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        Summary

      

      

      The Devil's after Mara and Paul's got the hots for Gus? What the heck is going on?!

      Mara's and Gus's love lives get turned upside down when Cupid shows up with a vendetta to settle--and decides to use Gus and Mara as his tools.

      Eros (aka Cupid, aka the God of Love and Lust) underestimates Gus's resourcefulness though, and when Mara comes home, she finds Eros trapped in a cage, in their living room.

      But Valentine's Day is fast approaching, and with Gus absolutely refusing to let Eros (aka the Love Assassin) go, Aphrodite comes calling, to collect her son.

      (This story takes place after Somebody Tell Aunt Tillie We’re in Trouble).

    

  


  
    
      To all the readers who still believe in the magic of love, even if they think Cupid can be a real pain in the ass.
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          VALENTINE’S EVE—MARA

        

      

    

    
      It ain’t easy bein’ witchy. I had just come home from a prenatal checkup and another failed job interview—no one wants to hire a pregnant woman—to find a breathtakingly beautiful, naked young man locked inside a large cage in my living room.

      “Your platonic boyfriend really screwed the pooch this time,” Aunt Tillie hooted from the skull on our mantle. She was thoroughly amused and bright green and blue flames—the color of witch fire—snapped in her eye sockets.

      Aunt Tillie’s spirit had been trapped in the skull ever since Forrest, Gus’s last boyfriend, put a whammy on her. This was the first day I had seen her not be pissed off. That, in itself, didn’t bode well.

      So, I did what any sane person would do. I turned around and walked out, slamming the door shut behind me.
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      My name is Mara Stephens and I’m a witch—on my good days. On my bad days, I tend to be a source of perpetual amusement for the Otherworld entities that periodically invade my life. And ever since Gus—my favorite witchy delinquent—moved in with me, that seemed to be happening more often than not.

      Life was never boring when Gus was around. He delighted in coming up with new ways to make my life more difficult and way more colorful, than I ever imagined. Like today.

      Think, Mara, think.

      The first thing I thought about was calling the cops. But I wasn’t sure what would happen if they got involved, especially if Gus was responsible for locking the guy in the cage. And where the heck had the cage come from anyway? It wasn’t there when I left this morning.

      Maybe it was all innocent. Some kind of weird sex-love-kinky-boots fantasy that Gus and his playmate-du-jour were enacting.

      I pulled my cell phone out of my purse and called him. Voicemail. Figures.

      “I’m having way too much fun to answer the phone. Leave a message and if I get suitably bored, I may listen to it.”

      “Gus! Why is there a naked guy caged up in the living room? What are you up to? I don’t know if I should go back into the cottage, call the cops, or pack a bag and find somewhere else to stay for the week.”

      I hung up and texted him the same message, since Gus sucked at listening to his voicemail. Sure enough, my text got an immediate response.

      “Don’t let my bird out of its cage. I’ll explain later. You can go in, but no talking to the tricky bastard. No matter what he says, don’t believe him. He’ll never be that into you—or anyone, really.”

      “That’s not cryptic at all,” I texted back. “What are you getting us into now?”

      No response.

      Stars and stones and ancestral bones, I couldn’t just keep standing outside, waiting for Gus. It was freaking cold. I could barely feel my fingers and my nose was turning into an ice cube.

      If the saying ‘as above, so below’ was true, Devil’s Point, Wisconsin was proof that for half the year, hell freezes over. Los Angeles, California, (where we moved from), was proof that for the other half of the year, hell is a raging inferno with no ice water in sight.

      I put the phone in my purse and rubbed my hands together to get circulation back in my frozen fingers. Of all the days not to have the dogs here. I could really use my Doberman security force right about now.

      I took a deep breath to prepare, then I opened the door and walked into the living room.
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      The caged young man turned, his eyes flashing red, no longer so strikingly handsome. Instead, his face had shifted into something more like strikingly terrifying.

      “Let me out,” he boomed, his voice echoing off of the living room walls.

      I yelped and jumped back. That’s when I noticed that on the floor around the cage, Gus had laid out a giant double circle, the lines made in chalk and covered with salt, with various sigils chalked on the carpet in-between the two circles.

      Great. So this wasn’t just some random guy in a cage. Leave it to Gus to capture some supernatural entity and take off, leaving Aunt Tillie in charge and me playing catch-up.

      When the guy realized I wasn’t Gus, his eyes returned to a normal color and his face shifted from deadly-looking demonic to average, quirky, spoiled teen, with face piercings and tattoos.

      I looked at him with a raised eyebrow, trying to pretend that I wasn’t impressed or intimidated, like I had naked, shape-shifting strangers in my cottage all the time.

      I focused on breathing and slowing my heart rate down, as I calmly took my coat off and laid it on the couch. Never let them see you sweat, right? For all I knew, he was probably capable of smelling fear or hearing the speed of my heartbeat.

      “That’s impressive,” I said, clearing my throat. “Three different looks in ten seconds. Beauty, beast and court jester.”

      “Wait until you see his full-on vengeful angel look, missy,” Aunt Tillie said. “You won’t be so glib then.”

      “Look, luv, cut me some slack,” the guy snarled, shifting his look again. “It’s a tic. When I get stressed out, my face changes. I can’t help it. Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to make fun of people’s personal challenges?”

      “Seriously? Is it like some kind of shifter-version of Tourette’s?” I asked, surprised and intrigued. “Instead of your body ticking, your face shifts?”

      He glared at me, radiating anger, as his face shifted through various shapes and skin tones.

      I raised my hands in surrender. “I’m not making fun of you, I was expressing interest. I’ve never run into an entity like you before. So, look, I don’t know what kind of kinky sex thing you and Gus have going on…”

      “Oh, this isn’t sex, luv,” the guy spat. “That loony tunes is holding me prisoner. I was minding my own business when this total doolally nutter, who looks like a cross between a pirate and a dandy, pounced on me. The poofter lost his mind. He brought me down like a prize deer and locked me in here. If you don’t want to go down with him for conspiracy and kidnapping, you’ll get the key and let me out.”

      “In what court?” I said, laughing.

      “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” Aunt Tillie intoned, quoting Hamlet.

      “I don’t have any idea how this cage even got here, much less how to open it. Gus probably has the keys on him.”

      “Do you have a blow torch? Saw? Hand grenade? I’m not picky, just shove open the bars somehow. Take the cage outside and ram it with your vehicle. The bars will give, eventually.”

      “Do I look like the Incredible Hulk? There’s no way I’d be able to move that cage. Even if you weren’t standing in it.”

      “You’d better think of something.” He paused for a few seconds before he started speaking again, casually, as if his next request was nothing of any importance. “Can you at least vacuum up the salt and chalk from the carpet? The smell is making me nauseous.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet it is.” I said, snorting. “If Gus put you in a containment circle, I’m not going to be the one who breaks it. So, you can forget it.”

      “I could have told you that wouldn’t work. They’re not as stupid as they look,” Aunt Tillie chirped.

      I glared at her skull.

      “Do you have any idea who I am?” he thundered.

      “Of course,” I fibbed. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

      He was Gus’s prisoner, was who he was. And I wasn’t about to admit ignorance about supernatural entities. Gus would revoke my witch card.

      Let me think… which ones would be most likely to manifest as a naked male? There was Cernunnos… Pan… Dionysus… heck, any of the male deities, really. Have penis, will show off.

      “You have no idea who he is, do you?” Aunt Tillie sniffed. “There’s so much lore being lost to the mists of time these days.”

      I ignored her, especially since she was right. I didn’t know who he was. And that was the crux of my problems. What if I opened the cage door and wound up unleashing the Kraken?

      He growled. “If I’m not out of here by midnight, there will be hell to pay.”

      “Care to elaborate?” I asked.

      He curled his upper lip into a sneer that looked very Elvis Presley-ish. “I’m so going to enjoy seeing how much you like living inside a cage.”

      I snorted. “Right. Like we’re going to magically switch places at the stroke of midnight.”

      Gus was doing his ritual this weekend. Did the naked guy have something to do with the Lupercalia Gus had planned?

      “Aiding and abetting, luv. Accessory after the fact. Even in your realm, that’s good for at least three years of prison time. And I can tell you from experience, karma’s a bitch.”

      I snorted. “You’re not going to walk into a police station full of people with guns and expose yourself as an Otherworld denizen.” I said. “The minute you start ticking your way through different faces, they’ll shoot you.”

      He growled. “If you know who I am, then you know I don’t belong here. So be a pet and let me out. I’ll make it worth your while,” the guy said, leering at me in a way that was weirdly creepy and wrong.

      When I didn’t budge, he slammed his hand against the iron bars of the cage, then shrieked in pain. “This is my busy season,” he said, cradling his hand. “Do you really think it’s fair to the world to keep me locked up in a cage?”

      I suddenly noticed the bow and quiver of arrows on the other side of the room. “It depends on how dangerous you are. Or how delusional.”

      Cupid. It had to be Cupid. Or, at least, someone who thought he was Cupid. I could see that the arrows in the quiver were of assorted metals and feathers. There were gold arrows with white dove feathers, silver arrows with black raven feathers, arrows that were made of a dull gray lead and had striped owl feathers…

      He made a movement like he was thunking his head against the bars, but stopped a millimeter away from making contact with the iron. “Great. I’ve been captured by nutters. Do these look delusional?” He turned around and spread his wings: huge, big white feathers, and definitely attached to his back.

      “Whoa!” The air rushed out of my lungs and I felt faint. I sat down on the couch before I fell down.

      “I never thought the two of you would be stupid enough—or skilled enough—to capture Eros Phanes, one of the firstborn,” Aunt Tillie clucked from the skull.

      Well, it started as a cluck, but got mixed up with a chortle somewhere along the way. If she was still human, I’d worry that she was about to swallow her tongue, laughing like that.

      Eros. The God of Love and Lust. Gus had freaking kidnapped Cupid!
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          VALENTINE’S EVE—MARA

        

      

    

    
      “And to think, it wasn’t even intentional. Your not-boyfriend captured Eros by accident. Oh my, but this is rich.”

      “So, Cupid is real?” I half-asked, half-said to myself. I had thought Cupid was more of an idea or a fun myth, not an actual, real entity.

      “Yes, luv, that’s right. Cupid is real and he’s me. Now, let me out. Valentine’s Day starts at midnight, and I have a few million people to zing.”

      Freaking Cupid was locked in a cage in my living room. I had so many questions running through my head.

      First, how did Eros not only cross the veil into the human side of the fence, but do it so manifestly that he could be trapped in a cage?

      And second, how in the world had Gus managed to capture him? Not to mention, where had he even gotten a person-sized cage from? What kind of BDSM world was Gus living in, behind my back?

      And third, (or was it fourth?) why did Cupid’s face keep changing? Was there really such a thing as shifter Tourette’s?

      “You’re…Cupid.” I said, feeling like my brain was misfiring in a thousand different directions.

      “Hallelujah, give the girl a prize,” Aunt Tillie chimed in from her skull.

      “I am one of the Erotes.” Eros said, turning to face me. “Let me out and I will ruin you for mortal men.” He tilted his head, his now-dark eyes smoldering. “Do you know the
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