
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Sun Revolves Around Apollo

      The Gods Are Back In Town II

    

    




      
        Serena Akeroyd

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Serena Akeroyd

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Book Cover by Adina Milica 2019

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

    

    
      
        Also by Serena Akeroyd

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Last year, I was fortunate enough to go on a short research trip to Athens, and there, that was where this story came to be. Seeing the ancient world and the modern one intertwine was incredibly special, and visiting places like the Parthenon and seeing temples of the Gods was so beyond epic, I had to write my own take on things.

      So, here’s my dedication.

      The Greek Gods who sustained my interest all these years, I really hope you’re real, and, psst, Poseidon, if you are, I’m here and I’m yours. :P

      Come and get me, tiger. ;) Haha.

      Serena

      x

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The smell of hay and horse wasn’t exactly something to write home about, but there was an earthiness about it that I quite liked.

      Yeah, I know.

      Strange.

      But that was me now. Weird. I don’t think I used to be this much of a freak, but I might have been. I don’t remember much of the Ella from before.

      I’m not talking about turning over a new leaf here. This is so much more than that. I classify my life in two ways. Death and post-death. Yup. You read that right. I died, and something happened—not sure what—but I came back as Cindy. The one memory I have is that my name was Ella. Not fucking Cindy.

      Jesus, who went by that name anyway?

      Ugh.

      It’s enough to make me want to puke, and there’s no way I want to puke, because it would interrupt what’s going down in the stables right this second.

      Auralist. I googled it. Why? Because I am one apparently. Yeah, there are voyeurs—peeps who get off on watching. Then there are people like me—seems I get off on listening.

      And what am I listening to, you ask?

      Two guys.

      Yeah. They’re totally doing it.

      It started three days ago. Well, not the sex—they’re not Sting—but me realizing that two dudes were glazing each other’s donuts in the third stall of this very stable.

      Of course, I’d had to listen in. If you’d seen their asses—that was all I’d managed to see when I peered around the stable door—of the guys doing the nasty, you would understand. Shit, you’d be here listening in with me.

      I can’t say that this ‘auralist’ crap is a new development. I’m not sure what’s new or old to be fair. I might have been a pervert before, or it might just be something that Cindy got off on. I couldn’t remember my surname, couldn’t remember what I did or who my family was, so why the fuck would I remember if I’d been a peeping Tom?

      These post-death changes are why I’m at this stupid retreat in the first place, so this added development is just a pain in the ass.

      Cindy’s mom has been freaking out ever since I woke up from a coma four months ago. The minute I was out of PT and the doctor said he only needed to see me once a month, she’d dragged me to this place. With promises of beaches and hot guys, I’d come with no complaint. Until we’d driven through the fucking gates of hell, that is. Then the complaints had started.

      Okay, so you might think I’m exaggerating—the whole ‘hell’ shit. But you’d be wrong. If anything, it’s an understatement because hell itself can’t be this bad.

      We had to sit cross-legged in a circle with a soundtrack of irritating tinkling, jangling bells in the background. Not only did we have to talk about our feelings, but we had to listen to other people sob and snort through their emotions too. Vomit inducing, or what?

      I had to do yoga too. I was anti-yoga. Anything that put my face near my crotch was just wrong. I also had to be mindful, meditate, and talk to lots of counselors about a truth I couldn’t share.

      If I told them the truth?

      I’d either be here forever or find myself locked up in an asylum.

      A sojourn with the Devil couldn’t be much worse, could it?

      I mean, I’d know. I’d died, and I had to have gone up or down, and considering I was perving on two guys having sex, I figured I wasn’t, and never had been, a good girl. It would also explain why Dolly, Cindy’s mom, was so worried about me.

      I’ll let you process that.

      Dolly. Yep, like Dolly Parton.

      Cindy and Dolly. We were on our way to making a Country Western duet.

      Anyway, I figured that her daughter must have been a real goody two shoes, and now, with the post-coma child being an evil bitch, I was starting to consider myself fortunate that she hadn’t brought in an exorcist.

      That was all I damn well needed.

      A humming sound caught my attention, one that was followed by a slick slurp that had my core clenching down like a cock was sliding into it.

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.

      Hot guy one was giving hot guy two a blowjob.

      What I would pay to see that.

      As well as listen to the show, of course.

      Mouth watering, I pressed my head back against the stall I was hiding in and closed my eyes to try and visualize the exact details of what was going down just a few feet away.

      The dude ranch was part of the rehab center. Riding the horses and caring for their tack was the only decent thing about this place, and it was only because Maisie and I had a thing going on that I’d heard the two guys going at it.

      Yup, Maisie was my bud. She let me hide in her stall, saved me from having to join another hug circle in exchange for an apple and two carrots—the carrots were genuinely harder to get my hands on than crack.

      Seriously.

      The dude two rooms down from me had offered me crack twice, but the carrots? I had to sneak into the kitchen for those.

      No fun, but it was worth it to hide out here. And that had been before I’d heard the dudes doing the dirty. Now? I was a damn convert.

      Saddle me up and ride me if it meant putting me in the same sphere as seriously sexy cowboys who didn’t mind getting it on like Heath and Jake in Brokeback Mountain.

      Drool.

      “Oh fuck, Pollux!”

      The name had me frowning because I’d have remembered a weird one like that, and it sucked not being able to put a face to the groan. But more importantly, the man’s grunts changed tenor after he made that declaration. The pace changed as well, and somewhere amid my musings, they’d gone from polishing poles to outright doing the deed. There was a slapping sound, like someone’s butt hitting another’s thighs, and I realized a hot beef injection was occurring just yards away from me.

      I shuddered, able to see it in my mind’s eye—the visualization crap was coming in useful for one thing it seemed.

      I could easily imagine that Pollux’s—or whoever the other guy was—balls hitting, swinging, and slapping into the other’s like that desk toy with the kinetic globes that knocked into one another when you pushed them into motion.

      My pussy grew wet as the grunts picked up pace again. The motion seemed to as well.

      Thwack.

      Thwack.

      Thwack.

      Oh God, I loved that noise.

      It meant they were getting down to business. I’d noticed over the past few days that the quieter they were, the sooner they’d climax.

      They didn’t disappoint.

      Even as I wondered if I was enough of a perv to start jilling off to these illicit noises, their long, gritted out, hoarse and husky moans filled the stables.

      In response, a few of the horses whinnied, and I had to clap a hand to my mouth to stop myself from laughing out loud.

      Even as I stemmed the tide, I heard material bustling, zips creaking, belt buckles clicking, and as was the way every day, thus far, nothing else.

      Not a peep of a whisper or a hushed caress.

      At first, I’d figured it was something to do with them wanting to stay quiet. But I’d soon realized that wasn’t the case. Not that I could explain how I knew. Just that I did. This internal belief had me wondering if my peeping Tom act had me snooping in on an angry fuck.

      Which, God help me, made this shit even hotter.

      The very thought had me shivering against the stable wall like a good old-fashioned heroine in a Regency novel. Just stick me in a corset, and I’d have a legit reason to swoon.

      Of course, that was when everything started to go wrong. Just when I thought I’d managed to sneak in and out ninja-style without being caught again, I was proved wrong.

      You know that shit about eavesdroppers never hearing good about themselves? Well, I didn’t believe it until now.

      For whatever reason, Maisie, my bud, decided that was the right moment to start getting antsy about my presence in the stall with her.

      I had no idea why, but she began shuffling her feet, and whinnies morphed into outright neighs. At least, I thought that was what they were because I’d never ridden a horse until I’d come to this damn place weeks ago.

      I wanted to hush her. No, screw that, I wanted to drop to my knees and beg her to shut the fuck up, but no amount of silent pleading made my ex-bud calm the hell down. Even her eyes had started rolling. When I saw that, I realized something.

      She was going to rear up.

      Fuck!

      And this stable wasn’t big enough for both of us on the regular, never mind if she started jumping around like she was on LSD.

      “What’s that?” The deep, husky voice could have had me creaming my panties if I wasn’t close to shitting said panties.

      Clipped footsteps echoed down the stable outside my stall, but there was no making myself smaller, no hiding from the fact I needed to get the fuck out of there, even if that meant my perving came to the guys’ attention.

      Just as the traitor’s hooves started shuffling and Maisie began putting all her weight on her back end, I heard a, “What the hell?”

      Before I knew what was happening, the half-door to the stall was dragged open, and I was hauled out to safety.

      By this point, naturally, I was starting to freak out. It wasn’t until I was away from Maisie that I realized who I was looking at. Before, my mouth had dried out from fear. Now? It dried out further from embarrassment, sure, but lust was my saving grace because it had my mouth watering.

      Okay, I’d admit, it was more like drooling.

      I was drooling, because sweet, baby Jesus, these men were so beyond fine, it was impossible to describe them.

      For a handful of seconds, time seemed to freeze.

      It was like the clocks stopped ticking, and the Earth ceased revolving around the sun as my gaze flicked between the two men standing here in the smelly stable with me, a rearing horse at my back.

      For however long I gaped at them, for however long their eyes bored into mine, I just stood there, absorbing them.

      One was tall, slender in that he had no bulk, but I could see his forearms, could see how they were corded with muscle. Where his shirt kissed his belly and chest, I could see even more delineation. There was something about him that gave off the notion that he was vibrating. Almost as though he was such a force of coiled strength, his body hummed with it.

      His hair was a dark, dirty blond. Like bronzes and golds couldn’t decide which shade was the most dominant. His skin was olive-toned, but it gleamed in the dappled light from outside. His nose was Roman, his eyes wide-set and they were blue like the Atlantic Ocean. So fucking blue I felt like I could freeze to death in them, even though he was looking at me hotly.

      He made Chris Hemsworth look ugly.

      Yeah.

      Process that for a second.

      Thor looked fugly in comparison to this dude, which shouldn’t have been humanly possible.

      Then, there was the other guy, and sweet Lord, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed either. He was shorter, but still taller than my five-seven height. Maybe five-eleven? Just on the cusp of six feet. He had hair as black as night, his skin was a creamy porcelain, except he had a sunburn, so it just looked like creamy gold that made me want to lap at it like a cat would. His eyes were warmer than the other’s, a crisp hazel that invited my curiosity when I saw specks of light blue around the pupil because it made them look like they were glittering.

      He was bulkier, stockier than the lean lines of the other man. He was built like a linebacker. So big and strong and huge. Whereas the other dude was like a swimmer. All lean ranginess.

      Of course, my gaping had to come to an end.

      Time never stood still for long, no matter how much you wished it would. I just had no idea how I was going to get myself out of this, no idea whatsoever.

      God, I wailed, help me.

      It wasn’t too late to start believing in God, was it?

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      “I can’t understand it, Sol. I just… she’s so strange. It’s like she doesn’t remember me!”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose as I tried and failed to seek patience, I stared at my fiancée’s mother as she garbled on and on about how her daughter was behaving oddly.

      You’d think I’d be aware of just how oddly said daughter was behaving considering we were to be wed next year, but I wasn’t. Aware, that is.

      Until last year, I’d forgotten my deal with James Di Stefano, had forgotten my deathbed promise to the man I respected despite his jail sentence. But Dolly DiStefano had remembered where I hadn’t, and she’d dragged Cindy DiStefano into my office, stating it was time we lovebirds met.

      Dolly was like that. Cindy and I hadn’t even shared the same oxygen in a room before, but to her, we were lovebirds.

      In fact, Dolly was remarkably like her namesake. I wasn’t sure if that was something she cultivated on purpose with her long, big hair and stick thin figure with breasts the size of watermelons, but with her soft Southern drawl, I always half-expected her to burst out into ‘Jolene,’ and was even more surprised when she didn’t.

      “What do you want me to do about it, Dolly?” I inquired tiredly. That was me all around at the moment. Just plain tired. It was coming up on Daphne’s anniversary and… I blew out a breath, thinking of her death was enough to turn me from grim to mean, and Dolly didn’t deserve that. “You keep asking me to put off seeing her, and I’ve obliged, but the wedding day isn’t getting farther away, for God’s sake. I need to see her soon. Does she even remember the fact we’re engaged?”

      At my side, Castor cleared his throat, and I turned to look at him. Dolly did too, and she looked pissed at his intrusion.

      “What is it, Brends?” I asked him, using his human name. All my guardians went by mortal titles, but in private, we referred to one another with the names our parents had granted us.

      That meant they called me Apollo when to humans, my name was Sol, short for Solomon, and I called Achilles Owen, Castor went by Brends, and Pollux was Steven.

      “Your next appointment is here.”

      I wanted to kiss his feet in gratitude, but Dolly didn’t. “For God’s sake, Sol, this is important! This is my daughter!”

      “A daughter I barely know, Dolly, because of you. Had you allowed me to get to know her, I’d be aware of these distinct changes in her personality and character.” When she looked like I’d kicked her puppy, and trust me, there were worse fates I was capable of doling out than that most heinous of crimes, I blew out a breath and attempted to soften my tone when I told her, “Look, she’s healing after the accident. Just give her time.”

      Her mouth tightened, and actually, her lips gave way under the pressure. It was so bizarre to see someone her age without Botox that for a moment, I had to stare at her in surprise. For all she looked like the dolly bird she hadn’t been named for, she was growing old with grace.

      How unusual.

      Dolly scowled at me. “What?”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “What were you looking at?”

      Oh. Shit.

      Upon clearing my throat, I decided a change of subject was wise—I was doing that more and more often, dammit. Staring. Brends had assured me it was beginning to look creepy. Like I’d needed his input to figure that out.

      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I realized that though I didn’t want to, that while I wanted to stay here in my pit, I couldn’t.

      It was time to make a move.

      I didn’t want to wed Cindy, didn’t want to marry anyone if I was being honest, but James had been… Well, I was mourning him as badly as Dolly was, and she’d just had to endure months of her daughter being hospitalized thanks to some mental head with a grudge against James.

      It didn’t matter that the grudge was well deserved. Cindy was an innocent party, and though my security team had swiped up the bastard who’d put her in a coma and jailed his ass, it was time I did my duty as her fiancée.

      My future mother-in-law didn’t need platitudes. Dolly needed action.

      “Brends, clear my schedule for the week.”

      “The week, sir?”

      I turned to him, saw his face drain from the amount of work my declaration would cause. “Yes. It’s time to go to the stud farm.”

      Dolly gasped. “No! It’s far too soon.”

      “It isn’t,” I countered, eying her distress with concern. “It’s my turn to deal with this. You say she’s different, but maybe by being around someone who doesn’t know her all that well, she’ll be able to grow into this new chapter of her life.

      “You constantly reminding her of what she was won’t help, Dolly,” I finished softly, watching as the older woman pressed her hand to her mouth in distress.

      Her cheeks blanched, and her eyes pinched, and I could sense how close she was to tears.

      Sighing, because that hadn’t been my intention, I murmured, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “No. You spoke the truth as you always do.” She reached up and rubbed her temple. “You’ve been good to her, Sol.”

      “Hardly.” I hadn’t even spoken with her once since the accident. Not when she awoke from the months’ long coma, nor when she’d been discharged.

      “No. You have. Dealing with the medical bills and then putting her in the rehabilitation center in the Hamptons.”

      They were both costly, but I didn’t feel the pinch. I owned both the hospital where Cindy had been treated and the rehab center, which was Castor and Pollux’s pet project. It had started off as a stud farm, nothing more, nothing less. Then Achilles had returned from one of his many tours of duty and had decided to turn the main house into what he called a mindfulness retreat.

      Considering how many junkies they had walking through my halls, I considered it more rehab than mindful, but then Achilles would say I was a cynic, and I’d say that despite his stony temper, he was an idealist…

      There was a reason the two of us didn’t always rub along so well.

      Bluntly, and not wanting her to think I was some kind of savior when I most definitely wasn’t, I told her, “I promised James I’d take care of you.”

      That had her swallowing. “Most men wouldn’t have—”

      “I’m not most men.”

      Her lips curved into a faint smile. “That’s true.” She tilted her head to the side. “You look tired.”

      I reached up and rubbed my eyes. “I am.” It was no lie. I hated the big numbers. A hundred, five hundred, a thousand… we were reaching the three thousandth year since Daphne, to avoid my suit as a lover, had begged her father for aid. He’d helped, the fucker, and Perneus, the River God, had transformed her into the very first laurel tree to escape my undying love for her.

      To this day, I hated bay leaves. Couldn’t stand the scent of them, and refused to have them flavor my food—I even knew when they’d been used to flavor broths, and all my restaurants were informed that the use of the plant in any of the dishes was an act worthy of being fired.

      Extreme?

      Well, that had been my love for the water nymph.

      Not even three thousand years could kill the love I had for Daphne.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” she inquired softly.

      I had to smile. “How about bringing James back to life? I could use his advice.”

      A laugh escaped her. “If I could, I would. I miss him,” she said on a soft sigh.

      James hadn’t been the best of men, but I’d loved him like a son regardless. There were some people who were aware of what I was, Castor, Pollux, Achilles, as well as the other Gods and Goddesses and their guardians, but few humans knew I was an immortal. James DiStefano had been one of those I’d trusted with the secret.

      When he’d died, I’d mourned him, and I felt like I’d been in mourning ever since.

      It was hard. Living forever, losing forever. I’d never felt the pinch before, but there was something about this day and age… it made one feel even more isolated.

      “I miss him too,” I informed her gently.

      She swallowed. “Few stood by him in the end.”

      That had me sighing. “He was a naughty boy.”

      “Only you’d call him that,” she told me with a misty smile.

      “To me, he was.”

      “That’s because you’ve seen far worse in your years.” She bit her bottom lip. “The shame is enough to drown me some days, but, what can I do?”

      “Nothing. His sins weren’t yours,” I reminded her gently. “And neither are they Cindy’s.”

      “Some people didn’t get that memo,” she said harshly, her eyes watering again. “To think that bastard tried to kill her just because she was James’ daughter…”

      Feeling wasn’t easy for me. After a while, you lived long enough, and it just became easier to become a blank slate. You couldn’t hurt that way. But I felt now. I felt anger and irritation.

      “She was an innocent. He’s in jail now, Dolly. She’s safe from him.” Satisfaction oozed from my words.

      A soft snort escaped her. “I wasn’t surprised that it took your investigators a while to find him. Of the millions of people who hated my husband, it must have been like finding a needle in a haystack.”

      That had me wincing. “Dolly—”

      “No. It’s okay. I knew what James was by the end. He loved Cindy and me to distraction, would have done anything for us, but he was a thief and a liar.” The words hurt her. The admission stung; I could see it in her eyes. “He cheated people of billions and left us in a situation where our child was targeted because of his sins.”

      Guilt soared through me. Twice over. One, I should have checked in with James more often. I knew he was a gambler, knew he was prone to making rash and foolish decisions. Two, I should have taken more care with Cindy. Should have made sure she was safe.

      “She’s okay now, and she’s guarded. Once we’re wed, she’ll have twice the protection. As it stands, half the staff at the rehab center are all bodyguards.”

      She bit her lip. “Thank you for that, Sol.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “Two weeks ago.” Dolly started to play with the ends of the silk scarf she wore around her neck. I saw Hermes’ name painted on the fabric, and winced at the sight of a brother Gods’ stamp. “I can visit more, but she doesn’t want me there.” Her throat clutched and she rubbed it with her fingers. “We were so close before—what happened with James only brought us closer. Now she’s like a stranger.”

      I leaned over, and the white leather of my armchair creaked as I reached for the hand still fiddling with her scarf. “She’s healing.”

      She slumped, actually deigning to let her spine touch the backrest of the sofa, and nodded. “I know you’re right.”

      “I’ll go there tonight. Spend some time with her. She’s aware of the wedding though, yes?”

      When Dolly started gnawing on her bottom lip, I closed my eyes. Impatience swirled with irritation. “Dolly, for God’s sake, it’s been four months since she woke up.”

      “And she’s been healing! I knew you didn’t want to visit, and she’d have thought it damn odd if you didn’t. I didn’t want to tell her her father made you promise to marry her. What kind of woman wants to hear that?”

      “She doesn’t know about the Ponzi scheme either, does she? Dammit to hell, Dolly.” I ignored the pleading misty eyes that were staring so beseechingly at me. “No wonder she doesn’t know which way is up or down. You’ve withheld some important truths from her.”

      “I’m protecting her.”

      “Well, it’s time to stop,” I ground out, aware I was being an ass, but Jesus, Dolly hadn’t helped me at all here. And yes, she’d been correct. I wouldn’t have visited Cindy, and I wasn’t interested in her now, but Dolly’s presence was a reminder of my obligations.

      A God was nothing without those.

      Rubbing my temple, I stated, “Expecting her to be the same person as she once was is futile.”

      “I know. But I miss her. It’s worse than it is with James. She’s there, and I can hold her, but she doesn’t want me.” A harsh sob escaped her, and she immediately pressed her hand to her mouth to stem it.

      When she next looked at me, the break in her composure had been patched up, but her eyes were wet. I felt her pain and wished I could do something to ease it. The only thing I could do though was visit my fiancée and see the lay of the land for myself.

      “I understand. Dolly, I won’t be in touch. You know that. But Brends will keep you informed as to her status when she’s with me,” I told her sternly, well aware of the next words that were about to tumble from her lips.

      “I should be there to help explain—”

      “No. You’ve done enough. She’s a big girl. It’s time she realized who she is.”

      For a second, the only noises in the room were the occupants’ breathing and the flickering of the flames in the fire on the back wall. Some days, I stared into those flames and wanted to drown in them. Perhaps it was for the good that Dolly had barged her way into my office today. It seemed like my to-do list had tripled in size, but the day wouldn’t end with me wishing those flames would eat me whole to bring me to some semblance of peace.

      I was going to take that as a positive.

      
        
        ❖

        Pollux

      

      

      

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Achilles growled.

      I rubbed my nose, trying not to be so pissed about Achilles’ ever-shitty attitude. In the years we’d been together, I’d never adapted to it.

      The man was the definition of having a chip on his shoulder.

      Although, in his instance, I guess it was more fitting that the chip was on his heel.

      The guy was stacked, beyond stacked. As strong as he’d been before his end. He could kill you with a hundred different weapons, beat your ass in less than two moves, and yet, with one tiny little nudge to his heel?

      Bang.

      Down.

      Yep, it was that instant. If I hadn’t seen it myself, I’d never have believed it.

      Still, the dick was so beyond stupid sometimes. Speaking to a frightened woman like that was going to get us nowhere, even if said woman had been listening to us fuck.

      “Look, ma’am, it’s okay. Did you get stuck in here or something?” I asked, though I knew otherwise.

      Her cheeks flushed, and the dainty little thing looked like she was about to die right in front of us. Either that or pray that the ground would open and swallow her up.

      She reminded me of a nymph. All slender lines and wavy blonde hair, even if it had been slashed at the shoulders—had she done that herself? I wouldn’t ordinarily have noticed, but it was in big clumps, like she’d shorn where she could reach, then had just cut here and there. She had roots, too. Like she’d bleached it, but the roots were so dark that I could tell it would have been hard to keep blonde. Not that I was an expert in hairstyling, but fuck, I had eyes.

      Her hair was as dark as mine, and I wasn’t even sure how she’d managed to color hers without it turning orange.

      The short half-black, half-blonde hair didn’t suit her. Neither did the cut. I imagined her with honey-gold hair, long and wavy down to her ass, and felt my cock jerk at the prospect.

      What the hell?

      Even more disturbing was the sudden need I had to touch her. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from striding forward, from reaching up and cupping her chin, forcing her to look at me rather than down at the ground.

      “Steven, what are you doing?” Achilles demanded, but I ignored him. Had to ignore him. Jesus, just touching her was enough to make my already sated cock surge to life once more.

      Never in my many years had I responded like that to another woman. And there’d been a time when Eros had managed to shoot me in the ass! This was… Christ, this was intense.

      The second my fingers had brushed her chin, her head fell back, and her eyes caught mine. They were a moody blue. Kind of like Achilles’ to be fair. Dark enough to freeze, blue enough to remind me of an expensive sapphire.

      “Who are you?” she croaked, but I sensed no fear in her, only confusion.

      “The same could be said of you,” Achilles snarled at my back, and even as I wanted to roll my eyes at him, I didn’t.

      “Ignore Owen,” I advised. “He’s cranky after sex.”

      Her cheeks, so pale and white, turned a bright shade of red at my statement—she had heard, and the way her eyes caught mine, not dropping to the ground in embarrassment, made me wonder if she’d purposely listened in as I’d initially suspected.

      Though, how did you purposely listen in to someone having sex? But the way her eyes had dilated made me think listening to us had turned her on.

      It was a supposition, but my instincts were strong. “This isn’t the first time you’ve heard us, is it?”

      Her bottom lip quivered before she nibbled down on the tasty morsel, but that was her sole response.

      I hadn’t expected her to admit to it, but I had my answer even if it was non-verbal.

      A smile made my mouth curve and it had her gasping, which made my smile morph into a shit-eating grin.

      “You get off on listening to two guys fuck, sugar?” I asked, dipping my chin so I could breathe the words into her ear. Her breath stuttered in her chest. “You should have told us you were here. You could have joined in.”

      A gasp escaped her and I felt her hands at my chest. She pushed and pushed but I was strong, there was no way I wasn’t moving if I didn’t want to.

      I did retreat though, not wanting to frighten her, and with our eyes connected, I took a step back—showing her, loud and clear, that I’d moved away because I wanted to. Not because she’d been fretting.

      It might have been a dickish move, but fuck, I was a dick. And I wasn’t going to hurt her. If anything, I intended to do the exact opposite.

      The way she responded to me, the way I responded to her? Hell, no pain would ever be involved in our interactions. Unless she was sore. That I could guarantee would happen.

      Before I could grin again, I felt a fist smack into my shoulder. Glaring back at Achilles, I demanded, “What the fuck was that for?”

      Narrowing his eyes at me, the other male gritted out, “What are you doing, Steven?”

      I huffed, turned back to the woman, and asked, “What’s your name?”

      She flickered a look between me and the undoubtedly scowling man behind me. “Ella.”

      That had me tilting my head to the side. Not the name, but the way she’d said it. With a defiance that wasn’t usually imbued when revealing one’s given name.

      “Ella,” I said, tasting the title. “What’s it short for?”

      Her mouth pursed and she drew her arms up to cross them in front of her breasts — more defiance.

      “Don’t like your name?”

      She didn’t have to answer for me to know that was the truth. It was just an odd response. Most people changed their names if they hated it, and they didn’t, twenty-odd years later, still show a defiance over it.

      This woman was more and more unusual than I first suspected, and I liked unusual. Unusual was interesting, and sometimes, I was so fucking bored I thought I’d die standing up.

      Twenty-four hundred years was a long time to roam this earth. Twenty-four hundred and five was even longer…

      I reached up and traced my thumb over the bottom lip of the first person to interest me in too long. It quivered and I smiled. “What is it, ó glykýtaton?”

      I sensed something about this woman. Something that told me she wasn’t meek and mild like a spring day, but more like a hurricane brewing, and excited, I pressed down on her lip again.

      Her eyes narrowed at me, and when she bit my thumb, I laughed even though it stung like a bitch.

      Her hands went to her hips. “Look, is this what usually happens here? You guys assault unsuspecting riders?”

      Achilles snorted. “Since when were you riding? Far as I can see you’re trespassing here.”

      “Trespassing?” she squeaked. “I’m paying the exorbitant rates to stay at this kook center.”

      “Now, see here,” Achilles grated out, and I wasn’t surprised by his tone considering that this place was his baby, “this place helps—”

      She scoffed. “If you get off on sitting around in a circle singing ‘Kum-by-yah’ then yeah, it helps. But I’m from the real world, buddy.” She pointed at her chest and bumped her finger into it—I’d finger her there too if that was an option. “Practical solutions are more my style.”

      I clucked my tongue. “Now, now, ó glykýtaton, there’s no need to be angry. If it turned you on hearing me and Owen fuck, and that’s your preference where therapy is concerned, I’m certain we can be of help.”

      Her cheeks burned. “This is harassment.”

      “Technically, you’re the one harassing us,” Achilles pointed out, and I didn’t need to turn back to know he’d folded his arms across his chest, mimicking her stance.

      “How does that work?”

      “You’re the one listening in on us.”

      “And I was standing in a very public place.” She huffed.

      “The stable isn’t open after six,” Achilles retorted, and I stood there, in the middle of their bickering, amused and horny as hell. “That means you’re trespassing even if you are a guest. And I’m not even sure if you are a guest, I mean, I don’t recognize you or your name.”

      “Well, I am. You can ask anyone on the staff.”

      “I run the damn place,” Achilles snapped. “I know everyone here. No Ellas are residing here at the moment.”

      Her left eye twitched.

      “What is it, kallísti?”

      Her mouth pursed.

      “I’m going to call the police—”

      She huffed at Achilles’ warning. “My full name is Cinderella.”

      My eyes widened and I rolled my lips in to hide a smile. She still saw it though and glowered at me harder.

      “You have a problem with my name, buddy?” she snapped.

      “No. No problem,” I quickly told her, lifting my hands in surrender.

      “Cinderella DiStefano?” Achilles inquired, his tone still suspicious.

      “You mean there’s more than one goddamn Cinderella staying here but zero Ellas?” she snapped back and with another huff, she slipped out from in front of me and started down the stable corridor toward the exit.

      Before she could leave though, Achilles grabbed her wrist. For a second, time froze. She jerked in response to his touch and he blanched—fucking blanched. Now, what the hell was that about?

      Before I could do little else than glance between them, she returned to her senses and tugged at his hold on her as I reached for his arm, stopping him from going after her. Without looking back, she started storming away from us.

      “Let her go,” I told him, curiosity making my tone soft as butter on a warm day.

      “Why? She heard us, Pollux. We need to make sure she doesn’t say anything.”

      “She doesn’t know who we are,” I said with a snort. “Plus, she won’t say shit.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she was listening in on purpose.”

      “I repeat: how do you know that?”

      “Because we were farther up the stable than she was. If she hadn’t wanted to hear it, she could have sneaked out without our knowing. She was getting off on listening, so she isn’t about to admit to shit.” I rubbed my chin. “Did you feel it?”

      “Feel what? Pissed off? Yeah. I feel that.”

      Rolling my eyes, I grumbled, “Aside from that. I’m talking about something else.”

      “What kind of something else?”

      There was an irony to the fact that this rehab center was Achilles’ brain child when he was the male least in touch with his feelings of our bunch. “When you touched her, I mean.”

      Achilles sighed, but I saw the lie etched in his tense features before he even uttered a word. “Spit it out, Pollux. What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “A connection,” I mused. “I haven’t felt anything like that before.”

      With her fine ass out the door now, I didn’t have anything pretty to stare at so I shot his ugly face a look. He was scowling at me, and I wondered why he was lying. When he’d touched her, when their skin had brushed, they’d both frozen. Just as I had when I’d reached up to cup her chin.

      “A connection?” Achilles repeated, but his tone was pensive now, and I sensed he was looking inwardly, which meant he was about to share dick with me.

      Oh, wait, he already had.

      That was about as much as I was going to get from him today—his mulish expression told me that. The jackass. Dude needed to work out how to talk about his feelings more before I smacked him in the face for being a dipshit.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      I was excited to be going home.

      It wasn’t my real home, but it was the second-best place to be after Athens.

      The farther we moved away from the city, the lighter my heart felt. Not only because I was returning to the Hamptons, but because I would be close to my brother again.

      Pollux was my twin, and though the years had allowed us to spend more time apart, it was always a relief to return to his side.

      Pollux in Manhattan was like asking the bull to go storming through the china shop. He couldn’t deal with the noise, the smells, the people. It was all just too much for him, and when shit was too much for him, his naturally ebullient side came to the fore.

      When that happened?

      There’d been known to be a stock market crash or two.

      “Not long now.”

      Apollo’s voice broke into my thoughts. We were seated in the back of his limo, but I thought he’d been napping. He was sleeping like shit lately, had been cranky as fuck, and was starting to make Achilles look cheerful.

      Now that was saying something.

      “Yeah, we’re almost there.” In the darkened cab, I told him, “I’m surprised we’re coming, truth be told.”

      “You are? Why? You know James meant a lot to me.”

      “You hate being out here.”

      “So? I hate most places outside of Greece. Hating one over the other is neither here nor there.”

      I had to withhold a laugh at his emotionless tone. “That’s true.”

      Apollo found the harsh northeast winters hard. He was God of the Sun. Zeus really should have thought about that before he dumped us all here. Although Achilles surmised that this was one of my stepfather’s jokes—Zeus was Pollux’s dear old dad, mine had perished thousands of years earlier.

      Turning to look at him, I asked, “What’s wrong, Apollo? You’ve been weird for the past few months.”

      It had started with him refusing Athena and her guardians entry into New York, then I’d feared he’d do the same with Hades, but the God of the Dead had learned some tact since the last time we’d met because he’d managed to obtain a stay in the city.

      “I’m not sleeping.”

      Even though I knew that, it always surprised me when he admitted to not resting, and I’d been with him for thousands of years. One never anticipated that Gods would require rest, but they did. Apollo, as God of so many energetic things—the sun, music, art—needed more than most, but he rarely got it.

      As his PA, I was aware of everything he did for a living. The toll it took to manage the empire he’d built over the last thousand years.

      If the man didn’t irritate me more often than not, I’d be impressed by what he could and did do with his time.

      “Have you tried the drugs?”

      He made a scoffing sound. “What do you think?”

      “I imagine you have and I also imagine that you tried them once and when they didn’t work, didn’t try again.”

      “How well you know me, guardian,” Apollo said dryly.

      “Hang around with someone long enough, and you learn the score,” I retorted, strained amusement lingering in my tone.

      Apollo was a likable man, and yet, I spent half my time wanting to smack him in the face. Why? I’d lived with him for longer than I’d been alive and sometimes, it was like I didn’t know him at all. You think you know how irritating that is but imagine not knowing someone you fucking live with for tens of hundreds of years.

      It’s like sleeping with the enemy.

      Well, it would be.

      We stopped doing shit like that a few centuries ago because Apollo had lost the taste for sex. A worrying enough development in and of itself.

      “What is it?”

      I released a sigh. “Dealing with you is like dealing with a fractious horse.”

      Silence fell at that, then he murmured, “Fractious?”

      “You’d be surprised how fragile you are,” I retorted.

      “Explain.”

      “What the hell’s going on behind that mask you show the world, Apollo? You don’t want to marry Cindy DiStefano, but I genuinely think you will.”

      His silk suit rubbed against the leather backrest, making an interesting whispering noise that informed me he was turning toward me. I remained with my head facing the window, looking out into the dark night where I could see the constellation my brother and I had once formed—Gemini. We were the original Gemini twins, except no one knew us by our true names, just as those stars in the night sky.

      It had been several lifetimes since Pollux and I had resided in the ether, in the grand nothingness. Zeus and Hades had pulled us back, urged us onto Apollo’s ‘team’ as it were, dragging Achilles into the fray as well.

      The Gods had been dispersed from Mount Olympus because as fewer humans believed in them, rather than losing power, they gained it. In such enormous quantities that their already gigantic egos began to swell. Egomaniacs had nothing on the Gods, and Zeus had made them split up so that the infighting between them had to come to a halt.

      Each God now resided in one unique part of the world. Apollo’s sector was the East Coast of the States. Hades had the West. To enter another’s territory, they had to make a request, and that request could be denied—as had been the case with Athena all those months ago.

      From Zeus, the biggest power player of them all, to Artemis, the gentlest, every God and Goddess had guardians that helped ground them. Helped police them and keep them in check.

      We worked as a team but had long ago split up so that we could achieve something with our lives that didn’t revolve around the Gods. It was my turn to be by Apollo’s side. I’d taken over from Achilles about eight years ago, and I had another forty-two on the clock before it was Pollux’s turn.

      Yeah, the whole immortal shit didn’t sound so cool when you were stuck with an asshole for a boss, did it? I mean, I didn’t just work for the guy, I lived with him. I was his perpetual shadow.

      The annoying thing was Apollo wasn’t always an asshole. He could be funny, charming even. He had a great sense of humor, and his talents? Jesus. He could pick up any instrument and make beautiful music with it. From the piano—who do you think had trained Beethoven?—to the cello. He could paint majestic landscapes, have you drooling over a nude so realistic it was better than having a naked woman in the room with you.

      He was creativity itself, which should have made him a joy to be around, but it didn’t. He wasn’t.

      He was…

      “I never claimed that I wanted to marry Cindy,” he said calmly, breaking into my thoughts, making me realize I’d asked him a damn question about ten minutes ago that he’d only just deigned to answer.

      I sighed. “Don’t you think it’s cruel to the girl?”

      “Her father asked me.”

      “I have no idea why you’re so loyal to the man. He was a thief and a con man.”

      “I’m loyal to the man I knew, not the thief he became,” Apollo corrected stiffly—he didn’t like his judgment being questioned, but in this? Tough shit.

      “Being loyal to the memory isn’t fair to Cindy. She deserves a chance at happiness.”

      He laughed. “You and I both know happiness is fleeting where mortals are concerned. I could break my promise to James, could allow her to live her life freely, and she may very well wed someone she believes she loves. That doesn’t stop the man from cheating five years later, doesn’t stop her from drowning herself in alcohol to overcome her misery over said cheating, does it?”

      “That’s a pessimistic point of view,” I instantly chided.

      “I’m a realist.” He reached forward and grabbed a scotch from the wet bar. When he wiggled the decanter at me, I nodded.

      Accepting the tumbler, I took a deep sip, and stated, “She could find someone who makes her happy.”

      “It’s her fate to be mine,” he intoned, and I almost shivered.

      He believed that.

      Why, though?

      “You’ve never even seen her outside of pictures.”

      That had him snorting. “So?”

      “So? We both know how fussy you are.”

      “I call it selective.”

      “I call it fussy,” I insisted. “You and I both know if she is in any way like—”

      “Don’t say her name,” he spat, making me sigh.

      Ever since Daphne had preferred to sacrifice herself than allow herself to be loved by Apollo, he had an issue with all things blonde and blue-eyed.

      It didn’t matter how hot the woman was, didn’t matter if she’d make a regular man’s dick weep—blondes didn’t have more fun where Apollo was concerned.

      And Marilyn had tried. Many, many times.

      I sought patience. “Dolly is blonde. James was too.”

      He snorted. “Dolly is bottle blonde.”

      “It’s likely she was naturally so before she turned gray and dyed it,” I persisted. “What are you going to do if Cindy is blonde?”

      “Why is this such a problem for you?” he countered, glowering at me from his corner of the limo. “It’s never been a problem when I married before.”

      No, he was right. It hadn’t.

      Some Gods married, some didn’t. Apollo had married several times and each time…

      I ran a hand through my hair. “It’s the aftermath that concerns me,” I told him softly.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” I ground out, all patience lost now, “that you’re a pain in the ass after they die.”

      He scowled at me—there didn’t need to be any light to see it. To feel it. “Grieving, Castor, is no sin.”

      “You’re not grieving the woman, though, are you? You’re grieving what you can never have. The prospect of you marrying Cindy and then having to endure another few decades of you in this fucking ugly mood is more than I can stand.” It might have sounded a tad melodramatic, but it was the truth.

      Apollo on a downer was like…

      Well, the trouble was it didn’t just affect him. If it did, I could probably cope, but because he was the God of most creative arts like music and literature and then art itself, it meant that the entire realm’s musicians, writers, and artists all turned gloomy as fuck.

      That was the man’s power.

      He affected the world on a global scale. I could only imagine what would happen the next time his depression hit.

      “What the hell am I supposed to say to that?” he rasped.

      “Nothing.” I blew out a breath. What could he say? “Look, I’m just thinking out loud.”

      In the distance, the sight of the house blossomed into view. The lights ran down the driveway and illuminated the front of the Tudor-style home that Achilles had built here over three hundred years before. He kept reincarnating himself as the next heir, and I was relieved he did. Pollux loved it here. We’d had stables since Achilles had first moved in.

      At my side, as I’d known he would, Apollo relaxed.

      This was home.

      He tried to deny it, tried to state that the city was his haven, but it wasn’t.

      Here was.

      More than anything, I thought it pissed him off that something Achilles had built was where he found himself most at peace—Apollo was a douche like that.

      For myself, I found that I was relieved and wary about being here. I wanted to see the horses more than I wanted to see Pollux—no joke. But I was wary because these were the first steps we’d be taking toward a future that wouldn’t turn out well.

      Sometimes, being immortal, thinking in decades and not weeks and months, truly sucked, and I was tired of everything fucking sucking.

      I needed to catch a break.

      Fast.

      
        
        ❖

        Achilles

      

      

      

      When the gates to the estate opened without a call coming in from the guards, I knew who was on their way. Knew it and was pissed too.

      As much as my life, my soul, was tied to Apollo’s, I preferred to steer clear of him as much as I could.

      Several thousand years was too much for anyone to deal with a God, and I had less patience than most.

      “What the fuck is he doing here?” I snarled at Pollux, who was pushing off the sheets to come to my side at the window.

      “How the hell did you even hear that?” He squinted at the gates, then up at me.

      I rolled my eyes, trying not to be touched by the sight of him all tousled. He was the least neat man I knew. His hair all over the place, his jaw stubbled even though he shaved before bed so he didn’t have to do it on a morning.

      “That’s the first question on your lips?” I chided, and when he nudged me in the side, I sighed. “I make sure the gates squeak, so I know when they’re opened.”

      He hummed under his breath. “That makes sense considering how neurotic you are.” He scrubbed a tired hand over his face. “How long has it been since he’s been here?”

      “Hell of a long time.” Not long enough.

      “Eighteen years?”

      “Could be.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Castor didn’t message to say he was on his way.”

      “Why would he? It’s late. He probably thought we’d be asleep.”

      “Because we sleep so much,” Pollux mocked, and I almost laughed because he was right. We didn’t need much sleep, but the irony was Apollo did and he barely caught any Zs. I doubted that had changed since the last time I’d been on duty.

      Pollux rested his forearm on my shoulder and leaned against me like I was the wall. The man was naked, of course, and didn’t care that he was rocking a semi.

      I ignored the attraction. It was hard, but I’d already acted on it twice since Cinderella had barged her way out of our stables. Something about her made my cock hyperactive, and it wasn’t exactly used to inattention. Pollux was as horny a motherfucker as I was.

      “It can’t be good that he’s here,” he commented.

      I cringed at his musing tone. “Castor is stuck with him for another forty years, isn’t he?”

      “Thereabouts.” He rubbed his stubbled chin against my arm. “Don’t worry. You know I’ll stay on with him longer so you don’t have to.”

      “That’s not fair to you,” I countered, even though I wanted to grab hold of his offer with both hands.

      “Being stuck with Apollo isn’t fair to you either,” Pollux consoled, which was unusually kind of him.

      Pollux was many things, but kind wasn’t one of them.

      Ebullient and belligerent more like.

      “It happened a long time ago. I need to get over it.”

      “If you haven’t learned that grief isn’t something easily overcome yet, then you’re crazy.”

      I had to smile at his exasperation with me, even if that exasperation was deserved.

      My story wasn’t exactly low key. My fucking heel was the source of my demise, and the arrow that Paris had released, the one that had felled me, had been guided by Apollo himself to my one weakness. Paris had slain me, but Apollo had done the deed. All to save his beloved city of Troy, to stop me from destroying it in the war.

      The Gods were the kings of sick twists of fate, and that was why they’d tied me to Apollo for the rest of eternity, I felt sure.

      As the limo pulled in at the front of the building, I murmured, “We should greet them. Figure out what’s going on.”

      “I’ll go.”

      I tried not to feel relieved by that. I was a hero known for my courage, but being stuck in the same room as Apollo always made me uneasy.

      Pathetic, I know. I should have grown used to the sensation, but I hadn’t, and I was fortunate the twins took most of the slack on my behalf.

      Making word into deed, he pulled away and I immediately felt the lack of his warmth. As he strode toward the door, I cleared my throat to hide my amusement. “Pants, Pollux.”

      He made no demur, no word of a reply, but stopped to pick up the briefs he’d dumped on the floor—the man was a pig, and it irked my OCD tendencies that were thousands of years in the making, but he was worth it.

      Most of the time.

      When the door opened and closed behind him, I pressed my forehead to the cool pane of glass and prepared myself to deal with whatever shit Apollo was bringing to my door.

      After sucking it up and sucking it in, I retreated to the bedside table and picked up the file I’d brought from the office last night. I had intended to read it before I slept, but my cock and Lux’s had different ideas.

      Was Cinderella DiStefano the reason Apollo was in the Hamptons?

      It seemed likely.

      In all the years I’d been running this place, he’d never once asked me to extend an invitation here. Though it was my business, everything Pollux, Castor, and I possessed was under the umbrella of his ownership. There was no refusing him, no denying him, and I’d done as I was told—informed the mother that there was a place here for her child to stay.

      I didn’t deal with intake. My role here was administrative, as was Pollux’s. We worked mostly on this and the stud farm that was based on the property. The truth was, the rehab center didn’t take much work, but the stud farm did.

      A part of me wished I’d taken note of the DiStefano girl’s visit. But as was my usual way, I evaded most things Apollo meddled in. I did my duty and little else.

      Skimming through the report from the counselors, as well as the questionnaire she’d filled in, I saw nothing untoward. Then, when that train of investigation reaped no reward, I grabbed my phone and did the simplest thing—googled her.

      I wasn’t surprised to see the articles about the crash. Nor was I shocked by the headlines.

      DiStefano’s daughter’s near-death experience.

      Only child of Ponzi schemer DiStefano in a dramatic car chase.

      Con man’s daughter in near-fatal crash.

      I’d known who she was when Apollo had made the request of me, but seeing her? That silky hair, her eyes like precious stones, and a face that would stop any man’s heart? I’d never realized that Apollo’s precious ‘cargo’ would be so…

      So what?

      Magnetic?

      Because that was how she felt.

      I’d never felt much affinity for females. I never seemed to be around any that weren’t outright bitches or simpering misses, delicate flowers or hard nuts to crack. But this female?

      Jesus.

      I knew Pollux had been rough last night because of her. I knew I’d wanted him to be that way because of her too.

      Knowing she was in the west wing was hard. Ridiculously close and yet so fucking far away she might as well have been in China. I’d wanted her, had needed her to be in bed beside me, and that was enough to draw my suspicions. With Pollux feeling the same way, and now Apollo and Castor showing up here after the God had been away for close to two decades?

      No.

      Something was going on.

      But even as I read the articles, I saw nothing amiss. Well, aside from the fact that her father had screwed hundreds of thousands of people out of billions of dollars. DiStefano had beaten Madoff to the top of the financial shit list. In fact, he’d made Madoff look softcore by comparison.

      His wife and daughter had been cleared of his crimes, and though the police had confirmed that the crash Cinderella had been involved in was after a high-speed chase, where her drivers and guards had tried to avoid some nut intent on mowing her down, a crash that had put her in a coma and had killed the driver of her car, I saw nothing to connect her to Apollo.

      I should just go downstairs. Go and face him, get answers to questions I didn’t know how to form yet, but I couldn’t.

      Me. The mighty Achilles. Known for just one flaw. Yet here I was, hiding in my bedroom.

      Talk about chicken shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The house felt weird this morning.

      And that wasn’t because I still wished a random sinkhole would open up and swallow me whole.

      It just felt… tense?

      No. That wasn’t right. As I tried to settle on what exactly was off about this place, I had to stick with energized.

      Strange, I know, but that fit the best. It was like the air was turbocharged, on red alert or something. Like there was an expectancy in the air, and I didn’t like it.

      I’d admit that I didn’t want to be here.

      In fact, I’d prefer to be at the Dentist than have to stay here for however long my mother deigned to dump me in this place. Root canals weren’t fun, but neither was this shit.

      Some people would have flourished here. Mary, my next-door neighbor along the corridor, was loving every minute of it. She’d been sent here by her daughter because she’d had a nervous breakdown when her son had come out as gay—yeah, messed up, but the truth nonetheless.

      Then there was Erin, a soldier with severe PTSD, and whose nightmares could wake up our wing because he screamed the fucking place down. He was doing well here, too. When he’d first arrived, his night terrors had woken us all up twice a night. Then, after the second week, it was maybe twice a week instead.

      Only Lizzy seemed to be struggling like I was. She was here to find herself after a messy divorce. In her forties, she was some kind of tycoon and her cell phone seemed attached to her hand.

      One of the mentors—that was what the shrinks called themselves here—tried to take it from her because phones were a big no-no, but her visitors managed to sneak them in for her. It was pretty funny because the tug of wars over Lizzy’s cell phones never grew boring.

      With only thirty people staying here as a patient, it was no wonder that the guy who apparently managed the place had known the guest list back to back. But it sucked that, of those visitors, just two of us were finding it hard to find our inner peace.

      Seriously, my insides were at war. Peace was just too much to expect when everything that was me wasn’t me. I was Ella. I couldn’t remember my surname, couldn’t remember what I did or who my family was. I just knew I wasn’t Cinder-fucking-ella.

      Who the hell called their kid that anyway?

      Jesus Christ.

      Even last night, in the depths of my mortification, it had been compounded by having to admit to my real name. Every time I told anyone, and to be fair, I didn’t do it often, I’d wanted to drop my face into my palms. How had the woman who’d once inhabited this body handled that name?

      Dolly had to have some kind of Disney complex. Either that or it was just a cosmic joke at my expense.

      The turbulence in the air only heralded some relief. Mommy dearest was due to visit any day, and that was always pretty traumatic. She looked at me with such expectation and I genuinely hated letting her down, but there wasn’t much I could do. She hugged me with such feeling, such warmth, that I immediately felt guilty for not being able to respond.

      She and Cindy had evidently been close, closer than close, I figured, but I was hugging a stranger. I couldn’t imbue that kind of feeling into a hug when I didn’t know the woman. Even when I tried, she knew, and always left with tears pooling in her eyes and that made me feel shittier.

      And dammit, I was sick of feeling shitty.

      As I headed down the corridor of the west wing, I noticed all the doors were open which meant, as usual, I was the last to get up. The only rule that didn’t blow here? There were no set bed or wake-up times. We had the freedom to join whichever classes we wanted so long as we attended at least one a day, and could eat when we chose.

      It was pretty much an extended vacation in that sense, and I knew I was bitching about that, but this place just put me on edge. Everything about it did.

      In fact, the only times my nerves hadn’t been shot to shit were when I’d been in the stables, listening to hot guy one and two getting it on.

      It was like I was yearning for something, and it wasn’t sex. Erin had already come-on to me, and that dude was fine as hell. He had an ass tighter than a basketball. Yeah. Think about that. If I was strong enough to slam-dunk the dude, he’d probably bounce off that pert deliciousness. Yum.

      Still, even though he’d tried and failed to entice me between the sheets, nothing had induced me to do it. Not even his come-to-bed eyes.

      But these past few evenings, listening to two guys play hide the sausage?

      Hot damn that had made the yearning pull ever tauter; except I didn’t really know what I was yearning for.

      Huffing as I jogged down the arterial staircase to the circular foyer that was a study in white, I forgot that Cindy was a fucking klutz and fell down the last three steps. Jenny, the receptionist, immediately starting squawking as she rushed over to me and helped me up.

      Cheeks burning, I mumbled, “Thanks, Jenny.”

      “It’s a wonder you’re not covered in bruises,” she chided, eying me as I wiped myself down with my hands.

      “I am.” I shrugged. “They just fade fast.”

      She tutted, and that tut alone was proof of how many times I’d done that since I arrived.

      Once a day for the past few weeks minimum.

      Yeah. Cindy’s tits weren’t even the excuse. They didn’t change my center of gravity at all. She just had a habit of spending more time on the ground than upright.

      With Jenny shaking her head at me, I waved her off, cheeks burning, and headed for the dining hall.

      Contrary to the name, it didn’t look like something from a boarding school. It was pretty cozy for a space that served four dozen people. Each table and its corresponding set of chairs were unique with different colors, different textures and woods. It made each table feel like an island, and while no man was an island, I was starting to wish I was one.

      The dining hall wasn’t empty when I stepped in, which came as a surprise. It was eleven after all. Most people weren’t as lazy as I was, but then, I seemed to be awake at night. Like it was my comfort zone or something. I half-wondered if I’d worked nights in my other life, and that was why I found it hard to get to sleep at regular hours, but also why waking up before eleven—which still felt pretty early for me, to be honest—was so damn difficult.

      When I saw who my fellow diners were, I wanted to scream. The sinkhole had yet to appear, and rather than hide from this, rather than evade the confrontation, I stormed over to the table and growled at one of the guys I’d met last night.

      I wasn’t the kind of person to take shit laying down, and the fact he was here when I almost always ate alone, spoke volumes. He’d been waiting for me. With a different buddy of all things.

      “Look,” I barked at him, satisfied when he jerked in his seat in surprise, “if you want to hash this shit out, then that’s fine with me.”

      “Excuse me?” He blinked at me, and I shot the stranger with him a look. When he stared back at me as though he’d never seen another female before, I felt my cheeks pinken.

      I wasn’t a blusher. I knew that much. Maybe Cindy was, but I was in control of her autonomous responses now, dammit. I. Did. Not. Blush. So, why was I blushing now?

      This stranger wasn’t the same as the one last night, the one with the attitude, the one called Owen. And that name didn’t suit him, by the way. He wasn’t an Owen. I didn’t know what he was, to be fair, aside from Ass.

      As I stared at the stranger, though, something inside me settled. It was like when you ate a fry that went down the wrong way and scraped all down your esophagus. That fry felt like it had been traveling down my throat since I’d woken up four freakin’ months ago, and now? It had finally gone.

      Those moments when heartburn finally dissipated?

      When nausea disappeared?

      All those things were akin to the relief my body felt at this stranger’s presence.

      My instinct was to run. To evade whatever kind of voodoo was going down, then the guy from last night murmured, “Sol? What is it?”

      Sol? As in Solomon?

      These names didn’t feel right.

      I couldn’t say why, but it was like how I felt about Cinderella. And not just because it was a dumbass name, but it just felt wrong. They rubbed me the wrong way.

      “I’m not sure, Brends.”

      Brends?

      Who the fuck was Brends?

      Dude last night had been Steven… At least, I thought that was right.

      Shit, all these names were so fucking confusing.

      But that was the least of my worries. A hot flash washed over me, and I suddenly felt too warm, like my skin was too small for my body. My heart began to race as Sol stood tall, all six-feet-eight-inches of solid deliciousness packed into a form that beat anything, anyone, I’d ever seen in my entire life.

      My God, what was it with this place?

      Was it a hot guy magnet? With Erin and these two, then the guy from last night? Well, two guys because, were they twins? I didn’t know for sure, but having so much eye candy in the same place was wrong.

      Yes, I know that sounded like a complaint, and that’s because it was.

      This much hotness around was just distracting.

      Sol’s hair was a bit nuts. It didn’t suit him. Shaved at the sides, long on top so it flicked back into a quiff. It should have been longer, down to his shoulders. The corn-colored locks just perfect for me to hold onto when I directed that fine mouth of his to my clit, even better for me to keep him there until I was done with him.

      The modern style was attractive, and it framed his handsome features, but I couldn’t help my mind’s eye from changing his look.

      He wore a pair of jeans that screamed money, and his sweater? It looked like cashmere.

      His eyes were a dark green. They reminded me of a crystal I’d seen in a nearby shop. Bloodstone. They ensnared me in their trap, held me hostage until I couldn’t look away, couldn’t pull back from him.

      “Sol, what’s wrong?” inquired ‘Brends,’ but ‘Sol’ didn’t appear to be listening. He seemed as lost in this as I was. Well, whatever the hell this was. I figured he was as taken aback by it as me.

      That relieved me, if I was being honest.

      The guy screamed wealth, experience, and confidence. Pretty much everything I didn’t scream.

      From this place and my hospital ward, I figured my family had money, but Sol? It seemed ingrained in him. That patrician nose had been born to sneer at the common folk and that mouth? Those dark pink lips had been forged to tighten with disdain.

      Not that he was looking at me in that way, but I could sense what kind of man he was, and though I didn’t like what I sensed, my preferences didn’t seem to hold much sway at the moment.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, voice hoarse.

      “You feel it too?”

      Was that a quiver I heard? No. It couldn’t be. This guy didn’t ‘quiver.’ Surely not.

      “I-I don’t know what I feel,” I whispered, managing to take a step back, to force myself away from his table where I’d strode over, intent on hashing out my little ‘voyeur’ problem. I couldn’t pull back far though. My body wouldn’t let me. It was like he was a magnet and I was some puny iron filings in need of order.

      And God, none of this made any sense!

      Why weren’t my legs working?

      Why couldn’t I turn away? Head to the table I’d claimed as my own since the first morning I’d arrived here?

      And since when wouldn’t a body do what its owner demanded?

      Beyond confused, I managed to tear my glance from Sol to the other guy who looked just as perplexed as me. Only this time, when I looked at him, truly looked, did I see that he was different from the man from last night.

      Oops.

      Yeah. Twins.

      Sure, in the ways that counted he was identical. Black hair, rich amber eyes. But this one? He had freckles on his nose, and on either side of those haunting honey orbs, there were smile lines. Same with his mouth. Smile lines bracketed those firm lips like he was a happy guy where, by contrast, the one from last night had seemed stern. Far more serious.

      After speeding up like a horse at the Kentucky Derby, my heart finally seemed to slow down. To settle into a slower than usual beat.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my gaze on the twin—because he had to be. “Do you work here like your brother?”

      The guy’s brows rose. “My brother?”

      “Yes. Your twin,” I ground out. Talk about stating the damn obvious.

      “You’ve met Pol—I mean, Steven?”

      I tilted my head to the side at that. I recalled, most definitely, one of the guys calling out the name Pollux in the throes. Why had he changed it to Steven? What the fuck was going on with all these damned names?

      “Yeah. I’ve met him,” I retorted, tone gruff from a mixture of embarrassment and remembered lust.

      “How did you know I wasn’t him? I mean, at first you didn’t…”

      Sol cleared his throat, once again drawing our attention back to him. “They’re fully identical. It took me a long time to discern between the two.”

      I would never know why I did it. It broke all the rules of polite society, and though being impolite didn’t necessarily bother me, the strangeness of my actions did. Yet, I couldn’t help myself.

      I had to touch him.

      I leaned forward and ran my finger over the side of his face where the crinkles at his eyes sat, then down to his mouth where his smile lines wrinkled at the corner of his lips.

      When our skin touched, it was like it had been last night, when Owen had latched onto my wrist, and when this man’s brother, Steven, had rubbed my bottom lip.

      Heart in my throat, I whispered, “Your brother doesn’t have these.”

      The twin’s eyes widened, the rich blue eyes darkening with an emotion I couldn’t discern. Want? Lust? Need? Was it a mixture of all three? A combination that was set to destroy me? To shake the ground upon which I was standing?

      At that moment, I knew I’d never been more vulnerable.

      I’d woken up in a hospital bed, a mother at my side I didn’t know, a doctor telling me that I’d survived some kind of car crash I didn’t remember being in, and that I was lucky to have woken from a coma. I had endured months of PT, which I’d raced through, ignoring each and every one of the doctor’s prognoses to walk again when they said it was impossible.

      I’d known that I wasn’t the Cindy everyone was calling me. I’d been fully aware of the fact that I’d been dead and, for whatever reason, I was alive once more.

      None of those things compared to what I experienced now.

      Not a single, goddamn thing.

      “What’s your name?” Sol asked, dragging my attention to him.

      “Ella.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Ella,” he repeated, seeming to taste each syllable, and my core seemed to react as though he’d tasted me. Jesus, how I wanted that.

      “What’s going on?” I inquired, and I heard the rumblings of panic in my voice.

      The twin cleared his throat, and from the look he sent Sol, I knew he was feeling this weird link between us. It arced like a rainbow from me to him, and me to Sol even though we hadn’t touched. And Christ, I knew what had stirred in me last night between Owen and Steven was the same.

      Four men?

      Since when had I turned into that kind of woman?

      “Is this what happened with Ziel? The whole tín eaftoú gynaíka thing?” the twin addressed Sol.

      Was that Greek?

      And that name?

      Those words…

      Why did I remember them when I didn’t speak a word of Greek?

      Sol didn’t reply to the twin’s words, though, just whispered, “Hold out your hand, Ella.”

      I didn’t want to. I really didn’t. I tried to tell my hand to stay exactly where it damn well was, and not to move an inch.

      It didn’t listen.

      Where before it refused to move upon my command, now it did whatever it damn well wanted, and boy, it wanted. It wanted to touch this stranger, this Sol, craved the connection.

      Although it was shaking, it still complied, and when it hovered above the dining table that held remnants of their breakfast—eggs, toast, and bacon by the looks of it—he raised his and connected our palms.

      I’d died, and I kind of remembered it. I didn’t remember any white lights, though, or my life flashing before my eyes. To be fair, that would have been a useful memory to have because at least I’d have been able to remember who and what I was before I’d been reborn in Cinderella DiStefano’s body.

      I remembered now though.

      As his skin touched mine, unlike the flare of response that happened when I touched Owen, Steven, and the twin sitting here—gaping at us like he was watching a Final at the US Open—this link soared to life in a way I’d never anticipated.

      It had me staggering back, but as I moved, he did too, maintaining the connection so I couldn’t escape.

      My knees buckled, and though he tried to stop it, he couldn’t. It happened too fast.

      One second, I was standing there, the next I was halfway to the floor and, just my luck, my chin caught the edge of the table. I bit my tongue, my mouth flooded with blood, but that was seconds before the back of my head connected with the ground.

      The last thing I heard was the chairs scraping as the guys hurried to help me, but then, there was just darkness.

      Did I mention the Cindy part of this scenario was a klutz with a capital K?

      Well, now you knew I wasn’t bullshitting you.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      My heart, my lungs, my brain, my very soul felt like they were being thrown around in a twister.

      Even as my body called out to this magnificent woman, everything that made me a God shrank back in fear. She pulled at that side of me, demanded I lay myself bare to her.

      I knew she wasn’t in control, knew she hadn’t meant to seek that information, but she had, and I’d had no choice but to answer that call.

      Until she’d pulled away.

      Until she’d dropped to her damn knees and had knocked herself unconscious.

      Even as I cradled her head in my lap, my eyes on the bloody drips trailing from her mouth that Castor was mopping up with one of the napkins, I questioned this.

      Questioned it all.

      “Who is she?” Castor whispered, his eyes almost reverent as he beheld her, and I couldn’t blame him.

      Not only was she a true beauty, but this link? It was more than anything I’d ever experienced, and I’d mourned the loss of Daphne for several millennia. The way my soul opened to her was beyond terrifying, and I wasn’t sure whether to be in awe of the young woman I cradled or to fear her.

      “I don’t know,” I replied, and I didn’t. Truly.

      Castor wanted to know who she was to us, not to the rest of the world, but I had no real answer.

      He managed to tear his gaze from her flushed, sleeping features, and then he switched to Greek. “I know her face, she is your fiancée, Apollo, Cindy, not Ella, but she is more. You must know what she is to us. You must.”

      Cinderella had changed her name while at the center. Even as I wondered why, I shoved that aside. There were more important issues at stake.

      Had I known of the connection between us, I’d never have stayed away, and I told him as much, “If I knew, I’d say. I wouldn’t have kept myself from her if I’d known we would react to one another so strongly. Perhaps she is tín eaftoú gynaíka, like with Hades and his woman, but I can’t tell you that for certain.”

      “Call Hades. He’ll tell you.”

      My scowl should have scorched him but it didn’t. “I’m not calling him.”

      “You must.” When I shook my head, he narrowed his eyes at me. “What did he say to you before? When he came to the city, what did he want?”

      “He only said he had urgent business.” I dipped my chin when he glared at me, silently seeking more information. “He mentioned the female was his tín eaftoú gynaíka, as I informed you before, but little else.”

      “He married a human female? Or is she like Cinderella?” And that, did Castor but know it, was the crux of the matter.

      Though I didn’t like to make the admission for I was hardly a lesser God, Zeus, Hades, and Poseidon were officially the big three. For Hades to shackle himself to a human had come as a big surprise. I’d done it myself a time or two as Castor had chided me for the night before, but Hades? I’d never imagined him deigning to marry one. It was hard enough thinking of him fucking someone he believed was lesser than himself—the man had an ego bigger than this large continent I called home—but marriage?

      And yet, the way he’d looked at her. The way he’d not only devoured the small female with his eyes but had worshipped her too? That resonated with me.

      Even as I stroked her hair with one hand, I reached for my cell and connected it to my father.

      There was no point in asking Hades. He’d delight in withholding information from me since we weren’t exactly friends, and though we shared America, we didn’t play nice together.

      Castor looked relieved that I was outsourcing our doubts to someone else, but I knew he wouldn’t think I’d contact my father. Zeus was an irascible bastard. Dealing with him was a chore, but in this, he’d be the only one with answers to the questions we had.

      “About time you called.”

      I tensed my jaw. “I had no idea you were missing me.”

      Zeus snorted. “Hardly. Thought you’d want some information on the girl I sent your way.”

      “Girl?” I asked, and I switched to Greek just in case Ella was faking it and could listen in. Not like that was likely, but it was best to speak in a language I felt certain she wouldn’t understand. The only people who spoke this kind of Greek were college professors dedicated to the ancient texts.

      “Yes. Girl.” He huffed. “I sent her months ago.”

      “Sorry to be slow on the uptake.”

      “You always did lag behind,” Zeus retorted, and my shoulders stiffened as they usually did where he was concerned.

      To say that my father wished for overachievers for children was a gross understatement. I was known as the leader of the muses, the giver and interpreter of laws and divine custom, the protector of crops and destroyer of pests, the averter of evil, but not even that was enough to please dear, old Papa.

      “The girl… who is she?”

      “She is your wife. Your true wife,” he explained.

      “Why?”

      “You dare to question my generosity?”

      There was a silken thread to the words that had me tensing. It promised violence, and I knew my father well enough to know he’d follow through on the threat.

      “I wish only to know if this gift comes at a cost.”

      “As the God of Prophecy, I thought you’d be the one to know,” Zeus taunted.

      My patience was drawing to a close. I wasn’t exactly in possession of a never-ending vat of it, but where my father was concerned, it was even more difficult to remain calm in the face of his taunts.

      “I’d prefer not to deal with conjecture,” I told him. “Prophecies and truth can morph with free will. You know that as well as I.”

      A hum sounded down the line, and I realized he agreed with me, and that was the only reason he explained, “It is time to beget new Gods, son.”

      New Gods?

      I frowned and put the call on speaker, so Castor could listen in with ease.

      “Why now?”

      “Because the world is changing, and our control, while still powerful, is not evolving with the way society is moving.

      “We are ancient beings. We are ill-equipped to handle the needs of a population that relies mostly on technology. Even as we grow with the times, move with them, we cannot fully envelop them, but our children, children who are born to this time, in this day and age, who are raised with that in mind, will understand and can address the deficits in our governing of this realm.”

      Even as I was staggered by the very idea that Zeus was willing to admit we were not as all-knowing and all-seeing as he’d like us to believe we were, I was amazed by the repercussions of his words.

      “You gave us mates?” I inquired huskily.

      He grunted. “Don’t be sentimental.”

      “I’m not. You haven’t met yours yet, have you?” I demanded, knowing the answer just by his tone—he hadn’t. If he had? He’d understand the way fear and delight were weaving together in my soul.

      “No. Not yet. Damn Fates always were slippery bitches. They gave Hades his first, then you. I sensed it the minute I met her.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “I met her. She was dead. She came along with Hades when he visited me earlier this year. You know how he collects ghosts like magpies do silver. Anyway, I saw her, sensed who she was, and brought her back for you. I’ve been waiting on a thank you from you.”

      His sulky tone had me immediately stating, “And thank you I do.”

      “So, you should. She’s yours in a way that not even Daphne was.”

      I couldn’t even stiffen at his veiled amusement. He’d always mocked me for my love of the water nymph. Had claimed a stronger God would never have allowed Eros to snare him in his trick.

      “What of the guardians?”

      “She’s theirs too. You’ll have to share your toy, son. The guardians’ spirits are tied to you, and you’re tied to her. To beget heirs with more control than we have, the guardians must aid in their procreation.”

      Aid in their procreation?

      I shot Castor a bemused look.

      “IVF?” I inquired, and Zeus snorted.

      “No, you fool. She must join with them. The Fates will see to the rest.”

      Tugging at my shirt collar, I asked, “Is there anything else I should know?” Aside from the fact that my wife had been brought back from the dead in the form of the woman I’d promised to marry… Also, that said woman was to be the mother of my children.

      Children I hadn’t managed to beget for over two and a half thousand years or more.

      And children that weren’t to be demi-Gods or the like, but full-blooded deities, a concept I couldn’t even begin to understand…

      “No. Just trust in the Fates, son, and don’t let me down.”

      He disconnected the call before I could reply, and though I didn’t have many more questions in need of answering, there was one large question mark over the entire situation.

      “I don’t even know where to start with how fucked up this is,” Castor confessed.

      I watched as his eyes settled once more on Ella’s resting face. His hand was gentle as he mopped up the blood that still trickled from her mouth—she must have bitten her tongue.

      “We should return her to her room. I can heal her there.”

      For a second, he was startled by my words. I rarely healed nowadays, after all, but then he nodded. “Agreed.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      “Do you think she cut her hair herself?”

      Apollo snorted at my question, and my lips curved in response because I could read between the lines.

      Yes, he said with that one sound. Who else do we know who’d do that? Was another of his silent remarks.

      We lived in a particular sphere of New York society, where socialites and debutantes were as prevalent now as they’d been back in the thirties. They dripped with gems, had nails like bejeweled talons with strange things that dangled from them, and spent a small fortune at salons and spas.

      At some point, most of the creme de la creme had come-on to us—we were eligible bachelors. Rich and powerful. Why wouldn’t they? But our wife, the one destined for us by the Fates, had dyed her hair an odd shade of yellow, and chopped most of it off with what looked like a butcher’s knife from the blunt cut.

      I had to hide a smile.

      I didn’t care that her stylist by choice were kitchen implements, but it amused me nonetheless.

      Carrying her to her bedroom was easier than anticipated. Mostly because as we headed out of the dining hall, Pollux and Achilles were heading in.

      When they saw Ella, the haste in which they acted—silently guiding us to her quarters in the west wing—spoke of the fact that they felt the connection too.

      In these instances, staff were trained to take any injured guests to the nurses on site. Not to herd them to their bedrooms. And if something so strange were to happen? There’d be another female present.

      But this? Now? Nothing about it was usual. Ordinary. And, by our very nature, we weren’t exactly used to ‘regular.’

      Her scent was the first thing to hit me as I carried her into her personal space and laid her out on the sofa. Even though I recognized the layout of the room, had helped design it with Achilles a few years back, she’d done something to it to make it her own.

      The layout wasn’t clinical. We’d tried to design each guest room with some individuality in mind, with none of the anonymity of regular hotel suites.

      The bed, with its carved posts, overlooked the three large picture windows that peered out onto the rolling yard and the lake in the near distance. Behind the bed, there was a seating area that was sectioned off thanks to two steps, which set the four-poster on a dais of its own.

      Here, there were two armchairs, a sofa, and a coffee table. All generic stuff until you looked deeper. The table was an antique—battered, but ancient nonetheless with lines of age and use that brought an individuality of its own. The sofa was leather, but it too was scored with age. Not so that it looked ratty, but that it appeared vintage. There was a thick throw on it, real fur that came from a wolf who had tried to attack Achilles back in Stalingrad. He’d killed the beast for the attempt, but had honored him by using his fur, instead of just discarding the creature like trash.

      We came from a different age. We weren’t pro-fur but anti-waste.

      The rich silver offset the deep brown leather, and the armchairs, both maroon Chesterfields, had colorful pillows tossed on them. They matched the bed linens and the curtains.

      “Huh,” my brother said, ever effusive with his words.

      “What?” I asked him as I laid Ella down on the bed.

      “I’d never have taken her for a crystal person. Or a—” He wafted a hand, then trailed his fingers over a scarf she’d laid over one of the larger lamps that was adjacent to one of the armchairs. “She’s a hippy.”

      Achilles snorted. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “I’m not! This is what hippies do, isn’t it? We had enough here to remember,” he groused, elbowing Achilles in the side.

      “I liked pot! They did too!” was the hardened soldier’s only defense.

      I peered around the room and understood what Pollux meant. There were silk scarves draped here and there that added a lot of color to the neutral tones. She’d definitely brought the crystals because we didn’t offer crystal therapy, but they were dotted on any available surface. Large and small, in a variety of colors that brought the room to life.

      My eyes shied away from the unmade bed.

      I could easily imagine her awakening amid those tousled sheets, and now wasn’t the time for arousal when our wife—at least according to the king of the Gods—was infirm.

      “The neighbors still think this is a commune because of you,” I told him dryly, my attention switching from the room Ella had made her own, to days I remembered with anything but fondness.

      Achilles would never admit to it, but of us all, and though we’d each fought in many battles over the years, he alone had PTSD.

      Most guardians stayed close to their Gods, as did Pollux and I. Achilles wasn’t like that. He tested the limits of the bond and had enlisted several dozen times in the human army.

      He’d been on the field at Agincourt, had rallied the troops at Hastings, had endured the Somme, and been a key figure in the siege of Stalingrad.

      This place?

      Pollux and I had come up with it to try to slow him down, but also to try to get him to accept help. We considered it his baby, but we’d put him on this track. Sometimes, helping others allowed someone to accept help themselves, and I knew the rehab center that provided a refuge and a respite from the modern world truly was Achilles’ sanctuary.

      His sanctuary had helped him so much that Pollux had told me Achilles was intending on helping with the farce in the Middle East again… He’d only just returned to us, battered and anything but whole, two years ago. Ella’s appearance in our lives couldn’t have come at a much better time if we were to keep him here.

      The last thing we needed was for him to come home mentally destroyed by another war—humans were infinitely good at killing and maiming each other—but Achilles wore the scars far longer than any soldier could begin to comprehend.

      “What happened?” Achilles inquired, settling on the edge of the coffee table and looking over our sleeping tín eaftoú gynaíka from afar.

      As expected, he didn’t look at Apollo. Didn’t even seem to accept the other man’s presence. We were all too accustomed to the sight, even the God himself, to query it.

      “She sensed the link between us. Her knees gave out, and she hit her chin on the table as she went down,” I said on a sigh.

      Apollo grunted. “Then, as she fell, she rapped the back of her head on the ground. I think she bit her tongue.”

      Though Achilles winced, Pollux snorted. “Well, I’m never going to let her live that down.”

      “Don’t be a jerk,” I ground out, glaring at him. “This is a precious moment.”

      Another snort escaped him, and I wondered if Ella would be the answer to bringing my brother back to me. He was careless and carefree—at least, to the eye. Deep inside he was fathomless, impossible to read. Though I loved him, flaws and all, he was a jerk. Had been since the twenties.

      That was a long time to be a douche canoe.

      “Cinderella doesn’t live up to her namesake,” was all he said.

      “He’s right. She’s all spunk and sass,” Achilles confirmed.

      “It’s Ella.” The low grumble came from the slowly rousing woman on the bed. She shifted, moaned in pain, then appeared to sleep again. Well, there was no appearing about it…

      “Snores worse than you after a five-day Scotch binge, Apollo,” Pollux pointed out dryly.

      “I don’t snore,” the God retorted.

      “Since when?” came my twin’s cheerful reply.

      I had to laugh. “He’s right, Apollo. You snore like a bear. It seems our wife does too.”

      “Our wife?” Achilles and Pollux glared at one another as they both spoke at the same time.

      “Yes. Zeus has declared it so,” Apollo affirmed.

      Pollux stared at me. “The fuck is he on about?”

      “Can’t you feel the connection?”

      “Of course, I can,” he retorted. “Did last night.” He nudged Achilles in the side. “So did the dick, even if he tries to deny it.”

      Achilles didn’t exactly demur, but a storm clouded his features as he stared at the sleeping woman on the sofa.

      Without a word, Apollo crouched down and took a seat beside her. Twisting, with one leg on the cushions, he reached over and pressed his palm to Ella’s forehead.

      The three of us stayed silent as he worked. Watching Apollo heal was always like witnessing a miracle. Which, essentially, it was. We never grew accustomed to it because he rarely used the skill anymore.

      It wasn’t his place to heal humans. He left that to his son, Asclepius, who was Ares’ guardian. But on the rare occasions he felt his talents were required—and with our wife, when wouldn’t they be?—he worked his magic without hesitation.

      His hand began to glow as he gathered the energies required to heal Ella’s wounds. It was a mixture of heat and light that he knitted together, and I was sure there were other factors involved, but he rarely spoke of this talent.

      Rarely spoke at all anymore, truth be told.

      Ella, I had to admit, couldn’t have come at a better time. Apollo was depressed. It seemed impossible to align that with a deity, but depression hit everyone — even the Gods.

      This state of mind had been growing in power over the last few decades, and it was one of the reasons I’d been dreading his marrying the ‘unknown’ Cinderella. But now that I knew Zeus and the Fates had forged her to be ours?

      Truly ours.

      In the way that nothing had been for many centuries?

      I allowed relief to surge and swell inside me, hope with it, and we’d learned long ago that hope was futile, but with Zeus’ words feeding it, there was no need to fear.

      Ella moaned beneath Apollo’s healing touch. She began to wriggle and writhe on the sofa, shifting here and there as he healed her. She didn’t awaken though, and it made me wonder if Apollo had ensured that as he turned back to look at us, his brow furrowed.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He shrugged, but he didn’t fool us. The gesture, though easy, was in direct contrast to his scowl. “She had more wounds than just the bash to the head.”

      “She was in a bad car accident,” I countered, prompting him to remember the car crash his fiancée had been involved in. “You know how recent it was.”

      He dipped his chin. “She’ll have no more need for PT.”

      “That will please the nursing staff. I’d heard how your guest was making the therapists miserable,” Achilles stated as he folded his arms across his chest.

      “It’s unlike you to take a personal interest in the guests,” I remarked, shooting the other man a surprised look.

      “I didn’t,” he said dryly. “They came to me about her. I just didn’t know who she was until recently.”

      Apollo’s lips curved. “Yes. She is no pushover.” He rubbed his chin for a second, obviously musing over something he’d discerned when he’d healed her.

      “What is it?” I demanded, unable to bear it when he fell silent and withheld important information. “You can’t keep anything from us where she’s concerned. You heard Zeus. She is ours as much as she is yours.”

      That jolted Achilles. “You spoke with Zeus?”

      We all knew how rare it was when that occurred. The two didn’t exactly get along—Zeus was friendly with no one. Not even his brothers Hades and Poseidon who at least understood the strain of ruling one of the three kingdoms: Earth, the Ocean, and the Underworld.

      “I wished to know what this connection meant,” Apollo replied, his tone semi-defensive.

      I pressed my hand to his shoulder and squeezed. To the others, my tone was half-mocking as I said, “Zeus has decided it’s time the Gods make baby Gods and to do so, he crafted us wives. Because our spirits are tied to Apollo’s, we’re tied to her.”

      “So she belongs to all four of us?” Pollux half-breathed as he too took a seat on the coffee table. His hand hovered over her calf, and I watched as he hesitated before finally connecting with her.

      When she immediately stirred at his touch, he jerked in surprise but didn’t move away.

      “How did you meet her?” I asked softly, curious because Pollux and Achilles were the same where the guests were concerned—i.e., they ignored them.

      The plan to rehabilitate Achilles through rehabilitating others hadn’t exactly gone to plan. But he seemed to enjoy the order and routine of running the administration on this place as well as that of the stud farm.

      “We were busy in the stables yesterday evening. She was there too.”

      Apollo snorted and shot Pollux a look. “From the way she greeted Castor, I’d hazard a guess and say you were more than just ‘busy.’”

      My lips curved as Achilles stared stonily ahead while my brother huffed. “Look, you told us we couldn’t fuck the staff or the guests. We’re only obeying your orders.”

      Apollo smirked at him. “I think you’ll find Castor told you that. Not I.”

      My twin shot me a suspicious glare. “You said it came from the top.”

      “It did. My brain, because you weren’t using yours. By that point, I’d had three sexual harassment cases on my desk because you wouldn’t marry the nurses you fucked.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Can I help it they want to marry me?”

      At his side, Apollo snickered then, after a few seconds, he sobered as he murmured, “Well, your marrying days are done because it looks like you’re married.”

      “Where are our rings?”

      I shoved him. “Don’t be a dick.”

      “Hey! I was only teasing.” He hunched his shoulders as he pressed his elbows to his knees and rounded his back. “This is weird.”

      “The way we’re all watching her? Or the fact we have a wife and none of us knew it?” Achilles asked dryly.

      “All of it,” Pollux grumbled.

      “Most things are when Zeus is involved.” Apollo hummed a little. “A tín eaftoú gynaíka. We truly are blessed.”

      Achilles shuffled in place. “She is well now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why’s she still asleep?” he continued.

      “I wanted her to rest.” Apollo scowled at me. “Have a word with the medical team who tended her. Many parts of her weren’t healed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know they can’t heal individual bits of her like you can. Time does that. Not a doctor.”

      He huffed. “By now, their little trinkets should be able to do more.”

      “I’m sure they would if you’d inspire some more medical treatments.”

      He hadn’t done that in a while.

      One of the many chores that were on his to-do list, and one he hadn’t worked on for a while.

      Though Apollo’s business was wide and varied to the human eye, it was pretty specific.

      Each sector his corporation dominated was tied to his talents. Some he involved himself in more than others. That meant he had anything from farming corporations to chains of restaurants. He possessed chains of private hospitals and owned several of the world’s largest art museums.

      “Remind me to inspire someone next week, Castor, it is time the humans’ healing techniques evolved,” he muttered sheepishly, and if I were capable of heart attacks, the trifecta of tone, words, and admission would have been enough to trigger a cardiac arrest.

      Though I gaped at him, I stayed silent, even when Achilles and Pollux turned to look at me over their shoulders so they could gape in turn.

      Apollo never admitted to being wrong.

      Seriously, the dude made my douche canoe of a brother look like a friendly teddy bear.

      Before we could comment, before we could do more than gawk in astonishment at his admission, Ella’s eyes lazily drifted open. It took a second for them to focus, but when they did, she blurted out, “You!”
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      “You!”

      Though we all cast each other a glance, I was the one who asked, “Which ‘you’ do you mean?”

      She blinked sleepily and her yawn was so dainty, I could have watched her do it a thousand times. “If I could remember your names, I’d be more specific,” she half-slurred.

      Castor finally ceased looming over us and moved to the opposite side of the sofa to take a seat on the closest armchair.

      If what he and Apollo said was true, then this woman was ours by the Fates and Zeus’ decree.

      While that was more than ample to floor the lot of us, the punch Ella packed did the rest.

      Not only was she beautiful, she was… different.

      Yes, I was well aware that wasn’t an adequate adjective. However, adequate or not, it fit her the best.

      Here she was, blinking sleepily up at us from her position on the sofa in her bedroom, and she wasn’t panicking, nor was she cursing us, she was studying us like a cat who was deciding which human to bestow her gift of a dead bird upon.

      It was a decidedly unsettling look, and I’d faced more bloodthirsty warriors than many would ever comprehend.

      Castor, after clearing his throat, murmured, “I’m Castor.”

      “Apollo.”

      “Pollux.”

      “I’m Achilles.”

      Why we weren’t gifting her our human names, I wasn’t entirely certain, but I supposed it would be unwise to start our relationship with our tín eaftoú gynaíka with several lies.

      “You changed your names. I ‘member that much,” she groused, then after squinting at Castor and Pollux beamed. “Knew you had to be twins.” She pointed at Pollux. “You need to smile more.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?” she demanded.

      “Because if I smile, ladies fall for me. I have to make myself as unattractive as possible.”

      She snorted at him. “I can see that’s working out for you.” Reaching up to rub her forehead, Ella blew out a breath as she squinted at Apollo. “Why do I feel like you spiked my drink? Except, I haven’t had anything to drink this morning, so there was nothing to spike, which means I don’t have to worry you’re about to rape me or something.”

      I stiffened as she went through the monologue. Was she serious? She thought we were going to rape her?

      “That escalated quickly,” Apollo stated dryly.

      “This is the twenty-first century. A girl has to look after herself.” After bestowing those words of wisdom on us, Ella yawned again and stretched, lifting her arms overhead and wiggling to get all the kinks out.

      I was sure that in all my years, I’d never seen anything so sexy, and I’d met Cleopatra. She was, until now, the sexiest woman who’d ever graced this realm.

      “Are you a witch?” Apollo’s question wasn’t blurted out, even if it seemed to come out of the blue.

      Castor cleared his throat. “Forgive him, he’s not—”

      “No. I speak in complete seriousness. You have the blood of Hecate running in your veins. I wished only to know if you are a true practitioner.”

      Ella’s eyes widened and, suddenly, she was wide awake. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Apollo pursed his lips, and though I sensed Castor and Pollux were growing antsy with his questions, I remained silent. Apollo, though I didn’t like the man, wasn’t an idiot.

      He reached behind him for the two crystals she had set on the nightstand. There was one that looked like amethyst and another that was a smooth, round ball of rose quartz.

      They weren’t small, and they had to heft some weight—especially if they were thrown at someone. But that was just me. I tended to seek out weapons in every situation. The crystals would make ample projectiles in a pinch.

      Ella watched Apollo’s thumb as it traced over the round swell of the quartz.

      “How connected are you to the crystals?”

      She licked her lips, flickered her gaze to me, then over the twins. I wanted to keep her gaze on me, just as I had last night, but I didn’t force the issue. There was something about her that set me on edge. I wanted to know more, and yet the natural caution in me wanted to step back.

      Though this dictate was from Zeus himself, I had to wonder why now. Why this exact moment for the King of the Gods to decide that right here, right now, was the best time to propagate the species.

      I never trusted the Gods. Couldn’t. They were all selfish, all worked to their own ends. They could be devious and untrustworthy. Being tied to one for too many years hadn’t exactly changed any of the beliefs I’d had when I’d just been a regular human.

      Something was going on here, and though Ella was as innocent in this as we were, I knew that until I understood what was happening, my cautious nature wouldn’t settle down.

      “I just think they’re pretty.”

      I tilted my head to the side at that. “Now, isn’t that interesting?”

      “What?” she said in a huff.

      Apollo was the God of Truth, so I left the lie detecting down to him, but… “You don’t usually lie. You evade. And yet that was a distinct untruth.”

      “How can that be a lie?” she instantly countered. “Are you saying I don’t think they’re pretty?”

      “I’m certain you do, but there’s no ‘just’ about it.”

      “Are you kidding me? You fixate on the one word?” Her hands flew up in exasperation. “Fine. They’re very pretty.”

      “But that wouldn’t explain why you have so many of them.” I didn’t need to look at Apollo to know his gaze would be darting around the room to the myriad stones, some smooth and some rough, that she had dotted here and there.

      “What do you want me to say?” she retorted, finally morphing from grouchy to pissed. “Anyway, what the fuck are you doing in my room?”

      Apollo tsked. “Cursing is so unladylike.”

      “Well, that’s handy because I’m no lady.”

      “Your mother would disagree. As would the eighteen thousand dollars’ a term finishing school you graduated from two years ago.”

      Her eyes flared wide. “Oh. Uh. Yes. I forgot about that.”

      Forgot?

      I frowned. “Did she suffer memory loss in the crash?”

      “No,” Apollo replied.

      “Yes,” Ella clung to the admission, then glowered at Apollo and demanded, “And how the hell would you know?”

      I’d known he’d be aware of the truth after healing her. But Ella wouldn’t understand that, would she?

      Apollo didn’t reply to her, just murmured, “Another lie. My, my, they’re just stacking up.”

      “I’d like you to leave now.”

      Castor reached over and gently palmed her hand in his—of us all, he was the gentlest. The kindest. Pollux was next. The pair of them could soothe the most skittish of horses, it was why they were considered to be the local horse whisperers. Every stable in a five-hundred-mile area had their numbers, and if money were an issue, they were worth a fortune just on how often important stables would call on them for their advice.

      “There’s no need to fret,” he informed our wife.

      “Isn’t there? I wake up feeling drowsy when I only just went down to breakfast. There are four guys looming over me, and one of them starts talking about crystals and memory loss! I think that’s more than sufficient reason to question what the hell’s going on.”

      Castor’s lips curved. “Perhaps you’re right. But… and surely you sense this, we mean you no harm.”

      “I’m sure that’s what Ted Bundy said to his victims when he charmed them into a date.”

      “You’re very fixated on murderers, aren’t you?” Pollux mused.

      She sniffed. “I read.”

      “Too much of the bad stuff I reckon,” he mumbled.

      “True crime is very interesting.”

      I almost groaned hearing that. Now I knew this tín eaftoú gynaíka shit was real. Only the Fates would think it amusing to set us with a crystal-touting, tree-hugging, sex-eavesdropping, true crime-fanatic for a wife.

      Zeus save us.

      “Well, that’s a crime against nature itself,” Pollux replied, but he grinned when she glowered at him.

      “Pollux,” Castor chided, and it was in that tone of voice that had all animals listening to him—his brother included. Pollux ducked his head in apology, and I saw Ella take note of the gesture. She didn’t, as would be polite, ignore it. Instead, she pointed at Pollux.

      “You did that.” To Castor, she frowned. “Do it again.”

      He snorted. “Do what?”

      “I don’t know what. You did something. Was it mind control?” Her eyes flared wide with interest even as she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Was it? I won’t tell anyone.”

      Apollo tutted and utterly distracted her by tossing her the two crystals. I tensed, my hand whipping out to make sure the heavy rocks wouldn’t collide with her soft, puny human form. She surprised me by catching both, taking a second to glower at Apollo, but just as her mouth opened, her top lip curling in disgust at his treatment of her possessions, she released a squeak instead.

      Where before the crystals had glittered faintly in the dim light coming in from the windows, now?

      It was like they’d been lit up from the inside with a bulb.
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      “See? Hecate’s child,” Apollo stated.

      While I was one to press people’s buttons, even I cringed at Apollo’s blanket statement.

      “What the fuck is happening here?” Ella squeaked as she scrambled back as though trying to evade the crystals and failing to do so, as she didn’t drop the heavy rocks, just took them with her as she did her scrambling.

      “You’re a child of Hecate,” Apollo repeated.

      “Who the hell is Hecate?” she screeched.

      Achilles tutted. “Another lie.”

      I shot a quick grin at our walking lie detector, amused when Ella released a sharp shriek of outrage.

      “Stop this! Stop it right now,” she commanded, and I found myself amazed to realize that the command wasn’t just verbal. She packed some punch with it too.

      The crystals took her power and focused it, sending shards of her talent our way. As it brushed over me, I felt the compulsion to ‘behave,’ which would never do. The only person I listened to was the man who I’d shared a womb with, the man with whom I’d reigned over the night sky.

      I wasn’t about to do as my wife said.

      Not unless it consisted of the words, ‘Harder, deeper, faster.’

      Apollo stiffened at my side as he too felt her compulsion, but Castor pressed a hand to her shoulder. “Calm down, Ella,” he soothed, and his tone, though one I recognized, eased the tightness in me.

      While this scenario was beyond the pale in more ways than one, I was tense and restless. Apollo seemed to believe that this woman was truly ours, and considering the connection I’d felt last night with her when we’d touched, I had to admit that I couldn’t discard the notion as being out of hand.

      I rarely responded to women like that.

      If ever.

      It hadn’t stopped me from screwing thousands over the years, but what had drifted into being when I’d rubbed her bottom lip last night and she’d bitten me?

      Unique.

      As unique as the woman herself.

      “Who are you?” she squeaked. “Why are you calling yourself by those Greek names?”

      “You recognize them?” I inquired, surprised. Achilles and Apollo, sure, but Castor and Pollux? We were known as Gemini. Everyone forgot we were individuals.

      She licked her lips. “You share the same names as the Gemini twins. I saw the temple in Rome.” Then she rubbed her head. “At least, I think I remember that.”

      I sniffed. “The best temple was in Athens. It was sacked a long time ago though.”

      “You say that like you saw it,” she whispered, her eyes big and round, enough to trap me in their delicate prison.

      “I did.” I tilted my head to the side. “We don’t share names with those men, Ella.”

      “You’re crazy,” she breathed, inducing me to smirk at her.

      “I try, but in this instance, no. I’m not. I speak only the truth. Before you are the Gemini twins, the fierce warrior Achilles, and Apollo, the God of a shopping list.”

      “The God of a shopping list?” she repeated, blinking at us in a way that made her look like she had something stuck in her eye.

      My twin waved a hand at me. “Apollo is the God of many things. The arts, poetry, music…”

      “Holy fuck, this isn’t a rehab center, is it? Dolly fucking lied to me. It’s an insane asylum!”

      After having tossed the crystals at her, Apollo had been relatively silent in the aftermath. Now, though, he grunted and reached forward. Before she could argue, he’d retrieved one of the crystals and passed it to me, then he grabbed her hand, bridged their fingers even as she struggled, and stated, “I am the God of Truth. See my truth.”

      Silence washed over her then. She slumped back into the pillows and fiddled with a pendant she wore as Apollo revealed the truth to her.

      I watched as she processed it, as she focused on reality as Apollo saw it. I’d undergone this process once before, and it was both enlightening and terrifying. It was easy to forget that Apollo was a God. He wasn’t like Zeus or Poseidon. He didn’t hold sway over a kingdom of his own with their corresponding elements. Nor was he like Hades whose powers over the dead were immense.

      But when he conveyed the truth?

      It was powerful.

      I did not doubt that when he was done, her eyes would be opened in ways that there was no turning back from. I could only hope that it led her toward us and not away, because if this was a union blessed by Zeus and the Fates? I wanted in.
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      Holy shit!

      Those were the two words that were rolling around my brain. Well, they were rolling when whatever it was that Apollo was showing me gave them room to move.

      I wanted to pull back, wanted to pull free, but I couldn’t. There was no avoiding this—no evading it.

      He showed me a lifetime. A thousand lifetimes. He showed me powers and feats, things I’d heard about in stories and movies. He revealed his capabilities to me, showed me a woman morphing into a laurel tree of all things.

      It went on and on.

      I saw a mountain. A huge mountain that was crested by a palace so large, it took up nearly the entirety of its crest. I saw a council of beings so beautiful, so majestic, it made my eyes water. And when the king of those Gods stood? Lightning crackling around his head in short bolts that made up his crown? There was no avoiding who he was, no misunderstanding it or mistaking Zeus.

      I saw of the way the Gods were dispersed to all quarters of this realm, scattered so their powers wouldn’t cause more tumult in Greece. I saw how their life forces were tied to chosen guardians, and I knew that Apollo wasn’t insane and I wasn’t in an asylum that made a cuckoo’s nest look cozy.

      This was real.

      I knew there was shit out there that few would ever understand. I knew that because I was living proof of it.

      I’d been dead and then I’d come back to this world in this woman’s body. That had never hit home harder than it did now. Finishing school? Cindy had gone to finishing school? Sweet Lord, no wonder Dolly had eyed me warily when I’d gorged on gelato the first day I’d been released from hospital. I mean, I wasn’t a pig, but I sure as hell didn’t eat like a debutante!

      When more incredible scenes flashed before my eyes, ones that involved spirits moving from the stars themselves to take shape into the two men sitting before me, I pulled back and whispered, “Enough.”

      Apollo frowned and tried to grab me. “No. You didn’t see it all.”

      “I saw enough.” I rubbed a hand over my face. What I’d ‘seen’ hadn’t been in chronological order. I’d beheld temples that were now ruins and then I’d seen Apollo on the phone with me, bleeding on the floor, as he spoke to Zeus about wives and something called a tín eaftoú gynaíka.

      In fact…

      “What did you do to my tongue? I bit it.”

      He waved a hand. “I healed you.”

      That’s right. Apollo was the God of Healing.

      Holy shit.

      Heart racing, I stated, “There’s been a mistake.”

      “No, no mistake,” Castor rasped.

      “You don’t understand,” I half-pleaded. I felt the connection between us, I felt it like I’d felt nothing else since I’d taken possession of Cindy’s body, but that was the issue.

      This wasn’t my body.

      This body belonged to Cindy, and Cindy was dead now whereas I’d taken to squatting in it.

      When Castor went to argue, Apollo held up a hand. “Let her speak.”

      Half angry that he’d deigned to allow me to speak, and half relieved that I wouldn’t have to argue to make myself heard, I whispered, “My name isn’t…” Would I ever not wince? “Cinderella DiStefano. It’s Ella. I can’t remember my surname. I can’t remember much else, but I died and the next time I woke up, I was in this body.” I gulped. “T-The woman, this tín eaftoú gynaíka, isn’t me. It’s her.”

      And what stunned me the most was how much that fucking hurt.

      I was too messed up to want a boyfriend. I wasn’t at ease with my own skin so I sure as hell didn’t need someone feeling that skin up. But damn. These four guys? They were looking at me like a kid would stare at a puppy in the store.

      They wanted me.

      Not just for sex.

      It was like I was a promise they wanted to act on, and I knew, point blank, lost memories and all, that no one had ever looked at me this way.

      “Cinderella wasn’t our tín eaftoú gynaíka.” Apollo shook his head when I tried to speak. “Let me finish, agapití. Zeus himself told me that you had died before you should have, and he brought you back to this life.” His lips curved into a weak smile. “The Fates work in mysterious ways, Ella. Cinderella DiStefano was my fiancée.”

      “You were her fiancé?” I squeaked out the question, then, as that fact hit home, I glowered at him. “You didn’t visit once.”

      Pollux snorted. “Typical woman. Focus on the one thing that doesn’t matter.”

      While I flipped him the bird, Apollo didn’t even wince at my accusation. “You're—” He stopped, corrected himself, “Cinderella’s mother asked me not to.”

      “Why would she do that? And why would you listen?” It was irrational, but I was pissed off on Cinderella’s behalf.

      Goddamn men. Even the deities sucked as boyfriends.

      “Because of who you are and why you were injured in the first place.”

      That statement dampened my anger somewhat. Apollo seemed to have zero facial expressions. Anything I read, I gathered it from his eyes. The longing I knew he felt for me? I saw it there. Only back in the dining hall had his control slipped enough for me to see the almost pained anguish that crumpled his mouth and darkened those bloodstone orbs of his.

      “James DiStefano was Cindy’s father. He died a few years ago—”

      “Yes. I know that,” I snapped. “Dolly almost had a fit when she realized I didn’t remember that.”

      “You need to listen to me, Ella. Stop interrupting,” he stated grimly, then scrubbing a hand over his face, he admitted, “He died in prison.”

      “Say what?” If my jaw was able to dislocate so it could land on the ground, it would have.

      Prison?

      My dad, well, Cinderella’s dad, had died in prison?

      What. The. Actual. Fuck?

      “He was behind a rather large Ponzi scheme.”

      Pollux snorted. “Understatement.”

      “The largest the world has ever seen,” Castor agreed.

      “Bigger than Bernie Madoff?” I asked.

      Apollo’s eyes were sad, a storm of blues and greens that made my stomach stir with the beginnings of nausea. “Yes. He was a fool, but I loved him like a son.”

      It was really weird for a guy who looked like he was only a few years older than me to say something about a man that could have a daughter in her early twenties.

      I knew James DiStefano had been sixty-four when he died, so Apollo’s statement hit home all the more.

      “He knew what you were, didn’t he?”

      It was only then that I realized how formally he was dressed in comparison to the others. He was dressed down in a sense, no suit or tie, but he was all buttoned-up. Castor and Pollux wore worn jeans and tees. Achilles sported khakis with a black Henley. In his close-fitting pullover with its crew neck, the button-down shirt underneath, and jeans that looked like they cost the same price as a used car, Apollo looked formal. Like he was going to watch a game of polo or some shit like that. They had polo in the Hamptons, right? It seemed like the place they’d hold games like that.

      I watched as he tugged at his neck, like the sweater was choking him, and wondered why he felt that way. What about my question had put him on edge when nothing else we’d discussed until now had?

      “I knew James as a boy.”

      “How?” I whispered.

      “I adopted him.” The admission was tight. His mouth was pursed. “Look, it doesn’t matter. I knew him, and he knew me and what I was. He was dying when he asked me to visit him, and even though he’d been an utter idiot, I never could deny him—”

      “Which is why he was in that position in the first place,” Achilles stated, his tone almost conversational.

      Apollo’s mouth pinched. “A conversation for another time?” It was rhetorical. “He asked me to wed Cinderella. To make sure she was safe. I promised. You—I mean, she was only twenty at the time, and I saw no need for me to intrude upon her life until later. Dolly agreed, and we decided I’d make my way into the world, court her and date her as though there was no connection between James and myself.”

      “But you were here this morning,” I whispered, my eyes wide as I processed just how nutty this all was, and yet it was the complete truth. Even as he told me this, it resonated with what he’d shown me. “Why?”

      “Dolly was concerned about you. About how different you were,” he admitted.

      I huffed. “Well, you know she wasn’t bullshitting now, don’t you?”

      “I do.” He tilted his chin and stared down at his hands, which he’d bridged together in a prayer-like fashion. “I decided it might be the appropriate time to start pressing my suit.”

      Wanting to laugh at his phrasing, which was so antiquated, I didn’t, I withheld it. Barely. And if I had laughed, it would probably have sounded hysterical. I really didn’t need the hysteria right now.

      “Wait a minute. You made it sound like Cinderella was in the hospital because of what her father did. Is that right? Dolly just said I’d been in a bad car crash, but she was lying, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes. She had extra security on her, but it wasn’t enough. Some idiot just chased her vehicle into incoming traffic. He hurt a lot of people along the way.”

      Fuck. “That’s terrible.” I reached up and rubbed my face. “Did anyone die?”

      “The driver died.” My mouth trembled and he reached over to gently tap my bottom lip. “It wasn’t your fault, Ella.” Wasn’t it? I didn’t speak the words but he sighed as though he’d heard them anyway. Shit, was that a thing now too? Before I could freak out even further, he murmured, “A lot of people were injured.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I saw to all their medical bills.”

      “That doesn’t make up for their pain,” I argued. “Did you heal them like you healed me?”

      “I don’t do that often,” was his reply, and it was stiff. Like I’d touched upon a very sore subject.

      “Why not?” Yeah, I wasn’t one to beat around the bush.

      “I just don’t.”

      “It causes problems,” Castor explained, apparently taking pity on Apollo who, I’d admit, looked constipated. His face scrunched up like my question had both pained and irritated him.

      “What kind of problems?” I asked, intrigued now, especially as it meant that I got to look at a dude as pretty as Castor.

      “It can mess with the natural timeline of people. Say Apollo healed a broken leg but found the patient had stomach cancer. His abilities won’t let him refrain from healing what he finds. He can pull back, but not before some of the disease is cured.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” I demanded, gaping at both him and Apollo.

      “Yes. It is. Not for the individual, but people have a set time to die. If I mess with that, then I mess with the laws of nature itself. I, therefore, only do it on the rarest of occasions.”

      “That sucks,” I informed him with a scowl.

      “There are many things about being a God that does, indeed, suck.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “As it stands, the most I can do without disturbing Hades himself is to throw money at the situation.”

      Hades.

      He spoke about him like he knew him, and now that I thought about it, I recognized him from the ‘reel of truth’ Apollo had just exposed me to.

      How though?

      How did I recognize a God? It wasn’t like I’d even known Apollo was one until he’d introduced himself, for Christ’s sake.

      I reached up and massaged my temple where the ache seemed to be growing, like a quake that was gaining power rather than weakening over time. “Jesus, talk about giving on the one hand and taking away with the other. Sorry to sound selfish here, but yay, I’m no longer dead. Boo, I’m in the body of someone thousands of people wish were dead.”

      “Tens of thousands of people,” Pollux inserted.

      I shot him a narrow-eyed glare. “You make things so much better.”

      He grinned. “I try.”

      Achilles soberly murmured, “You’re safe here.”

      “I am?” I studied him, the quietest of the bunch and when I looked into his eyes, I almost winced. There was pain there.

      In fact, when I looked at all the men, they each had some semblance of pain radiating from them. Longing and need too. It seemed to combine into one big ball of something I didn’t want to get involved with, but I knew that wasn’t supposed to be the way of it.

      The Fates had brought me here for a reason.

      Not only was I alive again because this was my purpose, but they’d put me in Cinderella DiStefano’s body specifically.

      Despite myself, I had to raise my knees and cup them. Pressing my forehead to my lap, I whispered, “I just—can you guys give me some time to process all this?”

      I felt their hesitation, felt their rejection of what I wanted, so I was surprised when, a handful of seconds later, Apollo stated, “Of course.”

      And without another word, without my casting another look their way, they headed out of the room and left me to my dazed thoughts.
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      “She didn’t reject you.”

      Dammit. I hated how Castor always knew where my mind took me.

      A hand clamped on my shoulder. “She isn’t Daphne.”

      I felt certain the twins were trying to make me feel better, but it wasn’t working. To Pollux, I merely said, “She cannot reject me. There is a distinct difference between the two women.”

      “At least this one won’t have to turn into a laurel tree to get away.”

      Achilles’ cold words had me tensing, but I retorted, “Did one of Eros’s arrows land in your chest?”

      The soldier shuttered his gaze, which told me that, yes, once upon a time it had. “And would you have done anything in your power to make that man or woman yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, then. Fuck you.”

      The soldier just blew out a breath that had his nostrils flaring, but Pollux glowered at him and whispered, “Shut the hell up, Chill.”

      The most ultimate of ironies—the nickname for a man who was incapable of ‘chilling.’ Even I had more downtime than my most irascible of guardians.

      I didn’t wait for them to follow me to my quarters in the east wing. I just knew they would. It was where we always congregated when I was in residence at the estate.

      Jerking my neck to the left and then the right to alleviate the tension gathered there, I stormed through the palatial building.

      Along the way, I saw myriad people—patients, residents, even some of the counselors gaped at me as I moved. It wasn’t something to be vain about. As a God, I attracted attention in the way that any handsome man or woman would garner it. I could have been butt ugly, and they’d have still watched me. That was how Pan got laid, even if he was half-goat.

      As was my way, I ignored it. When I’d been a young pup, I’d reveled in the attention, but now? I wasn’t interested at all. Not only because of Ella, who had plopped into my lap like a ripe orange from the tree, but because I was older. Hell, I made Jesus look young.

      One of the reasons I rarely left my office building anymore was this, however. The attention on a smaller scale was manageable. But out in the open? It was beyond jarring.

      When I entered my quarters, I stormed over to where I’d dumped a bottle of Casa Herradura last night. The tequila was the only thing the humans brewed I could stomach.

      Pouring myself a shot, I sank it back, craving the burn as it slid down my throat. The tension at the back of my neck retreated somewhat, but only the full bottle would make it disappear completely.

      When the door closed behind Achilles—the fucker always hesitated when he stepped in here—I turned away from them all and, retrieving the key that I always wore around my neck on a chain, I opened the side door that led to a room off the main lounge.

      When it opened, I scented the pool that the guardians tended to in my absence. It was a ridiculous altar all told, but Zeus had insisted upon it when he’d sent us across the world.

      The candles that topped the altar represented our energies, meaning that if one ever blew out, one of my guardians could die and my powers could surge out of control. That was why this room was airtight. The water in the pond came from the lake on this property, and every week, the guardians had to drain it and refill it, so it didn’t turn mossy as it wasn’t from a fresh source.

      The candles themselves were engraved with each of our names, and were enchanted, requiring no extra elbow grease to keep them alight, but they could be extinguished and therein lay the threat. Of course, it wasn’t much of a threat when the three men at my back had been around for twenty-four centuries. Hell, maybe even more. I’d stopped counting after the first century.

      Around the pool, there were the leaves that I both loathed and adored. At least, I had. Perhaps now that Ella was in my life, the ties that bound me to Daphne would disintegrate at last. There was a fine line between love and hate, and mine wasn’t even real. Eros had forged it to taunt me, to torment me.

      A part of me prayed that Ella would be the one to end my suffering. I’d been a prick back in the day. I could admit it. Now, after all these years, I could understand why Daphne had forsaken me, and it made me realize how, unless I treated Ella differently, she too could reject me. Reject our connection.

      The Fates and Zeus had made this link, but that didn’t mean they sustained it.

      We, as individuals, would do that.

      A terrifying notion to be sure.

      Achilles would have to stop being so goddamn dour; Pollux would need to mind his manners, and Castor? Well, in his defense, Castor was a good man. I wasn’t certain it was fair he’d been lumped with Pollux for an eternity. As for myself? I was arrogant, too self-assured. I didn’t consider myself vain, not anymore. Daphne had knocked that trait out of the water, but I wasn’t a particularly nice person.

      Rubbing my chin as I stared at the small altar, I reached down for the bay leaves that were scattered around the floor. They were ancient. They came from Daphne’s tree, the very first laurel.

      I can remember that day as though it were yesterday.

      I’d been moments away from reaching her, had watched her fall to her knees as she pleaded with her father for freedom, for a chance to escape my suit. When the roots and the bark had swarmed over her skin like a snake curving around her form, I’d known it was too late. I’d fallen to my knees, watching as her beautiful flesh turned rough, as her hair was coiled and lengthened until it became a small branch.

      One thing I’d never forget was her face as it happened.

      At first, there’d been pain.

      But after?

      To my endless guilt, there’d been relief and then peace as she’d come to terms with her fate. A fate that was free of me.

      My gut churned as I fell to my knees in front of the pool, and though I knew my guardians were watching me, I didn’t acknowledge them. I wasn’t ignoring them, but my focus was elsewhere.

      I scattered my hand through the ancient leaves that I’d preserved through pestilence, war, and famine. Gods didn’t possess magic, nor did we truly enchant anything, but we had powers of our own. I protected the candles and the leaves through those powers. But now?

      I had another intent.

      I gathered about forty of them in my hands and raised them to my nose. There was the scent that had plagued me all my life. The scent that was both torture and delight, and yet, even as my senses processed it, I realized the stain on my being wasn’t as strong as it had been before.

      The notion had me frowning, but I studied it more, played with the thought as though it were a small cut on my hand that I couldn’t leave alone.

      The pain of Daphne’s escape wasn’t something I felt because I’d loved her. It was guilt. Guilt and horror that I’d driven her to such an end. It was my shame that I’d taunted Eros, that I’d allowed him to do this to me and ultimately, it had cost an innocent her life. Over the years, the love had faded, and the self-loathing had begun, but now, as I smelled the leaves, that tug on my soul had lessened without Ella’s aid, simply her prompt.

      I’d forever feel shame over what I’d done, but it was time to repent. I’d chased Daphne like a lion would a gazelle, disregarding her vows of chastity, and it was time to atone by doing what I hadn’t done with her—giving Ella the freedom of choice.

      My throat clutched with panic. Zeus would be furious if Ella didn’t accept me, didn’t accept us, which meant simply I had to do whatever I could, and my guardians the same, to ensure her happiness. Her joy at being ours.

      Getting to my feet, I rounded the pool then dropped the laurels onto the altar. With one of the golden chalices the men used to fill the pool with fresh water—it was the height of inefficiency and I admit I got a kick out of imagining my guardians having to fill the large pool with tiny, little chalices—I gathered some liquid in the vessel. One by one, I dipped the laurel leaves into the water and, ignoring the sharp gasps from my guardians, let the fire from the flames touch each leaf.

      I knew what was happening, but the men didn’t. Even as Achilles clomped into the chamber, I felt Castor grab him by the arm and tug him to a halt. Then Pollux whistled under his breath as I willed the laurels into gold.

      One by one, I collected the now solid gold leaves and connected it to the next until I’d created a perfect circle. A wreath that would adorn my woman’s head for all-time if I had my way.

      Once the wreath was made, I placed it in the pool which bubbled and hissed in response to its intense heat.

      “What was that about?” Achilles rasped, his arms folded across his chest as he stared at the sizzling water, the steam that came from the sacred pool.

      “Making a crown for our queen,” I informed him gruffly. Then, bestowing a look upon each of them, I stated, “It’s time we talked.”
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      Narrowing my eyes at him, I demanded, “Talk about what?”

      “We need to woo Ella.”

      Whatever I’d expected him to say, it hadn’t been that.

      Having just watched a God forge gold from bay leaves, I’d expected something a tad more major. Something world-shattering. Although, I guess in its own way, that in itself was earth-shattering.

      Apollo? Thinking of anyone except himself?

      Yeah, nuts.

      My forearms tensed where they rested against my chest as strain filled me. This entire situation was beyond anything I’d anticipated when Pollux and I had stumbled upon the little peeping Thomasina in the stable last night.

      Now, out of nowhere, we had a wife and Apollo had done what alchemists throughout the ages hadn’t managed to do in thousands of years.

      Well, technically Ella wasn’t our wife. She was our woman, but I rightfully understood why they wouldn’t tell her that. No female alive wanted to be called a man’s ‘woman.’ I knew jackshit about wooing the opposite sex, but even I was aware that was a major no-no. Our language wasn’t modern, though, it was ancient. Therefore, it was also chauvinistic.

      “I didn't think we had to bother,” Pollux stated gruffly. “Isn’t that like closing the stable door after the horse has bolted? Why woo what is already ours?”

      “The horse analogies are catching, Castor,” Apollo said dryly as he stared down at the crown he’d just forged. “There is no guarantee that she’ll take us on, Pollux. No guarantee whatsoever, and if I don’t learn from my mistakes where Daphne is concerned, then I’m a fucking idiot.”

      “You’re that anyway,” I told him, cocking my brow at him as I dared him to argue.

      He narrowed his eyes at me but, on that score, he stayed silent. He usually did where I was concerned. If Pollux or Castor gave him shit, he doled it right back. Whereas with me, his irritation showed only on his face.

      Whether it was guilt for felling me, or just the knowledge that he couldn’t get into any shit without my being willing to leap into the fray, his anger stayed internal.

      Sometimes, I really fucking wished he’d express that anger.

      I wanted to tear into him. Wanted the excuse to rip him a new one, but though we’d been glued together for far too long, he never had given me a justifiable reason for smashing his teeth in.

      Damn his hide.

      “Look, she’s scared now. I wanted to give her space to come to terms with what I showed her.”

      “What did you reveal exactly?” Castor inquired, his tone quiet as usual. I believed that for as long as Apollo had been holding his temper with me, Castor had been the peacemaker, the gentle soul, among us.

      I’d heard about him back in the day, and the twin’s exploits had been detailed in paintings throughout the ages. They’d been wicked pissed when Rubens’ Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus had been revealed because I knew they’d loved their first wives. I’d found Castor crying after he’d purchased it—that was how gentle the man was. The belief that the public thought he’d raped his beloved Hilaeira had devastated him.

      “I showed her the truth, of course. I held nothing back. There would be no advantage to us doing that.”

      “Hell, Apollo, you didn’t show her everything, did you?” Pollux said on a groan, scraping a hand through his hair.

      “For God’s sake, why not?” he countered, mimicking my pose by folding his arms across his chest. “Why would I let this situation drag on, keeping her in the dark about important matters, when I need her to know everything. Stat.”

      “But there’s some shit she didn’t need to know.”

      “Perhaps. But I didn’t want to hide it from her. I even showed her what happened to Daphne. If she missed anything I revealed to her, it’s because she pulled away.”

      “It’s no goddamn wonder,” I interrupted. “Hell, you know humans can’t handle the truth.”

      “And I spoke true—she isn’t human.” He grimaced. “Well, she is. But it’s watered down. She’s a daughter of Hecate.”

      Castor rubbed his chin. “So, she’s a witch.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I’d just say she has a talent with crystals.”

      “She doesn’t seem like the kind.” Pollux rubbed his chin. “I mean the women who like crystals are all airy-fairy, aren’t they?”

      I snorted. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      He wafted a hand. “You know. All ditzy.” He snickered. “In fact, they’d suit the name, Cindy.”

      I hid a grin because he wasn’t wrong, but still… “You and I both know not to judge a book by its cover,” I chided.

      We had some real freaks come to this place.

      A billionaire with a fetish for shoes? We had them on the regular. A daughter whose grief for her mother presented itself with her defacing everything said mother had owned—her husband had brought her here; she hadn’t wanted to come.

      Rich or poor, they stayed under this roof, and whatever they had in their pockets, they were all just plain odd. I’d come to like that though. I liked that people weren’t boring. Variety was the spice of life, after all.

      “I guess I’m just surprised,” Pollux admitted, and Castor nudged him in the side.

      “Doesn’t take much,” his twin teased, earning himself a glower.

      “She’s all sass.”

      “So? When have you ever known Hecate’s kin to be anything other than fiery?” I pointed out, shooting him a scornful look.

      He narrowed his eyes right back at me and started, “Look—”

      Apollo growled. “For fuck’s sake. There’s nothing to discuss here. I didn’t bring you in here to talk about whether or not I’m right. I brought you in here to discuss tactics.”

      “Sounds about right. Do as I say, not as I do,” I grouched.

      “Look, Achilles, I get that you dislike me. I’ve endured several millennia of your glum moods, your grim looks, and your scorn. But for God’s sake, we have a wife now. We’re going to have to share her and to do so, we’re going to have to make her happy because nowhere did Zeus say when he was explaining this shit to me, that she didn’t have free will.

      “You and I know what that means. We feel the link, the connection, and I’m certain she feels it just as strongly, but she doesn’t have to do shit she doesn’t want to. As someone who’s endured unrequited love, I can assure you, it’s crap. So, let’s work together to keep her because if we don’t, I can guarantee that we’ll be mourning her for far longer than she mourns us.”

      His words resonated, and I fucking hated that. I hated when he made sense, and I had to listen to him.

      Grunting, I demanded, “What’s the plan, then?”
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      When I stepped into the stable, the sense of peace that washed over me was beyond anything I’d known in too long.

      It had been months since I’d been home, and months was foolish all round because the horses never did well without me. Pollux had the touch, but not like me. He was a physical man, renowned for his skills at boxing. But over the years, glued to my side, he’d watched me enough to know my techniques, making him almost as good as I was.

      “Aren’t you going in?”

      Achilles’ words didn’t surprise me. I’d expected them—he’d been watching me for the past five minutes. “I will in a minute.”

      “Why didn’t you visit yesterday? That’s not like you.”

      It wasn’t. I’d intended on visiting the stables after breakfast, then everything had gone down with Ella and… “We were planning our attack.”

      “We don’t need a Trojan horse, Castor. We need to figure out how to speak some pretty words to a woman who isn’t automatically going to spread her legs for us when we smile at her.”

      I blinked at that rather crass explanation. “Funny that the Fates gave us a woman who wouldn’t roll over for us.”

      “Funny?” he groused. “More like sick. Beyond sick, in fact. Fucked up.”

      My lips curved. “You never have liked women, have you?”

      “I like what’s between their legs well enough.”

      That had me rolling my eyes. “Jesus, just don’t, whatever you do, say that.”

      He snickered. “I managed to figure that out by myself, Einstein.”

      “Well, that’s a relief.” I ran a hand over my head so I could grip the back of my neck. “You feel it too don’t you, Chill?”

      “Of course,” he replied gruffly.

      I processed that, processed the words and his tone. “Okay, so why the attitude?”

      He shrugged. “Never have liked it when the Gods meddle in our affairs.”

      Which, to be fair, made sense. I mean, the guy had been killed by Apollo, and had watched countless brothers be slain in battles that began because of a God’s ego.

      “You need to get over it if you’re going to be happy with her. You do want to be happy, don’t you?”

      “If I wanted to speak with a shrink, Tor, then I’d speak with one on staff.”

      “Why go to all that trouble when I’m trained too?” I mocked and laughed when he flipped the bird at me. Before I could say another word though, he pushed me over the threshold into the stables.

      The minute he did, I sighed as the scents of home washed over me.

      No matter what I did, where I went, my past, present, and future swirled together in the stables until the sense of ease and contentment that filled me was impossible to replicate.

      My favorite horses had passed millennia ago, and though that still saddened me, I had been blessed with so many wonderful equine friends over the years that I couldn’t be too upset.

      “I had to move Thor,” Achilles told me, and I tilted my head to the side in a query.

      “Why?”

      “Because he’d taken a liking to Rager, and Rager does not like cock.”

      I laughed. “Have you and Lux been fucking too much around him? Been giving him ideas?”

      “I’ll have you know we usually do that in the tack room.” I watched, curious, when he rubbed his nose.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “That’s how Ella met Castor and me.”

      “What?” I quirked a brow at his grimace. “She saw your fuckfest?” Shaking my head, I asked, “How many times have I told you not to do that in the stables?”

      He heaved a sigh. “We’d closed the door.”

      “Like that matters. These are humans. You know how weird they are where sex is concerned. They’re either exhibitionists or prudes.”

      “It was after hours,” he ground out. “I mean, there’s a timetable on the door, for fuck’s sake. We weren’t in the wrong, Tor, so don’t act like we were.”

      I rolled my eyes again but conceded, “Go on, what happened?”

      “She was listening in. By the scent of her, she was getting off on it too.”

      That had me jerking to a halt as I made my way to Thor’s stall when he pointed it out. “She was?”

      “Yeah.” He inhaled deeply, and the way his eyes shuttered, it was like the scent of her was still ripe in his nostrils. “Definitely.”

      “Well, that’s useful, that’s for sure.”

      “Useful?” He laughed. “If you say so.”

      “I do. There’s no way you and Lux will be able to keep your cocks away from one another.”

      He grunted. “Shut up. You make us sound like pussies.”

      “More like cocks,” I retorted, laughing when he flipped me the bird.

      Lux and Chill always had been partial to one another. I couldn’t say I hadn’t fucked Achilles a time or ten. Nor could I say Apollo hadn’t had all of us at one point. We were Greek. Gay sex wasn’t gay; it was what we did.

      If Ella liked hearing it though, then that was handy. I was half-sure that Lux and Chill were in love with each other. That is if they’d ever admitted to anything as pussy as that, of course.

      Refraining from rolling my eyes for the third time in less than three minutes, I found Thor and ran my hand over his nose. When I did, those beautiful amber orbs of his widened, the lashes fluttering a second before he neighed at me and bustled back.

      Wincing because he was pouting, I jolted when Achilles managed to get the jump on me and slapped me on the back, hard enough to jerk me forward.

      “Dick,” I grated out.

      “He’s mad at you.”

      “I’m not surprised. It’s been too long since I was here last.” I sighed. “I missed him as well.” I reached into my pocket and grabbed some carrots and sugar cubes that I’d stored there.

      It took a good ten minutes for him to move toward me to gain access to the treat—Thor lived up to his name. He sure as shit knew how to make someone sweat.

      When his thick, rubbery lips smacked into my palm, I laughed and dropped my haul onto the ground. It was that or have him bite my fingers.

      Soon, the sound of chomping echoed around the area as he ate from the ground.

      “He’ll be okay with you tomorrow.”

      “He’d have been okay with me today if I’d come in yesterday,” I stated sadly.

      “You knew he’d be mad?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged, knowing what I was saying was stupid, but it was true nonetheless. “He’s more than a horse, Achilles.”

      “Some are, brother. I know.” He clapped me on the back, softer this time. Achilles had fought most of the wars he’d been in on foot in his first life, but after? He’d been a part of every major army in the western world. He’d spent almost as much time on a horse as I had.

      “You’re quiet,” he spoke softly, rubbing my shoulder.

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. “Apollo’s schedule has been grueling.”

      “He’s running you both ragged?”

      “In a sense. He’s been miserable.”

      “Why? Because he was due to marry Cindy?”

      “I thought so.” I shrugged. “Maybe not. He’s been making odd decisions.”

      “Like?”

      I cut him a look. “Why do you want to know?” The second Achilles’ duties as a guardian were over, he hightailed it out of the city and returned here. Usually as another incantation of himself.

      It helped that our duties lasted a lifetime’s rotation, so that the grandson of the previous owner of the estate could come and take over with little to no surprise. Just a new name, a different wardrobe, and a haircut. Humans were surprisingly simple-minded sometimes.

      “He’s right. We’re going to have to work together to keep her,” he commented, and I knew the admission had to pain him.

      “She has a name.”

      He huffed. “She has three.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “This is true. But she identifies with one.” A shrug jostled his shoulders, and I inquired, “You do want her, don’t you?”

      The look he shot me was dry. “Yes, Tor, I want her. You keep on asking that, and I’m going to start thinking you can’t read me as well as you could,” he mocked.

      Bastard. I had never been able to read him, and he knew it. “Then what’s wrong?”

      He tugged at his collar. “I’m going to have to share a bed with a man who’s been my enemy for a long ass time. I’m going to have to share a wife with said enemy. Going to have to sleep with the enemy…”

      “That’s a short list,” I joked. “Anyway, Apollo isn’t your enemy. How many times, Chill? It was a war.”

      “He killed me!” the soldier hissed. “You can’t expect me to be happy about that?”

      Though I felt his outrage, I just huffed. “For God’s sake.”

      He froze at that. “For God’s sake, what?”

      “You. And him. I don’t know how Lux and I haven’t slammed your goddamn heads together to make you both see sense.” I pointed my finger at him and jabbed him in the chest. “You know what your problem is?”

      “No, but I’m sure you’re about to tell me,” he snapped.

      “You’re both too damn similar. Yeah, you heard me,” I stated when he groaned. “You’re both stubborn. The strong and silent types that drive everyone around you insane because we can’t figure out what the hell is going on with you. You’re haunted by shit that went down in the past. You both hold grudges better than old crones, and—”

      He glowered at me and spat, “That’s enough, Tor.”

      “No. It isn’t. Look, we’ve dealt well with one another for all these years, but that’s no longer enough.”

      “I just said that didn’t I?” he snarled. “Why do you think I’m trying to figure out the lay of the land?”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I asked, “You really want to know?”

      “Have you ever known me to waste time on shit that isn’t relevant to my current situation?” he snapped, and because that was no word of a lie, I stopped prevaricating.

      “Okay, well, yeah. He’s been moody and bossy and thank God, he allowed Hades into New York, but he refused Athena before him.”

      “What the fuck? Why didn’t you tell us?” Achilles snapped, his shoulders straightening in response—aware that wars had been started for lesser deeds.

      “It was okay. You didn’t hear of any diplomatic disasters starting in the news, did you? I managed to calm things down with her guardians.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “What the hell was he thinking?”

      When a God entered another’s territory, they had to ask permission. It was the polite thing to do, but it was just a ceremony. Something they did to appear to be on good terms. They never actually expected to be refused—not without good reason, at any rate.

      “I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t know where his head’s at. Since James’ death, he’s been different.”

      “I never understood why he liked that bastard.”

      “You know how he feels about the orphans.”

      Achilles winced. “I was glad when he closed that fucking place down.”

      “They weren’t.” I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose as I thought about the large orphanage Apollo had owned once upon a time. He’d had several, was the patron of thousands, but had only been involved with the one. “He did a lot of good there.”

      “Yeah, and caused a lot of shit too. How many issues have come from the alumnus of that prestigious place?”

      “Too many,” I admitted, and thinking about it made me cringe too. “Apollo’s just unlucky.”

      “I’ll agree with that,” Chill grumbled. “Whatever he touches turns to shit.”

      “Apart from bay leaves apparently,” I inserted dryly, leaning on the stall door now that Thor had been sated with sugar cubes and carrots and didn’t look set to attack.

      “That was some crazy shit, wasn’t it?” Achilles whispered. “I’ve never seen him do that before.”

      “Me either.” Pressing my chin to my forearms, I asked, “Do you think he expects her to wear it all the time?”

      He grinned. “I’d like to see him make her. Not sure the wreath would help her fit in in Southampton.”

      That had my lips twitching. “There’s a reason he made it for her,” I said softly, my tone sobering.

      “Yeah. Is it a ward?”

      “Could be.” I ran my chin over my forearm, rasping the stubble I hadn’t shaved off this morning against the flannel sleeve of the shirt I wore. “I was at his side when he spoke with Zeus. There’s little he didn’t tell her yesterday. There’s no reason he’d need to ward her. Unless,” I started, musing on the words that had kept me from sleep last night, “he’s had a prophecy.”

      Achilles stilled at my side. “Fuck.”

      I blew out a breath. “That about sums it up, yeah.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Pollux

      

      

      

      Miracles didn’t happen all that often, even though I lived with a God. You’d think they’d occur every damn day, but they didn’t. And yet, one had occurred yesterday because Achilles had agreed with Apollo and the earth hadn’t turned to stone.

      Getting those two to agree was like getting a Queen Bee to fuck another Queen Bee. Yup, just wasn’t going to happen.

      At least, I didn’t think bees could be lesbians.

      Who the fuck knew where nature was concerned?

      As I squatted outside Ella’s door the following morning, I leaned back against the wall and pulled out my cell phone.

      According to the dining logs, she usually breakfasted after eleven, and it was ten to. I had time to spare if she intended to rush out earlier to avoid us, and I wouldn’t put it past her.

      As I opened up one of the games I liked to play on my cell, I tuned in to the room behind me. I couldn’t hear any sounds, but that didn’t mean anything. She might still be sleeping, or she might already have left. I hadn’t seen her around though, which meant she must have been sneaking about the place.

      Achill was one of the top rehabilitation centers in the nation. Not just the North East Coast. It was renowned for its relaxing scenery, its luxuriously appointed rooms that were a true home away from home, but also the fact there was no pressure here. No pressure at all. Not even when it came to treatment.

      Whether you stayed a month, three months, or a year, there was only one rule: attend one counseling session a day. That was it—nothing more, nothing less.

      I’d raided her file yesterday for information on her, and I hadn’t picked up that much. According to the one counselor she liked—i.e., whose sessions she attended more than once—Ella was quiet, timid, and self-effacing. I’d been with the woman for less than a half-hour and I knew she was none of those things.

      Bullshitters were usually outed before now though. Some part of the therapy got through to them, but I guess if there was nothing wrong with her, then there was nothing to ‘fix.’ Which technically made sense.

      Dolly, Cindy’s mother, had dumped her here because she wasn’t responding like her daughter had before the crash. Cindy was supposed to be traumatized by the car crash, supposed to be dealing with a form of memory loss, but that wasn’t true, was it?

      There was nothing wrong with Cindy aside from the fact that she was dead, and another woman had taken possession of her body. Which, to be fair, sounded like one whole heap of wrong. But this was my world. Weird shit happened all the time.

      One day, a God decided he was going to meddle with your world, and you had no say in it whatsoever.

      One day, you were fucking a fellow guardian because he had an ass better than most women’s, and the next? You had a hard-on for a chick who looked like she gargled with nails and yet had crystals and frou-frou shit all over her apartment.

      Scratchhhh.

      The slight noise had my head tilting to the side. Trying to discern what it was, I realized she’d opened a drawer. Was she getting dressed?

      Trying not to drool at the prospect of her standing naked in her room—I know, I know, she wasn’t the only one who was a pervert—I got to my feet and waited for her to open the door.

      It didn’t take long. She was opening the large white door with its gold moldings within five minutes, and when she came across me, she glowered at me before she wrapped her overlarge cardigan around herself.

      “Don’t worry. The sight of your tits isn’t about to send me into a killing spree.” I tapped my chin. “Have you told any of the therapists you’re obsessed with serial killers?”

      She huffed out a breath that had a lock of hair springboarding up and away from her brow. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to see you. What do you think? I don’t get a kick out of loitering in corridors. Especially when I own said corridors.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “You own this place?”

      “With the others, yes.” I studied her, realizing what Apollo had said was correct. There were still gaps to her knowledge banks on us.

      That relieved me, to be honest. I didn’t want her to know everything. Especially not if she was going to learn it all in the blink of an eye. That just sucked because there was no way Apollo could transfer the nuances of every situation that we’d endured through our extraordinarily long lives.

      “The others? All three of them?”

      Why that surprised her, I wasn’t sure. Cocking a brow at her, I asked, “Yes? Why?”

      “It’s unusual, isn’t it?”

      “Which part of us isn’t unusual?” I countered with a smirk. “I mean, you know what we are now. This is very, very normal.”

      Her brow puckered and she stared down at her feet. “Sorry, yeah.” I watched as she reached up and rubbed her brow. “I’m still processing what he showed me.”

      “You are?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      “It’s like there’s one half of me that’s just me, and then there’s the other half that saw what he showed me.”

      That had me frowning. “That’s unusual.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “I wonder if it’s because you’re still getting used to this side of yourself.” I cleared my throat. “Cinder— and –Ella haven’t come together properly yet.”

      Though she glowered at me, I sensed her confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not exactly au fait about possessions, but I’d think if you were both on the same page then you’d be at ease with her memories and your own. They’d rub alongside each other.” I hummed under my breath. “Maybe we should talk to the king of possessions.”

      Her eyes widened. “Who’s that?”

      “Hades.”

      She scowled again and reached up to rub her temple. “I know that name.”

      “Of course, you do. He’s the God of the Dead.” I snickered. “I mean, it’s pretty memorable.”

      “I know that,” she snapped. “I mean, I know it on a personal level.”

      “Well, that’s far more interesting,” I mused, tapping my chin as I studied her. “Which part of you knew him do you think?”

      “Cinder or Ella, you mean?”

      I mock-gasped. “Was that a joke?”

      “I am capable of amusement,” she grumbled, but rubbed at her temple again and the constant massage concerned me.

      Enough to ask, “Are you in pain?”

      “I’ve had a headache since you left me yesterday.”

      “Really? Why didn’t you say? Apollo would have cured it for you.” I grabbed her arm and started to drag her along the corridor. When she tried to stop me, I huffed, paused, then before she could argue, swept her off her feet.

      A cry of pain escaped her, otherwise she’d have argued. When she pressed her head to mine, as though she was trying to stabilize herself, I felt the link surge between us like it was a live wire. It crackled and hissed and she moaned again, making me speed up.

      I was almost running down the corridor by the time I made it from the west to the east wing. When I made it to Apollo’s room, I barged in without knocking, and would have laughed if Ella hadn’t been in apparent pain.

      Apollo spun around from his stance by the window where he’d been looking out onto the lake bare-assed naked.

      Ella moaned. “Sweet Jesus. If I wasn’t in so much pain, I’d take a photo.”

      I snickered then hushed when she moaned again, like the sound of my amusement or the vibration of my chest was too much for her to endure.

      Though guilt pricked me, I carefully carried her the last few steps to the overlarge bed and set her atop Apollo’s still-warm, ruffled sheets.

      “Oh God, this smells so good. Whose sheets smell this good?”

      “Mine?” Apollo countered, and while he sounded amused, concern creased his brow. “What is it?”

      “She’s had a headache since you transferred the truth to her yesterday.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, ó glykýtaton.” His words dripped with self-loathing, and the sound had my eyebrows hitting my hairline. “You should have come to me. I’d have eased your discomfort.”

      She hissed when he pressed his fingers to her temples, and the tight clutch of the muscles in her brow had me biting my lip until the glow appeared in his digits as he channeled ET, and the crinkle slowly unfurled as the pain went with it.

      As I watched, the tension in her body slowly dispersed, until she was no longer curled into a taut ball, and could lay out in more comfort.

      When the glow abated, she opened her eyes and stared up at Apollo. There was confusion and heat and wonder in her eyes, but what concerned me the most was the panic there too. That wouldn’t be as easily combated as the pain in her head.

      “It is gone?” he asked softly.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “That feels so much better.”

      “I’m glad. I am always here for you, Ella. Whatever you need.”

      She blinked. “My own personal ibuprofen, huh?”

      He grinned. “More like your own personal heroin. I’ve been told I’m addictive.”

      When Ella laughed, and even though it wasn’t my joke, I wanted to run a victory lap. Jesus, making her laugh had just gone to the top of my day’s to-do list.

      “I’m sure, champ, I’m sure.” She reached up and gently touched his finger where he was still connected to her temple. “Thank you.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” For a second, he hesitated, then he murmured, “It is fortunate that you’re ours.”

      While she stiffened, I could sense she was more intrigued than agitated. “What do you mean?”

      I watched as he ran the digit down the side of her head. “You had an aneurysm.”

      The shock had her freezing on the bed. “Had?” she asked quietly.

      “Yes. Of course. I healed it.” He pulled a face. “Well, I will tomorrow. It’s far smaller than it was yesterday, so one more treatment should help.”

      “Can’t you get rid of it now?”

      He shook his head. “I would if I could. It was large, I’d prefer for your brain to accustom itself to its loss gradually.”

      I nudged him in the side. “They don’t do that in hospitals.”

      He snorted. “My gift isn’t like what the doctors do. I’m draining it without causing any other damage.”

      Her hand gripped his wrist. “You saved my life.”

      Another miracle happened—Apollo blushed. “Well, a little.”

      “A little?” she squeaked. “I don’t think life works that way. You’re either a little alive or a lot dead. Trust me, I’d know.”

      I snickered at that. “She’s right, Pol.”

      “Pol?” She tilted her head to the side.

      “Yep. Castor shortens to Tor. Achilles to Chill, and I’m usually Lux.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “I think I like that.” Then, she giggled. Fuck me, she giggled and it was the cutest shit I’d ever heard in my life. Bar none. “Achill! I just got it!” The rehab center was definitely a tongue-in-cheek joke.

      We both grinned at her, and I knew we looked totally whipped. I wasn’t even ashamed at that. I mean, it wasn’t every day that the King of the Gods told you you’d found your wife. And when he was talking about a wife, I had no doubt that it wasn’t the crap like humans had. Like we’d had during our first life, or like what we’d had since—we’d all been married a few times. We were too old not to have been.

      But Ella?

      She’d live forever.

      Even with an aneurysm.

      If that had exploded, it wouldn’t have killed her. But I didn’t blame Apollo for not sharing that tidbit. I was A-Okay with him taking the credit for that if he could make Ella grin and giggle again.

      As she fell quiet, I watched her gaze drift around the room. After a few seconds, she whispered, “Wow.”

      “It’s cool, isn’t it?” I asked her.

      None of us were mad that Apollo had taken the biggest room for his own. He was the reason we were alive, after all. And the dude was a God. We knew he needed somewhere large to store his ego, and this fit the bill.

      It was the size of an average person’s one-bedroom apartment. There was a California king bed that was covered in white sheets. In fact, everything was white. From the sheets, to the curtains shielding the large picture windows that looked directly onto the lake. Right in front of those, and the reason he’d been standing over there naked, was a bath. A rolltop tub that me and the others gave him a heap of shit over because Apollo was a fan of bubble baths.

      There was a large fireplace because he was fond of fire, and even when one wasn’t technically required because it was temperate out, he usually had a small one lit—the same with candles. In many ways, this room was perfect for a chick. It looked like some artsy-fartsy socialite’s bedroom. I could see some deb from the Upper East Side jonesing after this place, with its low white leather sofa the size of a bed, and the bookcases that were adorned with all his favorites, as well as first editions of books he adored.

      Despite my grousing, I liked this place too, to be honest. It was quite restful, and whenever I woke up in here, it was after a deep night’s sleep.

      “Would you like to get into the tub?” Apollo invited, making her cheeks blush.

      “Wh-What?” She grabbed her pendant, drawing my attention to the rough crystalline edges as she twiddled it between her fingers.

      He shrugged away her embarrassment. “It’s a big bath.”

      Her eyes widened a second before her gaze darted over to the bath itself. I could see the longing in her eyes, could see how badly she wanted to say yes. The bath was not only big, but from this angle, there were rose petals on the surface, and it was in a pool of sunlight that made me want to get into it and the last time I’d been in a fucking bath was when my mother had dumped Castor and I in one after we’d accidentally fallen into a huge pile of horse shit—when I said accidentally, I meant I’d pushed Castor into it, and he’d dragged me down with him.

      Hiding a grin at the memory, I murmured, “Go on. You know you want to.”

      When she swallowed, it was clearly visible. “That’s just it. I do, and I really shouldn’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      The water was like silk, which was just plain wrong. I wasn’t an expert on the Greek Gods by any means, but who the hell didn’t know that Poseidon was the God of Water, right? That meant Apollo shouldn’t be able to change up H20 and make it feel like liquid, molten silk.

      “What is it?”

      I jerked, surprised at Lux’s question. “Nothing.”

      “Why are you scowling at the water, Ella?” he insisted, apparently not letting me get away with not answering. Sure, it was irritating, but I liked that he didn’t let me hold back.

      “It’s like silk.”

      Apollo snorted. “You make that sound like an accusation.”

      “It’s the perfect temperature too, but from you running it, then healing me and having a nice chat,” I imbued that word with all the mockery I was capable of, “it should have grown cold.”

      “Ah,” Apollo hummed as he looked at me from across the room—I’d agreed to climb into the bath only if they kept their distance.

      Now that I thought about it, that was pretty fucking stupid of me.

      I’d stripped off to my bra and panties, thankful they were not only matching but a dark maroon to maintain some modesty, and had slipped under the cosseting folds of the water.

      Apollo hadn’t made a move to cover himself, so I could see his hard-on from over here—and even if he’d been at the opposite side of the house, I’d have seen that. Dude was huge. I didn’t think Cindy was a virgin, but I hadn’t exactly gone exploring down there. Either way, virgin or not, the woman who took all of him was going to ache the next day—and according to, ya know, Zeus, the bitch who was going to walk like she’d been riding a horse was lucky ole me.

      In turn, Pollux was watching me from the bed. He was on his belly, arms folded under him as he propped himself up, getting a good eyeful of me during bath time.

      The way their gazes were intent on me was almost enough to make me snicker, except Apollo had just started to say, “You can thank Achilles for that.”

      “How come?”

      “The water from the lake is where salt and freshwater converge,” Lux explained—and I had no idea when I’d started to shorten their names in my head, except that I already had and I preferred it that way. “Achilles’ mom was a sea Goddess.”

      I gaped at him. “No way.”

      “Yes way,” he replied, but he smirked and fuck me, if I didn’t want to kiss that smirk off his chops.

      “So, what? He’s enchanted the water or something?”

      Apollo pointed to some bottles that ran along the windowsill and were hidden by gauzy, white curtains. “That isn’t soap, it’s seawater.”

      I blinked at him. “And that makes the water silky?”

      “Yep.” Lux’s legs began to sway from side to side and a memory hit me—me lying on the floor, surrounded with books, and a girl lying on the bed, doing the exact same thing. Her legs kicking out as we talked about everything and nothing.

      But the Ella doing the talking wasn’t the woman here today. She was shorter and rounder, with a white-blonde, tumbled bob that was all around her face.

      It hit home mostly because the first thing I’d done when I’d left the hospital was attack my hair with some scissors and dye it blond. Dolly had bemoaned the loss of my long black hair, but I’d just wanted to stake a claim on this body.

      Now that I saw the old me?

      It made sense.

      I hadn’t just been claiming this form, but I’d wanted to look like the Ella of before. Even in some small way. I’d been paying for it ever since too. My hair was still a mess and would be until the bottle blonde disappeared.

      Clearing my throat to dispel the memory, I enquired, “How does it make it silky, though? Shouldn’t it make it briny?”

      “Well, she enchants it for him. Not all the Gods were made to scatter,” Lux informed me. “Just the ones who lived on Mount Olympus. They were getting too big for their britches. Too much power centered in one place was never going to go down well for any humans living nearby, and that’s why Zeus started—”

      “Ella? What is it?” Apollo’s interruption had me swinging my gaze to him.

      “Nothing.”

      Pollux snorted, seemingly unoffended that he’d been interrupted. “That didn’t work before, so why would it work now?”

      “I just… I had a memory of before. Before I was this.”

      Apollo sighed. “I’m sorry, Ella.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “This could be the aftermath of my healing.” He reached up and rubbed at his temples. “This is one of the reasons why I try not to heal. It can cause other issues that are impossible to predict.”

      Because he looked so upset, so riled by the notion that he’d triggered this memory, I murmured, “Hey. Don’t worry about it. You just saved me from an aneurysm. I think that gives you some leeway.”

      “You wouldn’t have died from it,” he said, blowing me the hell away.

      “I wouldn’t?”

      “No. Well, you would have if you were human, but you’re not.”

      “What am I then? Fish food?”

      His lips curved. “No. You’re special.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That word isn’t as nice as you think it is.”

      A laugh escaped him, and it warmed me right through. I had the feeling he didn’t laugh much, didn’t often smile either, which was a shame because those eyes were made for twinkling and those lips? They were born to smile.

      “Perhaps not. Zeus brought you back for a reason. You’re ours,” he said softly. “And as we’ll live for a very long time, you will too.”

      “That would suck if I knew the people in my life. Leaving them behind would really blow.”

      “Gaining and losing people becomes a part of the ebb and flow of life, Ella,” he informed me, the words formal and, I thought, forced. Like he was making himself sound blasé about it when, even from this distance, I saw his eyes were back to looking wounded, the twinkle having disappeared. Oh, and that epic hard-on had melted too.

      For shame.

      I wasn’t sure why I did it, wasn’t sure at all, but that sadness in his eyes? It touched me. Maybe it touched me into madness, but I murmured, “I know this bath was for you. Do you want to join me?”

      He blinked. “It’s for you now.” His generosity didn’t come as a surprise to me, but I saw Pollux shoot him a look.

      “I know. It is now. But,” I said, pausing to lick my lips, “there’s more than enough room for the two of us.”

      There was a hesitancy about him that had me purring with approval as he headed toward me. His cock was back to standing at attention—which I liked even if I didn’t intend on acting on what his arousal represented—but I could sense that he was allowing me to be in control of this situation.

      The notion was intriguing enough to make me dip down under the water level so I could hide my smile. Or, at least, shield it somewhat.

      “How come I don’t get to join in the bath time, play time?” Lux groused, his lips forming a pout.

      “Because there’s only room for two?” I replied, shooting him a smirk that rivaled the one he’d sent me earlier.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t play fair.”

      “Don’t get upset with me. Blame Pol. He’s the one who didn’t make the bath big enough.”

      “I already got enough shit from my guardians over this tub. A bigger one would have just had them griping at me even more,” Apollo informed me as he dipped into the water, sighing as he sank under the surface.

      I watched his golden hair float and his eyelashes turn into pointy spikes before he emerged from the water.

      “You’re not a Pol.” Mere seconds before, I’d liked it, but now? No. It didn’t fit him.

      He cocked a brow at my outburst. “What am I then?”

      “Ollie.”

      “Ollie?” Lux hooted. “That’s what you call a five-year-old or a Maltese with incontinence issues.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “That’s remarkably precise.”

      Apollo covered his mouth to hide his amusement. “An ex had one.”

      Figured. I smirked at him. “Called Ollie?”

      Lux sniffed. “Maybe.”

      I studied him in all his ease and tried to imagine him with the kind of woman who owned a Maltese lapdog. “You don’t look the type.”

      He rolled onto his back and wafted his arms wide. “What you see before you is not the way I always look.”

      “What does that mean?” I shot Pol a look, because even if I thought Ollie suited him more, I wasn’t about to remind Pollux of his frickin’ ex every time I uttered the name.

      “My guardians take turns to be on duty with me.”

      There was a tension in his voice that I heard, but I don’t think Lux did. “Okay. Why?”

      “So, they can lead their lives too. My world is centered in the city.”

      “Because you make it that way,” Lux groused. “You prefer it out here. You know you do. You’re just too damn pigheaded to admit it.”

      “My work is in the city,” Pol said tiredly, and he closed his eyes and pressed his head to the side of the bath.

      “Because you want it to be.” There wasn’t a shadow of doubt in Pollux’s voice. He believed what he said — one hundred percent. “You could run that office remotely and have everyone come here when necessary. Which, I know, isn’t that often.” Lux shot me a look, like he expected me to join in with him, to step into the fray.

      It hit me then just how odd this was.

      How comfortable I was with two strangers. I mean, I was taking a bath with one of them while the other looked on, for Christ’s sake. And Lux fully expected me to help convince Pol to transfer his office to the boonies because Lux said so.

      Overwhelmed didn’t begin to describe how I was feeling at that moment. It was like I couldn’t breathe, like the air was building up in my lungs, leaving me airless and both overfull of oxygen too.

      Before I could panic further, before I could jump out of the bath and streak out of the room, I felt Pol’s hand on my ankle. He made no move on me, just rested his fingers on the bony joint.

      A shaky breath finally escaped me, rattling from my lungs as he eased whatever pressure had made it feel like my chest was about to implode.

      Then, his fingers began to trace shapes on my skin, and I shuddered, relaxing as he had, resting my head on the lip of the tub and sinking until my chin kissed the surface of the blessed water.

      Was I legit sitting in holy water?

      It was another heady thought.

      Biting my bottom lip, I realized Lux had stayed quiet, hadn’t carried on talking about how Pol should relocate to this house, and when I cast him a look, I noticed he was studying me. Not with curiosity, not with irritation, but with concern.

      He knew something was wrong with me.

      How the hell did he know that?

      Had I turned blue from the lack of air or something?

      “It’s okay, Ella,” Pol murmured, his voice pitched in a way that made everything in me relax. “This is a lot for anyone to process.”

      “I-It is,” I stammered the admission. These past few months in Cindy’s body, I’d taken hit after hit. Processed it all, accepted it. Come to terms with it even. I’d had to deal with the notion that I’d have to lie for the rest of my life about who I was if I wasn’t about to end up in some kind of insane asylum.

      Throw all this stuff in?

      It was like being repeatedly hit in the head with a hammer. Just too damn much. A person could only take so much.

      “Why am I so at ease with you both?” I hadn’t meant to ask that question. Hadn’t meant to voice it because it hadn’t been uppermost in my mind. Still, now it was out there, I needed to know.

      “The Fates made it so,” Pol stated, his eyes closed, and as I studied his classically handsome features—you couldn’t get more classical than the original, could you?—he in turn added to how soothed I felt.

      “You say that like you mean it.”

      Lux snorted. “Honey, we’re older than democracy. We’re used to things you aren’t.”

      “Is that supposed to reassure me?” I huffed.

      “No. But it’s just meant to tell you that sometimes, the Fates have their way of inveigling themselves into your day and all of a sudden, they’re your whole world.”

      That was a strange way to phrase it. My brow puckered as I thought about it, contemplated what he meant, and realized that the Fates had messed with me.

      I’d been living a life I couldn’t remember and had been snatched from it. Then, something had happened, something that had brought me to the King of the Gods’ attention, and he’d returned me to this life and put me in a sphere where I’d meet this man—this God, and his guardians.

      I couldn’t have been more messed with if I tried.

      “Is there a way to bitch slap them?”

      That had Pol’s eyes popping open. He shot me a wicked grin. “No. Unfortunately. But I’d pay to see that happen.”

      I scowled at him. “Why?”

      “I may be a God, but I’m also a man.”

      Lux snorted when I just peered at him in confusion. “Every dude from one side of the Styx to the other loves a cat fight, Ella.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      “His name’s Thor.”

      Ella’s statement came as a surprise. I hadn’t heard her enter the stables, hadn’t expected her to come here again. Not now that the others were entertaining her.

      I’d already heard from Lux about their bath time with Apollo this morning, and I knew Achilles had eaten lunch with her in the dining hall—something he never did. Apollo deigned to grace the hall with his presence, but Achilles didn’t for fear he’d run into guests.

      For someone who ran a place for people to retreat to, he did nothing but retreat from them in turn. It made me wonder why he turned his sanctuary over to other people.

      Lux and I had established the place on his behalf, but he could have always reverted it to a private home once more. It wasn’t like he needed the money. The stables provided more money than any of us needed, and that didn’t include what Apollo gave us as a stipend. We could fund a third world country with that—and did. I managed the charitable foundation on all our behalf.

      “I know,” I told her, smiling at her as she hesitantly stepped over to me. “I named him myself. Did you have a nice lunch?”

      She sighed. “You heard about that, huh?”

      My lips curved. “Well, Achilles never eats in the dining hall so Lux was crowing about it.”

      “I’ll bet. Why doesn’t he eat there?”

      “Because he prefers to eat in solitude.”

      “I’d say he was weird, but he isn’t. He’s just quiet.”

      “Didn’t say much at lunch?” I could only imagine how little conversation had gone down between them.

      She snickered. “Two words, maybe?”

      “Let me guess. ‘Thank’ and ‘you?’”

      Nudging me in the side so I’d shift over, she murmured, “You know him well.”

      “Had a couple of thousand years to learn him,” I agreed with a soft smile, but I kept my head lowered onto my arms as I leaned against the stable door.

      “That’s so much time to be stuck with someone,” she whispered, and there was an amusing note of awe in her words.

      “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      “Didn’t it make you hate them?” When I shot her a look, she flushed. “I just… there’s only one person I could ever imagine spending so much time with, and—” A frown marred her brow.

      “What is it?” I made sure to keep my tone gentle, but when she didn’t reply, just stood there, staring into the distance, I said a little sterner this time, “Ella? Are you okay?”

      Her lashes fluttered and she turned to me, brow furrowed. “Yeah.”

      “A memory hit?”

      Lux had told me this morning that she was having issues connecting the past and the present. That was understandable. I felt sure that whenever Apollo healed her, it would affect the fine veil between the two, making these moments of confusion happen more often.

      He’d also told me of the aneurysm Pol had only seen fit to mention this damn morning.

      I had to hide how terrified I’d been that she could have been taken from us before we’d even had a chance to make her ours.

      The Fates worked in mysterious ways, and no matter how long I lived, I’d never grown accustomed to their powers.

      “A few memories have hit me today,” she confessed, her voice soft, confused.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “I-I just… I heard this voice in my head.” That had her flushing. “Not like a schizophrenic,” she rushed out, flustered.

      I laughed. “I didn’t think you were.”

      “Yeah, well, the way Dolly talks about me, you’d think I was.”

      “No, you just have two sets of memories, two lives to realign. We know that,” I told her calmly, gently. If I used the voice that soothed the horses, then only Thor and I were aware of that—and he wouldn’t say anything. But his ears did flicker in response.

      Though she bit her bottom lip a second, she moved and mimicked my pose against the door. Thor snorted, huffing at having two people as an audience.

      The stallion didn’t race anymore, but he commanded a million-dollar payday whenever he and a mare got jiggy with it. He hadn’t been our first Triple Crown stud, but he was my favorite. Something about his eyes always got to me.

      “He has beautiful eyes, doesn’t he?” Ella whispered, our thoughts aligning in a way that had my heart catching in my chest.

      “Yes. He does. Don’t tell the others,” I whispered back, “but he’s my favorite.”

      Of course, Thor snorted at that moment, making it seem as though he’d understood every word I’d said. Ella laughed and I shot her an amused glance.

      “The horse speaks English, I swear.”

      She snickered again, and I found I liked the sound. It was snarky, just like her. “My favorite’s Maisie.” Thor neighed in disagreement, and I thanked him inwardly for making her laugh because she relaxed again, after talk about her memory had made her tense. “Well, it was until she turned traitor on me.”

      “How did she do that?” I frowned at her. “Did you fall off her?”

      She sniffed. “No. Cindy has a very good seat even if I don’t remember how she gained it.” More snark. “But she’s the reason Lux and Chill caught me in the stable the other day.”

      “Ah. Eavesdropping. Yes. I’ve heard about that. Lux claims it’s one of the sexiest things that’s ever happened to him.”

      “Huh?” She gaped at me. “How’s that possible? I was only listening. It wasn’t like I barged in there and got involved.”

      “Well, if you had, I’m sure that would have become the sexiest thing,” I teased, “but I think he’s smug about you choosing to listen in.”

      “How can he be? It was an accident. Well, it started off that way—”

      I cleared my throat. “Let me warn you about my brother...”

      “Go on,” she said stiffly when my words trailed off.

      “You’ve never met a more dogged, obstinate, and difficult man. But he’ll love you until the sun dies out and will worship the ground you walk on…”

      “Okay, so?”

      I twisted around and pointed at three different places on the ceiling.

      “Cameras.” She groaned and covered her face. “You can’t be serious? How did I not see them before?”

      My lips curved. “You weren’t supposed to see them, silly.” I couldn’t stop myself from reaching over and brushing my finger down her arm, loving when she shivered and didn’t pull away. “Now you understand why he’s charmed? He looked you up on the footage.”

      “I only did it three times.”

      “And apparently stole carrots each and every time? Mrs. Lourdes wondered where they all went.”

      Ella laughed at that. “Stop teasing me.”

      I grinned at her. “Well, I imagine she’s curious.”

      “If you saw the bags of carrots she had in the fridge, you’d realize she’d never have missed them. They were damn hard to steal though; that’s for sure.” She blew out a breath that had her blonde bangs flying forward. “The first time was innocent.”

      “The second and third not so much though, hmm?”

      “I can’t believe he checked the footage,” she groused.

      “He wanted to know how often you’d been sneaking in. To be fair, it’s his own fault for being so damn predictable.” I laughed. “He always did have his habits.”

      “Like fucking every day at six-thirty? Yeah, that’s predictable.” Her cheeks flushed. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” I cocked a brow at her. “What is it?”

      “I just thought—he’ll still be doing that, won’t he?”

      “Not in the stables,” I assured her, curious as to her reaction. Her cheeks grew hot, and I asked, “Does it bother you?”

      “W-What?”

      “That they sleep together?”

      “Trust me, there isn’t much sleeping involved,” she rasped, making me grin into my forearm—I’d returned to my earlier position. Just spending time with Thor was the only way to get him to trust me again. Until he did, he’d refuse to let me saddle him. It was amusing, I thought, that Ella might need to be gentle to me similarly.

      “You know what I mean,” I stated softly.

      “How can it bother me when I find it sexy?” She shrugged. “I’m just more embarrassed about the fact they know I was listening in on purpose.”

      “Well, don’t be. As I said, he’s flattered.”

      “That doesn’t reassure me,” she retorted with a huff. Silence fell, then she asked, “Do you—?”

      “I’ve dallied with Apollo and Achilles a time or two,” I said lightly. “We have no cultural issues with it; don’t forget.”

      She hummed. “I have no cultural issue with it either. I think we’ve established that already.”

      “True,” I said with a smile.

      “You know this ‘wife’ business?”

      “Well, to be honest, I know as much as you,” I admitted, rolling my head to the side so I could look at her. She was watching Thor chomp on one of the carrots I’d tossed in his stall.

      The smell of horse and hay was pungent in the small, heated space—Thor felt the cold now, and I made a mental note to ask Apollo to ease up his arthritis some. Unlike with humans, Apollo eased animals with no anxiety. He was never here though, otherwise, we’d have had him on retainer instead of the vet.

      “Well,” she eventually whispered, “would you be faithful to me?”

      As far as I was aware, that was the first time she’d even mentioned anything remotely ‘wifely.’

      “We’ve been married before, Ella. It might surprise you, but we were all faithful. There are only so many wild oats to sow. Why do you think Lux and Chill fuck? They have needs but sometimes, chasing skirts is just more than we can be bothered with.”

      She heaved a sigh. “That’s not exactly reassuring, Tor.”

      I grinned, loving the sound of my nickname on her lips. “They told you mine too?”

      She turned a little pink, just not as red as before. “Yes. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. Tor sounds delicious coming from you.”

      Her grin was infectious, and we smiled at one another until Thor broke our silence by nuzzling me in the face. I almost jerked back in surprise, but then Ella crowed, “He was jealous.”

      “I think he was,” I murmured, amused to think Thor might believe he had competition where my affections were concerned. “It’s the first time he’s properly acknowledged me since I got here.”

      “Jeez, Thor holds a grudge. The name fits him, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” I agreed, stroking my hand over his nose and up to his ears. “He was sulking. It’s been a long time since I’ve been back here.”

      “Why?”

      I sighed. “When I come here, it’s both a curse and a delight. I don’t want to leave, and I have to.”

      “Lux was trying to get me to make Apollo relocate his offices this morning.”

      There was a note to her remark that had my hands stilling on Thor’s neck. “He was?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did he agree?”

      “They were just arguing.” She cleared her throat. “Lux seemed to think I could have helped sway Pol to his side.”

      “You probably would,” I told her matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah. I think I could have as well and that was what stunned the hell out of me,” she admitted in a low voice.

      “What did Apollo show you yesterday, Ella?” I knew the bare bones—I’d lived it, after all—but I wanted to know from her perspective.

      “It felt like he showed me everything and nothing.”

      Her words stirred me. “If you’re confused, you can always just ask.”

      “There’s too much to ask,” she rasped. “I-I saw things that I’ve only read about in books before. And even then, I didn’t pay that much attention outside of what I needed for a paper in college—”

      When she stilled, I turned to her and said, “Cindy didn’t go to college. She went to finishing school. That was the old you.”

      She licked her lips and reached up to rub her temple. Even as I wondered if she had another headache, she choked out, “I mean, Apollo showed me the Parthenon, Tor. Not like it is today. Like what you see on documentaries. But as it was. Living and breathing with people. It was insane.”

      I couldn’t withhold my smile as memories soared through me, memories that felt so tangible I could almost reach out and touch them. “They were marvelous days,” I said with a faint hum to the words, one that spoke of how I missed them. And I did. Of course, nothing beat the internet, but they’d been simpler days, and for it, happier.

      She pressed a hand to my shoulder. “I’m frightened, Tor.”

      It surprised me that she made the admission at all. What stunned the shit out of me, but filled me with such pleasure it was a wonder I didn’t burst with the excess emotion, was that she came to me about it.

      I straightened and turned to face her. “Why are you frightened?”

      “I mean...” She sucked down a sharp breath. “Is this some kind of psychotic episode? Maybe I am insane. Maybe this shit with Cindy and Ella is me having some kind of split personality disorder.”

      “Agapití,” I whispered, the endearment rolling off my tongue far too easily. “There is nothing wrong with you.”

      She swallowed and reached up to cover her eyes. Her vulnerability was like a punch to the gut, and I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or saddened that she felt she could come to me about this.

      We’d barely spoken. Apollo and Lux had hogged her mostly, but as they were the most charming of us, I figured Achilles and I had done that on purpose. If, as Zeus believed, this woman was our one chance at a united future, a future with children—as none of us had managed to procreate since the Gods had been banished from Olympus—then we didn’t want to fuck this up.

      Achilles could most definitely do that. It was why his taking lunch with her had me wondering where his head was at, but considering Ella’s remarks a few moments ago, he’d been quiet and uncommunicative—his usual MO. That he’d wanted to have lunch with her told me the link was affecting him too.

      There was less fear with me. I wouldn’t mess things up. I was too accustomed to diplomacy, and even though Lux’s personality aligned itself to the donkey in Shrek, he was shrewd when it boiled down to it—knowing when to push and when to retreat.

      “Maybe this conversation is a hallucination,” she said on a whimper, the words throbbing with fear.

      Because she was covering her face, I could hide my smile from her. It wasn’t that I found the situation humorous, it was just that she was so melodramatic, and I wasn’t sure if she realized it.

      Reaching out, I cupped her chin. Stroking my thumb over her jaw, I whispered, “Does this feel like a hallucination?”

      Like a cat would to its owner’s petting, she tilted her head and fell into my caress. A slight sigh escaped her as she lowered her hands, and her eyes were heavy as they caught mine.

      “What’s going on, Tor? Why is this happening?”

      “You know why. Questioning things only wastes time, it doesn’t clarify it because sometimes there are no answers that make sense.”

      “That doesn’t help,” she mumbled, pouting. She didn’t pull away though, and I took note of that with a faint smile.

      “No. It doesn’t. But we are just as mystified as you. I was there when Apollo spoke with Zeus, and he is the only one with all the answers.”

      “Can’t you ask him for more information?”

      I shook my head. “He doesn’t work that way. He’s a control freak and a game player. He’s put the game in motion and it’s down to us to see it through. Win or lose.”

      “You think you could lose?”

      I hesitated at that. “Perhaps. We are four men; you are but one woman. Free will is something that every religion purports, but ours are the only Gods who truly act on it. You have a say whether we wish it or not,” I told her with a smile. “You can walk away from this, can walk away from us if it’s too much for you to handle.”

      She blinked up at me. “That was a dangerous statement to make.”

      I shrugged. “I’d prefer you to know how things are than to be frightened you have no will, no say at all in this situation.”

      Her hand reached up to cup mine. “The way you make me feel when you touch me… that takes my will away.”

      “No. You can fight it. You can leave.”

      “But I’d never feel anything like this, would I?”

      Again, I shook my head. “Never. What you feel is something that was deigned by deities with more power than you or I will ever understand. Even Apollo finds himself at the vagaries of the Fates. Even he, as powerful as he is, with as many gifts at his fingertips as he has, is under their control.”

      Her eyes were stark. “That’s pretty terrifying. I looked him up online.”

      That had me snickering. “You did, huh?”

      She nodded. All wide-eyed and trembling mouth. I wanted so badly to kiss her then, to cement the ties between us, and to make her realize what she would be walking away from if she did leave. But I didn’t. There was a reason she’d come to me to speak on this matter.

      In the two days that she’d known of us, I was the one who appeared the calmest, the most rational, and she had faith in that. I wasn’t about to destroy that for her.

      Everyone needed a safe haven, and I was more than willing to be one for her.

      “What did you see? The God of the Plague and the God of Healing. A double-edged sword. Let me see, God of the Sun too, music and arts and poetry… He has a lot of power.”

      “It matched up with what he showed me.”

      “He is the God of Truth and Prophecy for a reason, agapití. He cannot lie when he touches you and reveals something to you.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s not even more terrifying than what I initially thought.”

      “You should find comfort in it. There is no wondering if he is giving you falsehoods. There is a security in it, even.”

      I watched her mull over that. “That thing with Daphne happened before you were his guardian, right?”

      “Yes. It was a sad time though. Daphne was popular. His sister, Artemis, never forgave him either. She followed Artemis’s ways—that of the hunt and modesty. A true maiden. That was why Eros selected her. Her path was never to love another male, and he amplified that. Made it so she loathed Apollo while Apollo adored the very ground she walked on.”

      Her throat worked as she swallowed. “She killed herself to evade him.”

      I gave her another nod. “Do you think that’s fair to say though?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Who was to blame? The man behind the trick or the man being tricked?”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip and I wanted to have the right to tug it free, to soothe the small ache with the pad of my thumb. But I couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Is that what is holding you back?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s just everything is so messed up, and half the time, I’m not sure if I’m going nuts or not.”

      “You’re not,” I told her firmly. “And if you had been, Apollo cured you already.”

      I was amused when she snickered at that. “Good to know, Tor.”

      With a wink, I assured her, “I’m not one for bullshit, Ella. You can always come to me with questions.” Then, I hesitated, “You’re very isolated.”

      She shrugged. “No choice but to be. All of Cindy’s friends tried when I was in the hospital, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I didn’t know them, and they were all stupid.”

      I snickered. “All of them?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. They were more interested in their nails and the next purse they were going to buy than anything else. I just felt isolated when I was with them, and I didn’t jump into the fray to take part so they kind of gave up on me.”

      “I’m surprised she had many remaining. After the mess with her father, as you can imagine, the family lost a lot of friends.”

      She winced. “And I just lost some more.” A hard breath escaped her. “The only person I connected with was a nurse at the hospital.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She gave me her number before I left too.”

      “Have you spoken with her since?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me. “Why? It’s not like I can talk to her about any of this.”

      I shrugged. “No, but maybe that’s the issue. You don’t speak with any of the other patients here—I know because Achilles and my brother checked.” She huffed. “We were just trying to understand who you are to us, Ella. You have to see that you’re just as much of an anomaly to us as we are to you.”

      “I-I guess.” She blinked, evidently taken aback by the truth and the wisdom in my words.

      I gave into temptation and reached up to brush my thumb over her bottom lip. “We want you for the link, that is a certainty, but there is more. You are a stranger to us, and we want to change that. The link is the catalyst. It’s something we can have faith in, but for something lasting to grow? We need more. Just as you do.”

      She swallowed. “I-I never thought of it that way.”

      “Well, now you can.”
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      It was wrong to eavesdrop. I knew that, but it didn’t stop me from doing it. Just like it hadn’t stopped Ella.

      A grin curved my lips as I thought about her listening to Achilles and me getting down and dirty in the stables.

      I was only here, listening in, because she’d requested use of the phone at the main desk in the foyer. Patients weren’t allowed access to their cellphones during their stay here. It was to ensure that the retreat could control the information they read.

      The papers were here every day, and it wasn’t like the patients couldn’t keep up with national and international events, but removing social media from their lives was the main intent.

      As such, phone calls were also limited. They could call whomever they wanted whenever they wanted, but they had to ask first.

      I’d been heading down to the stables to catch up with Tor who’d been practically glued to Thor’s stall since the other morning, to see if he wanted to work out together in the boxing ring, when I’d come to an abrupt halt on the mezzanine floor.

      The foyer was a large circle. It had a central staircase that sprung out into the west and east wings, and all around it, there was curved furniture that aligned itself to the walls. White puffy shit that, I had to admit, was damn comfortable.

      I’d stilled on the way down toward the arterial staircase, aware that she’d hush up if she caught sight of me.

      When I heard her ask Jenny at the desk for the key to the phone room, I stayed still and waited to hear the soft padding of her footsteps as she made off with her request.

      Jogging down the steps the second I heard the door to the phone room open, I smiled at Jenny who blushed—that was just her way. She’d been working here for nearly six years, and we all still made her turn pinker than a Georgia peach—and headed for the phone room.

      I was well aware it was wrong to listen in to private conversations, but I was curious. Having read the file Achilles had on all his patients, ones that included the classes they attended, the counselors who gained good responses from them, as well as things like who they called—names and numbers—along with shit like their dietary tastes, I’d swiftly learned that Ella hadn’t called anyone since she’d been brought here. Not even her mother, which wasn’t surprising now that we knew why, but it was of great concern to the counselors.

      So, who the hell was she calling now?

      There was a hesitance to her tone when she spoke, “Hey? Farrah?”

      I cocked a brow at the hesitance, then had a semblance of an explanation when she stated, “It’s really good to hear your voice. I-I’m sorry I haven’t kept in touch.”

      It was really handy that she switched to speaker then. I could hear, but it stopped me from straining my ears.

      “—worries. It’s great to hear from you too. How are you doing at Achill? I looked into that place the moment you told me that was where your mom was taking you. I heard nothing but great feedback from everyone who knew of it. And when I say everyone I mean, like, four people.” The other woman laughed. “That place is beyond exclusive. I don’t know whether I should be jealous or not.”

      Ella laughed, but it sounded forced. “It’s pretty, I guess. We’re close to the ocean, and the sunsets are great.”

      “That’s all you have to say? What about Owen Delaney?”

      “Owen, who?” Ella asked, then mumbled, “Oh… Yeah. Owen.” She cleared her throat, and I had to smile because she was obviously getting used to thinking of Achilles as Achilles. Not Owen. We always had that same problem when we had to reincarnate ourselves into another identity.

      Humans’ short lives were a serious pain in the ass when you lived as long as we did.

      “Yeah. Owen,” Farrah stated. “Is he as cute as they say he is?”

      Ella snickered. “I guess. Cute is a bit understated though, to be fair.”

      “Why?”

      “Kittens and puppies are cute. He’s like a handsome Doberman.”

      Farrah burst out laughing, and hell, I couldn’t blame her. Just wait until I told Chill that he was a ‘handsome Doberman.’

      “You know what I mean,” Ella grunted, sounding flustered now.

      “No. Not really. But to be honest, it fits. That guy is definitely no puppy. Did you hear about his injuries?”

      “No. What injuries?”

      I winced. Shit. Achilles didn’t like anyone knowing about those. Not only because he was a proud pain in the ass, but also because those injuries didn’t exactly stay in place for long—about as long as it took Pol to get to his side.

      That wasn’t always easy when Chill was hospitalized in some godforsaken part of the world, though.

      “He almost lost his leg two years ago.”

      “Two years ago?” Ella’s voice was a squeak.

      “Yeah. Far as I know, it was a surgical miracle that he didn’t lose it entirely.”

      “Why was he so badly injured?”

      “He was in the service.”

      “Was?”

      “Yeah. He left after that. Too badly injured.”

      And hadn’t Chill been pissed off about that. Christ, my ass had been sore for weeks after he’d been returned for his own ‘safety.’ Technically, he had another thirty years until he could reenlist under this current name, and reenlist he would. He always did. The man was a soldier through and through.

      Me? I liked to fight, but war sucked nowadays. There was no honor in the passing of bullets. Not in my mind, anyway. Nothing could beat the one-on-one battle that came with a sword. Each fight could be the last either man ever saw.

      War had started going to shit back during the Napoleonic era.

      Chill had been mumbling about changing his identity sooner than usual so he could enlist once more, but I hoped Ella’s presence in our life would stall that.

      “And he started this place after he got back from overseas?” Ella asked.

      “No. Achill was already established. I think he created it with his father or something. It’s been around for a while.”

      Ella cleared her throat. “Oh. That’s kind of cool. Family legacy.”

      “Yeah. I guess. Anyway, I just wanted to make sure you were in good hands, and you’re in exclusive ones,” the other woman teased. “So, how are you doing? Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m feeling better, that’s for sure. I’ve been having some headaches lately but nothing worse than that.”

      Farrah hummed. “Well, talk to your doctor if they don’t stop.”

      “Yes, nurse,” Ella joked.

      “Sorry. Force of habit.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I heard Ella blow out a sigh. “I’m just irritable.”

      “Why?”

      “There are some guys here…”

      Farrah laughed. “Aren’t they everywhere?”

      “Well, guys like these aren’t.”

      “Hot, huh?”

      “Smoking.”

      “They got you on edge? Damn, I think I’d pay to see that. You didn’t even react when Dr. Andrews came into your ward, and he’s the finest piece of tail we have in the hospital.”

      Ella giggled, and I thought I’d lose my damn mind. Ella was not the sort to giggle, and yet that was the second time I’d heard her do it. Would wonders never cease? “He just didn’t do anything for me.”

      “I know. We all did. I think even he did. It took him aback. I swear it.”

      “What do you mean?” Ella peppered.

      “I mean he’s used to being drooled over, and when you didn’t, he was shocked.”

      “Did he start flexing his pecs? Doing the salsa with his biceps?”

      Farrah burst out into another round of laughter. “I don’t think so, although I’d pay to see him do that. The man is stacked.”

      Ella made a barfing sound. “No way.”

      “Yes, way.”

      Snickering, she murmured, “What do I do about my problem?”

      “Can’t you just do them? Or is there a rule against it there? No fraternizing between the patients?”

      Ella coughed. “They’re not exactly patients.”

      Silence fell at her comment, and I had to withhold the urge to laugh. “They’re all staff?”

      “Well, technically, I guess.”

      “What kind of technicalities are we talking about here?” Farrah demanded, clearly wanting more of the juicy details.

      I couldn’t stop myself from opening the door and walking in. Ella’s eyes were wide as they caught mine before they narrowed with anger.

      “What technicalities?” I mocked in a low voice, one that Farrah wouldn’t be able to hear.

      Ella cleared her throat. “Farrah? Someone’s knocking at the door. I’ll call you another time, yeah?”

      “I’d really like that. You sound so much brighter than the last time I saw you. Please, keep in touch. I’m so glad you called.” Her tone was genuine, enough for me to realize that Farrah truly cared for Ella.

      “Thanks, Farrah. That means a lot. Speak later.” She cut the call then hissed at me, “Were you listening in on my private conversation?”

      I grinned at her, totally unashamed. “Yup. I figure I have at least two more rounds of eavesdropping until I catch up with you listening in on Achilles and me.”

      She huffed. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “Nope,” I replied cheerfully, folding my arms across my chest as I did. “And never is a seriously long time where we’re concerned.”

      She groaned and raised her hands to cover her face. As she did, I took a second to look around. There was a table in the center of the room, topped by a large bunch of flowers. Eight chairs surrounded it, and then in the corners of the room, some armchairs faced the wall to give a semblance of privacy.

      Ella had taken one of those sections, and I wondered how hard it was for her to be here, in this place, where privacy was a commodity. Even though we’d tried to make each bedroom personal, and the common areas as well, some people never felt at home. Ella was one of those people, and I guess that figured.

      There was nothing wrong with her. Nothing that a rest wouldn’t cure, at any rate. Her counselors all seemed to agree that she was quiet and reserved, but we knew now that her major problem was trying to reconcile the woman she was today with the woman she’d been before.

      I grabbed one of the chairs around the table and dragged it over to her side. Taking a seat, I bent over and pressed my elbows to my knees as I asked, “You doing okay, ó chrýsion?”

      She frowned at me. “I was trying to have a normal conversation with someone that wasn’t immortal until somebody interrupted.”

      That had me smirking. “My bad. Who was she?”

      “A nurse at the hospital where I was cared for.”

      I nodded. “What made you call her?”

      She shrugged. “She gave me her cell number before I left. We got along really well.”

      Studying her, I couldn’t stop myself from reaching up and touching her face, running my fingers down her jaw. She shivered, and although I felt the tingles that sparked to life the instant we connected, I didn’t let my body respond, and managed to contain it to a single flutter of my eyelids.

      Her fingers came up to cup my wrist, but she didn’t stop me from touching her, didn’t pull my hand away, she just kept hers clasped there, as though needing to touch me in return.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as more tingles flushed through me now that we were touching each other. I didn’t look at her though. Just looked at her skin, the flawless cream that was growing pink under my caress.

      Stroking the curve of her jaw with my thumb, I murmured, “You need never be alone again, Ella.”

      I didn’t have to take note of her scowl in my peripheral vision. I felt the tension swim inside her and knew she wanted to argue but couldn’t.

      She swallowed, and the movement was thick. “I feel like I know all four of you, but that’s an illusion.”

      “No. It’s what Apollo showed you. But, that means you’ve only learned about us from his perspective.” I smiled at her. “That’s just one facet. He and Achilles don’t get along. You’ll never learn what you need about him from anyone other than the man himself.”

      “Y-You sleep with him.”

      It wasn’t an accusation. “So?” I frowned at her.

      “Well, surely you’re close?”

      I grimaced, understanding what she meant. “We’re not chicks, Ella. I mean, we scratch an itch with each other.”

      She hummed. “It did sound angry.”

      A laugh escaped me. “It did, huh?”

      “Yeah. Like a hate fuck.”

      “Wouldn’t go that far. We get along well together.” I winked at her. “Metaphorically speaking.”

      Though she smirked at me, her eyes were serious. “Was he really hurt? Like what Farrah said?”

      “Yeah, but Apollo got to him in time before there was any lasting damage.”

      “He did? I thought he didn’t like him.”

      “Doesn’t mean he wouldn’t go out of his way to heal him when he can. Even if he hates that he keeps enlisting.”

      She pursed her lips. “He’s very quiet, isn’t he?”

      I nodded. “Very. You’ll have to learn about the man from the source. Just because Apollo showed you what he knows of us, doesn’t mean you should take that as the absolute truth. But also, take comfort in the fact that you know us as well as anyone does. Apollo knows things about us that only a God could know.”

      She hummed her understanding then blurted out, “Castor said I could walk away.”

      Inwardly, I cursed my twin even if I could understand why he’d said that. He had intended to make her feel better about the situation, I was sure, but Jesus Christ. Wanting to head to the stables to punch him in the face, instead, I admitted, “You could.”

      Her frown told me that my answer hadn’t been what she wanted to hear. What the hell?

      Clearing my throat, I stated, “Well, you could. I’m not saying you should.”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “To leave? Fuck, no. And even if Castor told you that shit, then he doesn’t either. He's just the good man that he is. I’ve told him so many times that being good doesn’t mean being sensible.” I rolled my eyes again, and grinned at her when she laughed. “Seriously, the boy needs to get a grip.”

      “He’s nice,” she chided.

      “Since when do nice guys not finish last? I swear, that boy would still be a virgin if it wasn’t for me.”

      “That’s twice you’ve called him a boy. I think we can, without any shadow of a doubt, consider him a man.”

      I shrugged. “Castor’s always been younger than me. Doesn’t matter that we were born within minutes of each other. Some people are just naive from birth and that’s him.”

      “So you set yourself up as his protector, hmm?” When she cocked a brow at me, I had to smirk.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it that. I’m not his protector. My bro can protect himself from anything that comes his way, but nah, sometimes he’s such a goody-two-shoes that it’s detrimental to him.”

      “I don’t know. In this instance, his honesty probably set you all up pretty well. I was freaking out. I won’t lie.”

      I grimaced. “Let’s not tell him that though, yeah?” When she grinned at me and tapped her nose, I shot her a satisfied smile, which promptly died when I thought about what she was saying and what she wasn’t. “Do you want to leave us?”

      “You know how crazy it is that you sound that way when you’ve known of my existence for a few days?”

      That didn’t lessen the tension in me any.

      My shoulders jostled as I tried to alleviate the stress I suddenly felt. “How would you feel if we disappeared?”

      That was the only thing I could say, the only thing I could think to say that might keep her close by. We couldn’t be the only ones feeling this intensity whenever she was with us.

      I was half certain that the only reason we weren’t acting like total pricks was because she was under this roof. Sharing the same house.

      If we’d been back in the city, if we’d had to watch her go home every day, and had to date her in the way of human tradition, I was under no illusion that we’d have either been beating the shit out of each other, or fucking one another like rabbits.

      As it was, I didn’t feel too overwhelmed by this link that crackled to being whenever we were in the same room. I just enjoyed it. It felt like a lifetime since I’d felt anything this intense. As though all my life I’d been waiting for her to come to me.

      Which sucked for my other wives now that I came to think about it.

      “I’d probably be going crazy,” she admitted to what I knew to be the truth without her having to say a word. A frown flittered over her brow. “No, I wouldn’t like it. Not at all.”

      “At least you’re honest with yourself. And me.”

      “There’s no point in lying,” she told me somewhat earnestly. “I just… I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

      “There’s no rush here, no pressure,” I assured her gently. Tapping her cheek with my thumb before sliding my hand from her cheek. “You can do what you want, be what you want, Ella. We’re not here to force you to do anything you don’t want to do; we’re here to catch you when you fall. There’s a difference.”

      The last thing I wanted was to walk away. I wanted to stay here, by her side, be with her and amuse her when that frown turned her smile upside down. I wanted to shoot the shit and learn what we had in common and what we didn’t.

      Instead of doing that, I got to my feet after I shot her a careful smile and made my way back to the door.

      On the brink of opening it, she called out, “Lux?”

      I turned back to look at her. “Yeah?”

      “Do you want to hang out?”

      Relief poured through me at that. Relief and joy and a myriad of other feelings that I couldn’t put into words. All I knew was that contentment flooded me as I grinned at her and declared, “I’d love to.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      Two days after bath time with my wife, I found myself on the front steps of the Tudor house with Ella and Achilles hovering close by. Holding my hand out to her, I waited, with more patience than I thought I possessed, for her to take it.

      She looked at me suspiciously, but then, I was coming to realize that that was how she did most things. She studied me and the others as though we’d just arrived from Mars, and maybe to her, we had.

      I couldn’t begin to understand what she was going through, didn’t even try if I was honest. I was just trying to present myself as the best man I could be.

      Though I had to admit that whenever that thought crossed my mind, it did make me feel bad. But my intention wasn’t to con her, or to hide my true self from her. If anything, I was trying to figure out what that true self was.

      Crazy though it may be, I was coming to realize that I didn’t know myself at all. All these years of existing, and I couldn’t say, categorically, what would be appealing about me to a woman. My gifts, my wealth, and my power aside, the man? I wasn’t particularly impressed with him.

      I’d driven one woman I loved to death, and I knew, point blank, that Ella was my last chance at any semblance of happiness.

      Not only would the Fates have not brought her to my side if she weren’t destined to live forever, but she was their gift to me. To my guardians. A chance at finding a peace that I truly believed had evaded all the Gods and Goddesses of Mount Olympus.

      We were bitter men and women. Sour-faced and hardened to reality. We knew the worst of mankind, and though we were aware of the best, it didn’t touch us anymore. We’d seen so much, been through so much that our barriers were ridiculously high, meaning that no one and nothing could get through them.

      We’d married. All of us at some point had tried to fend off the loneliness, the solitude, and had failed. Miserably. Even with some of the wives I’d had, when I’d tried to save them, to heal them and lengthen their lives, it hadn’t worked. The Fates had taken them from me, and I’d truly known then how little control I had.

      Ella represented a chance for more, and I was terrified of fucking things up.

      As was her way, she broke me from my gloomy thoughts when she slipped her fingers around mine. The second she did, the connection hit me, hit her most importantly, and it was then I realized why she always hesitated when we made any move to touch.

      She wasn’t trying to avoid me, just knew this would come.

      This link.

      It would stir to life, would become an entity in and of itself.

      If I’d never known anything like it in my long years, how could this young woman even begin to comprehend the gift we’d been bestowed?

      She released a shuddery breath and shot me a weak smile. “Wow, it never stops packing that punch.” Sweat beaded on her upper lip, and I knew that was her visceral response to what we shared.

      Even as I wondered if the link between us was as strong as the one she had with my guardians—not from a desire to trigger a pissing contest between us but out of genuine curiosity—I murmured, “It’s our blessing.”

      She snickered and pointed to my cock which, yes, made a rather prominent bulge in my jeans. “That can’t be considered a blessing.”

      “When you’ve decided to accept us, then it will be,” I told her simply.

      My intention hadn’t been to freak her out, but those beautiful blue eyes of hers turned a little glassy at my statement.

      I was beginning to wonder what raced through her mind when that happened. Where she went or what she saw. One day, I’d ask, but for now? I needed to keep things light.

      As light as things could be when a God and his three guardians were courting a woman.

      “Where are we going?”

      Chill answered for me, “To the temple on the grounds.”

      She shot him a look. “You have a temple here?”

      “Three guesses as to who it’s dedicated to.”

      That wasn’t… No. It couldn’t be. Was Achilles fucking teasing?

      Hell, would wonders never cease?

      The dour warrior had no sense of humor at the best of times, and certainly not around me. In fact, this was the first time in at least three centuries where he’d chosen to be around me without it being his turn on duty as my guardian.

      I’d have been suspicious, but what was there to be suspicious about? He wanted to get to know Ella, and I was just relieved that he wasn’t fighting the pull. Achilles was that kind of guy. He’d fight what he didn’t agree with, and if he thought Ella was being overwhelmed? He’d pull back. Though I could laud the man for his principles, I wouldn’t deny feeling relieved that he was as in deep with this situation as the rest of us.

      That, more than anything, told me how alone he’d been feeling.

      It was something that cropped up over the years. Loving and losing was an endless cycle, a constant heartbreak. Even the bitterest of men would be touched by it, and Achilles, though as I’d said, dour, was not a bitter man with anyone except me.

      I watched as she braced herself to take Achilles’ hand—a motion that surprised him if the quick dip of his chin to hide his expression was anything to go by—and tugged us both into movement.

      “There a reason you’re taking me to a temple?” she inquired, shooting me a look that was tinged with both amusement and concern.

      “My temple isn’t the kind you get married in,” I jibed, amused when her shoulders dropped in relief.

      “Thank God. As much as I’m enjoying this thing you’re doing, I’m not ready for that.”

      “‘This thing’ we’re doing? What would that be?” Achilles asked, tone dry as he shot her a glance.

      “The whole courtship thing. You guys are so old school you don’t even know it. Not even Pollux has tried to get into my panties.” Was that a note of disappointment I heard in her voice? “You’re all on your best behavior. If I wasn’t impressed, I’d be pissed.”

      “Impressed?” I tested cautiously.

      “Yeah. Impressed. Usually, it’s time that shows someone’s true colors, but with four of you to trip each other up? You’re doing a remarkable job.”

      I had to smile at her. “Your praise is appreciated, ó chrýsion, but we’re not on our best behavior. We’re trying to show you the best side of us.”

      She cocked a brow at me. “Same difference. And if you don’t think you’d have been banging me in the bath while I sucked Pollux off the other morning if you could have, then you’re nuts.”

      Achilles cleared his throat. “I like your perception of bath time.”

      She snickered, squeezed his hand. “It’s not always about getting clean,” she told him with a wink that had us all laughing.

      Turning to look ahead, my smile died as I sighed at the beauty of this land we called home.

      Achill lay in a cove just off Shinnecock Bay, where there was an inlet that fed what we called our lake.

      The land around us was rolling and verdant as well as expansive. We’d purchased here far before the Hamptons had become an exclusive enclave for the rich and wealthy of New York, and that was why our plot was three times the size of most.

      There was the retreat as well as the stud farm that sometimes worked as a dude ranch when clients from the retreat found it beneficial to work with, if not to ride, the horses—our stable of horses was worth a cool thirty million alone. We didn’t leave their exercise to the hands of untrained personnel. But there was also plenty of wide, open space that would never be constructed upon.

      “It’s beautiful out here,” Ella murmured as she stared out at the lake. “Crisp and cool but warm too.” She hummed as she tilted her head back to be graced with the sun’s rays, and it highlighted her every flaw and made them perfection.

      Castor had made a valid point on the ride over here. I hated blondes with blue eyes, and though on the surface that was Ella, I forgot the ‘original blonde’ when I was with her. Daphne’s memory was starting to fade, to be replaced with this fascinating creature that, with every moment in her company, was starting to stir me in ways no other woman ever had.

      I’d have kissed her then. I admitted it. Perhaps I was on my best behavior because I didn’t want to pressure her. I didn’t want her to feel overwhelmed by what we were to her.

      She’d had to accept so much in such a short space of time, and I knew I was fretting like an old maid, but Ella was the physical manifestation of our future.

      If we fucked this up?

      There was no going back.

      The situation required caution and by nature, I wasn’t necessarily a cautious man.

      When the white marble peeped through the trees that surrounded it, she gasped. A “My God,” escaped her lips too, and I had to smile as she pulled her hands free from ours and went running toward the temple.

      At least, that was how it started.

      I shot Achilles a startled glance, he returned it with a gaping mouth as we watched our mate run toward my temple and then she went flying. Not literally, although considering the current state of play, even the impossible might be possible. But she pulled some kind of mid-air pirouette and landed on her side.

      “What the fuck?”

      For a second, I was just in awe of what I’d witnessed.

      That mid-air twist would have been poetry in motion if she’d been a ballerina, until she landed, that is.

      Then, I heard her groan and I rushed over toward her, Achilles at my side.

      “Apparently Cindy didn’t run, and considering how tight her ass is, that comes as a surprise,” Ella wheezed as I skidded to a halt and dropped down to the ground next to her.

      “Where are you hurt?” I rasped, sensing her pain as well as seeing it in her pinched eyes and taut mouth.

      “Ankles and I have a stitch.”

      “You have a stitch? You barely ran ten yards. In fact, I think you tripped farther than you ran,” Achilles replied, squatting down at her other side.

      “Apparently she’s out of shape,” came the next wheeze, and we both watched in amusement as she flopped back and wafted her hand. “Work your magic, oh, God of the Sun you.”

      Snickering faintly, warmed by her acceptance of what I could do and her lack of fear over my gifts, I rested my hand on the ankle that was already turning purple from where she’d twisted it. A low hum escaped her as I sent healing warmth through the twisted joint. “That was relatively nasty considering you’d only run about six steps.”

      She squinted up at me. “Are you teasing me?”

      I cleared my throat. “Perhaps. You have to admit that was rather spectacular.”

      A groan escaped her and she plopped her arm down on her face. “Spectacular? You can’t be serious. I pretty much face-planted.”

      Coughing rather than laughing, I stated, “You twisted in mid-air.”

      Achilles hummed, then he tilted his head to the side as he studied her. “Did you train in martial arts?”

      She stilled at his question, and to help the memory along, I rubbed my fingers over her ankle and let any lingering soreness dissipate alongside the stitch that pained her abdomen.

      “I-I think I did,” she whispered, her eyes still covered by her forearm, her hair in wild disarray around her face from the fall. She wore a pair of jean shorts and a white blouse that cupped her upper arms with a lacy insert which, I’d assume, was now grass-stained, and as much power as I had at my fingertips, I wasn’t OxiClean.

      She stiffened as her memory tugged at her, and slowly, she lowered her arm and rested it flat on the ground at her side. The gesture put her limbs in a loose akimbo fashion and it interested me that she made no bones about moving, had no compunction about staying here, with the warmth of the sun on her body, as we looked down at her.

      There was an energy about Ella that wasn’t exactly restful. I had the feeling that, in her previous life, she’d required an abundant source of energy that had her bustling around. Here, that energy wasn’t being tapped and I knew she got bored easily. I half-believed that was why she wasn’t running and screaming for the hills from this situation with us.

      We were anything but boring, after all. Any curious mind would want to know more about not only herself, but about the true world which ran alongside the one the humans perceived. And Ella was more than simply curious. She almost vibrated sometimes with the questions she wished to ask us, but refrained.

      I knew that the day she let those questions reign, would be the day she trusted us.

      It was something I both longed for and dreaded. Acceptance and trust were just two of the things I wanted from her. But the answers to the questions she asked?

      I hadn’t been a good man, and she wouldn’t always like what I, or the rest of the guardians, had to tell her. That was why my fear of the future lay heavy on my heart.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Achilles

      

      

      

      “Cressida.”

      The name had me cocking a brow at my tousled wife. She was still on the grass after falling ass over tit mere moments before. Her arms and legs were sprawled here and there, but not in an ungainly manner. If anything, she looked like she’d planted herself here like this on purpose.

      That purpose?

      To tempt me.

      Perhaps. Well, it felt that way even as I doubted it.

      Not even Ella was odd enough to entice a man into her panties by tripping. Hell, that had been clumsiness at its most wondrous.

      Whether or not it had been her intention, good God, she looked hot.

      With the fringe of her jean shorts touching her upper thighs, I had the intense craving to run my hand along that bit of nothing fabric until I reached the haven between her legs.

      The way she said the female’s name, however, had my thoughts of plowing her amid the sunshine and grass, with the nearby flowers and the scent of the sea in the air, drawing to a halt.

      “Who is Cressida, agapití?”

      That Apollo asked the question relieved me. With my focus on her body, I hadn’t exactly been paying attention, had I?

      “She’s someone who was important to me before.” She curved up and reached for his hand. The way she held, his hit me as strange—not because it was wrong or because I was jealous, but because she was using him as an anchor.

      Like he could ground her to reality.

      “That’s good that your memories are coming back to you,” Pol soothed. “Do you remember anything about her?”

      “She had long brown hair and…” She bit her lip as she closed her eyes. “She used to sing. A lot. Maybe as a job.”

      “Do you remember her surname?”

      Her brow furrowed as though she were deep in thought. “Jones? Something like that.”

      Interest flickered in me at that. “Jonas? Could it be Jonas?”

      “Why?” She frowned. “Do you know that name?”

      I reached for my cell phone and made sure I had service—sometimes being down by the sea had the signal dropping, especially if the sun was reacting to Apollo being under its rays. If a star could preen, the sun did when Apollo wasn’t tucked away inside somewhere.

      Opening YouTube, I found the song I’d heard on the radio only that morning—it had gone viral these past few weeks.

      I knew why too.

      Nash was her co-singer and he was like us. A guardian. He belonged to Hades though. But Orpheus’ command over his voice was such that he could control a crowd with it. Considering what I knew of her past, it fit that this was the Cressida Ella was speaking of.

      Pressing play, she tilted her head to the side as she listened to it, then shook it. “No. I don’t know it.”

      “How about an older one? Before here, she was in the hospital for four months,” Pol suggested, and I realized he hadn’t connected the dots because Nash’s voice would have no control over him and therefore, he wouldn’t recognize the guardian.

      I grimaced. “I don’t exactly listen to pop, Pol. I just know this one because it’s on all the stations.” I peered through a playlist, found a song I recognized, and hit play. The second the chords to ‘Angel’s Fall’ started, Ella squeaked and sat up straight.

      “Oh my God, that’s her! I recognize the song, but her voice too.”

      “You do?” Apollo reached over to grab my phone and though I didn’t appreciate him holding onto something that was one of my private possessions, I passed it to him. “I know her. Yes. She came to my office with Hades and his guardians. He said she was his tín eaftoú gynaíka.” He shot me a look that silently revealed a conversation Ella wasn’t ready to overhear.

      “The first as Zeus said?” I asked, and my heart began beating heavily in my chest. The dull throbs reminded me of its pace when I had to calm it before making a shot at the enemy.

      Apollo nodded. “He didn’t say much, just told me not to disrespect her. I didn’t think anything of until… now.” Until his call with Zeus.

      Ella grabbed the phone. “I know her. I do. I know her.”

      Her excitement was infectious. “Maybe you should contact Hades?”

      “He won’t answer.”

      “No, but he would for me,” Ella rasped. “If Cressida—” She shook her head. “No, that isn’t right. Cressy. That’s what I called her. Cressy. If she’s connected to me, then surely he’ll answer for her sake.”

      Apollo grimaced. “Perhaps. Who is she to you? A sister?”

      “I don’t know,” she said on a whisper, but the way she looked at the phone? It was as close to reverent as anything I’d ever seen. Beyond reverent even.

      Whoever Cressida Jonas was to our woman, she was important enough to make her look like that. For the first time since I’d set eyes on her, Ella seemed a little less lost than before.

      “Make the call from my cell,” I directed. “Call Nash or Christian directly, not Hades. They’re easier to deal with.”

      She squinted at me. “Nash? Christian?”

      “Their incarnations. Nash is Orpheus and Christian is—”

      Her eyes widened. “Icarus. She was important to me,” Ella assured us. “And I was to her. I don’t know how I know that. I just do.” She reached up, and as was becoming a common sight where she was concerned, began to rub her temples. “When we were in the bath the other day, I saw someone laying on the bed like Lux was. It was such a clear image that I couldn’t shake it.”

      Apollo’s mouth was set in a stern line, and I couldn’t blame him. I knew we’d brought Ella out here for a reason, and it hadn’t been so that he could heal her after she fell on the ground after the briefest run in the history of runs.

      He’d wanted to give her the wreath. It was too soon in my opinion, but that was the thing with Gods. They always knew best.

      “Do it,” he told me, watching as she handed the phone back to me. “Call Icarus. He always was the softer-hearted of the three.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “You mistake soft-hearted with his genius. He was shrewd enough to make Cavendish Air one of the biggest airlines in the world.”

      Apollo shrugged, but he neither argued nor agreed with me.

      Heading into my contacts, which was loaded with names of guardians the world over, I found Icarus and connected the call.

      “Achilles?” Icarus’ surprise was evident.

      “Hey, Rus. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay,” he said with more hesitance. “Everything good on your end?”

      “Maybe. Apollo’s at the retreat. You know, the one we have in the Hamptons?”

      “Yeah. I’ve heard of it.”

      “He told me you came to visit him in the city. Hades mentioned something about a tín eaftoú gynaíka.” Before he could get defensive, which is exactly what I’d have done if another guardian had contacted me about Ella, I quickly explained, “Zeus has informed us we have one, too. She’s… well, our situation is a tad unusual.”

      “Explain,” Rus said curtly, apparently not about to open up at my comments.

      I grimaced. Though I hated giving information away, in this instance that was the only way to get anywhere here. Icarus was in the position of strength, not me.

      “Well, she’s…” Before I could explain, Ella snatched the phone from my grip.

      “Icarus, it’s me. Ella.”

      Apollo murmured, “Put it on speaker.”

      She frowned but complied, setting the call so that we could all hear it.

      “Ella? You’re kidding me!” Excitement had his voice surging in pitch.

      “No. I’m not. Do you know me?”

      “Of course, I do. You’re Cressy’s best friend. She’s missed you so damn much. Just wait until I tell her. She’ll be so happy.”

      Ella gnawed on her bottom lip for a second, before her shoulders sagged with, what I assumed, was relief. Her eyes were crystalline with tears, and though I wanted to reach out and touch her, to hold her, I didn’t. Couldn’t. But I was glad when Apollo did.

      It surprised me that I wasn’t envious, but there was nothing to be jealous of, I realized.

      Ella was ours.

      There was no favoritism here.

      “Are you okay, Ella?” Apollo asked softly, as he slid an arm over her shoulder and clasped her tightly to his side.

      “No. No, I’m not, but at least he knows me. What happened, Icarus? I can’t remember anything.”

      There was no hesitation in Icarus’ voice as he started to explain, “There isn’t that much to tell you, Ella. You were killed in a car crash, and that brought Cressida into our world. She came to the funeral parlor Hades runs, and we swiftly realized we were connected. At least, Hades did. He retrieved you before you could cross the Styx, and you accompanied us as we tried to figure out what and who Cressida was to us.

      “When we met with Zeus, he wasn’t pleased to see you. It seemed as though you’d passed over ahead of your time, and as a result, he returned you to the world of the living. Zeus and Hades never do anything like that, and it came as a surprise to us because Cressida had wanted to release you, to let you go and to lead your own path back into the Underworld since you weren’t happy staying as a ghost.

      “Before we could even make such a request, though, Zeus made you disappear, and we lost any trace of you. It broke Cressy’s heart. Who are you, Ella? How are you? Are you okay?”

      “I-I’m fine. Thank you, Icarus. I’m just confused.”

      “Why are you calling from Achilles’ cell number?”

      “She’s our tín eaftoú gynaíka,” Apollo intoned softly.

      “Shit. That explains a lot.”

      “What?” Ella demanded. “What does it explain? I still feel lost.”

      He blew out a breath. “When we came to meet with Apollo a few months ago, we required some time on his territory. When you saw Apollo, you were rather attached. Cressy said you believed he was depressed.”

      “I did?” I watched as she gaped down at the phone, then blushed as she shot Apollo a mortified look.

      “Yes. Hades found it most amusing. Mental health issues don’t affect the Gods, or so his arrogance would have us all believe.”

      As much as there was to dislike about Apollo, I knew his arrogance in no way surpassed Hades’. Not only the God of the Dead but also the King of the Underworld, the three royal brothers—Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades—all had attitudes that were larger than life itself.

      Apollo did suffer from bouts of depression. I’d been on duty as his guardian the last time he’d had to endure that particular illness. His last wife had died, and he’d mourned her greatly. He always felt the passing of his spouses deeply. It was the one good thing about him.

      “Can I speak with Cressy?”

      “Sure can. She’s due back any moment. She’s rehearsing. We’re back in Vegas.”

      “You are?” Ella reached up and rubbed her temple again. “Is that where we’re from?”

      “Yes.” Icarus hesitated. “Don’t you remember?”

      Apollo broke in, “There are many things that Ella still doesn’t remember, Icarus. She’s having trouble aligning the two sides of her memory.”

      “Oh. Yes. I can imagine how confusing that is.” For a second, I could hear the change in his voice as he turned analytical—the scientist in him flaring to life as he considered Ella’s unique situation. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of something like this happening before.”

      Apollo and I shot each other a look. One that said we hadn’t heard of it either, and that was no word of a lie. The only other time it had happened was when Hades and Zeus had returned the guardians to life.

      They’d brought back men like myself, and those like Castor and Pollux. Renowned Greek heroes that had made a name for themselves with their bravery and strength. Then, they’d brought back demi-Gods, those who had parents among the important deities on Olympus.

      “What’s happening here, Icarus?” Apollo asked quietly. “Did Zeus explain it to you?”

      “He merely said that it was time for us to procreate.”

      “Yes. We haven’t sired any demi-Gods since we were banished from Mount Olympus.”

      “Twenty-four hundred years without any further deities is a long time. Zeus said that he’d worked with the Fates to bring women to us, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I tell you this only because our women are like sisters, Apollo,” Icarus warned, and the threat in his voice had my brows rising. Though I’d disagreed with him earlier, Apollo wasn’t wrong. Icarus wasn’t known for being aggressive. Not outside of his research.

      “Of course. I have never meant Hades or his guardians any harm,” Apollo stated calmly, and only because I knew him so well did I know he spoke the truth.

      Icarus huffed. “I wish Hades had received that message.”

      “I’m well aware he doesn’t like me.”

      That had him snorting. “Understatement. But that’s mostly because of Orpheus.” Nash was Apollo’s son.

      Apollo shrugged—not that Icarus could see it. “Yet another of my many mistakes.”

      Ella shot him a sharp look but remained quiet, content to be a part of this conversation.

      “What is this information that you guard behind threats, Icarus?”

      “She is of your kin.”

      “Who is?” Apollo demanded, his scowl darkening his golden features.

      “Cressida. Hades said your blood runs through her veins, even though it’s faint. He’ll be angry if he finds out I told you. He wished to keep it from you in case you threatened to claim her.”

      Apollo scowled at that. “Because I often go around claiming those who are of my siring. I can’t keep my own children in line, Icarus, never mind those who only have a sliver of connection to my lineage.”

      There was a definite shrug in the other guardian’s voice, “Hades doesn’t trust you.”

      A statement that had Apollo rolling his eyes. “Yes. As we’ve already ascertained.”

      “From what Zeus said and did, we realized that Ella was to be a wife of another God. But I have to wonder if she too has the blood of a God running through her veins. Have you discerned any?”

      Apollo pursed his lips and evaded the question by saying, “My talents have been geared toward reducing her injuries.”

      I didn’t question why he failed to mention Ella’s ties to Hecate. In certain situations, I knew it was best to leave him to handle matters.

      “Well, when you can, check. There has to be some common thread that links these women. It’s coincidence enough that they’re friends.”

      Apollo frowned. “I will monitor the situation after Cressida and Ella have spoken.”

      Icarus cleared his throat to hide what I believed was a laugh. I couldn’t blame him. Sometimes, Apollo was capable of sounding like an utter prick.

      Having been tied to him for a couple of thousand years, I’d grown accustomed to it. Barely.
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      Inside, I was shaking.

      Hell, outside I was too.

      I was one big tremor because Cressida was something tangible in my past that I could almost reach out and touch. I knew her face, knew her voice. I clung to those memories with a desperation that surprised even me, but I needed something to ground me.

      I had these guys, all hot and sexy to be sure, but they might as well have been flying with the northern gannets all around us. They were so far out of my league, and they were selling me this one line that was almost beyond belief. That isn’t to say I didn’t believe them. I did. It was just… I needed Cressida to ground me.

      That she, too, was one of these tín eaftoú gynaíkas, helped.

      “Rus?”

      I heard her voice and felt tears prick my eyes once more.

      God. More recognition.

      I hadn’t realized how out of control I’d been feeling until just now.

      “Cressy, someone’s on the line for you.”

      “There is? Who?”

      “Ella.”

      Silence came at his statement, and it was quickly followed by a sobbed out, “No!”

      I heard the smile in Icarus’s voice as he told her, “Yes. She’s alive.”

      “She is? Oh my God.” There was the sound of hurried footsteps and I heard her snatch the phone from a laughing Icarus—he sounded like someone I’d want to know, he was so cheerful. “Ella?” she breathed.

      “Cressy?” I squeaked.

      “Please, tell me this isn’t a dream?”

      “I don’t think it is. Seriously, these last few months have been more of a nightmare than a dream.”

      “Oh, honey, it is you.”

      That had me blinking at the phone. “How do you figure that?”

      She laughed. “Because you sound like you, silly.”

      “I do?” I stared at the men with confusion. “That can’t be possible. I’m not me anymore, Cressy.”

      “Huh?”

      “I-I came back as someone else. I’m in someone else’s body.”

      “What? Like a demonic possession?”

      I loved that her mind ran along the same track as mine. Before I could snort out a laugh, Achilles grumbled, “If I’d wondered if this was something you guys had made up, I’d know from that statement alone it was the truth. You are friends.”

      “Who’s that?” Cressy asked, voice sharp.

      “It’s one of…” I blinked because I had no idea what to call them. Before they could reply, put words in my mouth, I told her, “Whatever Rus is to you, he’s that to me.”

      Cressy hooted. “Holy shit, you’re married too? I mean, we hoped as much, otherwise, Zeus wouldn’t have gotten involved, but it happened so quickly! It’s only been about five months since you left me, and that’s not long at all even if it felt like a lifetime.”

      There was something in her tone that didn’t fit with the Cressy I’d known, and when it hit me, it saddened me because I hated where my mind had taken me—she sounded happy. Which meant, before I’d died, in my most recent memories of her, she hadn’t been.

      Rubbing at my temples for the millionth time in the past five minutes, I tried to assuage the ache that had gathered there. It was weird. It was like the two sets of memories were cleaving my brain, causing an ache that I felt sure even Apollo’s miracle touch couldn’t cure.

      “Who are you married to?”

      “Well, I mean, we’re not married.”

      “In their eyes, you are. The second they sensed the link.” She laughed. “Unless your guys are less of a caveman than Hades is.”

      There was a growl in the background that had my lips curving, especially when Cressida pealed off into more happy laughter.

      “They’re being gentlemen,” I told her, knowing that was the right way to phrase it. They were taking this slow for me, and I appreciated it so damn much at that moment that I couldn’t begin to explain just how much.

      Only a few days might have passed since the truth had been revealed to us, but it felt like months spanned the passage of time.

      “Well, I’m glad. My circumstances are a lot different than yours. At least I was in the right body!”

      I winced at that. “Yeah. About that. So, do you know someone called James DiStefano?”

      She snorted. “Of course. The bastard robbed billions of dollars from a lot of people.”

      At my side, Apollo tensed, and it was as natural as breathing to rub his leg with my free hand. His tension drained off somewhat at my touch, and when he bridged our fingers, I smiled at him. “Well, he was my father. In this life, I mean.”

      “Wait a minute…” She broke off. “I remember reading about that. Something about a car crash?” Then, she snickered, and I knew what she was laughing at.

      “Fuck off, Cressy.”

      More laughter pealed down the line, and Apollo and Achilles stared at me like I could answer whether or not my best friend had gone crazy.

      “Oh, my God, I can’t breathe,” Cressy squeaked, which had a, “Icarus, what the hell is wrong with her?” bursting out loud and clear in the background.

      “Nothing. She’s just amused. It isn’t hysterical laughter, Hades.”

      That Icarus had to explain that had me smiling, even if I was irritated as fuck by what Cressy was laughing it.

      When she started giggle-snorting, I realized it was time to bring an end to the humor at my expense.

      “Cinda- Cinda—” She gasped. “I seriously can’t breathe.”

      “Fuck off, Cressy,” I ground out again. “I’m going to petition the court for a name change,” I grumbled, even as I squeezed Apollo’s fingers punishingly hard when he ducked his head to hide his smile.

      “Cinderella,” Cressida burst out, sounding remarkably close to choking.

      “Good God, someone called their daughter Cinderella?” Hades remarked, his voice recognizable, not only from the few times I’d heard it on the line, but from my memories too.

      I had a hazy image of him in my mind’s eye, but nothing as solid as what I had of Cressida—undoubtedly helped by the video I’d seen her in on Achilles’ phone.

      “Yeah, and sadly for me, I’m the one who has to deal with the aftermath. Poor kid growing up with this name.”

      Cressida cleared her throat but amusement still made her sound choked. “Sorry, Ella, it’s just too perfect. If there ever wasn’t a Cinderella in existence, it’s you.”

      I almost clung to that, clung to it so hard that the phone creaked under my grip. “Cressy, tell me more about me. I can’t remember anything. About Cindy’s life or mine. It’s driving me crazy,” I whispered.

      “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” Her laughter immediately switched off, and she turned serious. “You were a nurse. You worked in the burn unit on nights. It was your vocation. You were damn good at your job.”

      “Okay, that doesn’t resonate yet but now I know.” I bit at my lip. “Did I leave family behind?”

      “No. We were each other’s family. We were both foster kids. That’s how we met. We’re more like sisters though.”

      That fit. I hadn’t remembered anyone other than her.

      “Technically, we’re her family now too,” Icarus stated, his tone matter-of-fact, and I heard Cressida’s kiss and knew she’d either anointed his lips or his cheek with a peck of thanks.

      That was exactly something she’d do.

      She was a total sap for shit like that. Well, she had been until… I remembered someone had hurt her. Someone had hurt her badly, and though I wanted to ask after that, I wasn’t about to when she sounded so damn happy and at peace with her men. That was why I’d trained—I remembered now. I’d taken self-defense classes because she’d been attacked.

      “Thank you for that, Icarus,” I told him quietly, focusing on the generosity of his statement rather than what I’d just remembered.

      He just pshawed. “It’s the truth. You hung around with us for a fair amount of time, Ella. We grew used to having you with us, and missed you when you’d gone.”

      Hades sniffed.

      “Take that to mean you didn’t miss me, Ziel?” I joked, the name slotting into place.

      “You were a nuisance to be sure, but I was sad when you were taken from us without warning. Had I known…” His voice waned off. “Cressy was very sad to be without you.”

      “I thought I’d lost you forever, Ella.” The devastation bled from the words, making my soul ache for her.

      “Well, you didn’t. I’m like shit on your shoe, babe. Once I’m there, there’s no getting rid of the stink.”

      “Ew!” she squealed, but she was laughing again and it made me grin. “Listen, where are you right this minute? We have to get together!”

      “Wife, you know the Gods don’t cross into each other’s territories—”

      “Pfft. That’s changing right this second, Hades. Don’t you dare keep me from Ella!”

      “You’re breaking centuries’ worth of tradition!”

      “I. Don’t. Care. Don’t push me on this, Hades. I had to be without her once, I’m not going to be without her again.”

      Apollo cleared his throat, and for the first time since Hades’ voice had sounded down the line, murmured, “Hades, I believe we should call a truce. If for no other reason than our wives are close.”

      Silence fell, and then there was the sound of a gust of air. I was somehow, and I had no idea how I knew, certain Cressy had just elbowed the God of the Dead in the side.

      “Dammit, Cressy.”

      “Take the olive branch, Hades. I don’t know why you guys can’t get along anyway.”

      “She’s right,” Achilles stated, his tone gravelly.

      “Achilles? You’re there too?” Hades remarked, his surprise evident.

      “Yes. I’ve been in the Hamptons for the past few years ever since I was forcibly retired.”

      Hades grunted. “I heard about that. Shame, too. Long time until your next incarnation.”

      Cressida snorted. “How exactly do you know that if you make it your business to ignore the other Gods?”

      “I make it my business to know such information about my—”

      “Don’t you dare say enemies,” she threatened.

      “No, it’s okay, Cressida,” Apollo reasoned. “We have been enemies for a long time—longer than you can count. The Gods have never been friendly with each other. But for our women, we will have to turn over a new leaf.”

      I shot him a grateful look and squeezed his fingers once more. The words didn’t seem like they’d been dragged from him, but regardless, I thanked him with my touch and my eyes, wanting him to know how deeply I appreciated his concession.

      It seemed ridiculous that I was thanking someone for something like this, but it felt right. These men weren’t strangers anymore. They were mine. Hearing how happy Cressy was, hearing how she and her men interacted, made me realize how fortunate I was too.

      Not only had I been brought back to life, which was beyond insane, but I’d been returned to this realm so that I could fulfill my destiny with these men.

      That was something to be beyond grateful for.

      I placed the cellphone on my lap and reached over for Achilles’ hand. He jolted at the touch, like he hadn’t prepared himself for it, but bridged his fingers with mine.

      Doubly grounded now they were both holding me, and with Cressy talking to me, I knew I was more than simply fortunate.

      I was downright lucky.
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      “I remembered Cressy, Tor.”

      Bearing in mind that the stables were beyond clean, that we kept them neat and well-maintained, with even Achilles, myself, and Pollux mucking out stalls when necessary, it surprised me that Ella, when she came running in, beaming at me as she hooted the words, managed to slip on the slight puddle of water just off the entrance.

      It was about five inches in perimeter.

      Tiny.

      Yet the way she went running into it, skidding, I was grateful my arms were empty and that I could reach out and grab her. She was windmilling her arms, with a look of panic etched onto her features that had me stifling a laugh, when I caught her.

      She grunted when we connected, and I took the opportunity to slide my arms around her waist and hold her tightly against me.

      “I’m sure I wasn’t this accident prone in my other form,” she grumbled, her cheeks hot and her eyes wild as she stared up at me.

      “Accident prone?”

      Ella blew out a breath that had her bangs flopping on her forehead. “Yeah. I spend more time on the floor than I do standing.”

      My lips curved. “I’d imagine that’s a faint exaggeration, Ella.”

      Another huff. “You’re not the one tripping over air. What did I even slip on this time?”

      Clearing my throat so I wouldn’t laugh, I squeezed her and changed the subject. “Who’s Cressy?”

      Her bright blue eyes blinked up at me, and I knew that if the link hadn’t already flared to life, flashing like a siren in my head, she’d have ensnared me now.

      There was something about her. Something that was just made to make me hard.

      It wasn’t physical—even if she was beautiful.

      She didn’t wear the best or the sexiest clothes, her hair was clumpy from cutting it herself, and she had roots in serious need of a stylist, but this need went deeper than that.

      It was a need that I knew would endure anything and everything life threw our way, and life had a habit of throwing the worst at us. Especially with Apollo’s luck. Or bad luck, I should say.

      Unable to help myself, I pressed a kiss to her forehead and then dipped my chin so we could connect. A shaky breath escaped her and she closed her eyes, her body relaxing even farther into mine as she settled deeper into my hold.

      A part of me wanted to shout hosannas at the sky.

      She not only accepted my touch, but wanted it.

      Could this day improve? I didn’t think so.

      “Who’s Cressy?” I repeated quietly, watching as she licked her lips which made me wish that I could kiss her, but whatever she’d come running in to tell me was important enough for her to go flying. Kisses later, I assured myself.

      “She’s a singer. But I remembered her from before. She was like my sister. I-I just spoke with her. She said that some months back I died in a car accident, and Hades brought me back as a ghost. Then, Zeus saw me and returned me to life because I was destined to be one of the Gods’ wife.”

      “That was some conversation.” And it fit with what I remembered of the woman I’d met back at Apollo’s office building in the city, and of what Zeus had told us.

      Her breath hitched. “Yeah. It was.”

      “Are you okay?” I sensed the tears forming under her eyelids—I didn’t really see them.

      “I’m just relieved,” she whispered. “It feels like things are going to level out now, and you guys did that for me. I’ve been so lost, Tor. So lost.” She gulped, and the move was tight, like she was dying of thirst and there wasn’t any water in sight. “I-I was coasting because I didn’t have a choice, but everything’s changed pretty much overnight.” She relaxed again in my arms, and it stunned me how much closer she pressed herself into me. “Now Cressy is coming here and I—”

      “Cressy is coming here?” I questioned, unsure if I heard right. “With Hades?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Apollo and Hades seem to have reached a truce.”

      Why did that surprise me? I figured if I’d do anything for this little female, why wouldn’t Apollo? Even if that meant being on the same territory as another God for more than five minutes without starting a war.

      My thoughts whizzed at the preparations needed for such a meeting, though.

      There was no way Hades and his entourage could stay on the property itself. It was difficult enough managing the retreat with Apollo on site, never mind two Gods. I’d have to open the summerhouse, which was on the property, but a short walk from the main estate—

      “Hey, where did you go?”

      Surprised, I tilted my head down at her. “Sorry?”

      “You’re here, but you’re not. What is it?” She looked concerned, and it felt like a lifetime since I’d been the recipient of such a look as that one and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      God help me. This woman.

      “I was just thinking about the preparations for having another—well, having someone of Hades’ status on site.”

      She tilted her head back and brushed her lips over mine. “Achilles and Apollo are handling it.” Before I could stiffen in surprise at the notion of the two of them actively working together, she kissed me again. Gently. Just a connection. “They were taking me to the temple outside, and then I tripped and when Apollo healed my ankle, I just—well, I just remembered so much.”

      “You fell?”

      She cringed. “I do that a lot. Weird stuff happens around me. Like when we first met? I mean, what are the chances of someone’s knees giving out to the point that they knock their head on the table and then on the way down too?” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t even say I’m getting used to it.”

      Concerned, I stated, “You need to take more care of yourself, Ella.”

      My tone was rattled, and she stiffened in my arms, but the smile she shone on me wasn’t irritated. It was amused and warm and, Christ, made me feel like I could bask in its rays as though she were the sun itself.

      “I will, Tor. I will.” She squeezed my waist. “I think ‘going to my temple’ was a euphemism, Tor.”

      That had me blinking. “Excuse me?”

      “They were taking me to the temple in the grounds, but I think they were going to come on to me.” She grinned up at me. “What do you think?”

      Despite myself, I had to laugh. “No. I doubt it.”

      That had her pouting. “No? Why the hell not?”

      “You sound disappointed…” I hedged.

      “Have you seen those two? Crap, of course I’m disappointed.”

      “Apollo is very concerned about our not coercing you to stay here,” I explained, carefully phrasing what Apollo himself couldn’t seem to put into words. “He wants to make sure you know what you’re getting into—”

      “And how will I know that exactly if you all turn into monks around me?”

      She stunned the hell out of me by dropping her hands down to my ass and squeezing. Grinning at her, I shook my head. “I don’t think we’ll ever be monks, Ella.”

      “No?” That earned me a wink. “Promises, promises.”

      When she stepped onto tiptoe to connect our mouths once more, I didn’t fight the connection. It was there like the elephant in the corner. A big, glowing, red-hot elephant, but before I had to worry about it, she made me forget.

      Sweeping her tongue into my mouth, I groaned as she took point on the kiss. It didn’t surprise me how she teased me with her lips. She was a cat. Pure cat. All sharp claws and fangs, but craving soft touches and love too. She moaned as I slid my hands up and down her back, stroking her there, caressing her shapely form, before doing as she had with me—reaching down to grab her ass, but with less force than she’d used. I palpated the firm globes, loving how she arched into me when I slipped my finger down her denim-covered ass crack. When I rubbed over her core, she released a whimper that seemed Hades-sent to torture me.

      With a groan, I began to take charge of the kiss. Thrusting my tongue against hers as I parodied exactly what I wanted to do with her. How I needed to take her, to torment her, to make her mine. Showing her what she did to me, how she made me feel, how she broke my control.

      With each kiss, with each caress, she writhed against me like she’d been born to be in my arms—and wasn’t that exactly the way of it?

      Triumph roared through my veins. Triumph and possessiveness, and an intense craving to make her mine in all the ways I could.

      Sliding a hand between us and keeping our mouths joined, I worked on the fly of her shorts. When the button gave way, conceding defeat, I slipped my hand down the exposed sliver of space and groaned when I touched her panties. We ceased kissing then, our dazed eyes hot and intent on each other as I stroked over the fabric, seeking her molten core.

      When she shivered and closed her eyes, I took that for the surrender it was and stroked her over the taut fabric, loving how wet she was, how damp the gusset was already. Within seconds, that wasn’t enough. It just wasn’t enough. I stroked under the fabric, finding where X marked the spot, and felt like I could fall to my knees too from the sheer silkiness of her.

      She gripped my arms, her fingers and nails digging into my biceps as I explored her soft pussy, and with the caress, she arched onto her tiptoes, rocking back and forth, facilitating my touch, easing her own pleasure.

      The sound of neighing outside broke the moment, and though her eyes flared with panic, I quickly slipped free of her, sucked my fingers into my mouth to clean them off and taste her—a move which had a shaky groan escaping her—and swiftly dipped down to grab hold of her thighs.

      Encouraging her to jump up, I carried her to the tack room. When I barged in, Pollux jumped, then he saw what I was about, groaned, and moved away from whatever the hell he’d been doing in here.

      We shot each other a look, and he opened the door to the office and I strode in. He was at my back, and the sound of the key turning in the lock was overly loud and yet, proof of our privacy.

      Her face was burrowed in my shirt, and I felt her shaking against me. Terrified she was crying, I was relieved as hell when I tipped her chin back and forced her to look at me.

      Her eyes were sparkling as she grinned over at Pollux then me. “I guess this turned deviant quickly, huh?”

      Lux being Lux just grinned. “We can be as deviant as you need, ó filtáti.”

      For whatever reason, that had her groaning. “I love it when you speak Greek.”

      “Technically, it’s old Greek,” I advised her with a small smile, reaching down to kiss the corner of her mouth.

      “I think you should tell me more,” she whispered, so I did.

      With a kiss that punctuated each sentence, I told her that I was falling for her. That my brother was too. I told her that she was the light in the shadows that had been forming around me for too long. I told her that she brought hope to my world and that I never wanted her to change.

      By the time I was done, her face had been peppered with kisses and we’d gone from simply being propped against the desk to her laying on it.

      When she stared up at me with those huge blue eyes of hers, I wanted to fucking melt. This woman had so much power in her small body, and she didn’t even realize it.

      Lux moved from the doorway and took a seat behind the desk.

      “You two just carry on,” he informed us.

      “He wants to watch,” I told her, kissing the tip of her nose. “Is that okay with you?”

      “I-I think with four guys to please, it’s something I’d better get used to.” She didn’t sound worried or overwrought about that fact, and it made me frown as I reached up to trace her lips with my own.

      “You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      She wriggled against the desk. “I know, that’s what makes it all so delicious.”

      I blinked. “What do you mean?”

      Lux snorted. “For God’s sake, brother, just get on with it. How much permission do you need to let go?”

      Her eyes sparkled as she tilted back to stare at him. “So bossy.”

      He winked. “You know it.”

      Ella was laughing as she turned back to me, but her smile was wicked and the way she arched her back, her legs clinging to my hips, her feet digging into my ass, told me what words couldn’t express—she liked having Lux here.

      The inferno that caused in my body wasn’t something I could contain. I pulled back from her and instantly ripped my tee overhead. I’d seen the quick flare of panic at what she’d imagined to be my retreat, but when I began stripping, she arched up onto her elbow to watch the show.

      As she watched, I kicked off my jeans and she licked her lips at the sight of my cock. When she spoke, she squeaked slightly and Lux’s chuckle was gravelly. “You go commando?”

      “We’ve been around longer than briefs have,” my twin told her, and she grinned at me, her delight and wonder etched onto her face in a way that made me feel like I was a God, and not just a guardian. “And yes,” he continued even though her focus was back on me. “We’re identical in all the ways that count.”

      A deep groan escaped her. “Don’t tease.”

      “He’s right,” I said with a laugh as I reached down and grabbed my cock. Her eyes focused on my length, and I was the one who groaned when she licked her lips.

      “I think I have too many clothes on,” she whispered, and so saying, she reared up and dragged her top overhead. Within seconds, she was fumbling with her bra, and then she released her breasts and I wanted to gorge on those thick nipples more than I wanted my next breath.

      As she shimmied out of her jeans shorts, they jiggled enticingly and I just watched, well aware my brother was getting the same view, and that he too was jacking off to the sight of our woman getting naked for us.

      When her shorts were down her thighs, I helped out, grabbing them and shoving them to the ground.

      She was bare and pink and slick.

      God, I wanted to dive right in like she was a banquet and I was starved.

      I slid my hands down her legs as I stepped between them, then I grabbed her ass and jerked her against me. When our sexes brushed, she moaned and I rocked my hips, sliding my cock down her heat, loving the juices that coated me, loving how ready she was for me already.

      Her hands came up to grab my hair, and she slid her fingers over my scalp, drawing sensitive nerve endings to life.

      With a groan, I caught her lips with mine once more as my hands slid down her form, shaping her and holding her, loving the feel of her against me.

      She didn’t just lie there; no, she rocked into me. Her legs held me tightly to her, she hugged me close, not letting anything, not even air, between us.

      With her body, she told me how badly she wanted this, needed me. I’d never felt anything like what she stirred in me. Not in all my long years, and I never wanted to feel it again. She was mine, and I was hers.

      I reached between us and grabbed my cock. Holding the root, I slipped down until I could press the tip into her gate.

      She was exquisitely tight, deliciously wet. I couldn’t wait to lick her clit, to taste her properly, but for now, I just had to have her. Just needed to be inside her, to make her mine in all the ways that counted.

      “No c-condom?” she breathed on a hiccough, her eyes glittering like sapphires.

      Lux stunned me by getting out of his seat and looming over us from behind. He framed her face with his hands as he dipped down and nipped her bottom lip. Her breathing sped up, her tits jiggling anew with the pace, and I realized once more how his presence excited her.

      We’d shared many females in our years. Females who loved the notion of bedding twins, but Ella was different. I was, I’d admit, relieved that she accepted him here. Pollux, though a pain in my ass, meant more to me than I could even begin to describe. He was more than just kin; he was more than just my brother. He owned as much of my soul as she did.

      Staggered by the thought, by how deeply I felt for her, I slipped inside her as Lux whispered, “Never anything between you and us, Ella.”

      Her back arched as he slipped his hands over her breasts, cupping them, and tweaking the nipples.

      “I-I could get pregnant,” she whimpered as I began to forge my way inside her.

      She wasn’t a virgin. I felt that, but she was small. Really fucking small.

      Jesus.

      Sweat beaded on my brow at how slow I had to thrust inside her. It was exquisite torture to be clutched and clasped by her silken muscles, to know that I couldn’t just impale her on my shaft and fuck us both to heaven.

      With dazed eyes, I watched as Lux began nuzzling her throat, licking and nipping as his fingers worked her nipples.

      Heart pounding in my chest, I reached down and began to rub her clit. One of her hands was tangled in Lux’s hair, but now the other came to grab my wrist.

      There was panic in her eyes, a panic I wanted to explore as she held me close to her, as she began to rock her hips, actively seeking my touch even if her gaze seemed to be telling me to back off.

      When I let my fingers drop down to gather some of her wetness, I coated her clit with it, and her nails dug into my wrist as she released a shriek, her back arching as she came.

      “Fuck me, that was fast,” Lux rasped, darting me a look that said he was as mind-blown as I was. Because, good God, what a sight.

      She’d been rocking into me, her body arching into our touch, but now? She wriggled and writhed, and her legs dug into my ass again, forcing me deeper, urging me to go faster than I’d intended.

      A loud groan escaped her as my cock hit home, and I felt her orgasm clutching at me, demanding my own. Pulling out of those tight walls that were seeking my release was both heaven and hell, but I carried on touching her clit as I fucked her. This time, the hand at my wrist was trying to throw me off, to make me stop, but I didn’t let her.

      I wanted her to soar, wanted her to fly.

      She moaned and began to gasp as Lux pinched her nipples, her body arching, reaching for more, something I knew she’d never have experienced unless she’d had another threesome.

      She was torn between us. Torn between needing something she couldn’t understand just yet.

      As I slammed into her, moving faster and faster as my own needs crept to the fore, I felt the frantic craving for us both surge forward, leap ahead. She wasn’t ready for what she needed—not if the tightness of her pussy was anything to go by.

      But those thoughts led to my own detonation.

      The idea of my twin sinking into her ass as I fucked her pussy was like lighting a stick of TNT and throwing it into my brain.

      I came with a hoarse shout, and the instant my cum spurted into her slick heat, she released a shrill scream that Lux quickly silenced by kissing her, by thrusting his tongue into her mouth and forcibly quieting her.

      As my body soared, my mind did with it. I felt a kind of peace that I’d never experienced before. Even as the white-hot heat of release sent me spinning toward insanity, lights flickered behind my closed eyes as she beckoned me into her embrace, grounding me, strengthening me. Her arms a haven, her heart a destination I’d always been heading for but had never known I was seeking.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Pollux

      

      

      

      Though many would disagree, Castor, with his quiet temperament, was actually not at one with his feelings.

      He was a control freak for a reason.

      In a world without end, he clung to structure.

      Whether he was on duty with Apollo, or here at the stables, he worked tirelessly because, to him, work was the only constant.

      Hearing the truths he uttered in our mother tongue floored me. But seeing Ella’s response to them? Even if she didn’t know what the words meant, she could sense the meaning, and that annihilated me.

      Sex was sex, but what happened between Ella, Tor, and I was so much more than that. And it was the first time in my long existence I realized that.

      As she came under our touch, I couldn’t stop myself from touching her. I didn’t want to give her a break. I wanted to feel the connection that always flared to life between us find a resting place. I wanted it to surge into and then settle inside us. Christ, I wanted that more than I’d ever wanted inside any woman before.

      Feelings and shit weren’t my forte either. But fuck, what Ella did to me, what her response to my brother did to me, was something I doubted I’d ever understand.

      I carried on nipping and sucking her throat, leaving little marks there that would drive Apollo wild when he saw them. He was a ‘marker,’ and though he’d grown adept at sharing between the four of us, it would stir him into action as well.

      He was too focused on trying to portray himself as a good guy when he was neither good nor bad. He was just a dude. Someone trying to get through the days without causing a war, someone with more power than any one person should have, and someone who had a shit ton of responsibilities on his shoulders that he was ready to share with this woman.

      Ella’s presence in our life heralded so much, and I wanted that to start. Apollo’s caution was doing us no good. It was time that we showed Ella the truth. Revealed ourselves to her so that she could accept us with no ignominy.

      Though my focus was on her, I felt Tor pull free of our wife. He was panting as he did so, but I heard her moan as he nipped at her calf, stroking his hand down the length as he moved out from between her thighs. The sound of his skin brushing hers brought static energy to life in my ears, and I moved down and around, knowing he’d paved the way for me to take her too.

      As I drifted around the side of the desk, I kept my lips connected to her body. Trailing my mouth down her form, I shaped her with my hands, skimmed over her nipples with my tongue, and gently rubbed her sensitive belly. When I made it to her slumped thighs, I kissed the crest of her pubis, then whispered my tongue along the line where thigh met hip.

      Her gulp was audible and she parted her legs, making me grin at the silent prompt. When I slipped between them, I fluttered my tongue on her clit for a second, then pressed a kiss to it. I was pretty open to most things, and had Achilles or Apollo fucked her raw, I had no problem with the taste of another man’s cum. But my bro’s? Gross.

      The way she reacted to that soft kiss, however, made me promise myself I’d eat her out until she was screaming next time.

      Hmm. Next time.

      Thank fuck this was starting for real, and there would be a next time. Perhaps that may have sounded forward, but there was no way she was walking away from us now.

      I wouldn’t be able to stand it, and I’d do everything in my fucking power to keep her glued to us.

      I didn’t give a shit what Apollo had to say on the matter. If it meant handcuffing Ella to me, I’d do it.

      Pressing a hand to her belly, I teased us both by fluttering my tongue over her clit once more. When she made a keening sound that was soon muffled, I looked up and grinned as Castor shut her up with his tongue.

      Yeah, the boy could kiss.

      Satisfied, I nipped her belly when I made a move to stand. My cock was leaking pre-cum and I was harder than iron. Need burned in my gut, churning away like I hadn’t come in weeks.

      Ella had only been a part of our life for a handful of days, and already she had my dick tied in knots.

      With a groan, I clamped down on my balls, trying to make sure I didn’t shoot my wad too soon. From Castor’s grunts and complaints in our mother tongue, I knew she was super tight, and I sure as fuck wasn’t about to grumble about that.

      Of course, I could understand why he had.

      He didn’t fuck around as much as I did, so only God knew when he’d last been inside a woman.

      Still, now wasn’t the time for thoughts of other women. Not that they existed for us anymore.

      She was like the sun, the moon, and the fucking stars, and shit, if I didn’t get inside her within the next ten seconds, I was going to go mad.

      Lifting her legs so that they were bent at the knee, I pulled them together so her feet rested on the desk. I’d never been more grateful that Achilles was anal-retentive and that he insisted this desk always remain clear, all papers filed away before we closed the office up. It meant we weren’t doing the dirty on a bunch of office equipment, which might sound hot, but I’d had a stapler digging into my ass before—not fun.

      Letting her legs fall naturally aside, I almost groaned at the sight of Tor’s cum sliding free from her cunt. Jesus, that was going to feel like heaven.

      Keeping a firm grip on my balls because my seed was boiling away inside them, desperate for release, I grabbed my shaft and slotted the tip against her pussy.

      She moaned as I slid up, nudging her clit, then I tapped it with my cock, and I loved how her ass reared up in surprise. I got the feeling she was inexperienced, but the four of us were anything but—she’d learn. Fast.

      Castor swallowed her moan, and I watched, amused, as he barely let her up for breath. Slipping the tip into her cunt, I released my dick so I could grab a firm hold on one of her tits.

      She had nipples like goddamn strawberries. They were pink and big—so fucking big. I guess, in relation, her tits were small, but those nipples with the taut nubs topping them like a cherry on a cake? Sweet Lord, she was better than a fruit salad.

      Half-smirking at my joke, I clenched down on my balls with my other hand again to make sure my erection wasn’t going anywhere.

      Sucking down a breath, I began the delicious slide inside her. Grateful for the extra lube because, Jesus H Christ, she was tight, I prayed to the twelve Gods and Goddesses of Olympus and then some to keep it together.

      The second the first two inches of my cock was inside her, she pulled free of Castor’s lips, but her hands moved up to grab hold of his hair, gripping him tightly, holding him close.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, Lux!” she moaned and I grinned, loving my name on her lips as she cursed. Her hips rocked, her belly dipping as I took that first thrust slowly.

      Her breathing increased, those cherries on her tits shaking as I took my time. They weren’t the only thing—her thighs were quivering too.

      The moans that escaped her were the best music I’d ever heard, and when I was all the way inside, when she took all of me, I could feel her tremor and it was like a vibrator.

      Eyes almost crossing as her cunt muscles clutched on me too, I wondered if I’d died. Properly this time. Because nothing and no one on this Earth felt so fucking good.

      “Fuck me!” she roared, breaking through the haze and into my nirvana.

      I laughed dopily, loving her demands that had the lights flickering around me as my nerves blew a gasket, but fuck. When didn’t I give a lady, especially mine, what she wanted?

      Leaning over her changed the angle, and pressing my forearms on either side of her arms so I could dip my head and catch one of those cherries, I gave her what she asked for.

      Fast and hard, I plowed into her, and all the while, I sucked her titties just as hard, raking them with my teeth, loving the taste of her sweat as the beads popped from her pores.

      Tor was back to nipping at her throat as I had while he’d fucked her, and it amused me to note that we’d both picked up on the fact that was her erogenous zone. Tits were rarely the go-to zone for chicks, but they were sure as shit mine. Grateful for his aid, I enjoyed myself, and when she clamped down tight around me, I looked up and saw why.

      The hickey was the size of a silver dollar.

      Big.

      Dark.

      And bang at the center of her throat.

      She was loving that now, but after? She’d throw shit at him, and I looked forward to the show.

      Hiding my grin, then groaning as he did it again because her cunt clamped down on me once more, I couldn’t help it. I reared back up and fucked her, knowing I was close, knowing that I was about to come and not about to go over the edge without her.

      Reaching down to pinch her clit, I felt relief slide inside me as her orgasm began to ricochet, her muscles seeking my release, something which I was more than grateful to give her—especially after her body had asked so nicely.

      As I gave her my seed too, I slumped over her, taking comfort in the swells of her breasts.

      The desk chair squeaked, letting me know Tor had taken refuge there, and for endless moments, we just stayed there. Quiet, our bodies returning to their natural equilibrium.

      Her hands toyed with my hair after her breathing leveled out, and I loved the tender touch. I wasn’t one for sticking around after sex. I didn’t want to hug or be hugged. I guess, I realized, I was a bit of a shit with women, but they’d all been the practice run for my wife.

      Didn’t make me any less of a shit, but the only way I could ever make up for being a bastard was to give her everything she’d ever need.

      It should have felt like a hard task, a daunting one, but Christ, who was more prepared for such a challenge as that than one of the original Argonauts?

      Nuzzling my nose into her tits, I murmured, “Should have known Tor would take you in the stables. Fucker’s obsessed with his horses.”

      “Expect to be fucked in the boxing ring,” was all my brother said. “That’s Lux’s weakness.”

      Ella stilled beneath me. “You box?”

      “Didn’t google us?” I replied with a yawn. “For shame.” As I sat up, I kissed the cherry closest to me, amused when she wriggled and slapped my shoulder.

      “No more. I’m wrecked. You broke me,” she groused, then released a deep moan that broke me when I pulled out of her.

      “We filled you up with cum is what we did,” I told her proudly, my fingers sliding between her legs to play with the delicious mess my twin and I had made.

      Though she turned pink and her hips rocked, I didn’t tease her for long. She’d be sore after the workout we just gave her, and in the spirit of fairness—which, I can assure you, doesn’t often happen where I’m concerned—I knew Apollo and Achilles would be claiming her next.

      The poor girl needed a break, so even though I didn’t want to, I called time out.

      Reaching down for her panties, I pressed it to her pussy lips, which were bright pink and pulsing from hard use.

      “What are you doing?” she squeaked, rearing up, her thighs clamping together.

      “Double loads,” I told her, prouder than a strutting peacock. “What goes in, must come out.”

      “Ew,” she grumbled, and Tor huffed.

      “Could you be more disgusting?”

      With a wink for them both, I murmured, “I try, I try.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      The second Ella exploded with orgasm, I felt it.

      In the middle of a discussion with one of the assistants under Castor’s direction, everything inside me clenched down then released. Not in the simulation of an orgasm, but as though the universe itself was compressing and decompressing, expanding and narrowing to encompass the existence of this one woman who had been made to have the sun itself, me, revolve around her.

      My throat clutched, my heart pounded, and God, the power that surged inside me was enough to have my head aching.

      I staggered back, sank deeply into my seat, and ignored the woman on the other end of the line as she murmured, “Sir? Are you still there?”

      When she cut the call, I was relieved. Then, I was less so when she rang my number. Damning my staff for their efficiency, I switched off my cell and let myself rock back in my chair as I processed exactly what was happening.

      I couldn’t even say how long I sat there, but when I felt her climax again, it made me realize two of my guardians had claimed her.

      It didn’t take much to figure out that it would be Castor and Pollux. Until I’d come along, they’d done nothing without the other, and I knew they’d gladly return to that way of life.

      Would they be happier when they could be together again?

      I thought so.

      Not just because of Ella’s presence in our life, but because they’d never have to be separated again… I wasn’t about to take Ella back into the city. I wasn’t about to expose her to the danger that being James DiStefano’s child represented.

      Here, in this laidback enclave, she could reinvent herself the second she had my surname. In the city, our marriage would only cause more tongues to wag. The news of who she was would spread through Manhattan like wildfire. More people would know her true heritage through our marriage than the alternative, and there was no way in hell I wasn’t about to claim her as my own.

      We’d be married many times over the next few thousand years, but the first time would always matter the most.

      Possessiveness swirled around inside me. It was something I’d clamped down on since Zeus had revealed her true identity to me. But now that two of my guardians had claimed her? There was no way in hell she was leaving us. By letting them inside her body, she’d made her choice and she’d have to stand by it.

      Relief warred with delight; hunger warred with glee.

      Our union had been more than just willed into being by the Fates themselves. Now, she was ours and today was the first day of the rest of our lives.

      A knock sounded at the door, and when I didn’t allow the person entry, it opened regardless—Achilles. I didn’t even have to look up to know only he’d have the audacity to walk in without an invitation.

      “Stop it.”

      I frowned at him, turning my gaze to drift over his lean form. He was handsome even when he was scowling—as he was now. His soft mouth was pursed into an irritated line, and his eyes were narrowed at me. I didn’t have to wonder what Ella would find attractive about him, and I could only hope she’d soften his millennia-long temper tantrum with me. The man could and would hold a grudge better than anyone I knew.

      “Stop what?” I inquired, swiveling my chair around to face him better.

      “Whatever the fuck you’re doing with the power.”

      That had me scowling. “What? I’m not doing anything.”

      “The lights are surging. We’re going to have to call an electrician out, dammit.”

      Sitting up, I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You are.” He strode over to the window. “You’re doing something to the sun.”

      Grunting, I folded my arms across my chest. “I think I’d know if I had.”

      He squinted up at the star and grumbled, “I can’t see shit. Come and see. I swear, you’re doing something. It reminds me of 1859. But this is too fast. We shouldn’t see any effects on the grid for another day or two.”

      I frowned, knowing exactly what he meant. Unease swirled inside me as I got to my feet and headed toward the window.

      1859 had been a very bad year.

      I’d lost a wife as had Pollux. Dan Sickles, the bastard who’d killed one of my ‘sons,’ had been acquitted on temporary insanity, and two composers who I’d worked with directly, Auguste Mathieu Panseron and Bettina Brentano, had passed over.

      Death, death, and more death.

      It had become too much when Achilles had been injured in one of the stupid Napoleonic wars in Italy. He’d been run through with a sword, and it wasn’t as though private jets had existed back then.

      Lux and I’d had to haul ass from New York City and over the ocean to get to his side. He couldn’t die, even if I’d wanted to kill him myself, but he’d been suffering greatly by the time I’d reached his side. The wound had been majorly infected, and when I’d healed him, had seen all the myriad wounds he incurred in what would now be considered self-harm, I’d accidentally started a solar storm.

      Accidentally being the keyword.

      Achilles loathed me. That I knew. I’d highlighted his biggest weakness, had shoved him into the depths of the Underworld, and he’d never forgiven me for it. By comparison, he’d never blamed the twins for instigating the Trojan War. The way they’d met their first wives, kidnapping them away from their betrothed, had resulted in Paris, the Trojan prince, being left alone with their sister, Helen of Troy. Lo and behold, a war had started. All because the Gemini twins hadn’t been able to keep it in their pants.

      Of course, the cluster fuck was all my fault, and if I was being honest, I was getting pretty sick and tired of the whole world’s ills being my fault.

      But in this, he wasn’t wrong.

      I wanted to lambast him, but couldn’t.

      The sun was flaring, and because its source of power was tied to me, there was only one person to blame.

      Grimacing as I saw the solar flares as well as the sunspots, I knew, dammit, that a CME—coronal mass ejection—would be winging its way to Earth within the next few days.

      Apparently Achilles had turned into a mind reader, because he glowered at me. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing!” I rasped, but there wasn’t much I could use by way of defense. “I felt when Ella joined with the twins.” I reached up and tugged at my shirt collar. “It might have caused a slight power surge but I—”

      He grabbed hold of my shirt and dragged me against him. “Stop it. Make it calm down.”

      “You know that isn’t how it works,” I ground out, shoving him away from me, hard enough to have him staggering back a few feet—he’d have fallen over too if he hadn’t tumbled back into the wall.

      “It isn’t like the nineteenth century anymore, Apollo.”

      “Gee, ya think?” I snapped.

      “You blew out the telegraph system last time. What the fuck do you think will happen with the way the humans depend on the electric grid now?”

      Because he wasn’t wrong, I felt my skin blanch.

      Running hands through my hair as I weighed out what I could do, I turned to look at the sun. Its rays didn’t hurt me. My eyes didn’t water as my guardians’ would. I saw the spots, saw the flares flickering to life, and all because I’d felt something other than desperation in too many years to count.

      “Could Ella help?” Achilles asked quietly, but I could hear the concern in his voice.

      What I’d inadvertently triggered back in the eighteen hundreds had caused the aurora borealis to be seen the world over for days on end. A phenomenon that was unique to the northern hemisphere, to the most northerly parts of that hemisphere, had been visible down in Mexico and Queensland. It had been bright enough for people to mistake as mid-dawn.

      More than that, it had disrupted telegraph systems the planet over. The power poles had sparked. Because the world wasn’t so reliant upon the telegraph, upon electricity, the effects hadn’t been too damaging, but if that were to happen today?

      There’d been other power surges. Some that had caused issues with the grid. In the late eighties, I’d inadvertently cut the power in Quebec—but that had been thanks to the Cold War, not deaths that had hit my circle. The Gods never did well when humans were at war.

      Zeus had a habit of raining lightning down on armies in the middle of battles, and during the Second World War, Poseidon’s rages over the Battle of the Atlantic, had resulted in fierce storms that had tossed the navies of both the Allied Forces and the Germans.

      “I’m going to get her. Maybe she can help.”

      Achilles’ statement broke into my thoughts, and I turned from my perusal of a darkening sunspot to see him retreating from my quarters.

      I rarely left these rooms when I was at Achill. I lived, worked, and slept in here, only leaving to walk on the grounds, work out in the gym with one of the twins, or to eat in the dining hall.

      That would have to change when Ella took her place at my side. She couldn’t live out of these rooms, luxurious though they might be.

      Of course, now was not the time to think about interior decoration. Still, I tried to imagine her in these rooms and could easily envisage it. So much so that when she burst in, I smiled.

      “You move in here tonight.”

      My demand had her braking to a halt, and Achilles grunted under his breath behind her.

      “Excuse me?”

      I smiled at her, and because I had worded it as an order, I held out my hand to her and sent her a beseeching look that had her treading carefully toward me. The second our palms brushed alongside the other’s, she sighed and sank into a loose embrace that saw my arms looping around her waist and her pressing her forehead to my chest.

      The easy affection stunned me, but equally, it sank into my bones, filling me with liquid warmth.

      She stank of sex, of my guardians, and I had to wonder if there was a better scent in the known universe.

      “Achilles said you’ve done something to the sun.”

      I huffed. “You make it sound like I did it on purpose.” I shot my dour guardian a glare, and saw he’d been bracketed by the twins.

      Their edginess almost had me smiling. Their panic was necessary, I supposed, but there was little point in fretting—if anything, it was vital I remain calm.

      “Did you break it?” she inquired, and though I heard the laugh, I also sensed it was forced.

      “No,” I assured her. “Just… well, it might go crazy for a while.”

      She pulled back at that, making me mourn the contact instantly. Achilles cleared his throat and she slipped her arms around my waist in turn, tugging us into a tighter hug.

      “Did you tell her to pacify me?” The notion was amusing, but also, I didn’t want her to touch me out of any other reason than desire. Not for sex, but for touch.

      Humans often failed to realize the importance of affection, but it was everything — the physical manifestation of love itself.

      She might not love me yet, not properly, but she would. I’d see to it that she adored me if it was the last thing I did.

      “He said your feelings were turbulent and that we had to calm you.”

      “I’m not a horse with colic.”

      “You might as well be,” Achilles ground out. “Sort out the sun before the Earth feels the effects of it.”

      His demand made me want to bristle, but how could I when he wasn’t exactly wrong?

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” I defended myself.

      “That doesn’t mean you won’t blow out the grid, Pol,” Ella chided, but she loosened one arm from around my waist and slid her hand over my back in a motion that, I had to admit, soothed me.

      My throat bobbed as my body responded to her touch. Not just in the most obvious of ways either. Sure, I got a hard-on, but I felt like a man who’d been dropped in the middle of the desert with no water, and whose third mirage turned out to be a glorious oasis.

      She was my home. My haven. I needed her more than she could ever know, and it seemed the Earth needed her too.

      “What can we do to help?” Lux asked, and I shot him a smile. Lux was the edgiest of my guardians. Filled with nervous energy that he usually burned off in the boxing ring.

      “Nothing,” I told him. “I don’t think there’s much I can do.” Turning to stare back out of the window, I felt Ella move with me, her gaze on the sun as well.

      Before I could chide her, she gasped. “Oh my God, there’s a big black spot on the sun!”

      “You can see that?” Tor demanded, striding across the room to look out the window. When he squinted, then winced, I knew he couldn’t see anything. Which meant Ella could.

      The spot, while large, wasn’t visible to the naked eye.

      Hmm.

      When had that happened?

      Through my healing?

      I reached up to cup her chin and sent my healing warmth through her body. She gasped and squirmed against me when I found the sore tissues between her legs and healed her. There were little marks on her nipples, too, and though there were small blood vessels the twins had burst by sucking on her throat like a pair of vampires, I left them. I liked seeing them on her, even if they made me want to gift her a few of my own.

      “Jesus, Pol, warn a girl!” she gasped, but I ignored her squirming, ensuring that she was healed from the tip of her toes to the crown of her head.

      There was no damage to her eyes, and… I tilted my head to the side as I checked on the aneurysm.

      “Huh.”

      “Huh?” Tor spat. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I hummed as I gently sent my power throughout her brain, realizing what the aneurysm had done the second it came into contact with my healing gifts.

      “The aneurysm has changed.”

      “Aneurysm?” Achilles ground out. “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?”

      “Because he’s eradicating it,” Lux retorted. “There was never any need to fret.”

      “Fret? I don’t fret,” Achilles retorted, sounding like he was… fretting.

      I sensed him storm over to us, and when he pressed a hand to Ella’s shoulder, his fingers kneading the muscles there, because my focus was on healing her, on healing that area, I saw the way the aneurysm responded.

      It didn’t turn a different damn color, nor did it oscillate in greeting, but it changed. Morphed, somehow.

      Was it responsible for the way she could look at the sun?

      Uncertainty filled me, and where healing was concerned, I wasn’t accustomed to being uncertain.

      I’d have expected physiological changes after we’d bonded, but not so soon after the twins claimed her.

      My healing had done this, and because I’d had to work on her brain with the aneurysm, I’d changed her, and her proximity to all of us had done the rest. That link that bound us together, that fluttered into being every time we touched? It triggered change.

      The aneurysm wouldn’t cause any problem now. Not that she’d been in danger from the moment I’d touched her, our connection blaring to life as a result. Still, it was a relief to know she wouldn’t be in pain.

      Ella leaned her head back against Achilles’ chest and stared up at me. I could see the concern in the shadowy depths of her eyes, but she kept her tone calm as she asked, “What’s going on, Apollo?”

      There was no easy way to phrase it, so I didn’t try to. “You’re becoming my queen.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Achilles

      

      

      

      Wanting to curse the man, I held my tongue. His words settled into the room’s atmosphere with as much presence as the CME would trigger a chaotic effect upon the Earth’s magnetic field.

      “Becoming your queen?” Ella repeated, and I had to hide a smile. There was danger in her tone, and I far preferred that to the concern of moments before.

      It hadn’t been ideal breaking the lock and bursting into the stable offices, finding her laying on the desk, Tor slumped close by in the chair, and Lux using her as a mattress.

      The second Apollo had told me that the twins had claimed her, I knew where. They were, as always, obsessed with the stables, and after looking in all the stalls then the tack, when I’d found the office locked with the faint sound of voices coming from behind its closed doors, I’d known they were inside.

      From the relative calm of the post-coital glow to word of impending disaster, I’d ruined the mood, but then, when didn’t Apollo have a habit of doing that?

      He tended to make everything about himself.

      Lux and Tor had claimed our wife, had put a concrete tie on her to us, and he’d morphed that into being about him.

      Fuck him.

      “Yes. I didn’t know I was doing it,” Apollo admitted, and his voice had a dream-like quality to it that had been there since I’d stormed into his office after watching the lights flash on and off several times before hearing the craccckk that was unique to the sound of the fuses in the building breaking down.

      “Doing what?” Tor’s voice was as controlled as it could be under the circumstances, but I heard the anger buried within, the anger he wouldn’t show when Apollo was off in La-La land.

      “Every time I healed her, the aneurysm responded to my powers.”

      “How did it do that?” Lux didn’t sound pissed, more curious than anything else.

      “I’m not sure. Aneurysms occur when there’s a weakening in an arterial wall. It was quite large and I had to drain the mass, but because it was tied to her blood, and because of what she is to us, I think her blood responded by absorbing my gifts.” He hummed under his breath. “Quite interesting if you think about it.”

      “So, I can do what you can? Heal people and shit?”

      Apollo laughed and reached down to rub his thumb along the line of her cheek. “I don’t think so. I believe you can mirror my talents.”

      “Wait a minute,” I spat. “Are you trying to say that the two of you caused the solar flare?”

      Apollo shot me a look that told me yes, he did think so, but verbally, he murmured, “No, of course not.”

      Ella, with her arms around Apollo’s waist, shook him. “Dammit, Pol. Don’t prevaricate. You don’t need to protect me. What did we do?”

      “Nothing you could stop,” he assured her softly. “The links between us are powerful. Tying yourself to Castor and Pollux triggered something that I responded to.”

      “You felt it happen?” she squeaked.

      “I did.” He sighed. “It feels good.”

      “What does?” she inquired, her tone wary.

      “Not to be alone anymore.”

      It was an admission that had all three of his guardians shooting each other startled glances. Apollo was too cocksure of himself to make a statement like that, and it was a testament to whatever the hell was going down with the sun that he’d uttered such words, period.

      Something was going on here, I didn’t have a clue what.

      Running a hand over my head, I moved closer to Lux and Tor who were trying, and failing, to look at the sun without crying.

      “There’s no point in trying to look up there, idiots. Didn’t you see how the electrics responded? He burned out the fuses. I don’t even know if an electrician can fix them without needing to rewire the entire place.”

      “We were otherwise occupied,” Lux said dryly.

      “Lucky bastards.”

      Tor clapped me on the back. “Your turn soon.”

      “There’ll be no soon if Apollo doesn’t get his head out of his ass.” I frowned over at him. “What’s going on with him?”

      “I think he’s trying to stay calm and it’s making him weird,” Lux commented.

      “He’s being nice,” Tor argued. “That’s not weird.”

      “Isn’t it? The sun revolves around Apollo, not the other way around,” Lux drawled. “He’s known for his arrogance, Tor.”

      “Yes. But I think he’s trying not to be that way at the moment.” Tor fidgeted with the collar of his tee, and the way he rustled the fabric had the scent of sex flaring to life around us.

      When his cheeks grew ruddy and his eyes heavy, I sighed. “For God’s sake. Control it, Tor.”

      The other guardian winced. “Maybe if he claims her, it will sort things out?”

      “It’s an idea,” Lux stated.

      “What if they…” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Shit. What if they make the solar storm worse?”

      Tor’s jaw turned white as he clenched his teeth. “We have to hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “The crystals…” Lux threw out those two words like a fireman shot water over flames.

      “What about them?”

      “She focused on them, remember? Hecate was—”

      “I was wrong.” Three words that never fell from Apollo’s lips.

      We turned, as one, to face him. Saw that Ella had pressed her face into his chest and the two were clinging to one another like shipwreck victims clung to the vessel’s detritus in a stormy sea.

      “She is not a daughter of Hecate.” He grimaced. “I mistook her powers, but Hecate was like Artemis, was she not? She followed her chaste ways. She is a child of Helios.”

      A hiss stuttered from between my lips. “You’re fucking kidding me?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Helios?” Ella rasped.

      “The sun works in two ways, ó chrýsion.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “There is the power of it surging into being every day. The sun crosses the sky, pushing the moon out of the way in its endless need to shine light upon the Earth. Helios is behind that drive. But I am the light. The energy.”

      She gulped. “Yeah, but, any powers I have are super watered down, right?”

      “Essentially.” He hummed and pointed to the sky. “This is the super watered-down version.”

      “What’s the shit with the crystals?” Lux asked.

      “Our powers converging. They weren’t focuses, but conduits.” He grimaced. “It’s a working theory. I’m not sure why the crystals react to her so well. It doesn’t make much sense, but none of this does. How you three created this sun storm simply because Ella’s powers are unchecked is beyond me.”

      There was silence as we processed the impossible, then Tor broke it by clicking his fingers. “You could do that again. Harness the power you’ve triggered into being and use crystals as conduits as well as storage.”

      “Storage?” Ella rasped. “And conduits, for what?”

      “The energy you collect from the sun. The excess.”

      I blew out a breath. “Poseidon is going to be pissed.”

      “Why?” Lux mumbled, shooting me a wary glance that said no one wanted to piss off the God of the Sea.

      “Because the only place such power could truly be corraled is if we dump it in the ocean.”
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      “Not to be alone anymore.”

      Hours later, those words were still ringing around my brain, and, let’s face it, there was plenty of other shit to be ricocheting around inside there.

      Anything from the fact he and I had created a sun storm so powerful Achilles looked concerned. That dude didn’t really ‘do’ expressions. He had the least expressive face I’d ever seen, and to go from zero reaction to the concern I was seeing now? Didn’t bode well, did it?

      None of that was helped by the fact I’d watched a documentary on sun storms recently and knew what havoc they could cause on the planet.

      Apollo and I had just triggered a catastrophic event and we hadn’t even fucked. I mean, I’d fucked his guardians, and as a result, this had happened. How? Your guess was as good as mine.

      What would go down when we bumped uglies?

      Jesus.

      I wasn’t sure whether to be terrified or excited.

      Terrified because, ya know, a potential Walking Dead situation would be in the making. Excited because the two of us together could create a storm so powerful it would affect the Earth itself.

      For someone who’d been dealing with what I had lately, I really shouldn’t find this so enthralling, but I did.

      Sue me.

      “Ella?”

      Tor only grabbed my attention when he held my hand and squeezed my fingers.

      I blinked at him. “Yeah.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Not really.” I winced. “I mean. I guess I am.”

      “You know what we’re doing, right?”

      I’d watched the four of them call on all their considerable reserves for the past few hours. I didn’t have any contacts, so had just stared at them, feeling useless until they’d looked at me, their concern morphing with relief that I was there.

      It was like I recharged them or something.

      When they were drained, when they were tired or weary, they’d look at me and get a spurt of energy that helped them in their endeavors.

      My very presence was helping them fix the cluster fuck I’d caused.

      Seriously, if I could do over my day, I would. I mean, I wouldn’t change much of it. I was relieved as heck to know about Cressy, and I had zero complaints about being fucked on the desk by the twins. But the whole apocalypse winging its way toward us?

      Yup. I’d do that over in a flash.

      Not that I’d done much to trigger it in the first place.

      I hadn’t asked for it, hadn’t put in a damn request. But it was coming because Apollo’s reserves lowered around me, and, somewhere in my lineage, a God had sired me.

      Go me, right?

      I thought about the question though, and while the answer made no sense to me, it did to them. “You’re going to put us in a circle of geodes. Then, together, we’re going to work on Apollo’s self-control, and attempt to harness then capture the fluctuating solar energy in the air and store it in the crystals. That about, right?”

      See, I could listen and process while totally freaking out.

      Women. The ultimate multitaskers.

      “Oh, and we have to do that within the next twelve hours, no?”

      Tor’s smile was strained. “You got that right.”

      “How many geodes have you found?”

      “We’re trying to find large ones. That’s what we’ll need if we’re to corral that much power,” Achilles informed me, looming over me before he dropped a kiss on my forehead.

      We were in Apollo’s rooms still, but we’d graduated from hovering by the windows, gaping at the sun, to hanging out around the sitting area. I’d spent a good half hour in bed, just trying to come to terms with what had happened today.

      It had made me feel useless, sure, but I wasn’t much help anyway.

      I mean, I bought crystals. I knew which ones could help, but in the face of it? I didn’t have any contacts in the area aside from the local crystal store which wasn’t exactly big—I’d seen walk-in closets that were bigger than that tiny retail store.

      Even though I figured they’d mock crystals—because big, butch dudes tended to, didn’t they?—they hadn’t asked me once for advice. They seemed to know what they were doing, and I was glad because I sure as shit didn’t. Just because I’d made two crystals glow a few days ago didn’t mean I had magical powers over them, and it seemed to me like they were throwing a lot of eggs in one basket but hell, I had no alternatives to offer up.

      I’d moved away from the bed an hour ago and, even though the move should have been alien to me because I wasn’t exactly accustomed to nuzzling into anyone, it was surprisingly easy to settle myself beside the God who was my husband, and cuddle.

      The minute I’d taken a seat beside him, he’d lifted his arm to let me get even closer.

      When he’d done that?

      Jeez, I’d felt like my heart was about to explode, and I’d never have said I was the exploding heart kind of gal. Who knew?

      “How long until we can try to sort this out?” I was on edge because I didn’t have a damn clue what we were about to do, just knew I needed to bring my A game.

      “The helicopters will start arriving in ninety minutes.”

      “Helicopters?” I squeaked. “You’re getting all this stuff flown in?” Why that surprised me, out of everything that was happening here, I’d never know.

      “It’s not like we have many alternatives, Ella,” Tor explained. “We need this stuff here and fast.”

      “Speaking of fast,” Apollo stated, his tone grim, “we need to get moving.”

      “We do?” Now I was seriously lost.

      “Yes.” He retracted himself from my hold—clinging hold, I’d lie about it in court, though—and climbed to his feet. The minute he was standing, he helped me up and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “We need to get on the boat.”

      The next forty minutes were probably the most surreal of my life.

      Of course, that would mean shit over what was going to happen in the course of the next twenty-four hours.

      See, you might be accustomed to harnessing the sun’s energy, but I sure as fuck wasn’t.

      I was bustled down to a small dock on the property, where a speedboat was waiting. As the salty air licked at my skin, the lake opened up to Shinnecock Bay, and we were out on open waters.

      Now probably wasn’t the time to tell them that I figured I was getting seasick, right?

      Even as I could feel my face turning green, I reached up and began to twiddle with my necklace. The smooth texture of the quartz felt good against my palms, and as I closed my eyes, I let the cold air try to soothe my nausea.

      It was for that reason I missed the huge boat looming in the distance.

      Only halfway to twilight, if it had been dark, I’d have seen the lights up ahead, but only when I felt the speedboat slowing down did I open my eyes, figuring we were wherever we needed to be.

      I guessed it made sense we were meeting up with a bigger boat.

      How the hell were helicopters going to drop off the geodes on a speedboat, for Christ’s sake?

      Jesus. Where was my brain?

      Had Tor and Lux fried it with too much sex? Or had it been fried by whatever the heck I’d done with the sun’s energy to trigger a storm of such potential devastation Achilles’ usually calm face was as turbulent as the water around us.

      “The ocean’s preparing itself for the hit,” I heard Tor say under his breath. “Poseidon knows.”

      Apollo hissed but just said, “Nothing much we can do about that. We have to act on what we know.”

      Poseidon?

      I mean, Apollo was Apollo, and I knew Hades, but Poseidon? Like with the trident? I tried not to be freaked out by the fact that underneath me there weren’t just bottomless depths, but someone’s freakin’ house.

      The boat was huge. Like Russian billionaire big. I mean, it figured. Apollo was filthy rich, as were his guardians, and if the estate hadn’t been proof enough of that, then this was.

      I hadn’t even known boats like this existed outside of magazines, but here I was, being led onto a vessel that could have been a mini cruise liner.

      Dazed, I looked around at the environs and managed to see the helicopter pad on the boat’s roof. Did boats have roofs? Well, I wasn’t about to ask that, but I guessed I could Wiki it later on.

      The minute we were on board the men got to work. There was a crew, but they dismissed them and told them to stay in their quarters for the rest of the night.

      I wasn’t surprised that the crew was Greek, but then, what was more surprising here? That Apollo just happened to have a boat moored in the open sea? Or that the crew weren’t American?

      “Is this like a vacation home?”

      The words were blurted out but as I took in the deck with its sun loungers and chill out areas, it seemed to be the only thing that made sense. We hadn’t moved from the deck to the interior, so this was pretty much all I could see.

      It was old-school in a way. Kind of reminded me of Leo and Kate’s Titanic with all the varnished wood, and there were a lot of brass tools that looked period in age. Inside, I almost dreaded the prospect of that infamous staircase with all the stained glass around it.

      Channeling the ‘unsinkable’ vessel wasn’t my idea of fun when I was in the middle of the open sea.

      “It’s a toy,” Lux said dismissively.

      “A toy?” I repeated blankly as I peered around the opulent area that was surrounded by mile after mile of wet stuff.

      Okay.

      This was…

      I let my hands prop me up on my knees as I bent over and tried not to hyperventilate.

      I mean, this would be too much for anyone, right? Sure, the money was cool and the boat was awesome if you didn’t get seasick, but I was supposed to help save the Earth in a matter of hours and I wasn’t exactly Superwoman material.

      I could barely run two feet without falling over, and going upstairs was beyond me somedays—I couldn’t be the only person who fell up stairs, could I?

      A hand settled on my lower back, and I didn’t even question who it was—Achilles.

      “You are well, ó glykýtaton?”

      “Just peachy,” I gasped, not sure if I was gasping out the words because I wanted to puke or because it was the first time he’d uttered something in Greek to me.

      “I think you’re lying to me, wife,” he replied, but there was a low thread of amusement rumbling through his words.

      “White lie. Maybe.”

      He snorted, then squatted in front of me. I didn’t have it in me to look at his handsome face. This was a guy who’d gone to battle more times than I’d had hot dinners—and I’d had a lot of hot dinners. He’d fought in countless wars, been a soldier for only God knew how many armies. He was brave and fierce and strong, yet here I was, freaking out because my ‘husband’ owned a boat that would make a dictator turn green with envy—not seasickness—and because I was about to channel the sun’s energy itself in an attempt to keep the world from turning 28 Days Later chic.

      How had my day veered off course so crazily?

      “We will be with you through every step.”

      His calm voice would have reassured me if I was about to head on stage for public speaking, or, ya know, I was freaking out about a visit to the doctors. But this wasn’t that.

      Oh, how I wished it were.

      “You guys seem to know what you’re doing.”

      “Fake it until you make it.”

      At that, I reared up until I could gape at him. “Say that again.”

      He frowned at me. “Fake it until you make it?”

      That was, hands down, the most modern thing I’d ever heard him say. “You fake it?”

      “Of course.” I watched as he tilted his head to the side. “Every day.”

      My stomach twisted again, but it had nothing to do with all the blue stuff around me. “Why?”

      “I’ve lived a long life, done many things I’m not proud of, Ella. Some days, the only thing I can do is put on a brave face and smile.”

      I snorted. “Now I know you’re exaggerating. You don’t smile.”

      At that, he proved me wrong, and sweet Lord, the heart that wasn’t supposed to explode also went pitter-patter in my chest. Unable to help myself, I reached up and rubbed my fingers over his cheek, then traced them over his smile.

      His eyes were hot, dark pools that I wanted on me. Wanted on me more than I wanted to puke—which was saying something. Seriously, didn’t big fucking boats like this help with seasickness?

      Jeez.

      “All will be well,” he promised me, when I stopped feeling up his lips.

      “You can’t say that,” I chided.

      “I can.”

      “How can you? We’re working on a theory. A theory that doesn’t make that much sense if I'm honest. And Apollo was wrong before, what if he is now.”

      “Such confidence, tín eaftoú gynaíka,” Apollo scolded, suddenly behind me. When he spanked my ass, I jerked and yelped.

      “Hey, what was that for?”

      “Doubting me.” His hand curved around my waist. “Why didn’t you tell me if you didn’t understand?”

      “Well, I get the basic principles,” I muttered.

      He sighed. “The crystals respond to you because you can channel the sun’s rays.”

      “It only happened the once,” I countered. “It’s never happened before. Look!” I demanded, shoving my necklace at him. “This isn’t glowing.”

      He picked it up, and I almost shivered watching him rub the small phalanx of stone. “It’s rutilated quartz, Ella.”

      “I know.”

      “A stone connected to the sun.”

      How did two plus two suddenly make four when they’d made six before?

      “Wait…”

      He shook his head. “Your energies probably selected it for you without knowing it.”

      I reached up and rubbed at my temple. “This is so weird.”

      “It will get weirder,” Achilles told me, back to his dour self because Apollo was around—I assumed. I needed to figure out what was going on with those two.

      After we saved the world.

      “I can imagine. Okay, so carry on with the explanation.”

      Apollo’s fingers were still on the crystal. “I can’t believe I’m only just taking note of this.”

      “Why?”

      “It amplifies and conducts healing abilities, Ella. That’s probably why things have been happening so swiftly even though our bond is still untethered.” He gnawed on his bottom lip for a second. “Shit. I should have realized.”

      That had me frowning. “Hey. It’s not your fault.” I reached up and, as I’d done with Achilles, cupped his jaw, but I traced his brow which was furrowed in a scowl that was, most definitely, aimed inwardly.

      “Maybe she should take it off,” Lux suggested, appearing beside us with Tor next to him.

      We were looped in a small circle, and though I knew it was nuts, I felt stronger for it. Back at the estate, I’d felt calmer when I was seated with them on the sofa, and we’d been in a loose circle then too.

      My nerves overtook me when I wasn’t close to them. When we broke the circle.

      What did that mean?

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I removed the crystal that I’d bought on my first trip into Art Village near the estate. But as I dragged it overhead, I felt such a curious loss of heat that I knew it would be wrong to remove it.

      Instinct, gut, whichever, had me shaking my head. “No. It feels wrong to take it off.”

      “Then keep it on,” Tor said. “We’re all working with our intuition here.”

      Well, that wouldn’t have been reassuring until I’d experienced it myself too.

      “So, using whatever it was I did that made the crystals glow, we’re going to try to harness the excess energy we stirred in the sun and shove it into the crystals. Then we’re dumping said crystals in the ocean?”

      Jesus, this could go wrong in so many ways.

      Before I could even freak, I heard the whomp-whomp of a helicopter. As I peered out into the distance, I saw it, but it wasn’t a tiny bug, but a large one.

      “God, that’s a big helicopter.” I don’t think I’d ever seen one that big, and I’d watched the helicopters take off and depart from my hospital building in the city.

      “This type can lift an airline.”

      “Considering how many geodes we’re packing into each flight, that’s a good thing,” Achilles said dryly. Then, to me, he explained, “We’re going to have four loads coming in.”

      Within the hour, the first helicopter had been emptied and the geodes, some that had to weigh more than my one-twenty pounds, were loaded off the massive helicopter and stacked on the deck.

      The five-man aircrew worked silently, dumping the geodes before rushing back to the helicopter.

      “We’ll have the two units working on rotation to bring the crystals in,” Tor explained, and I watched as the men picked up the cathedrals as though they weren’t hauling rocks around like stacks of towels.

      Even the largest one, which stood at five feet, didn’t present an issue for Apollo, and they moved them, with everyone—except me, apparently—uncaring if they scratched the smooth varnish of the deck.

      By the third visit, the circle was around twenty feet in diameter, and it was packed with quartz and amethyst that glittered in the lights on deck. After the fourth came and went, the circle was complete and it was stunning.

      “Now what?”

      I felt pretty lame asking that when I’d just been standing around watching them work, but those muscles weren’t only to make them look pretty. As we’d already established, I could fall over air so I figured it was best to stay out of the damn way.

      “Now, we get undressed.”

      Okay, I’d missed that memo.

      Apollo’s calm statement had me gaping at him, then, the gaping turned to drooling when the guys all began stripping in the best striptease ever.

      Eh-Vuh.

      Even if this didn’t work and ended in total disaster, I’d die with a smile on my face. That was for damn sure.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      “As much as I appreciate the show,” a silken voice declared, “I’d far prefer to see the lady disrobed.”

      Ella shrieked as she whipped around and gaped at the laconic expression pasted on the face of a male I knew far too well.

      “Who the fuck are you?” my wife burst out, hands flying up to cover her still-dressed form.

      I had to hide a smile even though the notion of Poseidon seeing my wife naked had rage funneling through me like a tornado.

      Poseidon gave a dramatic bow, sweeping down low, before he strode from the edge of the deck toward my woman.

      “Zeus said my little nephew had found his wife. I didn’t believe him.”

      I scowled. “You knew what he was doing?”

      “No. Only after Hades informed me.”

      “And why would he have done that?” I retorted, knowing that Zeus hated Hades and Poseidon as much as they hated him in turn. It was a distinctly mutual loathing. One that most Olympian Gods shared—didn’t matter how big the house you lived in was, enduring several eternities with the same people simply wasn’t good for the soul. Unlike chicken soup.

      “Because I asked. I met his wife at a concert, and I saw her little display.”

      Cressida? Poseidon had met her?

      I saw Ella’s focus shift from terror at the unexpected intruder to interest. “Cressy? What little display?”

      Poseidon cast me a look then bestowed his attention on her. “As she sang, she drew spirits toward her. At one point she had a good dozen up on the stage with her as I watched.”

      “Wouldn’t take you for a lover of pop, Poseidon,” Lux sniped.

      Guardians rarely interacted with other Gods—and for a reason. We weren’t exactly renowned for our senses of humor. But though Poseidon’s eyes darkened in warning, Ella blurted out, “No way. No way you’re Poseidon.”

      “And here I was thinking my entrance from the sea would be enough of a clue,” was all the God said.

      Ella’s mouth dropped open as she scurried out of the crystal circle and to the side of the boat. When she saw no other vessel, even after she’d run to the other side of the deck and peered down there too, she whispered, “Where the hell did you come from? And if you came from where I think you came from, why aren’t you wet?”

      Poseidon winked. “I command the water. It doesn’t command me.” At his words, I expected the display, even if I rolled my eyes at it.

      Over six hundred gallons of the ocean surged over the side of the boat, and even as she released a hoarse, “Fuck,” the water swirled around him, bubbling and churning in a smooth line, like he was a rhythmic gymnast and the water was the ribbon he used as his prop.

      With a blink, he let his power drop, and like it was magnetized, the water was sucked back overboard, as though what he’d just done hadn’t happened at all.

      “I-I think I need to sit down.”

      There was a smile in Poseidon's eyes at her words, but he shook his head. “No, my dear. After all, you’ve commanded the sun. I think we are on par.”

      His statement had me grimacing. “You know?”

      “How could I not?” He quirked a brow. “Have you spoken with Zeus since the incident?”

      “Of course not,” I told him.

      “Then you have an explanation for my arrival. You know this isn’t my territory but…” He released a hiss, and his scowl darkened. “Zeus sent me.”

      “Didn’t realize you’d snatched Hermes’ job as his messenger.”

      “Me either,” Poseidon snarled, obviously irked at Lux’s snappy retort

      “There a reason you don’t like him?” Ella questioned, and I saw that she’d sunk down the side of the ship to land flat on her ass—oh, how I couldn’t wait to truly introduce her to this world of ours.

      Poseidon’s lips curved in a gleeful, yet all the more wicked for it, grin. “He’s irked with me because I beat him at boxing.”

      “Once,” Lux snapped. “And you cheated.”

      “Since when do you box?” Ella asked, frowning.

      Poseidon snorted. “Since forever. You don’t know your husbands well, do you?”

      “I’ve been ‘married’ less than four days, buddy. I’m not going to feel guilty about knowing jack shit.” His words seemed to give her some starch back to her joints because she used the side of the rail as support and clambered back to her feet.

      “Pollux is a renowned boxer, and Castor a horseman of great repute. As for Achilles, save for his foot fetish, he is a soldier who commands great respect in whichever army he serves.” Poseidon grinned at her and stated, “Then, there’s my nephew. I don’t think he requires much explanation—I’d assume you’re both responsible for the sun storm. It isn’t just he who is a naughty boy.”

      Ella rubbed her temple. “This is just nuts.” Then she pouted. “I wasn’t even talking about Pollux. I know he boxes. I meant you. You’re the trident guy, right? Not exactly Mohammed Ali.”

      Castor snickered, and when Poseidon glowered at him, he cleared his throat and said, “Much about this world may appear, at first glance, crazy, agape mou.” Castor was gentle as he moved next to her and curved an arm around her waist as he hauled her into his side.

      “You know you’re naked, right?”

      “You know we’re Greek, right?” he replied, laughing when she turned red.

      “Exhibitionist,” she mumbled under her breath.

      He didn’t reply, but he did smirk, and Tor wasn’t the kind to smirk.

      “What are you doing here, Poseidon? Aside from telling me to stop rejecting Zeus’ calls,” I demanded, feeling the sun surge overhead, aware that time was beginning to run out.

      The God of the Sea shrugged. “He wishes to know how you’re going to resolve this little problem you’ve created.” He stood tall as he peered over at the circle, his oddly blue eyes glinting as they cast over the crystals. “What is this? Some kind of witchcraft? Didn’t realize you’d been converted.”

      “Conversion isn’t how I’d phrase it. Ella has a connection with crystals,” I explained quietly. “We’re hoping to use that to—”

      “What? Trap the energy in the crystals.” Poseidon narrowed his eyes. “And what? Dump them in the ocean? I’d assume that’s why you’re currently sailing and not frolicking on the grounds of your estate?”

      “That was the plan,” I mumbled.

      “And you didn’t think to speak with me on this matter?”

      “Oh shit, he sounds mad,” Ella whispered, nestling deeper into Tor’s side.

      “That, my dear, is exactly right. I more than just sound it, I am mad,” Poseidon seethed. “One call, nephew, to request my permission—”

      “You’re right. I should have called but—”

      “He’s been in a daze since whatever happened, happened,” Achilles inserted, tone grim enough to catch Poseidon’s attention. “Have you ever seen him so discombobulated?”

      I scowled at that. “I’m not discombobulated.”

      Lux snorted. “You’re exactly that. His mind’s on claiming her, Poseidon, not on his duties as a God. I’m sure when you meet your tín eaftoú gynaíka, you will understand.”

      Poseidon pursed his lips. “And what, pray tell, do you believe the effect of this intense heat will do to the seas?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t know. It’s not like we have much choice, though, is it? I don’t know what else to do.”

      Sounding weak, rudderless, didn’t appeal, but putting Ella in jeopardy wasn’t an option either. I had no idea when or if she would become immortal, could only assume that was the case. If the entire world was on the fritz because of our little firework display, then who knew what would happen.

      For a second, Poseidon just stared at me, then he cast a look at my guardians. “You’re correct. He is discombobulated. My nephew would never ordinarily have admitted to not knowing which way was up.”

      “Those weren’t exactly my words,” I started to argue, then Ella cleared her throat, drawing my attention over to her. When she glowered at me, I got the message.

      Shut. The. Hell. Up.

      I knew she was right. Poseidon was excusing my inherent lack of respect toward him—an act that Zeus condemned, and in the past, would and had castigated others over.

      Respect, in our universe, was everything.

      The seas rose and fell upon it, and the lightning in the sky did as well.

      “The heat will kill a lot of creatures,” Poseidon mused, but then he peered up at the sky, and though I knew he didn’t share abilities with Ella or me, I had to wonder what he could see. The Big Three, Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades, were different from the rest of us. They had more gifts, more powers, more territory in ways than just space.

      Poseidon ruled the oceans, Hades the dead and Underworld itself, then Zeus? He owned the sky. The very atmosphere was his.

      He pursed his lips. “The amount of energy about to come our way will damage many creatures too… Decisions, decisions.” I watched as he reached up and tugged at his crinkled bottom lip. “Do you think this is wise? You have no idea if the crystals will harness the power.”

      “No, but even if we siphon off only a small amount, better than nothing, isn’t it?” I retorted, on edge at his doubt. Not because I was arrogant, but because I was coming up short on ideas and his criticizing this one didn’t bode well in the grand scheme of things.

      “True,” he replied. “The cathedrals might not withstand the power. What if they trigger lightning storms? You should speak with Zeus. See if he can help.”

      “There’s no time,” I replied, my tone edgy. “I’m hoping that—”

      Ella grunted. “Look, Poseidon, I know you’re this impressive God and everything, but instead of shooting the shit about what-ifs and maybe, if you’d let us get on with it, we might be able to resolve the issue.

      “What my men aren’t telling you is that I started the sun storm after I claimed two of them. I have two more still to claim, and perhaps, once that happens, things will calm down overhead. But, though they are Greek, I’m not, so I’m not about to play hide the sausage with them with an audience.

      “Toddle off back to the fishes so we can get it on, yeah? You’re killing my buzz.”

      For a second, I stared at her aghast, and Castor, tense at her side, clung to her as though his hold alone was all that would stop Poseidon from spiriting her away on a tidal wave aimed purely at her.

      What on earth had possessed her to talk like that?

      She’d been scared before, but now?

      This ballsy chit had almost surely signed her own death warrant.

      “She knows not of what she speaks,” I rasped, trying to excuse the inexcusable as I moved in front of her to shield her from the God’s wrath. Had Cressida spoken to me this way when we had met in my offices in New York, then…

      My throat closed.

      I could not imagine what I would have demanded as recompense for her attitude.

      There was a stillness in the air, but I could sense Ella was not perturbed by it. Indeed, she spat, “Dude? Which part are you not getting? If they don’t make me theirs, then this shitstorm is heading our way.”

      “You’re making it worse, Ella,” Achilles spat back at her, his irritation and agitation evident.

      The words were a catalyst.

      Beneath us, the sea began rocking, waves beginning to crash against the yacht that was as steady as the land itself.

      Poseidon’s scowl darkened as he strode forward. I was pushed away, in the blink of an eye, away from my woman. Poseidon either didn’t see me, or he didn’t care. Ella didn’t seem to sense me either.

      What the fuck was going on here?

      It was like, in the face of my hesitance, all of hers had disappeared.

      She wasn’t shaking in her shoes as Poseidon approached, wasn’t even nauseated by the turbulence of the ocean beneath us. No. She stood straight and tall.

      The true consort of a God of my status.

      Even as that thought hit home, Poseidon’s steps whispered to a halt as he stood before her. I froze as he reached up, his hand coming to touch her chin.

      Every part of me wanted to slap his hand away, but I didn’t. Couldn’t.

      She’d disrespected him so brutally that—

      God, I couldn’t even finish the thought.

      “You are brave for one so young,” he murmured, his voice as soft as a dagger slicing into a belly.

      “I am not brave,” she countered, her hands balling into tight fists. “I’m scared. Very scared. But there isn’t much you can do to me if the sun storm I helped create fries us all. You can save your posturing for afterward, okay?” Then, she compounded her folly by shaking her head and muttering, “Men, all you do is talk. We need action.”

      She reached up and grabbed his wrist, but she didn’t let go, didn’t allow him to release his hold on her. The two stared at each other for a handful of seconds, then Poseidon stunned the life out of me by dipping his chin in agreement.

      “We will meet again, Ella,” he told her, the words half warning, half promise.

      “Can’t wait,” she grumbled as, without a look at the rest of us, he turned on his heel and returned from whence he’d came.

      For a second, I wasn’t the only one speechless. We all were.

      Had she just done that? Had Poseidon just walked away?

      Of the Big Three, he was the calmest, but still? That calm?

      No.

      Just… No.

      I sucked down a sharp breath. “Ella, do you realize you almost started a war there?”

      “Maybe,” she said with a shrug.

      In the time it took for me to suck down some breath so I could reprimand her, Lux was there, and his hands were on her shoulders. I could tell he wanted to shake her, instead, he rasped, “He could have killed you.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t think so.”

      I stared at her. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “I know him.”

      “What?” Achilles blurted out.

      “I don’t know how. I just… I’ve seen his face.” She reached up and rubbed her temples as she did when her past collided with her present.

      It was as natural as taking my next breath to reach up and send a healing wave her way as I stroked my hands over her hair. The minute I did, she closed her eyes. “He visited someone at my hospital.”

      That had all of us staring at her with bewilderment, but Castor was the one who asked, “Who?”

      “I worked in the burn unit. It was a man. He’d been burned when his oxygen tank exploded.”

      Our time was running out, and yet, my interest had never been more piqued. Poseidon rarely left his territory. He lived in the ocean itself, having been gifted Atlantis as his land by Zeus. Of course, it was empty, consisting of nothing save his palace for his guardians to live in, but he rarely meddled with human lives.

      Or, so we’d believed.

      “Who was the patient?” Achilles asked, and I realized he was just as interested by our ever-surprising mate. I couldn’t even begin to describe the ennui Achilles subsisted in.

      That Ella pricked his curiosity was infinitely reassuring.

      “He was a diver. I remember because it was so strange. Las Vegas isn’t exactly next to the sea, you know? But he was part of some dig. This woman, his daughter, used to visit him and then, Poseidon.” She licked her lips. “I knew him. Spoke with him because he visited at night. I got good vibes off him.”

      Good vibes?

      I almost choked.

      Poseidon? The King of the Seven Seas themselves?

      My woman, I realized, was the queen of the understatement.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      “I’m not entirely sure why you thinking he has good vibes would make you think you could talk to a God and a king that way, Ella, but now isn’t the time to talk about this. We have shit we need to do.”

      At my words, she smiled. “Are you always so sensible?”

      “Infinitely so,” I retorted, and even though I was still aghast at what she’d just done, how she’d just acted out, I was also partly amused by her.

      Talk about rocking the boat!

      Literally.

      She was a salve, a welcome respite. She would never cease surprising us, and after several thousand years, that was wondrous.

      Apollo heaved a sigh, and I could tell he was just as taken aback by the situation we had just witnessed.

      How couldn’t he be?

      No one spoke to a God that way and lived to tell the tale, yet our tín eaftoú gynaíka had.

      “I have something for you, Ella. I meant to give it to you earlier when we were visiting my temple.”

      She tilted her head to the side and watched him retreat to the deck where he’d placed the box he’d stashed there earlier. “What is it?”

      He opened it and retrieved the wreath of gold leaves. It sparkled in the moonlight, and her eyes widened. “My God, what is it?”

      “Your crown,” he replied. “You are my queen, are you not?”

      Her eyes widened. “I’m not exactly queen material, Apollo.”

      That she was selling herself short made sense, considering she’d always believed herself just to be an average human, but it didn’t stop it from pissing me off—my brother guardians and Apollo too, by the looks of it.

      “I believe I am the one who would know what is required of his queen.”

      His snooty tone had her narrowing her eyes. Firstly, at him, and then at the wreath. She swallowed. “When do I wear it?”

      “All the time.”

      “I can’t wear that to go to Target, Apollo,” she chided, but I could hear her amusement and was touched by it.

      I’d thought, when Poseidon had first made his appearance and she’d slumped to the ground, that she’d been taken utterly aback by what was happening. That she’d been too out of her depths. And then, from out of nowhere, she’d done what none of us ever had.

      She’d confronted Poseidon.

      She’d taken charge of the situation.

      How she’d leaped from one side of the fence to the other, I didn’t know. But I had to wonder if the duality of her nature was why. Ella had been strong before, I knew. She’d worked on the burn unit, and from my dealings with Apollo’s talents for healing, not only was she an apt consort, but I knew how tough it was to work in that part of a hospital. Cindy, on the other hand, had been a pampered princess. Sheltered from life by her father, and then her mother once the horrid truth of James DiStefano’s secret crimes had been revealed to the world.

      Ella was a fighter.

      Cindy? Well, she was not.

      I was reminded of that when Ella didn’t hold back and her hand came out to trace the gold leaves. At the touch, Apollo shuddered as though there was a sexual connection between him and the wreath itself.

      Wondering what that was about, even when I knew Apollo was just weird sometimes, I watched as he asked, “May I—” He motioned with the headdress and I realized he was nervous.

      In my many years, I’d seen Apollo be many things, but nervous? No. He was too arrogant, too much of a pain in the ass to be nervous because being nervous required you to give a shit about someone other than yourself, and up until now, he hadn’t. The only time he gave a crap was where his guardians were concerned, and I wasn’t even sure if that was because he cared about us or if his sanity rested on the fact that we were whole and healthy.

      Apollo, until now, had never been particularly likable. Harsh but true. We had a duty to protect him, even Achilles who pretty much loathed the other man because of his role in his ‘original’ death. But for all that, we’d had a semblance of friendship over the years, and I had a feeling Ella was going to move mountains where his likeability was concerned.

      “Won’t people see it?” she inquired, eying the wreath warily.

      “They will, but people are weird now. They can wear dresses made of meat—”

      She snorted. “Lady GaGa did that and I wouldn’t exactly say it went down well. She couldn’t go to Costco in it.”

      “And since when will my queen be doing anything so mundane as visiting Costco?” he countered, his voice a purr.

      “If you can guarantee a lifetime free of chores then I’d be stupid to pass up this offer, wouldn’t I?” she retorted dryly, but though her tone was amused, her eyes told a different tale. There were the usual shadows there, but there was a new brightness.

      Was she happy?

      I hoped so. Even if we had a solar storm heading our way, her state of mind was all that mattered.

      “I can do better,” Apollo said calmly, and she quirked a brow at him in question. “I can offer several lifetimes free of chores.”

      She pursed her lips. “That’s very true.” Then, licking said lips, she asked, “May I?”

      I could tell Apollo wanted to be the one to lay it upon her head, but he ignored his instincts, and placed the headdress in her possession. She accepted it with gentle hands and raised her arms to crown herself—I had to smile at that.

      Even in this, Ella was trying to assert her independence.

      I was reminded of the moment Apollo had created this tiara of laurel leaves. He’d taken them from the ancient ones that were scattered around his altar, the true symbol of his reign, of his misery and his solitude and Daphne’s sacrifice. I remembered how he’d anointed each one in water and turned them to gold, making a wreath that was worthy of only one woman in this world.

      It had been forged from a God’s powers, but it morphed into something else entirely when it rested atop her head.

      The veins of each leaf had been prominent thanks to their ancient and desiccated nature, but now? Light seemed to glow from within the gold, illuminating each individual vein, making it sparkle and shimmer in the growing darkness of night.

      She closed her eyes and, before us, her veins began to glimmer, as though she’d captured the sun’s rays in her blood and was willing it to shine. It reminded me of when you placed your fingers on an illuminated screen, how your fingers would glow pink. Well, Ella was one big glow.

      “What the fuck?” Lux asked hoarsely, and I almost slapped him upside the head because only he’d break up such an intense moment with cursing.

      Apollo whispered, “I can feel her.”

      Achilles stilled at our side. “What do you mean? How can you feel her?”

      He closed his eyes. “I don’t know. It’s like…” A shake of his head, at himself, seemed to be all he was capable of as his words trailed off.

      Achilles bristled with impatience, Lux with confusion, but I was the calmest of us and knew that Apollo would explain when he could. Whatever was happening was enough to surprise the man himself.

      As the rays in our wife’s veins seemed to die down, I felt it, and on either side of me, my twin and my brother guardian stiffened as Apollo did something he’d never done before.

      He let go.

      When the humans had ceased believing in them, the powers of the main Gods had surged, creating instability among them. With the powers they were capable of, and petty infighting among the Gods on the rise—infighting that could lead to wars—Zeus had raised long-dead men to guard each God.

      We weren’t bodyguards, not in the human sense. We weren’t protecting Apollo’s person. We were protecting his spirit, his sanity from the insane amount of power he had to control.

      Our souls were tied to him and to the candles that burned evermore upon his altar. We were one with him, existing only because he channeled power through us and with that power, we existed and drained off his ‘excess,’ keeping him on a level playing field, and redressing the loss of balance that had occurred when they’d lost the humans’ faith.

      It was only now, however, that I realized how little he’d trusted us. When he let go, I felt the sudden surge as his equilibrium shifted. It settled like a heavy burden on my shoulders, but equally, it felt right. Like we should always have had this weight.

      Achilles rocked back on his heels and blew out a breath that was loud enough to catch my attention, to drag me from my thoughts that were dealing with my own changed state. I looked at him, just casting him a glance, and saw the lines of tension, of strain, had disappeared. They were no longer bracketing his brow, no longer making his mouth a tight line that spoke of his misery.

      What was happening here?

      When I looked at Lux, he gulped, his eyes wide as he stared at me. The bond between us was more than just of blood, it had been forged in the womb. As our gazes connected, I felt the ricochet of power inside him as well as I could in my own soul. It grounded me in a way that I hoped Achilles shared—it was like the tectonic plates beneath us were shifting, grinding together, creating our very own personal earthquake.

      Ella reached out, and I felt the ghost-like whisper of her touch as her fingers brushed our bellies while she turned in a circle made of the four of us; her men, inadvertently, standing at each of the cardinal compass points.

      Where she’d touched me, it burned. God, it burned. I felt my cock harden, my dick stirring to life even in the face of the uncertainty I was feeling.

      I wanted her, more than she could ever know, more than she would ever understand.

      She was mine.

      Ours.

      And it was time we proved that to her.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Achilles

      

      

      

      Could I begin to describe what I was feeling?

      No.

      There were no words, in no language, to describe the ingrained sense of connectedness I suddenly felt.

      It wasn’t just a link that united me to Ella or the other guardians, it was a wholesome bond to Apollo. Something I’d never felt before. Something I’d never imagined feeling.

      Was this why I’d never trusted him?

      Had I always intrinsically known that he was holding back? Had I known that he didn’t trust us, didn’t trust me to help corral his incredible powers?

      Out of nowhere, I had links to the Earth, to the sun itself. I could feel a thousand sensations that I’d never anticipated—anything from a unity with the soil to the far off reaches of doctors who were working on a cure for AIDS—their muse was tied to Apollo, and through him, me.

      A quarter of me wanted to focus on these new sensations, but the other three quarters switched gears as Ella brushed her fingers over my belly.

      I’d been semi-hard for a while now. The prospect of what we were about to do? Hell yeah, I was ready to make her ours. But now?

      Jesus Christ, I felt like I could combust. As though I needed the orgasm to release the intense feelings that were flooding my body.

      “Raise your hands, Ella,” Apollo directed, his voice husky with a mixture of need and fear.

      Her eyes were dazed as she turned to him, but she complied. It made me wonder what she was feeling, made me wonder what was going on in her head, but from the way her eyes were glassy, I realized she was acting purely on instinct. Ella had left the building for the moment as she dealt with the Pandora’s box she’d just opened when she’d crowned herself.

      When her hands pointed skyward, Apollo continued, “Can you feel the sun? It’s resting now night has fallen, but it’s alive, it’s always alive.”

      She hummed under her breath, and we took that as an assent.

      “Can you feel the flares? The surging of the flares?”

      Her brow puckered, and the long hum broke off as she processed his words.

      “We need to channel that into the crystals. Are you ready, my wife?”

      Her eyes opened and when they did, Apollo’s nostrils flared. The tips of her fingers were glowing. Not like before, not a faint burning gleam, but as though they were small lightbulbs that were connected to the electric grid itself. And her eyes? Holy hell, they were burning too. Where her irises were, there was no longer the azure color that reminded me of sapphires. There were small suns that burned like white fire.

      “You’re mine,” she rasped, and her voice was so unlike her usual tone it jolted me.

      There were no hints of lightness or joviality. There was only a solemn vow that said her words were law.

      “We are,” Apollo said, and each of us uttered the statement as it went around in a circle.

      “Come to me,” she breathed, and who were we to disobey?

      We moved toward her, surrounding her with a wall of male flesh, of bodies that belonged to her in a way that no one would ever be able to comprehend.

      She tipped forward, her hands coming to rest on Apollo’s chest, and she kissed him. Daintily, at first. A small peck on his mouth, then, her tongue slipped out to cover his lips as though she were applying lipstick. She turned in a circle and did the same to each of us, and when she reached me, her hands slipped to my hips and she whispered, “Kiss Castor.”

      I blinked at her. “Why?”

      “Because I want to see.”

      I cast Apollo a look, and he nodded. “We must all be in sync if this is to work.” His tone was grim, and I knew the strain was firmly on his shoulders while his guardians merely enjoyed what was about to happen.

      Turning to the left, I slipped a hand behind Tor’s neck and hauled him to me. Our torsos brushed, our cocks nudged the other’s, and we groaned at the connection—it had been too long since we’d been this way with one another. Far too long.

      A grunt escaped him as I nipped his bottom lip, demanding entry into his mouth, and then, when he ceded to my dominance—something that involved less of a tussle than usual because of the situation—I thrust my tongue against his, and together, we danced to a rhythm of our own making.

      His hands slipped down to grab my ass, and I ground my dick into his belly. It felt good, but what felt even better was the wet kiss of pre-cum against my stomach. I loved the sticky texture and wanted to taste it, but then I heard a groan, and even as I pulled back to press my forehead to Tor’s, I saw that Lux and Apollo had moved onto Ella. She was sandwiched between them, her body bare and gleaming in the moonlight, her breasts pressed against Apollo’s chest in taut, plump swells that made my mouth water.

      I wanted in her more than I wanted my next breath, but we had eternity to bind ourselves to each other. Now was the time for saving the Earth. A first, even in my long and illustrious career as a soldier.

      Pushing my focus onto Tor, I dragged my hands down his back, kneading the taut muscles that lined his spine, before I slipped them around his hips and arched my back to create a space between the two of us. Reaching for his cock, I took his thickness in my palm and gripped him in a tight hold that I knew he loved.

      Swallowing his moan, I tongue-fucked him before pulling back and whispering, “Tell me someone brought lube?”

      I knew something was going on with Ella at that moment. How? She didn’t giggle, didn’t laugh, just moaned.

      Lux tossed me something, though, and I had no fucking clue where he’d been storing it, but I didn’t give a damn, was just grateful for the bottle in my hand.

      Pulling away from Castor with a heavy pant, I opened the bottle and squirted some into my palm. Grabbing my cock, I coated myself with the liquid, remembering the days when olive oil had been the go-to sex toy.

      Hiding a smirk at the memory, I eyed Ella and knew that I wanted to take Tor with her at the center of our attention. His eyes on her, mine too as we fucked each other to oblivion.

      The circle of crystals was starting to glow. Which meant this was working. An idea that had been formed on a hunch held merit…

      I noticed all of that obliquely, and although I recognized that was selfish of me, I didn’t care. Not really. For the first time, the only thing that mattered was in this circle.

      For so long, I’d been fighting the good fight. I’d made every country’s pet peeve my cause. I’d fought and killed and…

      So much blood.

      It would forever stain my hands, and while Ella wouldn’t wash them clean, wouldn’t cleanse my spirit, she would brighten my life, remove the taint.

      I needed that. More than she’d ever understand, more than I could even begin to explain myself.

      Swallowing thickly, I saw Tor had taken note of the crystals too. I wasn’t sure how it was working, wasn’t sure if Apollo or Ella even knew. Was it tied to her arousal? Tied to her need for them? Were they actively seeking the connection?

      So many questions, no answers, and I didn’t give a fuck.

      I slipped to my knees, and as though we were dancing—for this was a dance we’d taken part in many times together—he mimicked my lead, following where I directed.

      With the bones of our knees touching, he leaned forward and nipped my bottom lip. The move had me shuddering and I let him take over for a second, wanting him to explore me.

      As Apollo’s guardians, we were all equal. As Ella’s husbands, we were too.

      His tongue slid against mine, raising nerve endings to life and making my mouth water with his taste. He thrust into me, back and forth with the right pressure, reminding me of how well this man knew me. It went deeper than bone.

      A sharp, high-pitched moan had us pulling apart with soft grunts, as we saw Ella was on her back, her legs spread as Apollo and Lux licked her pussy. Eating her out like the queen she was.

      She was dazed. How did I know that?

      The twin suns of her eyes were shadowed, dimmed by the haze of pleasure the two were working together to create on her behalf.

      Lux slurped at her juices, the noise jarring and discordant, even as it made my cock twitch with the knowledge of exactly how ready she was for us. While Apollo was sucking on her clit like she was a piece of candy he wanted to devour.

      The thought had me shuddering in response.

      I wanted her taste on my tongue, because Tor’s was just the appetizer.

      The twin crawled over to Ella and I watched as he took her mouth, watched as she tilted her head to the side and allowed him the caress. Unlike the way Apollo and Lux were eating her pussy, Tor’s kiss was gentle, savoring. She moaned into it like he was a life raft she’d been drowning without.

      Because I could, I followed him, grabbing his hips as I pressed my dick to the curve of his ass. I rocked my hips back and forth, enjoying the friction, the heat, and the crisp hairs that tickled my cock in a way that was neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but was enough to have the small hairs at the back of my neck stirring to attention as sensation washed through me.

      Unable to help myself, I reached between us, grabbed my cock, and notched it to the pucker of his ass. He bit back a grunt as I began to slide home, and when I was there, when I was a thick and solid presence deep in his ass, he pulled away from Ella’s mouth. She moaned her disappointment, her lips still seeking his. But he pressed his forehead to hers as he panted through what he was feeling—feelings I knew were akin to claustrophobia and suffocation. Almost as though his body was choking on the invader.

      For endless seconds, he processed what I forced him to feel, then he groaned and his mouth took Ella’s with a rapacious need that I felt deep in my soul.

      His ass clenched around me, and I allowed my eyes to drift to half-mast as I watched, content for the moment just to eye the situation, to peruse it.

      I’d have been blind if I hadn’t noticed the way the crystals were flickering with power. It was like those pink salt lamps you saw everywhere nowadays. They were lit up, fluttering with a precious glow as the light surged and died like the tide.

      When she came, the glow intensified to the point where I had to close my eyes to protect them from the sudden blast of energy that came with her orgasm. One hand tugged at Lux’s hair, the other at Tor’s, as her hips rode that same wave of pleasure that powered the crystals.

      Her body was one taut line of tension, and I watched as Tor reached down and cupped her tit fully in his hand, before he pinched her nipple with a ferocity that saw the bud turn white. She shrieked, back arching, nails digging into his scalp before she cascaded into the maelstrom once more with a sharp scream.

      Apollo and Lux shot each other satisfied glances as they wiped at their mouths, and I was jealous, so fucking jealous even if my cock was cocooned in the snug channel of Tor’s ass.

      Lux crept over to Ella’s upper body, his glance colliding with Tor’s for a second, before he helped roll her onto all fours.

      She was limp like spaghetti though, and we all laughed a little as the men had to help prop her up. Ella didn’t even pout, just pressed her hands to Lux’s knees and almost face-planted into his cock.

      Lux ran his fingers through her hair and murmured, “I want your mouth on my cock, agape mou, but I don’t want you blinding yourself on it.”

      Apollo, sliding his hands over the firm lines of Ella’s ass, murmured, “Such a bighead, Lux.”

      “I’m big everywhere,” Lux joked and even Ella, who was still out of it, snorted out a laugh as she rested her forehead on Lux’s lap. Her ass wiggled as Apollo stroked her, and she moaned when he did as I had to Tor, pressed his cock between the delicious mounds of her butt.

      For a second, we were a frozen tableau, the pleasure we were all experiencing on a slight hiatus as we absorbed the moment, appreciated the fact that we’d been brought here because the Fates had deemed us worthy of a woman so complicated, I knew it would take a lifetime for us to understand her fully.

      But I looked forward to the challenge.

      Apollo reached forward and pressed his hands to her shoulders, then he dragged his nails down her spine, making her arch like an enraged cat. She wiggled as the sensations teased her, and when he reached her ass, he grabbed his cock and slipped it between her pussy lips. I watched, enraptured, as his hardness disappeared into the soft haven that would welcome us all, that would be our home forevermore.

      I bent over and nipped at Tor’s shoulder in warning as I began to thrust, taking my cue from the slap-slap as Apollo began to take Ella, making her his, ours in truth. For what was his, was ours as well.

      Tor grunted as he lowered himself to the ground, his ass high, his body close to the deck, and the angle was so exquisite, my eyelids fluttered shut.

      With a groan, I picked up the pace, and so did Apollo. When Lux released a moan of his own, I opened my eyes again to watch the show.

      Ella was licking at his shaft like an ice cream cone on a hot day.

      It had to be torture, and yet, from the look on his face, it was the best kind of torment imaginable. His hands were in her hair, his fingers tautly gripping her silken strands, holding her close as she moved with desultory ease, taunting Lux even as she pleasured him.

      When Tor released a bitten off, “Fuck me harder, Achilles,” who was I to argue? The demand had Ella’s attention diverting our way, and I saw her gaze flicker over to me and catch mine as she started to suck on Lux for real this time.

      Watching her pleasure, my brother guardian had my hips slamming harder into Tor. I fucked him. There was no mistaking it. I wasn’t angry, but I was raw. Not only from what she’d made me feel, but from the arc of power that split between us.

      All around us, the circle was flooded with light. An endless torrent that she fueled.

      “Oh my God!” she screamed, the words coming almost out of the blue and I saw that Apollo had reached around to rub her clit.

      Her fist tightened around Lux’s cock, and his covered hers. Together, they jacked him off, his hips jerking forward, rocking as he rode the air, until she pressed her mouth to the tip, sucking only on the glans.

      The temperature between us soared. Going from hot to red-hot, then onto white and further onto blue. It swirled around us in an incredible vortex. Sweat beaded on my brow but instantly dried, and between us, those lines that united us seemed to flicker with flame.

      I wanted to close my eyes, wanted to hide from the raw heat, the burning light, but I couldn’t. It attracted me as it would a moth. I was born to watch this show, to be a part of this insane act. I knew it like I knew my face in the mirror.

      Everything I’d done, everything that had happened to me, it was all in preparation of this moment.

      I felt the cum boil in my balls. Felt Tor stiffen beneath me, his ass clutching at my cock with an intensity that bordered on painful. Lux’s grunts were agonized, and Apollo released a torrent of curses as the four of us, our orgasms almost in sync, found our climaxes.

      The second our cum exploded from our bodies, Ella released a sharp scream.

      Around us, the air crackled, the burning flames soared, covering us in a dome. If I hadn’t seen it for myself, I’d never have believed it, and yet the fire shielded us as the crystals exploded, their sharp shards caught in the intense inferno that protected us from the blast.

      The heat was like nothing I’d ever known, and yet, our bodies didn’t burn, our blood didn’t boil. We were safe in the maelstrom of our orgasms, which lasted as long as the fires burned.

      And eventually, when they died out, some embers would forever remain alight, buried deep in our souls.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Pollux

      

      

      

      I couldn’t move.

      Seriously.

      My body wouldn’t move.

      I was stuck in place, my knees digging into the deck, Ella’s forehead almost glued to my lap, and Apollo’s hands fixed on her hips as he bowed over her. To my left, Tor had splayed out, Achilles covering him like a blanket.

      It was then I realized that although I couldn’t move, I could see again. The fire had burned so hot and so high for so long, that the image of the five of us had been imprinted onto my retinas, until all I’d been able to see was them and nothing more. But now, in the distance, I could see the ocean once more, could see the horizon.

      Overhead, I also saw the aurora borealis.

      Shit.

      Had claiming Ella not worked?

      “Stop thinking.”

      My eyes flared wide in surprise. “Huh?”

      Apollo yawned. “Stop thinking. I can hear you.”

      “Literally?” When had telepathy become a thing between us?

      “Yes. It was always there, but never like this.” Another yawn. “Stop thinking,” he repeated. “Let’s sleep.”

      Sleep?

      Sleep?

      He wanted to fucking sleep?

      “Yes. I do,” he grumbled. “The Northern Lights are burning hotly but only as a means of dispersing the solar flares some more. I triggered them myself.”

      The admission had me scowling at him. “Since when were you able to do that?”

      “Since forever.”

      Rage flushed through me. Just how much had he been keeping from us?

      I didn’t have to ask that question though because Achilles did. “You have serious trust issues. And I say this knowing I have them too, but mine are like a child’s in comparison to yours. You need to learn to share more, Apollo.”

      There was a reprimand to the statement, but I could hear how satiated he was, and it was a note I’d never heard in my brother guardian’s voice. I took it to mean that for once, the restless energy in his soul, the energy that kept him from home, that had him forever seeking the adrenaline of battles and games of war, was at peace.

      God, had Ella wreaked two miracles in one night?

      I could only hope so. I was tired of wondering if Achilles would return to us with all four limbs and the rest of his necessary appendages attached.

      Even if Apollo could save him from death, there was only so much he could do when the two of them were thousands of miles apart.

      Apollo, at Achilles’ words however, stated, “There was no need to tell you. If I’d deemed it necessary, I would have.”

      “God, you really do think the sun revolves around you, don’t you?” Tor ground out, and that the words came from the most placid of us had to come as a shock to Apollo.

      Tor never made waves. It wasn’t in his nature. He was a people pleaser.

      Apollo simply sighed. “I did. Before. Now? It revolves around Ella.”

      A little snicker escaped our woman. “You’re going to give me a big head, Apollo.” She turned her head to the side and smushed her face into Achilles’ thigh. “Now, stop talking. Sleep. Need sleep,” she groaned.

      “Don’t you even want to know if it worked?” he teased, and pressed a kiss to the back of her neck.

      “I guess, then sleep?” she asked hopefully.

      “It worked. There’ll be a storm still but nothing the Earth’s magnetic fields can’t handle.” Apollo hummed with satisfaction. “We’ll need to be careful in future. When Achilles takes you for the first time, I’ll need to be there, other than that, we’re good.”

      “And Poseidon didn’t even need to have his hissy fit,” I commented drowsily. Considering the crystals were in a gazillion pieces on the deck and not at the bottom of the ocean, I figured we’d inadvertently done good.

      Apollo hummed again, but Ella was already breathing deeply. I had to wonder exactly how much energy her body had to process during that event, and then, as I wondered, I just sighed and closed my eyes.

      Ella was right.

      Sleep.

      We needed a shit ton of it, and that was what we got.

      The next time we woke, it was pitch black again. Not because we’d only taken a nap but because, according to Apollo, we’d slept the day through on the deck.

      I’d have paid to see the crew’s reaction to finding us out here surrounded by a sea of broken shards of amethyst and quartz, but as it was, I mostly wanted to curse because Ella had a sunburn. A bad sunburn. Which sucked considering the sun and she were intrinsically linked.

      Apollo, seeing the bright red tinge, winced then curved his fingers around the fine bones of her ankle. He released a small hum and she sighed as he got to work on healing her.

      Within moments, the sharp pink calmed down some and she was back to normal. Of course, that was when we saw it.

      It was emblazoned on her side, just below the swell of her breast. Dark red as though branded, the lyre curved around her ribcage. Two large ’S’ shapes touched at their ends before curving up into curlicues. They were joined with two crossbars and the traditional three strings joined the pair together.

      Apollo reached over and traced the shape with a smile. “It suits you.”

      Ella was the only one still half-dozing, but she wriggled slightly at Apollo’s touch. “What does?” she asked sleepily.

      “Your mark.”

      “My what?” Finally, her eyes popped open and she squinted down at where he’d just been stroking. “What the fuck is that?” She half-sat up then raised her arm and with the other, cupped her breast and shifted it to the side, for a better look.

      I smirked at her. “You got a tat overnight.”

      She glowered at me. “That isn’t funny. Where are your marks?”

      That turned my smirk into a snicker. “Only women get marked.”

      “Is that true?” she demanded of Apollo, and he slapped me upside the head.

      “We have no idea if it’s true or not.” He shrugged. “I didn’t expect it, but now that it is here, it makes sense.” He watched her rub the mark. “It won’t come off,” he told her gently. “It appears as though your blood boiled and singed your skin.”

      “Ew,” she grumbled, “but I’m not trying to rub it off. It’s itchy. I only just noticed it.”

      “The sunburn probably distracted her.” Tor rubbed his bottom lip. “Funny that you didn’t heal that when you were ridding her of the sunburn.”

      Apollo shook his head. “No. That is a different kind of wound. One fated to be there. It is not a physical ailment.”

      “Tell that to my body. My very itchy body,” she groused, then sniffed at Achilles when he grabbed her hand and dragged it from her side.

      “You’ll make it sore.”

      “It’s mine to make sore,” she retorted, making him roll his eyes.

      “Cease whining, woman. You’ll be well shortly.”

      “The honeymoon’s over already?” she snarked.

      He smiled, dipped his head so he could kiss her. “The honeymoon has barely even begun, agape mou.”

      She shifted on the deck as he slipped his tongue into her mouth, and I watched, my cock just as interested as the rest of me, the show. Of course, Achilles being Achilles—a buzzkill—ceased the demonstration and practically jumped to his feet in one fell swoop.

      Even Ella looked dazed with how fast he moved. She peered up at him. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m tired of lying in this death circle of rocks.”

      She blinked. “Huh?”

      Climbing to my feet too, I saw what Chill meant and had to hide a chuckle…

      The shapes of our bodies were delineated with shattered crystal. It was like the way they portrayed a corpse’s location at a crime scene in the detective shows.

      “What he said,” I concur. “Anyway, if we slept another day, that means Cressy is due tomorrow so we have to get back to the shore.”

      “Because that takes forever.” She huffed and groaning, she rolled over. The second she did, I reached down to grab her, wanting to save her from coming into contact with the broken crystals. Except…

      “What the hell?”

      Tor, Chill, and I jerked back at the sudden glare. From intense darkness that was only truly possible when you were out at sea, away from all the light pollution, came an immediate fiery glow that burned my retinas.

      The sear stung and my hands shot up to cover my eyes, but even with that middling protection, the light was still visible, still bright enough to hurt.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Tor growled. “Dammit, that stings like shit.”

      Apollo hummed under his breath. “Interesting.”

      “Interesting that we’re in goddamn pain?” I yelled at him—Jesus, the man was such a dick sometimes.

      “The crystal is irradiated.”

      “Great, does that mean I’m about to get cancer?” Ella rasped, but she didn’t sound as though she were in pain like my twin, or brother guardian, or I was.

      “No,” Apollo spoke softly, but his tone was amused. The jackass. “It means we need to collect this dust.”

      “The fuck?” I grumbled. “I don’t know about you, but I can’t see crap to collect.”

      “The glow will simmer down. But only we can touch it. Anyone else will be injured,” Apollo warned.

      I sighed.

      This was not how I’d envisaged the aftermath of claiming my wife would go down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Achilles

        

      

    

    
      The glow died down, as King Dick had promised, after ten minutes, and following Apollo’s cryptic request to collect a godawful number of broken shards, we had huge piles of the stuff to transfer into the boxes we’d used to transport some of the cathedrals.

      Though full of the dust, the boxes were surprisingly light, and even though we asked—several times—Apollo was his usual jackass self and kept his mouth closed.

      The ride back to shore was edgy. No one knew what was going on except for the God, and I knew we were all tense about the fact that Ella could come into contact with a speck of dust that was agitated because of the speedboat ride and might suddenly set off a supernova.

      Which was why the light had stung to all hell.

      Yeah, Apollo confirmed that the brightness was akin to a supernova, and the only reason we hadn’t inadvertently destroyed the Earth—again—was because he was there to offset it.

      The guy didn’t look as though he’d just offset anything. He was calm but…

      I hoped it was the lingering after-effect of inadvertently being blasted with something scientists hoped wouldn’t occur within four billion light-years from Earth, but he was glowing.

      So was Ella.

      That shit was going to be easy to cover up.

      Not.

      Scrubbing a hand over my face as we approached the shoreline, I saw Tor head for our deck at a slower pace.

      Behind us, Apollo’s yacht was slowly being evacuated. And as was the case the night before last, helicopters were coming in droves to take the crew away from a highly radiated zone.

      Poseidon would be sinking the ship once it was clear, and that was a favor we owed him and his guardians.

      Though Apollo was the one who usually bore the brunt of a favor being called up, we all felt it when another God stirred his wrath. That wasn’t something any of us looked forward to—Mount Etna had exploded for a reason, dammit, and Apollo had worn the guilt for that on his shoulders ever since.

      I didn’t have to like the man to feel for him.

      His tempers and moods could affect the entire world, and we were the ones who were supposed to help him harness that but, after claiming Ella, I was only now coming to realize that he hadn’t been allowing us to do that.

      Why?

      Did he think us too weak?

      My throat closed and I decided that such thoughts were futile at a moment such as this.

      Apollo was a fool for not relying on us, but his reticence was millennia in the making and we had to help him adapt. I truly hoped that Ella would be the turning point on that score.

      As we pulled up beside the jetty that led to Achill, I saw the way Apollo’s arm tightened around Ella’s shoulders. She was cuddled into him, half-asleep, not only from what had occurred during the claiming, but from the supernova-like explosion of light that had drained her to the point where she’d been semi-conscious for the hour-long ride back to the mainland.

      There was no need to be concerned. Not really. Apollo didn’t appear to be, and if he was, he’d be healing her and returning her to her good health shortly.

      I didn’t like to think about exactly why my throat felt tight when I looked at her, and didn’t like to think I wasn’t the only one with an Achilles’ heel now. One that came in the form of a sprite with bad hair, a bad attitude, and shitty taste in sneakers.

      I climbed onto the jetty first, moored our boat, then grabbed the boxes Tor hauled over to me. Lux untangled Ella from Apollo and shifted her into his arms. The God then retreated to the dock as I had and crouched down to carry our resting wife away from the boat.

      With a box in each of our arms, Ella in Apollo’s, we headed away from the ocean and retreated to the temple. Acting upon Apollo’s orders, we set the boxes down on the ground and, with Lux now carrying Ella after Apollo handed her over, retreated to the main building with the orders not to turn around.

      I wasn’t sure what he was doing at the temple, wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Especially when Ella began to struggle in Lux’s arms even though she was unconscious. Tor began to help his twin with our wife who was about to be dropped on her ass if she didn’t quit with the jerky movements. I frowned at her, then made the mistake of looking back toward the temple. Even though I swiftly averted my gaze, the sting was back.

      Apollo had set off another supernova-like light explosion?

      What the hell was his game?

      I didn’t make the mistake again, though, just waited until Ella had stopped bucking in Lux and Tor’s arms. She looked like she was seizing, but it was almost as though her limbs didn’t belong to her. Like whatever Apollo was doing was making him the puppeteer while she was his puppet.

      The comparison didn’t sit well with me, but what else could I think?

      I firmed my jaw when Ella eventually quieted, Tor moved away, and as a unit, we headed for Apollo’s rooms even though it was awkward as hell considering our wife was unconscious. I found myself grateful for the fact it was just before dawn and no one was around. The retreat had no strict bedtimes, but most people were asleep after four AM.

      When we were back in Apollo’s rooms, Tor ran the bath.

      “Is it wise when she’s so out of it?” Lux asked.

      “We can watch over her,” was all he said.

      “That will reassure her when she wakes up naked in the water with four guys hovering around her,” I retorted, folding my arms across my chest as the two of them tugged Ella out of Apollo’s shirt.

      “There are three of us,” Tor argued, making me roll my eyes.

      “Don’t be pedantic—he’ll be back soon. Be realistic, Lux. I know I wouldn’t like it.”

      “We’re not just some guys,” Tor reasoned. “She knows that. Her body clings to us, needs to be near us.”

      I couldn’t argue with that.

      Though Ella was propped up on Lux’s lap while Tor unbuttoned her shirt, she wasn’t slouching forward, but back. She was twisted half to the side, as though she wanted as much bodily contact between them as possible.

      My jaw clenched at the sight.

      Not out of anger, but want.

      I wanted her to do that with me, but…

      My infamy was prolific, but I’d never been known for being in possession of a wily tongue. I’d never had a way with women. It was much easier to fuck men. They knew what they wanted—to get off. And I never fucked anyone who was looking for more than an orgasm.

      Even with Tor and Lux, it was easy. We were stuck together and used each other instead of a Fleshlight.

      Simple.

      But with Ella?

      Apollo’s words from a few days before resonated.

      We had to make her happy. We had to make sure she didn’t want to leave us, and hell, I hadn’t been happy in several millennia. It wasn’t like I knew how to make someone else feel that way when it was as impossible for me to feel contentment as it was for a dog to start speaking Spanish.

      Tor and Lux had always had it easy with women. They were charmers, and though Lux was a hothead, he had a way about him that all females liked.

      Me?

      Sure, I looked decent enough, but that wasn’t sufficient to sustain a marriage that would last an eternity, was it?

      Humans always seemed to divorce, so marriage wasn’t easy, right?

      And it wasn’t like I had many recommendations for me on that score.

      I stood a short distance away as Lux lowered a now-naked Ella into the water. She sighed the minute the heat hit her, and I knew I wasn’t the only one seeing shit when the water began to sparkle.

      “Please tell me you put some of that crap Apollo likes in the water?” I asked hoarsely.

      But Tor shook his head. “No. Not even soap.” His mouth firmed. “What the hell is that?”

      “The dust?” Lux asked hesitantly as he slipped his hand through the liquid. The gold shimmer collected in the creases of his palm as though he’d dipped it into paint.

      “Has to be. Or is it light?” I questioned, earning myself thoughtful stares from my brother guardians.

      “Maybe both?” Lux mused, then he shrugged and said, “Christ, she’s beautiful. I never thought we’d all share a woman.”

      “What do you mean? We’ve shared before,” Tor replied.

      “You did not just say that out loud?” came his twin’s grumble. “And you know what I mean. That was sex. This is more. I mean… I think I love her, guys.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back against the wall. I was only a few feet away from the bathtub, but I could have felt Lux’s tension from a mile away.

      “You think we don’t all have feelings for her?” Tor replied.

      “No. Of course. I just…”

      “We know. You’re the ultimate playboy. You don’t get burned by love.” I rolled my eyes. “You listen to your own press too much.”

      Lux grunted. “Screw you. And you know what I meant.”

      I shrugged. “Sure I do, but Tor’s right. She’s messed with all our heads, and she doesn’t even realize it.”

      The water carried on shimmering. It was like we’d dumped neon glow sticks beneath the surface, and though it highlighted her lush form to perfection, it was concerning. More concerning? The fact that she lay in the water, not moving, not even slipping under the surface. She was so still except for the faint motion of her chest, and I mean, I didn’t need an excuse to study her tits, nor did my fellow guardians, but I knew we weren’t looking at those ripe swells in a sexual way. Just in a ‘dear God, is she still breathing?’ kind of way.

      When Apollo returned over an hour later, we’d replaced the water a few times, topping it up to keep her warm. She’d started seizing a while back, and the glow from the yard backed up the fact that Apollo was doing something in his temple, but the water seemed to have helped keep her contained so we’d rolled with it.

      When the God himself finally deigned to make an appearance, we were all wearing out the rug with our pacing, and I was legitimately getting sick of studying her nipples for signs of life. And that’s just something no man should ever have to admit to.

      Fuck. The bastard had broken tits for me.

      I ran a hand through my hair, trying to let my temper simmer down. Then, I blurted out, “You’re an asshole. Where the fuck have you been?”

      “I’ve been by the temple,” he commented as he began to pull off his sweater and pants, and toed off his shoes. When he was naked, he strolled over to the bath, climbed in beside our still unconscious mate, and cuddled up next to her.

      She released a heavy sigh and as he arranged her, she ended up draped over him like a living, breathing blanket.

      The craziest thing was?

      The second his skin touched the water, it glowed twice as hard.

      Jesus. “We’re going to need our shades if this goes on for much longer,” Lux growled, shielding his eyes from the bright light emitting from the bathtub.

      “What’s going on, Apollo? I think we deserve an explanation,” Tor ground out, his head ducked and his eyes shuttered away from the glowing water.

      “I was doing something I haven’t had the power to do for a long time,” he murmured softly as he tilted his head back against the rim of the tub and slipped his fingers through Ella’s so their hands made a gentle bridge.

      “And what was that?” Lux prompted. “I swear, you make getting blood out of a stone look easy, Pol. Just talk to us.”

      “Back in the day, before Helios was born, I was also the bringer of light.”

      “We know. You brought the light, and with it the day, and Artemis, your sister, brought the darkness, and with it the night,” Tor muttered. “Tell us something we didn’t know, Apollo.”

      “My powers over the sun changed with Helios’ birth. I could no longer protect the way its rays affected the Earth.”

      “In what way?”

      “The ozone layer,” Pol stated calmly. “I couldn’t reinforce it. Just as with the solar flares, I couldn’t stop the surges from hitting the planet. Even if I wanted to, I could only try to minimize the damage as we did with Ella.

      “When Zeus transferred some of my duties to Helios, it was like a disconnect. Before, I had control over the sun as well as its effect on the Earth. But after, I had only control over the sun but not how it affected the planet.”

      “And what’s changed?”

      He pursed his lips. “Me. The supernova recharged me. I hadn’t realized I was drained, but I wonder if Helios’ birth was a punishment for something my father deemed worthy of castigation. I didn’t know it at the time, but now? I sensed how weak I was.”

      “I thought the Gods were getting stronger with each year that passes?”

      “Yes, but not in the way you think,” he explained softly, and I watched him rest his head against Ella’s. Their wet hair mingled, making a delicious counterpoint of two variants of gold silk. His like wheat, hers like honey.

      “What way then?”

      “Our command over them is greater, but inherently, our natures are weak. That’s where the guardians come into being. There’s a reason we’re so petty. There’s a reason there’s so much infighting. We have power without good character. It’s a recipe for disaster.”

      “So, you mean to say that you’re a jackass?” I questioned, wanting to hear him say the words.

      He opened his eyes only so that he could glare at me again. “Yes, dick, I’m a jackass. Happy now?”

      “Now that you’ve admitted something we’ve known for ages? Yeah. I’m happy now.”

      Apollo grunted and began to follow the track of a water droplet as it rolled over the swell of Ella’s hip.

      “So, because you were weak, what? How did the blast help you?”

      Apollo shrugged. “There are some things even we Gods do not know. Everything is Fated, though, is it not?”

      “What’s with the glow?” I asked softly.

      “After-effects. We’re both harnessing solar energy at the moment. We’re walking solar panels.”

      “It’s not a good look,” Tor reassured him with a sniff.

      I shot him a warning glance, but to Apollo, asked, “And what are the repercussions of what you did in the temple?”

      “Global warming is irreversible, but the new density of the ozone will protect the planet from becoming even more damaged. It means that I can work on strengthening the Earth’s geomagnetic fields. Make sure that the sun won’t damage the planet too much.”

      “All that because of Ella?”

      Apollo shrugged. “She transferred some of Helios’ gifts to me during the claiming.”

      Lux hissed out a breath. “You’re shitting me?”

      The God’s lips twitched. “There are many things I might do to you, Lux, but shitting on you isn’t one of them.” He kissed Ella’s temple and then sunk into the water to rest. “She’s a miracle the Earth didn’t know it needed.”

      Inside, everything clamped down.

      Our miracle.

      In more ways than one.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      I pulled on my shirt collar and tried not to feel like it was choking me.

      After a few days of wearing tees and other comfortable clothes, the suit already felt like it didn’t fit me right, which was bullshit. The damn thing was tailored to me like a second skin, but I just didn’t want to wear it.

      Achilles and Pollux looked exactly the same—like fidgety little boys who’d been dressed up in suits for a wedding day.

      I didn’t want to be here. None of us did. But Cressy was due in, and we had to be here to meet with her husbands, as well as greet another God.

      Having Hades here was my greatest concern.

      He was a bit of an asshole—like Apollo—and the prospect of having the two of them in close quarters for more than a fifteen-minute meeting?

      Yes. That was the true idea of Hades—the place, not the God.

      Huffing out a breath, I ceased fidgeting and stared up at the sky where a black ‘bird’ suddenly made an appearance. The instant it did, there came the vibrational pulses in the air from the whomp-whomp of the blades as they cut through the sky.

      “All will be well, little brother,” Lux assured me, and his statement had me rolling my eyes.

      “Still playing that card, brother.”

      “With twins, five minutes makes all the difference.”

      I didn’t bother stifling my grin from him. “Wonder if Nash will join you in the ring?”

      Lux’s shoulders stiffened. “I owe him a pounding from last time.”

      I snorted. “He won fair and square.”

      “He had Leto dope my drink! How is that fair and square?”

      “You should know not to leave your beverage around one as wily as she.”

      Lux scowled at me. “I can see whose side you’re on, little brother.”

      “Yours, of course, but it’s my duty to tell you when you’re in the wrong, and you were most definitely in the wrong,” I assured him, chuckling even as the helicopter finally started to land.

      The trees, the plants, and flowers all swayed under the mighty roar of the rotors, and in truth, I felt like swaying myself. This was bound to be a disaster, and it wasn’t aided by the fact that Apollo wasn’t here, neither was Ella.

      In fact, disaster seemed to be an understatement, and being a day away from saving the Earth from the equivalent of an extraterrestrial atomic bomb, I figured we were the ones who’d know what a disaster truly was.

      I pressed my palms together, bridging my fingers in front of my groin. It was either that or start fidgeting, and I would never do anything so shameful as that.

      When the four alighted from the helicopter once the rotor had ceased moving, they crouched down at first, instinctively avoiding the blades, and then straightened up.

      I saw the female I’d met months before in New York. Cressida Jonas. A world-renowned singer and apparently, my wife’s best friend.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence, could it?

      That Apollo and Hades, two Gods who were renowned for their dislike of the other, two Gods who shared the same territory and were the direct cause of the Civil War on this soil, were joined together by two females who loved one another, and who considered each other sisters.

      Hades broke the line the quartet made as they strode up the slight incline, away from the helicopter pad, and toward us.

      I caught his gaze, knowing he dealt best with me and not my fellow guardians, for I was far more composed than moody Achilles or irritable Pollux, and dipped my chin in greeting.

      “Welcome to Achill, sire.”

      Hades pursed his lips as he peered around our wall of guardians, and over to the brick-facade building. “Never thought I’d see the day I’d be welcomed to HQ.”

      I shrugged. “I’m certain none of us predicted this particular day, and yet joyful we are for it.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Ever the diplomat, Castor.”

      “I try, sire.”

      Pollux straightened his shoulders. “Sire,” he greeted, and Achilles, though his shoulders couldn’t be straighter without his skeleton being formed from marble, greeted the other God likewise.

      “How are my horses?”

      “They’re well,” I assured him, discussing the few mares he had stabled here to be impregnated by our stud. “You can see them today or tomorrow if you wish.”

      “Oh, I wish—”

      “Tomorrow, Hades,” the small female interrupted, shooting her husband a pointed look. “I’m not here to spend time in a stable.”

      “No, you’re here to be with Ella, tín eaftoú gynaíka, and why would you want your husbands hovering around you as you do so? I’m sure you’ll have,” Hades closed his eyes, and as though the words were pained, grunted, “girl talk.”

      For a second, my brother guardians and I stiffened. The desire to laugh almost overtook us, but only millennia of existing on this mortal soil, of dealing with diplomats and politicians, of being generals and foot soldiers, stopped the chuckle from escaping our lips.

      Icarus cleared his throat. “Having a twenty-first-century wife comes with its perils, gentlemen.”

      Cressy frowned. “What kind of perils?”

      “Having to utter phrases like ‘girl talk,’ agapití,” Hades stated grimly.

      “When have you ever heard me use that phrase?” she retorted, surprising me by calling Hades out in front of us.

      Something had changed.

      The last time I’d met her, she’d been quiet and reserved, but then I supposed she’d been the wife of three men for some time now.

      It was all well and good to speak so freely before us, however, but the likes of Athena’s guardians? Or Hera’s?

      Concern for her filled me, and I caught Hades’ eye. He tilted his chin to the side in understanding, but his smile was appreciative.

      I meant no harm, no ill will, and I wasn’t offended, but we were different.

      “Cressida has learned the ways of dealing with other guardians. Fear not.”

      “You’re Ella’s. You don’t count,” the small female said bluntly.

      “Well, that’s us put in our places,” Lux commented, but he laughed. “Does that mean I can shoot the shit with you, Hades?”

      The King of the Underworld looked as pained as he did when he’d uttered the words ‘girl talk.’ Then, Cressy elbowed him in the side, and she stated, “He’s promised to play nice.”

      My nostrils flared in an attempt to control my second bout of laughter. “Indeed,” I rasped, my amusement bleeding through the word as I processed a remark that made the God of the Dead look like a toddler being ordered around by his mother.

      Of course, the minute I spoke, Cressida narrowed her eyes at me. “You were the one most concerned about Apollo and Hades’ interactions the last time we met if I recall. Perhaps you shouldn’t be amused by my husband’s good spirits now.”

      My brows rose as I caught her gaze. “You are correct,” I told her, suitably chastened. “You have to admit, there is a chasm between the Hades of before and now?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she retorted sweetly. “I wasn’t there before, was I?”

      Lux elbowed me. “Quit while you’re ahead.”

      “Indeed,” Cressida mocked, taking my word and throwing it back at me like a gauntlet.

      I cleared my throat, deciding Lux was most certainly correct, but before I could speak, Cressy asked, “Where’s Ella?”

      “We’ve had a situation that we had to handle,” Achilles said, doing what he hadn’t done in two millennia—actively stepping forward to take on the mantel of responsibility that came as an integral part of being guardians to Apollo.

      Lux shot me a look, and I lifted my shoulders a scant inch. I was just as confused, but now wasn’t the time to discuss the other man’s sudden change of heart.

      “What kind of situation?” Hades demanded, and my earlier words were a mockery because if he’d mellowed out some, that had gone by the wayside.

      “A situation we hadn’t foreseen.”

      “I think I can handle more information than that,” Hades groused.

      “It is Apollo’s business,” Achilles countered. “I’m sure you wouldn’t appreciate it if he questioned your guardians—”

      “No, but I wouldn’t send them off to handle my business,” was the other God’s swift retort.

      Cressida placed a hand on Hades’ shirt-covered arm. And it was then I realized how casually the others were dressed.

      We weren’t.

      We were in three-piece suits, dammit, but Hades’ and his men? His wife? Icarus, Orpheus, and Hades all wore linen shirts and smart-casual tonal shorts. Cressida sported a flirty sundress that swirled about her knees. On her feet, she wore strappy wedges while her men wore loafers.

      Their dress made me realize we were taking this too formally, but then again, before now, Hades had never not been formal.

      I reached up and pulled at my tie, loosening the knot until I could remove it entirely. The minute it was off, I unbuttoned my collar. The actions caught the eye of the others, but I said, “Apollo is with Ella. Our wife is currently incapacitated.” When Cressy froze, then jerked forward, I held up a hand. “She’s exhausted.”

      Hades narrowed his eyes as he grabbed his wife’s fingers and held her in place. “And Apollo can’t heal her?”

      “He has. We believe she needs the rest.”

      “She’s resting while I’m here?” Cressy shook her head. “That doesn’t fit.”

      “It isn’t the kind of rest that could be considered voluntary,” Lux explained carefully. “She passed out and has yet to awaken.”

      Cressy’s rosy cheeks blanched. “She’s sick.”

      “Be calm, agape mou,” Icarus soothed. “Apollo is a healer. Whatever ails her, he will cure her.”

      “If he could, then why isn’t she here?” she retorted.

      “Because the sleep is a healing one,” I explained softly.

      “What’s going on here?” Hades inquired, and his tone didn’t bode well for anyone that would put hurdles in his path.

      “It’s difficult to say, mostly because it came as a surprise to us. We believed Ella’s line to belong to Hecate, and then, when Lux and I claimed Ella as our wife, we realized she has ties to Helios.”

      Rus sucked down a sharp breath. “But—“

      “Yes.” My jaw firmed as I shot him a look.

      “What is it?” Cressy demanded, her voice panicked.

      “Apollo is the God of the Sun, but so is Helios,” Hades informed her softly, but he raised an arm and tucked it around her shoulders. Hugging her gently, he explained, “That’s an unfortunate coincidence.”

      “Unfortunate isn’t the word. She inadvertently triggered a solar storm. We managed to stop it in time, but the after-effects are—” I pursed my lips. “Unforeseen.”

      Hades nodded. “I understand.” He dipped his head and pressed a kiss to Cressy’s crown. “Cressy, she needs to rest. Whatever they had to do to control the solar energy they had to harness; it is no wonder if she is slightly burned-out.”

      Nash slipped an arm around her waist, nestling the woman between her two husbands in a way that made me wish Ella was here now.

      I wanted to do that with her.

      Nestle her between my twin and me.

      Would she allow that?

      Ella was prickly. Even though we’d made her ours, there were so many things we didn’t know about her yet, and I hated that. I wanted to know everything, but only time would permit that and we’d known her for such a short while where that was impossible.

      I knew that she nuzzled into me when she slept. I knew that her feet would connect with our calves, and that she would curve into us during her slumber too. But awake?

      That was still an unknown.

      “Please, follow us to your apartments,” Lux stated, breaking into my thoughts as he turned on his heel to guide the other God and his family to the retreat.

      I stepped aside and went to follow too, but Icarus grabbed my arm and held me back.

      “Tor? Tell me true. How bad is it?”

      The concern on his face was for Cressy’s sake, not Ella’s. Even as I understood it, it irked me. I jerked my arm free from his grip. “Ella is well.”

      He studied me, his gaze grazing over my features, scanning it as though I were a file he could read and would understand better if he memorized every detail. “I care for Ella too,” he murmured. “I’m concerned for Cressida; I won’t lie about that. But Ella grew on us all when we knew her.”

      “You knew her as she lived?”

      He shook his head. “No. She’d passed over. That was how we met Cressida. Nash and she were on tour together, during that time Ella was involved in a car crash and perished. He brought Cressy to Hades for her burial. That was when we realized what she was. He gave her a boon, and she asked for Ella to be returned to her. He could only do so as a ghost, and so that was how we came to have Ella hanging around us.”

      I clenched my jaw at the idea of her being…

      God, I couldn’t even think of Ella as dead, but she was. The Ella this man had known was no more. She was shaped differently. Housed inside another woman’s body. It was only now when I registered how hard that must be for our wife, and I had no idea how to make it better.

      Time?

      Would that heal this particular wound as well as aid me with my desire to know my wife better?

      I could only hope so.

      “How likely is it, do you think, that one God sired Ella, and the body she inhabits was sired by a Goddess?”

      His question had my brows lifting. “It would explain our initial confusion. Apollo is rarely wrong and he did believe her to be linked to Hecate.”

      Icarus shrugged. “Truth is, I have no idea of how possible that is, but Ella is somewhat of an anomaly. Zeus returned her to this realm with the aid of the Fates. As far as I’m aware, that has never happened before.”

      “No,” I said softly, processing his words and the likelihood of them. “Had we suspected, we would have attempted to control the situation better.”

      “The claiming is what it is.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m certain you didn’t trigger a solar storm that might have destroyed the planet’s magnetic field?”

      “No.” Rus’ eyes widened. “This is true. However, we have a constant flurry of ghosts with us, so there’s that.”

      I tilted my head to the side in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “Cressida can see ghosts too. Now, in times of great emotion, she calls them to her. We’ve always had the odd ghost wandering around. I’m accustomed to seeing them now, but some days it’s like the parting of the Red Sea.”

      “So many?” I inquired.

      He nodded. “Yes. Hades is concerned.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Too many souls aren’t crossing over to the Underworld?”

      “Indeed.” Rus rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t tell him I said that.”

      “No. Of course not.” Because I knew he’d shared something with me to set me at ease, I explained, “Ella isn’t exactly comatose, nor is she asleep. Apollo insists she’s healing. I know nothing else of her state.”

      “Why, though? What happened?”

      “Apollo claimed her as ours in a group. Whatever he did harnessed the excess solar energy into crystals we’d collected to hold the power. He used the remnants to…” I winced. “I’m not even sure. He claims that the ozone layer has been reinforced now.”

      Rus jolted back at that. “How?”

      “I told you already—I have no idea. Hades keeps you informed of his talents?” I demanded, knowing no way was the case.

      The other guardian conceded that with a grimace. “This is true.”

      “Well, Apollo has many talents, and many more secrets. I only learned recently that he had the ability to do this.”

      “Why hasn’t he done it before?”

      “Because he couldn’t. Helios’ birth created a disconnect. Now, because of Ella, he could protect the Earth through our link.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “You’re telling me. All I know is that my wife and Apollo are glowing.”

      “Glowing?” Rus choked.

      “Yes. I’m hoping that when she wakens, she won’t be able to light a room by herself.”

      “Jesus,” was all the other man could say, and I didn’t exactly blame him. The situation made me speechless too.

      “Yes.” I blew out a breath. “Look, Ella will be well. Apollo will see to it.” I started to walk away, my destination the retreat, but Icarus grabbed my arm again. “What is it?”

      “You don’t think this was always meant to happen, do you?”

      “What?” I frowned at him. “You know how the Fates work. I’m certain this was their plan.”

      “But the ozone…” Icarus shook his head. “Our wives are exposing weaknesses in the fabric of our existences.”

      I stared at him a second. “I wonder what the next wife will reveal.”

      He swallowed. “I’m not certain I wish to find out.”

      “If Ella has helped Apollo heal the ozone layer, then maybe Cressida will help you find a way to resolve this situation with the dead?”

      Icarus shook his head. “That is something one person cannot do.”

      I nudged him in the side. “Ah, but we are not mere ‘people,’ are we?”

      “No, I suppose we’re not,” he murmured, his tone pensive.

      “Come. Let me show you to your quarters. The place is a retreat. Feel free to use the facilities, and the instant Ella is awake, we will let Cressida know.”

      He snorted. “If you think Cressida won’t be pestering you for that information, well, you’re not accustomed to this generation’s females, are you?”

      I couldn’t withhold my grin. “No, but I look forward to a lesson in handling them.”

      Another snort. “First lesson: there is no handling a woman of the twenty-first century.”
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      I was tired.

      Seriously tired.

      Even keeping my eyes open was more than I could handle, and it was so like that time when I’d woken up at the hospital after a damn coma that it made me want to puke, almost.

      I’d been out of control then too, and I was only just realizing how much I loathed not being in control now.

      My limbs felt heavy. My eyes felt like stone. And each hair on top of my head might as well have been an iron filament, and I could feel the weight of each one.

      I felt my men talking around me, could hear their soft murmurs, and though I wanted to wake up to be with them, I just couldn’t.

      Whatever was going on was my body’s way of ensuring I needed my rest, and I allowed it because I was hurting. So, so badly.

      God, it was painful. Like my limbs were growing almost, or maybe shrinking? Like my muscles were being put through a meat grinder, and my bones were just being sawed to shreds by Jason—a thought that almost made me smirk as I recollected the time I’d forced Cressy to watch a marathon of Friday the 13th movies.

      The heat helped. Not just from the water, and I knew when they placed me in the bath, because it eased my pain, but my men were pivotal too. They surrounded me. Physically and spiritually, so that even though I was covered by darkness, they were alight.

      That whole ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ shit? It was true. I could see it, and knew that with each passing hour or maybe even day, I was getting closer to it. Except, the light wasn’t death.

      The light was Apollo.

      He was my sun.

      And around him, were satellites—Lux, Tor, and Chill.

      I could feel when they moved me. Jostled me around as they cared for me. I felt their touch, their gentle kisses to my forehead—the way they stroked my hair.

      Each touch, each caress was imbued with an emotion that was as foreign to me as the Mandarin language. Hell, I had more chance of guessing what the word ‘love’ was in Mandarin than I did of understanding how it felt, but I knew because it was impossible to avoid it.

      They barely knew me, and I barely knew them, but the connection went soul deep.

      It didn’t matter if they hated horror movies—a once ‘no no’ for any potential boyfriend—and if they preferred Thai over Indian food, then I wouldn’t judge them for it. I just wanted them.

      The wanting grew with each moment I spent in the darkness, until I failed to realize when the obsidian gloom around me dispersed as Apollo’s light bled through the shadows.

      Of course, I didn’t realize that some of that light was mine too.

      When I finally opened my eyes, the ache was like lightning across my optic nerves. I raised a hand to cover them, shield them from the brightness around me, but the brightness came from me. My hand was glowing.

      Fucking glowing.

      I looked like a radioactive Mr. Burns from The Simpsons. Except I wasn’t bringing peace or love, just a shit ton of light.

      “What the actual hell?” I managed to croak.

      Around me there was movement. I heard chairs grate as they were shoved out of place, and I heard footsteps—several pairs of them.

      “Ella?”

      Cressida?

      That was Cressy?

      I had to sit up, but even as I tried, my arms weren’t strong enough to support me. I flopped back down, and the move jostled my head.

      Ouch.

      Then, hands were there, pillows were rearranged and I was hauled up against them.

      I felt like that magnetic putty that seeped into every pore while you fiddled with it, delineating all your fingerprints. I could seep into the spaces between the pillows, no problem.

      Squinting at the people surrounding me, I managed to whisper, “Why are so many gorgeous guys looking at me when I feel like shit?”

      Cressy giggled, and the sound had my lips twitching.

      “Traitor,” I said to her, and was relieved when she jumped up from her seat at my side and began hustling the handsome men away.

      Seriously, no woman wanted any man this fine to see her looking the way I felt.

      Even if I knew who the men were, and that they were intrinsically mine… I didn’t give a fuck. I needed a shower and a hairbrush as well as, ew, a toothbrush.

      “How can my mouth taste this bad?” I whined when I knew the bedroom was empty—something that surprised me considering how bullish my men were. What the hell kind of magic had Cressy pulled?

      “Because you’ve been sleeping for ages?” Cressy retorted, and when I opened my eyes again, I saw how close her hands were and when she clapped them in front of me, I hissed.

      “Bitch! What was that for?”

      “Ummm, for scaring the shit out of me? How about that?”

      She sounded cheerful though, which was a direct contradiction to the bitchy move she’d just pulled.

      I scowled at her. “Ouch. That fucking hurt.”

      “Good,” she retorted. “What the fuck is happening here, Ella?”

      “How would I know? I’ve been asleep,” I told her sulkily, and peered over at her to see she was holding something out to me. Realizing it was a compact, I scowled at it, and then her. “If you’re trying to make me feel crap, then just let the boys back in. I mean, jeez, they were nice to me at least.”

      “Look in the mirror, Ella,” Cressy ordered, her hand not wavering as she held out the compact for me.

      With a huff, I told her, “You were nicer before you married a God.”

      “I was also down-trodden, terrified of living, and spent way too much time in closets—”

      “Closets?” I demanded. “What the hell were you doing in closets?”

      “That’s neither here nor there,” she retorted. “Look in the mirror.”

      “Since when do you say shit like ‘that’s neither here nor there?’” I squinted at her. “I thought mine was the only body being possessed around here?”

      She huffed. “Do you realize how old our men are?”

      I carried on squinting at her. “So?”

      “So? I quoted Shakespeare the other day, Ella. Shakespeare.” She flung her arms wide, and it was so weird to see this Cressy. Christ, I hadn’t seen her like this for ages. “I mean that’s just fucked up, right?”

      “Why did you?”

      “Because Hades does.”

      “Hades quotes Shakespeare?”

      “Well, he mumbles it.”

      “And you mumble it too now?”

      Cressy flipped me the bird when I started snickering. “Some of it’s really catchy.”

      “No, Cress, no. Just no. Shakespeare might be the original wordsmith, let’s not break Hades’ heart and tell him Kit Marlowe was plagiarized severely by the bard, but he is anything but catchy.”

      Another bird was flipped my way, but I tossed it back by grabbing the compact. Before I looked, she mumbled, “You’ll see. Just watch. And it’s impossible to stop. I’m going up against three, Ella. You have four. Four. That means you pick up their little sayings. I really hope you start quoting Confucius.”

      “I’d prefer Yoda,” I teased her, before sucking down a sharp breath and opening the compact.

      I mean, I didn’t shriek, even if I could feel the shriek warbling in my throat, longing for freedom. Instead, I swallowed, then rasped, “This is why they left you to deal with this, right?”

      She winced. “I think they figured I’d know how to calm you down.”

      “Since when did you calm me down?”

      A shrug was her first answer. “Didn’t think it would soothe them if I told them you were the one who was the calmest of our bunch.”

      I had to snicker. “No wonder they all ran.” I picked up a piece of hair that had fallen on my brow. “What the fuck’s happening, Cressy?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “You’re cute, Ella.”

      “Cute? Cressy, I’m glowing.”

      “Yeah. I know. It’s pretty hard to miss.”

      “I don’t look like I did the last time I looked in a mirror.”

      “You’re looking more like the Ella I knew,” she told me softly.

      “Well, that isn’t going to freak Dolly out,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “Who’s Dolly?”

      “Cindy’s mom.” I began to tug at my bottom lip. “She sent me to a rehabilitation center, not a plastic surgery getaway.”

      Cressy shrugged. “I think that’s the least of our worries.”

      “You mean the fact I look like a walking, talking nuclear generator? Yup, I figured that’s the most pressing concern.”

      “Technically you’re a walking, talking sun.”

      “Same difference,” I told her, wafting my hand dismissively at her.

      “Hardly.” She shoved my arm then, and before I knew what the fuck was happening, she was there, next to me on the bed, and her arms were around me. She hugged me so hard it hurt, and then I felt her tears, and I knew she was crying because she was happy, so I didn’t chide her for them.

      I wasn’t dying or anything. I just… well, I glowed.

      I mean, there were worse things, right?

      Well, not in the day and age of social media.

      Face-palm moment.

      Sighing, I pressed my face into her hair and sucked in the scent that I always recognized. When we’d been foster kid brats, and then when I’d been a nurse in the burn unit and she’d been a superstar, she’d always used Garnier Fructis shampoo. The Sleek and Shine one.

      “I love you, Cress.”

      “I love you too, Cinderella.”

      I shoved her. “Bitch. We were having a moment.”

      She snickered, but squeezed me tight. “Ella, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too, sweets.” I rubbed my chin on her head. “I swear, I’ve done more shit since I died than when I lived.”

      “I’ll bet,” she retorted dryly. “You’re not the only one.”

      “How are you coping with being a stud sandwich?”

      She pulled back at the question and shot me a look with eyes that twinkled. “I’m managing.”

      The prim tone had me snickering. “I’ll bet.” I shoved her again. “Think I’ll ever be able to go out in public?”

      “Not when it’s dark.”

      “Has Apollo said when the glow will stop?”

      She shook her head. “He doesn’t know why you’re glowing in the first place.”

      I reached up to tug at my necklace, when it wasn’t there, I frowned.

      “What is it?”

      “I have this necklace I’ve been wearing. It’s rutilated quartz.”

      She blinked. “Since when are you into crystals?”

      “Since I woke up, apparently,” I mumbled. “What? Was I into Satan before?”

      She snickered. “Yeah, you were into all kinds of shit. Drinking goat’s blood and wearing skulls.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, #lifegoals. I achieved so much in my past life, why not aim higher in this one?”

      Her grin beamed almost as bright as I did. Which was seriously saying something. “Nah, you almost had a halo. You walked dogs at the shelter in your spare time, and trust me, that spare time was limited. You were like the burn unit head before you died because you worked so much.”

      I pulled a face. “Going to nominate me for sainthood?”

      “Maybe tomorrow.” She reached for my hand and squeezed my fingers. “You okay?”

      “As okay as I can be, I guess.” I frowned and went to fiddle with my necklace again. “Dammit, I want my necklace.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I had it on when we went on the boat, but I don’t know where it’s gone.”

      “The boat?”

      Her cocked brow told me the guys hadn’t kept her in the loop. I didn’t question why, just trusted in them and shrugged. “They have a boat. A big one. And we had sex on it.”

      She snickered. “You rebel. Sex on a boat is cool though, isn’t it?”

      “Hell yeah. Especially when you’re a part of an orgy.”

      “Orgy?” Her head tilted to the side. “You mean they got it on too?”

      Her wide eyes told me her dudes didn’t ‘get it on’ with each other. Rather than answer, I winked at her. “That’s for me to know.”

      She pouted. “No fair!”

      I snickered and patted her hand. “We’re gonna live a long time, honey. There’s going to be some shit I don’t want to tell you.”

      “That makes it sound even juicier.”

      I smirked at her. “I know.”
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      “Bitch!”

      The word came out as a squeal and was followed by a torrent of laughter that had me sucking down a relieved breath.

      Lux shot me a look. “Things sound okay in there.”

      I nodded. “That’s a relief.”

      “I wonder if she’s looked at her reflection yet?” Tor asked, prompting me to think of the subtle changes to Cindy’s face. No longer were her cheeks gaunt, they were fleshed out. Her hair was like honey without any need for dye, and her eyes? God only knew what Dolly would say if she saw her without a face full of make-up and colored contact lenses.

      Then there was the glow to worry about.

      Jesus.

      “Cressy is too upfront not to have shown her straight away,” Nash stated, tapping his fingers on the armrest of the chair he was sitting in, prompting us to all remember the picture Cressy had shown us of Ella before. Well, Cindy of now was looking more like that.

      As unlikely as it may have been, in my world, few things were truly impossible.

      I wasn’t sure why my quarters had turned into a waiting room, but it had happened after the third day of Ella’s seemingly endless sleep. Cressy had wanted to sit with her, her men hadn’t wanted to let her in my suite, so I’d compromised on Ella’s behalf. Even though having my altar so close to another God had set my teeth on edge, especially a God who hated me, I’d seen how Hades had softened when he was around Cressy, and the love his wife had for Ella was impossible to deny.

      Hades would never be a friend. I couldn’t even say he’d be an ally. But we were linked now. Linked by the love of two women we, in turn, loved more than our own lives. That was an irrefutable connection, and I had to wonder what game the Fates were playing.

      Gods were never friendly with one another.

      Even the sibling deities weren’t.

      Artemis and I were as close as it got, and she lived in the Philippines and we spoke every decade, which was more than enough for both of us.

      So for Hades and I to be rubbing along well enough, and then Icarus’ insistence that our wives were connected to other Gods’ lines for a reason…?

      Indeed, there was something afoot, but in all my years, I’d learned to stop myself from getting hung up on the games of the Fates. They did what they wanted, worked for a higher power than even Hades or I, and so, we had no alternative but to embrace that.

      I rocked back into my chair at the dining table in the room connected to my suite. It was a simple space, mostly because I never used it. All cream walls with bright white moldings on the ceiling, the large glass and chrome dining table, and ornate white chairs that looked as though they’d been 3D printed. I wasn’t a fan, but it didn’t matter. It housed us all with ease.

      “You’ve no idea when the glow will die down?”

      “No. I have no real idea why she’s glowing in the first place.” It irked me to admit to the failing, but it was the truth, and my guardians deserved no less than that.

      Icarus cleared his throat. “I mentioned this to Castor when I first arrived…”

      I shot Tor a look. “Mentioned what?”

      “We were discussing the likelihood of Ella being sired by Hecate and Cindy being sired by Helios. Or vice versa,” Tor said with a sigh.

      “And you didn’t think to discuss this with me?”

      “No, not while she slept. What use is knowing that anyway?”

      “It would explain much,” I growled. “Like how we almost destroyed society as we know it without putting any protection into place.”

      Hades frowned at me then at his guardian. “What makes you think this?”

      Lux chimed in though. “If Ella was born of Helios’ line, then she merged with Cindy, her sudden interest in crystals would make sense. Hecate’s influence was bearing fruit while Helios’ had always been there.”

      I rubbed my chin. “What might this mean for Ella? For us?”

      “Nothing, except for the fact that she has two dueling forces inside her,” Icarus commented.

      “Nothing?” Achilles growled. “That sounds like a whole lot of somethings to me.”

      Icarus sighed. “You know what I meant.”

      Achilles grunted, and I agreed with him. For once.

      Huh.

      Ella had wreaked yet another miracle.

      “What if one force protected or controlled the other?” Castor mused.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Perhaps being around crystals would contain the glow?”

      I clicked my fingers. “Her necklace. The rutilated quartz. Where is it?”

      “I removed it before we put her into the bath when we got back, I was worried it would get damaged,” Tor explained. “It’s in your room. Your nightstand drawer.”

      I nodded, and climbing to my feet, headed over to the connecting door. It felt strange to tap on the door to my room, but it was a time of strangeness for all of us here.

      “Come in,” Ella called out, and her voice was husky. From lack of use? Or from emotions?

      I opened the door, and even though I braced myself for the glow, I almost winced as the light hit my eyes. It was as piercing as light through glass. I was half afraid she’d set fire to the bed, that was how hot she beamed.

      Forcing a smile for her, I murmured, “It is good to see you well, ó chrýsion. We may have a solution for the glow.”

      “Oh?” She perked up as I headed over to the bed and went to the nightstand farthest from her. When it wasn’t in the top drawer, I moved to the one closest to her. “Do you know where my necklace is, by the way?” she asked.

      My hand touched upon the leather thong, and I retrieved it from the drawer and dangled it over her belly.

      “That is pretty,” Cressy said, but she shot me a look.

      It was amazing how this woman had no fear of me. Ella hadn’t either.

      What were they breeding nowadays?

      Amazonians?

      I ignored Cressida, however, and focused on my mate. Hearing movement over by the door, I saw my guardians hustling over there, watching with intent as Ella reached for the necklace and tugged it over her head.

      Nothing happened.

      Disappointment whirled inside me.

      Then she reached for the crystal and I blew out a breath.

      “She’s dimming!” Cressida cried out, her relief evident.

      “I am?” Ella squeaked.

      “The crystal isn’t though. Look,” I pointed out.

      My guardians strode in and gathered around the foot of the bed. Achilles commented, “We can hide that.”

      “Can we?” I frowned. “How?”

      “A glowing necklace can be explained away nowadays,” he stated.

      “He’s not wrong. There are glow stick necklaces, after all. If she kept it under her shirt, no one would notice. Or if they did, they wouldn’t ask.” Cressida cleared her throat. “I mean, before, everyone would wonder what the fuck was going on, but now? I doubt anyone would notice.”

      Ella gulped. “You think?”

      Cressida reached for my woman’s hand. “I know.”

      I crouched beside the bed at her side. “How are you feeling? You slept a long time, ó filtáti.”

      “I felt like crap, but now I feel better.”

      “The glow must have been draining.” Lux moved around the bed and climbed atop it. He touched her arm. “I wonder if the crystal will burn out. We’ve seen how that’s possible.”

      I snorted. “We can afford to keep her in rutilated quartz.”

      “It might be wise to experiment with different crystals,” Icarus stated from the doorway, and I appreciated the others’ respect in staying out of the room now that my wife was awake but still in bed.

      “That would be wise,” I agreed. “Perhaps some will have other properties as well?”

      “I foresee a visit to the crystal shop,” Ella said, her tone close to gleeful.

      Cressy shook her head. “What have you guys done to my best friend?”

      Ella stuck her tongue out. “Shut up, Ms. Bubble Tea fanatic.”

      Nash snorted out a laugh. “She has you there, Cressy.”

      Hades’ wife shot her husband a glower. “Whose side are you on, Nash?”

      He just winked at her.

      “I think it’s time to leave Ella with her husbands,” Hades stated calmly.

      I half-expected Cressy to argue, but she didn’t. Instead, she leaned over and kissed Ella on the forehead. “You were beautiful with the glow, but I’m glad I won’t need sunglasses every time I’m in the room with you. I think you may have damaged my retinas, dude.”

      I frowned at that, and shot Hades a look. “May I?”

      Because Hades was frowning too, I took that to mean Cressy hadn’t informed him of any discomfort. The other God nodded though, and I asked Cressida, “May I take the ache away?”

      “I was only teasing,” Cressida stated, surprised.

      “I’d prefer to ensure there was no lasting damage.”

      She shot her husband a look, who nodded at her and stared her down in a way that brooked no argument. When she didn’t move, I reached up and pressed a hand to her temple. There was some minimal damage to her eyes, but mostly her skin had taken the brunt. It was like she’d been sunburned. I healed that woe and as I flushed through her system, checking for other ailments that might still linger from before her claiming, I tilted my head to the side in surprise.

      Her hand grabbed mine though and she squeezed my fingers. I stared into her eyes, saw her furrowed brow and knew she was aware of the life growing in her belly.

      Dipping my chin in silent agreement to keep her secret, I murmured simply, “All is well now.”

      She shot me a shy smile. “Thank you, Apollo.”

      “It was my pleasure, Cressida.”

      “I owe you, nephew.”

      I cocked a brow at Hades. “Now that I will accept.”

      He grunted and stepped away from the door as his wife approached him. When they all cleared away, Tor and Achilles herded onto the bed as did I.

      “Are you okay?” Tor demanded, as though I hadn’t already asked that question myself. “Truly?”

      “I’m glad I’m not glowing anymore. That’s for damn sure,” Ella grumbled with a sigh. She relinquished her hold on the crystal and the glow started up again. “Fuck!” she bit off.

      “It must need to touch your skin,” I told her calmly, even though my heart had sped up at the sudden resurgence of the glow. “Let it touch your chest.”

      She quickly obeyed, and when the glow began to dissipate, we all took relieved breaths.

      “What’s happening here, Apollo?” she asked shakily.

      I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I have no specific answers for you,” I warned. “But we think you are dealing with the forces of two Gods.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I believe that my initial assumption was correct. Cindy is of Hecate’s line.”

      Her head tilted to the side. “And I’m of Helios’?”

      “Bingo,” Lux replied, and she shot him a frown.

      “Okay, well, that wasn’t something any of us could have anticipated.”

      “No. It’s pretty damn unique too. Only the children of two Gods usually deal with two sets of talents. Like with myself. I deal with my mother’s and father’s. They don’t have to complement one another entirely, but there’s usually some kind of bridge. Your powers are very discordant.”

      “What do you mean?” she whispered.

      I pulled a face. “Hecate was the Goddess of night, ó glykýtaton, and of the moon. Helios is of the sun. There couldn’t be two more contradictory powers.” I blew out a breath. “We will deal with what comes in the future, but for now, we can only find ways to ease this discordancy.”

      She blinked at me, and I felt her fear and hated that I couldn’t give her ease.

      “Time,” Achilles whispered as he moved over to her side and began to rearrange the pillows so she could lie down with more ease, “will ease our concerns, my wife. Now, you must rest.”

      “I’ve been asleep for ages!” she argued, but it didn’t stop her from snuggling into him when he moved to lay beside her.

      Because it felt as natural as breathing, I moved to her other side as well, and laid down. I rarely slept, not because I was a God and we didn’t need rest, but because sometimes, I simply couldn’t.

      The prospect of slumbering with my wife and my guardians, however, sent warmth through my limbs. As well as longing.

      As I cuddled up next to her, Castor and Pollux moved beside Achilles. I did not doubt that when I next woke, they’d be curled up in a fetal ball together as if they were still in their mother’s womb.

      Though I shared that connection with my twin sister, Artemis, I doubted that in the womb we’d been as close as those two.

      When Ella sighed and curled into me, I ceased thinking of Artemis. She wasn’t a thorn in my side, but thinking of my wife was far more pleasant.

      I kissed Ella’s temple, and murmured, “Sleep. We will all feel better after a rest.”

      Though she huffed as though in disagreement, the next thing I felt was her relaxing as sleep took her under like a tidal wave engulfing all in its path.

      I sensed Castor and Pollux as they were encompassed by sleep, felt their heartbeats slow as they relaxed into one another.

      “Is she truly well?” Achilles’ voice was pitched low.

      “Yes. But we will need to run to the crystal store before too long.”

      “Either that or speak with Hecate herself.”

      I hummed. “Not a pleasant prospect.”

      “Why? She isn’t a God of Olympus.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The only Gods who’d been banished to the four corners of Earth were the ruling Gods. Hecate, though powerful, and like Helios, was not a ruler as was I.

      They could roam the world at will, had more freedom than I could imagine.

      “Firstly, we’d have to find her.”

      “Hades would help with that. You know he has spirits everywhere.”

      That wasn’t an untruth.

      “Plus, he just said he owed you.”

      I perked up at that. “This is true. Good thinking, Achilles.”

      He snorted. “If you say so.”

      I turned on my side. “You are calmer.”

      “She’s quite…” He blew out a breath. “Grounding?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question?”

      “Yes.”

      I hummed. “Okay.”

      “Okay? That’s all you have to say?”

      Unsure if he was genuinely angered or just perplexed, I said, “If she makes you content, then I’m also content. You have been a troubled soul for as long as I’ve known you, Achilles. I would ease that for you.”

      He fell silent, so silent I wondered if he slept, then he said, “Mother did me no favors when she dipped me in the Styx as she did.”

      I sighed. “She was a mother whose child was predicted to die young. She did what she thought was best.”

      “And made me invulnerable to most ills, and gave me a hero complex.” A grunt escaped him. “That is in the past.”

      “Indeed. We must look to the future,” I told him softly. “She needs us to be harmonious with one another, Achilles. You know this as well as I.”

      “Agreed.”

      That hadn’t been as hard as I feared.

      “You do?” I didn’t want to make him change his mind, but Achilles had been at odds with me since the dawn of civilization…

      “Yes. It is time I ceased blaming you for my fate, when fate brought her to me.”

      “You love her as well?”

      “How could I not?”

      “I’m not that lovable.” Ella’s voice had both of us jolting.

      “Aren’t you?” I teased, amused that she’d been eavesdropping. “How can you remember?”

      She harrumphed. “You have a point, but no one is perfect, you guys.”

      “And that is why you’re perfect for us,” Achilles reassured her. “You are a welcome dose of humanity in our lives, Ella.” He pressed a kiss to her brow as I had earlier. “Now, cease listening to private conversations and sleep.”

      “Can I help it that you two woke me up with all your gossiping?” she grumbled, making us both laugh softly.

      “Point taken.”

      I closed my eyes and allowed myself to sleep.
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      Nash feinted left then right, but it was a move I’d seen him make too many times. With an uppercut jab, I smacked him under the chin. The force was enough to lift him from his feet and to send him soaring through the air.

      With a heavy bang, he landed on the stretched canvas of the ring. Cressy released a sharp shriek. “What the hell did you just do?”

      I beamed at her from behind my mouthguard, then I spat it out. “It’s called a ‘knockout.’”

      She squinted at me as she scrambled under the rope and hustled to his side. Before I could do more than unfasten one of my gloves, I felt arms slip around my waist.

      “I’m sweaty,” I warned her, even though the last thing I wanted my wife to do was pull away.

      “You smell it,” she replied, but it didn’t make her retreat. If anything, she hummed, and I cocked a brow at that.

      Shooting her a quick look over my shoulder, I saw she was peering around my side at Cressy who had placed Nash’s head on her knees and was crooning to him as she stroked his hair.

      “He’s not dead, Cressy,” Ella grumbled. “Just out for the count.”

      She glowered at both of us. “I said this was stupid.”

      “They’re boys. Boys fight. Boys have dick-measuring contests. Ya just gotta let them have at it.”

      Cressida rolled her eyes. “If you say so, oh, wise one.”

      I felt Ella snicker, her chest rising and falling with her amusement. “Told ya, I’m Yoda. Reborn.”

      Cressy huffed, and I twisted in Ella’s grasp and curved an arm around her shoulder. “Come on, let’s leave them to it.”

      “You’re not going to help me move him?” Cressy shrieked.

      I blinked at her. “If you think Nash is going to want my help, you’re way off. Just let him come to here.”

      “Come to? You knocked him out. He’s going to need medical attention.”

      “If he was human, perhaps. But no one here is human anymore.” I shot her a grin. “Perks of immortality. He’ll have a headache but it won’t damage that brain of his.”

      I pushed Ella to move and she fell in line with me, but when we left the gymnasium, she asked, “You’ve wanted to do that for a while.”

      “Do what?”

      “Beat Nash.”

      I sniffed. “Last time we boxed together, he cheated.”

      A laugh escaped her. “When was this?”

      “About 200AD.”

      “Jesus, hold a grudge much?”

      “Perhaps.” I squeezed her side. “I’ll remember every time you yell at me.”

      “Fear not, I will as well,” she teased. “Where are we going?”

      “I need to shower.”

      “Since when was that a two-person job?”

      I waggled my eyebrows at her. “Tell me you don’t want to.”

      “Oh, I do, but if I go back to Cressy’s side looking all orgasmic and post-coitally glowing, she’ll get pissed at me, and pregnant-Cressy is a psycho-Cressy.”

      “She told you?” I asked, surprised, and even if I was annoyed at being cock-blocked by her best friend, I knew what she meant.

      I fully expected Cressida to reap payback on her husband’s behalf by dosing tonight’s farewell BBQ with ghost pepper to torment me.

      “You mean you knew already?”

      I shrugged. “Apollo told us after he healed her.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me?” she demanded with a pout.

      “Because you’re too close to her. If you’d known when she told you, she’d have thought that was weird.”

      “I hate that that’s true,” she grumbled, but she pressed her hand to my belly and slid her hand over my abs. “When they’re gone, it’s game on though.”

      I snickered. “Glad to hear it.”

      “I’m going to miss having her here,” she mused after we walked down the public hallway toward the east wing where our private suites were housed.

      “I know.” I kissed the top of her head to avoid speaking of my relief that the others were going.

      She sighed, and squeezed me. Hades and his coterie had been staying with us for three weeks now. One of which Ella had spent unconscious. The other two, we’d all managed to cohabit without setting fire to the house or starting a trade war—I considered that a win.

      We had, all told, had a good time. But old habits died hard, and I’d never been around another God and his guardians for this long before. It was unnerving, and I was ready for my house to revert to my home once more.

      Still, I understood why Ella wouldn’t feel that way. She and Cressy were ridiculously close, and through her, another facet of Ella’s personality had been revealed to us. Her loyalty. She defended Cressy like a mother would her newborn pup, and yet, she’d rag on her harder than a bitchy comedienne live on stage.

      “You won’t have time to miss her,” Achilles pointed out from the doorway to Apollo’s suite.

      She frowned at him. “What are you doing there?”

      “I heard his stomping.” Achilles rolled his eyes. “I swear, Lux, how many times must we have the lesson on stealth.”

      “I don’t have to be stealthy in my own home,” I retorted with a sniff.

      Ella grunted. “Pissing contest later, boys. I’ve just sat through one, I don’t need to see another. Why won’t I have time to miss Cressy, Achilles?”

      “Apollo is returning to the city tomorrow.”

      “To New York? Why?”

      There was a definite squeak to her voice. “Why not?” I questioned.

      “Duh, because Dolly’s there, and she’s going to see the new me.”

      I shrugged. “It isn’t noticeable.”

      “I think Cindy’s mother is going to notice—”

      “Tell her you got good at contouring.”

      She gaped at Achilles. “You know what contouring is?”

      “Hey, I go on Youtube too, you know?”

      “And you watch makeup tutorials?”

      He laughed. “You caught me. I love to dress up in drag.”

      “You do?” Another squeak from Ella.

      “No. But I saw it on a Facebook video once.”

      She shook her head. “There are too many revelations all at once here. Achilles, you have a Facebook account?”

      “We’re ancient, Ella, not decrepit. We move with the times,” I informed her with a sniff.

      She patted my belly. “Sorry, sorry.”

      Achilles laughed again, and crap, the sight of it was enough to have me jolting in place. I wasn’t sure I’d seen Achilles laugh so much as he had recently, and it was starting to weird me out.

      He was practically emo. Or, at least, he had been before Ella. He’d been a major part of the emo movement before emos had even existed, so yeah, this was a major development.

      A happy Achilles was a bewildered Lux.

      Who knew?

      “Apollo wants to show you something,” Achilles informed her.

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not going to fall for that again.”

      I snickered, and couldn’t stop my laughter from bellowing out of me. “I can’t believe you fell for that the first time,” I wheezed, laughing harder when she smacked me in the side.

      “I thought we were no longer in the age demographic where ‘show and tell’ was even a thing.” She huffed. “You suck, Lux.”

      “Not as well as you do,” I told her, straight-faced.

      Her cheeks pinkened, but she retorted, “I’ll inform Apollo that I’m the greatest cock-sucker of them all.”

      Achilles snorted. “Please, let me be there when you do.”

      I cocked a brow at him. “What’s sun-dude want to show her?”

      “The altar. Before we leave, we have to tend to it.”

      That had her frowning, then she pulled back. “Wait a minute. Altar?”

      At her sudden tension, I shot her a worried glance as I hauled her back into my side. “What is it, Ella?”

      “Hades’ altar. I remember it. Sugar skulls surrounded it.”

      Achilles snorted again. “And you think I’m an emo.”

      My eyes widened. Fuck. “This new telepathic shit sucks.”

      He grinned at me. “I find it quite useful as a reconnaissance measure.”

      “I’ll just bet you do.” I heaved a sigh, then to Ella, stated, “Don’t worry. Apollo doesn’t have a shit ton of cadavers stinking up the place. He has leaves from the laurel tree.”

      Her brow puckered. “Bay leaves? Like from my wreath?”

      I nodded. “Exactly like those. From the very first laurel tree in existence.”

      She pursed her lips. “I finally googled you guys. I know who the first laurel tree was. I mean, I saw the woman turning into it that first time Apollo showed me the truth, but I didn’t get it. It was too nuts.”

      Achilles strode away from the door and came to a halt before her. He cupped her chin as he leaned down and pressed a kiss to her nose. “There’s no need to fret.”

      “Not fretting,” she instantly countered.

      “No need to turn green-eyed on us either.”

      A huff. “Not green-eyed. Apollo was conned into that love. There was no con here. He loves me because I’m a spunky PITA.”

      “You’re a piece of bread covered in spunk?” Castor questioned, popping up in the doorway.

      Her nose crinkled. “Ew. You know what I mean.”

      “Oh, I do,” he said cheerfully. “Just wanted to hear you admit it.”

      “What? That I’m a pain in the ass that will give you a pain in the ass if you’re not careful?”

      He cocked a brow at her. “And how would you do that?”

      “I have it on good authority that Achilles fucks harrrrd.” She lengthened the syllable for good measure, drawing on a subject that none of us had discussed since she’d awoken.

      The past two weeks had been for genuine rehabilitation. She’d been weak, and had burned through two crystal pendants when she’d been tired, but hadn’t wanted to go to bed because Cressy’s men and us were all hanging out, shooting the shit and having fun.

      Of course, my balls were going to turn blue before the week was out, but it was something I could handle. For her.

      Only for her.

      Tor just smirked. “You still have to find that out for yourself.”

      She purred. “Oh, I know. And I can’t wait.” She tapped Achilles on the chin. “Tonight?”

      There was genuine regret on his face as he shook his head. “You’re still too frail. Not until you speak with Hecate.”

      “Apollo’s found her?” I demanded, my interest immediately spiking.

      “Yes. Well, Artemis did.”

      My eyes flared in surprise. “He asked Hades and his twin sister to find her?”

      “Of course. For Ella, what wouldn’t I do?” asked the God himself as he swept out into the hallway and gathered Ella in his arms. “Why are you sweaty?” he demanded over the top of her head.

      “Just whooped the shit out of Nash.” I threw a kick jab and a bunch of uppercuts as I danced lightly on my feet. “He’s knocked out.”

      “And my guardian’s honor lives on forevermore,” Apollo said dryly. Curving an arm around Ella’s waist, he murmured, “My twin sister and I aren’t the closest, kallísti, but she is great friends with Hecate. They were the original virgin Goddesses together.”

      I snorted. “They were probably getting it on while Hera and the others were busy getting dicked down.”

      Ella twisted around to scowl at me. “Dude, could that sound more chauvinistic?”

      “I don’t know, babe. You telling me that in thousands of years that chick has never seen an orgasm?”

      “It would explain why Artemis constantly resembles a prune,” Apollo pointed out, his lips curving with amusement. “Although, Hecate must have seen some action at some point if she created a line that spawned you, Ella.”

      Our wife’s nose curled up. “Do you really want to think about your sister being ‘dicked down’ as Prince Charming over there phrased it?” Ella insisted, gaping at him.

      He shrugged. “We’re different than ordinary mortals. My twin helped my mother during labor—”

      “Wait. What?”

      “She was born fully grown,” Achilles remarked, but he was smirking, enjoying how mind blown our wife was.

      “You mean all that crazy shit happened? Like the Minotaur, chicks with snakes for hair, and dudes literally being half horse?”

      “You’re only just figuring that out?” Castor inquired.

      “Y-Yeah,” she stuttered. “I-I thought it was all hype.”

      Apollo shook his head. “Nothing was hyped in Ancient Greece. We were the original ravers.”

      It surprised us all when Ella burst out laughing, and because it was good to hear, we glanced at one another and joined in.
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      I squinted at the pool of water, then at the candles, and the shit ton of bay leaves that were littered on the floor in a way that reminded me of a park during Fall. There were many of them. It wasn’t just a faint sprinkle, either—you could make serious leaf-angels out of these bad boys. A dog would have a field day leaping into the mounds.

      The candles were weird, and it was even weirder to see the wreath that Apollo had given me as my ‘crown’ sitting atop the altar.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked warily, unsure why they were even showing me this place.

      With each day that passed, I was remembering more and more of my past life, and could even recall my days as a ghost. I could well remember the sugar skulls on Hades’ altar. It wasn’t just a hazy memory, and by contrast, I guessed Apollo’s was staid.

      Unless there were dead bodies hidden underneath all the leaves.

      “You need to dip your hand in the water.”

      I shot Lux a scathing glance. “Cressy never had to do anything like that.” I remembered that distinctly.

      “So?”

      A huff escaped me. “Is he shitting me?”

      Achilles grinned. “Yes.” The second he replied, I elbowed Lux in the side for yanking my chain.

      “Dickwad.”

      “You know it, babe. All yours.”

      I sniffed—wasn’t I just the lucky one? “Then why are you showing me?” I questioned.

      “Because I will hide nothing from you,” Apollo stated softly. “The candles represent our life forces. My guardians’ spirits are tied to mine, and they are represented in the burning of the candles.”

      “What’s the water for?”

      “My life force is grounded in one of the elements.”

      “Why? Seems a bit weird to have candles be around the pool. Isn’t that dangerous?” Just seeing how the candles were in the center of the pool of water made me edgy.

      “Yes, but the candles aren’t like the ones you humans have. Before, we weren’t tied to an element. Not in truth. Now we are if we are to sustain our guardian’s connection to the Earth.”

      “I guess that makes sense as much as any of the crap you tell me makes sense.” I scowled. “Why do I need to know this?”

      “Because if one of the candles flickers out, one of us will die.”

      “Death isn’t the same for me as it is for you,” I told them carefully, when I sensed they wanted a major reaction from me and I wasn’t about to give them one. “Most humans go into a relationship knowing that at some point, death is at the end of it, you know? We don’t think we’re going to live for a thousand years. We’re really glad if we make it to seventy.”

      Lux nudged Achilles. “See, I told you she’d be cool about this.”

      He sighed, and I saw then that shadows had been gathering in his eyes. Had he truly been concerned about this?

      I stepped over to him even though it involved crunching some of the leaves, which made me feel guilty because, at some point, these had belonged to a woman. I shoved that thought aside and pressed my hands to his pecs, leaned up on tiptoe, then kissed him on the cheek.

      “I’m not worried about the candles. They’ve been burning a hell of a long time, haven’t they? Let’s just not put me in their vicinity and they won’t be in any danger.” I grimaced. “I’m kind of clumsy in this body. I wasn’t before.”

      Lux snickered. “Did you ever watch Men in Black?”

      I frowned at him. “Yeah. Of course.”

      “It’s like that guy Earl. The cockroach in the human suit.”

      “Ew, you did not just compare me to Edgar.”

      “No way, he was called Earl,” Lux argued, and I grabbed my phone and typed the name into Google. When it flashed up as Edgar, I beamed a smug grin his way. “Know-it-all,” he retorted, but I saw laughter flashing in his eyes.

      Apollo shook his head. “You two, I swear…”

      I shot him a wink. “Now I’ve seen the altar, can we go? This room is weird.”

      “Weird?” Tor laughed. “You mean the most sacred place you’ll probably ever walk in is weird?”

      “Yes. Have you visited the Vatican? All sacred places are weird.”

      “I’ve been there a time or two, yes,” he replied, but he was grinning at me too. In fact, they were all grinning at me.

      I threw up my hands and retreated from the strangely cramped space. It was a large room, and the pool took up most of it, but all the leaves made it feel weird in there.

      How had they preserved them?

      Did I even want to know?

      Back in the bedroom, I asked, “How do you change the water?”

      “With great patience, and a lot of Godiva chocolates as thanks to Achilles’ mom. She’s a Nereid, remember? She gives us blessed water.”

      “Oh yeah, the bathwater queen.” I clicked my fingers at Tor who’d been the one to explain the sitch to me. “Gotcha. Okay, now that’s done, when are we heading into the city?”

      Apollo shot me a look, and I could tell he was perplexed. I just wasn’t sure what about.

      I tilted my head to the side and asked, “You okay, babe?”

      “Yes. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

      “That I wasn’t in awe of an indoor pool that is in serious need of raking?”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes.”

      Though I sighed, I told him, “Apollo, I want you to be honest with me, but some things? I don’t need to know about, okay?”

      “Ah, you say that now, but when it boils down to it, women always change their mind. You can’t pick and choose what we tell you,” Lux warned, and because he was right, I had to sigh.

      “You’re not wrong.”

      “Notice she didn’t tell me I was right,” he pointed out dryly.

      I stuck my tongue in my cheek. “That would be too easy.” Throwing up my hands again, I asked, “Do you want to know how heavy my period is when I have one? How about if I get pregnant, do you need to know how severe my morning sickness is or will ‘I puked’ be enough info for you?”

      Apollo frowned. “I need to know this information as I can help ease your suffering.”

      This guy… seriously. I didn’t have to ask if he was for real, because he was—crazy real.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant… there’s information and then there’s graphic information, you know?”

      Tor patted my shoulder. “I understand.”

      “Explain it to them?”

      The pat turned into an extended rub. “I will.” He dipped his head and kissed my cheek, before running the kiss down to my mouth. “We can leave when Hades does, if you wish?”

      “It’s not that I wish to leave, not when I know I’ll have to meet Dolly at some point while I’m in the city, but I need to know if Hecate can help.”

      He nodded. “I understand. You needn’t pack anything if you don’t want to. We can buy whatever you need in the city. Apollo can have his personal shoppers get busy on your behalf.”

      Because every word in that sentence bewildered me, I just gaped at him, then Lux snorted, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “What?”

      He dropped his mouth open and did a goldfish impression. “You need to get used to having money. Fast.”

      I pouted. “That will never happen. I was born poor.”

      “Well, you’ll live rich from now on,” Tor stated, in evident agreement with his brother.

      “It seems wasteful to buy a whole new wardrobe rather than pack—”

      “Do you like any of the clothes your mother packed for you?”

      Then it hit me. “You jerks,” I growled, and slammed my hands on my hips. “You don’t have to manipulate me, jackasses.”

      Lux snorted. “See, damned if you do, damned if you don’t.”

      “You know I hate all the crap Dolly packed for me.”

      “Well, hazarded a guess is more apropos,” Apollo stated calmly, as he slipped into one of the armchairs in the sitting area of his suite. “You always look like everything is too small or too large. I’m not sure how that’s possible when the clothes were originally fitted to Cindy’s frame, but…”

      I huffed. “That’s because her taste and mine are about as close as Jupiter and Earth.”

      “We figured as much.”

      “So why not just explain that to me? Instead of being all ‘just get used to having a shit ton of dough.’” I squinted up at Tor. “Not cool.”

      He shrugged. “You’re prickly.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      A smile curved his lips. “We’re still learning how to bend you to our will.”

      Lux hooted. “That honest enough for you?”

      Because I was speechless, I did the whole goldfish impression thing too, and just wandered over to Apollo and plunked myself on his lap. Sure, there were a few other vacant seats around me, but that wasn’t as fun, was it?

      His hands slipped around my waist, making everything below said waist wake up and wave. He hauled me tighter against him and asked, “Your every wish is our command, Ella.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Why isn’t it?” he countered.

      “Because it isn’t. I don’t want my every wish to be answered. That isn’t how life works. Or, if it is for the Gods, then it’s no wonder you’re all bigheaded, egotistical snobs.” I shot him a look. “Hades was a real prick before Cressy got her hands on him. Trust me, I hung around long enough to see her mellow him out.”

      “Having access to unlimited funds does change one,” he agreed.

      “Well then, I don’t want that. I’m Ella. That’s it.”

      “Wrong,” he teased. “You’re Ella Sonnen.”

      “What the hell’s that?”

      “My surname,” he told me with a small laugh.

      “Far as I know we didn’t get married.”

      He grunted. “You and I both know that we’re married.”

      “In the eyes of your culture, not mine. And bud, where the law’s concerned, mine is all that matters.”

      “That your way of getting a wedding ring?” he asked.

      “Not nice being played, is it?” I told him sweetly, and he shook his head at me though I could sense he was amused.

      “Indeed, it isn’t.” He shot Tor a look. “Arrange with the mayor for him to wed us when we arrive in the city.”

      My instinct was to argue, to try and finagle an expensive wedding out of him, but then again, that was my idea of hell. But…

      “Apollo?”

      “Yes, ó filtáti?”

      “Is it possible to figure out a way to reverse what Cindy’s father did?” I’d googled my name the first night I’d known what Cindy’s father had done.

      “You don’t have to fret on that score,” he told me softly. “We’ve been working on doing that anyway. He was my responsibility—”

      “Your responsibility? Why?” I asked him, frowning at his sudden lack of ease. He’d tensed up beneath me and not in a good way either.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “As a God, it could be said that I am a jack of all trades and a master of none.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      All around me, my men gathered at the seating area, and they slouched back on the sofa and armchairs as they settled in for, what appeared to be, story time.

      “It means that I have an affinity with children, as well as medicine and the connection I have with the sun.”

      “Okay. What does that have to do with my father?”

      “He was an orphan, and he found his way into one of my orphanages.”

      “You ran orphanages?” I pulled back.

      “Good ones!” he retorted with an eye roll. “Not like in Annie.”

      I had to laugh at that. “You’ve watched Annie?”

      Another eye roll. “Of course.”

      Still amused, I murmured, “Right. Of course. Forgive me for the slur on your honor.”

      “I should think so,” he said with a sniff. “Anyway, Cindy’s father found his way there and there were a select few children that showed promise along the way. I made it so that they were cultivated. James was one of them.”

      “The word ‘cultivated’ sound weird to anyone else?” I asked, tension in my voice.

      Achilles sighed. “He means they were encouraged to achieve.”

      “This sounds even shadier.” I jerked around to stare at him. “What did you do?”

      “I just sent them to the best schools, gave them opportunities to achieve their goals.”

      “Okay, so what went wrong?”

      “Apollo, as a father, expects a lot from his children,” Tor stated, and I got the feeling he’d never said that before because Achilles and Lux gaped at him in astonishment and Apollo stiffened underneath me again.

      “He wants overachievers?” I didn’t need an answer, just turned back to cock a brow at him. “I’m taking notes for when we have little Godlings.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Godlings?”

      “It’s a work-in-progress title.”

      A sigh escaped him. “Tor isn’t wrong, unfortunately. I do expect a lot, especially when I put a lot of effort into helping them grow.

      “James seemed to think I wouldn’t care how he earned his money. He was wrong. I made sure he knew that when he was arraigned, but equally, his wife and daughter were innocent victims. Dolly had no idea what her husband was doing to maintain their lifestyle—I made certain of that.

      “And that was why I promised to wed you. As an apology to you and Dolly, but also, to James. He was that way because of my influence, and a lot of innocents lost their livelihood as a result.”

      I studied him a second, saw the genuine regret on his face, and asked, “How many orphanages do you run now?”

      “None.”

      Shaking my head at him in bewilderment, I demanded, “But what about all the other kids?”

      He swallowed thickly. “I couldn’t have them being influenced by me.”

      “That sucks, Apollo!” I growled. “Do you know how shitty that is? From someone who was dumped in the system, being tossed from somewhere you considered a home into the—”

      “I made sure the children were housed first,” he growled back at me. “What kind of monster do you think I am? I didn’t just dump them in the foster system.”

      “Oh.” I bit my lip. “Sorry.”

      He clenched his teeth—I saw his jaw flex—but he murmured, “I accept your apology.”

      “That sucks, though. Just because you had one rotten egg doesn’t mean you should dump the remainder of the dozen out, Apollo.”

      I could see he didn’t want to discuss this, but he’d dug his own grave with the whole ‘wanting to be overly honest’ policy.

      “Perhaps.”

      “No perhaps about it.” I frowned at his guardians—my other husbands. “You didn’t think it was a stupid idea?”

      “Of course. But Apollo doesn’t listen to us,” Achilles stated.

      Tor huffed. “Like you ever got involved before?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” was the grim reply.

      Tor’s armchair swiveled, and he moved from side to side, and swaying in it as he shot the other guardian a pointed look. “If it had anything to do with Apollo and his business dealings, you weren’t interested unless it was your time on the rotation.”

      “That’s not fair—”

      “Isn’t it?” Lux asked quietly. “You’ve always done as little as possible for Apollo, Chill. You and I both know that.”

      “I was out fighting wars!”

      “Yeah, wars you had no need to fight in, brother,” Tor replied, his voice soft. “I say this not to shame you before our wife, merely as a point that what Apollo did or did not do was never influenced by you because you weren’t interested.”

      “And you were?” Achilles scoffed.

      “Yes, I was, not that he listened to me.” Tor pressed his hands to the ends of the armrests. “If he had, he’d have kept at least one of the orphanages open.”

      Apollo sighed. “As a God, I have done my duty. But as a man, I have not.”

      Because I could hear genuine regret, I patted his arm, but Achilles just looked bewildered. I wanted to get involved, but how could I when I didn’t have a clue what the guardians were arguing about? Not really.

      “As a soldier, you did your duty, Achilles,” Lux explained kindly, “but you’ve always used war as a scapegoat to avoid our world. Are you going to do the same now? I know you were thinking of ways to enlist again.”

      “There’s a crisis in the Middle East,” he replied, his words stony.

      “Yes, but there has been for the past sixty years and you’ve been involved in almost every conflict going—”

      You want to leave? The words weren’t shrieked out loud, but inside my head, I was shrieking.

      I’d worked on the front line. Maybe not of a war zone, but sometimes, on an ER rotation on the night shift? It was like being in Syria. I’d been threatened with more broken bottles, had dirty needles being thrust in my face as a warning to back off—

      No, I didn’t want to think about that now.

      I understood the need to help. It was what had fired me in my past life, and though it was commendable, hadn’t Achilles fought enough? Didn’t we have enough to handle without him going off and fighting a war when we had a battle on our own hands here?

      I was connected to the sun in ways we had yet to comprehend.

      This wasn’t me overreacting, for fuck’s sake.

      I glowed.

      GLOWED.

      That wasn’t normal by anyone’s concept of normality, and one of the men who had dragged me into this world, who had pushed me into this situation, wanted to leave?

      Achilles swallowed. “I wanted to leave before you came,” he tried to reassure me.

      “So, what? You don’t want to stay?”

      He sighed. “Of course, I do. Now.”

      Tense, I demanded, “Why?”

      “Because you’re my wife,” he growled. “I didn’t have you as an anchor before. Now I do.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Achilles

      

      

      

      Ella was being weird.

      And that was saying something because she was a soul inside another’s body… Weird took on a whole other spectrum when you considered that.

      But ever since yesterday’s discussion, and through the subsequent drive back to the city, she’d been quiet. Pensive. It was starting to drive me crazy.

      Literally, crazy.

      Turning away from the wall of windows that was the major focal point of Apollo’s office, I looked around and saw that the others were busy. Even Ella—she was reading something about crystals before her meeting with Hecate tonight.

      I wasn’t exactly at a loss. There was always plenty to handle where Achill was concerned, and most of that could be dealt with remotely. I just wasn’t in the mood.

      Ella’s moods were affecting mine, and I had to wonder if Apollo and the rest noticed that too.

      I pushed my fingers through my hair and turned my back on the city.

      The view was beyond epic, and the windows took full advantage of that, but I’d long since grown bored with the vista.

      What interested me, or who to be precise, was Ella. I wanted to know what the hell was going on with her.

      Ever since I’d called her my anchor, she’d quieted down, and it concerned me.

      Why would that bother her?

      Speak with her if you’re worried.

      Apollo’s voice usually grated on my last nerve, but this recent ability to speak telepathically was a new and even more irritating addition to his menagerie of gifts.

      She has enough to handle tonight without me getting her riled up about something inane.

      Hardly inane if it worries you.

      Tuning him out, I stared around the room and began to wander around its expansive depths.

      Every time I came here, Apollo seemed to have expanded the quarters. What had once been a regular sized office was now as large as his suite at Achill, and it was just as white, so free from color it was borderline anemic, and only the view spared it any. Just not at that moment. With the sky a dull gray, there was little relief from the endless blandness.

      Ella and Lux were seated over by the fireplace that ran the length of the back wall. Apollo was at his desk, and Tor kept moving back and forth between here and his own office as he dove back into his work schedule.

      Of us all, Tor seemed to be the only one who enjoyed this life, which always surprised me because he loved working with horses more than anything else. Or so it had always seemed to me.

      I turned back to the view and carried on staring out at nothing. My place wasn’t and never had been here, and it hit home as I stared out into a city that wasn’t mine. I longed for Achill with a depth that surprised me. I’d been away from there for longer than a night, dammit. I’d done several year-long tours of duty. But there was something about that piece of land that was like a magnet and now that magnet was calling me home.

      “What is it, Achilles?”

      Her voice was weary, and I turned back to shoot her a surprised look.

      When I did, I realized we were alone, and that came as a definite surprise. “When did the others leave?”

      “While you were busy huffing and puffing as you tried to blow the windows down?”

      I cringed. “That bad?”

      Her cocked brow said it was worse than that.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, shoving my hands into my back pockets.

      “Don’t be.”

      I cut her a glance. “No? Should I be sorry for something else?”

      She shrugged. “No.”

      “Why don’t I feel like you’re telling me the truth?” was my retort, and if it was dry, I couldn’t help it.

      “I’m not lying,” she hedged.

      “Then why have you been weird with me ever since yesterday afternoon?”

      She pursed her lips as she got to her feet, and though I expected her to walk away, to leave the office as the others had, she didn’t. She walked toward me, and came to a halt at my side. There was a gap between us, though, and it felt like a chasm I needed to bridge.

      “I remember being in this office when I was a ghost.”

      Her statement had me jolting in surprise. “Really?”

      She nodded, her attention on something in the distance. “Yep. I remember meeting Apollo and Castor, and I remember being fucking sad.”

      “Sad?”

      Another nod. “Yeah. I thought he was depressed…and now, when I think about the timing, I wonder if that initial meeting coincided with something bad that happened. An anniversary or something.” She pulled a face. “I remember, after Hades came here, I kept popping back up to visit with Apollo, and again, I remember how damn sad he was.”

      Why was she telling me this?

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to know, but I wondered what her point was.

      “Then, I think back to when I first met you which was barely any time ago by contrast, and you were just as damn sad as Apollo was, Achilles.” She finally cut me a look. “I wonder if you realize that.”

      I wasn’t sure what made me speak with such honesty, but whatever the reason, I said, “I’ve been sad a long time, Ella.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve seen a lot, done a lot. Some people…” I blew out a breath. “You know some people are born to die young? That sounds grim, I know, but I lived with an expiration date hanging over my head. My mom thought she’d figured out a way to cheat the Fates, but it’s impossible.

      “All my life, I was ready for death and I threw myself at it, almost. Daring Hades to take me, to drag me to the Underworld. I was a fierce warrior, a hardened soldier for a reason. It was,” I admitted with a soft laugh, “almost a relief to die. There was peace in death, and then I was brought back to this world.”

      “You wish that wasn’t the case?”

      “Now? No. But for the many thousands of years that I’ve been on this realm, yes. I didn’t chase it anymore, not in truth. If I had, merely quenching the flame on a single candle would have done that. But I lived a reckless life, and I was content in a way. While my intent before you was to enlist once more, now that is not what I wish to do.”

      She leaned against the window and turned to face me. “I did something yesterday that I didn’t like.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      “I almost, almost because I stopped myself, barely, guilt-tripped you.” She frowned. “I wanted to. The idea of you being dragged overseas to fight a war with no end—” She blew out a harsh breath. “No, I don’t want that, but that isn’t my right. I don’t and can’t tell you what to do with your life, but also, I’ve seen women use their wiles on men and I always promised myself I’d never be that way.”

      I gaped at her. “Wait a minute. That’s why you’ve been mad at me?”

      “I told you I wasn’t mad at you,” she explained.

      “You were just mad in general?” I demanded.

      “Yes.” She tilted her head to the side. “Why would you think I was—”

      “Because you refused to look at me all damn night, and today hasn’t been much better!”

      Ella winced. “Sorry.”

      Sorry?

      I growled under my breath but turned back to face the view.

      “I was angry at myself, and if I was projecting that anywhere, it wasn’t specifically at you. I promise. I was just embarrassed. Cressy and I watched a lot of our foster moms and sisters do crazy shit, and we were always the rational ones. We promised each other that we’d stay virgins, for God’s sake, until college, because we didn’t want to be like them.”

      “Why would staying virgins make you rational in relationships?”

      She snorted. “Because at fourteen, that kind of crap makes sense.”

      I had to laugh. “You’re too honest for your own good.”

      “Sex, to us, seemed to make women crazy, and we didn’t like being out of control. Especially not when we saw how men reacted to sex. We were almost raped so many times you wouldn’t believe it, Achilles. You wouldn’t believe it,” she repeated. “There was a long time when I hated men. When I even tried to be gay, but I’m not wired that way.

      “And then yesterday, you go and say something that freaks me out, and I immediately go on the defensive and want to say anything, do anything, to keep you close by. It was disgusting, pathetic. I was disgusting and pathetic.”

      “You weren’t. You were a woman who is starting to care for a man,” I excused softly, suddenly seeing a naive side to Ella that I hadn’t realized existed until now.

      Did it come as a shock?

      Yes.

      But she was still only young for this realm. She hadn’t lived enough years to be wise. That would come with time.

      I was surprised when she stepped closer, not stopping until she rested her forehead against my pec. I loosely reached out and enveloped her waist in my arms. She settled into me and murmured, “I don’t want to go loopy over you guys, and I feel like I could. Easily.”

      “We’re already loopy over you, Ella,” I assured her, smiling when she chuckled. “We weren’t kidding yesterday. There isn’t much we wouldn’t do for you.”

      “Kill someone for me?”

      I cocked a brow at her. “That comes as standard.”

      She snickered. “You’re so hardcore.”

      “Is that a complaint I hear?”

      Her answer was a wink. “Nope.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Apollo

      

      

      

      I returned to my office because I needed to work.

      That, and I wanted to be close to Ella.

      Unaccustomed to needing anyone, even the guardians who kept me sane, I was surprised by how my need to be near her wasn’t irritating the life out of me. Maybe in a hundred years it would, but as of yet, no. I enjoyed the craving of closeness.

      When I stepped back into the office, saw my guardian and my wife standing huddled in front of the windows, I frowned, leaned back against the door, and watched as Ella slipped her arm around Achilles’ waist.

      I remained silent as she pressed her head to his arm, and though I could hear their conversation, I wasn’t about to ignore their right to privacy more than I already was. My defense was this was my office and I did have work to do, but as I stared there, and watched over two of the four people who were my very reason for existing, a warmth puddled in my belly.

      It wasn’t lust, it wasn’t sensual. It was something I couldn’t even begin to explain.

      Because watching them wasn’t enough, I headed over to them. I knew Achilles would have heard my footsteps, and I assumed that Ella would too, but she did jump when I pressed my arm to her shoulder and drew her between my guardian and me.

      “All is well?” I asked, aware that my voice was husky.

      She nodded, but Achilles answered, “Yes.”

      Ever verbose… I barely refrained from rolling my eyes at his stoicism, and instead of sighing, I just stared out onto the city that, did the humans but know it, belonged to me.

      There wasn’t a single transaction, be it illegal or legal, that went down on this soil without my touch. Be it a subsidiary, a major corporation, or even a mom-and-pop restaurant that was mortgaged by a bank I owned, my influence was everywhere.

      New York never slept because I never slept.

      I wondered if Ella knew that. Knew what power she harnessed now that she was mine, but I doubted it. Having watched her turn pink as my personal shoppers brought in rails of clothes from her to peruse through, and having read the investigation Hades had ran into her and Cressy’s background, I knew wealth would never come easy to her. She’d worked hard for every inch of success she’d accrued in her previous life, and though I was proud of her for that, now there would be no struggle.

      I would not allow it.

      Dipping my head to press a kiss to her cheek, I slipped my lips along her jaw and up to her temple. “You are truly well?” With the hand I pressed to her shoulder, I reached around to touch the crystal, lifting it from her skin so that she began to glow.

      “Yes, if you stop fiddling with my crystal.”

      Achilles snorted at her huffy tone. “Yes, Apollo, cease thy fiddling.”

      I shot him a look, but he just smirked at me. I rubbed the rutilated quartz between my fingers, enjoying the rasp against the tips. “I wonder what Hecate will say.”

      She shrugged, but it was an edgy shuffle of her shoulders. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re nervous.” A statement, not a question.

      “I’m concerned,” she corrected.

      “About?”

      “I don’t know. I just have an edgy feeling.”

      “Why?”

      She harrumphed. “I don’t know, Apollo. I just do. It’s not every day you go and meet Gods and Goddesses, is it?”

      “No, indeed it isn’t,” I replied, amused by her snarky retort.

      This woman wasn’t afraid of me, and I enjoyed that immensely.

      “You have met this God,” I told her, my voice a purr. “Are you frightened of him?” I asked even though I knew the answer.

      She tilted her head back to stare up at me. “Do you want me to be?”

      Heat flashed inside me and I lowered my head once more, loving how she tilted hers in response. Before she could say another word, I reached for her, curved my mouth around her ear lobe, and nipped her. Hard enough for her to yelp.

      She jolted in place but didn’t run away. I slid my arms around her waist and hauled her away from Achilles, into the air, then back into my arms, but higher. She shrieked and clung to me, but didn’t complain as she settled against me, her legs spreading to cling to my hips as I carried her over to another door that led to a sleeping area.

      The futon-style bed was perfect for such times as when I shared a female with one of my guardians, and though Tor had replaced the mattress the instant I’d declared we’d be returning to the city for a meeting with Hecate, I decided then and there that the entirety of my apartment here required redecorating.

      White walls no longer suited my mood.

      She had seen this room last night, so there were no surprises, but in the afternoon light, the room glowed, and I couldn’t wait to add to the gleam.

      The bed itself was twice the size of a regular California King, and was covered with custom sheets that felt like silk, but were an expensive Egyptian cotton that reminded me of the ancient days. It covered most of the ground area in the room, and because I appreciated minimalism, there was no other furniture in here, save for two lamps that were made from Murano glass and that appeared to be like pearls, complete with nacre.

      The rest of the space was windows and city, and I dared anyone to peer into this room, which took up the top floor of the highest building in Manhattan.

      I dropped to my knees, enjoying her shriek of surprise. When I lay on top of her, I reached between us and grabbed her crystal necklace. Tugging it overhead, I enjoyed the glow she bathed me in.

      “I swear, you’re weird,” she grumbled. “Most guys go for the bra, not the necklace.”

      “I’m not most men,” I teased.

      She snickered, then cut a look behind me and snickered some more. I arched back to see what was so funny and had to smile—Achilles had made an appearance, in a pair of black aviator shades.

      “That obvious, isn’t he?” she teased, laughing when he began to strip until he was bare save for the sunglasses.

      I reached down and began to press kisses to her gleaming throat. She was like a bolt of pure light and it made me even harder than her sexy form, her lush tits, and shapely ass combined. The energy in her called to me, and for once in my life, I felt like I’d met an equal.

      In the grand scheme of things, she wasn’t, I supposed. She was no Goddess, but she was the consort of a God, and that mattered in my world.

      Her power called to me and that was all that counted.

      I slipped my tongue along the lines in her throat, enjoying how she writhed against me, her hips jerking up as I found a particularly sensitive spot.

      But this wasn’t about me.

      I knew Achilles hadn’t properly claimed her yet, and this was the first time we’d made a sexual advance after she’d awoken from the healing sleep I’d placed her in. It was time, but I just needed a little taste to see me through the famine.

      When I sucked down, her hands clutched at me, and she wriggled, her core pushing against my hard dick with a need that more than matched my own.

      I only pulled back once I’d marked her. Only when she was panting, did I roll off her.

      She mewled and reached for me, but Achilles was there, and he was naked and hard. I could almost see how her tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth, and I wasn’t surprised. Achilles was delicious, after all. His body was like a sculptor’s wet dream, all taut and tanned, rippling with muscle, with life.

      She reached out for him, and he came to her, but he didn’t haul her close as I had. Instead, he began to draw her tee overhead, then went to work on lowering the short, flirty skirt she wore that danced around her thighs when she moved.

      When she wore nothing save for her underwear, he stared at her a second, his hand resting on her belly the only point of connection between them.

      From my new location at the head of the bed where I watched from a short distance, I saw the muscles in his throat work as he swallowed, processing the sweet sight of our woman.

      “Achilles?” she whispered. “Is everything okay?”

      “I never imagined you’d be this beautiful.”

      Her brows rose. “If anyone never imagined anything, it’s me, Achilles. You’re all so much more than I ever anticipated. I’m not even sure if I deserve you,” she finished on a low whisper.

      Perhaps she’d hoped for reassurance, but she’d gone to the wrong guardian for that. Achilles snorted and said, “You don’t deserve us, Ella. We’re not good enough for you. But we will try our best to be everything you need.”

      She’d stiffened at his initial words, but by the end she was smiling softly at him, and she reached for his free hand, making a bridge with their fingers.

      “I need you,” she crooned, and I watched his nostrils flare as he sucked down a sharp breath.

      “I need you, too, tín eaftoú gynaíka. More than you could ever know.”

      “Show me, then. Please?”

      He sucked down a sharp breath, raised their joined fingers to his lips and kissed her knuckles before untangling himself from their clasp. With short, brisk movements, he unfastened her bra, then dragged down her panties until she was as naked as he—well, save the glasses.

      When she let her legs fall apart, he stared at the folds of her sex like a man who was being welcomed home for the first time in too long, and maybe that was exactly how Achilles felt. Maybe he felt as though he’d been looking onto heaven’s gates while never being allowed in.

      I bit my lip, wondering what he’d do next, and he didn’t surprise me when he kept things as brisk as I’d anticipated.

      Achilles was a soldier.

      He wasn’t soft.

      He didn’t languish caresses and soft kisses on his women. I’d seen him fuck too many not to know his style, but I’d hoped things would be different for our woman.

      Even as I knew that Castor would take care of her after if I called for him, I watched on, faintly disappointed, as he pressed his cock against her pussy. He didn’t attempt to slip it inside her though, just rested it there then dropped down, pressing his forearms on either side of her head, and joining their mouths.

      It was a soft kiss at first. A gentle peck, a tender nip of her bottom lip. Then, her mouth opened, and things changed. His tongue thrust inside, but she didn’t let him fuck her mouth, hers fought back. Harder, faster, until they were both panting, until their hands gripped at each other’s waists, until her nails were digging into his back, until his were clutching at her hair, angling her head just so.

      It was the hottest kiss I’d ever seen, and in my years, I’d seen plenty.

      Nothing else could induce me to reach down, unzip my fly, and grab my cock. The surge of desire hadn’t abated from before when I’d hauled her in here, but my control was like iron—I did nothing unless I so chose. Except now. The sight of them mauling each other in a mutual craving, as though they were both starving and only the other could provide the exquisite sustenance they needed, had my fist clamping down on my shaft.

      My abdomen tensed as I watched Ella grip a tight hold of Achilles, her legs coming up to drag him where she needed him. I watched her rub herself against him in a way that told me she was dragging his cock against her clit, using him like men had used women since the beginning of time.

      The sight filled me with liquid heat, and I was grateful for her confidence, grateful because Achilles growled then jerked back. He was flushed, his body hot, hard, and heaving. His cock jolted in time to his pulse, and there was pre-cum dripping from his shaft as he grabbed it, then with one arm holding him up, pressed the tip to her lips and began the long slide home.

      Her legs had clung to him before he entered her, but now, with each thrust that joined them, she hauled him tighter, closer. Her body was quivering as she accepted every inch, and Achilles took advantage. He dropped his head and with one hand, gathered one of her tits and slurped her nipple into his mouth. Sucking down over half of her breast, I watched as she ran her hands into his hair and dragged him against her, holding him close, not letting him go, not even letting him move—not from the way her thighs kept him tightly pressed to her. No room for any maneuvering at all.

      His teeth bit down with enough roughness to make me wince, but Ella seemed to flourish. Her cry sounded joyful, effervescent, and her glow seemed to falter for a millisecond before burning brighter than before.

      A gasp escaped him, and whatever she’d done, had his head flinging back, his throat cording with tension as he rolled with it, processed it, tried not to explode.

      For a second, I wasn’t sure who’d win that particular round, then he released a growl, grabbed her hands and pinned them over her head.

      The Achilles of before came out to play then.

      He fucked her.

      Short, hard thrusts that had the futon bed shuddering under his power. The way he pinned her down, though, kept her head from shaking, and the intensity of his stare as he maintained his focus on her, had her shuddering in his hold. I watched tears trail down the sides of her face, watched as she began to shake her head, a litany of, “Oh my God, oh my God,” escaping her in a dazed drone that she didn’t seem to realize she was even saying.

      I tightened my fist about my cock as I sped up, needing the extra friction, needing to come as they did, when they did. I tilted my hips to the side so I’d come on the sheets and not on my suit, then I saw her panties that Achilles had tossed on the bed in his haste to denude her, and I grinned as I grabbed them then wrapped them around my cock.

      In time to his earth-shattering thrusts, I stroked myself, and when she released a high-pitched mewl, her ‘glow’ shuddering as hard as she was, and Achilles released a roar that had my ears ringing, I came. The relief was instantaneous, but what helped the most was the knowledge that the bond between my wife and my guardian was fixed into place.

      It was like a gentle hug after a shitty day—well, a gentle hug from Ella, that is. I’d never appreciated hugs before her, but from my wife? That was another matter entirely. And even as I felt the sun sputter in response to their union, I forced it to simmer down, refusing to allow anything, even that mighty power, to ruin this moment for my woman.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Castor

      

      

      

      “I thought other Gods couldn’t share your territory?” Ella asked.

      “One of the twelve Gods of Olympus,” Apollo explained to our wife as she wandered around the large crystal store.

      The walls were dark, but there were muted lamps dotted all around the storefront and they brought out the individual facets on what had to be over ten thousand crystals.

      I’d never seen as many in my life. Small and large, wide and thin. Everything from clear to rainbow in hues.

      It was a beautiful space, and with Ella having removed her crystal necklace, the ones in the store were glinting like a rainbow had just landed in here to illuminate them all.

      “Because you’re like the council of all the Gods, right?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I thought she googled us?”

      I shot Lux a look. “She did. But even I get confused sometimes.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “You can pretend to be the dumb jock with everyone else, brother, but not me.”

      Ignoring him, I folded my arms across my chest as I watched Ella trace her fingers over the myriad stones in the store. She smoothed her thumb over ones shaped like eggs, then rubbed the craggy geodes that came as nature intended. Her touch was bizarrely sensual and I was already rocking a hard-on after I’d felt her, Apollo, and Achilles climax earlier.

      “So, other, lesser Gods can move around freely? That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “The price of power, agape mou,” Apollo said gruffly, and I knew the way she was touching the stones was affecting him. What couldn’t be helping was the way she was glowing too—he hadn’t said anything, but I had a feeling that the light she emitted worked on him like a porn magazine would on a horny fifteen-year-old boy.

      “Do you keep tabs on the Gods in your area?”

      He shrugged, but his eyes were glued to her fingers. “No.”

      “We do,” Lux butted in, shooting Apollo a look, “on his behalf.”

      She hummed at that, then when a soft chime sounded in the background, she turned toward the gentle noise, as did the rest of us.

      When Hecate appeared, there was a muted light surrounding her. Like that of the moon. I’d never seen that before and it wasn’t the first time I’d met her…

      What was that about?

      Concerned, I looked at Pollux to see if he was seeing what I was, and from his frown, I knew he was.

      Apollo strode forward, his hand held out for Hecate’s. She accepted it, her fingers sliding around his palm, over his wrist, and coming to clasp his forearm, as was a God’s way of greeting someone they respected.

      “It is good to see you again, Hecate.”

      “Indeed, Apollo, it has been many years.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “I’m certain that you weren’t glowing the last time we met.”

      Her lips curved. “No. I can feel one of my own’s presence. That is calling to my energy. If I hadn’t been on the phone when you arrived, I’d have come straight away. I can tell a child of my line is here.”

      The truth was, I was surprised as shit that she’d admit to having a line, period. Hecate had been known as the virgin Goddess, as was the way with Artemis, and though I’d teased about them getting down and dirty with each other, it was a huge admission to make… Talk about living a secret life since forever.

      She peered around Apollo, an eagerness to her movements that stunned me even more. “Where is she?”

      “You can tell it’s a girl?”

      Hecate tutted. “Of course.” She moved away from him, apparently discontent with his lack of haste, and headed toward Ella whose own glow seemed to shimmer ever brighter.

      At the sight, Hecate faltered. “My, my, your power is very strong, little one.”

      Ella bit her lip. “Things are a little complicated.”

      Hecate tilted her head to the side. “Indeed. You may call me Dam, child.”

      “Damn?” Ella’s brow puckered and she shot me a look.

      “D-A-M, like a mother, Ella,” I reassured her, and she bit her lip as she nodded.

      “Yes, Dam. Things are a little complicated.”

      “How? Explain?”

      Apollo strode toward Ella and, slipping an arm around her waist, did as Hecate had asked.

      By the time he’d explained that Ella was inhabiting someone else’s body, Hecate’s mouth had begun gaping. Then when he informed her that Ella and Cindy came from two separate, discordant lines, Hecate began bustling around the store. She was still listening, but her movements were brisk and to the point as she ran her hands over the crystals in a way that reminded me of Ella’s touch.

      It wasn’t like how I’d touch a stone. Theirs was a caress.

      “I take it word has spread about Hades gaining a wife?”

      “Indeed. Ours is a small community. He was the first, you are the second. I wonder who shall be the third?” Hecate asked, but her voice was distant, her focus elsewhere.

      A sudden squeak and a bark had me jerking, even though I’d known to expect Hecate’s constant companions—her familiars. She had a polecat that was a nasty bitch—a witch named Gale that had been transformed into the creature as punishment—and a black dog—Hekuba, an ancient queen, who had been forced to transmogrify into the beast as means of castigation. Where familiars were concerned, she hadn’t exactly gotten the friendliest in the world.

      As the two creatures scampered into the store, they came to a braking halt in front of Ella. The polecat pissed on the floor, a move that had Hecate tutting, clicking her fingers so that the liquid was cleaned away within nary a blink of an eye, and the dog began sniffing around Ella like she was a treat the canine wished to chow down on.

      “Fear them not, daughter. They’re only curious. Your scent is unusual.”

      Ella shot Apollo a look. “It is?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m accustomed to the tang.”

      “The tang?” she demanded with a squeak. “I stink?”

      Hecate’s laugh was amused. “No, child. No. It is unusual for you scent of the night and of the day. To creatures as simple as my familiars, that is unnatural.”

      Ella huffed. “Great.”

      My lips curved and at my side, Achilles snickered. He was so happy, it was getting weird. The dude needed to get laid more often if it made him smile this much.

      More of the Goddess’ laughter tinkled from her and we watched as she returned to Ella’s side, her hands filled with crystals.

      “If I’m so weird, why aren’t you perturbed?”

      Hecate’s smile was wicked. “When you have lived as long as I have, child, weird is infinitely delicious.”

      Ella scowled then grunted, “You’re all crazy.”

      “You say that rutilated quartz helps dampen the glow?” Hecate asked Apollo, ignoring our wife’s slur—Ella needed to learn to watch her tongue, I thought with a wry sigh.

      “If it’s in contact with her skin.”

      She hummed. “I understand. Now, if that’s the case, we have an issue. Crystals can be charged in the sun. They will also fade under its strong rays, and they can become brittle and damaged.

      “With as much power as you put out, that will happen swiftly.” She shot Apollo a look. “I’d start buying out stocks of garnet, tiger's eye, citrine, carnelian, and of course, sunstone.”

      He cut me a look. “Castor?”

      “On it.” I picked up my cell and began sourcing the five stones Hecate had listed.

      “Another issue aside from burning them out as happened when you dealt with the solar storm, although I doubt you’ll experience anything like that again—claiming a mate is a unique moment in time. The only thing that could trigger something of that nature is the birth of a child.

      “Until such a time occurs, you will have the opportunity to shield yourself with crystals, and when you do expect to give birth, I will gladly be present to help with the midwifery.” She reached out and squeezed Ella’s hand, a giddy excitement about her that had me staring at Achilles uneasily.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to have a kid,” Ella mumbled, as uneasy as I.

      “No, of course not, but when you are, yours could be one of the first new Gods to roam this world as it is today.” She beamed at Ella. “It is an exciting time to be alive.”

      Ella cleared her throat. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “But I digress, the output of your energy is so immense that you may find you react to certain crystals in a way that could be disconcerting.” She reached for a pendant of tiger’s eye. “This combines earth and sun energy, and is a stone of balance. You will find that it aids you, as it did Achilles and his ilk once upon a time, for ancient warriors wore it for strength and good luck. But for you, you may find that it gives you more courage than is wise, and it may spur you on, motivate you in an area where you were lacking, for example.” She hummed under her breath. “Have you noticed no changes with the rutilated quartz?”

      Achilles cleared his throat. “We can speak telepathically.”

      Hecate didn’t seem surprised. “Yes, I can imagine that was the case. That will only happen once you rely upon rutilated quartz. If you switched to citrine or another stone, for example, that particular gift would come to an abrupt halt.”

      Ella gaped at her. “Really?”

      “Truly, child.” Hecate smiled at her, then thrust the tiger’s eye at her once more. “Hold it, see what happens.”

      Ella, with tentative fingers, reached for the stone. There was no loud gasp, no outward change that could stir concern in us, no difference at all until…

      “It begins,” Hecate stated with a proud smile.

      The glow began to dissipate, and Ella’s eyes, once a turquoise shade, began to emulate the tiger’s eye.

      Hecate peered at Ella. “Well, that wasn’t anticipated. But it doesn’t matter unless you’re around humans. Might be handy when it comes time for a new incarnation. Easier than wearing contacts,” she enthused. “Let’s try you with garnet.”

      We all laughed as Ella’s hair turned red, then we stopped laughing when she shot us each a look and rather than a glare, there was such heated passion in each glance that I knew I wasn’t the only one adjusting my cock in my pants.

      Hecate huffed. “Let us persevere.”

      After the twentieth crystal, we’d come to see that though the stones Hecate insisted were aligned with solar energy muted Ella’s glow, they all came with a visible side effect.

      When Hecate placed a rutilated quartz bangle around Ella’s wrist, things seemed to calm down. Her hair turned strawberry blonde instead of blazing red when she touched garnet for example. But what truly helped was when she wore the quartz bangle with moonstone or selenite or opal.

      “The solar crystals mute that energy, while the others enhance my tie to her.” Hecate hummed again. “I should have expected that.” She reached out and tilted Ella’s head back so she could stare in her eyes. “I think you need to get accustomed to wearing crystal jewelry, child.”

      Ella snorted, but though I could sense a snarky retort heading straight for Hecate, none was forthcoming. Ella managed to control herself—would wonders never cease?—and murmured, “Yes, Dam. I think you’re right.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Lux

      

      

      

      I was edgy as fuck when we returned to the limo, and I knew I wasn’t the only one.

      Each crystal that Ella had worn had triggered a visual reaction, and my visceral response had gone deeper than that. I felt like I’d experienced each one myself.

      Was that because we were all bonded now?

      I could only assume so.

      It wasn’t that my hair had changed color, or that I’d begun glowing, it was that I’d felt the whispers of Ella’s power sliding through my veins like a silken caress. It had made it damn hard to concentrate, if I was being honest.

      “So, there’s no solution, no cure, we can only manage the glow,” Apollo stated the second we’d set off and were on our way back to his building.

      “Seems like it,” Achilles replied grimly, and I knew we were all disappointed by how little we’d learned from Hecate.

      I knew we’d all been expecting a cure-all, and now that we hadn’t received one, we were destined for disappointment.

      “Guys?” Ella’s voice was a little shaky, a lot confused.

      “Yes, ó chrýsion,” Apollo murmured, reaching for her hand and entwining her fingers with his.

      “You know that dog?”

      “Hekuba?” I prompted.

      She bit her lip. “I stroked her.”

      Because her agitation didn’t match up with the words, I snorted out a laugh. “Could that sound anymore inappropriate?”

      She huffed, and I was amused to see her stick her middle fingers up at me. “I just played with her ears. Nothing major.”

      Apollo stiffened. “She didn’t bite you, did she?”

      “No! Did you hear me cry out in agony?” Ella grumbled. “I mean, when I stroked her ears, I saw something.”

      At my side, Tor tensed. “What do you mean? What did you see?”

      She bit her lip. “It was strange.”

      “I’d imagine any vision is,” I told her calmly, any teasing in my tone disappearing.

      That my wife was freaking out was beyond evident now, and I was irritated that none of us had picked up on that yet.

      How long had she been fretting?

      Christ, could we suck any harder as husbands?

      This time, the look she shot my way was grateful. She dipped her chin and murmured, “It was a building.”

      “A building?” Apollo repeated. “Where? Could you see it?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “You believe me? You don’t think I’m crazy?”

      I had to tease her then, she’d left herself open to the shot. “Oh, you’re crazy, all right, but not as crazy as us. You called it earlier.”

      A light laugh escaped her, and that it wasn’t as shaky, relieved me intensely. She shot me a sheepish grin and said, “I know where it was.”

      “How?”

      “It was odd, like I said. The building was in the background, and then you were there too, Lux.”

      “Me?” I pointed at myself in surprise. “Yeah. You were holding a letter. 555, New Birch Road, Upper East Side, Manhattan.”

      I snorted. “You shitting me?”

      “Why would I be shitting you?” she grumbled. “I mean, like this isn’t weird enough, like I’m not strange enough to make a Goddess buzz with curiosity. I know I see you holding letters. It’s hardly fucking exciting, Lux.”

      Tor snorted. “She has a point, brother.”

      I shoved him in the side. “Yeah, yeah. Less of the shit.”

      “You know what the address is? The building?”

      Apollo frowned at me. “That’s the orphanage where James was raised, isn’t it?”

      I dipped my chin. “Yes. The last one we closed down.”

      “Well, that’s a sign, isn’t it?” Ella chimed in.

      “A sign for what?” Apollo questioned, cocking a brow at her.

      “That we need to open it again.”

      I laughed. “What makes you think that?”

      She smirked at me. “Because of the date of the letter. There was a date stamp on it from the post office. It was sent next year.”

      “Well, she has us there,” Achilles retorted dryly as he folded his arms across his chest.

      Apollo frowned. “You think this means we’re supposed to reopen the orphanage?”

      Ella shrugged. “How am I supposed to know? I figure that’s what it means. You’re the ones who are more used to this kind of crap.”

      “Another fair point,” Achilles agreed.

      I rubbed my chin. “You closed those orphanages for a reason, Apollo,” I warned him.

      “Yes, but I’m here now. I have to do something with my days, don’t I?” she retorted. “And it’s not like I can go back to the burn unit, not without going through the whole process of getting a degree again, and while I’m not averse to that, at this moment, with all the stuff I have going down with my energy and this glowing shit, I’d really rather not be worried about getting my nursing degree again.”

      “You have plenty to do—”

      “No, I don’t. I don’t have plenty to do,” she argued. “I can’t just flop around like Cleopatra. I need to do something with my days. I mean, it’s been okay these past few weeks because Cressy was there, but I’ve been going nuts at the rehab center because I’m bored out of my mind.”

      “That was before you had us to entertain you,” I quipped.

      She snickered at me and reached over to grab my hand. “As fun as that sounds, honey, you can’t entertain me all the damn time. You have things you need to do as well, and that’s fine. But you can’t just expect me to swan around like a lady of the manor.”

      “Why can’t we?” Apollo groused, and she shot him an eye roll that had him grunting under his breath.

      “Because if you don’t want me to be cranky, then you’ll give me something to do.”

      “Manhattan isn’t exactly next door to the center,” Achilles pointed out. “That building requires a long commute.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t have to be involved with the day to day running of it. I can organize things, can’t I? Build up the DiStefano name from scratch, right the wrongs James did. Maybe people would accept that from me. Maybe it will help me bring Dolly out from under his specter.”

      “It’s not a bad idea, Apollo,” Tor pointed out softly.

      The God heaved a sigh. “Perhaps not.”

      “We haven’t decided where we’ll be living,” I remarked. “Achilles, it isn’t a fait accompli that we’ll be living in the Hamptons.”

      “We will have no choice but to live there,” Apollo countered, as he placed his hand over Ella’s knee. “At least there, Ella can have some freedom. We have private areas on the grounds where she can be true to herself. Wearing the crystals, with their effects, could grow tiring. Here? She will not have that option.”

      “We can come and stay here for short trips though,” Ella stated firmly. “Can’t we?”

      He nodded. “Yes, of course. We’ll have to. But I’ll have to do as Tor and Lux have been whining at me for years—move my headquarters to the estate. It won’t be a hardship.”

      “Does this mean you agree to let me set up the orphanages again?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Only for as long as you are without child. You heard Hecate. That is when things really will start to change.”

      She winced. “Do we have to talk about me spawning little Gods?”

      “Yes,” he mocked. “At some point, you will have to talk about it.”

      “How about when I’m knocked up? That sounds like a great time to discuss it.”

      Her chipper tone had me snickering, and the crazy thing was? For the first time in my very long life, the future shone as brightly as she did. She was like a beaconing light that called to me, demanding I live, that I look forward to times ahead when the future had only ever felt like a formality before her.

      Now?

      I had the prospect of children again, I had the prospect of laughter and love, of hope and dreams, and they were only a part of my world once more because of her.

      If the sun revolved around anyone, it wasn’t Apollo.

      It was Ella.

      Always Ella.
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        Fourteen months later

      

      

      I shot my ‘mother’ a tired smile. “I know you don’t agree—”

      “Don’t agree? You’re in no state to be doing anything other than resting,” she growled, and considering Dolly was polite as pie, the growl came as a surprise.

      I huffed out a breath, but when that made my side cramp again, I just sank back into my chair and stared up at the ceiling.

      I’d never had a mother before Dolly, and now that I had one? Christ, they were a pain in the ass. Such a responsibility!

      It didn’t help that she was totally in the dark about my life, always would be, and now that I was pregnant? Things were worsening day by day.

      Apollo had to insist she didn’t move into the estate with us, and she’d only listened because Achilles had told her she was stressing me out—which, of course, had made her start crying.

      The woman was an emotional wreck, and had been ever since I’d opened up the first DiStefano House for Waifs and Strays. Yeah, that was the name. My idea. Cool, right?

      I’d felt like a waif and stray, and I’d made a thing out of it. In the home, there were two Houses. Like Harry Potter Houses. You were either a Waif or a Stray. It seemed crazy to label kids like that, I know, but it was tongue in cheek, and because we worked hard to employ staff who gave a fuck and weren’t just there for the paycheck, the kids rolled with it and took it for the joke it was.

      It was like throwing down the title enabled them to own it, and own it they did.

      The Waifs wore green tees and sweaters with an emblem of a Stradivarius violin on it. The Strays? Their red tops were emblazoned with Fender guitars.

      When a kid walked through the doors for the first time, they had a choice which House they were embraced by, and it was down to them where they went.

      The trouble was, Mom was the kind of person who wanted to live in the shadows, hide from the public spectacle of her husband’s deceit, thievery, and lies. I wasn’t allowing her to do that anymore, and she didn’t like it. Had been using my pregnancy as a means to get me to take a step back.

      Ha.

      Like that was going to work.

      “Mom, please, you do realize you’re stressing me out more than the kids do, yeah?”

      She huffed and began pleating the hem of her skirt. “I don’t see how that’s even possible.”

      I rolled my eyes, and was supremely grateful when my office phone rang. It took me longer than I’d like to get off my ass and waddle over to it, and all the while, she was glowering at me with disapproval.

      When I picked it up, I stated, “Cindy, here.”

      I didn’t hate the name any less, but it helped only using it in public, and that the guys, Cressy, and her dudes called me Ella? It soothed my growing pains at having Cinder-fucking-Ella for a first name.

      “Cindy, Lee’s here.”

      Pleased that Dr. Jericho had arrived, I asked, “What about Farrah?”

      “She’s in her room. Want me to get her?”

      “Yeah, I’d appreciate that. Can you ask someone to take Holly to the nurse’s room?”

      “You know she’ll freak, right? Isn’t it best to take them to her room?” my assistant, Dana, asked.

      I hummed. “Maybe. You think that would work better? Wouldn’t she feel like we’re invading her personal space?”

      “Could do.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I thought about it. Holly was special. Of course, all the kids here were special. It wasn’t that I was into nepotism. I didn’t treat some better than others like my darling husband had. Everyone was equal here. You proved yourself by doing the best you could do, and whether that resulted in middling grades or a 4.0 GPA, there was a place for you here at the Home of Waifs and Strays.

      But Holly?

      When she’d arrived, I’d held her hand as I led her into the building, and the minute she’d stepped into the foyer, I’d had a vision.

      The crystals were a nuisance. I wasn’t going to lie.

      They were more than a nuisance, in fact. Lots of random shit happened to me all the time. Not unlike tiger’s eye, I couldn’t use turquoise without my eyes turning a weird blue, and don’t get me started on what rose quartz did to me if I dared to get into the bath—okay, I’d spill the deets. Orgasms? Hell yeah.

      But rutilated quartz always worked the best at controlling my outer glow when I used it in conjunction with another crystal, which meant I had to wear it all the time and deal with its after-effects constantly—one of which was the telepathy and the visions.

      The visions were a pain, and I didn’t think I’d ever get used to them. When I’d seen Holly, standing on the bottom step of the staircase of the orphanage, as a twenty-year-old woman, slapping Poseidon, the God I’d come across on the night that will forever be titled The Night To End All Nights… well, yeah, the abilities the crystals gifted me with became more of a nuisance than usual.

      Holly was Poseidon’s.

      I’d seen that, and had told my husbands. We hadn’t informed the God, though. Mostly because Holly had enough to handle without having one of the Gods hovering around the place watching her grow up, micromanaging everything on her behalf.

      But we were treating her a little differently than most, and I was being very cautious about the other kids seeing that. Not only did I not want her to stand out from the crowd so she wouldn’t be picked on, but I didn’t want her feeling weird either.

      “Take her to the pool,” I decided after a moment’s thought. She was Poseidon’s future wife. She had to have some affinity with water, right?

      At least, that was what I was hoping.

      Dana chirped, “Sure! See you down there in twenty?”

      “Great!” I replied, and shot my mom a look. “I have to go, Mom.”

      She looked displeased at the gentle dismissal but didn’t argue. “You need to rest more, Cindy,” she chided as she walked over to me. When she cupped my chin, she tutted. “Why you insist on changing your hair and wearing contacts when you’re pregnant is beyond me.”

      “It washes out,” I argued, regretting my choice of wearing garnet and tiger’s eye today. I hadn’t known she was popping by, and aware that Farrah and Lee were, I’d decided to up the crystals I was wearing in an effort to avoid visions of the future thanks to the quartz.

      I wanted to focus on Holly, not on some stupid random effect my gifts triggered.

      She tutted again. “Promise me you’ll go for a nap this afternoon.”

      I nodded. “I will.” I was tired. The sun was at its zenith as midsummer was tomorrow, and we’d discovered that its waxing and waning, as with the moon, affected me.

      Apollo kept messing with the ozone layer, trying to limit its effects, but whatever he was doing when he went to his temple in the woods never lasted long. Well, long enough for my benefit. The humans were rejoicing—people in places like Argentina, Australia, Chile, and New Zealand were no longer suffering from a depleted ozone, and the ‘holes’ were no more thanks to his tinkering.

      I was happy for them, I really was, but yeah, I wished his messing with the forces that be would have more of a long-term effect on my energy levels.

      Yeah, I know #firstworldproblems.

      “Holly’s the child who was abused, yes?”

      I dipped my chin, sickness swirling inside me at what had happened to her. “We’ve brought in a doctor from Mount Sinai and I’ve hired the nurse who cared for me when I was ill last year to work with her.” I cocked my brow at her. “Turns out she’s a psychiatric nurse.”

      Mother flushed. “I was worried about you.”

      “I’ll bet. Anyway, Holly is in good care, I just need to introduce her to the new guys.”

      Sighing, Dolly patted me on the arm. “I understand, dear.”

      She didn’t, but that was okay. Dolly wanted to subsist in her vicious circle, and though I’d given her ample opportunity to leave it, she was like an ostrich with her head in the sand.

      Apollo said she’d come around eventually, but I wasn’t so sure.

      My energy levels spiked when she left, and though guilt at how I always felt better when she wasn’t around made them plunge a little, I still had ample energy to head out of my office and down the hall to the elevator so I could make my way to the pool in the basement.

      I waved at kids as I walked, peering into rooms here and there to make sure all was well.

      This building was Apollo’s and we’d gutted it and renovated it completely. The charitable foundation that supported it was overseen by Tor personally, and my pregnancy had gotten in the way of opening a second one.

      This was my vocation.

      I knew it, and so did my men.

      I’d thought the burn unit had been it for me, but I’d been wrong. Working with kids like me, kids who’d been tossed around the system, who’d been mistreated and were scared for themselves and their loved ones? I got them. I understood, and it was my life’s work to make shit better for them. To give them hope, to give them a future.

      It was, I also realized, the means in which another God would find his wife, and I guessed that was what the Fates wanted.

      Everything was interlinked, and there was no place their influence couldn’t be felt.

      Rather than begrudge it, I found I was content about the situation.

      After all, without them, I wouldn’t have my men. Cressy would be alone too. I wouldn’t be carrying a daughter or a son, and Cressy wouldn’t be the mom of twin boys.

      Things had a way of working out for the best, and I could only hope that was the case for Holly.

      She needed some luck on her side, and I intended on giving it to her.

      In spades.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Farrah

      

      

      

      The girl was small. Tiny. All fragile bones in a body that was too thin. I knew from Holly’s file that she was only eight, and though pity filled me at her state, I refused to let it overtake my dealings with her.

      She didn’t need my pity. She needed my strength. She needed me to rock the shit out of my job, to make it so that she could move on from her horrendous past. Together, we’d look ahead to the future, and we couldn’t do that if both of us were hung up on her history.

      But, I conceded, I’d have been a monster if I hadn’t accepted that what had happened to her affected me. I embraced my feelings then let them fly free because that was what I had to do.

      For her.

      She stood by the edge of the pool, looking into the water as though it held the answers to life itself.

      I’d been watching her a while, if I was being honest. Harriet, one of Cindy’s assistants, had dropped me here and ran when her phone had buzzed, and the child hadn’t seemed to hear the ringer. She’d just stared into the water, endlessly, ceaselessly, enough that it made me wonder if she wanted to go swimming.

      The House of Waif and Strays—the title made me cringe and wonder what the hell Cindy had been thinking of by calling it that—was the ultimate orphanage. Long gone were the days where Ms. Hannigan ruled the roost. This place made a five-star hotel look cheap.

      I had to admit the House idea was cool, and when I looked at the kids, over eighty percent of them seemed happy. There were always the few who weren’t, and that was undoubtedly down to their pasts, but the way she’d set them off into two teams? It was ingenious. I’d seen the rotations too, and that was an even better idea.

      Every week, each House had a challenge, and then there were random competitions they undertook to best each other.

      It was like no ‘Home’ I’d ever come across, and for Holly’s sake, with her past? I was damn glad about that.

      I heard footsteps down the hall and wondered if it was Cindy or the Doctor she’d brought in to deal with Holly’s physical ailments.

      Cindy’s husband had insisted upon Dr. Jericho’s attending my first meeting with Holly, and I didn’t mind. Holly had met the doctor first, and friendly faces all around was imperative when it came to situations like these.

      I turned, hoping to see Cindy again. We hadn’t had much chance to talk since I’d arrived, and she was heavily pregnant and looked like she was going to pop any day now. What with Holly’s situation and then her regular workload, I knew she was busy.

      But when I did turn around, I didn’t see Cindy.

      I saw a man being shepherded down the hall by another of my new employer’s assistants.

      The man was like no other I’d seen. He had a head of hair that could only be described as a mane, and his beard? Crap, I’d never liked beards on a man before, but his?

      He was the walking, talking lumberjack fantasy come to life.

      When he averted his attention from Dana and saw me, he came to a halt.

      Literally.

      He stopped. Everything. Talking, walking. He even dropped his case on the floor as he stared at me.

      For a second, the entire world seemed to swirl around me, and as he penetrated me with his eyes, pinning me in place as though I were a butterfly to be displayed on the wall, I felt my heart start to slow.

      This feeling?

      It was like that odd sensation of déja vu except a thousand times stronger.

      Did I know the man?

      Had I met him along my career path?

      No. I was certain I would have remembered him; there was no way I could have forgotten him.

      One thing was for certain now…

      This guy was forever in my memory banks. Today? This second? This moment? It was a marker. That whole BC and AD crap? This was that for me.

      Call me nuts, tell me I’m a freak, but I knew, God help me, that this was the start of the rest of my life.
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      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here.

      Until I see you there, here are more of my books for you to read…
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