move up. In a moment, they were floating over the bath, and her husband changed the bathhouse into a very large bed, guiding her down into the plush covers.

      They rolled across the surface and he pinned her down. “I say, forget the day. Tomorrow, start anew.” He kissed her throat, his wings spreading out over them like a low canopy.

      “Yes…” She slid one hand in his hair, and ran the other down his back, along the edge of his wings until finding perch on his rear. She slid her fingers along the curve, feeling the way his hips and back met.

      He pressed his bare hips into hers. “Tonight, you are mine…”

      She grinned. Her husband was brilliant. He always had the best ideas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          WEDNESDAY

        

      

    

    
      Roark pulled each bottle of perfume from the display shelf, wiped it off and dusted the miniscule amount of dust on the glass.

      He’d been at this all morning. The mindless task he’d done for years had always centered him when he’d been discombobulated. It was his mother’s fault, of course. She made him do this all the time when she was in charge of the shop. While he hated it as a kid, he learned as he got older it truly was a great way to relax his mind, especially when he was so out of sorts.

      Stephanie had not left his thoughts once in the last four days—her prediction of him merely suffering wedding bliss seemed a bust.

      She’d only called on the pretense of business, and never asked how he was feeling. They had defaulted to this stark business relationship.

      And he hated it more than anything.

      They needed to get together and talk about this.

      Properly.

      “Roark, what are you doing?” Glenda said as she came onto the retail floor. Glenda—his acting manager—usually oversaw the care of the retail area, along with two other college girls. Today, just he and Glenda manned the store, and she was supposed to be doing the tedious paperwork he eagerly turned over to her skilled hands.

      She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. Her resemblance in demeanor to his mother could not be overlooked.

      “Cleaning,” Roark said, though the chore truly didn’t need to be done.

      “You know I just did that yesterday,” Glenda said, helping him put the bottles back on the shelf. “What is the matter with you? You’ve been moping around here all week.”

      “It is barely Wednesday. And I have not been moping.”

      “Oh, sure, sorry. My, uh, bad,” Glenda said, her sarcasm not lost on him. Not to mention the fact she sounded even older when she tried to say “my bad” with all the wrong inflections.

      He smirked, shook his head, and glanced at the bottle in his hand. Softly. The one Stephanie always wore. Damn, he couldn’t get away from her, even here. “Got a lot on my mind,” he finally said as he put the bottle back on the shelf.

      “Well, get downstairs and make stuff. We—and I mean you—need to finish bottling the new mixes for those parties coming up. And you promised the Bridal Fair people a unique perfume set for the silent auction.”

      He couldn’t help smiling at her. Again, Glenda sounded far too much like his mother when she nagged him about work. Glenda may not be his biological mother, but she treated him like one of her kids, even if he did sign her paychecks. Since his parents had retired from the store, it just didn’t seem right to not have some sort of mother figure on staff.

      “Yes ma’am.” He headed toward the stairs that led to his underground workshop where he stored all his setting perfumes and ingredients. Well, all except the basket resting by the door—filled with flowers, plants and other items he’d stocked up on.

      He scooped the basket in his arm and put his hand on the door to downstairs.

      “Oh, and Roark?”

      He glanced back at her. “Yes, Glenda?”

      She clenched the cleaning cloth in her hand, wadding it around her fist. “Whatever it is that has you so flummoxed, go ahead and pray about it.”

      Roark raised his eyebrow. “You know I’m not a faithful devotee…”

      Glenda waved her hand. “It is not about one god verses another, Roark. I’m talking about releasing it and seeing what the universe sends back to you.”

      He smirked. “I think I already did, and it’s been more problems than answers.”

      “Then you didn’t ask the right question.”

      Roark had, in a way, at the bachelor party. Throwing out into the universe his desire for the happiness William had, and now he was constantly plagued by thoughts of Stephanie. If the universe had a sense of humor, it certainly demonstrated it now.

      Stephanie was someone he’d never considered more than a friend, ever. At least not since high school. Of course, that was stupid kid stuff. Who doesn’t crush on a girl they knew, at least for a little while?

      Regardless, foolish actions in the past should stay there. He and Steph were better this way, weren’t they? More grown-up, adults. They were friends—the best kind, really, because they were each other’s fallback date. If Roark needed a date to something, Steph was the first person he’d call. No mess, no fuss. The same with her. It worked well.

      Yet flashes of how well she filled out her bra Saturday night came back, and he started to harden in pants.

      Damn. He had to get this under control. They were friends. They trusted each other. They knew each other’s tastes—their likes and dislikes. Hell, that was half of dating, wasn’t it? Getting to know each other?

      And they already did.

      Surely the idea of investing a little more wouldn’t be a big deal, would it?

      He brushed off the thoughts. He had his own work to do, and he shouldn’t let his bizarre attraction of his best friend get in the way.

      He slipped on his “mad scientist” lab coat—white and bleached within an inch of its life—and started spreading out his gear. The flowers he piled on one end, the herbs and oils in the middle. He walked over to the low shelves, and started picking up the quart jars of already-mixed perfumes. Turning each jar over to agitate the ingredients, he forced his mind to focus on what he was doing rather than think about her.

      Yet he couldn’t help his thoughts from wandering. And was quite thankful the loose lab coat covered what stuck out underneath.

      Damn.

      “Turn the bottles to mix the perfumes,” he whispered. He checked each date. Some had been made three weeks ago—two of the bottles, which he’d designed with a softer fragrance in mind, would be ready next week. Two more would be ready in a couple more weeks.

      The newer ones would not be ready for at least three weeks.

      He glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall. He had four weeks until the Bridal Fair. He needed to get a perfume mixed today or tomorrow in order for it to cure in time.

      He headed back to his work table, grabbed his mixing bowls, and the base mixes for the different scents he had in mind. Arms filled with gear, he started spreading it out on the rest of the work table, next to his new supplies.

      Scents he refused to admit were inspired by Stephanie. All the mingling smells teased his nose, and all he could think about was her.

      This was getting obsessive.

      He got out a large canister of coffee beans and dumped some in a dish. Coffee beans neutralized the pallet, and he made himself take a few good sniffs before getting to work.

      Still, Stephanie remained foremost in his mind as he started his bases for the perfumes.

      He ran his hands through his hair. “Fine.” He stared at the ceiling. “I’m putting this out there. If Stephanie and I are meant to be together, then bring us together.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy got a huge grin on her face. “Your wish is my command.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie walked into Roark’s shop and took in the surroundings, again wondering what had made her come this way on her drive home. Yet after a long day of brides and caterers and directors, just walking into the door immediately relaxed her. Shelves of perfume, bottles of lotion, soaps, oils—all the fine items one would have in a good shop of scents, all crafted by his hands. Rose, gardenia, lavender, and citrus assaulted her senses.

      It always felt good in Roark’s shop.

      As she walked deeper, she saw a few items here and there by local artists and writers. A bookshelf housed locally written books with a sign advertising a book signing for a trio of romance writers.

      She couldn’t help smiling—leave it to Roark to promote local artisans. Probably because his mother had always been an artist—a struggling one, to be certain, but she was always painting. When she wasn’t holding down the store, of course.

      “Hello Stephanie,” Glenda said, coming from behind a display.

      “Hi there,” Stephanie answered. “How are you?” They exchanged the usual pleasantries for a few moments, until Steph asked about Roark, which made her heart hammer.

      “I don’t know if you want to see him today,” Glenda said, shaking her head. “He’s been quite grumpy all day. All week, even.”

      “Well, maybe I can cheer him up,” she answered. Though she wasn’t sure—and still didn’t even know why she’d come. Only she had to know—was his dating suggestion serious, or had it only been wedding bliss?

      It was just the wedding, she’d been telling herself all week. After all, she knew Roark. Knew him well. The thought gave her pause.

      Maybe too well. Because she knew, better than anyone, once Roark was determined to do something, by God he did it. Been that way since he was a kid.

      And if he had decided he wanted to date her…

      The implications were startling.

      She wasn’t sure how to use the knowledge.

      “Stephanie?” Glenda’s voice jarred her.

      “Sorry, just…trying to figure out why Roark would be so grumpy.”

      “Whatever it is, it’s big. I thought I heard him praying down there.”

      “Wow.” Stephanie glanced at the door leading to the basement, where Roark kept his mixing lab. Prayer was a measure of last resort for Roark, and usually it involved some serious stress to bring that side of him out.

      This could not be good.

      “Good luck,” Glenda said.

      “I sure hope I don’t need it,” Stephanie replied as she yanked open the heavy door.
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        * * *

      

      Roark paused, fingers poised over the tablet.

      She’s here.

      It hit him in a blinding thud, like he’d been struck over the head. He could smell her perfume as she came down the stairs—her footfalls hesitating as she traversed the narrow steps.

      While his lab was clean and tidy, painted a cool gray, it still remained a basement, and most people had to duck when entering because of the low ceiling and duct work around the stairs. Stephanie was no exception.

      Her strappy sandals appeared first, then her calves glided into view. No hose covered her lightly tanned legs that glowed like something in a television commercial. The bottom of her flowery skirt appeared, the trim caressing her thighs, and Roark couldn’t look away.

      Like a burlesque show, he watched as she reached for the overhang above the steps to steady herself, her long slender fingers groping for perch. Another step, and the dress she wore fluttered across her hips. Slowly his eyes feasted on her waist, then her chest. Those beautiful breasts he’d gotten a brief glimpse of Saturday night came into view, then her shoulder, where one strap of her little dress had slid off. He wanted to slip it back into place, if only to graze her skin.

      And then their eyes met.

      The power thundered through him again, and made him stumble into his table. He regained his balance immediately, forcing his insides to calm down.

      Fat chance.

      He was here.

      In a confined space.

      With a very long work table.

      And her.

      This would not end well.

      He busied himself by picking up the coffee beans to neutralize the smells all around him.

      Including her.

      Not that it worked very well.

      “Hey,” she said, smiling at him, her cloppy sandals hitting the concrete floor, echoing in the smallish space.

      “Hey,” he replied, glancing back at his tablet—what had he been figuring? Formulas? Formulas for what, again? The numbers swarmed in his gaze, and would not focus, no matter how many times he blinked.

      “Whatcha workin’ on?” she asked, sashaying over to the work table.

      He blinked again, and finally the numbers came into focus. “Formulas.”

      “Blech, math.” Stephanie picked a pink rose off the table and sniffed it. “You mean you don’t randomly throw stuff together?”

      This did make him smile. “That would be too easy.”

      “But way more fun than any math,” she said, the bloom still pressed against her nose. A piece of hair fell in her face, and her impish expression made her look incredibly sexy and wicked, and he felt it all the way to his groin.

      “So…” she started, setting the bloom down. “What’s up?”

      He was not about to move. If he did, she’d see exactly what was up with him. “Work. You?”

      She shrugged. “In the neighborhood.” She stroked a gardenia bloom. “Wondered how you were.”

      “Fine.”

      She snorted. “Glenda says you’ve been a bear.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “What’s on your mind? Something must be preoccupying your head, because whenever you’re being a bear, you’ve got something on your mind.”

      He glared at her. She always knew. Well, mostly, she knew. She didn’t know about this—about how much he wanted to pull her against him, taste that sassy smile of hers and kiss her until her eyes glazed over in desire.

      He forced himself to blink, to pull his gaze away from her. He had to, or God forbid, she’d figure out exactly what he was thinking.

      “You’re still thinking about Saturday.”

      Damn.

      Of course he was. And any time he recalled being around Stephanie. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, she had invaded his brain. More and more with every passing minute.

      It was like a goddamn plague.

      He nodded.

      “I see.” She picked up another bloom and started caressing the petals. “So what do you think?” She didn’t look at him as she spoke.

      He damn sure wasn’t going to tell her how much he wanted to throw her on the table and have his way with her. Instead, he said nothing, touched the dress strap that had slipped off her shoulder and slid it back into place.

      Stephanie froze, their eyes meeting, and her lips parted, her tongue darting out to wet them. They were incredibly close together. Like kissable close.

      She rolled the shoulder he’d touched and shook her head, breaking the spell. “You’re such a guy.”

      “Yep.”

      She crossed the room to the other side of the work table, her fists clenched. She paced back and forth for a few minutes, not saying anything to him. Her lips moved, and he’d seen her do this before, when she was trying to decide what she needed to do.

      When she stopped pacing, she put her hands on the table, like a boardroom warrior ready for attack. “Okay, fine. I’ll go out with you. But I gotta warn you, I’m a horrible girlfriend.”

      “Stephanie.” Roark wouldn’t go on a pity date. If she felt this was a bad idea, she should say so. He wanted Stephanie to go out with him because she wanted to go out with him. Not because she felt forced.

      She threw her hands in the air. “I’m a workaholic. I ignore, I’m self-absorbed⁠—”

      “You’re no different than I am,” Roark replied. This shop was his existence—ground into him since childhood—one day he’d run it, because he was born with the “family nose.” His brother and sister had managed to get out of it due to having no more sense of smell than a rock. His life had been planned. And he’d stuck with that. Because it was what he was good at.

      Hell, most of the time, when he did do anything social, it was because Stephanie made him.

      She shook her head, as if she hadn’t heard him. “I’m not good dating material.”

      “Why is that?” Roark asked.

      “Weren’t you listening? I don’t date well. And I’m certainly not marriage material.”

      He blinked at the full-speed-ahead-freight-train-of-thought that slammed into him. He raised his hands as he walked around the table toward her. “I didn’t say I wanted to marry you. Just that we should try dating. Who in the hell else are we going to see? We spend all our time together as it is when we’re not at work.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I have enough complications. I can’t handle more.”

      He took her trembling hand. “I’ll make this really easy. Let’s go on a date. If it doesn’t work, we bow out.”

      She nodded. “All right. One step at a time.” She squeezed his hand.

      Roark nodded. He now had a mission.

      To prove to Stephanie she was good dating material. And so was he.
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        * * *

      

      Christy watched their auras flare. Roark’s bigger, bolder. Hers, pulling tight against herself.

      This may be a challenge.

      “You know, this might be easier with one of these.” Cupid appeared next to her with one of his arrows, twirling it in his fingers.

      “What are you doing here?” Christy asked.

      “Just offering my services.” He leaned in closer. “It is obvious there’s attraction. Just look at the curls in their auras. All they need is a nudge.”

      Christy pulled away, fluttering her wings hard, and a dusting of blue sparkles hit Cupid. “That is the difference between you and me. I don’t force them into it with a spiked arrow. I let them find it themselves.”

      “By tipping over beers?”

      “That is not the same thing!”

      “Face it, Christy, we aren’t that different.”

      “I let them choose. You drug them.” She crossed her arms, fluttering her wings again, probably a touch faster than necessary, her blue magic sparkles swirling in the air.

      “We have the same goals,” Cupid said, stroking the tip of his arrow.

      “What do you want?” she snapped.

      Cupid smiled. “Nothing worth mentioning yet…” And he disappeared.

      “You stay away from them, Cupid!” Christy called, certain he could still hear her. She truly did hate that being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          THURSDAY

        

      

    

    
      Roark pulled into the drive of Stephanie’s condo. Concern hit him. Her car was in the garage, but the entire place was dark. He’d expected to see lights on—her inside, getting around. Like  always. Usually Stephanie was an affront to any energy-conscious person—every light on, all the time.

      He wondered if she’d ditched him, and he grabbed his cell phone to make sure there weren’t any last-second texts from her.

      Tapping the device, he didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until he saw the empty inbox.

      Everything was on. He revved the engine again, listening to the purr of his ’67 Camaro.

      The neighbors stood on their porch smoking, staring at his car with scowls. He got that on occasion, when he pulled this out of the garage. Either people thought the ’67 was the most amazing thing they’d ever seen and drooled all over themselves, or they hated it because it was so loud and horrible on the environment.

      Her neighbors were obviously the latter.

      He ran his fingers over the perfectly pristine steering column, then over the dashboard, the vintage radio—everything.

      He loved this car. Had for years. Made it his date car a few years back. It added to his swagger. And tonight, he needed all the help he could get—his heart hammered and his gut clenched. He hadn’t been this nervous on a date in forever.

      If ever.

      Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. He glanced at the condo again, just in time to see the garage door go down.

      She’s home.

      “Well, here goes nothing.” He ran his hand through his hair, making sure his open window hadn’t messed it up too much. Glancing at the rearview mirror, he brushed his bangs over a bit more and took a breath. He needed to prove that he and Steph could work dating.

      He put his hand on the door handle.

      A knock on the window made him jump.

      “Were you going to sit in the car and honk like in high school?” Stephanie asked through the partially opened window. Her hair was swept off her neck, and the breeze fluttered a few pieces around her face, framing her moss-green eyes. Her lips shimmered from the shiny stuff she obsessively put on.

      As Roark pushed the car door open, she stepped back. “I was…thought I’d rev the engine a few times, see if your mom came out to yell at me…” His gaze swept over her black dress. Hell, he’d seen her wear it a half a dozen times, yet tonight it clung to her in all the right ways, and he thought she’d never looked more beautiful.

      Especially when she laughed. “Well, Mom certainly would have yelled at you.” Her gaze ran over the Camaro’s metallic pewter chassis, with its black stripes on the hood. “She never did like those whippersnappers with the loud cars.” She touched
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