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            Somewhere on Valentine's Day…

          

        

      

    

    
      A giant stuffed heart and a masked French maid whisked past Michael in a cloud of giggles and overpowering perfume. A fit of sneezes forced him to stop and lean against the wall. The ballroom looked like a Hallmark store had wandered by and thrown up its innards in a fit of disgust over the excesses of the season. Pink and white bunting festooned the walls. Red, pink, and white floral arrangements peppered the space as landmines for the pollen-challenged. Teddy bears holding hearts or cloth flowers glared with smug satisfaction beside each arrangement.

      Why the hell am I here again?

      "Mikey! Welcome to the fun!" A huge hand clapped him on the shoulder.

      Bleary-eyed, he turned to find an enormous gladiator/centurion grinning at him beneath a golden mask that did absolutely nothing to disguise the cheesy, plastic smile. Right. That's why. I was ordered to attend. "Hey, Dave." A drag Egyptian queen latched onto Dave's arm and gazed up at the Marketing Director with huge puppy eyes. "Ah. Anthony and Cleopatra. Stunning."

      "I know, right?" Dave did a little turn to show off the full effect of leather and brass armor. The leather tunic-thing barely covered his gym-sculpted ass. "And what are you supposed to be? I thought you were doing Cupid?"

      "No. You suggested Cupid. You said I'd look cute in wings and a diaper." You sleaze.

      The drag Cleopatra giggled and snuggled closer to his escort. Dave patted his sequined butt. "So why didn't you?"

      Michael ignored the question. "Cupid was a beautiful young man. A god. Not a fat, winged baby with inappropriate toys."

      "Yeah, yeah, English major blah-blah-blah. So what's with the Interview with the Vampire getup?"

      "It's not—" He tugged irritably at the ruffled cuffs. "I'm George Gordon."

      A double shot of blank stares met his announcement.

      "Lord Byron? Romantic-era poet? Wrote about epic, tragic loves?"

      "Oh, a poet. Figures. I guess it works. Well, try to have a good time, Mikey." Dave pulled his latest conquest close. "Come on, sugar. Let's go show you off."

      The little twink at his side had no idea that Dave called him "sugar" and "honey" because he'd forgotten the kid's name. Again. Just like the last three dozen. Not that Michael wanted to judge the man for how he conducted his sex life, and he wouldn't have, more power to him, if Dave didn't insist on involving Michael in his machinations and complications.

      The one from last Friday? Did you send the flowers? And they better not have been carnations, Mikey. I mean, seriously? Fucking carnations?

      Being forced to keep track of his boss's stable was probably some form of harassment but it was too damn embarrassing to file a complaint with human resources. The phallic chocolates, the flowers after every night of meaningless, hot sex, the fact that he was supposed to get their names right even when Dave couldn't, all conspired to make an otherwise reasonable workload into a daily hell. He had to keep separate appointment calendars and contact lists, one for business and one for Dave's extra-curricular life (which sometimes overlapped) and he could just bet no other admin in the company had ever been raked over the coals for sending Evan's flowers to Justin.

      The money was good and it was better than waiting tables. Usually. But the never-ending barrage of snide comments, the constant anxious stomachache, the humiliation of having to placate someone else's lovers—he was starting to wonder if any amount of money was worth it.

      He tapped the edge of his prop poetry book against his palm, surveying the crowd with a sigh. Same old mix of giggling chiclets and on-the-prowl straight boys with the added ingredient of this absurd manufactured holiday to get everyone thinking about sex even more. It's okay. I'll just make an appearance, graze the buffet for a bit, and go home. Not like it's some magical night where something wonderful will happen just because it's freaking Valentine's Day.
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      Tweetledumber checked the assignment card again. "You're sure that's the one? He looks like such a Debbie Downer."

      "Please. It's him! Pic's right there!" Tweetledumb stabbed a finger at the man's image, leaving a chocolate finger smudge on the blond curls.

      "Eew. You're such a pig."

      Tweetledumb licked the remains of chocolate icing off his fingers. Love imps couldn't work on empty stomachs, after all. "So he's a little depressed. A good lay should perk him right up." He snickered. "So to speak."

      "Fine. But we can't just go shooting off randomly or he'll end up falling in love with the punch bowl like the last one."

      "What's it show on the compass?"

      "Um…" Tweetledumber tugged the high-tech indicator out of his pocket, struggling against the painted-on red leather. The arrow pointed straight to the far side of the Mars symbol. "Men. Definitely. Not even a wiggle."

      "Not a lot of choices." Tweetledumb wrinkled his nose. "Not nice ones anyway."

      "The boss is gonna have our hides if we screw up again."

      They heaved joint tragic sighs, recalling their year locked in that antique hope chest, unable to fly, given nothing but (shudder) alfalfa sprouts to eat. That was the year Boss Cupid had renamed them, as well. They couldn't recall what their real imp names had been, no matter what they tried.

      "It'll be fine." Tweetledumb squared his shoulders, trying to look determined and steely-eyed, not an easy thing to do with pink eyes. "We just wait until he shows an interest in someone. Even if we have to follow him around for days."

      "Um…" Tweetledumber winced as he checked the stats. "This guy hasn't shown any interest in anyone in over a year. The boss wants this done by the end of the week."

      "We'll figure something out." Tweetledumb shot a concerned glance at his partner. "Oh, damn…don't cry. It turns your eyes all chartreuse."

      "I'm not crying." A surreptitious sniff said otherwise. "It's all the nasty perfume in here."

      "Besides, it'll ruin your aim."

      "My…really? You'll let me do it this time? Seriously?"

      "Serious as a double chocolate heart attack." Tweetledumb poked a finger at his partner's chest. "Just be extra, extra careful this time."

      "I will! I will! Promise! Oh, thank you! You're the best!"

      "Great, wonderful. Don't hug so damn tight. I can't breathe."
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      At least they'd picked a good caterer. Michael grazed on chicken satay dripping with peanut sauce and little dim sum-style dumpling purses stuffed with amazing ginger-orange-pork filling. Smoked herring and salmon shared a plate with red onions. Beautifully presented individual bowls of beef panang tempted him to come back for seconds. He couldn't recall when he'd last been this hungry.

      Oh, right. PAKO. Pre-Aaron's Kiss Off. A year later, he was over Aaron. He wasn't still alone because he was wallowing in self-pity and depression. Far from it. He kept busy. He had friends. He…

      Hadn't accepted an invitation to go out, even with friends, for months. I'm just not ready for the meat market again, that's all. The club and bar scene is so shallow and the coffee shop isn't the same anymore. And where else would I meet someone? At work?

      He glanced across the room where Dave laughed too loudly at something the Executive VP, recognizable by his extreme rotundity even in his Zorro mask, said. Michael shuddered. Anything but that.

      Another bowl of panang was in order. He wandered back to the groaning buffet table and saw to his delight that there was one bowl left. Intent on reaching his gustatory goal, his vision tunneled in on that lovely, shining bit of stoneware, so he failed to see the rival buffet predator until it was too late. He was just reaching for his prize when a large hand swooped in and snatched it from him.

      Shocked, he twisted to see who had stolen his prize and found himself staring at a hard-packed, golden chest. When he tilted his head back to see the face, he stumbled back a step, suddenly confronted with a fierce wooden mask topped with feathers in bright red and green.

      The human mouth beneath the mask smiled though, showing beautiful, white teeth. The huge hand reached out toward him, the bowl nestled in its palm like a baby sparrow. "I'm sorry. You wanted this?"

      "Um, no, no. You got to it first. I mean, someone your size probably needs it more anyway, right?"

      "Wow. Passive-aggressive much?" The smile faded a fraction but the hand stayed extended. "Here. Make me happy. You looked so disappointed."

      "I…thank you." Michael took the bowl in both hands; gingerly lifting it from its palm nest, a palm that looked capable of crushing his skull. "We could share if you don't think that's too weird." He took in the feather cape, the long, white breechclout, the war club, and sandals. "Who are you?"

      The smile's wattage turned up again. "Who am I really or who am I dressed as?"

      "Both."
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