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      “Yeah, I did it. I paired up a king of Hell and a nun. Seemed like a good thing to do at the time.” Adrian Lovejoy smirked at the Cupid Council.

      The members of the council gape at him. It doesn’t matter that Adrian is a cupid from a good cupid family. What matters is that he’s broken every cupid law, except one. What they don’t realize is he just wants out.

      Chairman Hart leans forward and laces his fingers together on the desk. “Mr. Lovejoy, the Council is baffled by your behavior of late. Would you like to explain why you’ve personally attempted to ruin three unions you previously blessed and, my personal favorite, united a king of Hell and a nun?”

      Adrian shrugs, his tone icy, “I didn’t ruin those relationships. They’d have done that on their own.” Adrian resettles in his seat and mumbles, “I just helped speed up the process.”

      “What does that mean, Adrian?” Chairman Hart asks.

      Adrian snaps, “They always manage to screw it up themselves for one reason or another. I didn’t break them up. I just helped them see the truth quicker than if they’d have drug it out themselves. They were headed down that path, anyway. Either way, the result is the same. They won’t be together as intended.”

      “Even so, that’s not your call to make.” Chairman Hart rubs at his left temple. Adrian hopes he’s given the chairman a big enough headache to strip Adrian of his powers. “We do our job to bring destined people together. What they do with it is in their hands.”

      Adrian raises his voice as he smacks his flat palms against the table. “Yeah, well it shouldn’t be! People are too damned stupid to see what a gift they’ve been given. They don’t deserve it.”

      Chairman Hart sighs. “That’s…not…for…you…to…decide.”

      Adrian seethes as he crosses his arms in defiance over his chest, his face contorted in anger. “Fine. I quit. Go ahead and strip me of my powers.”

      It’s what he wants anyway. He’s joined too many couples that ruined their gift to not have lost faith in love. It’s become just a word, a cheap emotion.

      Murmurs abound from around the room.

      Chairman Hart slams his hand down on the desk. “Order! I need order in this room!” His eyes move steadily around the room, seeming to will every person into silence.

      Wendell Lovejoy, Adrian’s grandfather, a well-respected cupid and resident of Black Hollow says, “Chairman, with all due respect, I don’t think my grandson means what he just said.”

      Chairman Hart’s eyes land on Wendell. “Oh?”

      Adrian glares at his grandfather. “I do, Grandfather. I’m done.”

      The chairman’s face turns an impressive shade of red. Adrian can guess what he’s thinking. He’d once been such a promising young cupid. He’d brought many successful unions into the world. Blah, blah, blah. But now, he has become a shell of himself. Adrian can’t argue with that assessment. He no longer believes in love.

      “Young man,” Hart’s fingers curl into a fist, “you will not be stripped of your powers, but you will be put on probation. No more rogue unions or attempts to thwart those you’ve already joined. You were very fortunate the king and woman dressed as a nun were, in fact, destined to be together. You hadn’t been assigned them and their other mate yet, but you would’ve been. One more indiscretion, son, and you will be punished.”

      Adrian can feel his blood pressure creeping upward. This isn’t at all what he expected or wanted. Probation? Really?

      Chairman Hart adds, “You will—”

      “But I don’t want—” Adrian protests.

      Hart clenches his fist tighter. “Don’t interrupt me again, Adrian. I’m not finished speaking, and you will listen to everything I have to say. You have lost faith in love, and that’s a necessity for a cupid. You’ve become cynical and need to be reminded of why we exist.”

      Adrian stiffens. “But, I…”

      Chairman Hart stands, almost knocking his chair over. “I’m…not…done! You will be assigned to accompany your cousin, Seth, as he receives his assignments to bring couples together. You will follow up with their progress and you will return to this council in three weeks. In the meantime, you will be assigned to a counselor, who will keep us posted on your progress. You will be expected to attend therapy once every week.”

      Adrian is on his feet in an instant. “No! I’m not going to counseling!”

      Chairman Hart leans over the desk toward Adrian and smirks. “Yes, son, you are. The name and location of your counselor will be sent to you tomorrow.”

      Adrian starts to argue but thinks better of it. The chairman asks, “Do you understand?”

      Adrian doesn’t reply but instead, stuffs his hands in his pockets and stares down at his feet.

      Wendell squeezes his shoulder as Seth flanks Adrian’s other side. Wendell replies, “Yes, sir, consider it done.”

      The chairman scowls at Adrian, then turns to Wendell and Seth. “I expect you two to keep close tabs on him. Make sure he goes to therapy. And make sure he lays off the moonshine!”

      Seth nods. “Yes, sir. We will make sure he remembers his heritage.”
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      Dr. Mara Washington shifts in her seat as she waits for Mr. Oren Hart to join her in his office. She smooths her skirt across her lap, nervous at being summoned for this meeting. She listens to the sounds coming from the hallway. Murmurs drift through the doors but she can’t make out who is speaking or what is being said.

      She inhales to settle her nerves and looks around the office, which is decorated in a very traditional manner. The desk is a lovely dark cherry. The bookcases behind the desk are made of the same wood with neat rows of books filling the shelves. The room smells of roses, the lovely aroma permeating Mara’s senses.

      The paintings on the walls are abstract images of couples, painted in deep jewel tones. She breathes in deeply, allowing her lungs to fill with the smell of roses.

      As she scans the book titles, she notices the books all relate to love in some form or fashion. Romance stories, physiological reactions of falling in love, and the emotional aspects of love, to name a few.

      There is a large metal statue of an abstract bow and arrow displayed on a pillar stand next to the window. On the desk, there is a clay sculpture of a large outline of a heart.

      She looks at the bookcases lining the sides of the room to see the shelves filled with photos of smiling couples, some embracing, some holding hands, and others kissing.

      Mr. Hart is obviously into love. Maybe he is a relationship counselor, too?

      As Mara continues to look around, a deep voice comes from the door. “Dr. Washington, I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting.”

      Startled by his sudden appearance, Mara jumps to her feet, spinning to face the doorway. “Mr. Hart, good afternoon.”

      He offers his hand to her for a handshake. As she takes his hand, she spots a petite older woman who is now seated in the chair beside her. She hadn’t even seen her enter the room.

      Mara smiles at the woman and offers her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss…”

      With a sing-song voice, the woman replies, “Seraphine…just, Seraphine.”

      The woman’s voice sounds like beautiful chimes. Mara replies, “Pleasure to meet you Miss, er, I mean Seraphine.”

      The woman smiles and gestures toward Mara’s chair. “Please, my dear, have a seat.”

      Mara sits and flexes her shoulders to stop the descent of a drop of sweat streaking down her back between her shoulder blades. Her nerves are going to get the best of her today.

      Seraphine touches Mara’s shoulder. “Dear, there is no need to be nervous.”

      “How can you tell I’m nervous?”

      “Dear, I’m a woman of many talents.” Seraphine chuckles with a pat to Mara’s arm.

      With that touch, Mara’s nerves seem to dissipate. She relaxes into her chair and smiles back at Seraphine. “Thank you, Miss, I mean Seraphine.” Mara looks at her a few moments, noticing the unusual color of her eyes. She’s never seen anyone with one emerald green and one violet eye before.

      “Wow,” Mara mumbles to herself.

      Mr. Hart has taken his seat behind his desk. He leans forward as he laces his fingers and rests his hands on the desk.

      Mara focuses on Mr. Hart, expecting him to speak, when Seraphine says, “Dr. Washington, you have been specially chosen for the job we are about to present to you. You have a special skill set we believe will assist in the successful rectification of the circumstance.”

      Mara shifts in her chair. How can they possibly know her skill set? She’s only been here a few months.

      Mr. Hart adds, “Dr. Washington, we understand you are a psychiatrist and counselor, and a very good one at that.”

      Mara feels her cheeks warm. “That’s very nice. Thank you. While I am a doctor, my passion is being a therapist. I specialize in relationship counseling.”

      Seraphine grins as Mr. Hart continues, “Excellent! Have you ever counseled specialty cases?”

      Mara’s eyebrows raise. “Specialty?”

      Mr. Hart squints. “How open-minded are you?”

      With her brow furrowed, Mara asserts, “I’d like to think I’m very open-minded. I’ve counseled same-sex couples, mixed-race couples, and even some couples dealing with incarceration.”

      Hart’s eyes glance at Seraphine, then return to Mara. He tells her, “That’s excellent to know. But what we really need to know is…Dr. Washington, how much do you know about Black Hollow?”

      Mara stares from one to the other, unable to reply. She smooths her skirt again then clears her throat. “Well, I’ve only been here a little while, but so far, I really love it here. There are some odd things I’ve seen, though.”

      Seraphine explains, “Black Hollow is a special town. It is a sanctuary for people who don’t fit in anywhere else.”

      Mara retorts with a snort of laughter, “Well, then, I’ll fit in great here.”

      Mara stops laughing when she notices Seraphine staring at her. Seraphine explains, “I know, dear. That’s why you’re here. You were selected. Not only for this job, but to be a part of our town.”

      Mara moves to the edge of her seat. “I get the impression there are things I don’t understand just yet?”

      Mr. Hart responds, “That’s true. I’d imagine you have seen some odd things you haven’t been able to sort out in your head in your short time here.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” she agrees.

      Seraphine drops the bomb. “Dear, this town is a sanctuary for paranormal beings…supernatural creatures.”

      Mara’s heart seems to stop for a moment, then she begins to jabber, “Paranormal beings? L-like what? I mean, I’ve seen some weird things but I’m talking stuff like the biggest, hairiest dude I’ve ever seen in the ice cream shop and some grayish-complexioned people and a guy that seems to have silvery threads on his body, little kids carrying cauldrons, but I haven’t seen people flying or anything.”

      Seraphine touches her arm. “Calm down, my dear. You have seen some of our residents. Saroj, in the ice cream shop, is a yeti. The grayish people at the Rotten Meatball are zombies, and the man you referred to with silver threads runs our town newspaper. His name is Adam. He also happens to be Frankenstein’s monster.”

      Mara’s eyes are wide, “Wh-what else is there in this town?”

      With pride, Seraphine lists, “Gargoyles, werewolves, mermaids, necromancers, dragons, a mummy, a king of Hell, witches, and on and on. If it is a paranormal creature, Black Hollow probably has at least one among its residents.”

      Mara pauses for this information to settle. Are they messing with her? Is there some sort of camera man about to jump out because she just got pranked? She glances behind her, just in case.

      Mara clears her throat. “The whole town has paranormal people in it?”

      Mr. Hart chuckles. “Yes, but we do have humans, too. You, for example.”

      Well, that’s a freaking relief! Hopefully, she’s not the only human in this town. Who else is human? More importantly, who that she knows isn’t human?

      Mara mumbles, “How did I get here?”

      Seraphine places a hand on Mara’s shoulder. “You felt drawn here, correct?”

      Mara nods. “Yes. I honestly just started driving and ended up here. I wanted a fresh start, and when I ended up here, I loved the town. I stayed a few days and decided this is where I want to be.”

      “Yes, it is no accident you ended up here. You have a place in Black Hollow.”

      As she pauses to absorb this information, Mara glances behind her again to check on that camera. Nope, no camera. She studies Mr. Hart for a few moments, then turns to Seraphine. These people look normal enough. There is no obvious evidence that either of them isn’t playing with a full deck.

      Mara generally shies away from the monikers of “crazy” or “not playing with a full deck” but this is just too damn much.

      After a few moments, Mr. Hart says, “My dear, I know this is a great deal to take in, but we must discuss the job we need for you to do.”

      That’s right, she’s here because of a job. What could this possibly be? Talk some lovestruck spirit into moving on? Talk a neurotic gargoyle off the ledge because the dragon down the street doesn’t share his attraction?

      Mara gulps. “H-how do I know this is real? I mean, you have to know how this sounds.”

      Seraphine laughs, the sound like lovely music. “Yes, of course, we know how this sounds to humans. That’s why we are very selective about the humans who live here.”

      “Why was I chosen?” Mara asks.

      Seraphine responds, “Because your destiny is to be here.”

      Mara leans against the back of the chair as she thinks. Against her better judgment to just turn tail and run, she says, “Okay. What is the job?”

      Hart explains, “We have a young cupid who has lost his way. He has been put on probation and ordered to go to therapy. That’s where you come in.”

      Eyes wide as saucers, Mara chortles. “A cupid? Like a little chubby guy in a diaper with weapons?”

      A laugh erupts from Hart causing him to hold his belly. “No, my dear. That’s just a myth. None of us look like that.”

      “Us?”

      “Yes, I am a cupid.”

      Mara mutters, “B-but you look normal.”

      Hart laughs again. “Yes, we are very normal. We look like humans; we just have powers. You’ll find most people in Black Hollow can look very normal.”

      Mara pauses, absorbing this newest unbelievable information. Cupids are real. Wow.

      Hart continues, “Dr. Washington, Seraphine and I are deeply concerned about this young cupid. He has been jaded. We need for you to help him rid himself of the negative energy that is causing his behavior and help him believe in love again. He is destined to bring many, many more unions together, but if he can’t remember the reason we exist, that love is real and lasting, many people may be impacted.”

      Mara scoffs, “How am I supposed to get a cupid to believe in love again?”

      “My dear, you are an expert. Your gifts are the reason you are here, and the reason you were chosen for this job,” Seraphine assures her

      Mara turns back to Hart. “A cupid? To make him believe in love again? You’ve got to be kidding!”

      Seraphine responds, “My dear, I assure you we are not kidding. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must attend to some other business.”

      She sweeps by Mara and leaves the room.

      Once Seraphine is gone, Hart says, “What do you think? Will you help us?”

      Mara thinks for a moment, still not quite sure she believes all of this, but she nods and replies, “I will do my very best. Do you have a case file for him?” She must be losing her mind to agree to take on this case. A cupid? Seriously?

      Mr. Hart grins and hands her a dossier. “I will take care of notifying Adrian of your office location and the time. I need for you to report back to me on his progress after each session. I don’t need anything that breaks doctor/patient confidentiality and all that, but I need to know he’s being cooperative and engaged and is making progress.”

      Mara nods. “Yes, sir. That is not a problem.” Gesturing around the room, Mara asks, “I’m guessing you’re some kind of head cupid?”

      “You could say that. I am the Chairman of the Cupid Council.”

      Mara snickers. “Who knew cupids needed a council? Hell, who knew cupids existed?” Mara blanches. “I’m so sorry. This is just all a lot to wrap my head around.”

      Hart, unfazed, replies, “I imagine it is.”

      Mara relaxes her shoulders. “May I ask how Seraphine is involved with this cupid?”

      “She’s the town’s matriarch, our queen bee, if you will. Seraphine wants the best for Black Hollow, and when something threatens Black Hollow in any way, she’s involved.”

      “That makes perfect sense, this is a wonderful town.”

      Hart nods in agreement, “That, it is. So, is two p.m. tomorrow a good time for you to meet with Adrian?”

      Mara replies, “Yes, that will be perfect.”
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      “Love. Pfft! Who the hell’s idea was it to give cupids power over love?” Adrian grouses as he takes another long swig of moonshine. “I mean, seriously, love is a crock of shit.”

      With a scowl on his face, Adrian closes his eyes and sinks down into the lush grass, his head leaning against a downed tree. “Now, power over moonshine. I’ve got that shit down pat.”

      He’s seen it time and time again. Love fails. People do something stupid, crap that ruins the relationship. Infidelity, hurtful words, lies. Whatever they can do to fuck it up, they’ll do it. Humans are stupid that way.

      But it’s not just humans anymore who do stupid shit, but paranormal beings, too. Adrian has made two unions in Black Hollow that have been severed. All of them hurt, but those seemed even worse.

      Adrian’s family moved to Black Hollow over three hundred years ago, back in the Victorian era when romance was alive and well and a big part of the courting ritual.

      Relationships grew and bloomed over time back then. A cupid would bring the couple together, and they would work to win each other’s love and bond their relationship before making it more permanent. It was this time together that allowed the bond to grow. This time during courting that cemented relationships for life.

      You know, like they’re supposed to be. Each person has a mate, in most cases only one, but sometimes
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