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      While trapped in a basement during an earthquake, sparks fly between co-workers Luce and Mat—too bad they’re sparks of rage. So when Mat needs a fake girlfriend for a weekend engagement party in wine country, there’s no way Luce will say yes… is there? 

      It’s up to the Cupid Guild to show this salty pair how sweet it could be.

      A sexy, standalone romance with a paranormal touch. This novella first appeared in Heart’s Kiss magazine, under the title “Before I Break.”
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      Luce spun in the swivel chair, her sensible heels lightly skimming the linoleum. The lunch rush rioted around her in a pastel blur. She embraced the dizziness—she felt more in control knowing she could simply plant her feet on the ground and the world would right itself. Few things in life were that simple.

      A small, static figure set apart from the whirling din caused her to skid to a stop. The little boy, four or five years old, whose mouth and cheeks were smudged with what she suspected was cherry chocolate from Delilah's Candy Bar just across the courtyard, stood staring at Luce. She rolled her chair closer and leaned down.

      “Do you need help?”

      He blinked a few times and licked at the chocolate still coating his lips.

      "It seems this little guy is lost," a voice rumbled from above.

      She shifted her gaze to the right and encountered a pair of scuffed black boots. Directly above them were sturdy canvas pants, a plaid button-up shirt, and the pièce de résistance—Mathias Woodson’s movie star–worthy face, the corners of his mouth turned up in a smile.

      Great.

      She stood, though even in her professional, patent leather, slightly squishy heels, she was no match for his height. Still, she straightened her pencil skirt and cleared her throat. Close your mouth, remember to breathe, blink, and for God's sake don't stare.

      After two months of working with him, she still had to run through the checklist every time she encountered the man. She refused to be like the gaggle of women trailing after him, drooling at his feet.

      Though she’d checked off all the most likely areas of possible embarrassment, she could only hold his gaze for a moment before retreating to the safety of considering the little boy. “What's your name, sweetheart?"

      A blank stare was the only response. She shot a questioning glance to Mat, who shrugged. "I think he took the whole 'don't talk to strangers' thing to heart."

      “Superb.”

      The little boy was adorable—dark curly hair, sun-toasted bronze skin. In fact, he and Mat could have been brothers, or father and son, they looked so much alike. Luce scanned the area for desperate parents searching for their missing child.

      Lost kids were part of the territory when manning the information booth at the Button Factory. The shopping center-slash-tourist trap at Fisherman's Wharf in San Francisco had been an actual button-producing factory up until the mid-1960s. After a few decades of neglect, the building was renovated and repurposed and now featured three levels of shopping and dining. Tourists from all over the world packed the brick building, and the first floor info booth was at the center of it all.

      Luce had first gotten the job in college when she'd been a hospitality major. She liked people and loved talking to travelers from the countries she'd always dreamed of visiting. Though she'd eventually changed her major to public relations and gotten promoted after graduation to work in the Factory's business office on the fourth floor, she looked forward to days like today when she was asked to fill in for an absent co-worker.

      With another look at the cherubic, chocolate-covered face, Luce picked up the intercom and called the security office to put their guards on alert for the parents. When she hung up, Mat was kneeling down, wiping the boy's mouth with a wet nap he’d produced from somewhere.

      The boy, fairly stoic up until then, looked around with a freshly clean face and burst into tears. Mat's eyes widened. He turned to Luce, silently pleading for help with the bawling child. She sighed and sat back in her chair, then lifted the boy into her lap.

      “Your mommy and daddy will be here soon. I bet they’re looking everywhere for you right now.” As she tried to encourage him, a cold fear sliced her belly. She hoped her words weren’t lies. All parents were not created equal, as she well knew.

      She spun him around in the chair a few times, racking her brain for something to calm him down. His T-shirt featured a colorful image of the caboose of a train.

      "Do you like trains?"

      He sniffed a few times before nodding.

      "Have you ever been on a real train before?"

      He shook his head.

      "Neither have I, unless you count BART—that’s the subway—but I don't. One day I'm going to take a train trip and sit right up front near the engine. Wouldn't that be fun?"

      The boy cracked a smile. "Thomas is a train engine."

      "You're right!"

      Mat squatted down. "I've been on lots of trains and they are really fun. I took a train in India that had goats and chickens walking down the aisles."

      The kid’s eyes widened and Mat nodded.

      “The smell was terrible."

      Mat held his nose, and the boy broke out into an infectious round of giggles. Luce couldn’t help but smile, though she dropped it when Mat winked at her. He then launched into a tale that involved a goat, his favorite T-shirt, and a tug of war that didn’t end well.

      Those definitely were not her ovaries brawling inside of her, vying for first crack at this delightful specimen of man. She clenched her belly and willed her ladybits to calm the hell down. There really wasn’t anything to get excited about.

      When she looked up, Randy, one of the security guards, was approaching ahead of a rather calm looking man and woman, both impeccably dressed.

      "Freddy," said an exasperated, statuesque blonde with an expensive-looking haircut. "You’re going to make us miss our bus to Napa. Do you know how expensive those tickets were?” She spoke with a European accent Luce couldn't place.

      The father, a short, roly poly man with skin a shade darker than Luce's own ebony complexion, spoke in a heavy Jamaican accent. “Dat boy don't have da sense he was born with. And look, him run off wit da candy and ate it all!”

      As she stood, settling Freddy to his feet, Luce schooled her features, masking her anger. Suddenly she was seven years old again, swinging her legs on the metal chair of a hotel’s security office, pretending to watch the cartoons on the television the kind guards had set her in front of. Hours later, when her parents finally returned for her, they'd chastised her for making them miss their bus and resulting in a change fee for new tickets. Was it too much to ask that your own parents not check out and leave their daughter behind?

      Her eyes stung as tears threatened from the long-buried memory. She clenched her jaw, looked away and held her breath. Counted to ten. She’d been in the service industry long enough to know how to keep from strangling the customers.

      When she’d regained her composure and looked up, Mat was peering at her. Luce plastered on a professionally plastic smile.

      Randy went through the procedures to ensure that these in fact were the parents and not some strange kidnappers, but the boy’s joy at seeing the couple was obvious, even as they berated him.

      “I expect you to behave, Freddy. You know we could have taken this trip by ourselves and not had half of the hassles. I told you—”

      “First time in San Francisco?” Luce asked, rocking slightly on the balls of her feet.

      The woman looked up mid-diatribe, as if surprised to see Luce standing there. “Yes, I’ve always wanted to come, but Vernon has very little time off.” She patted her husband’s arm, but his attention was firmly on the window display of Delilah’s Candy Bar across the way.

      “I’m glad you could make the trip. There’s so much to see. And where are you from?”

      “Norway, originally. But we’ve been in London for the past few years.”

      “Oh really? My mother's from Norway," Mat said. The woman raised her eyebrows and ran her eyes down his body. Slowly. Her thorough scan was both skeptical and lascivious. Luce bristled.

      A string of foreign words flowed from Mat’s mouth. If that was Norwegian, it sounded like a language that belonged on a space ship. The woman responded, and the two pelted each other in rapid-fire Norwegian for a minute.

      Mat bent down and whispered to Freddy. The boy nodded, grinning big. Then the family walked off, the boy scurrying to keep up with his parents’ long strides.

      "What did you say to him?" Luce asked.

      "I told him to be careful of the goats on the cable cars.”

      Mat’s eyes twinkled. Luce shook her head and forced herself to look away. Then took a step back. Standing next to him, breathing in his clean, masculine scent was too much. She ran through her checklist once again and busied herself straightening the brochures in the overflowing rack.

      "How much longer are you stuck down here?" His voice rippled over her skin and she actually shivered.

      “Um, Nora's shift starts in five minutes. She should be here any second. But I don’t feel stuck. I kind of like it. The grass is always greener,” she chuckled. “When I was down here all I wanted was to make it up there.” She tilted her head to the exposed levels of the open courtyard. The offices where they worked were on the fourth floor. “Now I miss the noise, the activity.” She shrugged.

      "I don’t think I could take it." He scanned the crowded tables and lines at the food vendors and shook his head slightly.

      “You’d rather be cooped up in front of a computer all day staring at pixels? You might call your job graphic design, but I call it slow torture. Give me the unwashed masses any day. Besides, I would have thought you'd be used to them, with as much traveling as you seem to have done."

      "Yeah, I like to observe, not really interact. And the questions you get here..." He trailed off as an irate man stalked to the booth, a sniffling woman in tow.

      “She said she wanted to go to Alcatraz.” He slapped his hand on the counter. “How could she not know she’d have to take a boat there? It’s an island for Chrissakes!”

      The pair had the look of newlyweds, with their matching T-shirts and cargo shorts. The young wife dabbed her eyes. “I get seasick,” she said softly.

      “Well, I already bought the damn tickets! You couldn’t have told me about that before?”

      “Listen,” Luce said, holding the husband’s eye. “There’s a ticket exchange across the street at the pier.” She pulled out a map and highlighted the location. “Go here and you can find someone who wants to go to Alcatraz to take your tickets and you can change them out for something else, maybe a walking tour or a trip to Coit Tower.” Luce smiled at the wife.

      “I’m afraid of heights,” she whispered. Her husband groaned, throwing up his hands in frustration.

      “Well, there are lots of other options,” Luce said, evenly. “I’m sure you can find something to do that doesn’t involve water or heights.”

      The couple walked away, the man grumbling, the woman cowering. Luce fell into her chair with a sigh, pointedly not looking at Mat. “You may have a point.”

      Mat snorted, then mimed tipping his hat to her as he ambled off into the lunch crowd. She watched him retreat, allowing herself a few moments to finally gawk at the artistic wonder of his ass filling out his pants.

      “You know it's not polite to stare," a voice said from behind her.

      Luce jumped, then gave a mock growl as she spun to face her new friend Delilah.

      "It's not polite to
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