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          IRIS

        

      

    

    
      Iris Clarke was going to be without a date this Valentine’s Day.

      Again.

      It wasn’t anything new, really. She had been alone for it for all twenty-four years of her life, but every year she was hopeful that somehow, she would get a date by that infamous holiday and finally experience the lover’s day as…well, a lover.

      However, luck had it that she was disastrous in love, in any circumstance. She had, in fact, never been in a relationship, and never by lack of trying. If she had to be honest, she actually always tried a little too hard. Iris was a hopeless romantic at heart despite pretending the opposite, and she longed for cheesy intimacy so much that she had the bad habit of romanticizing everything everyone did, making it so that she fell at first sight for any person she vaguely interacted with.

      The story was always the same: someone talked politely to her, or even simply smiled her way, and she would immediately start imagining how they would look together, how she could potentially take care of them and what their potential future as a couple would be like. Ten times out of ten, it turned into disappointment very quickly when she realized that said person either already had a partner, or they weren’t interested in her at all. Iris had no idea what it was about her that never made her good enough for someone to fall for her, and as a result, she didn’t know what to fix or improve.

      A voice in the back of her head liked to sometimes guess what those reasons could be, and they were always negative thoughts, alluding that it was her transness, or her autism, or her not being pretty enough. All reasons Iris had actually heard told about herself by some of the people she’d had crushes on in the past—sometimes even said straight to her face. Those words used to hurt a lot, especially during high school, when everyone’s main goal was dating and Iris was trying more than usual to be like everyone else. Now that she was an adult, however, she had started to slowly heal her inner negative voice. Staying away from that toxic environment and those toxic people had given her space to start loving herself. She wasn’t extremely confident by any means, but she valued herself a lot more now.

      One thing she was sure of was that no matter how hard finding a partner could be, she would not settle for someone who wouldn’t fully accept every part of her. She would not compromise on that, ever.

      This year started in the same lonely way as all the previous ones, with her making a wish during new year celebrations—while everyone kissed their partners as good luck for the new year—that she would soon find a partner and find out what life as half of a couple could be like. As weeks passed, she scouted her surroundings for a possible someone she could try talking to, hoping they would find her interesting enough to ask her out. But Iris hadn’t really met anyone new, and walking up to a stranger to start a random conversation had also seemed too weird, so here she was again, on the eve of Valentine’s Day, alone sitting on her couch with a chocolate cake in front of her and a sad romantic movie with no happy ending playing on the TV, because if she had to be sad, she wanted to be sad for something other than her life.

      Silent tears fell from her eyes. The droplets stuck on her eyelashes, leaving stains on her glasses as the people on the screen went through a disastrous breakup. “That’s what you get for falling in love,” she whispered bitterly, sniffling. “You deserve to break up.”

      She felt petty and frustrated, and while she usually tried to hide those feelings—even when she was alone, in fear of being unpleasant—she told herself she could make an exception that night and vent a little. She filled the hole in her heart with the remaining cake, and cuddled with her giant stuffed bear in search of comfort. Iris was preparing herself for the movie to end, and for the final big cry, but just as there were only a few minutes left, the characters met again to talk things through and apologize. Her mouth fell open as she watched them make up, exchanging loving words and kisses.

      “No!” she protested. “This was supposed to have a bad ending! You can’t do this to me!”

      As if to make fun of her state, the characters deepened their kiss.

      “Fuck off!”

      She turned the TV off, sulking. Thanks to that, her mood had worsened and she couldn’t keep romance out of her head. In just a few hours, people would start posting mushy photos and captions on social media, and everyone outside would be walking around with roses or plushies or chocolates in heart-shaped boxes.

      Even her friends all had partners and would be spending the following day with them, so she couldn’t even pretend to be celebrating friendly love, either.

      Iris took out her phone and checked the group chat she shared with her friends one last time to see if there was any update from them. There was nothing new, but their last conversation from two days earlier was staring at her from her screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Anne

      

      
        Elliot is bringing me to a spa resort on Valentine’s Day!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mattie

      

      
        OMG that sounds so fun!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Anne

      

      
        Right?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Aren’t they the best partner ever?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m so excited!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Iris

      

      
        That sounds very relaxing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Anne

      

      
        If it’s good we should all go together next time!

      

      

      

      

      

      Iris remembered slumping into her chair when she read that text. She wanted to ask if they could all join now, and not somewhere in the future, but it felt rude to ask to intrude on their couple time. She really wanted to be with her friends, though.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mattie

      

      
        Definitely!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Anne

      

      
        What are you gals doing for Valentine?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mattie

      

      
        Not sure, Steph says it’s a surprise. I’m both scared and excited to see what she prepared. She was really excited to be the one choosing this year

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Anne

      

      
        Hmmm intriguing

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh shoot, my boss is asking me to his office

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I gotta go

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll text you later if I survive, okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mattie

      

      
        I have to go too

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Good luck!

      

      

      

      

      

      The chat ended like that, with neither of them bothering to wait for Iris to text what her plans were. Admittedly, she had no plans, but the fact that they hadn’t even pretended to care kind of hurt. Neither Anne or Mattie had texted any more after that, and the only way Iris knew they were both fine and living normally were the Instagram story updates from Anne’s travel to the spa resort, and Mattie’s updates from her night date with her girlfriend in preparation for her surprise.

      Iris debated posting something in her stories too, to see if either of them would reply to a photo and start a conversation, but she had nothing interesting to show—nothing that would convince her friends to pay attention to her for even just a second.

      She was happy for them, she really was. Both of their partners made them very happy and Iris loved to know they were happy. She couldn’t help feeling lonely and left out, though, and maybe a little neglected. As soon as she thought it, she felt guilty.

      But why did Valentine’s Day have to be only about romantic love? Couldn’t people go out with their partners for half of the day and then spend the rest celebrating friendship? Iris wouldn’t even feel so miserable about being single if she at least could be with her friends, but them leaving her alone like that made her feel miserably double single.

      Her only consolation was that this Valentine’s Day fell exactly on her weekly day off, meaning that she could at least spend the entire day inside and avoid seeing all the couples in public being disgustingly adorable and reminding Iris of how alone she was.

      “I wish I could feel what being with someone is like for once,” she whispered, dejected.

      Iris sighed in defeat. She discarded her phone and laid down on the couch, her heart longing for another person. Her arms wrapped around the stuffed animal as she fell asleep, hoping it was someone else.
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          JAYA

        

      

    

    
      A headache was taking over Jaya as she did her best to pay attention to the lecture, her friend Eli twirling a pen around their fingers next to her, yawning not-so-gracefully at regular intervals.

      Head Cupid Anika was at the center of the auditorium, her majestically big, blood-red wings moving slightly behind her as she walked back and forth, repeating the same things she told them every year during this time.

      “We are cupids, and our duty is towards romance and romance only. Our job is to assist the people looking for love, to sweeten their romance and make their wishes come true. It is an important and honorable job, but a very painstaking one. While we already give our all in our jobs every single day, tomorrow we will need to do even better. Valentine’s Day is the most important day of the year, and we need to make sure everything goes according to plan.”

      Jaya saw Eli turn towards her in the corner of her eye, giving her a sarcastic, deadpan look. She pinched them under the table, a silent reminder to behave.

      “While you would usually have multiple tasks during a day, on Valentine every single one of you will focus on one person only. Unfortunately, due to our limited numbers, we won’t be able to satisfy everyone, but on this day our goal is not to increase the number of charges—it’s to reach the maximum level of satisfaction for the people lucky enough to get our service.”

      “Limited numbers?” Eli whispered, amused.

      The two of them looked around the auditorium at the same time, their eyes wandering over the crowd of cupids. There were thousands of them in there, a sea of different people—each of them accompanied by the various shades of pinks and reds of their wings.

      Other than the thousands of cupids there with them, there were groups equally as large all around the world—all of them probably in the same predicament, busy listening to this classic Valentine’s speech.

      “Well, there are lots of cupids around, but there are eight billion humans nowadays, and there certainly isn’t one cupid for each of them,” Jaya said.

      Eli pressed their lips in a thin line. “I guess you’re right. Still, she makes it sound so tragic.”

      The human population was growing exponentially by the minute, and cupids hadn’t been able to keep up. They higher ups had been trying to increase their numbers in the past few years, but it still wasn’t enough. The long process of becoming a full cupid after birth didn’t help, either.

      While Head Cupid Anika kept rambling about how important the following day would be, Eli wrapped an arm around Jaya’s shoulders, a teasing grin on their face. A strand of wavy caramel brown hair partially covered one of their eyes, and it made Jaya sigh in defeat. She had been telling them to trim it for a while, worried for their eyes because having their sight partially covered all the time couldn’t be good or comfortable, but Eli never listened.

      “Sooo, are you excited about your freedom?” they asked, wiggling their eyebrows.

      Jaya rolled her eyes just to annoy Eli, but she was, actually, excited. Young cupids had different rules than established cupids, and Jaya had only become an established cupid a couple days earlier, when she finally turned 101.

      Up until that moment, Jaya had to help whoever the Higher Cupids decided was right for her—which included the special missions on Valentine’s Day as well—but starting now, she could choose where to go and who to help. Her first choice would happen today, with Valentine’s importance looming over her.

      Both cupids jumped in surprise as interactive screens appeared in front of them.

      “You will now analyze the potential charges and choose your missions,” Head Cupid Anika announced. “Choose very wisely.”

      “I hope this year is luckier than the last,” Eli mumbled as they picked up their tablet. “If I have to suffer through another cheating scandal, I will turn into a reaper.”

      Jaya snorted at the reminder of Eli’s disastrous mission of the year before. They had chosen a woman purely because her file said her boyfriend was going to take her out to somewhere interesting the following day. Eli had been bored, so they thought it would become an adventurous day, something to keep them entertained. In the end they were entertained, yes, but not in the way they had expected.

      The boyfriend actually had two girlfriends, and was supposed to spend part of the day with one, and the rest with the other. He had been too foolish to get his stories straight, and ended up accidentally telling the same date and place to both of them. That is how, two women and two cupids found each other face to face, all four of them very confused, with a man in the middle who looked torn between wanting to disappear and wanting to pretend it was just a misunderstanding.

      He did actually try to paint it as a misunderstanding, saying he didn’t know the second woman—but she obviously wouldn’t take his shit and exposed him in front of Eli’s charge. The man had then begged his “main girlfriend” to believe his affair wasn’t serious, even though he was literally going to celebrate Valentine’s Day with her as well.

      “I wonder why no cupid had decided to take that guy on,” Eli had sarcastically told Jaya back when they told her the story. It seemed like the cheater had really received no guidance—and if he did, it had been very bad advice.
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