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A SHOT OF CUPID

 

Elizabeth Wilde




Dedication

To my granddad, who was always so proud of me and who would’ve turned 80 the day before Valentine’s.




Chapter One

 

The guy walks up to the bar, and Connor watches him looking around. He’s obviously new here, wringing his hands and wondering what the hell he’s doing as he checks both the board over the counter and the mostly empty tables.

Some couples are meant to be. That’s just the way the world works, apparently, because the guy at the bar pings a whole hundred as his gaze hits the girl at the back with the Jules Verne novel open on the table.

He glows, both figuratively and literally.

It’s a done deal, open and shut case. All the guy’s gotta do is buy the lady a drink, and it’s on. In ten short years, they’ll be down the aisle. In six, there’ll be a little girl. She’ll be premature, they’ll fret for months, but she’ll be fine—big and strong and obsessed with soccer.

Connor walks across the warped floorboards, hands stuffed in his coat pockets, and takes a barstool beside his mark.

“Shot of bourbon, please,” Connor tells the girl behind the counter. The guy makes another set of moony eyes toward the back of the room. “Make that two.”

“Coming right up.”

If he’s not mistaken, she sounds amused. She turns, reaching for the top shelf stuff—what passes for it in this place anyway—and Connor twists a little on his stool, elbows against the bar.

“Buddy, just get her a rum and coke,” he says lightly. “You’re killing me, here.”

The guy looks at him, startled. “Um. Excuse me?”

“She looks like a rum and coke sorta gal, y’know?”

“I don’t—”

It’ll take him eight and a half years to work up the courage to propose, but luckily, that part isn’t Connor’s problem.

This part, however…

He takes a breath and reaches down deep, every fraction of his focus pulled inward. There’s a well in there, tapped but always flowing, energy thrumming perpetually. It’s buried and reluctant—always a fight to find, to corral. Like grappling with an unruly shark, trying to steer that flow in the right direction without losing his grip.

Back up top, where the air is dense with the sickly smell of beer and saturated by the low lamplight, Connor feels like his veins are expanding.

He lashes out quickly with a trembling fist, right into the mark’s side.

“Ow! Jesus, fella, what the hell?”

Connor claws himself back, trying to breathe slow, measured breaths. He raises both eyebrows at the guy, watching his expression go from offended to dreamy.

“I’m sorry… What was I saying?”

“Nothing, man,” Connor says flatly. “Go get her.”

The guy shakes his head, resolve solidifying his features. “Right. Yeah.” The girl behind the bar pours out both of Connor’s shots, and the guy catches her attention with a wave of his hand. “Can I have two, uh, two rum—no. Wait, yes. Yes, two rum and cokes, please.”

Connor starts on his own alcohol—head still ringing, heart hammering like the sensation of a bruise. By the second bourbon, his guy is gone, tottering away with his two drinks toward the back of the room.

At least he’s stopped glowing so damn bright.

This always fucking happens when Connor decides to go out. Drinking alone in his apartment is far easier than dealing with this shit, but he has a quota to fill, and today it took him until seven thirty to muster the strength to roll off the sofa. And now, he’s here, struck with that damned itch in the back of his head, that little love buzz that tells him, yes, those two right there, look at how they beam for each other.

His phone, ironically, buzzes in his pocket.

He pulls it out, reads the notification, and slips it back inside.

“Not tonight, Mom.”

“Avoiding someone?” the girl behind the bar, Greta according to her name tag, asks.

Connor grunts at her. In his peripheral vision, the place he tries to pretend people’s reactions to him aren’t happening, she rolls her eyes.

“I mean, it is almost Valentine’s Day,” Greta goes on, probably just to annoy him. “We all got someone we wanna avoid around Valentine’s Day.”

Yes, but not the entire population of the planet. Unfortunately, though, he doesn’t get paid for that. He doesn’t get to stay headache free for that.

“Do you think Santa would choose to ditch Christmas if he could?” Connor asks her, fingering the edge of one of his tiny glasses.

Greta’s mouth twists in contemplation. “In a hypothetical scenario where Santa exists? I mean—he’s Santa; he loves Christmas.”

Connor snorts. “I bet he’d love to take his sleigh and disappear to Fiji, drinking rum punch until he passes out on a sun lounger.”

“So you hate Valentine’s Day,” Greta correctly surmises. “And you hate Christmas. Is there anything you do like?”

He taps the bar with his fingers. “Two more bourbons.”

She nods drolly, turning back to the top shelf.

The back of his neck itches, and he rubs it. No, not again, not another one. He just doesn’t have the energy for it tonight, ten thirty and all he wants to do is get drunk, go home, and pass out from mental exhaustion.

Connor surreptitiously looks around, hunched over the counter like some kind of unsavory criminal type. Two people enter the building in a blast of cold air, a man and a woman—no, not just a man, maybe the most attractive Goddamn man Connor’s ever seen in his life.

He whips his head back around, facing forward again while his drinks get re-poured. He pinches a shot, throws it back, and lets it warm him in a way little else does.

Then he takes another look around.

They’re choosing a table, one of the booths off to the side. The man takes the woman’s coat before she sits, and Connor almost sprains a muscle rolling his eyes.

Still, the itch persists, working its way upward, and the man—with his dark hair, stunning blue eyes, and broad shoulders—practically glows. The woman, however, doesn’t. She’s not the one.

In fact, nobody else in the bar carries even a hint of light anymore.

“Don’t let this be a mystery, please,” Connor pleads in a quiet mutter, right down into his second shot glass. “I can’t do any more tonight.”

Bourbon spills over the rim, splashing against the counter with the twitch of his shaky hand. The dark-haired man appears like a dream beside him, casually leaning there as though he isn’t wearing a face like that.

“A Bud and a white wine, please,” he tells Greta. “Need a napkin there?”

That one is for Connor.

“No, I do not need a fucking napkin, thank you very much,” he snaps. Not looking, absolutely not looking. The man smells of cinnamon and ozone. Connor’s whole head is humming like a tuning fork. He slams back the last two shots, swipes his coat-covered elbow over the bar top to mop up the liquor, kicks back his stool, and gives the tall, bright-eyed, fucking glowing man a sardonic grin. “All cleaned up, see!”

With that, he walks out, the high-frequency mind assault getting worse with every step.

He won’t do it. Nope. No more work tonight, he refuses. Five more days until Valentine’s, until the worst period of his year is over, and he can’t take much more, not right now, not after the loser at the bar and the old Republican at the ATM before this and his third grade teacher outside Walmart before that.

But when have the gods ever answered his prayers?

The sidewalk is peppered with snow, flakes drifting in the air. Everything has taken on a sickly orange glow, the swollen sky and the glaring streetlamps, and Connor doubles over on the corner, out of breath and nauseous as hell.

Literally, Goddammit.

Slowly, reluctantly, he turns around and heads back, tail firmly between his legs.

Greta catches his eye in the doorway, eyebrow raised. “Bourbon that good, huh?”

He holds up two fingers, takes his stool again, and tries not to balk at the way his mark is eyeing him up after that highly suspicious display. The guy probably thinks Connor went outside to puke or something. He does carry the disreputable air of a drunk, with his stubble, unruly mess of dark hair, and too slender frame.
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