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      As a single guy, Dorian isn’t a fan of Valentine’s Day, but he loves chocolates and, when someone brings in a box for the office to share, he falls in love with the heart-shaped truffles he tastes and decides to get himself a box or two at the new-to-him chocolatery before treating himself to a supper out.

      Smoke owns Smoke’s Chocolates, and Valentine’s Day is his busiest time of year. Between making the chocolates and helping to sell them at the front counter, he’s putting in long hours. When the last minute rush slows down, though, Smoke goes out for dinner only to encounter the also flying solo Dorian. The two men get to talking and sharing and and discover a mutual attraction.

      Can they both come to love Valentine’s Day for a reason that has nothing to do with chocolate?
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      Smoke hated Valentine’s Day.

      Okay, so it was a love-hate relationship, really, and both for the same reason. As a chocolatier, Valentine’s Day was his best-selling season. Better than Christmas, better than Easter, better than wedding season, all of which were better than average selling times for him. But Valentine’s Day outsold all of those—combined.

      He started making chocolates right after the New Year. January 2nd saw him filling tray after tray after tray after tray of truffles in all shapes and flavors, though he did more hearts and roses than anything else. He’d speckle the heart trays with gold and red before adding the tempered chocolate to make the shell. He’d paint red and pink highlights on the roses. Then he’d fill them with all sorts of flavors.

      Sure, he had bestsellers that he knew to make plenty of, but he found that he had enough customers who were adventurous that if he included new and interesting flavors, he could upsell. Someone would come in for a dozen roses in salted caramel and chocolate orange flavors, and he’d suggest his new hint of chili flavor and the person would pick one up for themselves. Or maybe a couple so they could share with whoever they’d bought the dozen for.

      The upshot was that he was busy. And this year, he’d found the cutest little gnome trays. They were a little bigger than the usual round, hexagonal, hearts and roses shapes, but that meant he could sell them for a buck more each. Which was a good thing, because they were far more intricate at the start. He had to do all the colors at the beginning, then fill them with the milk, or dark, or white, or ruby chocolate shell. Once that was done, though, it was just like all the others. He’d make big batches of ganache and pour them in, chill, then add the bottom chocolate layer and chill again.

      They started selling well by mid-January and started selling big come February 1st. But by the time February hit, he’d already made thousands and thousands of truffles in the various shapes, colors, and flavors. Add to that heart and rose-shaped chocolate lollipops, chocolate bears with hearts and roses and presents —  from five inches to a foot — heart-shaped boxes filled with chocolate pearls, and solid hearts in varying sizes, and he was working twenty-hour days just to keep his chocolate stock up.

      He would keep it going until the first few days in February, then he would assess what flavors and shapes were selling the best and concentrate on those until the 14th. And this year, Valentine’s Day was on a Friday, which meant he’d get flow-over sales on the weekend, he hoped.

      Not that he would be making any more chocolates on the 13th or 14th—those were his sell-his-butt-off days and he would be up front with Krystal, serving the customers.

      His smile was pasted on at that point, his feet sore, and the smell of chocolate was no longer a thing of joy.

      So yeah, he hated Valentine’s Day, especially as the calendar crept closer to the day itself. But he couldn’t—and wouldn’t—complain about the sales. Valentine’s Day last year had set him up for the entire year and everything after that was gravy. This year was looking to be the same, though he hadn’t actually done any accounting in two weeks, so he couldn’t be a hundred percent sure.

      It was ironic, really, the accounting was not one of his favorite parts of running his own shop, but he was always happy to move to it post-Valentine’s Day, not only to see how well his little shop had done, but also to just get away from chocolates for a while.

      Smoke pulled the last batch of heart-shaped truffles out of the fridge and knocked them out of their containers, pilling them up onto trays so they could replace the supply out front quickly and easily. Every flat surface currently held the trays, but by the end of the day, they would all be gone, he hoped. In an ideal world, he’d have some left for tomorrow and Sunday for stragglers, but not so much that he had to put stuff on sale on Monday.

      “Smoke? We’re getting busy!” Krystal was beginning to sound a little panicked, and he shook his head. She should have called him before she was feeling overwhelmed.

      He pasted on a smile and headed out to the front. “What can I get for you?” he asked the next customer in line, pleased to see that said line actually snaked all the way out the door.
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      Dorian hated Valentine’s Day.

      Okay, so hate was maybe a strong word for it, but he had no love for it, that was for sure. It was a made-up holiday purely for stores to make money during a historically low-sales period, and boy, did it make you feel less-than if you didn’t have anyone to share it with.

      He refused to go down that route, though, and he always bought himself flowers—but not roses because damn, they were scarily expensive this time of year—and chocolates, because he was his own Valentine.

      Anna at work had brought in a box of chocolates this morning that had been gorgeous—heart truffles with golden specks on them. And the taste. Whoa.

      He’d had something called grapefruit sparkle and it had lit up his mouth in the best way. He’d been rude and taken a second one—salted caramel—and it had been equally as good, the salt just enough to keep the truffle from being way too sweet.

      So now he was at Smoke’s Chocolates, waiting in a long line to pick up a box for himself. He actually didn’t mind the wait—he wasn’t rushing home for a date or anything, and this gave him a chance to read the board at the back of the store listing the truffle flavors and look at all the neat things on the shelves.

      The teddy bears had the cutest expressions on their faces and each one was slightly different from the other. He could tell they were handmade, not because they didn’t look sharp and professional—they totally were—but because they’d clearly been made with care and love. He almost picked one up to add to his box, but he decided that he was already going to have way more chocolate than he should have, given that he wanted a dozen of the grapefruit hearts, and two dozen of the rest, assorted.

      He didn’t need them in a box, heart-shaped or otherwise, which was going to save him some money. That almost convinced him to get a bear after all, but then he realized that he wanted to get a half-dozen of the ruby chocolate and another half of the white chocolate ones, so he really didn’t need the extra chocolate. Finally, the line moved forward enough that the bears were all behind him, and he wouldn’t be tempted anymore.

      There were two people behind the counter, both looking frazzled beneath their smiles. The guy was oh-my-god-hot. A real stud in a red apron covered in pink, white, and black hearts. Tall, muscled, with dark hair falling out of a man-bun. Dorian might have a little fantasy later tonight, of being fed his chocolates by this guy. He tried to banish his thoughts as he got to the front of the line and the stud smiled at him, met his gaze, and asked. “What can I get for you?”

      Tongue-twisted for a moment, Dorian stared into the dark brown eyes and felt his cheeks heat.

      “You want some chocolates?” the guy prompted, breaking his reverie.

      “Oh! Yes. I don’t need a box or anything, but I’d like a dozen of the grapefruit hearts, half a dozen of the ruby chocolate ones, half a dozen of the white chocolate ones, and two dozen assorted of the rest.” Oh, god, that was a lot of chocolates, wasn’t it? And as he wasn’t getting a box, the guy had to know he was buying them for himself. He was such an obvious dork.

      Still, the guy only said, “You got it!” and grabbed a paper bag with the store’s logo on it. “You want them in separate bags?”

      Dorian shook his head. No, he figured in for a penny, in for a pound, and he’d admit they were all going one place—his stomach. Hell, the flowers he had tucked under one arm were also for himself.

      He paid for his stockpile of chocolates and took the bag the guy handed over.

      “Have a great evening.”
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