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      The closet was tiny.  

      More like a miniscule cupboard than anything else.  

      If my fans could see me now, I thought drily as I peered around the confines of the dark space, trying not to feel comforted or safe.  

      I didn't exactly like being inside it, but it was one of the only places I could avoid my manager, Nigel, when he was on the hunt for me. It was somewhere to regroup, to catch my breath before a show. 

      In over five years of working with the man, he still had no idea that when I went ‘missing,’ it was to the closet in my dressing room. I had always perpetuated the belief that I snuck out, that I ditched my security and entourage to run off and be normal for a little while before a concert.  

      Preferring them to believe I was an irresponsible pain in the ass rather than a freak who got her kicks hanging out in closets, I’d chosen to let them think the worst of me.  

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t always a case of ‘letting.’ My security team wasn’t exactly hot shit, and I hadn’t had to do much to get my entourage to believe my story.  

      Of course, staying in my little pit wasn’t my only option. I could have easily snuck out. It might have been rebellious, and that would have certainly pleased the press who liked to believe I was the ultimate rebel without a cause, but the truth was, I didn't have the energy to sneak out. I didn't have the energy to do anything more than sit here in these cramped quarters, my forehead pressed to my raised knees, and my arms wrapped tightly about my shins. I'd make tuna in a can look like it had breathing room, but I was comfortable. I appreciated the dark and the silence. 

      Was it weird? 

      Undoubtedly. 

      But my life was one huge round of weird.  

      For over three years, I'd thrown myself into it. I'd enjoyed the endless string of parties, the press, and had lived up to my reputation—which was why my current myth was so easy to spin. Anything and everything my record company had thrown at me, I'd taken it. I'd leaped into it. Embracing whatever the people who'd made me successful desired. Willing to do the insane for fame and fortune.  

      For three years, I'd run myself ragged, and the crazy thing was, a part of me had enjoyed it. 

      Then, they'd betrayed me, and like face-planting into a pool, I’d been drowning ever since.  

      So now, any joy I’d found in my work, any desire to be helpful or useful, had been obliterated by their deceit. Mytikas Records didn't know I knew about their betrayal. Not the specifics, anyway. They hadn’t gone out of their way to hide it—my abuser was still fucking signed to them—could there be a bigger clue? Still, the extent of their treachery was supposed to be unknown to me.  

      I almost wished that were the case. At least if I’d believed the lies, I’d be able to move on. I wouldn’t be stuck in fucking closets more often than not.  

      Nigel wasn't happy with what he'd considered to be my ‘recent attitude adjustment,’ but he'd been selling the idea of me being a diva for so long, that a part of me felt sure he'd grown to believe it anyway. 

      I thought I was depressed. I was sad all the time, tired, even weepy. And maybe it was pathetic, but when you had faith in someone, hell, a whole group of someones, to learn that they'd all betrayed you was a heavy blow. 

      I could honestly say I'd never felt more alone in my life, and I was surrounded by hundreds of people at any given moment. Even at home, in the privacy of my own space, I had a team of twenty guards who, at any one time, could be walking the perimeter of my property. Alone, I was not, but isolated? Yeah. I was definitely that.  

      A knock sounded at the door. Not the door to my cupboard, but the outer door. To my dressing room. 

      “Miss Jonas?”  

      I heard the low raspy voice, and a part of me wanted to shiver. I trampled that part into dust, though, because who shivered over a voice? 

      It was like something from a romance novel, and I didn't read romance unless it involved a werewolf or some kind of magical beast. 

      As magical as it was, he was definitely human, but when the voice rasped again, I bit my lip anyway. 

      I knew who was behind the door. 

      It had been impossible to ignore him. Not only because we played every gig together, with me as the headline act, and him the last set before I went on stage, but because Nash Rhodes was the most beautiful man I'd ever seen. 

      I lived in Hollywood, for God’s sake. 

      California was a state full of hot guys, yet none of them beat Nash. 

      Seeing him truly was believing. 

      I'd seen his posters, had even seen some photos of him before in the press, and he had a couple of albums that had gone silver. I'd seen those discs commemorated and framed and hung in a corridor at Mytikas Records. So, even though I'd seen him before, in the flesh? Jesus. 

      Now, I did shudder. 

      The man had dirty-blond hair that was incredibly silky. My hands always itched with the need to stroke it, to feel the crisp texture against my skin. It was like dark wheat. His eyes were chocolate-velvet brown, and his skin was olive, rich and warm. Though his nose was strong, it had a bump at the bridge from where it had obviously been broken at some point. That little bump was the only part of him that marred the glorious perfection of his face. His cheekbones were high, his jaw was square. His chin had a little butt curve in it, and the dimple always made my thumb twitch with the need to trace it. His lips were wide and mobile, apt really considering how often he smiled. Tiny lines creased the corners of his eyes, and riding those high cheekbones were hundreds of tiny freckles.   

      His beauty was tactile. I wanted to trace his features, feel them, rather than just see them. And considering I'd never felt that way before, I felt damn strange whenever I was around him, to the point that I actively avoided him. 

      Years of working in an ultra-loud environment should have damaged my hearing, but it was keen. I could probably hear better than a hunting dog. That was why I heard Nash sigh before he started to walk off, back toward his own dressing room I assumed. 

      He often tried to talk to me. I just didn't know why. He was barking up the wrong tree if he was trying to come on to me.

      I had a reputation for being a rebel, but I didn't have a reputation for being easy. If anything, I'd been labeled as frigid by the media. Men who I'd supposedly slept with had called me unflattering but predictably boring things like 'Ice Queen,' or one that actually made me laugh, 'Winter Princess.' 

      Just thinking about it made me want to snicker again. 

      ‘Winter Princess?’ Who the hell talked like that? 

      Yet here I was, Elsa in a cupboard. I’d have laughed if I hadn’t thought Nash might hear me.  

      In the dark, I shook my head at nothing in particular. Then my ears pricked because I heard a noise. My doorknob? I scowled, pissed at the idea of my privacy being invaded. I always specified that my dressing rooms were to have a strong lock on them, and I was the only one to have the key. That was why Nigel had to pound on my dressing room door rather than sweep inside and look for me. 

      In the early days, I'd taken to hiding in the closet because I hadn't been able to demand a key, and now it had become a coping mechanism before a gig. 

      Even though he couldn't get to me anymore, I liked being in here. It settled my nerves. However, my nerves were anything but settled at the idea of my privacy being invaded. 

      The latch opened, and I stiffened in outrage, but I couldn't do anything. I had to stay in the closet or forever give away my hiding place. I was under no illusion that it was Nigel who had found a way to get in here. 

      Except, what was that noise? 

      It was a snuffling sound. Like a dog? A dog that was intent on sniffing every inch of my dressing room by the sound of it. 

      The fucking nerve.  

      I stiffened again though, because the hound would scent me hiding in here. But Nigel didn't have a dog, which meant my dick of a manager wasn't the one who had opened my door, violated my privacy, or ignored one of my house rules. 

      Unease swirled inside me.

      What the hell was going on? Who was in my goddamn dressing room? 

      I was tempted to stay hidden, but a bad feeling had me reluctantly getting to my feet. I swept my hands over my butt, dusting away any grime from the floor, then I opened the door and peered out. The minute I did, I felt my cheeks burn.

      In the doorway, peering in, were Nigel, Nash, and a handful of other guys from my entourage. The minute they saw me, to a one, their brows shot sky high. 

      Move along, folks. Nothing but a freak A-list celeb getting her shit together in a closet.  

      Nope, nothing to see here. 

      “Great,” I mumbled under my breath. That meant the sanctity of my hiding space was obliterated. There'd be no hiding from Nigel in my cupboard anymore. Fuck, there’d be no hiding from anyone.  

      I just knew it would land in the gossip rags thanks to the roadies who’d joined the sideshow. Exactly the kind of shit I didn’t need.  

      “Cressy?” Nigel questioned, his voice a mixture of aghast and bewildered. “Are you okay? What are you doing in there?” 

      I shrugged, having no clue what to say about why I was hiding in a five by five enclosed space. Then, I saw the dog, and grabbed on to the change of subject with both hands. Said pooch was controlled by a guy dressed in black. Not like Will Smith, unfortunately, but like SWAT. 

      What. The. Actual. Fuck?  

      At this point, I’d have preferred to learn there were aliens than what this dude and his dog were doing in my digs.

      I frowned at the stranger who was controlling the German Shepherd, and asked, “What's going on?” I knew. Or had a good idea, at any rate.

      The fucker had struck again.

      Nigel harrumphed, “Didn't you hear me knocking? I needed to find you.” 

      I narrowed my eyes at him, not appreciating being chastised like a child in front of all these people. Okay, when I said all these people, I was actually talking about Nash. 

      If you could see Nash, you'd understand. 

      Nobody wanted to feel like a naughty nine-year-old in front of this guy. 

      “I'm here now, aren't I? What's going on?” I repeated gruffly, eyes flickering toward Nash before I took in my manager in all his puffed-up glory—and when I said puffed up, I meant it. The dude had so many fillers he looked like his face was stuffed with marshmallows.

      This time, however, it wasn't Nigel who spoke, but the hunk himself. “Bomb scare,” he murmured succinctly, and not even his lyrical voice could make those two words any less of a mind fuck.  

      To say his answer didn't fill me with relief was an understatement. How could it? This wasn't the first time I’d experienced a bomb scare, but I’d always hoped that it would be the last.  

      “There's been another threat?” I knew my voice had soured, but I thought it was warranted. These kinds of scares were becoming more and more common, and it just made me hate my career even more.  

      God, I hated sounding so whiny, but after these past eighteen months? These things just kept piling up, until I felt like I was drowning in them. 

      Ella, my best friend, insisted I had PTSD. Maybe I did, but the truth was, I didn't have time to have it.  

      I was well aware that was not how mental health issues worked, also aware that there would come a point where I would have to face a reckoning for shoving all my problems aside the way I was, but I'd have to deal with that later. 

      Preferably with a bottle of vodka. 

      Okay, okay, kidding. Pinkie promise.  

      “What's going on?” I asked, needing answers, and wishing I hadn't been hiding in my closet, so I'd have been there to speak to Nigel in private. I didn’t need a crowd for this conversation.  

      “It's the same guy,” Nigel told me, concern lining his brow with severe wrinkles. Considering the man had a thing for Botox, the fact that he was wrinkled at all did not bode well. His words inspire me with confidence, either. 

      Around about the same time I'd been roofied and raped, I'd attracted a stalker. 

      Yeah, overachiever or what?  

      God, last year had totally sucked donkey balls. In fact, donkey balls would have left a better taste in my mouth than the aftermath of my recent past. 

      “Again?” I raised a hand and ran it over my hair. It was either that or punch the wall. But the minute I did, I grimaced, and saw my hair stylist grimace too. Cassandra was standing behind Nigel looking equally as concerned, but also put out that I might have destroyed her creation. 

      My dark-black hair had been primped and teased to within an inch of its life, forming the luscious waves I'd made famous. There was the Rachel cut, there was the Princess Kate, now there was also the Cressida. 

      You knew you were famous when you had a hairstyle named after you. 

      The crazy thing was, it wasn't even that different. I just had a shit ton of curls that were usually a pain in my ass, and necessitated a professional stylist to keep them contained. If anything, it should have been the ‘Cassandra’ cut because fuck, she was the one who made it happen, not me. 

      I put my hands down before I could mess with it anymore and earn further retribution from Cassandra's blow-dryer.  

      “Why are you checking in here for bombs?” I asked, watching as the dog, obviously a part of the K-9 unit, carried on hunting around the room. “You mean to tell me that somebody could have accessed this dressing room?” 

      Nigel shrugged. “Anything is possible, unfortunately.” 

      How hard did I have to bitch at him about this? How many security guards did I need before I could be safe? Before I could feel safe? And why wasn’t he understanding that my mental health was already precarious, and this shit wasn’t the Prozac I needed? 

      On the brink of telling him that this was getting beyond a joke—and when I said a joke, I meant from the worst comedian ever—Nash broke into my building diatribe with, “Cressida, could I please speak with you?” 

      I blinked at the walking Adonis whose focus was on me. And, the crazy thing about this situation was, that I was more famous than him. I was used to making men speechless when I walked past. The record company had done a great job of making me appeal to the masses, and I had a hell of a following because of it. Both men and women of a certain age were part of my demographic. I didn't take it as a compliment. I was a product. The record company had prettied me up, so they could sell me, and down the river they had definitely sold me. 

      Point was, I was used to turning heads, and yet, this man had the power to turn mine. 

      Jesus, could I sound anymore egocentric? But it was the truth and, corny as it may be, I'd come to learn that the truth was the only thing that could set me free. It was why I avoided the record company now, delegating meetings to my lawyer and PA. If I didn't, I'd come prepared for a battle of epic proportions with my record company liaison and Nigel—who, though he was my manager, was half-salaried by Mytikas Records. 

      I stared at Nash for a few silent seconds, feeling my mouth gape, and my cheeks grow hotter in return when I realized I hadn't answered. Clearing my throat, I whispered, “Yes, of course.” Sheesh, could my voice sound anymore different? It was all quivery and shaky. Urgh, I sounded like a wimp. 

      I ducked my head, so I could hide a grimace then strode forward, nodding politely at the cop who was checking me out. I ignored his appraisal, focused instead on his, admittedly pretty, blue eyes, smiling again in thanks as I ducked out of my dressing room. Nigel, in his eight-hundred-dollar-a-pair Italian handmade, leather shoes, began to fall into step behind me. But I turned around to glower at him.  

      “Nigel, this is private. I'll be out in a moment.”  

      Nigel scowled at me—at least, he tried to. “We need to talk about this.”  

      I shook my head. “Actually, we don't.” I’d started off wanting to rail at him, but fuck, what was the point? “You and my security detail need to get your shit together. In fact, screw that. You need to talk to the record company about this. It's getting beyond absurd. This is the fourth scare this year.” My mouth curled in a sneer as I spat, “It’s going to start affecting their bottom line soon. That should mobilize them like nothing else will.” 

      Nigel hunched his shoulders. “Cressy,” he started.  

      But I raised a hand to silence him. ”Enough of the bullshit, Nigel. This guy is not only putting me in danger, he's putting everyone in danger. Me, my crew, you.” I waved a hand at Nash. “He's putting Nash in danger, and then there are the crowds. Something has got to give. Either I need to go on a sabbatical until the heat drops and the guy forgets about me, or . . . I don't know.” I shrugged, because I genuinely didn't know what to do. This kind of shit wasn't unusual, but it was the first time it had happened to me to this extent. 

      “Cressy,” Nigel murmured again. And again, I shook my head. 

      “No. I'll talk to you later. We'll speak on the bus because that should give you some time to speak with Arnold.” Arnold was my ‘so-called’ head of security. The useless piece of shit. My voice grew angrier as I thought about just how useless he was, “In fact, I want a plan of action on the bus. This is getting ridiculous.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “I'm going to go speak to Nash now.” 

      Nigel huffed but nodded. “Thirty minutes until Rising Sand is on,” he informed me. Like I didn't know. 

      Refraining, barely, from rolling my eyes at him, I just shot him a look then turned back to see that Nash was waiting for me. He was at the bottom end of the corridor. In the doorway to the dressing room for the second act headlining tonight.  

      There'd been a time where the dressing rooms I'd used had been no bigger than the cupboard I'd just been hiding in, so to be in a space as luxurious as the one I'd just departed, leaving behind a bomb-hunting pooch, sometimes felt surreal. And then the true surrealness of my life would just come together in a big blur, and I had to stop thinking about it. 

      I was well aware that I was fortunate. I knew it, and even though I was miserable at the moment, I was grateful. I truly was. But it was just a defining point in my life. That saying, ‘something’s gotta give’ pretty much summed it all up. 

      I just hoped that that something wasn't my sanity.
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      There was something about Cressida Jonas that got to me. 

      And the fact that a human female could get to me at this point in my life was of endless fascination to me. 

      A part of me felt certain I was so interested in her, intrigued almost, because she was obviously attracted to me and yet avoided me like the plague. 

      My ego wasn't so weak that I couldn't handle that. But it wasn't like she was playing hard to get. I knew the difference. In twenty-four hundred years, I'd grown well accustomed to the games that men and women played. And yet Cressida, or as her entourage called her, Cressy, was not like most women. 

      She was a multi-platinum selling, multiple Grammy award-winning artist with a voice that needed no synthesizing to rock a man, or woman’s, world. Every night, at each of the concerts I'd played with her, the stadiums were packed. In fact, they were more than packed. They were crammed full. 

      They were so full, sometimes I questioned if it was a breach of fire safety rules, and then I realized how ridiculous that was. This was not ancient Greece or Rome. This was not an era where people messed around with crowd safety. 

      I remembered a time where I'd been attending a bullfight, of all things, in a stadium just outside of the eternal city, and the stadium had collapsed. My bud had a busy turnover that day. Being the God of the dead had its highs and lows. Unfortunately, Hades' highs were most people's lows. 

      The memory had me grimacing slightly as I watched Cressy walk toward me. 

      There was something about her, something I didn't understand. That might have been clichéd, but the truth was, there wasn't much I didn't understand. I'd been around too long, seen too much, and heard too many things. And yet, around her, there was a strange silence. 

      Almost like, with the rest of humanity, there was an endless buzz, and with her, that wasn't there.  

      I only experienced the like around my brothers. 

      Of course, they weren't brothers by blood, not even by choice. We'd been forced together thousands of years ago, but rather than begrudge our time as a unit, we'd grown close. Had become good friends, and had, over the years, become brothers, just in a way that society, especially this puritan one we maneuvered about in, could never understand. 

      She was dressed to impress in a skintight, red bodycon dress. It clung to every curve, and exposed her arms, chest, back, and most of her legs. It was pretty much a long top, and the red was her signature color. Close to scarlet with a little bit of crimson mixed in. It offset her dark hair, bringing the auburn streaks to life amid her locks. Her green eyes were almond-shaped, and the green was an unusual mossy color. Not light and clear. Close to hazel, really. The left one was a tad different with blue striations around the pupil that were only noticeable when you were close to her. 

      In heels that defied gravity, the way she walked toward me made me think of anything other than the reason I'd invited her here. She was sex on legs. Literally a walking wet dream. 

      I was hard pressed to keep my attention on her. But hard pressed not to look away, too. It was so contradictory, yet that was how I felt around her. And Jesus, the pack she punched was like nothing I'd experienced in my very long life. She wasn't even trying. I could see in her face–in those unusual eyes of hers–that her thoughts were elsewhere. And why wouldn't they be?  

      I’d just learned she had a stalker. I'd just learned there could be a bomb planted somewhere in the stadium. And I'd just learned that the two situations were linked. 

      This was all new-to-me information, and truth was, I was pissed. I should have known this shit from the very beginning. I wasn’t worried for my safety. Nothing could kill me—well, something could but it wasn’t a bomb or a bullet. On the stalker front, I had nothing to worry about, but my entourage and staff weren’t so lucky. 

      Cressy wasn’t so lucky, either. 

      That, more than anything, had my gut twisting hard, and in turn, made me feel like a real shit. I’d known my team for a damn sight longer than I had her, even knew some of their families. But Cressy was there. Burrowing into my fucking soul in a way that I couldn’t begin to explain.

      “Take a seat,” I invited when she said nothing, just stood hovering in the center of my dressing room.  

      Having seen hers, I was well aware mine was less glamorous, but I'd had enough glamor in my day. I was pleased with the current state of my dressing room. I'd had many incarnations, many life choices, and many life paths I'd meandered down, but this one I’d started a tad unusually. 

      Back in 2013, I’d decided to start from scratch. Work my way up from the bottom, so each ounce of success I earned was mine, and the credit belonged to me alone. So, for the moment, I was more than happy with my dressing room, but would be aiming for one like Cressy’s. One the size of a large hotel room, complete with bed, sofa, and entertainment center. I didn't need the luxuries, but would enjoy the status, or, that's to say, what the dressing room represented in this world.  

      Although, Cressy had all that and had been hiding in her closet. 

      What the fuck was that about? 

      When she just looked at me—gaped at me if I was being honest— I murmured, “I know my sofa isn't as fancy as yours, but it still serves a purpose.” 

      Her cheeks turned pink at my comment, and I had to wonder where her thoughts had taken her, because my remark had been spoken in total innocence. She cleared her throat, and scurried to the scuffed brown leather three-seater, which took up the back wall of my quarters. I'd been using this place for five days while in Las Vegas, so the place wasn’t exactly neat as a pin, but it was passable.  

      It was the longest we'd been in any city. Five nights, five concerts, five packed evenings, and I was actually looking forward to getting on the road again, even though we were all weary from traveling non-stop for four months now. With another two months left on the tour, we were over halfway, but still had a long leg to go. 

      Being in one place for five days had actually been quite a luxury. One I didn’t want to get used to.  

      The sofa squeaked as she seated herself, and I wouldn't have been a guy if I hadn't noticed how her dress rode up. It amused me that she didn't even bother trying to lower her skirt. She wasn't coy like that. There was something very matter of fact about her, something else which intrigued me. 

      I'd liked that she wasn't a coquette, and I appreciated that she wasn't a tease.  

      More than anything, I enjoyed that I didn't know what she was.  

      Except for unique. 

      And in my world, unique was very rare. 

      “You stare a lot, don't you?” she muttered, her eyes pinned on mine. 

      “And you don't?” I mocked, glad to break the ice with her. For four months, we hadn't really done that. She kept to herself mostly. Not because she was a bighead with an even bigger ego, I knew, but she was a lot quieter than the media painted her.  

      I'd half expected crazy after-parties and wild behavior that would have put the satyrs to shame. I'd experienced bacchanalia from the God himself. I knew how to party. And from what I'd known of Cressy, I thought she did, too. But I'd been wrong. 

      Something that didn't happen often. 

      “Can I help it that you're so pretty?” she countered. 

      I grinned at her honesty, then, with a rub of my chin, I ruefully probed, “Pretty?” I'd been called many things in my time, but ‘pretty?’ 

      That was a new one. 

      “I can't be the first woman to tell you that.” As she shrugged, her brows were high with mockery. “I highly doubt that. Anyway, I don't want to make your ego any bigger than it already must be. Why did you invite me here?”  

      “I wanted to talk to you.” 

      After staring at me again, a long glance that seemed to sink right into me, looking for answers to questions she wasn't voicing, she murmured, “About what? We don't have anything to talk about.” 

      She wasn't wrong. On other concert tours as long as this one, with the other acts, I'd actually gotten friendly with them. But not with her. She'd kept herself aloof from almost everyone. 

      I'd admit, curiosity had me studying her more than usual. I noticed she spoke to maybe five people in total. Nigel, her dickhead manager, a man so obsessed with his appearance he'd have given Narcissus a run for his money. Then there was Cassandra, her stylist, and Arnold, her head of security. Her PA, Sherry, and a woman who I thought belonged to her PR company were the sum total of her inner circle. 

      Yeah, I'd been taking note where she was concerned, and what I’d noticed was pretty sad. A fact that was confirmed every time I managed to look into her pretty hazel eyes—she wasn’t happy. 

      If anything, I thought, she was fucking miserable. 

      “This stalker and the bomb scare . . . is there anything I need to know?” 

      Her nostrils flared as she shook her head. “I should have figured they wouldn’t keep you in the loop.” She pointed a finger at me. “Get your manager to contact Mytikas. Just by being on tour with me, you need extra security.” 

      I tilted my head to the side at the first bit of energy she’d shown since I’d seen her come out of that closet. “The threat’s real?”  

      She closed her eyes. “Oh, it’s real. He’s always there, waiting like a bad penny, but he’s never managed to get to me yet.”  

      My throat clutched with relief. But what did I say to that?

      Good?

      I’m glad your stalker hasn’t gotten too close?

      Talk about trite.  

      “No wonder you looked like you needed to get out of there,” I told her quietly, not lying, either. I meant it. She'd looked overwhelmed, and who wouldn't be? Not only had a dog been sniffing around her room searching for a bomb, apparently, she had a stalker, too. 

      Also I wouldn't deny that I was curious as shit as to why she'd been sitting in a closet. Yeah, it was weird, but famous people did weird shit. Although, that was just a little bit stranger than most. 

      Then, I almost had to laugh at myself. Was it crazier to need cocaine to amp yourself up before a show, or to sit in a closet for warm up? 

      Holding back my amusement was harder than it should have been. I’d seen it all. Done it all, too.

      Well, I hadn’t plunked myself in a closet pre-show, so maybe there was more to this life than I’d previously explored. . . .

      I was surprised when her lips quirked into a soft smile. “Could you tell I wanted to throttle Nigel?” 

      “Definitely. I thought I'd save you from a murder charge.” 

      She snorted. “My hero.” 

      “I try, I try.” I winked at her, and leaned back against my dressing table. I didn't have as much crap on mine as she did, but there were a few products my agent insisted on. I knew some acts wore a lot of makeup, but there was no way in hell I was going to those extents. I basically used some product in my hair, and that was it.  

      Okay, there was more than one product, but I certainly didn't wear mascara or eyeliner like some of the emo bands I'd toured with in the past. Jesus, they had as much shit on their dressing table as Cressy did. 

      “How are you doing? Are you all right?” I asked. I meant it, too. Sincerely. I had a feeling she was good people, and she was going through something at the moment. 

      I had nothing concrete on that, of course, but I'd been around the block enough to know when somebody was suffering. There were shadows in her eyes, shadows she was fighting. 

      Nobody should fight something like that alone, and yet, though I knew she was surrounded by people, just as I was, it was easy to feel isolated in a crowd. 

      Before she could answer, there was a knock at my door. I ignored it a second, and asked again, “Cressy?” 

      My utterance of her name must have been more strident than she'd expected, because her eyes widened before they cut to the door. As she gnawed on her bottom lip, her gaze remained trained on the aperture. There wasn't much to look at in the room. The sofa, a table, a rack with clothes on it, and a door. That pretty much summed it up. Why she was alternating between gawking at it and staring at the door as though the answer to my question would reveal itself once it was opened, I wasn't sure. When another knock came she jerked, but she surprised me even more by releasing a shuddery breath, and whispering, “No. I'm not okay.” 

      “Cressy! I need to talk to you.” 

      She squeezed her eyes shut, her brow puckering in a way that spoke of somebody truly pained. The sight came as a shock. In fact, it made me feel guilty. Four months we'd been on the same circuit, sharing hotels and stadiums. I was a satellite to her sun, I knew that. She was huge, in comparison I was small fry. But I should have tried. 

      “What is it, Sherry?” she asked tiredly, and her PA opened the door. 

      The redhead was short, curvy, and usually friendly. But there was a concerned look on her face that caught my attention. Her brow was scrunched up, her nose wrinkled at the bridge, and her bright blue eyes were pinched as she murmured, “Have you seen the news?” 

      Cressy frowned. “Since when?” 

      Sherry held up her phone, then passed it to Cressy whose fingers began tapping at the screen. I watched her eyes scroll down the page as she absorbed whatever information Sherry deemed vital her boss be aware of. 

      Curiosity hit me again, but I'd been around too long to be impatient over the news.

      Quite content to wait to be informed of whatever was going on, I watched as Cressy let out a long hiss. She gritted her teeth, shot a quick look at me, and then got to her feet on those impossible shoes. “I need to go,” she murmured, almost like, well, not that she was asking permission, but that she was apologetic for having to go.  

      “What is it?” 

      Her jaw worked for a second, obviously processing her anger at whatever she'd read. Then, she blew out another breath, and murmured, “The other times, we managed to keep it quiet.” She held up her PA's phone, revealing the headline. 

      I grunted. 

      News of the bomb scare had hit the press. 

      Great. 

      Just what we needed.
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      There were two things I was great at. One was putting on a show, the other was hand jobs. 

      Odd, I know. But it was the truth. 

      Hand jobs were just something that I think I did better than actual sex. I could have a man moaning in the palm of my hand, literally, twitching and shit as I got him off. I even had more fun that way, too. Sex had always gone over my head, had since my foster dad had tried to . . . well, that was a topic for another day. But charming the one-eyed snake, yup, I considered it a good talent to have because in my world, just because you saw the goods didn't mean you wanted to pay for them.  

      Which took me to the second thing I was great at. It was probably more useful for me that I was great at putting on a show, especially in my line of work. But yep, the infamously famous Cressida Jonas was great at hand jobs and, essentially, putting on a brave face.

      The latter ability came twofold. It meant I was able to shove aside my misery toward the world at large, namely my fans, and make them feel like I was having a great time when I was as miserable as sin. It also meant my concerts were epic. 

      Seriously, I was renowned for them. Tonight, though, I just wasn't feeling it.  

      And the trouble was, I was sick of not feeling it. I was tired, just so damn tired. 

      As I sat on this stupid sofa, holding court like some kind of feudal queen, I really just wanted to get out of there. 

      The venue was a small club. It was the record company's idea of cozy. The after party tickets cost a fortune, but they'd done some huge publicity spreads that had offered two-dozen or so tickets to eager fans. 

      I was happy to see the fans gaping and gawking, dancing, and eating and drinking. That did make me happy.  

      Artists who didn't do this for the fans were jerks in my opinion. 

      The money was great, of course. But after a couple of years of this life, doing it just for that was soul destroying. Sure, money made the world go round, and usually people who denied that had far too much of it to pass judgment, but there was just so much crap that came with fame. If you didn't do it for the people you made happy, you were a shitty person. 

      The walls were mirrored. The strobe lights hit the reflection, making the lasers diffract. It felt like they had a problem with me because each one seemed to pierce my eyeballs, giving me a headache that had me wanting to leave the club even more than I already did.  

      The center of the room was taken up with my seating area. It was like an overlarge couch and I was in the middle of it with a lot of people hovering either side of me. It could have felt like a throne if the sofa wasn't a huge sectional, shaped into a blocky ‘C.’  

      I’d changed from my earlier outfit and wore a glittery dress that flirted with my upper thighs and clung tight to my chest in a sweetheart neckline. I actually regretted the choice because I clashed with the walls, and the lights did the same thing to the sequins on my outfit as it did with the mirrors.

      Also, damn, there was no hiding amid the crowd in this get-up. 

      Now that I thought about it, I wondered if Cassandra, my stylist, had been told to make me wear this. I was glowing like something from a sci-fi movie. I just needed a lightsaber and a pair of boots to kick ass pop star style. 

      Suddenly, hands shot out and grabbed my own. I jerked in response, fighting hard not to pull mine back. Touch, something that came so simple to most people, and had for me until my recent past, was hard for me. Especially from strangers.  

      I didn't reject the woman's touch, even though I didn't appreciate her overzealousness. When she squeezed and smiled at me, I squeezed and smiled back at her. 

      “I can't believe—” She gulped, her eyes glistening with excitement. “I just, I can't believe I'm here, actually touching you.” She had a Valley Girl voice. All Clueless and braying. 

      The woman had huge bouncy waves in her golden-blonde hair, a tighter ass than mine which should have been impossible considering how many squats I had to do on a daily basis, and would probably have been a lot happier sitting on my throne than I was. 

      The woman screamed wannabe, and yet, her excitement and joy at meeting me were genuine. 

      I'd grown adept at spotting the signs of a genuine fan and somebody who wanted something from me. 

      “It's so wonderful to meet you,” I murmured, trying to sound genuine myself. It wasn't that I was lying, I just didn't want to be here. “What's your name?” 

      The woman's bright cherry-red trout pout opened to speak, but her phone began squawking and her cheeks flushed at the sound of the live rendition of “Angel’s Fall.” The minute I heard it I wanted to flinch. 

      She looked at me apologetically, lifted it to squint at the screen and rejected the call. 

      Everybody knew something had happened to me eighteen months ago. They knew it because of that gig. As I'd sung “Angel’s Fall,” I'd broken down in tears. The internet had been aghast and bewildered, as well as ravenous for more information. Unfortunately for the public at large who wanted to feast on my misery–their appetite ever voracious–my record company had put a gag on me. Threatening to sue for breach of contract if I uttered a word of the truth. 

      All these months later, I regretted not breaching my contract, but that was neither here nor there.  

      The woman, her cheeks pale, whispered, “It's my favorite song of yours. So real.” 

      Maybe she saw the pain on my face, the candid distress, because she bobbed her head at me, and with eyes pinched with regret, took a step back and merged seamlessly into the crowd. 

      I was surprised. No questions? No chatter trying to make me open up about the obviously hurtful acoustic session? 

      Even as I found her, watching her bright-gold head bob into the crowd as she disappeared from my peripheral vision, my phone buzzed. When I peered down at the screen, a genuine smile fluttered across my lips. 

      The sight of the Caller ID filled me with a sense of warmth and home. 

      “Bitch! Why the hell haven't you called me?” 

      I crinkled my nose. “I'm sorry, Ella.” But, for the first time that evening, my smile wasn’t forced.  

      “You're totally in Las Vegas, and you didn't tell me.” 

      I had to laugh. Ella was fond of adverbs. 

      “We could have hung out some,” Ella whined. 

      And that was why I hadn't told her. Although, if she'd looked at my concert listings, it wasn't like I could have hidden it from her. But we weren't as close as we'd once been—my fault—but also, she was busy. She worked as a nurse and had terrible night shifts. Speaking to her was infrequent now, especially since she'd been promoted. 

      We called each other once a week, without fail, though. It just didn't feel like enough sometimes. 

      “It's been pretty miserable, if I'm being honest,” I told her, meaning it. 

      Ella hissed out a breath. “When are you going to stop letting that bastard rule you?” 

      And this was why we didn't speak so much anymore. 

      “Ella,” I murmured tiredly. “Please, don't . . .” God, I didn’t have the energy.

      Playing this part was draining me of every resource I had. I couldn’t deal with her diatribe, too.

      She blew out a breath. I knew it was one of her patented gusts that had her bangs blowing at least two feet in front of her. “Where are you?” she asked. 

      “At Charade.” Such an apt name.  “Why?” 

      “Because I'm coming to see you, of course.” 

      My lips curved. “Really? Aren't you working?” 

      “I can't believe I missed all the posters. But a guy at work told me he was going to see you tonight, and I realized you were here. I'd have come sooner, Cressy,” she chastised. “I pulled a half shift.” 

      My eyes widened at that news. Ella was the kind of girl who would go into work if she'd had her foot amputated the day before. She was a workaholic. 

      One of the reasons I hadn't told her about coming to Las Vegas was because she'd bitch at me about my mental health. Another, I didn't think she had the time to see me. And to make it three, meeting her sometimes was awkward. She was usually exhausted through the day, as she had to sleep for her next shift, and unlike me who could take emergency power naps when needed, she couldn't. We both lived and worked at night, but there was no comparison between her job and mine.  

      I sometimes wondered how we'd made it to this point. We'd once been closer than sisters, relying upon each other for the support our non-existent, neglectful foster family couldn't give us. Even though we were drifting apart, I still considered her the sister I'd never had. A blood sister, in truth. 

      “I'll have the bouncers let you in. Go straight to the top of the line,” I told her, warming up to the idea of seeing her now. 

      She let out a squeal. “I forgot how cool it was going out with you.” 

      I chuckled. “There's plenty of alcohol and music if you want to dance,” I told her. 

      “You holding court?” she asked, sounding a little disappointed but understanding my role. 

      I blew out a breath. “Yeah.” 

      She hummed under her breath—she knew the score. These parties were no fun for me. It was work. But it was cool. I actually got to meet fans who were interested in my music, and that was awesome. No matter how exhausted I felt deep inside, meeting my fans always made me happy. 

      “No worries. I'll see you soon.” 

      As quickly as she'd barged her way into my evening, she disappeared. But, I had to admit, I was grateful that she'd called. For the first time this evening, I felt buzzed at the idea of something more than the day being over—Christ, she wasn’t wrong. I really needed to see a shrink.  

      Ella was probably going to bitch at me over something, but she had the right. I knew that, and that was why I'd tolerate her advice, even if I didn't implement any of it. 

      Though the prospect of that kind of conversation dragged me down a little, it couldn't dispel my excitement at the prospect of seeing her again. 

      I straightened in my seat, and this time, the grin that graced my mouth was wider and brighter when another fan approached me.  

      It was time to get my head out of my ass before Ella accidentally decapitated me in an attempt to do the same.
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      Because my focus was on Cressy, I noticed when her attitude changed.

      I wasn’t a stalker. But she was like a magnet. My eyes immediately sought her out in a room, and I found myself sporadically keeping track of her—okay, so that did sound like a stalker.  

      Fuck.  

      But I wasn’t.  

      Really. 

      I just noticed things where she was concerned.  

      And in this case, I noticed her smile went from false to genuine after she received a phone call, and I hated the jealousy that began to coalesce inside of me when I thought that the call might have been from a guy. 

      She'd never shown much interest in any of the jerks who’d tried to come on to her at these events, fuckers who were more interested in her name than the fascinating woman behind the product Mytikas Records sold. For a woman of her stature, the only chatter I’d heard about her love life was in the tabloids. Which meant buttkiss. Still, that didn't mean she wasn’t great at hiding one. 

      Though it was ridiculous that I was jealous about a woman I had zero rights over, and zero reason that justified these envious feelings, it was great to see the change in her. 

      I had a feeling that Cressy played a part. The role so intrinsic that she didn't even realize she was doing it. Or if she did realize it, then I wanted to know what had happened to make her that way. I'd seen footage of her before where she was cheerful, bubbly, and vivacious, but that had been before the acoustic ‘Angel’s Fall’ video had gone viral.  

      Vibrant Cressy was no more, the sadder Cressy belonged to today. 

      Still, she did sit up straighter, and when she greeted fans, it was with a more authentic smile. 

      Around me, the club hopped. It was alive, and it reminded me of why I loved these after parties. I loved the concerts, don't get me wrong. Performing and entrancing the crowd with my music was special, but this kind of connection held a uniqueness that compelled me. 

      The after party was aimed at Cressy's fans, but there were a few who were here to see me, too, and I'd spoken with them already, and they were taking advantage of the open bar that came as part of the prize they'd won. If I wanted, I could find them in the crowd. But I didn't want to. 

      My abilities were as strong as they'd ever been, and even though I'd dampened them for the most part, they didn't suffer for it. I sometimes wished they would. Especially when I was trying to do something on my own. Not wanting to depend upon my heritage for anything.  

      There was immense satisfaction in thrilling a crowd of people with my humble melodies.  

      I didn't imbue the songs with my talents for a reason. 

      I did not doubt that if I did, I'd be bigger than Cressy. 

      But I was content to make my way up to that kind of level. To earn every piece of fame I reaped. Even if it took time. I had that. In spades.  

      If my focus was more cerebral than soul-deep, my powers over music lessened.

      Forty minutes later, Cressy's PA grabbed my attention by shepherding a woman through the crowd. I wasn't sure how, but Cressy seemed to realize something was different, she whipped her head around and let out a squeal that had me grinning as she leaped to her feet and ran over to the stranger. The two of them hugged and their embrace came as a surprise to me, if I was being honest. Cressy tended to keep people at a distance. But this woman? No, not her. 

      I was stunned to realize that even though the connection between the two women was not sexual, I was still jealous. 

      For four months, I'd been around the magnetic creature that was Cressida, and hadn't come anywhere near to approaching any kind of intimacy with her. This afternoon, we'd had a genuine moment, one that had been wrecked by the information leak to the press. 

      News of a potential bomb scare hadn't stopped any of the crowds from making an appearance. I'd almost been amused to note that. Except that was how beloved Cressida was. Her fans were hardcore. 

      But this afternoon, after that one glimpse of the real her, I'd wanted more. More of her, more conversation, more time.  

      I was starting to feel like a bit of a creep. But these feelings she inspired in me were new, and after two-dozen centuries on this Earth, new was more than just unique. It was close to impossible. 

      Cressy already had one stalker, she didn't need another, but my interest was harmless by contrast. I was just curious, inquisitive about the woman herself—not the image she portrayed to the public. 

      Conversations swirled around me with my back-up band, a few of the tech guys also came to hang out. I was easy going, wasn't a diva, so a lot of the roadies liked me. And I genuinely liked hanging out with them, so it was a mutual thing. But for two hours, as I spoke and drank and chilled, I kept my eye on the two women.

      When fans approached Cressy, the stranger would get up, go for a drink, dance on the packed dance floor, then she'd return to Cressy's side. They'd speak, giggle, grow serious as they hollered at each other over the beat—the whole gamut.  

      At two a.m. when the after party was starting to die down, I could see the disappointment on both women's faces as they were about to be pulled apart. 

      A part of me wondered if the stranger had flown in especially for the occasion, or if she lived in the vicinity. I had no real knowledge of Cressy's past, and the more interested I'd become in her, the more I'd trolled some of the gossip sites. One thing I'd noticed was a distinct lack of information about the woman behind the mask. She was a closed book on that score whereas her present was very well documented. 

      When the stranger and Cressy linked arms, once Cressy's PA began shuffling them forward, toward the exit, I felt their despondency even as one of Cressy’s hits began to blast through the speakers. While I looked away, I sensed their sorrow. It was like a shining beacon amid a crowd of happy bunnies. Why that was, bewildered me.  

      I felt Cressy’s sorrow.  

      I’d never felt anything like that before.  

      Was it any wonder I couldn’t stop thinking about her?

      That I knew what she was feeling both bewildered and enticed me. Urging me to learn more while the sane part of me cried for caution.  

      They both disappeared, taking one of the secure exits. One I'd be taking when I left. Even as I continued to wonder who the stranger was, I forced myself to focus on other matters. Like the fan who was practically giving me a lap dance. 

      The sight sure was pretty but it was more of a distraction than anything else.  

      Untangling myself from the fan’s octopus-like limbs, I shuffled close to Jamie, one of the roadies. 

      “One there for you, I think,” I murmured ruefully. I had no regular groupies, but they tended to pop up at these events.

      I never slept with them. 

      That kind of thing lost its appeal back in the Dark Ages.

      Jamie's brows rose at the sight of the very flexible woman who was pouting at me from a distance. He waggled his eyebrows. “I'll never understand you, bro.” 

      I snorted. “I would fear the day you did,” I told him, winking at him. He elbowed me in the side, and I grunted as it connected. He grinned, swaggered off, and I watched as he began cozying up to the woman. 

      “Why do you do that?” Sarah, another of the roadies and a whizz with lighting, asked me.  

      I cocked a brow at her. “Do what?” 

      She scowled. “You don't know?” 

      “Know what?” 

      With her bottle of beer, she motioned the base at Jamie and the acrobat. “That.” 

      “Hook Jamie up?” 

      She shrugged. “Yeah. Why?” 

      “Because they won't take no for an answer.” 

      I felt no embarrassment in admitting that. It didn't stroke my ego, or boost my confidence. I wasn't particularly prideful, not in matters such as these.  

      “Yeah, I get that,” she mumbled around a laugh. “I just mean why do you tell them no?” 

      My brow rose again, mostly because it was unlike Sarah to ask such a question. I had a feeling she was a lesbian. That was why I was so comfortable around her. She'd never tried to come onto me, and I'd seen her making out with a woman at a similar party to this one. She could have been bi-sexual for all I cared, but I liked that she didn't hang on my every word like a lot of the other women in my acquaintance. 

      Sarah and Cressy were two rarities. 

      Sarah, because I didn't think she was interested at all.  

      Cressy, because she was interested, but she actively avoided that interest, and me. 

      Again, I was aware I sounded big-headed, but I wasn't.  

      Being aware of the truth made me a realist—not an egomaniac. My star was rising and that, as well as a pretty face, attracted a lot of characters. Unsavory and otherwise.

      “I'm not interested in hook-ups,” I informed her, taking a swig of the IPA I’d been nursing for a while—I didn’t need to eat or drink to survive, but I still found pleasure in the taste. 

      She shook her head. “You’re damn unusual, Nash.” 

      I grinned at her. “I aim to please.” 

      A sharp laugh escaped her. “Actually,” she murmured, “you don't, do you?” 

      We both started snickering as we stared at each other, then shooting Jamie a glance, started outright laughing at the sight of the acrobat all over him like a fungus. 

      Sarah nudged me in the side. “You were staring at her pretty hard tonight.” 

      I shot the small female a glance. Sarah was very short, very stocky, but pretty. She had wide brown eyes that reminded me of molten chocolate. But there was always a glint in them, a perpetual smile that encouraged me to open up to her. I wasn't renowned for being particularly 'open,' but Sarah inspired me to share. 

      She was, I realized with no little surprise, a potential friend. 

      Crazy that it had taken me four months to figure that out. 

      “Staring at who?” I asked, well aware of what she was talking about, but also not interested in discussing it. 

      She scoffed. “Cressida, of course. You're getting more obvious about it, too. What's changed?” 

      I scowled. “Since when do we talk about this stuff?” 

      She giggled. “Look, I'm trying to save you from coming across as a weirdo. You should be grateful,” she teased.  

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks.” 

      The truth was, I was well aware my interest in Cressida was becoming more apparent. 

      But it was difficult to avoid her. To evade these feelings she inspired in me. 

      I'd never felt this for another woman—not even my wife, and the lengths I’d gone to for her surpassed what any of today’s Lotharios would do for their lovers.

      The connection I felt burning to life between us confused me, but the more I tried to fight it, the more I was drawn to her. I had to wonder where this bizarre magnetism would take me, and if it would cause the woman at the center of it to love me or to loathe me.
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      When I realized Sherry had been talking at me for the past ten minutes, I stared at her, shook my head, and blurted out, “So sorry, Sherry. My brain's not with it today.” 

      Sherry tutted, but she wasn't totally unused to my zoning out.  

      “Just for the first leg, Nash is going to have to share your tour bus. There is a situation with his air conditioning unit,” Sherry informed me tiredly. I had a feeling this wasn’t the second time she’d told me this—one too many tequilas with Ella was making this conversation harder and longer than it needed to be. Urgh. “As soon as it's fixed, Don, the driver, is going to meet us in Cali. You don't mind, do you?” 

      I rolled my eyes, because it wasn't as if I’d been given much of a choice. Still, I considered myself fortunate since I didn't loathe Nash. On my last tour, I'd been stuck with a girl group who had a strong pre-teen market. Though they'd been in their twenties, I knew ten-year-olds who'd been more mature than those five harpies.  

      Because I didn't particularly mind, even if Nash did stir things in me that I wasn't willing to study or investigate, I just shrugged. “When will it be fixed?” 

      “Two days, max.” 

      Taking that to be four days, because sometimes doubling everything was the only way to get any accuracy on the road, I nodded. My tour bus had enough room for six people, and I was on it alone with my driver, Lizzie.  

      To be honest, the idea of sharing that space with Nash didn't sit badly with me. 

      The fact that I wasn't freaking out internally did prompt some questions. I'd only just thought about not investigating how he made me feel, but my lack of fear with him came as a surprise. 

      Any other male, even Nigel—who I was pretty sure was gay—and I’d have insisted on another bus being hired. 

      Lizzie had been with me since the 'incident,' when I’d demanded a replacement driver. While Nigel hadn't exactly been happy having to find a replacement for one of the roadies, a kind-hearted guy I’d known for a while, I'd stuck fast. I hadn’t wanted to be alone with any man.

      Not even one I’d trusted before that night.

      I was glad now, too. Lizzie was cool. She had a twenty-four-year-old daughter who lived in Germany with her soldier husband, and when she wasn't touring with me, she spent most of her days with her golden Labrador that stayed at her sister's while she worked. We both had a love of Thai food to seal the deal. 

      On the open road, some nights, she was the only person who I felt comfortable being around. I was supposed to be sleeping, prepping for whatever was about to happen the next day, but just sitting in the passenger seat at her side, the radio on a low hum, the dark, empty highways ahead, were the only things that gave me peace. 

      Nash's presence would be an intrusion, but not an invasion. 

      And there was a distinct difference. 

      I rubbed my temple, having forgotten to tell Sher something. 

      “Oh boy, what have you done now?” Sherry asked, a low thread of humor humming through her question. 

      My eyes widened in surprise at her question. “Done something?” 

      “You only rub your temple like that when you’re trying to get me to do something neither of us are happy about.” 

      That made me snort. “Actually, no. I haven't done anything wrong, this time. Ella is going to be joining me today, though. On the bus. But there's enough room for all three of us. I can't believe I forgot.” Guilt filled me, but I’d had a lot to drink last night, and the plans with Ella were spur of the moment, but also unconfirmed. 

      They depended on her being able to call in sick for the next five days. 

      That was a big ask for anybody, but more so for Ella who had a pretty stressful, and very important, job.  

      The fact that she was willing to pretend to be sick for such a length of time told me two things; one, she was worried about me, and two, she was worried about me. If she hadn't been, she would never have made the suggestion when I'd told her that after two more gigs, I had three days of freedom. She'd grimaced and had remarked on how unfortunate it had been that those three break days would be in another state and not here. Knowing she'd reject the offer, I'd invited her along, and had been stunned when she'd accepted. On the stipulation that she could get the time off of work, of course. 

      “Oh, that's no problem at all. I don't think Nash will mind being with the two of you.” Sherry chuckled. “I think most guys would pay to be in such small quarters with the likes of you.” 

      That had me rolling my eyes at her again. “She's due here in an hour,” I told her, ignoring her remark. 

      She nodded, jotted something down on her diary which she had propped on her knee, and after she'd finished, got to her feet. 

      They'd reserved a hotel suite in the Bellagio on the Strip for me, but the truth was, I preferred my tour bus. It was home while I was on tour, and though being in a larger space would have been a luxury, especially in the sheer delight of that particular hotel, I found that it was jarring being in hotel rooms now. 

      We were seated in the kitchen area of my bus. Two banquettes surrounded the table. I had a large mug of green tea in front of me, and Sherry had her usual espresso, which she'd finished off almost as soon as I'd placed it in front of her. But now we'd finished dealing with the day’s schedule, I knew she'd toddle off to do whatever she needed to get me organized. 

      When she left a few moments later, I was alone on the bus, and I reached for my phone to check for messages.

      Ella hadn't replied to my earlier text, but I was hoping that didn't mean she wasn't able to make it. She was the kind of person who would keep me in the loop, who would just tell me she wasn't coming. She was too considerate not to do shit like that, which was why, ironically enough, I had a bad feeling in my stomach. 

      Ella always texted back. 

      I was the pain-in-the-ass friend who could take days to respond. It had nothing to do with being a famous singer, I’ve always been that way. I'd see a message, intend on replying right away, and then three days would pass, and I'd still have left the message unanswered. 

      Ella always replied. 

      I rubbed my brow again, that uneasy feeling settling with a throb in my temples. I took note of the time, saw Ella had fifty-five minutes to get here.

      I hoped she did.

      It would do us both good to spend some time together after so long apart. But first, I wanted her to text or call or do something. 

      I reached for my mug, took a deep sip, and relished the silence of the bus. I didn't have long, though, and the truth was, I was grateful. I used to love these moments of solitude, but as time passed, I was coming to loathe them. A part of me appreciated them at first, the part of me that was the Cressy of old, but this new one, the frightened one, didn't particularly relish being alone.  

      So, when a knock sounded at the door, my voice was a little rushed as I called out, “Come in!”

      I got to my feet at the sound of more knocking, aware my shout hadn’t been heard, and trudged the few steps toward the door. Peering out, and spying Nash, I felt my nerves at Ella's unusual behavior dissipate somewhat. He wasn't looking through the window at me, so I could truly take in his masculine beauty without him noticing. There was something about him. Something I couldn't put my finger on. He was handsome, sure, but he was different. 

      I couldn't explain it, but maybe there was nothing to explain. Although the feelings he stirred inside me always seemed to grow whenever we came close to one another. It was why I'd spent most of the tour avoiding him. And now, he was going to be spending a few days on my bus. Talk about shifting from zero to hero. 

      Almost as though he'd read my mind, his gaze flashed forward, pinning mine instantly, gluing me in place. My breath stuttered to a halt as we stared at one another, then his upper lip quirked to the side in a gentle smile. It wasn't a smirk, because if it had been, I'd have spun on my heel and ignored him. No, this smile was gentle, and genuine, and triggered more crazy feelings than I had a right to. . . .  

      I blew out a sharp breath, halting that line of thought in its tracks. Reaching for the door, I opened it, then retreated a few steps before murmuring, “Welcome to the Mystery Machine.” 

      I didn't wait for him to ascend the three stairs into the top level of the bus. I turned my back on him and retreated to the kitchen table. Taking a seat once more, I reached for my tea and sipped deeply from my mug. By that point, I'd managed to get my breathing under control, but when he closed the door behind him, climbed up those few steps, and took a glance around the tour bus, finally spotting me, the edginess was back. 

      Why had I been okay with this proposition again? 

      I must have been crazy. 

      But it was too late. The tour had to go on, and it wasn't fair for Nash to lose his home comforts. Especially not when I had room. 

      “I’m surprised.”  

      Tilting my head to the side, I frowned. “At what?”  

      “Scooby Doo? I figured you’d be too young for that.”  

      Unable to keep myself from snickering at that, I shot him a grin. “I was raised on Cartoon Network and Cap’n Crunch.” Tapping my mouth, I mumbled, “I’m lucky I have all my teeth with how much sugar I ate.”  

      I wasn’t joking.

      Cheap foods were loaded with sugar, and cheap was all my foster parents had stocked in their cupboards.

      Some days, I’d craved an apple. A piece of fucking carrot—I shuddered at the memory.

      His lips twitched in a carelessly sexy way that had me shuffling uneasily in my seat. Before Jason, I’d have—fuck, there was no point in thinking about what I would have done.  

      No point, whatsoever.  

      I wasn’t the same woman I’d been before Jason had doped my drink. When would I get that into my head?  

      “Thanks for this, Cressy,” he told me softly, taking a step toward the table and breaking into the dive my thoughts had taken. “Mind if I sit?” He gestured at the table, and I nodded, watching as he lowered his backpack onto the ground.  

      “Do you have enough of your stuff there?” I asked, knowing that in the scheme of things, I traveled lightly, but not as lightly as him. 

      He shrugged, jostling his shoulders, and beneath his plaid shirt, his muscles rippled. He wore a white tank underneath, and it clung to him like a second skin, meaning that I could see the play of muscles as he shifted. 

      How had I just realized how stacked the guy was? 

      There was something about him that was scruffy, but equally, beautiful. 

      The shirt he wore was well washed, the T-shirt snug but not to show off his body, just for comfort. His jeans were as well-worn as the shirt, and his boots were scuffed. 

      He wasn't as famous as me, wasn't as well-known as me, but he was successful. He was second on the lineup for a reason. The guy had fans, and he had money. But looking at him, you wouldn't know it. 

      I found myself appreciating that about him. 

      And the more I thought about it, the more I realized he was usually dressed this way. Only when he went on stage, did things change somewhat. His jeans were newer, tighter. He wore Henleys, and boots that were clean, unlike his current pair. When he was on stage, he wasn't exactly polished, but everything was new and well-ironed.  

      A blush heated my cheeks when I realized I'd been staring. Again. Well, that was if his quirked brow was anything to go by.  

      Jesus, the man had me gawking at him as if he were an exhibit at a museum.  

      To hide my discomfort, I gestured to the teapot on the table. “Do you like tea?” 

      He wrinkled his nose. “I'm more of a coffee guy,” he told me, his voice as gentle as his earlier smile had been.  

      It was crazy to know that this man realized his effect on me, however, he wasn't smug about it. He didn't smirk, didn't make suggestive comments or leer at me. There was a kindness to him that, I knew, had been sorely lacking in most of my interactions with men.  

      In his presence, this relative stranger, I could feel myself . . . I released another breath as I got to my feet. It was stupid to compare myself to a tightly-furled rosebud that was beginning to blossom under the sun's blushing rays. The dude had been on my bus for less than five minutes.  

      Five. Minutes.  

      Yeah, I needed to get a grip.  

      After clearing my throat, I murmured, “I can make coffee.” 

      He laughed. “You're not my servant, Cressy. If anything, I'm the one who should be making coffee for you. I appreciate you letting me stay here.” His nose wrinkled in a way that was far too endearing for my good. “I could have camped down with Rising Sand, but–”  

      Shuddering at the prospect, I told him, “I wouldn’t wish my . . .” Okay, so I’d definitely wish Jason on that bus. He’d fit in with the dirty jock straps and the Athlete’s foot-infected socks strewn about the place. Turning back to look at him over my shoulder, I mumbled, “It's no big deal. What kind of coffee do you like?”  

      And with that simple question, everything changed.  

      Our gazes caught, clashed. I was pleased to note the breath stuttered from his lips, too, as we stared at one another. It seemed to go on forever. Lasted a lifetime. Then, he broke the bewildering clasp our eyes seemed to have on one another.  

      Just as I'd done seconds before, he cleared his throat and murmured, “I usually have espressos, but I'd really like a latte if you have milk.” 

      “I always have milk.” I smiled at him, this time without the energy that throbbed between us marring the gentle curve of my lips. “And while you're in here, feel free to help yourself to any of the food. Mi casa es tu casa.”  

      I smirked a little at that as I turned to face the state-of-the-art mini kitchen. It was like being in a regular one as it had all the modern conveniences, but everything was pinned down. If not, it had to be stored. Even the coffee machine, which I had to carefully dismantle while we were traveling for its own safety. I wasn't as big a coffee drinker as Sherry, or apparently Nash, but I did appreciate it after a long night with little sleep.  

      As I set about making Nash's coffee, my blood tingled in response to that heated look we’d shared.

      What had that been?

      Attraction?

      Lust?

      I bit my lip because I wasn’t sure. I’d never felt that before. The spark was unreal, and even thinking of it was enough to make my breath shudder in my lungs.

      My cell buzzed, jolting me from my thoughts. I turned away from the machine and reached for it.

      Spying the unknown number, which was rare because very few people could reach me on this line, and wishing it had been Ella, I picked it up and connected the call.

      “Hello?” I asked, unsure and wary over who'd be on the other end.  

      “Hi, this is Officer Sheridan. I have a couple of text messages from you on the phone of somebody called Elizabeth Buckley. And you’re listed as her ICE?” 

      I froze in place. “Yes, Ella. She's my best friend.” My words rushed over each other. “Detective, what's happening? Is Ella okay?” 

      “I'm terribly sorry to have to tell you this, ma'am, but, Miss Buckley died last night in an automobile accident. We're just trying to figure out if she has any family or relatives to come and identify the body. We tried you last night as you’re her ICE, but. . . .”  

      I’d turned it off. That’s why the missed calls hadn’t come through.  

      My heart seemed to freeze. For a handful of seconds, it slowed to a sluggish crawl as time seemed to slow around me while I processed the policeman's words. 

      Ella? Dead? 

      I shook my head, unable to accept this news. No. No! A thousand times no. 

      I was shaking, I noticed, but only when Nash curved his arms around me, making me realize he'd moved away from the table to stand by my side, could I whisper, “No family.” Not legally, anyway. “Only friends.” 

      “Are you one of those friends?” he asked, but he must have known from the messages I'd sent that we were. Being someone’s ICE wasn’t exactly a small deal.

      “She was like my sister, we grew up in foster care together. I can come and see the . . .” I couldn't say the words. The body. A shudder wracked through me, making me quiver harder in Nash's embrace.

      I was suddenly grateful he was there to hold me upright, and I turned into him, needing his comfort, needing to be hugged by this caring, tender man. He wrapped me up tightly in his arms, and I pressed my forehead to his chest as I whispered, “I can identify . . .”  

      Shit. I couldn't say it.  

      I just— 

      It was beyond me.  

      Before I could make another attempt, Nash plucked the phone from my grasp. I didn't argue. I didn't want to lean on him, but it was like my body had made the decision for me. When he spoke into the phone, I found myself relieved that I didn't have to deal with this alone. 

      “Officer, this is a friend of Cressy's. She's, quite naturally, overcome. What do you need from us?” 

      The phone was close enough that I could hear the cop’s reply, “I need somebody to come and identify the remains.” 

      “As Cressy said, she is a relative. She'll help. Can you send us details of where we need to go?” 

      “Of course. Thank you for your assistance,” the officer muttered. 

      I zoned out after that, hearing words I couldn't compute. 

      This couldn't be happening. 

      I needed Ella. Needed her. She couldn’t just leave me—she was supposed to spend the next few days fixing me, for fuck’s sake. We were supposed to hit Rodeo Drive where she was supposed to let me spoil her. And then, she was supposed to go back to her life and carry on being her amazing self. The nurse who worked too many hours, the volunteer who walked dogs at the pound in her spare hours. Fuck, she was . . . 

      She didn’t deserve this. To die so young, it wasn’t fair.   

      “Cressy?” Nash's voice was soft. “I'm here for you, honey.” 

      I clenched my eyes shut, and for the first time in eighteen months, my arms slipped around a man's waist, and I hugged myself tightly to him.

      My voice was quivery, trembling with horror as I whispered the only words I was capable of, “Thank you.”
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      With my close friendship with Hades, death was a constant companion. But over the years, the humans’ capacity to grieve and mourn never ceased to amaze me. 

      Cressy had never been overly emotive in the months we'd been touring together, but now? Even as touched as I was, I would have preferred to see the apathetic creature I'd grown used to than the sobbing handful cuddled in my arms. 

      I'd imagined her here quite frequently, but never like this. I would have preferred . . . well, I'd have done pretty much anything for her to be here, in my embrace, but without the catalyst being her friend having lost her life. 

      Cressy’s tears had me wishing I had something to make her feel better, but I knew enough to know that only time would heal these particular wounds, and even then, time didn't always act as an eraser. The memories lingered, pain and joy entwining forever.  

      Over the years, I'd become a true believer that only thinking of a lost loved one, having them in your mind, kept them alive. For many, however, such a path was extremely painful, but someone only truly died if they were forgotten. 

      Ella's passing was far too recent for me to convey such advice to Cressy, and the only thing I could do was be there for her as she wept, soaking my shirt with her tears. It was, though she didn’t know it, an honor.  

      This culture didn’t honor the dead enough, but mine did.  

      We'd left the tour bus almost immediately after I'd hung up with the police officer, and though we had transport available to us, I'd grabbed an Uber because if we took an entourage with us, there would be press, and Cressy didn't need that at the moment. Sneaking around would give us some safety from the media, and it wasn't like Cressy was in any danger. I was immortal, imbued with gifts that humans couldn't even begin to comprehend, so no stalker, murderous or otherwise, would be getting past me to Cressy. She was safer than she could possibly understand, than anyone could possibly understand whenever she was with me.  

      After arriving at the morgue, and waiting for Ella's body to be arranged for viewing, she'd stayed close to me. We hadn't spoken a word, and yet, there was an intimacy growing between us that couldn't be denied. We were more than just tour mates, more than just people who had been traveling together for quite a long time. The link between us, the connection that had been confusing me for days, weeks, months, was starting to flourish. And, the truth was, I was glad for it.  

      Not selfishly, not for myself, but it would provide Cressy with some comfort. She was in the bowels of grief, but our link would soften that. Would lessen her pain. Not that it would take away her grief entirely, but it would help, and I wanted to ease her suffering.  

      “Ma'am? Sir?”  

      A cop and a man in blue scrubs with a white lab coat had stepped through a door down the hall. The cop’s dark uniform made his features saturnine, putting his olive skin in sharp relief. The mortician’s white sneakers almost glowed against the green lino on the floor, and his carrot-red hair clashed terribly with the puce-green walls. His pale skin blanched then grew ruddy as he took both of us in, apparently well aware of who we were at first glance. 

      His mouth began to work as he tried to find words and those words were escaping him. His brain failing him in the face of our identities. 

      I ignored him, not exactly unaccustomed to such treatment, but aware enough that if I didn't handle the situation, the man would stay there, gawking at us for the next ten minutes.  

      Holding Cressy close to my chest, I drew to my feet, supporting her as I led her toward the still starstruck doctor and the scowling cop.  

      Though the cop held out his hand to guide us in, the idiot was standing in the way, and while I always had time for the fans, in the face of what we were doing here, he needed to work on his social skills. We were here to identify a body. And I swore to myself that I would not punch the guy if he asked us for our autographs at any point. 

      The last thing Cressy needed was to see that, even if the guy deserved it for being a jerk by putting in a request like that at such a difficult moment. 

      With barely a foot between us, the doctor finally stirred into action, opening the door to a small room. It was plain, contained the door we walked through and another I assumed led to other examination areas in the morgue.  

      As we headed through, I heard a whispered conversation between the two officials that had me gritting my teeth, but Cressy stiffened, shifting my attention back to her.

      A gurney rested right in the middle of the room, and on it, there was a body, covered with a sheet. At the sight, Cressy, who'd begun shivering, began to out and out shake, the tremors making her feel like she was quaking against me. The movement was Richter-Scale worthy, and it prompted me to tighten my arms around her.

      I couldn't stop myself from turning my head and pressing my lips to her crown. Her dark wavy locks scented of vanilla, and I closed my eyes as I breathed in her essence, loving it, and loving the way it swirled around my senses, filling me with her. 

      She didn't react to my gentle caress, other than to cling harder to me as the cop hovered behind us, while the doctor finally headed for the top of the gurney.

      When he lowered the sheet, I guided us both closer to the body. The minute I saw the bruised features, I recognized the woman from last night. At my side, Cressy ceased trembling, and instead went completely still.  

      To reach this point, we'd had to fill in some forms, and I'd learned that Cressy had power of attorney over Elizabeth and vice versa. She was one of the only people who had the right to identify her friend, but in the face of her stillness, I wasn't certain that she had the strength to do so. The doctor looked at her, then glanced at me when she remained silent. I didn't have the right to say a word, but I murmured, “That's Elizabeth Buckley.” 

      The doctor frowned at me, then looked at Cressy for confirmation. She nodded once. Fell quiet again, then managed to turn around to croak out to the cop, “That's Ella.” Her hand shook as she reached out, her fingers hovering above her friend’s face. “What happened?”  

      The pain in her voice scored me, and I wanted to take her away from here, withdraw her from this place, this pain. But not only was it not my right, she needed to know. She needed closure. Or at least, to work toward it.

      “It was an accident, wasn't it?” I prompted the doctor who had, once again, fallen silent.  

      The man's lack of professionalism was starting to piss me off, but, it was the cop who explained, “Yes, a vehicular accident. A car plowed into her taxi, T-boning her. I’m sorry . . . she died on impact.” 

      Cressy flinched at the details, but nodded, her hand settling against Ella's face. Her fingers gently stroked her friend's hair before she pulled back, sucked in a shivery breath, and asked, “Will there be a delay on the burial?” 

      The doctor shook his head. “No.” 

      Considering all the bureaucracy, I was surprised at how quickly the man responded. Didn't these things take longer than this? Ella had only died last night, after all.  

      Curiosity had me asking, “When?” 

      The cop shrugged. “Around a week. Give or take.” He cast the doctor a look, before turning to me, a smile spreading on his jaw that pre-empted what he was about to say. “Look, I know this isn't the best time, but would you mind signing this? My sister is a huge fan.” 

      Cressy flinched again in my embrace, and rage ricocheted inside me. I'd suspected the bastards would make such a request, but I'd hoped they would have had more decency than to ask with Cressy’s best friend's corpse between us. 

      Fuck.  

      I was hard-pressed not to snarl at the idiot, hard pressed not to smash my fist into his nose, but instead, I murmured, “If you can arrange to release the body in less than a day, I'll sign whatever shit you want.” 

      The man's eyes flared, not in disapproval, though, I noted. More like happiness. He shot the cop a look, and I sensed they were coming to a deal behind our backs. “Of course!” they both gushed eagerly.  

      Cressy stiffened at my side, but I said to him, “Give me your details. I'll have some things sent to you.” 

      I hated dealing with the schmuck, and could sense Cressy’s pain at what was, essentially, a transaction, but I was too accustomed to death not to know how these things worked.  

      With a glee that was inappropriate—but then what could be worse than asking for our autographs over a corpse?—the doctor ripped something off of the clipboard he was holding in his hands. He passed me the slip of paper after he scrawled some details on it, and I looked at his address to make sure I could read it. His scrawl wasn't illegible, but I nodded at the sight of it and tucked it into my pocket. I didn't bother saying anything else to him or the officer, they didn't deserve it, not even basic niceties like a farewell.

      Tightening my arm around Cressy’s shoulder, I murmured, “Come on, Cressy.” 

      She peered up at me with confusion lacing her striking hazel eyes, dulling the rich luster of those beautiful orbs. I could see an emotion swirling around them that I didn't particularly appreciate, but until I could explain, I knew she'd feel this way. 

      She didn't demur when I guided her away from Ella's body, just looked over her shoulder before I opened the door and tried to lead us through. We were silent as we walked down the grim hallway, our feet squeaking against the over-polished floor, the scent of hospitals, disinfectant, and cleaning fluid that attempted to mask the scent, filling our nostrils. There were beeps, the low throb of conversation, and in the distance, the sounds of sirens from ambulances coming and going. Even in this place of death, there was the mad throb of life.  

      As we headed out to the street, she stiffened, and I knew she was about to pull away, but I hugged her close. Before I explained anything, I reached into my pocket, grabbed my cell, and sorted out another Uber. The destination would come as a surprise to her, but I could explain. 

      Everything happened for a reason, and I feared the reason for her friend's death was so that I could lead us both to Hades. It wasn't his fault, nor mine. It wasn't Cressy’s or anyone’s in particular. But sadly for Ella, she was collateral damage in a game that the Fates played with us all. 

      “What are you doing?” she demanded, voice hoarse.  

      “I'm taking you somewhere.” 

      She frowned up at me, and there was more than confusion on her face. There was anger now. “What?” Her nostrils flared with her agitation. “Take me back to the bus.” She shook her head, swiftly turning away from me as she bit off, “In fact, don't bother. I can get myself back there.” 

      Having hailed the Uber, I dumped my phone back in my pocket, and reached over to grab her chin. Urging her to look at me, I murmured, “You don't know how bureaucracy works. It might have been a week but it could have been longer. The sooner you can get her out of this place, the better.” 

      And I wasn't just talking metaphorically, either. 

      Humans didn't realize the importance of burial rites. Over the years, funerals had shifted in importance. In America, especially, it could cost a small fortune, but the rites weren't the same. 

      An improper burial could cause endless issues for the spirits of the departed. 

      “What are you talking about?” she spat, glaring up at me. 

      The truth was, it was a relief to see her doing something other than crying. 

      Not that she wasn't entitled to sob, but I hated seeing her like that. I wanted, so badly, to relieve her of her pain.  

      “While she's in there, in that horrible place, you won't be able to get closure.” It was a half-truth. I wasn't lying, but I knew that burial was important for both the departed, and the loved ones left behind. But I couldn't tell her more, couldn't explain fully, not without her pulling away from me entirely and thinking I was some kind of madman. 

      When she met Hades, she'd reconsider what a madman was and that was very unfortunate, even if there was no alternative. 

      Asking that simple question, 'How long will she be in here?' had opened my eyes to a path I hadn't realized we'd already been meandering. 

      I'd felt drawn to her for months, linked in a way I couldn't understand because we barely socialized, barely connected. But, the doctor's reply had made me realize that, as usual, all roads led to Hades. 

      And this path, which had opened up out of the blue, was about to take us directly to him. Do not pass go and head straight to the one-way entrance that was his world.
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      “Today is going to be a good day. You've got this.” 

      I'd become a fan of the pep talk in the 80s. I'd also learned about self-limiting behavior and had discovered that Oprah Winfrey was a genius. 

      I began each day this way. Staring into the mirror above my dresser in my bedroom, having a conversation with myself, trying to start the day off right. 

      Having a name that was associated with failure, hubris, pride, and death, well, it didn't exactly inspire confidence. It didn't matter that in the years since my largest failure, I'd gone from one success to another. Millennia later, the name Icarus still had negative connotations. And, considering the aftermath of flying too close to the sun, I'd never had much of a chance to improve people's perceptions of it. 

      It didn't help that my current company, an aeronautics and engineering corporation, was under the name Christian Cavendish. Icarus wasn't exactly a modern name, so I’d never truly redeem myself, but that didn’t mean I’d stop trying.  

      I had a headache, so I rubbed my temple as I looked at myself, studying the reflection that never changed. My brother Nash, Ziel, and I were all immortal. We were all stuck together, muddling our way through the endlessness of our lives on Earth, trying to make the best of the hand that the Fates had dealt us. 

      I'd come to terms with it a long time ago. Accepted that I would never be free, and the reason why I could accept it, and did so without anger or bitterness, was because Nash and I had important roles.  

      Orpheus was Nash's true name. He was a demi-god, a son born of a God and a human, whose life had inspired tales of his heroism, his gifts, his enchanting voice, and his ability with music and the arts. I, on the other hand, was a failure, a man whose reputation lived on in infamy. But even though his successes and my failures meant nothing except on a personal level, together we were the balance Hades needed to remain sane. 

      As I straightened my tie, dusted off my sleeves, and ensured my perfectly pressed suit was hanging correctly, I grabbed my keys, wallet, and phone from the small plate on the dresser, took another look in the mirror, and closed my eyes and turned away from my reflection.

      Today was going to be a good day, it was also going to be an important one.  

      Cavendish Air was about to hit the big leagues.  

      I'd gradually built up the company, flying local journeys at first, gradually taking flights between states, then coasts, and now we were about to hit the international stratosphere. 

      A merger with Royal Olympic Air—I had a good feeling from that name alone—was going to see the corporation’s worth soar exponentially. It was something I'd been striving for over the last forty years, so it was more than just a work in progress, it was proof of a job well done. 

      The singular issue? 

      The merger would involve me taking a back seat on many executive decisions. I'd be maintaining a managerial role at an executive level, but I would not be holding the kind of position I was accustomed to. The golden handshake Royal Olympic Air was giving me, made the fatted calf look impoverished. Close to four hundred million dollars had been promised to me, and upon signing the contract, would be wired into my bank account. 

      But this wasn't about the money, it was about my pride, which, in turn, made me wonder if I’d learned nothing in my many years on this plane.  

      A quick glance around my neat and tidy bedroom told me everything was in order. 

      From looking at the place, nobody would know I'd been living here close to eighty years. The decor had changed several times, of course, within that time frame, but the room was as lived in now as it had been when Hades had built the property. 

      There was nothing more than a bed, two small bedside tables, the dresser, a mirror, and an armchair that sat in front of the window that overlooked the pool and the landscaping Hades insisted upon. The man refused to believe that living in a desert meant we shouldn't have a fertile yard. 

      The amount of water he'd wasted on the manicured lawns alone was atrocious. But after what was, to us, an eternity in the Underworld, was it any wonder he wished to appreciate all that was green? He likened the temperatures in summer to the Underworld, and it was one of the reasons why we'd been here longer than most other cities we'd made our home in. 

      Only Hades, in Las Vegas high summer, didn't require air conditioning. 

      Such thoughts had me thinking of something I’d seen online. I wasn't a fan of social media, but I had an account, an official page. Crazy as it was, as Christian Cavendish, I had a reputation. As a CEO, a businessman, and a generous donor to many charitable foundations, I had a following of women who seemed to believe I was a playboy of some sort. Something that had been perpetuated by an author writing about a guy called Christian Grey. I wasn't sure who he was because I didn't have much time for leisure, but his existence didn't make my life any easier. I had been called the real ‘Christian Grey’ far too many times. 

      Still, on the rare occasions I was on Facebook, I'd happened to see a video of a vet sitting in a car in high summer. He'd been monitoring the temperature in the vehicle, trying to represent the damage heat could do to an animal left behind in a car. 

      Hades willingly sat in the car, with the windows shut, and no air conditioning on. Several times, I'd had to drag him out of there when he'd had one of the housekeepers screaming in horror after coming upon him. She'd thought he was trying to kill himself. At least, one of them had. I wasn't sure what the others believed, but had heard them mumble el diablo under their breaths too many times to count. And as we were trying to remain under cover, that wasn't exactly useful. 

      Only a man accustomed to the temperatures of the Underworld, would find such a habitat comfortable, though. He’d been napping, his head tilted back against the plush rest of my Porsche, looking as comfortable as someone in a down-filled bed.  

      Shaking my head at the man who was both a friend and my prison guard, I jingled my keys in my pocket and headed out of the neat room. Aiming for the staircase, I began to jog down the steps, and halfway down, my gaze focused on the doorway as it opened.  

      Only three people could open the door: Hades, Orpheus, and me. 

      At this time of the morning, Hades was usually in his office, so I knew it had to be Orpheus.  

      A wide grin curved my lips as I caught sight of his face, then I read his features, his expression, and my grin died, especially when I saw the woman tucked under his arm. 

      She didn't look particularly pleased to be here, nor to be held so closely to Nash's side. 

      And I called him Nash, because at this moment, he was Nash. Not Orpheus. 

      We only called each other our original names when we were alone, and this female, most definitely, was here.  

      And what presence she had.

      I cocked a brow at him, and asked, “Nash?”  

      His smile was tight. “Hey Chris.” 

      “What's going on?” I shot the woman a look, recognized the signs of somebody who had been sobbing. The reddened face, the sore eyes, and the quivering mouth were all sights I'd seen far too often in this house. 

      Not because we were bastards, but because Hades ran his company from here. Back in the early days, after the house had been constructed, the funeral home itself had been here. The basement had been where Hades had prepared the bodies of loved ones who'd purchased his services, unknowingly giving their deceased to the God of the dead.

      Best deal imaginable, did they but know it.  

      “Cressy’s friend just passed away,” Nash murmured, tilting his head to the side in a way that had me frowning. He flared his eyes once, then peered down at Cressy. He said the name like I should know who she was. But I didn't recognize her. 

      Was I supposed to? If so, he was in for a disappointment because I didn’t.   

      After clearing my throat, I murmured, “My apologies, Miss.” 

      She blinked at me, her skin pale and her eyes reflecting the glassiness of shock as she whispered, “Cressy, please. Nash says you can help?” 

      I held up my hands and shook my head. “No, not me. My brother, Ziel, can help though.” 

      Nash flared his eyes again, and though I understood that he was trying to pass along some kind of message, I'd yet to learn how to read eyelids. I pinched my lips and scowled at him, trying to send a message of my own.  

      He rolled his eyes at me, gently squeezed Cressy, and then murmured, “Do you see that doorway down there?” He pointed down the hall. When she nodded, he murmured, “That's the kitchen. There'll be a maid in there. Get some tea, and please ask her to make me some of ‘Nash's’ coffee?” 

      She peered up at him in the same way as he'd done a moment ago, as though she was trying to read him and understand him, and was failing to do so. “I'm not here to socialize,” she murmured. The grumble in her tone evident. 

      I had to hide a smile at that. I knew how women clung to Nash's every word. I'd seen it happen as Orpheus, then in the many reincarnations over the years. No matter what he did, no matter where he went, or who he saw, they all fell on his sword. 

      As it were. 

      Hiding a snicker at the thought, especially as Cressy had lost her friend, I murmured, “It will take a few moments to stir Ziel. Please, make yourself comfortable, and get a drink or a snack. We'll be along to the kitchen momentarily.” 

      Her gaze cut to mine, and the bright-green orbs seemed to pin me in place. I nearly jolted at the response that stern gaze triggered in me. Feeling like I’d been tasered, I watched as she nodded, then whispered, “Okay, if you don't mind?” 

      “No, of course not. Please. Make yourself comfortable,” I urged, sensing she wouldn't accept the words from Nash, but would from me. 

      Why I thought that, I wasn't entirely certain. The woman didn't know me from Adam, and was obviously well acquainted with Nash, although not so well acquainted that she was hanging onto him like bubblegum to the sole of a shoe on a summer day.  

      She shot Nash a look, then untangled herself from him. The smile she shared with me as she walked past the staircase was wan and limp, and I sensed her sadness, her genuine sorrow, as she trudged down the hall to the kitchen, her footsteps sharp taps against the marble. 

      The minute I heard the door close, I jogged down the last few steps and approached Nash. “What's going on?” I demanded.  

      “You feel it, too?” His tone was more insistent than I would have liked, urgent as well. Why? I wasn't sure, and got the feeling Nash wasn't entirely certain, either. He looked as confused as I felt. 

      If there was one thing we understood, it was lust. Desire and passion were something we'd been inspiring in women for a very long time. My birth name might represent failure, even in this modern world, but women still appreciated my appearance. And Nash? He was even more handsome. Hades fell somewhere in between him and me.  

      We had reached a point in the 1870s where we'd ceased leaving the house as a triad because the sight of us at soirees had ladies fainting. Of course, that was more to do with the corsets than our appearances, but put the two together, and we'd inspired swoons. 

      Nash's gaze trailed along the path Cressy had just taken. 

      “Who is she, Nash?” I asked, trying to drag his attention away from the kitchen door. 

      “It's Cressida Jonas.” 

      I didn't recognize the name aside from the fact that Nash had been excited about touring with a Cressida Jonas. I frowned at him. “She's a pop star?” 

      He snickered. “You say that like it's a bad thing.” 

      I shrugged. “Not a bad thing, per se, I'm just surprised.” 

      “Why?”  

      How could I answer that? I wasn't even sure why I'd said it myself. But I'd meant it. She wasn't some bubble-brained wannabe who'd get her breasts out to hit the billboards. There was hurt burrowed in those emerald eyes, and it ran deeper than the passing of her friend. 

      “She has depth,” was all I could say. 

      “Most people do,” he chided. 

      I shrugged, neither acceding nor conceding to that. “Is it wise bringing her here?” 

      “I wanted to see if you or Hades responded to her in the same manner I’ve been doing.” 

      That had me frowning at him again. Even harder this time. “To what end?” 

      He pursed his lips. “I'm not certain. It might mean nothing, but . . . I have to try. I need to understand.” 

      His urgency, for that, was what I heard as it bled through every single word he uttered, had me tilting my head to the side as I studied him.

      Nash wasn't the urgent sort. He was creative and passionate about it. He was only driven when it came time to make music or to start work on a new project. He wasn't insistent where women were concerned, and that inspired curiosity of my own. 

      “I have to go,” I told him. 

      “It's important, Icarus.” he murmured. “I can feel it. It took me a damn lifetime to convince her to come here. Only assuring her that Ziel was the best in the area did it.” 

      I hesitated, his remark rubbing me raw. He wouldn't have said it if it wasn't important, I knew him too well for that. “I have meetings today. Royal Olympic . . . I need to sign the contract with them.” 

      He hissed under his breath. Then, he shook his head, and slapped me on the back. “Well done, brother. I'm sorry I haven't been in touch.” 

      I shrugged off his apology, genuinely unhurt by his forgetfulness. We lived separate lives even if we were always united. Most of the time we lived here, but there were moments where we drifted apart. So long as one of us was always with Hades, our duties were being fulfilled. It was my turn to live with the man, Nash having spent most of the latter half of the 1900s with him.  

      He wasn’t the sort to exaggerate, and while today was important, nothing was more vital than our role as Hades’s guardians.

      “No worries, brother. If you think I have to stay, then I shall.”  

      He hissed under his breath. “I have a feeling.” 

      I nodded. “Then say no more.”
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      The minute I walked through the door, I knew something was strange about the house. 

      Shit, more than that. The land itself was strange as hell.  

      On the way over here, I hadn't been entirely certain why we were even coming. But Nash had insisted. He’d said he knew somebody who could help with the funeral arrangements, and since I'd never buried anyone before, and Nash was so insistent, I'd allowed myself to tag along. But then, the tagging along had morphed into something completely different.

      When the car had rolled through the gates of the property, because yeah, the place had gates as large as Buckingham Palace's—and I've been to Buckingham Palace—something seemed to shoot through the air. Almost like it was turbocharging the atoms itself. 

      Bizarrely enough, it wasn’t frightening. Maybe I was too overwhelmed to be frightened, but I didn’t think that was the case. I knew what it felt like to be terrified, and this was more like . . . 

      It seemed so wrong to be feeling it after Ella’s passing, but it was like my blood had turned to champagne bubbles the minute we’d driven through those damn gates.  

      Wave after wave of rolling, manicured lawn yielded to a graveled path that shone like white crystals in the hot noonday sun. The road was twisty and turned here and there before, out of nowhere, a large house appeared in the distance, set amid a backdrop of trees that I had no idea could grow in Las Vegas.  

      In fact, they'd had me blinking at them in astonishment. 

      Wherever we were, the owner of the property believed in spending a fortune on his garden. I'd only ever seen lawns like this in Sin City at golfing greens. 

      The house itself was old-fashioned, and reminded me of the Addams’ family place. Although not black but painted a bright white, the clapboard gleamed as hotly and brightly as the gravel on the driveway. Three steps led to a wraparound veranda that was sheltered by a slate roof, and that led to the second-story porch. From there, the building narrowed into a long tower, and that tower was topped with what appeared to be a bell.  

      There were no signs declaring this a funeral home, no signs at all to make me feel in any way at ease about why we were here. 

      But with each moment spent on the stranger's property, something inside me relaxed. Enough to head into the house without screaming my head off, at any rate.  

      I wasn't sure why.  

      Could it be Nash? He'd been so kind, so generous, and helpful. Even when I'd felt the immediate reaction of betrayal as he agreed to the officer and the doctor's inappropriate request for our autographs, his explanation had made sense, and I appreciated his thoughtfulness. 

      But none of that had taken away the raw, gaping wound that Ella left in my soul. Just leaving her in that place had been difficult. 

      We'd both been alone for so long, had both promised to be there for one another, and I truly felt like I'd abandoned her in that horrible department, with those greedy snakes of a doctor and a cop. 

      But as I'd climbed out of the car, Nash tucking me into his side once more as my heels crunched on the gravel before we walked up the steps to the veranda, I felt it again. 

      A type of comfort I'd never experienced before, and one that wasn't solely based on Nash’s presence at my side. 

      It was like . . .

      Christ help me.

      Like coming home.

      But I’d never had a home. Not really. And it sure as hell couldn’t be found in a stranger’s mansion in one of Vegas’ swankiest neighborhoods.

      He stirred me from my jumbled thoughts when he didn't knock on the door, didn't ring a doorbell. Instead, he burrowed into his pocket and retrieved a set of keys. 

      My eyes flared wide in surprise as he unlocked the door before urging me in, where we came face to face with a man who would make male models gape in astonishment, and suddenly focusing on the matter at hand hadn't been so easy.

      Shamefully, it had been difficult with the stranger looking at me as though I was a puzzle he needed to solve. Such a glance triggered my curiosity.  

      He didn't know me.  

      Or, that was to say, he didn't recognize me.  

      Naturally, not everyone in the entire world knew me or recognized me, but it was rare. I was as big as Beyoncé and Adele. Two names synonymous with the music world. It wasn't often that I left the house without somebody managing to figure out my identity even if I went to serious lengths to cover it up.

      But this stranger hadn't known me, hadn't discerned who I was even though I’d made no attempt to hide my face in the rush to get to Ella.

      The stranger merely stood there, studying me, before flickering his glance down to Nash. And though he ignored me, I felt the licking flames of attraction stir to life inside me. It was so wrong considering what had just happened, but it was almost like my response to him didn’t belong to me.

      Like something inside me was responding.

      My body felt hot and flushed being around these two. Nash was enough to make any woman tongue-tied, but the other guy? In a suit that had the tiniest of stitches running around the lapels of his suit jacket and vest? The most deliciously sharp creases in his expensive pants?

      I’d once seen this bull crap meme about how a woman in lingerie was for men, what a man in a suit was for women. Until now, I hadn’t really believed that.

      The male’s eyes were so beyond blue that I could have gone for a swim in them, and the tiniest flecks of silvery green circled the pupil. His brows were dark slashes, and his hair was a mop of waves that my hands itched to touch. His jaw was clean-shaven and I could imagine the silk of it against my fingertips.

      Then they began to speak, and I felt like the conversation was happening over my head, so my response shuddered to life and died.  

      But that wasn't what truly perturbed me. I was used to being treated like I was wallpaper, people talking around me because they thought they were smarter than me. I might have been a massive star, but to the record company, I was just an investment. A creature they could abuse and mistreat, who had to expect and endure their dictates all in the love of dollars and cents. 

      As well as contractual obligations. 

      Yeah, that shit sucked. 

      Still, the touch of the stranger’s eyes to my mouth, the press of Nash’s hand to my back had inspired something in me that I felt sure had been dead for a long time. And I sure as hell didn’t need to be thinking along those lines.  

      Especially when those lines had me wondering if I’d ever felt like this before in my entire life.

      Now in the kitchen, alone, as whatever staff they’d mentioned were definitely nowhere in the vicinity, I found myself taken aback by the sight of the luxurious room.  

      Robin’s egg-blue walls complemented a kind of dove gray that decorated the cupboards; a stainless steel backsplash and a rich black marble counter offered a delicious tonal offset. 

      It wasn't that I was unaccustomed to luxury. My rise to fame had been sharp, and with it had come all the extravagances I still didn't take for granted, but even though the kitchen was plain, relatively speaking, it seemed to bleed expensive. 

      I didn't exactly spend much time in kitchens because I was usually on the road. The only stove I ever used was the one on my bus, and even then, I didn't use it often. But I recognized how costly the kitchen equipment in here was. The coffee machine alone looked like it could solve world peace if given the correct code. 

      Feeling a little awkward and unsure about what to do with myself, I stiffened when another door opened.

      Expecting to have to explain my behavior to a suspicious member of staff, I froze in place. 

      Because whatever the hell had just entered the kitchen was not a maid. 

      In fact, it was about as far from a maid as was physically possible.  

      The man wore a very sharp suit. Suits and clothing, in general, were more my comfort zone nowadays, so I recognized the fine cut of expensive tailoring. There was a pizazz to it that spoke of someone with good taste, with a flair for the unusual, which told me the man wasn't a businessman. But what stunned me the most was the fact he was wet. When I said he was wet, I meant he was dripping. Tiny drops fell from his drenched sleeves, except the water wasn't going anywhere.  

      It didn’t puddle around his feet, and that wasn’t because said feet were encompassed by two honest-to-God concrete blocks. The water didn’t drip because it wasn’t actually there.  

      Yet, he was there.  

      Shit, this was confusing.  

      To say I was taken aback at the sight of whatever the hell this was, was like saying Scrooge McDuck had been generous. I reared back and pressed myself against the wall, trying to escape his notice.  

      It was way too soon for Halloween, and I'd never seen a fancy dress costume so lifelike that. . . . No. It was crazy.

      Scratch that, it was batshit insane, but this man was not alive.

      I didn't know what he was, but living and breathing, he wasn't.

      The reason I knew this, accepted it, was because, and this warranted a gulp, to add insult to injury, half the creature’s face had been torn to shreds. I'd seen enough CSI to recognize a gunshot wound to the head. And the wispy lines of the creature's form indicated this was a spirit of some kind. I just didn't know what sort of spirit. 

      Until today, I hadn't exactly believed in ghosts, but this had to be a ghost, right? 

      Panicking as the creature began to stomp toward me, I felt myself freeze in place. My hand pressed up against the wall, the cool wood not soothing my nerves as I stared blindly at the spirit.  

      “Please, go away,” I croaked out, surprised at the rough tenor of my voice. 

      Not surprisingly, it didn’t work, so, I did what any normal woman would do in this situation. 

      I screamed, and I screamed, and I fucking screamed.
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      I jolted from my meditative trance at the sound of a woman's scream, which merged with an echoing shriek that came from my altar. 

      In my many years, it wasn't the first time I'd heard a woman scream, but from somewhere in my house? 

      Thankfully, that wasn't a common occurrence. Especially not when the female’s cry of distress was evidently from terror. On this realm, I very rarely triggered the latter, but in my dubious past, the sight of me hadn't always stirred attraction. 

      But, this was my sanctuary. It was safe here. Safe from women, screaming or otherwise, and safe from my history.

       If I could have lived without staff, it would have been the perfect haven. As it was, I was used to the odd yelp here and there if the housekeepers witnessed something a little outré, but this one was a tad different.

      That scream came from somebody who'd seen something they shouldn't have, and considering very few people could see such a thing at all, my curiosity was more than piqued. 

      I took a second longer to ground myself, then inhaling deeply and exhaling on a gust, I slipped from my cross-legged position on a blanket on the floor of my office, and gracefully maneuvered to my feet. A quick glance around my study informed me that everything was, as always, in order.  

      My desk was tidy, the central space, which was covered by a rug, was bare save for the blanket I practiced yoga on. The altar opposite my desk was well dusted and neat as a pin. The sugar skulls upon it were dull, the colors not glowing as they sometimes did. I took that to be a good sign–even if they had shrieked in time to the stranger’s scream–and meandered over to the waist-high table with its ornate carvings around the legs and surface.

      The engravings depicted the thousands upon thousands of billions of souls I could call to my side, and use as soldiers to follow my every intent. Three wooden candle stands shadowed the swirling spirits that decorated the skulls. Those candles had been burning for close to two and a half thousand years.  

      On this realm, at any rate.  

      The central candlestick was the tallest. In ancient Greek glyphs, my name was embossed, carved into the wood. On either side, with matching candlesticks, Icarus and Orpheus’ names were etched, too. Theirs were six inches or so shorter than mine, representing the differences in our stature, but also, their position as my right and left hand men. This wax never depleted, but I always checked regardless.

      I trailed a finger over a sugar skull, watching as the colors began to glow where I touched. Satisfied with this also, I trudged away from the calming space of my study, with its oatmeal walls and worn leather furniture, and headed out into the hallway. 

      I could hear voices. Heard them, and winced over them. The female, whoever she was, was shrieking now.

      The Underworld save me from women who screeched. 

      Rolling my eyes as I headed toward my kitchen, my irritation lessened as I approached, the conversation starting to concern me with every step I took. 

      I opened the door without warning, and Nash coughed as it pushed into his back.

      “What's going on here?” I demanded, ignoring the glower Nash sent me.  

      I looked at Icarus, or Christian as I was supposed to think of him when I was with company, and saw my brother appeared to be worried.  

      As very little concerned Christian unless it was to do with airplanes, flight, or physics, the sight of his anxiety stirred something in me. I frowned at him, and quickly glanced at the obvious source of his fretting. 

      I knew the female’s face. I didn't doubt that she was unknown to Christian whose head was constantly in textbooks and the paraphernalia of his trade. When the man wasn't living and breathing anything to do with engineering, he was trying to get his head around business. His intent to make Cavendish Air one of the largest airlines in the nation. 

      Though I wasn't as well-read as my guardians, it was my business to know people. 

      And when I said people, I wasn't just talking about famous pop stars. 

      The cashier at your local Target, the one with the skull piercing in his left ear? I knew him. His name was Casey. 

      The woman at your local salon, who gossiped about anything and everyone, but never mentioned a thing about her girlfriend, who had a drug addiction? Her name was Sharon. 

      This was my realm. I knew everyone in it, but to varying degrees. 

      I knew Cressy more than most because of her relation to Nash. 

      He'd been the height of pleased when he returned home with news of a concert tour with her, so I looked into her. 

      She was deeper than the press imagined. Though the media did look for surface-level quirks, my investigations went soul deep, and I'd seen into her soul, had looked for her. But as always, knowing and seeing were two different things. 

      When I looked into a person's soul, I received a lot of information, most of it facts and knowledge I'd never have discerned in the flesh. But it was a shadow. A gleaning. Nothing more, nothing less. Seeing her here, my perception of her changed. 

      She had a reputation of being a spoiled brat in the press, but she wasn't. 

      She was well-behaved, and her record company had spent a lot of money creating her reputation. 

      Something had changed eighteen months ago, something she'd repressed so successfully, even I hadn't had access to it.  

      That would change, of course, the minute I touched her. 

      I avoided touch. Not because it was intrusive on their part, but on mine. It was irritating, accidentally brushing arms with somebody and learning their truest, deepest desires. Their nightmares. The shadow of their truest fears. 

      But Cressida? The woman who stared at me with wide hazel eyes, trembling from something she'd seen in this very kitchen? 

      No, touch was imperative. 

      I stalked forward, watching her mouth drop open as she watched me approach. 

      Her head tilted back to take in my size, and though she'd stopped trembling, I saw a mixture of emotions batter her senses to the point that she quivered before me. 

      Back in the day, it would have been at my might, but it was not 'the day' and I had to make do with this puny form now. 

      Her mouth worked, and despite myself, despite my usual hesitation, I reached up, cupped her chin, and then swiped my thumb along that quivering bottom lip. 

      The minute we connected, I closed my eyes in delight. 

      A hum of pleasure escaped me, and I didn't care that it was audible to the rest of the room's occupants. My delight in this woman was immediate. Instantaneous.  

      Destined. 

      The impressions I'd learned when I sought her out before, and the impression I picked up now that I was in her presence, touching her, coalesced into one powerful spirit. 

      She wasn't pure. She wasn't wholly good. But neither was she bad. 

      She was bruised. I saw that, and my free hand clenched into a fist as I saw why. 

      Jason Hargreaves would be suffering at my touch, I vowed, as I saw the bastard force himself on her. As I felt her fear, her anxiety, even beneath the drugs the bastard had slipped her.  

      The rage the sight inspired in me almost broke the trance I fell into. Almost dragged me away from this delicious creature. But, as I’d trained myself with my meditation, I focused, concentrated my massive powers on the beauty before me. 

      She was still trembling in front of me, but I was okay with that. She wasn't scared, merely overwhelmed. 

      As I learned about her, I felt her blossom under my touch. 

      Even though there was the shadow of grief hanging over her, something I was accustomed to feeling, I felt her respond to me in ways not even Persephone had. 

      Thoughts of my treacherous bitch of an ex-wife almost disturbed my trance, but it was only almost. Thinking of the deranged bitch could darken my mood for months, but Cressida, no, she kept me on track, and as I realized that, my eyes popped open.

      Startled, I stared down into her luscious quartz orbs, and whispered, “Why did you scream?” 

      She began blinking up at me so often, I wondered what was wrong with her. Then I saw the tears. And my heart clenched. The heart that nobody could touch, clenched. I didn't know whether to be more stunned by that, or my reaction to her. 

      As the droplet of her grief began to roll down her cheek, I reached up, wiped it away with my thumb. When it connected with my skin, I sucked in a sharp breath. 

      “She saw,” Christian murmured, his voice husky.  

      “You did, did you?” I asked her, but it was rhetorical. I didn't expect her to answer, didn't expect her to know how to answer. 

      “This has never happened before,” Nash murmured, rather uselessly, too. 

      Managing, barely, to stop myself from rolling my eyes at him, I murmured, “I'm well aware of this.” My tone wasn't pensive, not really. It was more curious. That alone was unusual. Very little intrigued me nowadays. I'd seen too much, done too much. And yet, this little chit provoked inquisitiveness on my behalf. Would wonders never cease? 

      “What did you see?” I asked her. Her, not Christian or Nash. I wanted to hear the answer from her lips. 

      She began to shudder, and I reached forward, rubbing my hand down her arm, trying to imbue her with strength. I believed it worked because she shivered one last time then whispered, “A man. He'd been shot in the head. He had concrete tied to his feet. Ankles, I guess,” she corrected herself, shaking her head as she did. 

      My bottom lip popped out at that. Perhaps in surprise, or consideration. I myself didn't know. 

      I was used to the spirits, they were a part of my gift, after all, but I was also used to them avoiding me. They knew if I saw them I could hurt them, and they avoided that. It was better to stay out of my way than provoke my wrath. I knew they were there, whispers of energy in the periphery of my existence, and I knew they were more present around Nash and Christian. But Nash was right, they'd never made themselves known to guests. 

      Which meant Cressida was unique in more ways than one.  

      “It was that gambler,” Christian explained, “Remember? The Bellini’s took him out for owing them three million.” 

      I nodded my awareness of his answer, processing my thoughts as I stared deeply into her eyes.

      Michael Hodges had been a fool, but he'd also been one of the last bodies I'd prepared for burial in this house thirty-four years ago. It was why he was still here.  

      “I apologize for his intrusion,” I told her softly, watching as her eyes widened in surprise at my words.  

      “You talk about him like . . .” 

      “He's real?” I asked. My smile appeared when she bit her bottom lip, tugging it gently free from my soft clasp. “He is real. Very real. There are more in the house, but I will command them to leave you alone if you wish.” 

      She gaped at me. “I'm about to leave. You don't have to do anything.” 

      My smile grew at that naïve retort, and I slowly shook my head. “Oh, my dear, no. You're not going anywhere.” 

      “Excuse me?” She narrowed her eyes at me, and the sudden appearance of fire within those crystalline depths stirred me in ways very few females had managed to stir in me fully naked.

      I patted her chin. “You're here to speak about your friend, aren't you? Would you like me to bury her?” 

      She frowned at me. Then moved her head to the side, so she could angle it to see Nash over my shoulder. “You told him? You called ahead?” 

      I didn't have to see Nash to know he was shaking his head in disagreement. “No. I didn't tell him.” 

      “But how did you know?” she whispered, peering up at me, fear making an appearance in her gaze once more. 

      I tapped her bottom lip with my thumb once more, “Because, Cressida, you told me.”
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      Narrowing my eyes at the most handsome man I’d ever seen, which was saying something considering I was in a room with the three most handsome men I’d ever seen in my life, I found myself choking on my words.  

      A part of me wanted to drool. 

      The other part wanted to stand on his toe. 

      And another part, the really dirty other part, wanted to fling myself at him like a Chinese acrobat. This guy? He could seriously induce me to dispel with good taste and respectability.  

      My brain felt like it was in a fog. Like I couldn’t see the woods for the trees because all I could see was his pure gray eyes.  

      You think you know what gray eyes are?  

      Nope.  

      You’re wrong.  

      Until you’d seen this dude’s, you don’t know what they are. 

      Truth was, they were kind of creepy. Cataract-chic wasn’t a thing, was it? But they were like . . . 

      No.  

      Opal wasn’t an eye color. 

      At least, not one I thought the doctor’s recognized as a legitimate shade, at any rate.  

      I sucked in a sharp breath when he released a knowing chuckle that had my ovaries setting off a firework display. God, he was arrogant. He knew his effect on me, fuck him! But . . . 

      Was there any man alive like this one?

      With his bright-auburn hair that seemed to burn like it was on fire, however I was pretty damn sure he wasn’t flammable. His skin was ivory, pale and clear, pure of blemishes. His brows were russet slashes, his nose sharp but strong. Everything about him was masculine, his features like granite, but his coloring was so pretty. The contrast was breathtaking.

      It also helped that he was shirtless and only in a pair of loose-fitting jeans, and those abs of his?

      Come to mama.

      Swallowing thickly, I reached up to cup his chin, mirroring the way he’d clasped mine moments earlier. “What’s going on?” Because whatever the hell this was, it was something. And I’d been roofied. I knew what that felt like. This wasn’t that. 

      Thank you, God.  

      Sucking down another breath, I asked, “Y-You . . . who are you to me?”  

      And that strange phrasing made perfect sense.  

      I didn’t know him. Didn’t know any of these men. And yet, deep inside me, there was nothing more than a welter of relief.  

      It was like . . . 

      Okay, big zit. Huge motherfucker. Squeeze that bad boy. Let all the shit come out.  

      Weird analogy? 

      Stick with me.  

      All that green pus that thwacked your mirror?  

      Yeah, that was the shit in my life. The fucking depression, the grief, the loss, the unknowing, the uncertainty, the half-memories that plagued me from my night with Jason. . .

      All of it. On the mirror.  

      Leaving behind a red sore, sure, but one that would heal.  

      These men were better than my esthetician for getting rid of zits, because I felt like a huge weight had been lifted off me.  

      Like I could fucking breathe again.  

      “You know who we are,” the arrogant bastard stated smugly, those opal eyes of his peering down into my confused green ones.  

      “I really don’t,” I countered, because I only knew Nash. And I didn’t know him well. Just from the tour. He could collect Barbie dolls in his spare time and set them up in BDSM gear for shits and giggles for all I knew. . . . 

      But, wait, that was a lie.  

      I shuddered.  

      These men were a part of me. They weren’t . . . by no means were they the best of men. They didn’t deserve Nobel Peace Prizes, but they were good and decent guys. I sensed that. Just like I’d known that Ella was my sister of the heart, if not by blood.  

      Ella.  

      Oh, my God.  

      I’d forgotten about her.  

      It was like being stabbed in the chest. My lungs felt as though they were deflating, and then, the guy, the one Christian had called Ziel, hummed under his breath and murmured, “No, no, no. Don’t fret.” He clucked his tongue.  

      “But she’s dead. Ella left me,” I whimpered, hating that I sounded like a four-year-old, but . . . 

      Fuck.  

      I’d known Ella since I was four and she was five. 

      We’d been the troublesome two in Margaret Daly’s foster home. Me so dark, her so blonde. Everyone had called us the yin and yang of trouble.  

      My bottom lip quivered, trembling with sorrow when he dipped his head.  

      “Hush, asterí mou, hush. Sleep. All will be well,” he hummed, a hairsbreadth from my mouth, then, he bridged the gap and kissed me.  

      And that was the last thing I knew before sleep overtook me.
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      “What the fuck did you do that for?” 

      Hades was capable of some weird shit, but this had to be the weirdest.  

      Cressida Jonas had sunk into a dead sleep in his arms while he turned around, a wide, beaming grin on his face. Beside me, something caught his attention, and he growled at the ghost who’d originally disturbed our unwitting guest.  

      I turned my head to watch the idiot’s reaction, saw him blanch—only Hades could make a gossamer-like spirit turn whiter at a mere sound—before he disappeared back into the kitchen wall. Concrete shoes scraping the paint as he went.

      “She’s ours,” Hades declared, his tone that of an Olympic athlete who’d struck gold. I half-expected him to lift Cressida over his head and roar out his delight.  

      “No, she isn’t,” I told him. “We don’t keep humans.” Well, not anymore. Not since the 1800s.  

      “I’m not keeping her,” he retorted, his tone snooty.  

      Nash grabbed his arm as he moved to walk past us. “What’s going on, Hades?”  

      “She’s ours.”  

      “You saying the same thing over and over explains nothing, dammit,” I grated out. At my voice, Cressida made a small sound as she curled into his chest. The sight had something inside me clutching.  

      Clutching. 

      What on earth?  

      “I’m saying exactly how it is. She. Is. Ours.”  

      “In what sense?” Nash demanded, then cast a soft look at Cressida. “I’ve felt something between us for months. She’s been avoiding me.”  

      “She’s flighty. Half-terrified.” Hades pursed his lips. “Jason Hargreaves. Who is this man to her? I recognize the name but can’t put a face to it.”  

      Nash frowned, his head rearing back in surprise. “Jason Hargreaves? Why?”  

      “Because he date-raped her,” was the succinct retort.  

      The bitterness and rage his words inspired in me were nothing to the sheer hell that was in Hades’ voice. 

      Jason Hargreaves had messed with the wrong woman.  

      He didn’t know it yet. 

      “But, that can’t be. There was nothing in the press. It would have been a huge story,” Nash countered, confusion creasing his brow.  

      Hades sniffed. “Gag order.”  

      “Who by?” he demanded.  

      “The record company.” 

      We’d long since ceased wondering where Hades garnered this information. We knew he had spirits who advised him on certain matters, and in this, we had no reason to doubt his word.  

      But the notion that such an act could be hidden, and against a celebrity bigger than Nash, blew my mind. Though I guess that was the purpose of the whole #metoo movement, that this woman had been blocked by her people from reporting the crime to the police staggered me.  

      How was that even possible?  

      I ran a hand through my hair as he nodded at the kitchen door. “Well, let me out,” he growled.  

      “Where are we putting her?” I retorted, not budging from my position. “We have to consider what she’ll think when she wakes up. She just fainted. In our kitchen, Hades. For fuck’s sake, she might think she’s been drugged again or something.”  

      The arrogant smirk on his face faltered for barely a second. It didn’t make me want to punch him any less, though. I stared at him, daring him to argue that I was wrong. Then, he grumbled, “Okay. My office.”  

      Orpheus winced. “You’re shitting me? You want to put her in that freaky as fuck room? The one with people’s skulls in it?”  

      Hades blew out a breath. “You’re trying my patience, the pair of you.” He squinted at us. “I have a reason for wanting to put her in there.”  

      “I don’t care what that reason is. We have to think about her sanity. Jesus, Hades, you can’t expect her to be okay with fainting in a stranger’s kitchen, then waking up and being surrounded by skulls!” I retorted.  

      To Orpheus, he jerked his chin. “I have my reasons. Go to my office and turn the sofa around. That way, when she wakes up, she won’t be looking at the skulls.”  

      Though his nostrils flared, and he shot me an angry look, we both knew better than to argue with him when he adopted that tone. The truth was, we weren’t his slaves or his servants; we were, technically, his keepers.  

      But fuck, he was a God.  

      You try ignoring what a God says and does.  

      It’s not easy, let me tell you.  

      When Orpheus retreated to the study, I stated softly, “We can’t keep her.”  

      “Not if she doesn’t want to be kept, no,” he conceded, then he shot me a grin. “But she will want to be kept.”  

      “She’s traumatized. Even I could see that. And I’m not even talking about the fact her friend just died.” 

      Hades huffed. “Look. Give me some time.”  

      “Time for what?”  

      “To make things better for her.”  

      “You’ll make them worse. You’ve never cared about what humans think of you, and if there was a time to care about shit like that, it’s now.”  

      “She isn’t human,” Hades retorted with a sniff. 

      I hooted out a laugh. “No? What is she then? A Venusian?”  

      Hades squinted at me again, but his eyes blazed with annoyance. “She’s like Orpheus.”  

      “A demi-Goddess?” I half-squeaked at that. “You can’t be serious. Wouldn’t he have recognized that?”  

      “No. They don’t have alarm detection systems, ‘Rus,” he grunted. “It doesn’t work like that. But I recognize it. I did the minute she screamed.”  

      “Whose child is she?” 

      “Apollo’s. It’s watered down, though.”  

      “That’s handy because that would make her related to you and Orpheus.” I scrunched my nose at him. “That was okay back in our day, but not anymore.”  

      He rolled his eyes at me. “Fear not, there are no consanguinity issues. Apollo sowed his seed in her blood line many years afore.” Hades hugged her closer to his chest. “She is mine.” He pursed his lips and conceded, “Ours.”  

      “She doesn’t belong to us.”  

      “She damn well does,” he growled, then dipped his chin. “As much as we belong to her.”  

      I couldn’t stop my lips from twitching at that. Maybe Hades had modernized some if he could make such a concession.  

      “Do you need to inform Apollo of her existence?”  

      He shrugged. “If he can’t keep his house in order, then that’s his business.”  

      “That’s an excuse. You and I both know it.”  

      “And you and I both know what happens when we get together.” He grunted. “It’s best if we stay away from one another.”  

      Because things like World Wars started to brew when the ancient gods and goddesses hung out, I had to agree that it was in everyone’s best interests for them to stay far apart. Still, Apollo could be a cunt when he so chose, and when his bloodline came into consideration . . . his so-called ‘God of Truth’ crap flew out the window, and the shit hit the fan.  

      Cringing inwardly, I mumbled, “I still think you should send an email. That might stop him from heading over to the West Coast.”  

      Hades’ eyes flashed. “Explain myself to that usurper?”  

      I shrugged. “You’d think you guys would get on more considering he’s Orpheus’ father.”  

      “That’s exactly why we don’t. He never treated Orpheus or any of his children right. That hasn’t changed in the years since, even though we can no longer sire spawn.” He nodded at the door. “Look, are you going to open the damn thing or what?”  

      Reaching for the handle, I pulled it open and heard the sounds of something being dragged against the floor. Nash was obviously doing as he was bid. Just as I was.  

      “What is she to us?” I asked uneasily. “You say she’s ours, but why?”  

      He shrugged. “She’s our tín eaftoú gynaíka.” 

      For a second, I just gaped at him. “You can’t be serious.”  

      He sniffed. “When have you known me to be anything other than serious?”  

      I had to roll my eyes at how put out he was by my disbelief. “You joke around. Sometimes.”  

      “Not where our woman is concerned.”  

      “You can’t just call her that and expect it to be so.”  

      “I recognize her, Icarus,” Hades half-growled. “Why would my spirits call to her? Why would the skulls awaken at her scream if she wasn’t ours?”  

      “They did?”

      At my hesitant tone, his eyes flared with triumph. “Yes. When she screamed, they did, too. Why would they do that if they didn’t feel a sense of kinship with her?”

      Because he had a point there, even if that point made no sense, I just pulled a face. He smirked at me knowingly, the fucker, and made his way out of the kitchen with Cressida Jonas, the female he called our wife, in his arms.  

      We began to walk down the long corridor to his wing of the house—why he insisted on being so isolated, we’d discovered in the 1700s. Nobody liked being woken up by the aforementioned screaming skulls at 3 in the morning, did they? 

      Somehow, Hades’ guardians of the Underworld kept in touch via the skulls, and after the thousandth time of having our sleep disturbed, we’d been grateful to be away from him.

      The house was massive. Had been built to his specs, and there were five hundred yards between his rooms and ours. Regardless of the long walk, he didn’t begrudge her weight in his arms—why would he? He was immortal. He had the strength of a thousand men. But watching the way he held her was quite discomforting.  

      He didn’t hold her like she was a limp rag. He had her curled up in his arms. Her head wasn’t flopping backward, but was resting against his chest, and even her hand wasn’t hanging down, it was on her belly.  

      She looked like she’d huddled purposefully into his embrace. 

      There was no terror on her features, either. No frown of concern. She looked at peace. Did whatever he saw in her, whatever had called to his spirits and the skulls, recognize that this was her place, too? 

      And he’d declared her ours. Did I feel a link to her? Or was my surprise at this turnabout masking the connection between us?

      When she’d walked through the door, I had felt something. That was not a lie. But his claim that she was our wife?  

      I bit my bottom lip as we headed down the corridor where the grating sound of furniture being moved was no longer echoing. The door was wide open, and Hades walked in and strode over to the sofa. I watched his face as he placed her carefully down on the cushioned seats and saw the regret etched there as he laid her out.  

      She moaned when he moved away. The tiny sound enough to catch all of our attention. As one, we looked at her, saw the unhappy curl to her lips as she frowned at being jostled. For a second, we didn’t move and then, when she released a sigh, Hades took a step back, and another, until finally, he began walking over to the other side of his study where a small cluster of armchairs were gathered.  

      This was our spot here, and when we were all together, it was where we tended to discuss business.  

      You’d be surprised how much business we had on the agenda when it came down to it. Even though the ancient gods were no longer worshipped by everyday people, that didn’t mean there wasn’t work that still needed to be done.  

      Hades was the God of the dead and the King of the Underworld, after all. Just because he had to manage it from this plane didn’t mean the work could be left undone. On top of that, he ran a national corporation of mortuaries. One in every state, with several branches in some of the major U.S. cities. The man had made death his business.

      Not because he needed the cash. As King of the Underworld, he made Rockefeller or Jeff Bezos look like a pauper. He did it to try and imbue some of the old ways into the burying rituals.

      His study consisted of a desk, this little cluster of seats, a meditation area, a sofa that currently looked onto a plasma TV, and then his altar.  

      The room was the size of a large one-bedroom apartment, and from one side of the study to another, you had to call out to be heard—not with our supernatural senses, but human ones required it.  

      It wasn’t my favorite room in the house. Even after all these years with the man, I hated the altar. Hated the skulls. They were quiet now, but if Hades said they’d awoken at Cressida’s arrival, they’d be talking again soon.

      No matter how many years I spent on this realm as his guardian, I’d never acclimate to the sight of his skulls or what they could and would do to a person. Because they weren’t just the Underworld version of a cell phone, they were his means of bestowing punishment on those he deemed deserving of it.

      An unexplained accident? That was Hades.

      Inexplicably slashed tires or a jogging mishap? Hades. And his fucking skulls.

      The key was to stay outside of his circle of influence, something Jason Hargreaves was about to learn to his detriment.

      Shuddering as I slunk into the seat, I nodded when Orpheus leaned over for the bottle of ouzo at its center and tilted it my way. When he poured out three large shots then slid the glasses to us, I took a deep sip and waited for someone to speak.  

      I wasn’t exactly speechless, but I didn’t have a clue what was going on.  

      I’d woken up this morning psyched at the prospect of decades of hard work finally coming to fruition. I’d had to play three generations of Christian. I was on Junior the Third by this point, and I’d been looking forward to meeting my goals.  

      But now, even the excitement at that was limited because what Hades was saying was, well, life-changing.  

      In fact, that raised a question in my head. “Why would we have a wife? We’ve never had one before?”  

      Hades, staring deep into the ouzo, murmured, “I don’t know.”  

      “You know how the Fates are,” Nash countered, running his fingertip over the crystal tumbler. When it began to ‘sing,’ he carried on until his innate talents with all instruments turned the crystal into a small symphony. The sound was glorious until he stopped abruptly, and shot us each a look. “I knew something was weird about her.”  

      “Weird, how?” I questioned, tilting my head to the side at his statement. It was blanket, and Nash wasn’t that kind of guy, which meant Cressida Jonas bewildered him. A notion that was almost difficult to credit considering his popularity with human females—they flocked to him like seagulls to hot dogs.

      “I couldn’t stop watching her,” he replied with a shrug, but the smidge of discontent in his dark eyes spoke louder than words. “It was like—” He blew out a breath. “It was like everything about her fascinated me.”  

      “Perfectly natural,” Hades retorted. “She’s ours. She was born to be ours.”  

      I grumbled, “You make that sound so normal. When have we ever shared a woman outside of the bedroom? And this might be the new Millennium, but you know these Americans. They’re so prudish. Why would you think she’d be willing to be with us?”  

      “We’re her protectors. We’re her men,” Hades replied, his eyes narrowing with his displeasure at my words. “Why wouldn’t she want to be with us?”  

      “Because I’m finding this hard to believe, and this is my world,” I ground out, narrowing my eyes right back at him. “So, why wouldn’t she find this bewildering as fuck, Hades?”  

      “He’s right, brother,” Orpheus murmured softly, shooting me an apologetic glance. “I wish he weren’t, but he is. I knew there was a connection between us, and I was fighting it, because I didn’t understand it.”  

      “What kind of connection?”  

      “Didn’t you feel it?” He looked at me, stared me straight in the eyes. “Didn’t you?”  

      Because it was Orpheus and not Hades, I didn’t scoff. Hades was the kind of guy you liked, wanted to smack in the face every now and then, but was happy having a beer with him while catching a game. He was an odd duck. I liked him, but he was still odd. That was his divine aspect. No matter how hard he tried to hide it, we were puny insects to him.

      Nash/Orpheus was a friend. We’d grown close over the last couple of millennia of being stuck together. Hades, on the other hand, didn’t let anyone close. That was why I was so shocked by his reaction to this woman.  

      Sorry, our wife. 

      Barely refraining from rolling my eyes, I thought back to when Cressida had walked through the front door. I’d been surprised to see her, surprised to see Nash more, though. I knew he’d been in town but he hadn’t bothered visiting. We weren’t like that.  

      Sure, we were pretty much family now, but that didn’t mean we lived in each other’s pockets. 

      But Cressida? 

      She’d come as a shock. 

      Why, though? 

      Nash was right. My response to her presence was a tad unusual, I realized, as I analyzed our initial meeting. She was beautiful, but so were the sirens. I’d managed to avoid their clutches, so Cressida wouldn’t present a problem.  

      But . . . and it was a huge but, there was a major difference.  

      Clearing my throat, I nodded, because strange though it might have been, I had felt something arc between me and the woman lying on the sofa.  

      “Told you,” Hades retorted, sounding so fucking smug I wanted to grab the back of his head and slam his face into the table.  

      “There’s no telling me anything,” I rasped. “I felt something, that doesn’t mean I think she’s my wife!”  

      “You know what I mean when I say that,” he growled out. “Not the piddling human laws of marriage. I speak of the soul.”  

      This time, I did roll my eyes—we tended to do that a lot around each other. “Whatever we say on this matter, it isn’t down to us. It’s down to Cressida.” Saying her name had me peering over my shoulder to take her in as she slept on the sofa. “What did you do to her anyway?”  

      At my question, he just smiled. “Used logic against her.”  

      That non-answer had Orpheus and me huffing out irritated breaths. Even after all these years, Hades wouldn’t share his secrets with us.  

      “When will she wake up?” Nash asked. “I have to get things arranged with Ella’s remains–”

      “No need,” Hades interrupted, “I’ll set my staff onto the issue. Have Ella treated like the royalty she is considering her importance to Cressida.”

      Like Hades hadn’t spoken, Nash carried on, “–and then we have to get back on the road. We have concerts coming up.”  

      Hades blinked. “Out of the question.”  

      “How is that ‘out of the question’?” Nash mocked, because he was back in that persona, for sure. “We’re contractually obliged–” 

      “Contracts?” He sniffed. “This means nothing in the face of what’s happening.”  

      “I think you’ll find Mytikas Records disagree,” he retorted, fire flashing in his eyes at Hades’ arrogance. “We have performances, but more importantly, we have a lot of fans who’ll be disappointed if we cancel.” 

      Hades glowered, but I held up a hand. “He’s right. They can’t just drop everything, Hades.”  

      “We go with you then,” Hades responded, folding his arms across his chest. 

      “Hell, I can’t go anywhere,” I argued. “I have meetings all damn day, and they carry on for the next few weeks. I’ve already missed the first one.” 

      “But this is important,” he told me, his tone patient. But it reminded me of a parent teaching a kid how to tie his shoelaces.

      I didn’t appreciate the sentiment.  

      “So is my work,” I grated out.  

      He wafted a hand. “You’re signing it away for a reason.”  

      “Because it will make it more successful.”  

      “You’re bored with it.”  

      His argument had my mouth tightening. “Shut up, Hades.”  

      “No. I speak the truth. You fight to make that company better, but when it’s the best it can be, you have to walk away to be complicit with that. That tells me you’re bored and ready to move on.”  

      I stared at him in silence for a few moments, squinting as I took in all of his cool and irritating calmness. “You’re a dick,” I told him quietly. 

      “Maybe, but you know I speak the truth.”  

      “Bullshit,” I ground out. 

      “Hardly,” he retorted. “Am I not correct, Orpheus?” 

      Expecting his support, I turned to him, but Nash didn’t agree with me, didn’t tell Hades to shove it where the sun didn’t shine. Instead, Nash pulled at his collar and murmured, “Look, do we have to discuss this?”  

      And that answer was what made me look at these past hectic eight months.  

      Did I want my journey with my airline to be over? 

      I’d been upset about the prospect of losing my position in the merger, but . . .   

      “Even if that’s the case, I don’t want to go traveling around in a minibus.” If my voice was like gravel, then that was because I was processing a shit ton of emotions.  

      “Her bus is beyond insane,” Nash told me quietly. “It makes a penthouse apartment in Tribeca look shabby chic.”   

      “I have no idea what that means,” I retorted, blinking at him. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 

      “I’m saying that you’d be comfortable there.” He smirked at me a little, but why he was smirking, I didn’t have a clue. “You can work on there fine.” 

      It blew my mind that they were talking like this was actually going to happen. “You do realize that she’s going to freak the hell out when she wakes up? We’re not going anywhere. And if she doesn’t try to get a restraining order on your ass, Nash, then she’s a fool.”  

      Hades harrumphed. “She’s our wife. You can’t get a restraining order on your husband.” 

      I gaped at him. “Of course you can, dick.”  

      “Surely, not.”  

      “This is the twenty-first century, bozo,” I ground out. “Not the 1400s.”  

      He sniffed. “Well, she will be grateful for us once she wakes up. You need not fear.” There was a soupçon of something in his eyes that had my own flaring wide.  

      “Oh fuck,” I whispered. “Hades, what the hell have you done?”
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      It was the sensation of my phone vibrating that woke me.  

      Buzz, buzz, buzzing against my hip. And not in a good place, either. Right against my pelvis, it sent uncomfortable electrical sparks down the nerves of my leg. 

      I didn’t want to wake up. The woman who’d been finding it hard to sleep for nearly eighteen months was resting well until my damn cell had started buzzing like an out of control vibrator. When it came to a stop, I released a grumpy sigh and slowly opened my eyes.  

      When I did, I stiffened, because I had no idea where the fuck I was, but I was safe.  

      I hadn’t felt safe since that bastard Jason Hargreaves had . . . 

      No.

      Safety and I weren’t friends at the moment.  

      And still, I wasn’t in danger here.  

      How I knew that, I couldn’t even tell you. Just that—I heaved out a breath. There’s a weird lump you get at the base of your throat, one that also balls in the center of your chest. It’s heavy and cumbersome. It feels like it’s going to spread, like cancer, throughout your system, stopping you from doing even basic things.  

      That was a sensation I’d grown accustomed to feeling.  

      But those balls of emotion weren’t there.  

      I was warm, I was comfortable, and I was safe.  

      Seriously, if I could have started purring, I would have done so. 

      The white linen sofa was long and comfortable, so padded, my head and body were drowning in the feather down. It embraced me like the warmest, most comforting of hugs, and I reveled in the feel of it around me. Against my chin, the linen was cool and soft, and though I didn’t want to roll from my side to my back, I did with a rumbling groan of displeasure.  

      Flat on my back, my head slightly propped on the armrest, I took a second to catalogue my situation. When I heard the soft murmur of voices coming from behind me, I realized I knew who it was. 

      Nash. My back-up act. 

      Then the other guys. What had he called them? Ziel and Christian? 

      What kind of name was Ziel anyway? I asked myself, even as I strained to hear what they were talking about. 

      We were in an office that was three times the size of anything I’d seen before. I’d been in the office of the douche who was Mytikas Records’ CFO, too, and this was just . . .  

      It made an apartment look small.  

      Seriously.  

      They were so far away that despite my awesome hearing, I couldn’t hear diddly squat. But even though I should have been freaking out about A: passing out, B: passing out and apparently being carried somewhere, and C: passing out, being carried somewhere, and sleeping like a baby, I was fine.  

      Really fine.  

      The yawn that escaped me said it all. I was still tired, and needed some more Z’s. Stupid phone. Another yawn had me rolling into a sitting position. I looked left, saw a desk, nothing really interesting save for a cool hemp—or was that hessian? I never could tell the difference—a rug on the floor. There was a cushion there, too, and it made me wonder if the owner of the office meditated. I could smell incense in the air and burning wicks.  

      Amused because the guys I’d met didn’t look the meditating types, I turned to the right and froze. 

      For a second, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, and then, I didn’t have to think anymore. Because as I released a scream, they did, too. 

      I’d seen them before.  

      Calaveras.  

      But I’d seen them on people’s fucking arms. Sugar skulls. Tats. Maybe on candy, and around the Day of the Dead, sure, I’d seen some piñatas and the like, but real fucking skulls? 

      No way. 

      And skulls that screamed? 

      No fucking way. 

      My screech ran in time with theirs, and as they screamed, I remembered.  

      Ella. 

      Dear God, she was dead.  

      The ghost in the kitchen.  

      I’d seen a fucking ghost!  

      I’d passed out because Ziel had kissed me. And sure, that had been one helluva kiss, but I wasn’t the swooning kind of gal.  

      I heard the scraping sounds of the chairs behind me, knew the guys were coming, and I wasn’t sure if that should make me happy or fucking terrified because who had . . .? 

      “What the fuck is going on?” I hollered, breaking off from screeching to make the demand. Leaping off the sofa, I reached for the nearest thing that would do damage to any of the guys who approached me. 

      It just happened to be on the stone altar that had made me scream in the first place. 

      The candle stand was heavy and tall. Made of brass, it had some weight to it, and it would sure as hell dent whatever it connected with.  

      Good. The more dents, the better.  

      As I swayed the candlestick in front of me, wax dripped like a torrent as the flame flickered, and even as the men rushed toward me, they froze at the sight of the candle’s dying light.  

      Even the skulls stopped their infernal screech.  

      Ziel, his voice hoarse, whispered, “I understand you’re scared, but please, do not let the candle die out.”  

      The peevish side of me wanted to blow the damn light out regardless of his wishes. He’d done something to me with his kiss, and goddammit, I was sick of men trying to control me through my sexuality.  

      And then, I remembered that was BS.  

      I’d wanted that kiss as much as he’d wanted to kiss me.  

      Whatever had happened during that, well, I couldn’t say.  

      My glance flicked over to Nash and the other guy, Christian. Their faces were blanched, their eyes wide with terror as they stared, not at me, but the candle. 

      Bewildered didn’t cut it. I was totally down the rabbit hole, but their fright transmitted itself to me. I knew what it felt like to feel that way, and I sure as hell didn’t want anyone feeling that way because of me. 

      I’d have liked to believe that they were terrified of my ninja capabilities. I’m sure somewhere, a Mossad agent or an MI5 spy could wield this candlestick better than some soldiers could an assault rifle, but I wasn’t one of them. 

      No, they weren’t terrified of what I could do to them. They were truly scared of the candle dying out.  

      Though the heavy stick was too much for one hand, I tightened my hold on it and stuck the base into my belly for support. Reaching up, I cupped my hand around the wick, gently coaxing the flame back to life.  

      How it hadn’t blown out entirely, I wasn’t sure, but from their expressions, I was glad it hadn’t. 

      Though I’d stopped threatening them with a candlestick like something a Clue character would do, I might have expected them to come after me. But they didn’t. 

      Like they’d done something wrong, their hands were raised, palms flat toward me.  

      I frowned, not appreciating the sight.  

      In my gut, I knew they weren’t guilty, and seeing them like that just put me on edge. “Get your damn hands down,” I growled, a bizarre relief swirling inside me when they obeyed.  

      As the candle blazed back to life, I realized it let off an astonishing amount of heat and light. More so than a regular wick could, I was certain.  

      “Please,” Ziel requested, his voice a rasp. “Put it back on the altar.”  

      I pursed my lips at him. “I will.” They blew out a relieved breath. “Only if you tell me what the fuck is going on and why you have an altar in your office with,” I swallowed thickly, “screaming skulls.”  

      I was hoping those skulls were motorized like robotic sugar skull toy gadgets or something like that. Ya know, for the freak who needed help with interior decoration? 

      But, I knew that wasn’t the case.  

      Those skulls had been . . . 

      Feeling faintly sick as I stepped toward the altar, I kept my gaze glued on the two other candles. I’d stolen the smaller one. Well, one of the smaller ones. The central candlestick was large and thick, its candle twice the size of the others. The one I’d picked up, and its twin, were more slender, less tall, and the wick was less substantial.  

      It was easier to focus on those or the skulls that had—and there wasn’t a shadow of doubt in my mind about this—belonged to living people at one point. 

      When I replaced the candlestick, I staggered away from the dead people in the room, and flopped forward. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I mumbled, meaning every word. 

      Nash knew people who had dead people’s skulls in their office. 

      And these weren’t just any skulls. 

      These fuckers were painted, and they screamed.  

      Or, maybe they hadn’t.  

      Maybe I was losing my fucking mind.  

      I knew it had been a hard couple of years, and maybe Ella’s death had tipped me over the edge. 

      Was this what insanity felt like? 

      Even as I tried to get my bearings, I heard them approach. I wanted to walk away, but couldn’t. Literally couldn’t if I didn’t want to lose the little I’d consumed that morning. Then, three hands gently touched my back. 

      One belonging to each one of them.  

      And the nausea died.  

      The terror, too.  

      I released a whimper of a different variety.  

      Where they touched, there was heat where I’d been so cold for so long.  

      Then, one of the hands moved up toward the top of my spine. He rubbed my shoulder, cupped the back of my neck, and then knelt before me.  

      Christian.  

      “Are you well?” he asked huskily.  

      “No,” I whispered. 

      “I knew they’d freak you out,” he said sadly. “I’m sorry you had to wake up like that.”  

      “It was best you see this first, Cressida. I would have no truths kept from you.” 

      Ziel. 

      I recognized his voice even though I’d barely gotten the chance to know it. 

      “What’s going on?” I heard the quiver in my own, and knew they couldn’t have missed it.  

      “We don’t know,” Ziel spoke, and I could sense his irritation at that. “I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t know why the skulls react to you, but react they do.”  

      My bottom lip quivered. “They’re real, aren’t they? Not props? Or Halloween decorations?”  

      Christian winced. “No. They’re not.”  

      “What are the candles . . .? You were terrified when you thought the candle was going to die out.” 

      Finally, the one voice I truly knew, whispered, “Cressida, I think you need to sit down while we tell you this.”  
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      Her face was so pale that I almost hated myself for putting her through this when I knew she’d been through enough in her short life. Still, this wasn’t my will. Nor was it Icarus’s or Hades’s.  

      It was . . . 

      Well, if Hades was in the dark, it was safe to say everyone was.  

      Whatever the fuck was happening was going down for a reason, we were just as unaware as Cressida on that score, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t explain what we did know.  

      I reached down and helped her stand, then carefully walked her over to the sofa. She slumped down on it, sagging back against the cushions as though she didn’t have an ounce of starch left in her bones.  

      Maybe she didn’t. 

      Maybe we’d taken that stuffing from her.  

      “Explain,” she demanded hoarsely. Then, she tempered it with a, “Please.”  

      “I brought you here because Ziel owns a mortuary.” I shot her a sad smile. “I truly wanted the best for Ella, and I had no idea this would happen.”  

      She gnawed on her bottom lip. “Ella’s gone, hasn’t she? I didn’t dream that?” 

      Her hopeful tone had me shaking my head. It was presumptuous of me to touch her without her consent, but as I took a seat at her side, I pressed my hand to one of hers on her lap, and gently cupped her fingers in mine. “No, you didn’t dream that.”  

      “I’m sorry, Cressida, but I think your friend died so that you’d come to me,” Hades stated calmly.   

      I wanted to hiss at that. Fuck, Hades. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Talk about making it all about him.  

      Gods. They had the biggest egos in the known universe. Damn their hides.  

      She instantly stiffened at his words—and why the fuck wouldn’t she?  

      The asshole.  

      I was glad when Christian punched him in the arm, even gladder when Hades glowered at him and Chris just growled out, “Shut the fuck up. You want her to understand, you leave it to the people who have some ounce of humanity in them.”  

      Though her eyes were wide at that interchange, she hadn’t jumped up and tried to run from the room—in fact, why hadn’t she? 

      Why was she still here? 

      I was surprised that she hadn’t pulled some mace from her purse or whatever it was women were carrying these days. We’d sure as hell deserved it. 

      She wasn’t even pulling her hand from mine.  

      As I looked at her though, I saw the signs of what had once been shell shock.  

      I was mad at myself for failing to spot it before today. But knowing her past, and knowing what had happened that very morning, it let me put two and two together.  

      With a heavy sigh, I ignored the men who were my family, even if technically we were more like Hades’ prison wardens/bodyguards (although he had zero issue defending himself,) and focused fully on her. “I wanted Ella to be properly put to rest. Americans don’t . . .” I winced. “Well, you don’t follow the proper rites, and it causes issues.”  

      “Big issues,” Hades grumbled, and I let him, because he wasn’t wrong. 

      There were more spirits roaming around this realm because of shoddy funeral homes and improper burials. Hades dealt with them more than Chris and I did, thank God, but still, our power was linked to his and he spent hours a day meditating and controlling the spirits, guiding them to the Underworld where they belonged. It was a shitty job, and I was grateful it was his. 

      The last thing I wanted was for Ella to suffer that way.  

      “You say that like you’re not American,” she whispered.  

      “I’m not. We’re all Greek.”  

      She blinked at me, then shot each of us a look. “Really?”  

      We nodded. “Really,” I told her gently. 

      “Huh. I didn’t realize. You don’t have an accent or, like, a Greek name or anything.”  

      “We haven’t been back to Greece for a long time,” Hades said softly, sorrowfully.  

      We’d been banished from the motherland.  

      All the gods had.  

      Well, all except Zeus.  

      Being the King of the Gods gave him some privileges.  

      When she started gnawing her bottom lip again, I could tell she was burning to ask what the fuck this had to do with Ella, and the leap was a difficult one to make.  

      After clearing my throat, I asked, “What you saw earlier, do you know what it was?”  

      “You mean the—” Her eyes widened. “That wasn’t a dream, either, was it?”  

      “Wishful thinking,” Christian said ruefully as he moved toward us and took a seat on the armrest of the sofa. “I’ve been there myself.” 

      She stared up at him, faintly starry-eyed. I wasn’t sure if that was because she thought him handsome or because she was glad she wasn’t the only one who’d been overwhelmed at the sight of a ghost.  

      “You believe, then, that things exist that aren’t always within the realms of your control,” I stated carefully. 

      “I-I guess. I mean, I’d never have thought ghosts existed.”  

      I nodded, relieved that she’d at least made that admission. “Well, those ghosts are tied to this house because of Ziel. He’s an important person.”  

      She gaped at me. “They’re here because of him? And how does that make him important? Doesn’t it just make him unlucky?”  

      When she started to fidget, I knew I was losing her. She was gearing up to run.  

      Hades sensed it, too, for he grunted, “Lass, I give you two boons. Boons to do with whatever you wish, do you accept?”  

      That snatched her attention. “Boons? Like . . . a wish? Like a genie?” she questioned. 

      He huffed. “No. Not like a genie. And when I say anything, I mean it.”  

      I saw the instant she realized he wasn’t joking. Her head turned to the side, and her voice, when she began to speak, was considering. “If you can give me anything in the world, bring my friend back to me.”  

      Hades narrowed his eyes. Not in agitation. In focus. She mistook the latter for the former and grumbled, “Look, if you—”  

      When the shadowed form of her best friend appeared, both she and the skulls began screeching once more.  

      Ella, her arm distinctly at an angle from two breaks, and looking very pissed off at being dragged from her journey across the Styx, growled, “Stop. Screaming. Dammit to hell, Cressida Jonas!”  

      Then, Ella seemed to realize what she was saying.

      “Oh, my God,” she squeaked, arm dangling as she whipped from side to side to gape at us all. “What’s going on? I’m dead. Aren’t I? I was dead earlier when that man tried to feel me up in exchange for a goddamn ferry ride.”  

      Hades’ shoulders straightened at that. “He did what?”  

      The last half of the question boomed out, and I winced but the boom seemed to shake Cressida from her terror. She’d jumped up at the sight of her friend, but flopped back down again.

      I almost smiled as she pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. It was so 1920’s angst that I wished to see her dressed like a flapper and not in the current fashion of jeans and a camisole that really did do marvelous things to her breasts.  

      To stop my tongue from sticking to the roof of my mouth, I averted my attention to Ella. She was gaping at us all like she was about to pass out. If that was possible. Which it wasn’t. Because, you know, she was dead.  

      She wheezed, “What’s going on?”  

      “I’d like the answer to that, too,” Cressy half-moaned.  

      “You believe now, that things happen that are outside of your ken,” Hades intoned, and I shot him a dirty look, which he just ignored. Folding his arms across his chest, he couldn’t have looked more imposing if he’d tried.  

      Cressy’s bottom lip quivered as she reached out for Ella. Her friend immediately rushed forward and their hands, as they tried to touch, slipped through the other’s.

      “What’s happening?” she whispered.  

      “I’m dead, sweetheart,” Ella whispered back, her gaze trained on their hands. “I wish I could hug you.”  

      “Oh, God, Ella, I wish I could hug you, too.” She covered her face and began to sob, and just when I wanted to yell for want of helping her and knowing I was fucking useless—Ella bit off: 

      “Dammit, man, comfort her. She needs a hug!” 

      The bark took me off guard, but I immediately obeyed. Lifting my arm, I curved it around her shoulders, and when she nuzzled into me, God, I felt like . . .  

      Well, it was so strange but like this had happened before.  

      Or, as though this had been waiting to happen.  

      She sank into my embrace like she’d been born to be there, and from what Hades was saying, she had.  

      I bit at the inside of my cheek as I shot Christian a look. He stared down at the trembling woman in my arms, and I saw the tight pull of his cheeks as he firmed his jaw.  

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he told Hades, and though I wanted to disagree, I couldn’t.  

      Sometimes, seeing really was believing.  

      Hades, being the prick he was, grumbled, “She was preparing to run. What would you have me do? Let her walk out of here fully awakened? Awakened and unknowing how to handle herself? She can’t live without us now. Not if she wants any peace.”  

      Unfortunately, though she was still weeping, she wasn’t crying loud enough not to overhear that. And Ella, with her ghostly senses, hadn’t misheard, either. “Excuse me?” she demanded. “Why can’t my girl have any peace?”  

      “Because she can see the likes of you, spirit,” he growled. “And watch who you back talk to.”  

      Ella snorted. “You brought me here, and you think you can tell me how to speak? Let me tell you something, dude, I’ve been speaking my mind since I was five years old, and if you think some scary motherfucker is going to—”  

      “Ella, stop it. He brought you here so that means he can send you back.” Cressy’s eyes pleaded with her friend. “I can’t lose you again.”  

      She winced. “Jesus, Cress. Talk about tying my hands here.”  

      “I know. I’m sorry. But . . . please, don’t make him send you away.” 

      For the first time, Hades seemed to soften. He crouched down in front of Cressida and whispered, “Tín eaftoú gynaíka, if you want her here, then stay here she will.”  

      “Wait a minute. Why the fuck did you just call her your wife? Did I just understand Greek? Shit. That doesn’t matter. Girl, did you get married without telling me?”  

      Cressy’s eyes widened as she gaped at Hades then gawked at Ella. Any softness that had taken over her features disappeared at her friend’s squawking. “We’re married? I don’t remember a ceremony.”  

      Her grim tone didn’t shake Hades. “It is a phrase,” he told her softly, and I had to admire the man’s gall. He looked rock solid. Totally unshaken at being called out.  

      “What kind of phrase?” she demanded grittily.  

      “One that sums up this connection between you, Icarus, Orpheus and me.” 

      For a second, no one said a word, then Ella shrieked, “Icarus? The dude who flew too close to the sun?”  

      “Dammit, you make one fucking mistake, and it stays with you forever!” Christian grated out. “I was trying to fly. Fly. Was it my fault Gorilla Glue didn’t exist back then? Was it?” He stepped into Ella’s face, and she took a hasty step back.  

      “No, man, no. It isn’t your fault.” She raised her hands, the broken one immediately flopped down at an uncomfortable angle. “We make mistakes, and I’m sorry you burned your ass on the first go.”  

      His nostrils flared, and then, with a plea in his voice to Cressy, he murmured, “You know Cavendish Airlines?”  

      “Oh, my God. I thought I recognized you,” Ella breathed, and I was starting to wish Hades hadn’t been so quick to bring the woman back to life.  

      Did she never shut up? 

      “What?” Hades growled. 

      “He’s the real-life Christian Grey.” Ella hopped on her feet. “Cress, remember. I sent you that article about him?”  

      Even though she was pissing me, Christian, and Hades off, I could see she wasn’t doing the same to Cressy. If anything, her friend’s incessant chatter seemed to be calming her down. “Which one?” she asked. “You send me so much shit, Ella.”  

      Though the other woman huffed, she grumbled, “The one about book characters in real life.”  

      Cressy processed that then her eyes widened as she gaped at Christian. “Oh, my God!” To Ella, she whispered, “His name’s actually Christian, too!”  

      “I know! It’s like, perfect, or something,” she squeaked.  

      Cressy gulped and shook her head. “No. Don’t turn my head here, Ella. Just because he’s the sexiest thing in a suit does not mean he can bring me into a room that has skulls passing for interior décor.”  

      Ella grimaced then peered over at the altar. “Jesus. You’re right. What the fuck’s with that anyway? You guys Satanists or something?”  

      “Cease your squawking, woman,” Hades boomed out, using the tone he rarely used save for on Charon or some of his lesser helpers in the Underworld. Sometimes, the judges of the dead were on the receiving end of it if they fucked up, but for Ella to inspire it twice in less than five minutes was a record.  

      One that no one wanted to match.  

      She mimicked zipping her lips, but she rolled her eyes at Cressy who had to fight a smile. The sight made my heart soar with relief. Ella’s words should have panicked Cressy, but if anything, she was calming her down, and for that, I was grateful.  

      “I would give you anything,” Hades assured her. “Anything in this world or the next.”  

      She licked her lips. “Why? Why though?”  

      I understood her confusion, but we had no answer for her. “We’re not sure. Yet.”  

      “Maybe it’s the Fates’ way of thanking us for our good behavior,” Christian suggested, and I could see Hades process and accept it.  

      “You could be right,” he admitted, turning to his guardian. “We have behaved well for at least eight hundred years now.”  

      “Eight hundred?” Cressy and Ella screeched at the same time. 

      Hades winced but gritted out, “Aye. We are ancient beings, Cressida.”  

      She blew out a breath. “This is insane. Ella, I told you drinking tequila last night was a big mistake.”  

      “This has nothing to do with that,” I assured her. “You were brought here for a reason. We don’t know what that reason is yet, but we will find out.” 

      “And then what? You’ll let me go?”  

      I shook my head at her. “You’re free to go now, Cressida.” Hades’s grumble said he wasn’t content with my wording, but I shot him a sour look.  

      For a second, I was sure she’d climb to her feet and stalk the hell out of here. I wasn’t even sure I’d blame her if she did. But when she didn’t, when she shot each of us a look, I realized something else was going on inside her head.  

      “You’re safe with us,” Hades crooned, literally crooned at her.  

      She shuddered. “I know.”  

      “It’s the first time you’ve felt safe since Hargreaves, isn’t it?”  

      Her mouth trembled, and she dipped her chin. “Yes. I guess, if you’re so all damn important, I shouldn’t wonder how you know—”  

      Hades didn’t wait for her to finish that thought. “Would you like to hurt him, lass?”  

      His soft question was so gently posed, it was like a molten hot knife slicing through someone’s belly.  

      Cressida didn’t flinch at his question, though. She tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”  

      He smirked. “Check your phone.”  

      Because Christian and I were as in the dark as she was, I couldn’t help her when she shot me a questioning look. When I shrugged, she reached for her phone after digging in her pocket for a second. Flicking it open, I saw her scroll through her notifications, and over her shoulder, I saw a shit ton of #JasonHargreaves hashtag mentions on Twitter.  

      “You follow him?” Christian inquired, his tone not exactly surprised, just concerned. 

      That wasn’t a good sign. One of the stages of grief was anger. And in the five phases, anger was very early on.

      If anyone understood grief, it was Christian and I. Hades had put us around so much death that we were almost immune to it by now. Except not with her. Cressy touched me in ways I’d long since stopped experiencing.  

      The feelings she inspired in me were innocent and pure, and it hurt me to think she’d been suffering alone for a long time.  

      “Cressy, what happened to him?” Ella blurted out, and I shot her a look and saw she was hopping up and down like a demented child again. That she knew what the bastard had done to her and relished the prospect of him being punished was evident from her glee.

      “He’s broken his leg. A prop fell on him at a video he was shooting,” she mumbled as she scanned the screen. After a few moments of scrolling, she looked up and stared Hades square in the eye. “You did this?”  

      He nodded. Unashamed of his actions. “I did.”  

      For a second, no one said anything, no one did anything, and then Cressida smiled, and I wasn’t sure whether it was the most beautiful or the most wicked thing I’d ever seen in my life.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            Hades

          

        

      

    

    
      The minute she smiled, I knew I had her.  

      She’d been flat before. Like she’d been stampeded. Life had done that to her.  

      As I’d peered into her soul, as I’d seen the things she’d done in her life—the wicked and the good—a part of my own had sung at the beauty of hers. Then, another part had howled when I noticed how downtrodden she was.  

      This woman was supposed to be anything but flat.  

      She was ripe and round and loaded with more curves than my cock could handle.  

      Every part of her was vibrant with life.  

      She was not steam-rolled. Ironed out. Straightened and controlled.  

      She was meant to soar.  

      My throat was thick with a mixture of need, lust, and want. Not just for sex, but for her. For her purity to come into contact with my own polluted soul. I needed her freshness against my spirit. Needed it like I needed fresh air and clean sheets, a comfortable seat after a long day’s work.  

      She would, with time, become more imperative to me than anything else in my life. I knew that like I knew my face in the mirror, and I craved it more than I craved the heat of the Underworld in my bones. 

      My voice was a growl when I directed at Christian, “Pass me a sugar skull.”  

      “Ziel, do you think—”  

      “Yes. I do,” I gritted out. “Cressida doesn’t need babying, do you?” 

      She tilted her head to the side, and as her gaze caught mine, I felt like I’d dived headfirst into the River Styx. The power she’d have over me astonished me. I should have felt scared, but instead, I found myself wanting her to have that power.  

      I wanted her to know that I would kneel for one woman and one woman alone in this world, and that was her. 

      Watching her swallow, my eyelids turned heavy as I recognized the effect I had on her. This woman was made to be mine, and it was time she knew it. 

      Though he’d grumbled, Christian obeyed. He’d retrieved one of the skulls with minimal fuss and placed it in my hand when I turned my palm over for him.  

      “That’s so fucking freaky,” Ella whispered, and I ignored her but only for my gynaíka’s sake. The woman seemed to calm her down, and though I knew she could handle anything we threw at her, it was good for her to have some support.  

      Even if that support came in the form of a very irritating female.  

      Cressy’s voice was thick as she asked, “Who did this skull belong to?”  

      “Every now and then, important people die. Their powers are great. When they pass on, I retrieve their skulls which remain imbued with their power.”  

      “Why?” she asked, tilting her head to the side as she studied the calavera in my palm.  

      “Because that is how it has always been.” My smile was gentle as I explained, “What do you know of Hades?”  

      She blinked at me, then shot her friend a look. “It’s another name for hell, isn’t it? That, or he was played by Steve Coogan in Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief?”  

      At my side, Orpheus and Icarus, the fools, began snickering.  

      Though it had pricked my ego at the time, I let the irritation flow over me. “Indeed. Well, do I look like an aging rocker? No.” I dipped my chin. “Hades, at your service.”  

      Neither female spoke, then, naturally, the dead one chimed in with, “Girl, you have a god at your feet.”  

      For a second, I wasn’t sure whether to be irritated or relieved, but when Cressy snickered, I knew we’d turned yet another corner. I also knew I’d been wise to bring this girl, Ella, to my woman’s side. She would help us ease her into her new situation.  

      “So, what, you’re the God of the dead, right?” Cressy asked, staring down at the skull again. The unease etched on her features didn’t concern me. It was a natural reaction to what was happening.  

      “I am. Nash was correct. People have ceased following the true ways and so, there are many spirits who never cross over.”  

      “Like Ella?” she asked uncertainly, flickering her glance her friend’s way. 

      “Hell no. I was on my way somewhere. I let that fucking weirdo touch my boob to get me across. Then I was here.” From the corner of my eye, I saw her fling her arms up in the air, and I made a point to set Cerberus on Charon.  

      The ferryman had two jobs and it seemed he could do neither correctly.  

      One: accept a gold coin to pay for passage across the River Styx. 

      Two: make the journey to the Underworld. 

      That was it.  

      Was it truly so difficult?  

      Nowhere did it say molestation or sexual harassment was optional. 

      I pursed my lips to control my agitation, then grated out, “Ella is different. I brought her here for you.”  

      Cressy winced. “God, Ella, I’m so sorry.”  

      “Hell, girl, you think I’d want to miss out on this shit? Jesus, it’s better than Days of our Lives.”  

      Nash chuckled at that. “Life around here is certainly interesting.”  

      I grunted. “Anyway, because the rites aren’t followed, I spend my days guiding the dead back to their rightful place.” 

      “That sounds lonely.”  

      Despite myself, I reared back at those three words. They were imbued with sentiments I couldn’t quite label, and they made my throat well with emotion. “I suppose it is,” I told her gruffly, stunned when she reached over for my hand and squeezed gently. 

      Before she could move away, I turned our palms together, sliding them alongside the other and connecting our fingers in a loose bridge. 

      The link between us stirred to life and I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling that down to my toes.  

      She released a breath that was hissed out. “Jesus. What is that?”  

      “I do not know. Not in truth. But I know as I am yours, you are mine.”  

      Cressida started shaking her head. “That’s crazy.”  

      “It’s better than Twilight,” Ella whispered. “Oh my God, you’re Bella, and he’s Edward.”  

      I shot her a dark look. “I am not a vampire.”  

      Cressy snickered. “You know what Twilight is?”  

      “I’m the God of the dead, but I’m not dead.” I huffed a breath. “Think I could have failed to miss the news on that particular book?”  

      She shot Ella a look, and I put up with their giggles because it brightened those hazel eyes of hers and made them sparkle with fire.  

      “At any rate,” I stated, trying to get us back on track. “There are people in this world who see the dead.” I shrugged. “I know not why, just that a few do. When they pass over, I bring them here to replenish my stocks.”  

      “Your stocks?” She cringed. “That’s gross.”  

      “No. Each time I use one, like a battery, they wear out.”  

      “And you use them to guide people to the Underworld?”  

      I hesitated over that. My skulls had several purposes. I decided to keep things simple, though. “Yes. I do. Hold out your palm,” I directed her. 

      She winced. “Why?”  

      “Do it,” I chided softly, staring at her until she released a sigh and turned over her other hand.  

      Placing the skull on it, I began to trace the markings on the bones. There were seemingly random squiggles, colorful lines here and there, but each one represented a part of the body.  

      “What are they?” she asked, noticing where my hand was stroking. She spoke quietly, softly. Reverently.  

      I knew then and there she was made for us.  

      That kind of reverence was dying out. Not in my tín eaftoú gynaíka, I thought, pride welling inside me. 

      “I give this to you, my wife,” I told her gently. “But use it wisely.”  

      Her eyes flared wide. “But I don’t wan—”  

      “Yes. You do. Be careful what you do with it. It gives you control over the spirits.”  

      “But why would I need that?” she squeaked. 

      I smirked then raised our joined hands and kissed her knuckles. “How do you think I broke Jason Hargreaves’ leg?” 
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      For a second, I just stared at him, then, when that smirk hit home and the shiver his tender kiss inspired died off, I sensed his genuineness, and I realized I held the life of the bastard who had destroyed me in the palm of my hand.  

      My fingers itched with the need to do harm. To cause havoc.  

      How I kept them entangled with Hades’, I wasn’t sure.  

      I swallowed thickly, then said, “I want answers.”  

      He dipped his head. “You deserve them.” For a second, he said nothing, and I thought he was stalling, then his nostrils flared with irritation, and I realized he was gathering his thoughts.  

      “There was a time when my fellow Gods and I resided in Greece. Mount Olympus was our home. We didn’t exactly live in peace, but we rubbed alongside each other. Poseidon took to the water more often than not, and I went to the Underworld, leaving Zeus to control the others.  

      “Over time, we noticed as people ceased believing in us, our powers began increasing.”  

      Whatever I’d expected him to say, it wasn’t that. I gaped at him. “You got stronger?”  

      He shrugged. “Yes. It bewildered us, too.” Ziel, or Hades, I guess, reached up to rub his nose. “The more powerful we became, the less humane we were.” 

      Nash cleared his throat. “And that’s where we come in. We’re his keepers.”  

      “His keepers?” I hated how squeaky my voice was, but Jesus, this was beyond normal. “He needs keepers?”  

      Hades grumbled, “I hate the phrase ‘keepers.’” He huffed. “My powers spill over into them. They ground me. They don’t keep me.”  

      I shot Christian a look. “You don’t look crazy.”  

      He snickered a little. “We’re not. We were picked for a reason. We’re powerful in our own right. Nash is a demi-god. And though I flew too close to the sun, I was imbued with god-granted gifts.” 

      “Like what?” Ella asked, and as I looked at my best friend and sister, I had to hide a smile.  

      She was loving the shit out of this.  

      Seriously. 

      Even though I was sad about her passing, it was strange to be happy too because here she was, enjoying the shit out of this cluster fuck that was my life.  

      “Curiosity.”  

      Her nose crinkled at that. “Being nosy is a god-granted gift?”  

      I had to hide my smile, and Christian narrowed his eyes at her. “In my own way, I was a hero of my age.”  

      Hades, sensing my amusement, smiled, too. “He speaks the truth. Man ought not to fly in the sky like a bird, and yet, he did. His hubris just out sparked his common sense. It takes great strength and great wisdom to contain a god’s powers. Icarus possesses that.”  

      “So, what would make you go batshit nuts, the strength of your powers they take on themselves?” I asked, trying to make sure I knew what the hell was going on.  

      He nodded. “Indeed. They, and their fellow guardians, are vital for peace on Earth. 

      “The stronger we became, the more prone we were to fights. Only Zeus can live on Mount Olympus now. The rest of us are scattered around the world.” 

      “How many live in the U.S.?” Ella demanded, enthralled.  

      “Just me on the West Coast, then there’s Athena, the long-winded bitch, in the Midwest.” 

      “Apollo is on the East Coast,” Christian further explained.  

      “So, America can only contain three of you?”  

      At my question, Hades smiled. “Very shrewd of you. Indeed. Three. Maximum. None in South America. We have rather sullied the waters up here.” He shrugged. “That candle you so bravely wielded at us is tied to Orpheus’ and Icarus’ life span. They have burned for as long as they have lived.”  

      I could literally feel myself blanch. “I could have killed them?”  

      He winced. “Unfortunately, yes.” 

      “But you could have brought them back to life, couldn’t you?” 

      “No. It is a strange kind of power that keeps them on this plane. The will of the gods, our gifts, a mish-mash of forces that keeps the guardians breathing. The fire sustains them.”  

      “This is too fucking surreal,” Ella breathed.  

      Hades, for once not irritated by her words, shot her a smile. “I can’t blame you for feeling this way.”  

      “Where do I fit in, though?” I asked, uncertain what all of that had to do with me. They’d said they didn’t know, but were they bullshitting me? 

      “We do not know. We were not lying when we said that earlier,” Hades admitted softly. “But you are mine. I can feel it deep in my being.” He cleared his throat. “However, I am not alone. My guardians feel it, too. And the connection cannot be denied. There is a reason the skulls scream for you, and the very fact the ghost visited you in my kitchen . . . your powers have been awakened, Cressida.”   

      This time, I judged his earnestness and didn’t find it wanting.  

      Whatever the hell was going on here, they weren’t punking me.  

      “Powers?” I asked softly, staring down at the skull. The temptation to touch it had me tensing my legs with the hope I’d bring on a cramp. I seriously needed to avoid focusing on the damage I could do with this bad boy.  

      The very notion of being able to hurt Jason Hargreaves after how he’d hurt me was . . . 

      I’d never considered myself someone who believed in an eye for an eye, but these past eighteen months, I’d been denied the most basic of retribution.  

      I wanted it. 

      I wanted vengeance.  

      And if I had to get it with my own hands, then I’d just been given the power to attain that.  

      For that alone, I wanted to kiss Hades or Ziel or whatever the fuck his name was. And if being a God’s wife was what it took to get my revenge, I was A-okay with that.
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      “Girl, I don’t like that look in your eye.”  

      I squinted at Ella. “What look?”  

      She snorted. “You know which look I’m talking about. The one that should have warned Billy Patrick he was about to get a knee to the balls back at homecoming.”  

      I had to grin. “Oh, that look.” 

      “Yeah. It’s been there since hot dude numero uno gave you that freaky-ass skull. I mean, sheesh, some dudes give out rocks and gold to their honeys. You get skulls. I’d say it was nasty if it wasn’t the coolest shit in the universe.” 

      I’d have snorted back at her if I hadn’t agreed. “Yeah. It is pretty fucking cool, isn’t it?”  

      “Hell, yeah.” She whistled, and the sound felt like it was coming from a cave. I’d tried touching her several times in the three days since Hades had returned her to me, and each time, the sadness never dispersed.  

      Having her here was more of a luxury than I could say, but equally, there was an underlying mass of guilt. Was I preventing her from moving on? Stopping her from . . . Hell, I didn’t know what. The Underworld didn’t exactly sound like the Caribbean, did it? 

      I’m certain it wasn’t a beach resort with all-inclusive boy-toy butlers who bared their asses as they served huge fishbowl cocktails with little paper umbrellas popping out of them. 

      When I’d asked Hades, he’d been cagey, and considering he was the least cagey of the three men currently taking up a lot of room in my tour bus, that was saying something.  

      It made me uncertain whether I ought to be grateful she was here, or whether I should wish her the freedom to move on. 

      “Okay, we’ve gone from ‘thine ass is mine, Jason Hargreaves,’ to ‘I’m not sure if I want to cry or not.’ So, let’s change the subject.” She puffed out a breath. “Tell you what, Cress, it’s been a fucking joy to see you back to how you were before.” 

      That had me gnawing my bottom lip. It was amazing what the promise of vengeance could do to a woman. The opportunity to even the score was like the promise of a good bottle of wine that you stored for special occasions. You dreamed about opening it, wondered what event or milestone had to happen to prompt you to break the seal and pop that cork. That promise was enough to keep you storing it, year after year. 

      The only difference was my punishment wouldn’t take years. I was just trying to figure out what I wanted to do to the bastard.  

      You’d think, after all this time, I’d have that settled in my head. As it stood, I’d never really done more than keep tabs on the bastard online. Cyberstalking was about as angry as I’d gotten with him. Now, I almost wish I’d plotted something in return. Some way to get him back for what he’d done to me. But I’d been lost in a pit of futility. So deep in my funk that I wasn’t sure what would bring me back. 

      Apparently, it was a god, a demi-god, and a Greek hero, each with the promise of asses so tight I could bounce balls on them, faces that would make a supermodel weep, and immortality. Oh, and don’t forget the whole ‘vengeance is yours’ shit. That was almost better than the asses, and boy, were they fine.  

      “I just . . . I don’t want to keep you from—” 

      “From what?” Ella cocked a brow at me. “You do realize that I’ve been waiting to see that fire back in your eyes for the last eighteen months, right? I’ve been waiting for you to ditch that goddamn record company. . . . But you’ve been stuck in this rut. I’m just glad those three hotties brought me back for the ride, because I’d have hated to miss out on all the fun.”  

      My smile was shaky. “I wish I could hug you.” 

      “Me, too, sis, me, too. But, we should be grateful for what we’ve got. Am I right?”  

      I nodded at her even as I rolled out of bed and pulled on a pair of stretchy yoga pants that I’d dumped on my bedroom floor last night. “I have to get ready.” 

      “So? I’m coming with.”  

      Crinkling my nose at her, I murmured, “You’re not going to talk to me in front of other people, are you? They already think I’m insane as it is.”  

      She smirked. “Oh, sugar, the fun is just about to begin.” 
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      Twenty thousand voices chanted Nash’s name.  

      Forty thousand chanted Cressida’s.  

      I’d done a Google search on her, and had, of course, tried to find out more about this woman who was apparently our wife—whether we wanted her or not and vice versa—and what I’d learned was surprisingly limited.  

      I’d learned more from living with her on her tour bus for the past few days than I had online. They didn’t mention that secret dimple that popped out when she got the giggles over something stupid on TV. Whether it was a cute commercial or a funny show.  

      They didn’t explore the dozens of different colors in her hair that took the description from simply ‘brown’ to mink and sable and other luxuriant hues that had my hands itching to feel it against my skin.  

      The magazines discussed how she worked out to get her ass, but they didn’t describe how perfectly it fit in yoga pants. I almost preferred her in those than the tight dress she wore now.  

      On stage, she had a dress that came to mid-thigh, with long sleeves, and a deep V-neck. It clung to her body, and there was a sheen on it that spoke of crushed velvet, or some other textured fabric that made me want to shape her body through its decadent layer. Her hair was long, worn loose about her shoulders in her signature style, I’d come to learn, and the way she rocked the crowd was enough to have even me tapping my feet.  

      Nash made his way to the VIP seats, smiling, shaking hands, and clapping people on the back as he headed toward us. We had our own seating area—I’m not sure how Cressida or Nash had pulled that off, just knew that we were cut off from the others. I was glad about that, and I knew Hades was, too.  

      His gaze was glued to Cressida in a way I hadn’t seen since . . . well, ever.  

      I’d seen him with Persephone. His first wife. And this? Well, fuck. It was nothing like that. He was hungry for her. It burned in his eyes. Was evident in the curl of his fingers as he clenched the armrest of the chair he was seated in.  

      I knew, from that one look, that he was controlling himself, stopping himself from heading on stage to grab her, cover her, and shield her from sight.  

      He wanted her as his own. He didn’t want to share.  

      And the reason I knew that? 

      I was feeling that way also. 

      She was ours, and it was probably the first time I’d felt it. The peculiar craving that was unique to Cressy alone. I’d craved sex, but never a particular woman. Not really. I suppose, in all my years, I’d felt lust. But this went beyond lust. It went to a whole other sphere—another realm.  

      I didn’t want sex. I wanted sex with her.  

      Biting my lip as I watched her start an anthem that had the crowd roaring a second before they sang along with her, I sank back in my seat as the light flared, and the video behind her showed a variation on the dance her backup dancers were in the middle of.  

      The first act, a group called Rising Sand, only had their names on those screens. Their logo.  

      Nash’s video set had been a little more in depth. His name, his album, and some small scenes from some of the videos from the songs he’d released, but Cressy’s were like a movie.  

      Only the fact I wasn’t interested in them, but in her, had me not watching them.  

      By the time Nash had made it through the small crowd, I wasn’t sure if he was sweatier from being on stage or trying to make it back here. When he slouched in the armchair beside us, I passed him a beer and grinned at him.  

      “Good set, bro.”  

      He wiggled the beer at me. “Thanks.”  

      “You’re getting popular,” Hades told him, his voice loaded with approval. “It is good to see my guardians haven’t lost their flair.”  

      Nash rolled his eyes. “I endeavor to seek your approval, Ziel.” 

      Not unsurprisingly, Hades grinned at him—the bastard didn’t always need a sense of humor transplant. “She is good, is she not?” he stated instead, the question there, but it was rhetorical.  

      Anyone with eyes and ears could see Cressy was excellent.  

      “Wait until she does her acoustic set.” Nash whistled. “You’ll love that. She has the voice of an angel.”  

      I’d seen her on YouTube and knew he wasn’t wrong. Seeing her live would undoubtedly amp things up to a whole other level.  

      “She is definitely Apollo’s,” I murmured. “I’ve seen her online.”  

      Nash dipped his chin. “I agree. Now that I know it, it makes a lot more sense why she can stun a crowd the way she can.”  

      For a second, we fell silent as she roared at the crowd, “Are we having fun tonight?”  

      It was the first concert since we’d made it to California, and from the way Nash was frowning, I knew something was different. “What is it?” I asked him softly.  

      He frowned, then it morphed into a smile. “She’s different.”  

      “Different how?”  

      Hades grunted. “Empowered, idiot.”  

      I shot him a scowl. “Watch who you’re calling an idiot. Dumbass.” He flipped me the bird, which I ignored in the face of turning to Nash. “How is she different?”  

      “Well, that.” He pointed his bottle at the stage. “She wasn’t exactly lackluster. . . .” He winced. “Okay, so maybe she was. Her performances weren’t. But her interaction on stage was. She didn’t bounce around like that, that’s for sure.” He cocked his head at Hades. “Has she used the calavera yet?”  

      He grunted. “No.”  

      “I’m surprised. I thought she’d have figured it out by now.”  

      Hades shrugged. “We each have our own way of dealing with power. She is either going to talk herself out of using it entirely, or she’ll develop a plan to annihilate him piece by piece.” He bared his teeth at us. “I’m personally hoping for the latter.”  

      “You’ve looked into him?” I asked Hades, turning my attention from a catchy tune which I realized I’d heard before—just because my head was always in the clouds, literally, didn’t mean I failed to pick up on earworms.  

      “Of course. The minute I knew what he’d done, and I had a chance to explore more.”  

      “What did you find out?” I asked, knowing full well that since my work with Cavendish Air was in hand, and I’d only require a few conference calls a week to manage my duties there, I’d be making my own investigation into the bastard.

      “I learned that it wasn’t his first time date-raping someone. But it was the first time the woman remembered what happened and who did it.” He shook his head. “I can only assume the fact that Cressida is not fully human prevented her from totally forgetting everything that happened to her. It was to both of their detriment, I fear.”  

      My scowl hardened at that. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”  

      “It means Jason Hargreaves made sure she has paid dearly for her failing to respond totally to the drug.”  

      “Explain,” Nash bit off.  

      “This stalker she has,” Hades murmured. 

      “He keeps leaving bomb threats. As far as I’m aware, they never come to anything, though,” Nash reasoned. 

      “They’re to scare her. To punish her.”  

      “You mean Hargreaves is behind that shit?” My voice was as close to a squeak as a baritone could get.  

      “Yes. But not personally. He pays someone to do his dirty work for him.”  

      I released a hiss from between clenched teeth. “I have never wanted to hurt a male so much in my life as I do that bastard.”  

      Nash stared down at his beer bottle for endless seconds, then, as the roar from the crowd died down as Cressy’s set changed, he murmured, “We agree, here and now, that if Cressy can’t deal with Hargreaves, we do it for her. Understood?”  

      Hades snorted. “Those are wasted words, Orpheus.” He peered down his nose at us both. “If you think I’m not routinely making the male suffer, you’re idiots.”  

      That had me blowing out a breath. “Like what? You know—”  

      He grunted. “Yes. I know. Too much involvement with the humans is likely to have me punished by my acolytes, but I can cope with a punishment.”  

      “What if it takes her from you? You’re the one doing everything you can to superglue her to our sides,” Nash countered. “Isn’t it better for us to handle this? We’re under less scrutiny than you.”  

      “If Cressy was given to us as a reward for good behavior, isn’t it counterproductive to immediately start misbehaving the minute we have her?” I asked, my tone somewhat pensive.  

      There was nothing more I wanted than to dump Hargreaves in the nearest river, but there were rules. Rules we had to adhere to.  

      Each of the gods had a role, a job as it were. They had to oversee that position, keep things running smoothly without any interference from Zeus or his guardians. Because no one wanted Zeus pushing his nose in, there were very few of the gods who didn’t obey that particular edict. 

      Then, there were other rules. Rules that a council oversaw. These councils were managed by creatures who had once been the gods’ acolytes. Now, because they were privy to the inner workings of each deity, they were bound by Zeus to report on anything underhanded. 

      Like murdering humans.  

      Shit like that.  

      The creed was easy to live by. The gods had to do their job and basically not cause trouble among themselves or with the humans. Simple. But things were rarely easy when it came down to dealing with egos as large as these. 

      And, if the Fates truly were giving out wives as rewards, then those females would sway the balance, because there was nothing powerful beings wouldn’t do for those they considered to be theirs.  

      His last act of deviance had been eight hundred years ago. But Hades had mostly behaved himself, only earning a slap on the wrist three centuries ago. That was the last time we’d had a visit from both Zeus and the head of his council, Methos. Centuries of good behavior could be knocked out in an instant because Cressy was being tormented by a sick SOB who deserved to be punished for what he’d done to her, and to God only knew how many women.  

      Rubbing my chin as I pondered the delicate balance we needed to temper, I turned my head to stare at Cressy.  

      She was magnificent. 

      Alive and burning bright on stage.  

      I couldn’t see her, even with my advanced senses, but the video screens helped me on that score. She was bubbling with vivacity, high from the adrenaline of performing—adrenaline I’d seen bubble through Nash’s veins too many times to count. Her skin was slicked with sweat, her hair curling slightly from the humidity in the arena, and her red dress clung to her in places that made my hands curl into fists.  

      There was no shadow of a doubt that she was worth whatever punishment Zeus or Methos and his cronies could dole out.  

      My concern was what would happen to Cressida if, in their stupid wisdom, they deigned it wise to take us from her by way of a reprimand.  

      It might not be for long. Could be a week or a year. But after three days with her in the small confines of the tour bus, three days in which I’d seen her sleepy, happy, dopey, and grouchy, I wanted more. 

      That was all I knew.  

      I needed more from this vivacious creature who the Fates had given to me and no one, not even Zeus himself, would part us if I had my way.
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      “What does it have to do with you?”

      Nigel’s eyes widened at Cressy’s sharp demand. “I’m your manager, dammit.”

      “Feels like you are when you choose to be, not when I need you to be,” she retorted. “If I want some friends on my bus, then that’s my damn prerogative, isn’t it?”

      When Sherry had informed me that my tour bus was repaired, Cressy, not me or the others, had been the one to tell her that we’d be staying on board with her.

      While I couldn’t get my head around how accepting she was, I had to admit to appreciating it.

      This wasn’t an uphill battle for anyone other than Nigel. Shortly after Cressy had spoken with Sherry, Nigel had come storming over to declare war on our intentions.

      At her retort, though, Nigel’s mouth tightened. With his flared eyes, I wasn’t certain if he was going to implode or explode from the exertion of holding his tongue. “You know you can’t—”

      “They’re friends,” she spat. “They’ll be sleeping in their bunks. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Nigel spat. “You’re my business.”

      “Yeah? Start acting like it. Any news on my stalker? Hmm?”

      At her question, Hades released a low grunt as he shot Christian and me a look. There was retribution in that look, a desire for vengeance—I could understand. The same urge was riding me, too, after all.

      “Arnold is working on it.”

      “Is he?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” she gritted out, hands slamming onto her hips, “that I don’t think he feels like it’s a priority.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Which part of being stalked by a guy who keeps threatening to blow me up sounds ridiculous?” Her voice had gone from shrill to deadly calm.

      She wasn’t wrong. Their failure to respond to the gravity of the threats on Cressy’s life was perplexing.

      “Arnold has a ten-man team on the case.”

      Huh. Were they just really crap?

      “Christian, see to it that Cressy’s security is replaced,” Hades murmured, and his voice, though low, came through at a point where the argument between client and manager had come to a lull.

      “He’s making decisions for you now?”

      Cressy didn’t even blink. “Better ones than you, it seems.” She pursed her lips. “I’m going to go rest up before the show, Nigel. I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than argue with me.”

      Nigel gaped at her before shooting glowers our way. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on here, but—”

      “There’s nothing going on,” Hades intoned, and this time, his voice wasn’t low. It was like a knife slicing through someone’s carotid.

      Nigel blanched. “O-Okay,” he squeaked, and I had to hide a laugh as the man flashed from tetchy to subdued in one word.

      Hades, when he put some power behind his voice, had the ability to make grown men piss themselves. Nigel should, I knew, be grateful Hades hadn’t insisted upon that level of humiliation.

      Before Cressy could utter another word, Nigel had spun on his heel and was striding off of the bus and heading for his own. She watched him go before she pressed a button that had the door closing behind the idiot’s sorry ass.

      “I’d like to think I put the fear of God into him, but I reckon an actual god did that for me,” she stated drily.

      “Perks of being ours,” Hades half-purred.

      “I don’t need more security,” she countered, not commenting on his ‘ours’ declaration. “I already feel like I’m in a jail cell.”

      “I didn’t say you needed more. I said you needed new. Big difference,” he replied with a sniff.

      “Though I agree, could you sound more overbearing?” I argued, and when Cressy laughed, I knew I’d fixed the situation. At least to a small degree.

      She moved away from the kitchen counter she’d been leaning against since Nigel had stormed in, and headed for the banquette where we were seated. Settling beside Christian, she pressed her elbows to the table and asked, “Are you always going to make decisions without consulting me? Because that’s not my idea of a marriage.”

      Hades grinned at her. “There is no other marriage like ours.”

      “That’s a non-answer if ever I heard it.”

      Christian sighed. “You can expect Nash and me to be a little more modern, but Hades, I fear, is a hopeless case.”

      Cressy being Cressy didn’t grimace at that but snickered. Shaking her head, she asked, “I can handle it. From time to time. I guess the fact you didn’t take over in that argument says a lot.”

      Hades nodded. “I’ll try to temper my need to coddle you. And you’re not a fool. You’re more than capable of defending yourself. Just know that we have your back.”

      Her lips tilted in a sweet smile. “Nobody’s ever given a damn about me before Ella and you guys, so don’t change too much, just . . .,” she exhaled roughly, “let me breathe, you know? Don’t suffocate me.”

      Hades’ eyes burned with delight at her words. “Of course.” He cleared his throat. “Now Nigel is aware we’ll be traveling with you, will there be other obstacles?”

      She shrugged. “I doubt it. Sherry might drool some when she comes around on a morning to get me organized, but other than that, my driver, Lizzie, is the only one who routinely comes on here, and she’s so laid back she’s horizontal.” She released a yawn. “God, I don’t know why I’m so tired all the time.”

      From behind his laptop where he’d been pretty much glued since we’d climbed aboard Cressy’s bus—I understood, Christian had left his company in the middle of a merger—Chris murmured, “You know you’re safe. That means you can finally rest.”

      For a second, no one said a word, then Cressy, getting to her feet, whispered, “Could be that’s why.”

      And with that, she wandered off without a backward glance, but I could see, deep in her eyes as she passed me by, that she knew Christian spoke nothing but the truth.
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      The roar of the crowd surged through my veins, and I tipped my head back with a laugh. “L.A., are you ready to make some noise?” I screamed.  

      This was my fourth concert in the city, and my seventh day with the guys. I knew they were watching, somewhere in the background. I could feel their eyes on me. Sensed their interest, and that acted like some kind of internal hug.  

      It was like their regard strengthened all of my defenses. Made me inviolate. And for a woman with my past, that was exactly what I needed. 

      To feel safe. Secure. And they did that for me. 

      I’d had a team of three-dozen security people guarding my ass, and I’d never felt more protected than I did at this moment.  

      It was liberating.  

      It was . . . 

      I felt like me again.  

      The joy inside of me was so effervescent that the reviews of my last few concerts had gone viral on the Internet. I’d already sold out, but Mytikas Records, in their infinite wisdom, had managed to arrange two extra concerts that sold out in minutes.  

      Footage of me on stage had also gone viral, and the hype of my concert was reaching such fever pitch it, in turn, excited me. 

      I hadn’t felt this alive since Hargreaves, and all because three men were there, waiting in the wings, and because in my bottom drawer of my closet on the tour bus, there was a skull that protected me from the specter of my rapist. 

      The weird thing about traumatic events is the belief that your attacker will come back to get you.  

      Several times a day, I’d find myself checking out rooms, making sure he wasn’t there. The record company had aided me, had liaised it so that usually, Jason and I were on opposite parts of the continent, sometimes the world. But even knowing he was in New York when I was in L.A., or vice versa, hadn’t stopped that inner terror from working its way inside me.  

      He’d taken away that inner core of strength every person had. It was . . .

      That core was there, impenetrable, until someone proved to you how weak you were.  

      We always believed that ‘it’ would never happen to us. Whether it was rape, a mugging, assault, or theft. Perhaps that was the one foolish trait of human nature. To believe we were untouchable. But I’d had it proven to me that I was touchable, and ever since, I’d been reeling.  

      The specter of my attacker had hung over me for months. Weighing me down like I was hefting around twenty-pound dumbbells in each arm. To have been relieved of that mass was so liberating, it was a wonder I didn’t take off in flight.  

      The memories were there, the ghostly shadows of what had been done to me hadn’t disappeared, but Ziel, Nash, and Christian had shone their bright light on the dark places in my soul, illuminating everything, so I needn’t feel fear.  

      Even Ella was astonished by how much I’d shared with her.  

      When she was alive, I’d hardly told her anything other than the bare bones of who, what, when, and how. Now? She knew it all, and on a daily basis, she was encouraging me to use the skull. To make Hargreaves suffer.  

      Those four words—to make Hargreaves suffer—had me beaming a megawatt smile at the crowd. In the background, my bassist Luke, began the pitter patter of one of my tracks, “Desperate For You,” and the crowd began to hum along with the chords.  

      The vibration swirled inside my veins, buzzing through me with a ferocity that surprised me. It was like my blood was bubbling, like the air itself was evaporating the instant it touched my skin.  

      With an audible pop, something changed.  

      Grateful that Luke was being a prick and taking the opportunity for an extended solo that was not on the schedule, I tried to pin my smile in place, but it was more than tough.  

      Especially when thirty ghosts made it on stage.  

      Only the fact I was used to seeing Ella stopped me from screaming.  

      And these ghosts weren’t . . . 

      Well, I wasn’t entirely sure what they were doing. 

      Their spiritual selves darted around the stage, ignoring me or avoiding me. There were some that were obviously roadies. They were helping move the speakers—because the heavy equipment moved a few inches under my stunned gaze. I saw some shadowy crew helping set up the instruments, tuning some of the guitars, speaking into the mic-stand and tapping it as though prepping for a sound check—thankfully, none of that manifested itself.  

      In the center of the stage, there was a woman, her hand on her chest, screaming out her song to the masses.  

      Then, finally, there was a guitarist who looked unerringly like Jimmy Hendrix, and who was pouring his heart and soul into his riff.  

      My guitarist wandered up behind me. In my ear, he hissed, “Cressy. You’ve missed your cue three times.”  

      Startled, I jerked but spinning around, I nodded at him then sent Luke an apologetic smile. He shrugged, led into the first chords of “Desperate For You” and I leaped from there.  

      The screams from the crowd were just as wild, but I found myself staring at the ghosts more than I did at the people who’d spent hundreds of dollars to come and watch me sing. They didn’t seem to mind when it was an intermission. They hadn’t seemed to notice that something was definitely up, but when the time for a short break came—an excuse for me to change costumes—I headed backstage and grabbed Sherry’s hand when I saw her waiting for me in the wings. 

      “Where are Nash, Ziel, and Christian?” I barked at her. 

      She jerked in surprise at my tone, but I didn’t have time to be polite. Whatever the fuck had just happened there, I needed them to be gone.  

      “That’s why I’m here, Cressy,” she half-squeaked. “They told me to tell you they were in your dressing room.”  

      So, they’d seen or sensed what had happened.  

      Thank fuck for that. 

      Cassandra was there, waiting with makeup, hair product, and a change of clothes, but I shoved my hand in her face. “No. I’m staying in this outfit,” I growled at her. 

      She scowled at me. “Nigel will be pissed.” 

      “Tell Nigel to go fuck himself,” I retorted, opening my door and slamming it in her face. 

      Neither of my staff deserved my harsh tone, but sometimes, they had trouble forgetting that everyone on this fucking tour worked for me, and not Nigel.  

      With my back to the room, I ground out, “Somebody care to explain what the fuck just happened out there?”  

      One of them cleared their throats, and I spun around to glower at them, trying to pinpoint who’d made the edgy noise.  

      “Well?” I demanded when no one spoke.  

      Hades, of them all, looked the calmest. If I weren’t so fucking agitated, I’d have thought he was hot shit. Jesus, what that man did to a suit and tie should be illegal. And the way he was seated in my armchair that was lugged around with the other set, just made me want to . . . 

      Well.  

      That was new. 

      I’d thought he was handsome before.  

      Had agreed with Ella that he was sexy as hell, but this was the first time I’d thought of sex, and him, and me in the equation.  

      I wanted nothing more than to slip between his legs, pull his shaft from his fly, and slurp him down my throat. I wanted that so much, I felt myself grow wet and my irritation at what had happened out there burned away. 

      After that, I wanted to curl up on his lap and have him tell me that everything was okay. Or, if not that, that everything would be okay.  

      That he could and would, was something I saw burning in those delicious dark eyes of his. God, they set me alight and scorched me in ways no other man had.  

      And then, when Nash cleared his throat once more—it had been him who had done it in the first place—my gaze clashed with his, and I tumbled face first into that fiery inferno once more.  

      A shiver rushed down my spine at the look of longing on his face.  

      That had been there for months, I realized now. 

      Every smile he’d sent my way, every awkward wave he’d graced me with as we’d passed in the corridors. It had been there for me to see. And my own stupidity hit me right in the nose, too. How had I been so blind not to realize what I felt for him? 

      Lust.  

      Twenty-four-carat lust.  

      I shuddered and turned my gaze to Christian. He didn’t look at me with the possessive curl to his lips that Ziel did, and the hungry ache that I saw in Nash’s wasn’t there either. But the power of his regard made my heart stutter. He saw me, I realized. He saw beneath the surface and saw the raw me.  

      My throat closed at that, unsure if I could handle that kind of stare. 

      The three of them set me on fire in three totally different ways, and each one had the power to raze me to the damn ground, but it didn’t frighten me.  

      I wasn’t scared.  

      I was alive.  

      After being a ghost of myself for so fucking long, I burned with life.  

      This time, when my throat closed, it was with emotion. 

      I could handle whatever these men threw my way. I had, I realized, been born to handle their shit.

      Tilting my chin up, I narrowed my gaze at Christian and demanded, “You saw them?”  

      His lips twitched. “There was no missing them, really.”  

      “They were everywhere! How I didn’t forget the lyrics, I don’t know.”  

      “You almost did in ‘Away in London.’”  

      I cut Ella a glare. “Where did you come from? I’m surprised you weren’t out on stage, actually, trying to make my life ten times harder.”  

      Her grin was sweet. “I was in the men’s bathroom.”  

      That had me wrinkling my nose at her. “Ew. Why would you do that?”  

      “I wanted confirmation on something,” she said with a shrug. 

      “What kind of confirmation?”  

      “If Nigel had a small wiener.” Her eyes flashed with amusement. “Cress, he totally does.” She raised a hand and bent her pinkie finger. “All that Botox should go down there. But even that wouldn’t help.”  

      Despite myself, I had to snicker. Then, realizing how rude that was, I pinned her with a glare, and gritted out, “How would you like it if someone did that to you?”  

      She sniffed. “What are you? My mom? Jesus, Cress. I wanted to see, so I did. There have to be some perks to being dead, for God’s sake.”  

      “Perving on the living isn’t one of them,” I retorted, cocking a brow at her. “Especially not when thirty of the undead just made it onto my stage. I don’t want to think about them gaping at me when I’m in the shower.”  

      “With your ass, Cress, you’re lucky you don’t have standing room only.”  

      The men snickered at that, and I shot around to glower at them. “Do something!” I half-whined at them. “I can’t go out there and sing with thirty ghosts floating around.”  

      Hades pursed his lips as he sat forward on the armchair. The expensive silk suit he wore creased in all the right places, and it was like my gaze was magnetized to his crotch. 

      Jesus, Ella wasn’t the only pervert in the building.  

      He reached inside his pocket and retrieved two small pebbles. I gaped at them a second as he held them out to me. “What the hell are they? How are they going to help me?”  

      Hades curled his lips in a smile. “They’re yours. I thought you might need them, and after what just happened I guess, being a musician, you could integrate it into your act.” 

      “Integrate what into an act?” Okay, so I wanted to smack myself for the whiny voice, but fuck, what was he talking about? 

      How could I integrate two pebbles into my stage show?  

      “Get them, and you’ll find out,” he instructed. 

      Huffing, I stepped forward. When I reached him, his scent, Nash’s, and Christian’s all seemed to combine into a heady essence that was a punch to my solar plexus. They all wore aftershave that complemented each other’s.  

      Had they done that on purpose? 

      I doubted it, but it was uncanny. Hades smelled like the woods, Nash like the ocean, and Christian had a zingy, fruity scent, like lime and mint. The three together were enough to make any woman purr.  

      Biting my lip at my thoughts, I tried not to look at Hades. Well, ‘look’ was a relative concept. I could easily glance over him, but it was when I studied him there was an issue.  

      The issue of, you know, wanting to drool over him.  

      Swallowing, I held out my hand for him to tip the pebbles into my palm. I wasn’t sure if I could bear his touch. And I didn’t mean because it would make me shudder with revulsion as every other male’s touch had this past year. I meant because if he brushed his fingers against my skin, the tender flesh of my palm or wrist, I might just implode into a big puddle of goo, and I seriously didn’t have time for that. 

      In five minutes or less, Cassandra would be at my door, knocking it down with the warning I had a few more minutes until I had to be back on stage.  

      With a gulp, I watched as he tipped one pebble into one palm. “Hold out the other,” he advised me. Biting my lip, I did, and then, sweet Jesus, he touched me. 

      I didn’t faint. I didn’t melt. But everything below the waist did. 

      He curled his fingers around mine, pushing the pebble into the palm of my hand and curving the digits around it. Then, he closed his eyes, seemingly unaffected unlike me, and he murmured something in Greek. When Nash and Christian joined in, I stared at them, and then, seeing Ella had approached to get a closer look, I widened my eyes at her. 

      She twisted her finger in a ‘they’re crazy’ motion beside her forehead, but I squinted at her.  

      They weren’t crazy. 

      This was just freaky as fuck. 

      Then, after their humming sounds, there was silence, and Hades pulled his hands from mine. 

      A pressure grew in my palm, a pressure I didn’t understand. I unfurled my fingers and saw the pebbles were slowly growing. 

      A squeak escaped me, but Ella was the one who blurted out, “Holy shit. What the fuck are they?”  

      “They’re calavera. Your personal ones,” Hades informed me, like he was telling me he’d ordered take out or something. I gaped at him, and he murmured, “You are my Queen. Why shouldn’t you have them?”  

      “But she already has the big one. The one for Hargreaves?” Ella mumbled, drifting closer to us so that she could peer at the ever-growing skulls.  

      “She does. But that’s on loan. It will need to be returned to the altar before the end of the year.”  

      “So, I have a time limit on what I can do to him?” I asked, my voice husky as I contemplated what that meant. 

      He shrugged. “I suppose. But not really. Ten years down the line, you can cause him misery if you so wish.”  

      Ella snorted. “If she doesn’t, I will.”  

      My lips twitched at that. “So, what do these do?” I juggled them in my hand, and found it strange how I liked the weight there.  

      They were skulls, yes.  

      They were magical bones that had belonged to an actual living, breathing person before they had been made pygmy sized for portability—cue eye roll—but they were comforting.  

      “Ah, they’re responding to you.” He beamed at me. “Further proof of what we already knew.”  

      My eyes flared wide as I saw the skulls which were cream, like what you saw in science class, suddenly begin to be etched with scrolls and curls, colorful lines. One was bright red and had a leaf motif etched on the temple. The other was a blast of different flowers, each one with a thousand multicolored tiny petals. 

      “You mean, I’m doing that?” I squeaked.  

      “You are.” He nodded. “You are mine,” he rumbled, satisfaction lacing his tone.  

      “And ours,” Christian added, shooting Hades a warning look.  

      Hades didn’t demur which kind of surprised me considering the man was outspoken to the nth degree. But in this, he didn’t say a word, and it was then I realized he’d phrased it that way to force Christian or Nash, or whichever male he assumed was the one doubting the current status quo, to claim me. 

      I shot him a look from under my lashes, trying to imbue it with the fact that I’d caught on to his game. He just grinned, and though it was enough to make me want to smack him, equally, it made me want to cup his chin and stroke his jaw.  

      This man, with his crazy past, and his crazier future, had brought me the kind of peace I’d been missing for so damn long that there’d been a chasm opening up inside me, one I’d never thought I’d be able to breach.  

      My voice was rusty as I murmured, “What do I do with them?”  

      “You keep them on you.”  

      “And flash them at ghosts and scare the shit out of passersby in the process?” Ella remarked, her brow puckered with disbelief. “They’re not exactly portable. I mean, size-wise, I guess they are. But people are going to notice that shit, and when it gets out that Cressida Jonas is flashing skulls at random peeps, well, I see a National Enquirer headline in the making.”  

      “She isn’t wrong,” Nash murmured. “You’ve seen what we have to deal with where the paparazzi are concerned.” 

      Hades shot them a smile. “Not for much longer.”  

      I tilted my head to the side at that. “What have you done?” I knew not to trust that particular smile. I hadn’t known him long, but I knew what that meant. 

      It was his ‘I’ve done something for you that I’m proud of, something I know you’ll like but might not be happy about’ smile. 

      Yeah, it covered a lot of territory. 

      “The paparazzi won’t be able to get close to you now. I’ve set up a perimeter around you.”  

      “What kind of perimeter?” Ella asked, being nosy as usual.  

      “A spiritual one. My image can’t be in the press, and I don’t intend on being without you,” Hades stated calmly.  

      “A spiritual perimeter?” Nash questioned, and that he didn’t know what Hades was talking about didn’t exactly fill me with confidence. “I’ve never heard anything like that before.”  

      Hades shot him a dirty look. “You don’t know everything where my powers are concerned.”  

      “No,” Christian retorted, folding his arms across his chest. “Just most of it. What are you talking about, Hades? How are you going to stop the press from getting too close? And what are you going to do when it comes time for Cressy’s tour to hit the East Coast? You can’t leave this territory without—”  

      Hades released a snarl that was way too similar to a lion’s for my comfort. “I know the limitations of my bondage,” he growled. “I will see to it that the proper favors are requested from Apollo.”  

      Christian didn’t appear impressed. “Be sure that you do. The last time we almost started a war—” 

      “A war?” Ella intoned, her mouth gaping. “Which war?”  

      “I’d rather not—” Christian started to say, then, when he saw her eagerness, he mumbled, “It was a trade war.” 

      “Why would your going to the East Coast cause a trade war?” I questioned. 

      “Because, remember, each territory belongs to a specific god. Apollo would have to make the request of Hades if the time came where he needed to venture here, but Hades rarely goes east. It’s too cold,” Christian explained. “The southwest is far more temperate for him.”  

      “Temperate?” I repeated. “You think Las Vegas is temperate? I grew up there, and that sort of heat is anything but kind.”  

      Hades just shrugged. “I am the King of the Underworld where it is rather damn hot. Nothing compares.” He sniffed. “At any rate, that is of no import. I have seen to it that your security threats are minimalized—”

      “How though?” I inquired. “I mean, they’re ghosts. How do they do anything? Ella can’t touch me, and I can’t touch her.” But those ghosts on the stage had managed to move the speaker a little.

      Fuck. This was so confusing.

      “Some are more corporeal than others,” he explained softly. “Then there are those I imbue with my power to make them have tangible force.”

      Jesus. That shouldn’t be hot, but it totally was. This man, this god’s, power was more enticing than I cared to admit.

      “Anyway, I have seen to it that you have a shield, and as such, I’m free to travel with you now.”  

      The skulls weren’t heavy, but I jolted when they retracted of their own free will. Once they were pebbles, I shielded them by wrapping them in my fingers and dropped my arms. “You’d want to travel with me on tour?”  

      I wasn’t, surprisingly, averse to the idea.  

      My bus was anything but small, but with three guys and myself on there, as well as a driver, it wasn’t exactly roomy.  

      Still, I had to admit, the idea of having them close, filled me with something I couldn’t quite describe.  

      A blend of relief and contentment, as well as need and lust? I figured that about covered it. 

      They’d been sleeping in two of the bunks while the third slept on the sofa. I didn’t know how they were taking it in turns, had never asked, but that wouldn’t . . . 

      They called me wife for a reason.  

      That meant, at some point, they’d expect to sleep with me, right? 

      How did I feel about that? 

      After nearly two years of my sexuality being in the deep freeze, it was coming back in a big, big way, so the prospect didn’t terrify me as much as it would have a mere week ago. 

      I was rolling with the punches because of how they made me feel, but was I ready for everything they wanted from me?

      I couldn’t say.

      All I knew was that I felt like I was coming back to myself, and that was so priceless, it was a wonder I wasn’t clinging to them like a vine.

      “Of course, we’d want to travel with you,” Hades retorted, his frown so perplexed that I knew he was wondering what on Earth had made me question that.  

      I loved how everything was so matter-of-fact to him.  

      He considered me his, and therefore, I was.  

      It should have irritated the shit out of me. And with anyone else, maybe it would have, but with Christian and Nash to temper his aggravating ways, I found myself tucked in a protective circle that was so hot, it was a wonder I didn’t blow up in flames.  

      But let’s face it. This god was willing to travel in close quarters, go to the east coast even though it would require a favor from another god and was a ton colder there than here, and had expelled serious effort to keep me safe, all so he could support my career.

      Fuck.

      Just . . .

      Fuck.

      The Greek gods were better feminists than so-called modern men.

      Who knew?

      After pondering the issue and realizing that to him, at any rate, it was fait accompli, and the lengths he was willing to go to for me made him adorable even if he could be aggravating as shit, I decided I’d better get to the matter at hand. Sherry would be by soon, and my time was running out.  

      “When the ghosts encroach upon you like they did,” Hades stated, seeming to understand my dilemma. “You simply release the skulls at a moment convenient to you. They’ll activate once they sit on the palms of your hand.”  

      “What made the ghosts appear in the first place?” I asked. “Can I stop it from happening again?”  

      “What did you feel when it happened?”  

      At his question, I bit my lip. “I was happy, I guess. I could feel and hear the crowd singing. It was like their voices coalesced into a hum that soared through my very body.” I blinked, taken aback by my description. Dipping my chin in embarrassment, I was touched when Christian’s hand stroked the curve of my jaw before he tilted it upright.  

      When had he moved so close to me? 

      The breath choked in my lungs as I stared into his eyes, and he whispered, “Never be ashamed. There are crazier things in this life than even a fantasy writer can dream up.”  

      “You mean, the way I felt, it was related to why the ghosts popped up?”  

      “You were at one with the Earth, and the Earth answered back,” Hades told me, getting to his feet and moving so that Christian held me from the front, and he had a hold of me from the back.  

      They surrounded me. Surrounded me completely, and I was sheltered, too.  

      I released a deep breath. “Is that good or bad?”  

      “It’s simply yet another sign that you’re mine.” Hades pressed a kiss to the side of my cheek. “There is no need to fret.”  

      “I wasn’t. Not really. I was just a little weirded out at first, and then I was surprised, and then when they started doing stuff, it was annoying and distracting.” 

      I wasn’t lying. Maybe at first, I’d been freaked out, but then they’d started doing things that were both random and also second nature to me. 

      During sound checks, when hadn’t I seen roadies ensuring the equipment was working? When hadn’t a guitarist done an unrehearsed solo when he was feeling the beat? 

      The ghosts had been like friends.  

      The one in the kitchen hadn’t been. I wasn’t sure what the difference was. But those— 

      “Yes,” Hades murmured into my ear. “You have the right of it. Those ghosts were born from your joy, a joy that over-spilled into the ether. Your contentment brought them to life, energized them, and let them live out those memories that, in turn, gave them joy.”  

      “And the one in the kitchen?” I queried, voice soft. 

      “You were frightened, concerned, scared, and grieving.” Nash’s voice was hushed, and it made me turn my head to see he was leaning on the sofa, his butt on the armrest as he watched us. 

      Surprisingly, he didn’t look left out. He was watchful, cautious though. 

      “And the ghost was, too?” Sadness filled me at the prospect, and I sighed when Nash nodded.  

      “Sadly, yes.”  

      “Your strong emotions will start to have repercussions, darling. That’s why, once your tour calms down, we’ll start trying to teach you control.”  

      I wasn’t offended by that, even though a part of me did want to elbow Hades in the gut.

      Control? I was one of the most controlled people I knew.

      In this culture, I was a freak because I never took drugs, and I rarely drank—if ever, it was with Ella. Now she was gone, there would be no fun in it. I might have been considered a Diva, but that was more of an image the record company sold. I perpetuated it to get my own way with Nigel and Cassandra, but they all knew that if their ideas or their roles made sense, I wouldn’t get in the way of what they were doing. I wasn’t purposely a pain in the ass, and that was because I was controlled.  

      I worked out daily.  

      I ate healthily even though these past few years had been tough. Wanting to faceplant into ice cream every day wasn’t an option, though. The fuckers at Mytikas had made maintaining a certain image a stipulation in my contract.  

      And though some nights, I barely slept, and some days, I’d found it hard to keep things together, I’d never found relief in drugs or drink.  

      I considered that a win.  

      “Dudes, you need to work on making Cressy chill, not getting her all uptight again. Sheesh, boys don’t know anything,” Ella complained.

      I rolled my eyes at her. “Weren’t you staring at penises?”

      “Mostly Nigel’s.” She shrugged. “Trust me. It explains a lot. But,” she grumbled. “I know when I’m not wanted.” She poofed out of existence.

      “The spirits feed off of your emotions,” Nash explained calmly. Had he sensed my irritation? Or was he just the voice of reason in the face of Ella’s lack of it? “Hades spends large chunks of every day in meditation.”  

      “He does?” How had I not noticed that? 

      Hades rubbed his nose down the side of my jaw, and I was suddenly very aware that I was sweaty from being on stage. Overheated and kind of ripe was not how I wanted to smell around these guys, not when they were walking aftershave commercials.  

      “I do. You’re good for me, though,” he whispered, and Jesus, did he just lick my cheek? 

      I started to pant, my breasts heaving as I realized that was his tongue.  

      Shuddering, I whispered, “I am?”  

      “Yes. Very. I’m stronger, calmer. Happier.” He hummed under his breath, then calmly, as though he hadn’t just rocked my world with his touch and his words, he told me, “Sherry is coming. Do you understand what you must do? If the ghosts appear, release the skulls. They will attract the spirits and will free you from their entanglement.” 

      I swallowed down my disappointment as both men pulled away. The regret lacing their features was enough to lift me up, though.

      I wasn’t the only one happy about being the stuffing in a god and guardian sandwich . . .
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      Seeing her on stage was always like watching dynamite about to explode. She was ebullient, and controlling my arousal was always a beast when I watched her amp up the crowd. But when she sang acoustics? That was when her soul called to mine. 

      At least, I’d always felt that way and had never understood why. 

      Now, I realized I hadn’t been reacting like a lovesick puppy. 

      She had been calling to me.  

      Neither of us had realized it, though.  

      As the crowd settled into the second act, their eagerness evident for the part of the show where she slowed things down before ramping them back up again, we all waited with bated breath for her to start.  

      The single stool on the center of the stage, and the rest of the area in pitch black, was enough to make anyone nervous. But as she strode on and took a seat, she didn’t reveal an ounce of nerves.  

      Backstage, she hadn’t, either. Not really. Not in the face of the surprise dealt her way with the sudden appearance of over two-dozen ghosts popping into existence.

      This woman was capable of so much. She’d contained her depression, her fear, her hurt, her rightful anger for months. She’d been gagged and spiritually imprisoned by our record company. Yet, each concert, she’d managed to get out on stage without becoming a wreck.  

      This was no weak miss.  

      She had guts.  

      And I was only just seeing how much power she had.  

      The second the Spanish guitar started, the guitarist plucking the strings to one of her favorites, “Until we dance again,” the hairs at the back of my neck stood on edge as she crooned to the crowd. 

      For a second, in our little VIP space where no one could get to us thanks to Hades who’d paid the organizers only the gods knew how much to have this kind of seating at every venue for the rest of the tour, we did nothing more than absorb her.  

      Her voice. 

      Her song. 

      Her words.  

      The melody, the lyrics, they hadn’t been written for us, and yet, I knew she sang with us in mind.  

      Each song tripped from her lips, moving from sad and soulful, to cheery and joyful.  

      Each time, I felt the harmony in my bones. I felt it deep down in my soul until there was no questioning whether she was ours and we were hers.  

      It was simply meant to be.  

      I sucked in a shallow breath as the acoustic segment died down. As the lights flared on again, the screens caught glimpses of the crowd rubbing at their eyes, dabbing their cheeks. She had power in her voice, I knew, and it made sense that we shared a lineage. It might seem incestuous, but there were thousands of years between our births. There was no issue on that front, yet her voice was a gift from Apollo. 

      I knew that now. I recognized it. Recognized the call.  

      From having seen her set before, I knew she had three more songs to go. When everything went well, no ghosts, we’d all started to believe that things had calmed down, but on the last song, they appeared once more.  

      Grateful for the fact she’d been standing at a mic, not holding a portable one in her hand, I watched for her reaction to the ghost that appeared directly in front of her. She’d been there before, singing about how she’d always love her man, and how she’d have nothing if she didn’t have her lover. 

      It was a sad sight to behold, and I sensed that in Cressy, too. Her faint flinch was all the response she gave, and I watched as she unfurled her palms where the skulls suddenly began to appear.  

      At the sight of them, the crowd released shocked gasps.  

      She held them out to her fans, beseeching them almost, as well as proffering them on display before she twirled in a circle, her short skirt flaring wide as she moved in a low pirouette.  

      With the skulls flickering back and forth between bright colors as they attracted the spirits toward them, I knew this would be another video that would go viral the minute the fans had the chance to share it.  

      But, Hades had been right.  

      Damn him.  

      They just thought it was part of the set, and they fucking loved it.
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      “You’ve made all the women on tour with you very happy, Cressy.”

      My wife snorted. “I have? Why?”

      “Have you seen your new security?” Sherry wafted a hand in front of her face, making Cressy laugh.

      “No.”

      “That’s the sign of good security,” Christian stated from behind his laptop which, I was pretty damn certain, he was using like a shield.

      He was fortunate he was immortal and didn’t have to worry about eye strain or the effects of insomnia—he was working on that damn thing constantly.

      “What? That they’re hot?” Cressy teased. “I agree. All bodyguards should be hunks.”

      Christian grinned and shot her a look over his screen. “That you don’t see them. They’re supposed to blend into the background. Unless they’re bodyguards, of course.” When his computer pinged, his attention reverted to it, and he hummed with satisfaction under his breath.

      Cressy’s eyes softened as she stared at him a second, her mouth relaxing into a gentle smile until Sherry cleared her throat and shot her a knowing look.

      I knew what that meant, and I knew that Sherry had figured out there was more going down on the coach than just a nightly sleepover.

      My lips twitched at the thought because, truth was, none of us had gone anywhere near Cressida. We were still respecting her boundaries, still trying to ensure she was comfortable with us before we made our moves.

      That everyone thought otherwise was on their dirty minds. Not ours.

      “The roadies are a little concerned, though,” Sherry stated quietly.

      “Why?”

      “They think you’re going to replace them.”

      Cressy shook her head. “If they do their job right, there’s no need to fret. Hell, I’d have kept Arnold on if he’d been any way competent.”

      Sherry shrugged. “I know that, but they don’t.”

      “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that,” Cressy said with a huff.

      “You could buy them drinks at tonight’s after-party,” I pointed out softly. “I’m sure that would go some way to easing their mind.”

      “The way to their heart is through their liver, huh?” Cressy shook her head at me but flickered her gaze back to Sherry as she squeezed her hands around her mug. “Can you organize that? Tell them it’s a thank you from me?”

      “It would be better if you told them,” Sherry chided.

      “I’m sure it would, but I don’t want to.”

      Her words dragged Christian from what he was concentrating on. We shot each other a knowing look, one that stated we both understood how Cressy was still turtling down and accepted it was something we’d have to work on as a unit.

      Sherry sighed at her blanket refusal. “Okay. No worries. I’ll see to it.”

      Their discussion carried on for another ten minutes, and by the halfway point, I got to my feet and ambled outside, needing, desperately, to stretch my legs. Watching the roadies unload gear from the back of trucks always made me grateful that I didn’t have to do it and I had the strength of a demi-god.

      Some of that shit was damn heavy, though!

      When Sherry descended the few steps off the bus, I caught her arm. Though she jolted and pressed her hand to her chest, she asked, “Sir?”

      I snorted. “Sherry, come on, it’s Nash.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Okay, Nash. Is everything all right?”

      “Yes. I just—” Hell, what had I wanted to tell her?

      I’d seen the concern etched on her features when Cressy had dipped her chin, hunched her shoulders, and told her PA to order in the drinks for her roadies.

      I guess I wanted to tell her that Cressy was in safe hands now, but how could I divulge that without divulging everything?

      Before I could even think about what to say, she raised her head and stared me square in the eye. “Treat her good, yeah?”

      I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”

      Her lips curved in a dry smile. “Everyone with eyes has seen how you look at her. I’m glad you’re together now, and . . .” She cleared her throat. “Whatever’s going on in there with your buddies, well, I hope you make her happy. She needs that. She’s been so down for so long.” Sherry sighed, her small nose crinkling. “It’s nice to see her at least halfway enthusiastic about her life again.”

      “Well, we’ll work on making her one hundred percent enthusiastic, right?” When she beamed a smile at me, I realized I had her support whether we’d asked for it or not. Patting her on the shoulder, I murmured, “Thanks, Sherry.”

      “I know she’s my boss, but Cressy isn’t like the others. She’s not a Diva. I don’t know what happened, but she’s been depressed for a while. It’s nice to see her smile again. I’ll try to keep you in the loop if I spot any sharks in the waters.” She winced. “Nigel isn’t happy about this situation.”

      Because an ally might be useful, even if there was no way Nigel could start a war that Hades, Chris, and I wouldn’t win, I appreciated Sherry’s support.

      “That means a lot.”

      She shrugged. “No worries.”

      When she scurried off, I returned to the bus where I saw Christian was working and Cressy had a pad in front of her. Realizing she was scrawling down some lyrics, I murmured, “Want to work out some riffs?”

      She jerked in surprise at that, but her eyes were sparkling as she replied, “That would be awesome.”

      Connecting with her wasn’t as easy as I’d like. Only Hades seemed truly at ease with this union between us, but I knew that was more to do with the arrogance of the gods. Where mortals feared to tread, he didn’t. Still, music was something we had in common, and if it helped us grow closer, I was all for it.

      I knew I had Chris’ attention when I began to play, and unlike usual, I didn’t hold back.

      I threw my all into it, and if that was because I was trying to woo her, well, that was between me and my guitar.
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      The tour bus was crowded. There was no getting away from that fact. Still, I had to admit to being more content here than I was back at the house in Las Vegas.  

      I didn’t like living in Hades’ pocket because the man was a Class A prick, but around Cressy, he wasn’t too bad. All his irritating qualities, like the fact he was an asshole, blended out somehow. She softened him up, made him smile more, laugh more freely.  

      And for myself? 

      I relaxed around her.  

      For thousands of years, I’d worn my shame around my neck like the proverbial albatross. It had been a heavy mantle to bear, and I’d never adapted to it, no matter how many achievements I’d gathered around me like blankets come winter, no matter how many accolades I’d had attributed to me.  

      Why? 

      Because yes, my name had earned every ounce of that success, but the name wasn’t Icarus. 

      For the name my mother had gifted me at birth, I was only known for failures, and that fucking sucked.  

      With Cressy, though, I was finding there was more to life than work. For the first time since cell phones had been invented, I had stopped living on mine. The damn thing was usually glued to my hand, but ever since I’d electronically signed off on Cavendish Airlines’ merger, claiming I was too ill to do more than go to the hospital—a big fat whopper of a lie they’d bought—I’d rarely even looked at that particular screen.  

      More than anything, I’d been researching Jason Hargreaves.  

      Cressy had yet to punish him, and though the deadline wasn’t imminent, I wanted that out of the way.

      Hades’s news that Hargreaves had paid someone to terrorize Cressy made my blood boil, and while we were hanging out, my duties as Cavendish Air’s owner now in the wind, I had time on my hands to research the bastard.  

      “What are you doing?”  

      I was accustomed to spirits communicating with me, but there was something different about Ella. Something . . . Most ghosts wore chips on their shoulders, but Ella was surprisingly spry. Because she had us to talk to? 

      Perhaps. 

      We didn’t normally communicate with spirits who cropped up from time to time, and with Ella, she was basically hanging around with her best friend and chilling out. Occasionally, deep in her eyes, you could see an undeniable sorrow. But it would have been surreal if that weren’t the case, wouldn’t it? She’d died, and whether or not she got to be with Cressy, that didn’t take away from the tragedy.  

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I retorted, tilting my head, so I could peer at her from where she was peering at my laptop over my shoulder.  As I did, I lowered my screen, so she couldn’t read what I was doing. “Don’t you know it’s rude to look at other people’s screens?”  

      She sniffed. “I’m a ghost. Who am I going to tell?”  

      “The one person who I don’t want to know what I’m doing?” Or, to be precise, three.  

      “Hmm. See, I’d automatically say Cressy, but now I’m wondering if it’s the big man himself. He likes to handle shit like that on his own, doesn’t he?”  

      Because she wasn’t exactly wrong, I didn’t bother arguing. Instead, I cocked a brow at her, waiting for her to move away. With a huff, she complied, then tucked herself into the banquette seat opposite me.  

      The tour bus was too small for all our needs, but I knew Hades had already looked into a bigger vehicle and this was pretty much as big as it got. Plus, Cressy liked it, and he was turning into a real sap where she was concerned.  

      I couldn’t diss him for that.  

      I resembled silly putty when she was around, so I couldn’t blame him for putting her on a pedestal.  

      “How’s it going to work?”  

      Ella had seated herself in the corner between the wall and the cushioned backrest. She had her feet on the seat, and her knees tucked to her chest.  

      “What? The situation with Hargreaves?” I frowned at her. “You’d be the one in the know. She tells you more than she tells us.”  

      “Mostly because that’s how it’s always been. Until recently. Until Hargreaves.” She shrugged. “We grew up in foster care together. We had each other’s backs, and not even death can change that.”  

      Curious, I asked, “What happened to your parents?”  

      “My mother just dumped me in welfare. She was fourteen according to my birth certificate.” She sniffed, then, peering at her nails, murmured, “Cressy’s parents died in a car crash. She had no other relatives.”  

      Well, that gave me no information. Shame. Although, with their surname, I could always look into her lineage. I’d have no familial anecdotes, but who knew what I could find on a genealogy website. Maybe a link to Greece? 

      It didn’t matter, but I was intrigued about her origins.  

      For whatever reason, some deity somewhere, be it the Fates or Zeus or Phanes—the original creator of the universe—had decided that she would be ours.  

      And with each passing day, I was under fewer and fewer illusions about her role in our lives.  

      “Hargreaves is for Cressy to deal with, but we’ll back her up, whatever she decides to do.” 

      “Oh yeah? If the burden is on her, then why are you researching him?” She quirked her brow, too, as she smirked at me. 

      “Because I want to give her the facts. If she knows where he is, maybe she’d like to visit him. Show him how things are now that she has some power of her own.” And, because she cared, had loved Cressy for decades, I divulged, “Cressy’s stalker was funded by Hargreaves.” I cracked my knuckles. “I just hacked the bastard’s account and made sure every cent he earned was wired to a cancer charity in the U.K.”

      She laughed. “Love your style, dude.”

      I dipped my chin. “I have some uses.”

      “I’d high five you if I could.”

      Hiding a laugh, I carried on, “If you like that, you’ll love the fact I destroyed his hardware with a worm.”

      “Shit, you have the skill to do that?”

      “I was around for the birth of the original computer. And I’m not talking the first Apple,” I retorted drily. “I know things even Bill Gates doesn’t.”

      Though she stared at me a second, obviously pondering my words, when she spoke it, was a slight change of topic. “As mother fucking cool as that is, I wasn’t speaking of him, them, actually. I meant more to do with the three of you guys.”  

      “Is this one of those chaperone talks? Where you warn me off her, or you’ll cut off my balls?” I tried, and, apparently, failed if her grunt was anything to go by, to hide my amusement. “Stronger creatures, with worse weapons than your vitriol-spewing tongue have tried and failed to do me harm. For all my strengths, I am an intellectual, not a—”  

      She shrugged. “I understand. Some people are born for research. Others are made to do, not just to theorize. We have to go where our skillset guides us.”  

      I appreciated her understanding. She wasn’t judging me for being Icarus. Hadn’t called me a dope or an idiot, even though she’d definitely called Hades that a time or three. For someone who was dead, she was surprisingly unafraid of the God of the dead.  

      But then Cressy was, too. 

      She wasn’t afraid of any of us. 

      I think, if I was brutally honest, that put me on edge.  

      She was too accepting of all of this, and I guessed I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.  

      “You know Cressy’s always wanted to believe in this shit.”  

      I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”  

      “You heard me.” She smirked. “Paranormal romance was our thing. Twilight, Interview with a Vampire.” She whistled under her breath. “Other kids were getting into trouble on Friday nights, and we got hauled in from the library. Plus, you make her feel safe. I don’t think Cressy has felt that way since she was a kid.”  

      That had me frowning. “Since her parents died?”  

      She cocked her finger at me like it was a gun and pulled the trigger. “Bullseye. She’s made of strong stuff because she’s had to be. But she doesn’t want to be. There’s a difference. 

      “One of the douches in our foster home used to try stuff with both of us. Almost got me a time or two, but she saved my ass, and I saved hers in return. The men in our world were creeps but in the books? They were saviors.” She shrugged. “If you’re wondering why she’s so Zen about this stuff, then maybe that will help you understand her more. You’re the answer to a prayer she never realized she made.”  

      “Do women pray for men now?” I asked, somewhat uneasily. I’d directed my gaze to my screen to avoid her surprisingly penetrative eyes.  

      “She wasn’t praying for a man. Or men. She was praying for hope. Guys have always taught her they can’t be trusted. You know Jason Hargreaves was almost her boyfriend before he did that to her?” she inquired, jutting her chin up. 

      “No, I didn’t know that,” I rasped. 

      “Well, he was. I think it was their third date. Maybe fourth. They were keeping it on the down low. Didn’t want all the press hounding them.” She shrugged. “What with him, the few close calls at our foster home, and then the issues we had at school . . . we certainly were surrounded by douches.”  

      “You weren’t as affected by that?” I asked, my tone soft because I didn’t want to offend. I was just curious.  

      “Of course I was,” she retorted, matter-of-fact. “But I had a purpose. I loved my work. And it loved me. The more hours I put in, the more responsibility I got. I worked on the Burns Unit,” she told me softly. “It was hard. Harder than you can imagine seeing what I did on a daily basis, but it was worthwhile. Those people needed me, and in my own way, I needed them.”  

      For a second, neither of us said anything. We just stared at each other, long and quiet. Then, she murmured, “Don’t hurt my girl, Christian.”  

      “I’m scared of her hurting us,” I replied honestly, brutally so.  

      I didn’t trust this, whatever it was, to not fall out from under us. We were on a glass walkway over a chasm that I was waiting to crack.  

      “She wouldn’t. For the first time in forever, she’s safe, and you make her feel that. Haven’t you noticed?”  

      Had I? 

      “I’ve seen you reading the gossip mags. Most of that is shit by the way, if you’d bothered to ask, but what isn’t shit is the way she was. Uptight. Miserable. You can see that in her photos. Shadows under her eyes and in her heart. She was like a walking shadow of herself.”  

      Almost as though her words were a prompt, a torrent of laughter flooded the tour bus as the door opened.  

      She smiled at me and arched a brow as if to say, ‘I told you so.’ 

      “You didn’t!” Cressy shrieked, but she was laughing.  

      “I did.” Hades sniffed as he lumbered in behind her, ducking his head slightly to avoid the low ceilings that played havoc with our heights.  

      “Haven’t you realized he always does what he says?” Nash countered, his voice dry as he nudged me in the arm, urging me to move along the bench. Without grumbling, I did as bid, amused when Cressy and Hades headed to the opposite side.  

      The scent of freshly brewed coffee made my mouth water, and I saw Hades had a takeout carton in his hand. Shooting Nash an amused look, one he returned with a quick grin my way, I asked, “You got me one, didn’t you?”  

      Cressy chirped, “Of course. Nash said you’d prefer coffee. I got bubble tea.”  

      “For future reference,” I informed her, “I’m a bubble tea dude, too.”  

      Her eyes widened. “You are?” Then, after they’d widened so abruptly, she squinted at me. “The tapioca pearls or bubbles?”  

      “There’s a wrong answer here I assume?” I teased.  

      “Hell, yeah,” both she and Ella answered at the same time, which had them both bursting out laughing.  

      “Well, I prefer the pearls. They’re chewy. I don’t like the pop.”  

      “Yes. Exactly,” Cressy crowed, and she held up her hand over the table. I high-fived her then she shot a smug look at Ella, “See, no one likes those bubbles of juice.” 

      “You’re wrong, Cress,” she retorted, shaking her head sadly. “You’re so wrong, and you don’t even see it.”  

      “Why would you want them to pop? I want to chew that shit. Burn off all my aggression on a drink.”  

      “That’s because you seriously need to start kickboxing. I told you it would be good for your anger issues.”  

      Though her eyes twinkled, she retorted, “I’ll show you my anger issues.” She made a fist and quickly dove and ducked before jabbing Ella under the chin. Well, almost. She stopped within a hair’s breadth, then winked. “I love you too much to hit you. Even if you have shit taste in bubble tea.” With a smirk, she turned back to the table and grabbed the takeout carton before she started doling out the orders.  

      Seemed like she was the only one who knew what was going on because she passed Nash and me our cups, then Hades his. When she retrieved hers, complete with bright brown balls at the bottom of what looked like matcha, I found an intense amount of joy in watching her pop the lid with the overlarge straw and then hum as she sucked down some of the tea.  

      It was, I realized, strangely sexual. 

      I was too old not to know that food and drink could be an aphrodisiac, and watching her curl her lips around that straw made my cock stand on edge in a way that had me reaching down to adjust myself. She took such pleasure in the drink, and I felt like a pervert for finding pleasure in that, especially after Ella grinned saucily at me before she winked.  

      Though Cressy hummed as she sipped, when she finished and turned her gaze around the table—we were all watching her, and there was no way she could evade the truth of that. We stared at her like hungry wolves would eye a freshly smoked brisket—she didn’t demur, didn’t blush, or hide from our attention. She stared us square in the eye before she smiled at us.  

      It wasn’t a coy smile. Wasn’t even a come hither one.  

      It was a simple acceptance of our focus. It was proof that she wasn’t afraid of us. Wasn’t afraid of our response to her, and considering she was a rape victim, I took heart from that.  

      My major fear was that she’d walk away from us once the situation with Hargreaves was dealt with. Not out of vindictiveness, but out of the fact that what we represented, in light of her past, was far too much for her to handle.  

      How could I fail to understand that?  

      It wouldn’t be her fault, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt like hell to watch her walk away; so much so, I knew I’d been pulling away from her while the others were getting as close as they could.  

      “I-I think I know what I want to do with Jason,” she murmured softly, her gaze on her drink. The topic was too close to home for me. Especially with my concerns. But she needed closure, and the truth was, I wanted to give it to her. 

      I wanted to give it to us, because once that stage of her life was dealt with, we could move on and we’d know where we stood with her.  

      She wasn’t using us. And though Ella had been trying to help, the fact that Cressy felt safe with us, while heart-warming, didn’t put me at ease.  

      Hades wanted more than to be just her savior. That was for damn sure.  

      Nash looked at her like she’d hung the moon.  

      And me? Well, I looked at her like she was a set of wings I wanted to build so that we could fly away together.  

      “What do you want to do with him, agape mou?” Hades asked quietly, reaching over to rest his hand on hers. When she shifted closer to him, I was surprised when he slid his hand over her shoulder and tucked her into his side.  

      For a second, I froze at the tableau before me. I wanted, with all my heart, to believe in it, but I’d been reared to distrust what my eyes showed me. Living as long as I had, I’d come to know that just because the Earth appeared flat, and because millions had believed it, didn’t mean that was the case.  

      Trouble was, I wanted to believe in it. To believe in her.

      I wanted her to want to sit with Hades like that, with no ulterior motive in mind.  

      Wanted her to crave being with us like this. Shooting the breeze. Drinking tea and coffee. Going out for lunch. Regular shit. Relationship shit.  

      Jesus. 

      The thought made me want to wheeze.  

      In all my existence, I’d never wanted a relationship. I’d had them because it was the done thing, but I’d always enjoyed my solitude. Cressy made me crave her more than that. 

      “I want to stop him from hurting anyone else,” she whispered, pressing her face into his side as she said the words.  

      I shot Hades a look, unsurprised to see his heavily lidded eyes and firm mouth that spoke of a man well satisfied with his current position.  

      Not that I could blame him.  

      “Okay, and how do you want to go about doing that?” Nash asked, his question gentle after he’d taken a sip of his coffee.  

      “I want to confront him, I guess. Then I want him to know I’m doing this to him.”  

      “Doing what to him?” I questioned. 

      Her smile appeared again, and the twinkle in her eye was at great odds with the gravity of her words as she uttered, “Making him impotent.”
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      Apollo’s face was as smug as I remembered.  

      Although, as I truly remembered it, his nose had been broken when I’d beaten the shit out of him for coming into my back yard without permission.  

      The best part had been the fact Zeus hadn’t been able to pull my chain for that because Apollo should have dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s before coming into my territory.  

      Behind his desk, the bastard looked far too handsome for his own good. I’d never seen him as being particularly attractive, but Ella had assured me he was.  

      “I can’t stop drooling,” she’d keep saying at random moments, before creeping over to his desk and trying to stroke his hair.  

      Cressy was turning purple from trying not to laugh, and I was just feeling very awkward as I stared at a brother god who I loathed.  

      The gods were not friends. There was a reason we could live across continents from one another and not feel particularly isolated.  

      Too many egos in one area were good for no one, and it stuck in my craw to come to this bastard’s office and ask for his permission to be in the city, but for Cressy, I’d do pretty much anything.  

      Even put up with this fucker’s smirking face.  

      The joke was on him, though. Every time he smirked, Ella started fanning herself and asking where she could get herself one of ‘these hotties.’  

      I cleared my throat to break into his diatribe about how he required more notice before one of his brother or sister gods turned up at his door. “Apollo, cease your whining. My business is urgent.” 

      That had the male narrowing his eyes. “Urgent? Nothing urgent happens on this coast without my knowledge. What is it? Commodities deal? Arms shipment?” 

      Cressy scowled at him. “Arms shipment?”  

      He pulled a face back at her. “Legal, of course.”  

      She narrowed her eyes. “If you say so.” 

      “I do,” he retorted with a huff. “Who are you exactly?”  

      “She’s my tín eaftoú gynaíka, so watch your tone.”  

      Apollo gaped at me. “You married again? What of Persephone?”  

      “That was an arranged marriage as you well know,” I retorted, all the while wishing I could slam his face into the desk.  

      Behind him, there was a beautiful view of the Hudson as well as a city skyline that undoubtedly cost more than some billionaires evaded paying in tax. But that was our lot in lives. We lived with excess on the regular and, I’d admit, rarely appreciated it.  

      At my side was my greatest treasure, however, and having this dick-face stare at her wasn’t putting my mood at ease.  

      “I never imagined you’d shackle yourself to a human female.”  

      Behind me, I felt my guardians shuffle their feet. They remained silent as they always did when I had meetings with other gods, as it was for the best. It was so easy for a conversation to become a battlefield. One wrong word could have the power of a mine blast, and the aftershocks could be felt the following day across the globe.  

      I was doubly pleased they held their tongue.  

      If Apollo didn’t recognize his line in her, then that was to my advantage.  

      She was not his in any way, shape, or form. The last thing I wanted was him claiming her before I sealed our bonds.  

      Shit, I couldn’t wait for that.  

      I’d had less patience as a young god, and yet, for Cressy, I’d wait. I knew my guardians were willing to as well. We were all hoping that her punishment of Jason Hargreaves would be a turning point.  

      Christian feared she’d ask us to quit her life, but I knew differently.  

      Each day we shared, she grew closer to us as was how it should be. She was ours. I’d never give her up. Never.  

      Patience was difficult for me. A god waited for no man or woman, but in this, she wasn’t just a woman. 

      She was mine.  

      She was my wife.  

      For her, I’d wait a thousand years if it meant assuring her comfort, but I’d never let her go. And Christian was an idiot if he imagined I’d let her cut us from her life.  

      Rather than answer Apollo’s rude statement, I murmured, “My reason for being here deals with a rapist.”  

      “A rapist?” Apollo frowned down at me—his desk was on a slightly higher dais, the prick. It meant that we, his visitors, were on a lower level and had to peer up at him.  

      Vanity was the worst sin in my opinion.  

      “Yes. A rapist.”  

      “Who did the male rape?” he questioned, tapping the end of his pen against the leather surface. The thudding noise wasn’t irritating. If anything, it moved in tune with the clock that ticked in the background.  

      The minimal office was beyond clinical, and so unlike my own home, I had to wonder how Apollo endured it. We were creatures of warmth, of life and high emotion. This cold sterility was most unappealing to our tastes.  

      Rubbing my chin as I contemplated his question and whether or not I would answer it, I stared him square in the eye. He appeared tired. Most unusual for a god, and though I hated him, a part of me was concerned—we were related, after all.  

      Even if it was obliquely.  

      “You are well, Brother God?” The question escaped me before I could corral it in, and it had the satisfying effect of shutting him up. He straightened, his shoulders stiffening as he glowered at me.  

      “You need not waste your mock concerns on me, Hades,” he ground out. “If you do not wish to share this news, then do not. Be gone from my office. You have forty-eight hours to see to your business.”  

      With a shrug, I climbed to my feet and dipped my head in polite greeting.  

      As we’d coached her before, Cressida curtsied, while Orpheus and Icarus bowed before him.  

      Apollo sniffed and turned away from the desk to stare out over the view of the city. It was, I’d admit, a real picture. Better than any landscape portrait or photographer could replicate.  

      With his back to us, I saw my guardians staring around the office, aware that they’d picked up on the same thing as I had. The white walls were bare of adornment. The floor only contained his desk and a low, white leather divan with chrome touches here and there. A minimalist fireplace, all chrome and glass, burned along the back wall, with the fire spanning over forty feet across. Those flames were the only touch of color in the office.  

      And this was his home office.  

      This was supposed to be comfortable.  

      As we retreated from there, one of Apollo’s twin guardians, Castor, moved toward us. “Did he grant you leave to be here?”  

      I tilted my head to the side, surprised by his question. Guardians never approached another deity—it was unheard of. The fact Orpheus and Icarus were taken aback was evident in the fact that they sidled up to me, standing guard like bookends on either side of my person.  

      “What’s it to do with you?” I asked of Castor, then, I tilted my head to the side. “Where’s Pollux?” Before their return to this realm, the twins’ celestial spirits had once made up the Gemini constellation.

      “With Achilles.”  

      I cocked a brow. “Indeed. They’re talking?”  

      Castor rolled his eyes. “It only took two decades.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Did Apollo grant you leave?”  

      “Yes. He did.”  

      Castor released a short breath. I sensed his relief before he murmured, “This is good news.”  

      “It is? Why?”  

      He shrugged but admitted, “He refused Athena entry last month.”  

      My eyes widened, but I couldn’t stop the laugh from escaping me. “And he survived with his balls intact?”  

      “I thought it was going to end with pistols at dawn,” he admitted, “but she stalked off. I know you’re far more volatile than she is though.”  

      I scowled at that. “I am not volatile.” 

      Castor just cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’ll leave you to your business. How long did he grant you?” 

      “Forty-eight hours,” I confirmed.  

      He dipped his chin. “One of us will ensure your departure if you check in with us before you leave.”   

      I hummed but raised a hand in farewell. Castor was a good sort, and he rode stallions like some men could write poetry. Back in our day, the two had been incredibly beloved talents.  

      “How’s the horse stud?” I asked, one foot out the door. He had some fine Arabian stallions that I’d had my eye on for a while.  

      “Doing well. Pollux was Upstate overseeing it for a while. Just had a new stallion shipped in from Dubai.” He kissed his fingers. “We’ll be putting him up as our new stud if you’re interested . . .”  

      I contemplated his offer before I narrowed my eyes at him. “Jacintha is ready to be bred.” He knew the mare; I’d purchased her from him. “Will you arrange for the necessary...?” 

      He nodded. “Of course. I’ll be in touch with your stable manager.”  

      “Thank you, Castor.” I grinned at him before taking my leave.  

      Cressy and my guardians had already stepped out of the hall by the time I’d made my query, and they were waiting in the elevator, ready to let me climb on board.  

      I could sense my guardians’ agitation, but also, Cressy’s growing nerves. It was an unusual combination in her—I’d seen her sing solo in front of a fifty thousand-strong crowd with little else than the twang of a guitar to guide her, and she’d shown less concern then than she did now.  

      Fear and nerves had a way of triggering an adrenal response, so I reached over and squeezed her fingers. She smiled up at me and murmured, “I can’t imagine you riding horses.”  

      My brows rose at that. “Why not?”  

      Christian snorted. “Don’t tease her. He doesn’t ride. He likes the business of it.”  

      I sniffed at him. “I wasn’t teasing. Merely wondering why my wife didn’t think me capable of horseback riding.”  

      “Well, not ‘incapable,’ but . . . it’s like you’re too big for a horse.” She scrunched her nose. “I know that doesn’t make sense, but you’re just too–” 

      My lips twitched, and I grinned when Ella, popping out of nowhere, grumbled, “I’d keep your mouth shut, Cressy. You’re just digging yourself a deeper grave.” 

      My wife blew out a breath that had her bangs flopping in her face. “I didn’t mean it as an insult.” 

      “Nor did I take it as one,” I assured her. “And I understand your meaning. I have a large personality.”  

      “Let’s just hope he has a large cock.” 

      For a second, I just gaped at Ella, and then when Cressy started snickering, my ears began to burn. That a mere chit of a girl had managed to embarrass me was enough to have me glaring at the spirit even harder.  

      Before I could growl at her, remind her exactly who was King of the dead here, the elevator doors opened, and she shrugged at me.  

      Then, the minx stuck out her tongue.  

      Cressida whispered, “You shouldn’t say, or do, stuff like that.” I knew she only made that remark for my sensibilities—every inch of her screamed amused. 

      Ella snickered. “What’s he going to do? Kill me? Oh, wait, too late.”  

      For the first time, I heard strain in Ella’s voice, and perhaps that was because I was listening for it. Having just been made the butt of her joke—and that never happened, I can assure you—I was hyperaware of her tone. I thought Cressy sensed it, too, for she turned to her friend and shot her a look. Though I stayed close to her, I took two steps ahead of the women, so they would think they were cloistered enough to speak freely while comforting myself with their proximity—Cressy would never be far from either myself or one of my guardians. That was for certain. 

      “Ella? What’s wrong?” my wife asked her friend.  

      “He was so sad, did you see that?” Ella replied, and her voice was loaded with a misery I didn’t understand. 

      “He looked antsy to me, or do I mean constipated?” Cressy replied, the shrug in her voice evident.  

      “No. He was sad.” 

      Something was definitely going on with my brother god, but whether he was sad or not, wasn’t something I could say. Still, it was unusual for Castor to have approached me. And for Apollo to have refused Athena without an outright reason was out of the ordinary.  

      Had Ella picked up on something I hadn’t? And if she had, how was that possible?  

      Ghosts were selfish creatures. Aware of very little other than their surroundings and the people in them. She was slightly different as she had access to her friend, unlike most spirits, but still, for her to sense something was amiss with Apollo had me wondering what, indeed, was wrong with him. 

      At the curb, my limousine awaited us. The red, plush canopy overhead, shielded us from some rain that fell to the ground with large, pendulous drops. As my driver held the door open for us, I shifted so that Cressy had to climb in first.  

      Before I could follow her in, Ella murmured, “Something’s wrong with him.”  

      I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”  

      She winced. “Sorry. I get crass when I’m upset.”  

      “And what, pray tell, has upset you?”  

      Peering up at the building, like she could see its two hundred story form through the canopy, she shrugged her gossamer shoulders. “I don’t know. But he was putting out major vibes.”  

      “It is not my place to inquire, Ella.” 

      “No, maybe not, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t help him out, does it?” Before I could answer, she stepped into my personal space and grabbed my cuff. Because I was who I was, even though as a ghost she had very little power, her touch wasn’t ephemeral, and when her skin connected with mine, she gaped at me. “I can touch you!” 

      “Indeed,” I informed her coolly, then reached for her hand and plucked it off my wrist. “Let’s not make a habit of it.”  

      My cool tone seemed to shake her, and she asked, “Hades?” 

      “Yes, Ella.” If I sounded long-suffering, that was because she inspired it in me.  

      “Where’s my body? Have I been buried?” 

      Surprised by the question, I shook my head. “No. Your body is in one of my mortuaries.” Had been since the day of her death—Orpheus had attempted to make the wheels of bureaucracy churn faster, but only cash worked on that sphere.

      I’d had one of my subsidiaries handle it, and Ella’s corpse was waiting for such a time as Cressy was prepared to let Ella go.

      “In cold storage.” She winced. “Won’t I ever be put to rest?”  

      “It depends.” 

      “On what?”  

      “You,” I told her succinctly. Then, I amended my words as I dipped my chin, “And Cressy.”  

      She stared up at me. “Why does she have a say in it?”  

      “Because it was her will that brought you back,” I informed her softly. “She loves you,” I carried on, well aware that I was jealous of that pertinent fact, but also hopeful that at some point, she might feel that for my guardians and me, too. And hell, I wasn’t a total bastard. I was very grateful that Cressy had, had Ella before we’d come into her life. My voice was a blur of my conflicting emotions as I finished, “I was merely the vessel that retrieved you for her.”  

      Ella contemplated that a second, then slowly nodded. Before I could say another word, she told me, “You’d better get inside. You’re starting to get funny looks by talking to air.”  

      I sniffed at her. “I am the King of the dead, do you think I care about funny looks aimed my way?” 
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      “You know the ghost I met in your kitchen?”

      The question came as a surprise. Reaching for the plate she passed me, I tilted my head at her and replied, “I do.”

      “Why was he there?”

      Nash cleared his throat. “You mean aside from the fact Hades has these dudes hovering around him all the time?”

      Cressy rolled her eyes. “Yes. Duh. I mean, you took me to Hades’ place to bury Ella—” Her voice choked on those words, but she was getting better about putting words about death in the same sentence as Ella’s name, “because he and his chain of mortuaries are the only ones who bury them the right way. So, why is the guy in your kitchen if you buried him?”

      I pointed my finger at her. “Good question.”

      She stuck her tongue out at Nash who just grinned at her and took a deep bite of his pizza.

      “And, for the record, my place is also your home now.”

      “Semantics,” she retorted, but her smile hit her eyes in a way that told me she wasn’t too unhappy with my correcting her.

      “Of course, I have many ghosts around me who weren’t buried by me, too, so he could be one of those. In this instance, you’re right, though. I did tend to him, and he should have passed over. But he didn’t.” I shrugged. “It happens.”

      “Why, though?”

      Because she was interested and I didn’t want to discourage her, I merely winced instead of dismissing the topic as I had done in the past with Orpheus and Christian.

      “When a person dies, a gold coin should be placed in their hands. Or mouth, actually,” I murmured, smiling when she pulled a face. “The mouth is easier. Loved ones at funerals don’t check their relatives’ mouths for coins.”

      “They check their hands?” she squeaked. “I thought they’d have rigor mortis by that point.”

      “They would, but the desperate still try. I remember one woman—” I grimaced, shrugging off the unpleasant memory with distaste. “Well, never mind that. So, the gold coin is imperative for crossing the Styx. Good staff is hard to find, and Charon isn’t exactly reliable. A gold coin inspires him to work.”

      “He touched my boob,” Ella chimed in, glowering at me then at the pizza. “Why are you torturing me with this, Cressy?” she said with a huff.

      “Sorry, sweets,” Cressy replied—before she took a big bite of pizza. Ella flipped her the bird at that.

      “Yes, I’ve reprimanded him for his behavior—” I told her, hiding a smile at their interplay.

      “Trust me. No one is happy after being reprimanded by Hades,” Christian interrupted.

      Dipping my head in agreement, I continued, “However, sometimes, spirits pass over before we have the chance to give them the gold coin. Case in point with Ella.”

      “How come?”

      I shrugged. “I did not make the laws. I merely govern them. Just as they are in life, humans, in death, are all individual. Some ghosts can move things, others, like Ella, who can’t touch anything or anyone. It’s how it is.”

      “A mystery,” Cressy replied, her tone containing a grumble.

      Laughing, I nodded as I took a bite of my meal. When I’d swallowed, I informed her, “My work revolves around shepherding the ghosts who had no gold coin, toward the port where Charon’s ferry is moored.”

      “Why?”

      “They can work for their passage.”

      “They can?” Her eyes rounded. “What kind of work?”

      I grinned at her. “How do you think I have so many spirits to do my bidding? The secure perimeter I set up around you is manned by such ghosts. The spirits who will punish Hargreaves are the same. It’s a marketplace, and I have a veritable glut of staff waiting to work for me.”

      Her nose crinkled. “That sounds mean.”

      My shrug said it all. “I don’t make the rules.”

      “The rules suck.”

      “That’s damn true,” Icarus grumbled. “Take it from people who’ve been there before. My family never found my body, so I didn’t have a proper burial.”

      She winced. “God, yeah . . .” A grimace marred her beautiful features. “Shit. I shouldn’t, well, I guess I shouldn’t talk about this stuff.”

      “We’re here to answer your questions,” I immediately countered. “Speak with us of what you will.” Then, sucking in a sharp breath, I murmured, “You must be curious about Persephone.”

      “Well, are you still married to her? Because if you are, that seems pretty bigamous considering our situation.”

      I blinked at her—her comment came from out of left field. I’d expected her to bring up the subject of Persephone’s supposed kidnapping, not my current marital status.

      Modern women were truly perplexing.

      “No. We’re divorced. The gods who were married before Zeus sent us across the globe to control our domains far from his seat of power, were allowed to divorce. Considering we were not allowed to be in contact with another save for on sporadic occasions, it made sense.”

      “I’m half certain he did that just because he didn’t want to be married to Hera anymore,” Nash mumbled, slouching back into the banquette, a bottle of beer in his hand.

      “Who could blame him?” Christian concurred, and though his shudder was melodramatic, he wasn’t half wrong.

      Hera made harpies look warm and friendly.

      “Bit of a bitch?” Cressy inquired, her mouth twisting in sympathy.

      When the three of us hooted at that, I reached over and tapped her chin with my finger where she had some tomato sauce staining her skin. “That, latria mou, is the understatement of a lifetime.”
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      The tumultuous waves of anxiety, fear, and excitement crashed into me like cymbals in an orchestra. Each time they clanged, I wanted to jolt in surprise, but equally, I wanted to revel.  

      Today was the day I grabbed my life back from the man who had tried to rob it from me.  

      Well, if not my life, my spirit.  

      But it wasn’t his for the taking. It was mine. And I wanted it back, dammit.  

      Curling my hands into tight fists, I stared down at my lap as I watched Hades, Orpheus, and Icarus prowl around Jason Hargreaves’s apartment.  

      It was Christian who’d informed me of his stay here. He’d found it after some cyberstalking had told him where the singer was after Hades had shared with me a particular hard truth—that Jason Hargreaves, my rapist, had paid someone to terrorize me.  

      A quick glance at a bank account had shown me a paper trail. A figure that summed up exactly how much it cost to ruin someone’s life by threatening them with bombs and making them feel in danger even in the areas of their existence where they should have been the safest.  

      Was it weird that I was relieved that Hargreaves was also my stalker? Technically, at any rate. I guessed it was easier to have one monster in my world rather than two separate ones. Only one person hated me enough to go to those extraordinary lengths to try and destroy me, and yet, here I was.  

      Still standing.  

      I was almost proud of myself for having made it through each day, but I knew I had zero reason to be proud. I’d been stumbling for a long time, and the only thing, the only people who’d been able to make me walk with my head held high, were the three men in this room. 

      Not even Ella had been able to save me from myself and the shadows that haunted me.  

      But Nash, Ziel, and Christian had. 

      They were here today even though, in my lap, I had the sugar skull Hades had loaned me. A sugar skull that, with the single brush of my finger down one of the patterns that decorated it, could have Hargreaves begging for his mommy and curling into a fetal lump on the floor.  

      Just the prospect of that had me sweating.  

      The excitement I felt was kind of sickening. I’d never thought I had sadistic tendencies, and with anyone else, I don’t think I actually did, but this was Jason Hargreaves. The man who’d taken so much from me against my will, a man who deserved to have the same fate reaped on him.  

      When the door to his apartment opened, I felt my heart plummet before it began to soar. The thud echoed throughout my body, and I began to hear my pulse deep in my ears.  

      For endless seconds, he seemed to hover in the doorway and then, I heard him swear, “Fucking crutches. Goddammit.” There was a clattering noise which, I could only assume, were the ‘fucking crutches’ as they tumbled to the ground, then some strange thwacking sounds as his cast connected to the floor with a dull resonance.  

      Sitting in the shadows the way I was, I didn’t have that great of a vantage point of him when he came into the room. But the city lights illuminated his path as he hopped over to the switch. When light poured into the room, he blinked as the sharp brightness overwhelmed his senses.  

      It took a few seconds for my own to recover, but when they did, I saw he was swaying on his feet, but not because he was ill. The way he was weaving spoke of a man drunk out of his skull. 

      I’d come to recognize the signs back at my foster home.  

      That kind of weaving had told me, all those years ago, to back the fuck off. To get away because when you caught someone in that state . . . My throat closed at the memory of pulling Tony, one of our foster brothers, off Ella, then hitting him over the head with his bedside lamp. 

      In that second, Jason intermingled with every other possessor of a dick who’d tried to overpower us, overwhelm us with their strength or their will or their goddamn substances.  

      Rage whittled its way into my bones, riddling them like cancer would.  

      I stared at him with loathing, feeling the energy swirl around my system, and when the ghosts appeared this time, it didn’t come as a surprise.  

      I released a shaky breath though, calmness appearing now in the face of their presence. They grounded me, of all things, and even though I wasn’t focused on them, the fact they were there made the overwhelming flow of power inside me calm down. 

      The skull in my lap wasn’t a heavy weight, but I felt its presence as though it were a ton of iron. It lay there, enticing me to touch it, prompting me to make this bastard suffer as he’d made me suffer.  

      Temptation struck, and I dragged the tip of my index finger over the lines on the calavera’s forehead.  

      Seeing was believing.  

      That phrase meant more now than it ever had before.  

      The second I dragged the digit there, scoring it slightly with the corner of my nail, he released a hiss. Flopping around, so he could use the wall as support, I saw him clutch at his head. More than that, I saw blood appear from a cut on his forehead.  

      For a second, I could only gape at the power I held in my hands, unable to reconcile the weapon my ‘husbands’ had given me.

      Turning to shoot each of them a glance, I could see from their set expressions they were satisfied with my initial step. But, I could also see from their tense frames, their folded arms that they wanted me to know that they were there for me if necessary, but also that they trusted me to deal with this myself.  

      It was weird to go from being pretty much alone to having three people in your corner. Three guys who came from another time, another age. Who had different beliefs than you, different cultures. But the guy across the room was from my time, was near my age, shared the same beliefs as me, and came from the same culture, and he’d treated me as though I were less than an animal. As though I were an object. These men? They treated me like their queen.  

      “Jason,” I stated, my tone forceful when I’d half-expected it to be weak.  

      He jerked in surprise, obviously not expecting me to be there, lying in wait for him. Squinting at me, he bit out, “Cressida? What the fuck are you doing in my home?”  

      “See, I remember thinking that myself . . . but it was more along the lines of ‘what the fuck are you doing in my body?’” My words were a snarl, but they were fueled with a rage that made me truly dangerous.  

      I wanted nothing more than to end this bastard, however ensuring he suffered would be a greater pleasure.  

      “Not that shit again,” he ground out.  

      “That shit?” I rasped, and dragged my nail down his cheek, my hand moving almost of its own volition.

      My eyes flared wide with surprise and delight as the skin opened up and blood began to pour free.  

      “What the fuck?” he cried, clasping his cheek. He stared at me, truly stared at me, which was when he saw the skull. “What do you have there?”  

      I smirked at him, then pointed with my finger to the temple. “Watch my movement, then feel it burn.” I tapped and watched as he tumbled to the floor, releasing a moan as he clutched at his head.  

      The heady rush of power swirled inside me as I climbed to my feet, and strode over to his supine form.  

      He’d had me under his power. Why shouldn’t I return the favor? 

      Now on the floor, he still clutched at his head. I watched him with a dry mouth as he sobbed out his pain. I could remember sobbing my heart out once he’d left me. A part of me wishing I had woken up unaware while the other part was grateful for the knowledge because knowledge was power, wasn’t it? 

      At least, it usually was. 

      But in my case, I’d been gagged. Shut up by the people who should have been on my side.  

      “How did you get Mytikas to protect you?”  

      He moaned. “What are you talking about?”  

      I tapped the skull’s temple again, loving the scream that escaped him. It flooded my veins with a surge of adrenaline that I’d never felt before, not even when performing, and it made the high that much more enticing.  

      “I’m talking about you managing to get Mytikas on your side,” I snarled at him. When he glowered up at me, his hands clutching his temples like he could contain the pain, I motioned at the skull. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, one touch here translates to a touch on your body. Be careful, Jason. You’d better start answering my questions if you don’t want to end up like this.” I gently wiggled the skull in my hand.  

      His eyes flared, but he gritted out, “You wouldn’t.”  

      “Oh, I would. I couldn’t have done it before, but you’ve made me a changed woman, Jason. Isn’t it delicious to think that you’re the one who gave me the strength to kill you? And yet, I’m going to have much more fun knowing that you won’t be able to do this to any other woman.”  

      “How are you going to do that?” he sneered, and I shook my head at him.  

      “You’re really not understanding the situation, are you?” When he stared at me blankly, I gritted out, “I hold your body in the palm of my hands, which means I’m going to switch off any and everything that makes you a horrendous human being.” I stroked my finger around the skull’s nostril socket. It creeped me out that that was where Hades had shown me how to make the bastard impotent, but it was worth it to see the bastard’s eyes flare wide.  

      “What have you done?” he gasped, his back arching in response to my little gesture before his torso twisted in response to the pain he was feeling.  

      “Taken away that naughty streak in you.” I crouched down at his side but maintained a short distance between us. Seeing him like this, in my clutches, had everything inside me roaring with delight.  

      For so long I’d endured, and I wasn’t willing to bear it any longer.  

      I murmured, “Why did Mytikas support you and not me?”  

      “Because I was thinking of switching to HME Records. They used it as leverage to get me to sign with them for a lower return.” His top lip curled in a sneer even as a keening sound, loaded with agony, escaped him. “You cost me millions, bitch.”  

      “Ah, I thought it would be my fault. How cliché of you,” I retorted, but I pondered what he’d said, knowing it was highly probable he spoke the truth.  

      “It was. You should never have woken up. You’d never have noticed.”  

      “So, it’s also my fault that I have a fast metabolism.” 

      I couldn’t stop myself from scratching along the bony cheek, and I delighted in seeing his pant leg blossom with crimson liquid followed by a steaming puddle of piss that stained his pants.  

      “But those kinds of issues won’t be a problem anymore. Not while I hold your cock in my hand.” I grinned at him. “You can use all your spare time for writing new music. You’ll need it.”  

      From my squatting position at his side, I didn’t expect him to roll over and suddenly be within a few feet of me. I hadn’t expected him to move. Not because I was shortsighted but because I thought he’d been too drunk to move so quickly, and also I’d thought he’d noticed my men—which he hadn’t. Otherwise he surely wouldn’t be so stupid as to try to attack me with them in the room?  

      The instant he rolled over, malicious intent in his eyes, a snarl on his mouth, my reflexes kicked into gear. I pressed the skull to the ground and pushed it down. Hard. Exerting what had to be an excruciating amount of pressure on, not just his head, but his entire body. 

      The scream he released had my heart pumping. It came from a combination of his surprise attack and what I was doing to him. 

      From their waiting positions around the room, my men approached me. They hovered, though, aware that I could still handle myself as I got to my feet. Staring down, I told him, “You shouldn’t be able to do anything with that limp dick of yours now, but if you can, be aware that I’m watching you. If I hear of even a sliver of gossip about you doing anything to another woman, I’ll be back here so goddamn fast, you won’t be able to blink before I’m in your face.”  

      “What the fuck are you?” he grated out, seeming to ignore my words while still heeding the caution.  

      “I’m nothing you need to worry your little head about,” I told him, enjoying my own play on words. “Just remember my warning.”  

      His mouth curled in a sneer, but before he could say another word, Christian appeared a foot away, and he kicked Jason’s head, instantly shutting the bastard up.  

      “He looks wrecked,” he stated with no small amount of satisfaction, and, I realized then, that his pleasure in another man’s pain wasn’t as repulsive as it ought to have been.  

      I’d been raised in a PC society, but these men hadn’t.  

      Hades, Orpheus, and Icarus had all been raised with a different kind of creed, and it was one I could get my head around if it meant I could fight my own battles while having them at my back.  

      “You think he was telling the truth?” Nash asked me quietly as I stared down at my rapist.  

      “Yeah. I can see the executives thinking that keeping me quiet would let them use my statement as leverage against Hargreaves.” The bitterness spilled free at that. How couldn’t it? They’d had me draw up statements, information they’d promised to hand over to the police. I’d had a rape kit, had given them the excruciating details, and then they’d slapped an injunction on me, threatening me with breach of contract, threatening to ruin my career, my reputation, as well as sic me with fines I couldn’t afford. 

      I was wealthy. Ish. I had money, and I had a great income, but the kinds of fees they wanted to fine me with?  

      No one had that kind of money. 

      Save for Hades. And he was a god! Only deities could compete with the kind of wealth and the sort of attorneys my record company was packing.  

      The bastards.  

      How they could do that to anyone was almost beyond my understanding, but for the last eighteen months that had been my life, and I’d had no choice but to accept that corporations were physical entities all on their own. 

      I’d been helpless for so long. Tied into a contract, forced to stay with a company who could do that to people, and now?  

      I was free. 

      And it felt absolutely fucking liberating. 

      It was all well and good saying this kind of shit shouldn’t happen. But it did. The #metoo movement proved that sexual harassment and assault cases were covered up across the board. I was, in my own way, just another statistic.

      Well, Jason could join those ranks now, too.

      Christian nudged Hargreaves with his foot. “If you think he’s speaking the truth, then I’ll have to look into Mytikas Records.” He pulled a face. “I did when you signed with them, Nash, but I found nothing untoward. With a name like that, it’s highly unlikely they’re not attached to us, though.” 

      Nash tipped his chin but otherwise, stayed silent. 

      “Why? What does Mytikas mean?”

      “It’s the highest point on Mount Olympus.” Christian nudged my arm. “Where the gods lived at one point.”

      I snorted. “Even I knew that one.”

      “Only because of Percy Jackson,” Ella snarked, and I had to hide a grin because she wasn’t wrong.

      When Jason groaned, my smile died, and for a few, noiseless moments, there was nothing other than an eerie echo in the room as we stared down at my attacker and the rattling air that escaped his beleaguered lungs.

      As I stared at him, thought about what had brought me to this point, I blew out a breath and murmured, “I don’t forgive him.” 

      “Nor should you,” Hades grunted.  

      “But I’m ready to move on. The bitch in me is satisfied that he can’t do this to anyone else.” 

      “Hardly a bitch,” Ella commented, coming up to stand beside me. Her words had me jolting because I hadn’t known she was there. “I would have set him on fire just to tell him I wouldn’t piss on him.” 

      I snickered. “How horribly graphic.” 

      She shrugged. “Take me as you find me.” 

      My lips curved. “Well, he should be grateful then that I’m the one seeking vengeance and not you, or he’d have some stains to clean up.” 

      “Ha,” she retorted, toeing the limp form. “He’s hardly lily white, is he? Look at all that blood and spit. And pee. Ew.” She pulled a face. “So gross.” 

      True, that. Considering she was a nurse, she could write the definition of gross in the dictionary.

      I felt her form touch mine. It was like a frisson, prompted a slight shudder that ran down my spine. It wasn’t particularly pleasant or unpleasant, it just was, but I knew she’d tried to touch me, and I shot her a sad smile. “I think we should Thelma and Louise it outta here, don’t you?”  

      She grinned. “Hell, yeah.” 

      Christian grabbed my arm. “My pop culture references are, unfortunately, limited, but even I saw that movie. I’d rather prefer it if you didn’t leap off the balcony to escape the law.” 

      I laughed at him, loving the twinkle in his eyes, loving the way he looked at me as though I wasn’t this broken creature but a powerful, divine being.  

      Jesus, how couldn’t I feel like a different person than the one this pathetic man on the floor had left in his wake? 

      I beamed a smile his way and told him, “Don’t worry, I have too much to live for now.” 

      Crazy thing was, I meant every word.
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      The change in her was evident. 

      She was like a caterpillar after a metamorphosis, which was pretty damn hard to handle considering she’d been astonishing to behold before. Now? She was lit up like a Christmas tree, and the three of us were left blinking at her astonishing brightness.  

      She was, I’d come to note, a lot more tactile than before, too. Case in point now where she grabbed my arm and tucked hers around mine.  

      I wasn’t about to complain, but it was interesting to note how vengeance suited her. If any of us, even our resident cynic Icarus, needed further proof that she had a god’s blood in her, we had it. Our lines were known for our brutal ways.

      She squeezed me as she stared up at the Empire State Building. “Did you see New York before this was built?”

      The question had me turning to look at her rather than down at my phone. My agent had sent me a message about another tour I was supposed to be engaged in at the end of the year, and considering Cressida wouldn’t be on it, I was no longer enamored with the idea. Snoozing the email to deal with later on, I gave Cressy my attention.

      “No, this wasn’t our coast, remember,” I told her with a smile, loving the light in her eyes. It had appeared overnight, almost as though the shadows had disappeared from them now.

      The prospect filled me with relish.

      “That sucks.”

      I snorted. “Hardly. We have L.A. remember?”

      “True.” She tilted her chin. “I think I’d prefer New York.”

      “You just betrayed your coast,” I told her drily.

      “I hated Vegas when I was growing up. I spend as little time there as possible.”

      “Where do you live?” I asked, surprised that I didn’t know that already.

      “L.A.,” she admitted. “But I don’t like it there, either.”

      “You live there for work?”

      “Mostly. Image, I guess.”

      “If you could live anywhere in the world,” Christian asked, coming to stand beside us, “where would you live?”

      “Anywhere?” She pursed her lips. “Ireland.”

      “Ireland?” Chris and I stared at each other, our brows matching in how close they were to our hairline.

      She huffed. “Why not?”

      “I just didn’t envisage you there.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because . . .” Huh, she had a point. Why not? “I don’t know why, but that has to be off the list. Hades gets cranky when he’s cold.”

      Cressy laughed a little. “Really?”

      “Deadly serious,” Christian told her drily. “He’s like a bear with a sore paw when he’s cold.”

      “But he’d have me to warm him up.” That twinkle appeared in her eyes again. “Surely, that would make him happy?”

      “Happy while he’s in bed,” I told her, lips twitching, surprised she’d made even an oblique reference to the bedroom. “But you can’t keep him in there twenty-four-seven.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t complain,” she teased, laughing when I shook my head at her.

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t at first,” Christian retorted, “but we would.”

      “Why?”

      “He keeps the dead contained. If you don’t feel like seeing more ghosts, then it’s best to let him off the mattress at some point.”

      She frowned. “He keeps them contained? How?”

      “It’s not our place to know.” The words might have seemed abrupt, but they weren’t. Not in truth.

      Cressy seemed to sense that because she didn’t appear affronted. Just asked, “Why not? Not even me?”

      “No, not even you. Some things will always be a closed door for you. It’s a god thing,” Christian stated with a shrug. “I don’t think he could share it even if he wanted to. Or, should I say, if you asked and coerced him enough to explain.”

      “All we know is that if he doesn’t meditate every day, then shit starts to get interesting.”

      “What kind of shit?” she inquired, reaching up to grab her cap which threatened to sail away in a gust of wind.

      “Think Ghostbusters.”

      “Which one?” she mocked. “The new one or the old-school ones?”

      I laughed. “A mixture of all three? It’s never gotten so bad that more than a dozen people have started noticing the spirits, but if he stopped, then that’s what would happen.”

      “People would start seeing more ghosts?”

      “Yep. Which,” I murmured, squeezing her arm with mine, “is why we brought you out to sightsee. He needed to work.”

      “Even a god can’t get a day off,” she mused, her lips curling a little as she stared up at the monument again. “I’m not entirely sure why we’re sightseeing. I’ve been here lots of times.”

      “But, asterí mou, we haven’t,” Christian teased.

      “How many times?”

      “Ten? In the past three centuries?”

      Her mouth gaped a second, and then she dragged him forward toward the entryway. “We have some shit to see.”
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      Wrinkling my nose at yet another tag that was an anti-establishment slogan, I huffed. “Why don’t they cover this up?”

      “Because it’s relevant,” Cressy told me. “It’s how kids and artists show they’re pissed at the current government.”

      “There have to be other ways,” I started to argue, but when I saw she was laughing at me, I frowned at her. “What is it?”

      “Do you realize how old you sound?”

      “I am old,” I told her drily. “Just because I don’t look it, doesn’t mean I don’t remember the days when democracy involved a bunch of old dudes in togas.”

      She winced. “You look good for your age, Chris.”

      I had to laugh at that. “Thanks, Cressy. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

      “You’re welcome,” she teased before she reached up and cupped my chin. I didn’t take it as an affectionate touch, not when she tilted my head left then right.

      “Want to inspect my teeth?”

      She started sniggering at my question, and then she howled when Nash sidled up to me and bared his teeth at the same time as I did.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. I was just checking for Botox.”

      “We’re immortal guardians of a god, Cressy,” I retorted, “Botox ain’t got nothing on that.”

      She clicked her fingers. “This is true.” Then, she pursed her lips. “Wait. Will I get old? In the books–”

      “Which books?” I inquired.

      “The ones Ella and I read.” Cressy shrugged, but her cheeks burned as she tipped her head toward the ground.

      “Oh, yeah, she mentioned something about that before.” I grinned. “I’m trying to imagine the great Cressida Jonas reading about sexy Alpha Wolves and Vampires.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Good thing I did, don’t you think? Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been so understanding when I started seeing ghosts.”

      I snorted. “Very true. Let’s be thankful for small mercies.” I winked at her and curved my arm around her shoulders. It felt good to touch her like this. A simple gesture. I’d thought she might start pulling away after dealing with Hargreaves last night, but she wasn’t. Hadn’t. If anything, it was like a burden had been lifted from her shoulders, and she was free to move again.

      The difference in her was enough to make me wonder if every abuse victim would respond so brightly to reaping what their attacker had sowed back on them. Or . . . maybe not. Nash and I were working on the hypothesis that Cressy was different because she was a little more bloodthirsty than most.

      Ella, too.

      Either they bred them tough in foster care, or these two women were unique.

      “I’m hungry,” she told me, her voice mock-whiny as she stared up at me with puppy dog eyes.

      “We’ll feed you,” I retorted. “For a price.”

      She huffed. “That’s not fair. I can pay for my own meals, thank you very much.”

      “Ah, but my price is one you’ll want to pay.”

      That had her tilting her head, and I knew I’d enticed her. At my side, Nash tensed, uncertain what I was talking about doing.

      “It is?” she asked, her tone suspicious. “Give me details. . . . In fact, give me details while we’re eating. You wouldn’t like me when I’m hangry.”

      Nash snickered and pointed to a sushi place down the road. “Fancy raw fish that may, or may not, be laced with mercury?”

      “When you make it sound so appetizing, sure!”

      She beamed at us, then grabbed both our hands and tugged us down the street. I didn’t mind that we gained some looks along the way. If anything, I enjoyed the dual claiming. She hadn’t left one of us out. Hadn’t grabbed Nash’s hand and called to me to come with her. If anything, I’d expected that. She’d known him longer, after all, and I hadn’t exactly been forthcoming.

      It had always taken me a while to warm up to people, and truth be told, I’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Well, it seemed like it had dropped, and it had fallen in my favor.

      There was a line in the sushi joint, and I found it interesting that she didn’t drop either her or Nash’s names to get in faster.

      It was the kind of restaurant with a conveyor belt, and we didn’t have to wait long, but I enjoyed the fact she didn’t play on her fame. Having lived with Nash for as long as I had, I was used to being around someone famous. Before this reincarnation, he’d played other roles, ones that had been more famous than Cressy was today, and even then, he’d never let the fame get to his head.

      He was far too divine for that.

      Of all the guardians, the ones who strove harder were definitely the ones of full-human origin. My father, Daedalus, had been a humble artisan, and we’d worked together on many projects. No god had sired me, thankfully. Of the many mistakes I’d made in my first life before Zeus had brought me back to guard Hades, hubris, and zeal being just two of them, I hadn’t failed in loving my father.

      Nash, on the other hand, hated Apollo. Even though Apollo was his father, the two never stepped outside the bounds of propriety when it came to affairs that brought them into each other’s sphere.

      For all Nash’s talents, his voice had the ability to turn most women to mush, and his tunes and melodies could break someone’s heart, he’d never had the love of a father. I think, in many ways that made me more fortunate than him.

      With us seated at the counter, Cressy pulled down the cap she’d been wearing all day so that the beak covered her face further. Nash wore a beanie and shades, and he’d managed to pull off the incognito look. Cressy didn’t achieve the same level, mostly because she was one of those women with presence. I don’t think she realized that, though, and if I told her, I had the feeling it would make her blush and tell me to shut up.

      I loved that about her, though.

      Loved that, even though she was world-renowned, had a platform most people couldn’t even begin to dream about, she was still naive in some ways, and self-effacing as well.

      She hummed as she grabbed one of the sushi dishes, and without waiting for us, set herself up with wasabi and soy sauce. The futomaki was, in less than five seconds, off the plate and in her hands. The moan she made as she took a bite was pretty much hard-wired to my cock. I wasn’t proud of my response to her, but it was as natural as breathing. A part of me even wondered if she knew what power she had over us, or if, somewhere in the mix, she’d forgotten that we were men and she was a woman.

      I didn’t mean that badly, and I sure as hell didn’t think she was stringing us along. It was just…

      Hell, I wasn’t even sure what I meant.

      A little disgruntled as she made happy hums while she finished off her salmon and avocado futomaki, I grabbed some nigari, and Nash set himself up with a plate of sashimi.

      We were silent as we started eating, and I was quite content with that. I’d grown hungry trailing around the Empire State Building, and after the boat trip to Lady Liberty, my appetite was definitely there. Sushi wasn’t entirely going to satisfy it, not when Cressy kept making these little moans that had me on edge, but it would satiate me for the most part.

      After the waitress had deposited some waters for us, and a small bottle of sake for us all to share, I raised a toast to her. “To Cressy, for liberating herself, and for having the guts to do it.”

      Her brows quirked at that. “I’m not sure if I had the guts at all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was imperative I do what I did. I didn’t really have much of a say in it. If I had, I might have talked myself out of it. I just knew that I wanted to stop him from hurting anyone else. That was pretty much my motivation.”

      Nash shot me a look. “Did you enjoy it?”

      She cringed and put her chopsticks down on the table. She was quiet as she reached for her little pot of sake, then after she’d taken a sip, she murmured, “A little. I guess. Somehow more than I anticipated, and less, too.”

      “You might have to explain that,” he encouraged softly, nudging her gently with his arm.

      It was a strange place to open up. There was a gentle whirl in the air thanks to the smoothly running belt that deposited fresh sushi our way every now and then, and in the background, the heavy lunch crowd had died down, to be replaced with people who were enjoying an extended meal.

      There was the tap, tap of people on their keyboards, but more than anything, there was the gentle hum of a crowd of diners discussing something as they ate their food.

      I hoped it worked on Cressy; I’d intended to discuss this with her today, and had imagined bribing her with information on us would be the way to get this going. Seemed like Nash had achieved that without us having to share a thing.

      Strange that I was disappointed about that, but I knew there would be other times when sharing opportunities would arise.

      “Less because a part of me wanted to make him hurt like he made me hurt. I thought I’d enjoy that. But more than anything, I enjoyed taking something away from him. That vindictive side of me isn’t something I’m proud of.”

      Her slumped shoulders and her tone were like a stoplight. Gently pressing my knee to hers, and in a soft voice, I told her, “Cressy, I think you misunderstand.”

      She frowned at me, and I saw her hazel eyes were loaded with a wariness that scorched me. “How?”

      “We’re not judging you.”

      “You aren’t?” This time, she appeared doubtful. One brow high, the other low as she tried to figure out what I was saying.

      “No. We’re not. We’re trying to figure out where you are. If you’re okay.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well, I’m fine.”

      There was still that hesitation in her voice. It was faint, and maybe if I hadn’t seen as many goddamn years as I had, I’d have missed it. Maybe if I hadn’t been involved in as many board meetings, and had gone through several courses to make myself the best corporate shark in the industry, I’d have failed to hear it. But, unluckily for her, I’d had pretty much no life before her. I’d had goals, and a desire to change my fate; to make up for the hubris of my first life in a bid to make a father–who had died thousands of years ago, and had gone to his grave mourning the son who should have listened to him but hadn’t–proud.

      I’d been paying for my mistakes since the time I’d made them, and for the first time in my life, it had a practical application.

      Cressy.

      She thought we cared if she enjoyed what she did last night.

      We didn’t.

      Nash cleared his throat. “You know when you were reading all those paranormal tall tales, you never read about Jason and the Argonauts or the trials of Hercules, did you?”

      She pulled a face. “If it wasn’t in a Sherrilyn Kenyon book, then nope.”

      “Who the hell’s Sherrilyn Kenyon?” I questioned, dipping my maki into a bath of soy sauce.

      Cressy snickered, and I enjoyed her amusement at my expense. It made her face light up once more, and that smile she shot my way? God, it went right to my dick, but also, my heart.

      This was how she should always look.

      “She’s an author, dingbat. A very, very, very good one.” She beamed at me. “I can loan you a book if you want. I see you reading all the time.”

      It was my turn to snicker at her. “If you think I’m reading romance when you see me with a book, you’re a long way off. But if you give me your favorite one, I’ll read it and tell you what I think.”

      She gaped at me a second. “You’d read one of my books?”

      Her hushed tone made it sound as though I were offering to read a banned novel. I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Seriously?”

      Nash laughed. “Why are you so surprised that our resident geek would try something you enjoyed?”

      She blinked before giggling. “I don’t know. I mean, I just . . . I’ve never met a guy who’d read that stuff. They always say it’s lady porn.”

      I snorted. “Even better.”

      Nash peered around her and grinned at me. “Your luck is in, Chris.”

      We chuckled as Cressy face-palmed herself. “No, it isn’t about the sex! You’re missing the point.”

      “I’m sure I am. But I can appreciate the author’s voice and talent with the English language when you actually give me the book. As it stands, I’ll look forward to extended sex scenes.”

      She huffed. “Just for that, I’ll give you one of my most innocent fade to black books.”

      “Fade to black?” I scowled at her. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Cockblocked, dude,” Nash informed me, waggling his chopsticks my way.

      “Well, that’s just cruel,” I retorted.

      Her laughter at my expense was totally worth it, though. She placed the sake tumbler down on the counter, and murmured, “But . . . I get what you were saying. I don’t know that much about Ancient Greece. A shockingly little amount considering, well, you know.” She bit her bottom lip. “I wonder if Wikipedia would help.”

      “It’s a start,” I teased, “but you have three walking encyclopedias on that time period. I believe we could help if you needed to know something.”

      That sparkle appeared in her eyes again, and God, it made me want to sink to my knees. “You could, hmm? That might be useful.”

      “In fact, that was what I meant before we came in here. A question for a question.”

      Her eyes widened. “You mean, you can ask anything you want and I can, too?”

      “Exactly. In the spirit of getting to know one another.” I toasted her with my water glass. Even knowing that I could have gotten away with not sharing all that much today, which honestly would have been a disservice to her and us both.

      She needed to know more about us, just as we did her.

      “I think that’s pretty cool,” she replied. “Let’s up the stakes, though.”

      I blinked at her. “Sure?”

      “For every question we answer, we have to take a shot of sake?”

      Nash groaned. “You’re not supposed to do that with sake.”

      “I’m a Millennial. We’re irresponsible with alcohol,” she joked, prompting him to roll his eyes.

      Even though she was teasing him, I wondered if she realized what that offer meant exactly. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out that she was, willingly, heading into something that would make her vulnerable around us.

      Did she realize what she’d just offered?

      Or, in the spirit of the day, had she just wanted to keep things light?

      I wasn’t certain, but I found myself touched.

      “I’m game,” I assured her. “But we might need to order more sake.”

      “Definitely,” she replied, beaming at me.

      “Who starts?” Nash asked on a long-suffering sigh.

      “I technically haven’t finished answering the first question, have I?” she stated softly, her eyes on her dish.

      “This is true.” I smiled at the waiter who appeared after I flagged him down and, having made my order, I turned back to her to give her my full attention.

      I was glad she hadn’t forgotten.

      Nash, Hades, and I needed to know that she was all good with what had gone down last night.

      Though she fiddled with the paper that had shielded her chopsticks, tearing it into little bits that tumbled into her lap, she admitted, “I enjoyed it.”

      Her voice was husky, throaty enough to make me think dark thoughts.

      Like what she’d sound like after she’d climaxed under my hands. Like how she’d sound when I tongue-fucked her pussy. . . .

      Containing my groan, I murmured, “It’s not bad to admit that.”

      “Isn’t it? I feel like some kind of sicko.”

      Nash snorted. “You say that knowing what the bastard did to you? I don’t think so.” He picked up another maki. “You were born to be our wife—”

      She frowned at that and inserted, “You keep on saying that.”

      Nash smirked. “Because it’s true?”

      “Yeah, but how do you know that?” Cressy began toying with one of the scraps of paper she’d just wrecked. “I mean, you say it with such certainty.”

      “Do you doubt our word?” I asked, not exactly mad, just curious.

      “No. Not after what you’ve done for me,” she admitted quietly. “I mean . . . why me?”

      “Why not you?”

      “That doesn’t help,” she said on a huff. “Would anyone do?”

      The question had me reaching over to grip a firm hold of her chin. “No. Anyone would not just do.”

      “How am I supposed to know that, though?” she whispered. “I used to read this in books and think the heroine was stupid for asking such idiotic questions. But it matters. Like, am I the only one feeling this way?”

      “Feeling what way?” I questioned, wishing I could understand where she was going with this.

      “I mean, you didn’t pick me. And it’s not like you’re getting that great of a deal. I live off my nerves, I’ve been abused. . . .” She gulped. “I’m soiled.”

      For a second, I wasn’t sure if I could control myself. Then, when that thought crossed my mind, I realized how insane that was.

      I, Icarus, son of Daedalus, couldn’t control myself?

      When I was renowned for my razor-sharp edge in all things?

      When I was known for being a control freak?

      It didn’t seem possible.

      But then, the impossible was possible with Cressida.

      She just didn’t realize that yet.

      I made sure I didn’t tighten my grip on her chin. I could feel the violence ebb and flow inside me, though, at the notion she wasn’t good enough. My voice was husky as I gritted out, “Cressida, if anyone isn’t good enough, or if anyone is soiled around this table, it isn’t you.

      “Nash and I have seen things you couldn’t begin to understand. We’ve done them, too. We’re not pure, innocent little doves. There are many instances in my life I wish I could erase from my memory, but that’s the downside to living as long as we do. We never forget. And I think that’s for the best. We constantly have to live our best selves, and I think remembering everything we’ve done, the good and the bad, as well as the ugly, makes sure that each day, we’re the best we can be.

      “That being said, if you’d like to tell me who said you were soiled, then I’ll gladly go and slash their throat.”

      I could tell my sudden violent statement stunned her. Her eyes were rounder than a dollar coin, but her mouth had stopped that quivering that made me want to throw a chair at the wall.

      Cressida had many vulnerabilities, but she wasn’t vulnerable.

      It was a juxtaposition, I knew that. But she exuded such strength that it literally surrounded her like an aura. For her to appear frail?

      No.

      I wasn’t having it.

      My vehement remark seemed to do the trick because her top lip quirked up. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. Because you are not soiled. Things have happened to you, things that I wish–with all my heart–had never touched you. Not because you’re soiled, goddammit,” I growled. “But because I want you to have enjoyed your time before us. You had a relatively short life without us, but you’ll have more time with us than you can even begin to imagine.”

      She gnawed at her bottom lip. “And that’s a bad thing?”

      Nash’s eyes contained a hint of worry even as he teased, “Just you wait. Two hundred years with anyone is enough to make you want to stab them in the eye with a fork when they keep on leaving their wet towels on the floor.”

      I sniffed at that comment, knowing it was aimed my way. “Fuck. You. That’s why I hired an extra housekeeper to stop you from bitching.”

      “You still made more of a mess than Hilda could keep up with,” he retorted, then, to Cressida murmured, “It was his ‘mad inventor’ phase back in the 1850s.” He rolled his eyes. “He drove Hades and me crazy, and though he is a stickler and a pain in the ass, it’s surprisingly difficult to get him mad. But Christian made him mad. Leaving all his shit everywhere. The number of times I tripped over his goddamn pulleys—”

      “Pulleys?” Cressida questioned, but she was fighting a smile.

      “I was working on one of the first working elevators.”

      Her eyes flared wide. “Did you succeed?”

      I winced. “Well, I did, but I didn’t allow myself the credit.”

      “Why not?”

      “It didn’t seem right.”

      “Why not?” she repeated, scowling. “That doesn’t seem fair. All your hard work and you weren’t credited with any of it?”

      Nash pulled a face, but he reached for her hand and nipped at her finger—the move was strangely intimate, and it churned me up inside. “It’s his stupid morals,” he groused, prompting me to roll my eyes.

      “Why are they stupid?” she asked, but she was amused again.

      “He’s always trying to make up for the fact he flew too close to the sun.”

      Though my throat tightened, my nod was sharp as I concurred with his statement. “I did most of the work,” I conceded. “But James did more than his fair share of it, and it was only right that he received the income from the patents. It wasn’t like I needed the money.”

      Her eyes softened as she studied me, giving me, for those endless moments, her full attention. When her hand came up to cup my cheek, I tried not to nuzzle into her palm. I wanted to, God, how I wanted to, but I didn’t.

      I managed to refrain myself. Barely. But I did look her square in the eye as I whispered, “You are perfect. Just the way you are.”

      She swallowed, then dipped her head. It was impossible not to reach out to her once more. To hold her chin up, to force her gaze to mine. “You are, Cressida. Your past does not define you. It makes you the person sitting here before me today, and that person is one I’m inordinately grateful to have in my life. Do you understand me?”

      It was imperative she answer me, vital that she comprehend how our world had changed, for the better, the minute she had stepped into it.

      None of us knew why she was here. None of us understood it. The only thing we knew was that Hades insisted she was our wife, and that the ghosts and spirits’ response to her was only proof of that.

      For the average man, that would have been enough of a green light. But not for me. It was one of several reasons I’d been holding back. But not anymore, because the connection forging its way between us was in no way contrived.

      It might have been sent from the gods, but it was real, and it was tangible.

      There was no avoiding it.

      No evading it.

      She was a bright, shining beacon in my world, and I was quite willing to walk toward her knowing she was as entangled as I was.

      “Oh, Chris,” she said on a whisper. “I-I . . .” I could tell she was going to deny it. Some bastard had made her believe she was dirty, too dirty to love, but I could also see that was the only thing she was denying.

      Her hand still cupped my cheek, and her eyes were still fixed to mine as though we were superglued together.

      Before she could say another word, though, before a single letter could trip off her lips, there was a flash of light, and a squealed, “Oh, my God, it’s Cressida Jonas!”

      And like that, cacophony struck as I realized Hades’ spiritual perimeter protected us from the press, but not eager and overzealous fans as our simple meal became very, very complicated.
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      There was a reason I meditated.

      I didn’t enjoy it, but if I was to avoid the Underworld, then I had to commune with it on a daily basis.

      The world of the damned required my energy to keep it going.

      The evil in humanity needed to be stored somewhere and that area needed extra security. There were the townships where most spirits lived, and they required nourishing. There were, as Dante had managed to get out of me thanks to far too much grappa, nine circles of hell, but what I hadn’t told him was that the Underworld was also Heaven.

      The good and the bad were my stock in trade, and as I communed with the seat of my powers, I made sure all was right down there.

      After years on this realm, even though I was perennially cold, I’d come to prefer it here. And, over my dying body, would Cressy have to reside down there if it was against her will.

      Persephone, the lying bitch, had made my life hell—literally hell—when we’d had to live down there as punishment for her claiming I’d kidnapped her. I wouldn’t have Cressy hate me by . . .

      My eyes popped open as they were wont to do when I thought of my bitch of an ex-wife. She’d painted a sorry story that I’d been the one who’d dragged her to the Underworld, who’d stolen her from her mother’s loving arms when she’d been the one to entangle me in her snare.

      Only the fact I was King of the Underworld had prevented any fallout from her pathetic lies and, it had been with gratitude that our marriage had been terminated when Zeus had disbanded the council of the Gods and had sent us off to our chosen areas with our guardians as our sole companions.

      Thoughts of her were always likely to put me in a bad mood, but as the door to our suite opened, I found myself smiling at Cressy’s high-pitched voice. Although, my smile swiftly disappeared when I heard what she was saying. “If that girl could have shoved that camera in your face anymore, Nash, you’d have been eating it.”

      Brows rising, I climbed to my feet.

      The five-star luxury of the suite didn’t go unnoticed, but it was hardly as grand as my own home, and though I knew Cressida appreciated it, I didn’t. I was looking forward to returning to my palace that had all the comforts I was accustomed to, but I’d stay here, or in any other flea-infested suite she insisted upon if it made her content.

      I stretched before I left the plush rug, my toes curling into the shearling. I disliked that another’s toes would have touched the same fur, but what could I do? I wasn’t about to sit for hours on end on the Italian marble floor, and there was hardly any space on the tour bus to store one if I bought a new rug.

      With a grunt, I set off out of the bedroom and headed into the living area. Cressy had dumped her bag and her cap on the sofa where she’d thrown herself, literally by the looks of it. Half her body was on the cushions, the other half dragged on the ground. She had one arm covering her face, and looked like the star of a Shakespearian tragedy.

      Rubbing my chin, I cut my guardians a look. “I let you out with her for a day, and she returns like something from King Lear.”

      Nash snickered at me, but I ignored it. He had a peculiar sense of humor that time hadn’t helped me understand. “We were caught on camera.”

      “You were?” I frowned at him, unable to understand why that would amuse him.

      He tossed me his phone, and as I scrolled down his Instagram feed, I could see why. My lips twitched.

      In the photos, she was seated in between my guardians and their body language screamed intimate. Their eyes were languid, their forms relaxed and at ease with one another. She was touching Icarus, but Nash’s hand was on her knee. “Ah,” I stated, and watched as Cressy finally lowered her arm, sat up, and glowered at me.

      “If it wasn’t bad enough that the world thought I was a Diva, now they think–”

      Christian cleared his throat. “Is it truly so bad?”

      She huffed. “Christian, you don’t understand. Do you think I stayed with Mytikas for the love of the board? Hell, no! I stayed there because I was obligated to.” She gritted her teeth as she reached for her cap and began squishing it between her hands. Her nerves bled from her, and I wanted to reduce the flow. It unnerved me to see her so distressed, and considering very little unnerved me, it was an unusual enough occurrence to prompt me to head for her side.

      When I seated myself close to her, I had to admit that I enjoyed how she turned into me. The instant I was near, she seemed to take that as a sign she could use me as a cushion. She propped herself against me as she dragged her feet under her.

      “What’s all the whining about?”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised at Ella’s appearance, but I was.

      She’d been missing since last night, and I wasn’t about to complain considering how much she spoke.

      Cressy winced and said, “Some stupid fan caught me eating sushi with Christian and Nash.”

      Ella grinned. “Really? Ha. What happened? Has it gone viral yet?”

      “Yeah,” she said glumly. “It’s a wonder Mytikas hasn’t been on the phone with me already.”

      I cleared my throat as I reached around, curling my arm about her shoulder. “Why would they, sweetheart?”

      “Because one of the terms of my contract is that I do nothing outside the bounds of impropriety. If I do, if I bring even the smidgen of shame to the brand, I get fined. Heavily.”

      Christian scowled at that. “That’s an unusual clause. Did you agree to that, too, Nash?” When Orpheus nodded, he carried on, “Why would they care so long as it sold records?”

      “I don’t know,” she said on a sigh. “They were my first heavy contract, and I signed on for ten years with them because my agent said I’d be mad not to. Then all this shit happened, and ever since, I’ve been drowning under its rules.” She ran a hand over her face. “For the press to think I’m a Diva is something they accept. They like that particular variant of publicity. But anything . . .”

      “Out of the ordinary?” Christian inserted.

      “Interesting?” Ella tried to help.

      Cressy rolled her eyes at Ella, but nodded at Christian. “Yes. If they deem it out of the ordinary, then they can sue me for breach of contract.”

      I shrugged then. “Let them.”

      She pulled away from me, a fact I wasn’t happy about, and turned to face me. She was gaping for a good twenty seconds before she spluttered, “Do you know how much money is on the line?”

      I shrugged once more. “I’m wealthy.”

      “That’s your money. Not mine.” Her eyes were narrowed at me, and though, usually, her irritation would have annoyed me, in this instance, I was nothing but amused.

      “Our money, latria mou.”

      “Look who hit the rich bitch list,” Ella teased.

      Cressy, without turning to look at her friend, flipped her the bird. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Doesn’t it?” As I cocked a brow at her, I reached forward and stroked one of the curls that lay on her shoulder. Her hair gleamed like mahogany in the light streaming in from the windows, and the need to touch it was an urge I wasn’t strong enough to fight. “As far as I’m aware, that’s what husbands and wives do.”

      “Cressy doesn’t think we’re really married.”

      I shot Nash a look before I narrowed my eyes at her. “Excuse me?”

      She huffed. “Way to stir the shit there, Nash. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Didn’t mean what like what?” Ella complained as she plunked herself down beside me. “Jesus, you don’t traipse around a city for one day and suddenly, you’re out of the loop. Fill me in on the gossip.”

      Cressy released a little grunt. “I just mean . . . none of us got a say in this. And you just claiming I’m yours isn’t . . . well, it doesn’t mean that’s how it has to be.”

      I stared at her, curious as to her intent.

      She hadn’t pulled away from my innocent touch. She hadn’t moved away to put distance between us. She was close to me, her body turned toward mine. And I knew, point blank, that if Nash or Christian were seated here, it would be exactly the same.

      She showed no particular propensity for one male.

      There was no favoritism, although I’d say that she had sensed Christian’s hesitancy and wasn’t as at ease with him as she was with the rest of us. But that was on him, not her. If he hadn’t been his usual control-freak self and had trusted in the Fates, he’d have been far more comfortable with the situation.

      Still, that photo proved there was a growing intimacy between them.

      “What are you questioning?” I asked her. “My judgment or . . .?”

      Her eyes flashed with irritation. “I’m just trying to say that if you guys don’t want me, then . . .,” she released a breath, “you don’t have to have me.”

      I pursed my lips for a second, then cutting my guardians a look, I stated, “Leave us.”

      They both scowled at me, but Christian was the one who ground out, “That isn’t fair, Hades. She needs reassurance from all of us.”

      “She will get more than reassurance,” I told him, my voice grating at his questioning me. “But I will handle this. Leave us. Now.”

      Christian gritted his teeth, and this time, Nash stated, “Cressida, we’ll be in our rooms. If you need us, shout.”

      They didn’t move until she nodded, and as they traipsed off, she watched them go.

      “You, too, Ella. Leave.”

      The ghost huffed. “You’re the one who brought me here.”

      “Two weeks ago,” I retorted, not impressed with her logic. “Not today. Leave and return later.”

      When she pinged out of existence, rudely sticking her middle finger up at me as she did, Cressy asked, “Is there a reason you wanted me alone?”

      Her voice was small, and I hated that. Hated it with a passion.

      If anything, this woman was too small for her voice. The power she contained with her gift was divine. Literally.

      Making sure our gazes were one, I told her, “Yes. There was. You needed proof that you are mine.”

      She winced. “No. Actually. I didn’t. I was just trying to—”

      “Yes. Give us a ‘get out of jail free’ card.”

      “You play Monopoly?” She stared at me in bewilderment.

      I wafted a hand. “It was big in the 30s.”

      “It’s still big today, bud,” she joked, her lips curving in a smile that should always be there.

      Narrowing my eyes at her, I reached up to slide a finger over the curve of her jaw. “I think you’re mistaking our care for lack of interest.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded, her eyes wide with agitation. I could hear her pulse start to beat a little bit harder, and I enjoyed the notion that I’d riled her.

      She was born of fire, this one—not milk and water.

      “It means,” I informed her softly as I leaned forward and pushed my way into her personal space, “that you’ve been waiting for me to do this again.”

      The second our lips collided, she released a moan that resonated throughout my body. I felt it deep in my soul, that was how far it sank—and this woman claimed she wasn’t mine?

      Ha.

      I’d find great joy in proving otherwise.

      Moving into my lap, she parted her lips the instant I slid my tongue along the crease of her mouth, and as I thrust inside her, she welcomed me with her body and her kiss. Her arms slid around me, tugging me close, and the instant I was there, she parted her legs and moved them around my waist.

      The trust imbued in that gesture was enough to rock the very ground beneath my feet. Her freely given affection had as tangible an effect on me as did her moan.

      “Why do you taste of sake?” I breathed into her mouth.

      She giggled a little as I began tracing my lips along her jaw, not stopping until I hit her throat. Palpating my tongue there, I enjoyed the way her skin bubbled with mini erections. Gooseflesh, I think Nash called it in one of his songs. The little bumps were a pleasant sensation against my tongue, and the shivers that rocked her core powered me on, encouraged me to explore the many ways I could give her this pleasure.

      “We were eating sushi when the picture was taken,” she whispered as she arched her throat to give me better access. The slight whimpers that escaped her were enough to have my cock pounding to a beat of its own against my fly. I knew it would be imprinted with my zipper, but that was something I could deal with.

      I hummed against her skin, loving her whimper as the vibration touched her. “And you dislike the notion that you are in the center of a love triangle?”

      She released a dissatisfied grunt, evidently not enjoying my words.

      “No.”

      “And do you know why that is?” I asked, but I didn’t wait for an answer. “Because you know there is no such thing between us. You are neither mine alone, nor solely Nash’s or Christian’s.” I felt her swallow, the muscles of her throat bobbing against my lips as I kissed her there once more. “You are our wife.”

      “B-But why?” she breathed. “I don’t get it. Why would you want to share me?”

      “Because they are tied to me. As imperative to me as the air we breathe. Without them, I am unstable, erratic, crazed. They are powerful men in their own right,” I informed her softly, moving slightly, so I could look her in the eye. “They are strong males, for only the strongest could endure what I ask of them.”

      “What do you ask of them?” she whispered.

      “They don’t realize it. But I channel much of my energy through them. It’s how they live for as long as they do. Demi-gods have a longer lifespan than humans, but not this long. They have longevity of life, and have other talents tied to my gifts.”

      “Like seeing the spirits?”

      “Indeed,” I purred, reaching up to run my finger down the exposed flesh of her cleavage. She wore a deep V-neck that inspired all kinds of thoughts as I traced the gentle curves of her breasts.

      “My power sustains them, but the candles on my altar, the one you almost extinguished, grounds them to this realm. Aside from that . . . we are tied in ways few mortals could ever understand, and you, agape mou, are another tie. One that binds us further together. That is why we are content. We were placed together as a unit before the Americas were even known to exist, and now, we are bound as one through you.”

      I watched some of the worry in her eyes burn away at that. “You mean that, don’t you?”

      “Of course. And now, I want to show you what I mean.”

      Her lips curved and her teeth pressed down into the bottom one. “I think that can be arranged.”

      “Good,” I purred.
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      The fire in Hades’ eyes was enough to set me alight.

      My breath panted from my lungs as I absorbed the fact that this incredible creature wanted me.

      And he was a creature.

      I didn’t mean that horribly, either.

      He was so much more than just a man that to call him such, did him a disservice, but equally, the concept of fucking a god was just more than my brain could handle. It seemed skeevy and gross, but it was something I’d have to accept because the look in his eye was no way pure and holy.

      He looked intense and raw, and Jesus, I adored that every ounce of that was aimed my way.

      Had I mistaken their lack of forwardness in making things physical as disinterest?

      How stupid was I if I had?

      They’d been careful with me, undoubtedly because of my past, and here I was, mistaking that for an unwillingness to be with me.

      From the beginning, I’d accepted their craziness, mostly because it gave me a means of punishing Jason Hargreaves. The two had been dual concepts in my mind.

      Make Hargreaves suffer. . . .

      . . . And because I was tied to three dudes who claimed to be immortal.

      Honestly, the first one was what had me handling the second reason with ease.

      These three dudes, one who was a god, for fuck’s sake, made Men’s Health models look sloppy. Yeah, that was how fine they were. And even though a part of me would forever feel Hargreaves’ touch, I wasn’t about to let him ruin my goddamn life. Not when the best things to ever happen to me were close by.

      It was why, earlier on, I’d made the game suggestion. A shot of sake for each question answered. That game had been a bust. But my suggesting it had been intentional.

      I was stating, whether they knew it or not, that I trusted them.

      Yup.

      Because I did.

      I trusted them to look after me, to care for me, to love me.

      The thought about blew my mind, but I didn’t let it stop me. I tightened my grip around Hades and pressed myself closer to him. I never wanted to be far away from him. The prospect of more than a city’s distance between us was a nightmare.

      I’d never been clingy.

      Had never trusted.

      Had never been all that great in a relationship before, but with him? With them? It was like sinking into a pool and starting to swim.

      Like riding a fucking bike even.

      All the shitty experiences I’d had with men over the years seemed to disappear as I found myself in this man’s extraordinary arms.

      With a murmur, I pressed my mouth to his once more, needing that connection. Needing that touch. When he thrust his tongue into my mouth again, without a nudge from me, I let him, and I loved every second of it.

      He tasted like mint, and it was as refreshing as his kiss. I could have drowned in him, could have let him kiss me until I didn’t know what it meant to no longer breathe. He consumed me, and I loved it. Every. Fucking. Minute. Of. It.

      With a grunt, he rocked us forward, so I was on my back. The pressure of him on top of me made me panic for a second. Memories of what I’d gone through were present, and then, he murmured against my lips, “Agape mou.” There was a small whisper of other words, ones I didn’t understand; ones that flared to life inside me.

      I didn’t know what he was saying, but somehow, his foreignness, while alien, was exactly what I needed.

      There was no forgetting that this was Hades.

      There was no possibility of somehow managing to displace the fact that he was like no other man I’d ever known.

      With a moan as he began to whisper those delicious words against my skin, I rocked my hips up and felt the thick thrust of his shaft against my core. That he was hard came as no surprise. We were both on fire for one another, and I loved it. Loved that he was as ready for me as I was for him.

      When he pulled back, I reached for him, wanting to draw him closer again, but he tutted and whispered, “Let me see you.”

      Opening my eyes as I swallowed back my nerves, I watched as he reached for the hem of my top and began to tug it over my torso.

      I had nothing to hide. I had been photographed so many times, in artful poses and ones for advertisements, that my body didn’t mean all that much to me. I know that sounded weird, but I knew I looked good—I had to work out like a mad woman for the privilege. I knew that I had nothing to worry about, but that kind of disjointed thinking made me realize that I needed to take back my damn body. Own it.

      Not just lie here and think it was a vessel of some kind.

      The thought was enough to make me rear up. The momentum knocked him on his back and rather than wait for him, I dragged my blouse overhead and tossed it behind me, taking my bra with it. When I was naked, I felt gooseflesh stir along my skin. The air conditioning worked its magic on me, cooling me down even when the reason for my sudden surge in temperature had nothing to do with the climate and everything to do with the man under me.

      His dark eyes were heavy-lidded as he took me in in all my glory, and rather than sit there and wait for him, I reached up and touched my breasts myself. My nipples were taut puckers, and I moaned a little as they rubbed against my palms. I moved to grip them, to tease them by pinching them, and rocked my hips in response to the answering pull inside me.

      With a moan, I rocked hard, loving the friction of his cock against my core.

      I wore jeans and was very unhappy with that fact. I wanted to be naked, wanted nothing between us. I wanted to see him in all his beauty and have him see me.

      The thought made me move when that was the last thing I wanted. I rolled off him, and though I saw the complaint in his eyes, he smiled when he saw why. Scowling at him as I kicked off the denim, I grunted, “You’re an arrogant ass.”

      He grinned. “Perhaps. But I’m your arrogant ass.”

      The words, peculiar as they were, resonated with me. Deeply. I bit my lip as I whispered, “Are you?”

      “Oh, asterí mou, you can’t still doubt it?”

      I didn’t. Not really. And once again, I forced myself to face facts.

      For whatever reason, these men had been given to me. Was I going to be stupid and question my luck, or just embrace my good fortune and ride it all the way to the bank?

      Yeah. I was going to go with the latter.

      Slipping out of my panties, I climbed astride him. Like a typical man, he’d lain back to watch the show, but I wasn’t about to complain. I loved the idea of being naked in front of him while he was dressed. I thought, in my own way, that I wanted to be vulnerable before him. But not for his sake, for mine.

      To prove that I could do this.

      To prove, to myself, that I was invincible.

      Stupid, maybe, but that was my thinking.

      Shrugging it aside as I straddled him, I pressed my hands to his pecs and murmured, “With my body, I thee worship.”

      Smile lines creased his eyes. “You want a marriage ceremony, Cressy?”

      I shrugged. “What woman doesn’t dream of being a bride?”

      “I live in Vegas. The capital of weddings. I’m sure something could be arranged.”

      My lips twitched. “I have a better idea.”

      “You do?” He cocked a brow at me.

      “But that’s for another time.” I reached for his hands and pressed them to my breasts. As he began to touch them, carefully squeezing with one, then caressing my nipples with the other, I reached between us and began to unfasten his fly.

      I was panting by the time I worked him free. I’d never known a zipper could be so hard to open, but it was the way he was watching me, the way he was touching me—it was like lightning to my nerve endings. It made my fingers shake and my core clench.

      I was in charge, but I was under this man’s spell.

      Shivering at the notion, I finally worked him free and got my hands on him. With a moan as the silk of him slipped into my palm, I whispered, “I want you inside me.”

      He grunted as our eyes clashed. “I’m yours, Cressy.”

      Something inside me tightened then broke open. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. He spoke the words for me, but I knew he meant them. To him, they didn’t even have to be uttered. And that was what made them even more powerful.

      I sat up on my knees and rocked forward, so our sexes brushed. With him in my fist, I held him tightly as I dragged him through my folds, slickening his shaft with my juices, but loving how, with each touch, I had him rubbing my clit.

      Each time I rocked my hips hard and moved him against me, it was like I’d set off a firework. I saw each individual light display behind my eyes as I got into the mood, enjoying each moment of having this man at my mercy, at my pleasure.

      I could feel my juices slip down, coating my lips, coating him. I was wet. Probably wetter than I’d ever been and all because of this man.

      This god.

      My god.

      With a moan that spoke clearly of how on edge I was, I slipped him inside me.

      He was big, but he was, like I’d said, a god. It would have been poor advertising all around if this guy hadn’t been as impressive as he was.

      His thickness felt delicious inside me. Like I’d been empty for a lifetime, and now, he was here to fill all of me up. I pushed his shirt up to expose his delicious stomach—a stomach I’d seen that first day when he’d come storming into his kitchen with no shirt on and nothing except for a pair of pants covering his bottom half.

      It seemed incredible that so much had happened since that first meeting, but it had all been leading to here and now.

      With my hands on his stomach, feeling the rippling abs that were delicious against my palms, I hovered over him, loving the change in angle as I pressed my mouth to his. He thrust his hands into my hair, capturing me and keeping me in place as I thrust my tongue between his lips. I adored that he let me have full sway here. Reveled in the fact that I was in charge of this powerful beast’s pleasure.

      It was a mind fuck.

      In the best possible way.

      I shuddered as his hands slipped to my hips. His fingers grabbed me, holding me hard against him until he began to urge me to move. It was slow, at first, then gradually, we moved faster together. My core screamed with need, and I slipped a hand between us, using the tiny space that separated us to my advantage.

      For a second, I was unable to believe how wet I was. Sex had never been all that great for me, and I’d never gotten all that hot. I only realized now how different this was in comparison.

      With a moan, I slid my fingers through the juices that my need for this man had stirred. Slicking them with the liquid, I touched my clit, and as we’d done earlier, I rubbed it. Finding an orgasm had never seemed easier. I reveled in being connected to this man.

      He pulled his mouth from mine, and whispered, “Latria mou?”

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      “Do you doubt it now?” he questioned, thrusting his hips up, fucking his shaft deeper into me even as I rolled my body down.

      I let out a keening cry, loving his care, loving his need as he worked his dick all the way inside me. “No. I don’t. I can’t,” I whimpered, closing my eyes and letting my forehead rest against his as I took a moment to savor what I was feeling. What he was making me feel, and what I was experiencing because I held some of the power here—it was a revelation.

      And I loved every moment of it. Loved everything about it, including the man himself for giving me this.

      When the orgasm hit me, it had every part of me freezing in place. The muscles on my face, in my body, in my sex, they were in a strange kind of stasis for endless moments that made it hard to breathe, hard to do anything other than feel the power of the sensations he triggered in me.

      When he came, the explosive orgasm sent me hurtling higher into the stars, and I knew he was right.

      There was no more room for doubt.

      I was his.

      Forever.

      And always.
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      “Stop pacing.”

      “I can’t,” Christian growled. “What the fuck are we even doing here anyway?”

      “He told you as much as he told us,” Cressy retorted, and I could see that although she was hiding a smile, she was also concerned.

      We were in London of all places.

      Hera’s territory.

      Strangely enough, Hera’s main office housed Mytikas Records’ main corporate body.

      How had I not known that when I’d signed the contract with them?

      How had I been completely unaware that, for the entirety of my deal with them, I’d been under Hera’s thumb?

      Hades had not been content with the news. Apparently, he’d had Christian looking into Mytikas’s history, and considering Christian had ruled Wall Street once upon a time, he was the person to do the digging.

      What he’d uncovered came as a surprise to all of us.

      Hera was Zeus’ ex-wife. Back in the day, she’d been the Queen of the Gods, and she’d also been a Class-A bitch.

      I’d never liked her. She was, technically I guessed, my grandmother. But technicalities were everything with the gods. Very little made sense where lineage was concerned. I guess that was what made us divine—the fact we were all so damn interbred.

      My lips curved at that because I knew such a joke would not go down well with Cressy. Especially if she found out she was formed from Apollo’s seed also—even if that was so far down the line that not even Apollo himself had managed to figure out his own spawn was in his office.

      Hades tapped his fingers against the armrest of the white leather cube that passed as an armchair in this place. Not unlike Apollo’s, these offices were cold and hard with lighting as white as the walls and the furniture.

      Relieved that Hades was relatively old-school—our palace was overstuffed with furniture, none of this minimalist crap—I studied the man I’d been guarding for longer than most nations had been civilized. “She’s making us wait.”

      I was pointing out the obvious. That was for sure. But I wanted him riled up.

      I wanted him mad because I wanted him to go postal on the bitch’s ass.

      Hera had always been a twat, but she’d reached a whole other level since we’d last met.

      “I know.” He pursed his lips, and I saw he was watching Christian pace. Well, alternating between that and watching Cressy who was studiously ignoring us all while she did something on her phone.

      “Aren’t you mad?”

      He cut me a look. “What do you think, Orpheus? No. I’m not mad. I just love waiting out here like I am one of the staff,” he ground out. “Stop trying to agitate me. I’m mad enough as it is.”

      The doors opened at that, and I knew he was aware that Hera had overheard him because he shot me a tight smile as he climbed to his feet. Once standing, he buttoned his sports coat and dipped his head. “Hera,” he greeted, his stony tone taking any of the salutation from it.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, then cut Cressy and me a look. “What are you doing here?”

      He sniffed and swept his arm back to encompass the waiting room’s occupants. “I’m certain you recognize most of the people in the room?”

      Hera tilted her head to the side. “Cease with your games, Hades. What is your purpose for being here?”

      All the god were beautiful. It came as part of being a god and Hera was no exception with her lustrous dark hair, her pretty features that shone with bright-blue eyes, and a kickass figure. But seriously, I’d prefer to fuck a viper than have anything to do with this bitch.

      Hera was insane.

      Plato had tried and failed to explain just how nuts this weirdo was, but there was no explaining it to you in Greek. However, I spoke English so that I could clarify it better.

      The woman was a bowl of Fruit Loops . . . without the fucking bowl.

      If she hadn’t been Zeus’s wife, then she’d have been tossed back to the primordial gloop with all the other fuckwits. But, unfortunately for Zeus, he’d been tied to this whack job. I was half-certain he’d come up with this whole ‘ruling the Earth from across the globe’ shit for this reason alone.

      He was divorced now, and I had no doubt that he was loving every fucking minute of it.

      “I’m here to buy Nash and Cressida out of their contracts.” Hades’s upper lip curled. “As we’re both aware, it’s against the covenant to have another’s guardian beholden to them in that way.”

      Hera, though her eyes flashed with irritation, accepted she’d been caught, but only the fuck knew why she’d gone to these lengths, anyway.

      Having figured I’d use this incarnation to grow my talents organically, not using who I was or my ‘gifts’ to get ahead, I was pretty pissed to find out that goal had been over before it had begun. Hera knew who I was. She’d known all along that I was Orpheus, he with the magical voice, the gift of calling people to me with my song.

      Why had Hera done this? What was her end game?

      “Nash, yes. Cressida, no. There’s no lawful reason her contract isn’t valid.” She said our names like a chess player would say Rook to Bishops Four.

      But that was what we were to some gods.

      Pawns. Toys with which to play their games. In all my years, it had never been more irritating than it was now that Cressida had been entangled in the mix.

      Hades sneered, failing to hide his anger at her comment. “Isn’t there? How about the fact she’s my wife?” He folded his arms across his chest as he continued, “The minute I heard what Mytikas Records had done to her, I knew I recognized some god’s work in that. Only you would be cruel and sadistic enough to put an abused woman through that level of torment, though. I should have known with no research.”

      “Abused?” Hera sniffed. “Hargreaves claimed she threw herself at him.”

      Cressy released a choked sound, but I cut her a look, trying to warn her to stay silent. From the way her mouth was trembling, I wasn’t sure if she had the power to say all that much, anyway, but I wanted her to stay quiet.

      Hera was evil. I wanted Cressy as untouched by her as possible.

      “Don’t you even give a damn what that bastard did, you heartless bitch?” Hades half-snarled.

      Hera dismissively flicked her hand at him. “Whether I do or not is of no concern to you. It is in my interests to protect my company’s assets. In this instance, it was both Cressida and Jason Hargreaves. I wasn’t about to let a lover’s tiff ruin a very good thing.” She tilted her head to the side. “What is this idiocy you speak of, though? This claim that you’re married to her?”

      Hades, though his eyes spat flames that should have scorched the old witch, held out his hand. Cressida, her head bowed, stepped toward him and rested her hand in his. “Show her, agape mou.” He kept his gaze on Hera’s as he pressed his mouth to her temple, trying to imbue the request with an affection Cressida was crying out for.

      My hands itched to comfort her myself, but I was a guardian before another god. There were rules. Limitations. If I didn’t adhere to them, Hera could call for my head.

      Literally.

      She’d done it before, and Zeus had agreed that Demeter’s guardian had spoken out of turn.

      In the blink of an eye, it had been bye-bye Perseus.

      She turned around and slowly lifted her blouse to reveal her lower left hip. After their claiming, the mark had appeared—surprising even Hades. It was burnished from blood, like a birthmark, and it was formed in the shape of three Cypress trees. The central one, the largest, was tall and lustrous, and it was guarded on either side by two slightly smaller trees.

      The sight of the mark had Hera’s mouth pinching. “What foolishness is this?”

      “No foolishness,” Hades retorted, his tone remarkably cheery now he’d irked her. “She is mine. The mark decrees it. You will nullify her contract with you.”

      “I am unable to do so.” She curled her top lip. “Although, after last week’s escapade, I really should sue for breach of contract.”

      It was clear to everyone here that she could. She just really didn’t fucking want to.

      And who could blame her for not wanting that level of a cluster fuck to go public?

      What her company had done broke so many laws, she might as well have taken a dump on Lady Justitia’s front yard.

      “I think you’ll find you can let her go, and without a breach of contract suit, either. Zeus will be seeing to your punishment as well. He is the next god on my list of deities to visit. However, I have another purpose for being here today. I will be staying in your territory for a week. Cressida will finish her tour as a last act of goodwill to Mytikas Records.”

      “How kind of her,” Hera sneered. “Considering she’s as liable as I am to the tour organizer.”

      “Funny how things work out,” was all Hades said. “I’ll be out of your territory as soon as I’m capable.”

      “Good,” she snarled, her hands furling into fists at her side. “Now, be gone from my sight.”

      Hades made a careless bow. “Gladly, sister-in-law . . . oh, wait. That is no longer the case. Is it?” he sneered the question as he pressed his palm to Cressida’s lower back. “Come, agape mou, we have things to do.”

      My brow rose at that. As far as I was aware, we had little else to do today other than visit with this she-devil. I didn’t contest his statement, however. Just bowed to Hera—an act of courtesy she didn’t deserve, and one she didn’t wait to see, either. She swarmed off back to her office, the door behind her slamming as she kicked it closed.

      Christian murmured, “That went better than expected.”

      “She’ll be on the phone to Zeus, pleading her case as we speak,” I predicted.

      “She can try. There’s no way Zeus will side with her. The only thing she can do is try to lessen her punishment.”

      Because he was right, I nodded as I began my path to the elevator where Hades had shuffled Cressida.

      I wasn’t sure what we were doing with the rest of our day, but whatever it was, it’d be better spent away from Hera’s central domain.
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      Having never visited Scotland, it came as a great surprise to find myself there a few hours later.

      After the visit with Hera, where she’d basically said I’d asked for Hargreaves to drug me and then have sex with me, I was still feeling a little raw, but as the men had a way of doing, they’d cheered me up on the flight over the border.

      Hades, as he tended doing, traveled in style, and as I was with him for the ride, Christian and Nash, too, we all got to experience the luxury.

      I’d flown in a Saudi Prince’s private jet once so that I could sing at his daughter’s wedding ceremony, but Hades’ private jet was like a commercial plane, with all the extravagances and comfort of his palace back in Vegas.

      I’d called it a mansion once, which he’d snootily corrected me on, because it wasn’t a mansion but a palace.

      Well, he was a King. And a god. I figured if anyone could get away with that, it was him.

      By the time we’d crossed the border, I was relieved. A part of me had wanted to stay in London, to see some sights with the guys, but Hera had put a total downer on that.

      It was with great relief that I’d climbed aboard the jet and headed away from the capital—I’d been doubly relieved that the only tour dates I had in the U.K. were in Manchester and Liverpool, none in London.

      Nigel was, of course, going insane over my frequent absences, but he had no real cause for complaint. I fulfilled my side of the bargain; I was just making one hell of a carbon footprint as I did so. Crisscrossing states and nations in a god’s bid to reap vengeance on my behalf.

      It was really sweet, and I knew if I told Hades that, he’d either smirk or grunt at me. Knowing the size of his ego, though, it would probably be a smirk.

      Lips twitching as he held my hand and helped me into the waiting limo—because, yup, I couldn’t manage that on my lonesome—I was relieved that the vehicle’s cabin was overheated. And by overheated, I meant tepid in comparison to the ass-kicking cold outside.

      Going from a cold so sharp that my nipples resembled copper pennies to a tropical heat had my skin itching slightly and, as had been the case ever since the damn thing had popped up, my mark felt like I could scrape it with sandpaper and still feel no relief.

      “Are you uncomfortable?” Christian asked, ever solicitous.

      He was a strange one. But strange in a good way. He was watchful, ever vigilant, but in a way that was different than Nash and Hades. Those two would slice someone’s throats for me before they even dared approach me with intent to cause harm.

      Christian was more likely to ruin an attacker’s life via computer.

      I had no doubt that the man had skills on that score, and I was also under the impression that he was doing everything he could to wreck Jason’s finances—I’d seen him doing something on his laptop the other day that, when I’d walked by, had prompted him to close the lid.

      It amused me that he’d think I’d be against the idea, but I was touched nonetheless.

      They all worked in their own way to make me happy, and for the first time in forever, I was. It helped that I knew I brought that to their lives, too. The way they looked at me told me that. It was the kind of joy a kid felt when his mom told him they were heading for Mcdonald’s. The wonder on a girl’s face as she headed into the palace at Disney Land.

      To these guys, I was like a happy meal and an all-day pass at a theme park combined.

      “No, I’m not uncomfortable,” I told him after trying, unsuccessfully, to stop myself from scratching like a flea-bitten dog. I breathed a relieved sigh as I rubbed my hip. “It’s just itchy.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “I wonder why.”

      “The blood had to boil to create such an impression,” Hades said matter-of-factly.

      “Urgh,” I remarked, wrinkling my nose at him, but he didn’t spot it as he’d just opened up a copy of a paper that was loaded with graphs I recognized as having something to do with the Stock Exchange. I recognized nothing else because it was in Japanese.

      These guys were hella smart. Enough to almost make me feel like a dumbass by comparison, but they never did anything for me to feel that way. It was all on me.

      Because yep, even celebrities had self-esteem issues.

      Who knew?

      It didn’t help I’d barely graduated high school.

      Rolling my eyes at the thought, I caught Nash looking at me with a peculiar expression. Deciding to go with it rather than explain why I’d been rolling my eyes at nothing, I grinned at him, and he smiled back. Well, almost. He did that sexy thing that made me want to lick his lips—a half-grin that made his Cupid’s bow ten times more pronounced.

      I swallowed back the need to crawl over to him and kiss that little line, but only because Christian had started talking. Otherwise, I wasn’t even sure if I was ready for what that move would have invited.

      Hades had taken me by himself. And ever since, I’d been sleeping in his room wherever we were. But I knew I wasn’t just his. I was theirs. And that was in no way a complaint.

      I just wasn’t sure how to move things forward.

      I’d gone from barely wanting to be touched by women never mind men, to wanting these guys to explore every single inch of me.

      Undoubtedly, I’d have a shrink shaking their head at me and my textbook erraticism, but I didn’t care. These men didn’t seem to mind that I was all over the place so why should I worry too much about it?

      Biting my bottom lip as Christian asked, “What are we in Scotland for, Hades? You can stop being cagey now that we’re here.” I turned to the man himself, wondering if he’d finally tell them what we were doing here.

      Hades, being Hades, didn’t bother to look up from his paper as he stated, “We’re in Gretna Green.”

      “Gretna Green?” Nash asked. “Where’s that?”

      “A place where you elope to,” I informed him huskily.

      For a second, my words fell like lead balloons. I could almost hear them thunk against the limo’s plushly carpeted floor. Then, Christian inhaled a sharp breath before asking, “You truly want this?”

      I smiled at him. “It was kind of my suggestion.”

      Nash’s eyes flared. “In truth?”

      They were so cutely archaic sometimes. When they started speaking like something from an Austen novel, it was a prompt that these guys weren’t the modern dudes they appeared to be.

      They’d seen thousands of years’ worth of shit going down on this planet.

      War. Famine. The birth of democracy. Global warming. . . .

      They’d seen it all.

      Done most of it.

      It was enough to make me humble, while also making me very horny.

      Yeah, I apparently had a major thing for older guys.

      “Truly,” I replied to Nash, my voice husky. “It—” I almost wanted to say that it made sense. But it didn’t actually. This scenario was all kinds of bat-shit insane, however I was totally happy to bathe myself in this kind of crazy. So, instead, I told him, “It feels right.”

      That must have been the correct answer because he smiled at me.

      And, with Ella looking on, snarking at how cheap we were with this wedding, a local man hand-fasted me to all three men an hour later in the simplest of ceremonies imaginable, he carried on smiling.

      As did I.
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      “Cressy?”

      She hummed at me but didn’t bother to open her eyes.

      “Don’t you want to go to bed?”

      She’d been resting against me for the last few hours, ever since we’d begun the short drive from Manchester to Liverpool. Because it was only an overnight gig, she’d deferred from spending the night in a hotel—Hades hadn’t been very happy about sleeping in the bunk for another night and considering his length, I couldn’t exactly blame him.

      At six-three, I squeezed into the bunk. Just.

      Hades was close to six-six. There was no way in hell he didn’t have to curl up like a ball in those bunks, and even though I knew why he was sleeping there and not Cressy’s bed, I did feel bad for him.

      Still, he was a jerk.

      Trying to push things along between Cressy and me, and even though I knew they hadn’t discussed this—Cressy would have turned bright pink every time she looked at me if they had—it seemed as though they were on the same page because she’d been stuck to me like glue ever since her second concert at Manchester Arena.

      I pressed my lips to her temple and asked, “Why didn’t you want to go into a hotel?”

      “I like it on here,” she mumbled, turning her face into my arm before—and I had to close my eyes at the torment—she rearranged herself by pressing her head to my lap.

      The move wasn’t meant to entice.

      I knew that.

      I did. Really.

      She was turned away from my crotch, and she was cuddled up against me, not writhing on the banquette in an attempt to get me hot.

      Still, it seemed like she didn’t have to do all that much to get me going because, fuck, just having her close to my cock had me willing it to stay down.

      “Why, though?” I asked, trying to stop my brain from focusing on how close her mouth was to my dick.

      “Because she hates hotels.” A gagging sound appeared from across the way. “Cressy, I’m in no way old enough to witness you going down on a guy.”

      “Not just any guy,” she retorted, lifting slightly to stare at her friend who hovered by the table. “I’m now legally obliged to do wicked things to my husband. Anyway . . . where have you been?”

      Ella huffed. “What are you? My mom?”

      “No . . . I just—”

      “What? I can’t get into any trouble, and it’s not like anything can hurt me now, is it?” Ella’s mouth tightened, her irritation with her status quo evident.

      “Ella—” Cressy started, but Ella drifted forward to peer at my screen.

      “She hates hotels, so I’d get used to being on the tour bus, Chris,” she almost sang as she rudely read from my screen, her interest evident in her wide eyes.

      Because there was little use in chiding her, I retorted “We’ve stayed in quite a few, though.”

      “Yeah, and I will, but only if I have to,” Cressy admitted, but her worried gaze was on her friend. “The last time it was because all my stuff was being transported onto this coach. Nigel knows that I hate hotels, have ever since we’ve had issues with fans breaching the hotel security, so he makes sure I have something like this set up for me.”

      “Ah, Nigel.” There’d been a few blowouts between manager and client since the three of us had climbed aboard. “How’s he faring?”

      “The Botox is straining for release. His brows are starting to move.”

      The manager had refused to board the bus as he claimed we undermined everything he did or said.

      He was wrong.

      Only Hades did that.

      “You’ve wrecked a couple of grand’s worth of fillers, have you?”

      She snickered. “Yup.”

      Ella beamed at her. “You go, girl.”

      “Why?”

      Whenever we approached manager and client arguing in Cressy’s dressing room, Nigel fell silent. Refusing to speak before us. It was evident that he was trying to figure out what kind of influence we had on Cressy, but if the viral videos and photos of us in New York hadn’t explained things to him, the man wasn’t exactly savvy.

      He, and the rest of the roadies, were uniquely in the know that we were sharing the tour bus with Cressida.

      All three of us.

      They had to be pretty fucking stupid to, A: fail to realize there was anything but a love triangle going on here—love square, sure. Triangle? Nope. And B: would prove their idiocy if they said a word outside the company about what was going on here.

      I knew that gossip spread. Having lived on the bus for over a month, I’d come to learn more about life on tour. It was insidious and incestuous. I also knew, from yet more research, that it was highly likely that such chatter would find its way online.

      That’s why I’d been a dick around the place.

      It wasn’t hard to throw my weight around.

      A glare here, a glower there. The mention that I was going to start looking into everyone’s contracts, the talk that NDAs were going to become standard if the roadies wanted to remain in employment. Plus, my rep spoke for itself.

      All I’d ever cared about was making a name for myself, one that wasn’t associated with failure and hubris, and I’d achieved it. It just sucked that I had to make it look like that was all that mattered to me. But if it meant protecting Cressy, then that was what I’d do.

      What was my reputation in comparison to hers?

      She’d already been through enough what with Hera and Jason Hargreaves. I didn’t want the tabloids clawing at our door, too. Hades’s spirits could only do so much.

      I realized she’d fallen silent at my question, and as I reached down to trail my fingers through her hair, she released a heavy sigh. “Nigel doesn’t feel secure anymore.”

      “Secure?” I frowned, enjoying the way she got more comfortable as I carried on stroking her hair. “What kind of security does he want?”

      “Job security, I guess.”

      “Nigel always was a wimp,” Ella sneered. “And it’s more like he’s worried about losing access to the golden goose.”

      Cressy didn’t disagree, but she narrowed her eyes at Ella. “News has hit that I’m leaving Mytikas, and both of us employ him. I’m sure not all of his concern is feigned.”

      “He is? That’s weird, isn’t it? To have two bosses?” I asked, frowning at that.

      “Yes. He didn’t care because he got paid at the end of the day, but Mytikas insisted on it. Said that it made sure both our interests were covered.”

      I frowned at that. “Hera is a pain in the ass.”

      “More like a bloodsucker.” She huffed out a breath and grumbled, “Don’t stop.”

      My lips twitched, and I carried on smoothing my fingers through her locks. “What does he want? To stay with you or the company?”

      “He wants me to stay with Mytikas.”

      I stiffened. “He thinks that’s an option.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the man’s an idiot?”

      She snickered at Ella’s snarky retort. “Because I haven’t told him otherwise.” She began to pleat the bottom of her sweater, and I watched her nervous twitch with a weather eye.

      “Did he know about Hargreaves?”

      When she didn’t reply other than to clear her throat, I felt my blood pressure start to increase.

      “Cressy?”

      She murmured, “Yes. He was the one who talked me out of going to the police in the first place. Said that I had to be careful, or I’d be in breach of contract. I didn’t believe him at first, and when I inquired with my lawyer—I kept things quiet about why I was asking—he said that there was a very intense clause regarding privacy and defamation of property owned by Mytikas Records.”

      “That was the phrasing?”

      “Yeah. Trust me. I didn’t forget it. Mytikas considers us property. I knew that they’d have given me the same protection as they did Jason, so there was little point in arguing.”

      “God, I hate that man,” Ella gritted out. “And Hera is a mean girl on steroids.”

      I released a hiss for a breath. “Don’t tell Hades about that clause.”

      She stiffened. “Why not?”

      “Because he’ll want to kill Hera.”

      That had the tension seeping from her. “Oh.”

      But it made Ella grin at me and shoot me two thumbs-up.

      Ignoring her, I focused on my wife because I knew why she’d stiffened. “I would never silence you as Hera did, but Hades doesn’t need that information clouding his brain when he approaches Zeus. He already has enough to slaughter Hera officially.” I winced. “The last thing we need are the two going to war.”

      She was quiet a second, then she whispered, “He’d do that for me?”

      I snorted. “Cressy, when are you going to figure out that he’d do anything for you? That we all would? Do you think he wants to sleep in a bunk bed? Do you think I like living on a bus? There’s a reason we left Nash to his own devices when he went on tour. This isn’t exactly our scene, you know?”

      “That’s pretty fucking cool, Cress,” Ella murmured softly. She propped her hip on the side of the table and whispered, “I’m really glad you have these guys. You deserved someone who’d give you the world, and you found three.” Ella bit her bottom lip, but before either of us could say anything, she poofed out of existence.

      She’d been doing that of late. Drifting in and out like a ping-pong ball at an Olympic match.

      When Cressy didn’t even murmur, I wasn’t sure if I’d offended her or if Ella had upset her. Then, she sat up, turned around to face me by sitting on her knees, and murmured, “Do you want me, Christian?”

      The question wasn’t coy. There was an intensity to it that told me she doubted whether I wanted her or not.

      “You know I do. I think we proved that this week, didn’t we?” I held up my hand where Hades, ever prudent, had rings sized up for us in the lead-up to our shotgun wedding in Scotland.

      Cressy reached for my hand and began to finger the ring. “You have to admit, this has all been a whirlwind.”

      “I don’t deny it, but if you keep on doubting us, it’s going to do nothing more than piss us off.”

      At my irritation, she didn’t flinch, and I had to laugh when her lips curved. “Well, I wouldn’t want to do that now, would I?”

      I couldn’t stop myself from grinning at her.

      How had we gone from such serious talk to me chuckling with her like a pair of loons?

      When the laughter died down, I got to my feet and held out a hand.

      “I was waiting on you, Cressy. I wasn’t avoiding you.”

      She gnawed her bottom lip as she placed her hand in mine. “I-I wasn’t sure if . . . well, you know, Hades went first. That could have put you off or something. “

      I shook my head. How was it this beautiful, gifted, and strong woman could be so uncertain when it came to her own desirability?

      It didn’t make sense to me. She should have an ego the size of Manhattan. Should be cockier than Hades. And yet, she wasn’t. In many regards, she was girl-next-door cute.

      With her fingers ensconced in mine, I helped her to her feet.

      The tour bus, while luxurious, was hellishly cramped. I had to duck my head as I moved out of the living area and headed back toward the beds.

      I could hear Hades mumbling in his sleep and Nash, too—why he’d silently backed off and let me be with Cressy first, when I knew he’d been craving her for months longer than I’d even known her, I wasn’t sure.

      We all had our justifications.

      Mine were that I’d wanted to know her better. Had wanted her to be comfortable with me before we moved to this next level. I was a guy, sure. I wanted inside her more than I wanted Cavendish Air to succeed in its next venture. But she was what mattered. Her comfort, her happiness.

      The maple panels on the walls made the bedroom darker but cozier, too. The driver had long since gone to her hotel, leaving us here, in the secured parking lot of an arena. I had to smile at the fact that this was where I’d take my wife for the first time, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      I didn’t switch on the light, somehow knowing she’d prefer the comfort of darkness. Through the window behind the bed, there were security lights that shone through, giving us some hint of illumination without any glare.

      We were silent as we stripped. It was almost like this was the ten thousandth time we’d gotten into bed together, and I liked that. I liked that sense of comfort even though there was a hint of anticipation in the air, and I could hear her sultry breathing as she lifted the covers and climbed in.

      As I approached from the other side, I had to smile. She’d pressed the sheet right under her nose, and when I climbed in next to her, she immediately scampered over to me, kicking her leg over mine and huddling up.

      “It’s cold,” she whispered around a shiver.

      The sheets had a definite chill, and for endless moments, we both laid there in the silence of the night. Our two naked forms pressed tightly together, an intimacy blossoming between us that had been there earlier, but was somehow different now, better, stronger for having torn down another barrier between us.

      “You know when you walked through the front door of the palace, I knew you’d be trouble.”

      She laughed at the first words I uttered in the bedroom. I wasn’t surprised when she pinched my stomach, then settled her hand on the flat plane. “I wasn’t trouble. You brought trouble to me.”

      “This is true,” I told her, my tone slightly smug at having made her laugh. “Speaking of real trouble, though, where do you think Ella goes when she disappears?”

      “I don’t know. She’s barely here ever since we arrived in the UK. And she’s cagey when I ask. Like tonight.”

      Wondering why, I murmured, “She’s been quiet ever since we met Apollo, hasn’t she?”

      Cressy released a pensive sigh. “Yeah. I’m not sure why, but she kept on saying he was sad and it really got to her.” She cleared her throat. “Icarus?”

      My name on her lips, my real one, made my heart pound. “Yes?”

      “Is there a way to—” When she fell silent, I didn’t prompt her. I knew what she was about to ask, and knew that she had to ask the question herself. “When Hades brought Ella to me, I was happy. It was selfish, but that’s how I felt.” She wriggled her shoulders. “I hadn’t lost her, you know?”

      “I do,” I told her quietly.

      “But now? I can tell she isn’t happy, and that hurts me. I don’t want to lose her but, if being like this is—”

      “Hades can help her on her journey back to the Underworld,” I helped her, my words soft.

      She released a gentle breath. “Well, I figured that out. But . . . I was thinking, is there a way he could bring her back? For real?”

      Though I wished my answer was anything but the case, there was no use in prevaricating. “No.”

      “Doesn’t he know the god of life or something? Doesn’t he have an opposite?”

      My lips twitched. “Still haven’t researched them on Wikipedia, have you?” She certainly hadn’t been asking us any questions.

      “Well, I mean, I kind of have. I’ve been focusing on him. Did he really kidnap Persephone?”

      “Jesus, don’t ask him that,” I wheezed, my eyes flaring wide with concern, “that’ll really piss him off.”

      She hummed. “Thought as much. Why did she lie?”

      “Because her mother is made in Hera’s image?”

      “Ouch. Okay. I mean, I knew Hades wouldn’t do that, but I knew there’d be another reason, too.”

      I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Hades lost a lot of respect among the other gods for her lies. That’s why, if you want to ask about her, it’s best to ask Nash or me first.”

      “Gotcha.” She licked her lips. “But, Icarus, isn’t there a god of life?”

      “Zeus is the nearest to it. Or Artemis, I suppose. She’s the Goddess of childbirth, but there isn’t a deity who covers what you want.”

      “I don’t necessarily want her brought back to life, though. I’ve seen the Walking Dead.” She shuddered.

      I pondered that a second. “You want to, what? Put her in someone whose spirit has passed over, but their body lives on? Like a patient in a coma?”

      “Is that possible?” she breathed. “Even when I was thinking it, it felt insane, but if you don’t ask, you don’t know, right?”

      “Hades would have to involve Zeus.”

      “And would he?”

      “As I already told you, for you, he’d do anything,” I imparted, my sigh long-suffering. “But the cost might not be something we’re willing to pay.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He might banish Hades to the Underworld. Or . . . well, I’m not sure. Zeus is the King of punishments.”

      She gnawed at her bottom lip. “Well, I mean, after his ex-wife did what she did to me, isn’t there some leverage in our favor?”

      My lips quirked at that. “You’re already thinking like them. Naughty minx.”

      She laughed when I tapped her on the nose, then her smile grew serious. “Is it possible, Icarus?”

      “I don’t know. But we can always ask. If the price is too high. . . .”

      “I understand. Maybe freedom to cross over will be enough to give Ella peace.” She turned her head and pressed a kiss to my chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be gloomy. I just, well, Hades asked me earlier on about her burial, and I—”

      I understood her concerns immediately. “Dead or alive, she’s your friend.”

      “My sister,” she corrected gently.

      I hummed. “Exactly. Why wouldn’t you want to talk about that with me?”

      She smiled, and I felt the movement of her lips against my chest. “You’re right.”

      “I know.” I hated to sound smug, but I laughed when she pinched me again. Grabbing her hand, I pinned it to my belly as I rolled us both over, not stopping until she was on her back grinning up at me. I was on top of her, my body between her wide-spread thighs.

      There was no avoiding the fact that my cock was touching her pussy. No evading that our most intimate parts were in contact, and yet, I saw from the soft smile gracing her lips that she was happy. A kind of contentment that went soul deep, and I knew, then and there, that Hades, Nash, and I had given that to her.

      Nothing else could have turned me on more.

      Nothing else could have made me need her more.

      I reached down and pressed my lips to hers, and the kiss was as natural as breathing. We seemed to merge into a single unit as we devoured each other’s mouths. I felt her, deep in my heart, and knew she’d made a place for herself there right alongside the men who were like brothers to me.

      The trouble with living forever was loneliness.

      It got to a man in ways that were difficult to describe. I’d had Nash, and I’d had Hades, but this? This kind of connection with a woman had been lacking in my life. She was ours. I didn’t know why, but I felt it deep in my soul, and with each passing day, as we grew closer, and life threw favors our way in the shape of her gifts and the mark, I realized I’d never have to be alone ever again because of Cressida.

      She moaned into my lips, and the sound was gentle enough to stir me. I pulled away and began dotting kisses down over her jaw, along her throat where I sucked down gently, letting her run her hands through my hair as I teased her there before heading further south. With my hand, I delved between her legs. Stroking her inner thighs at first, then moving closer with each gentle sway of my fingers.

      With the tip of one nipple between my lips, I sucked down on the nub, and as her nails dragged down my scalp, I felt her agitation grow.

      Riling her up was my intention, but I loved that it had taken very little to get her to that phase. With her head thrown back and her spine arched, I saw all the taut sinews in her torso, and each glimpse of her body through the shadowy light from outside made me want to feel every inch of her, to know all of her with my mouth and teeth and lips.

      Even as I peered up at her, I allowed my fingers to slide between her legs. She was wet already, and I used the juices to coax more from her, rubbing her clit with my thumb at first until I arched my hips to get a better position, and could use the flat of my fingers in a circling motion to get her off.

      She, very quickly, reached down and grabbed my wrist with her hands, her intent to hold me in place, and as I sucked on her nipples, reveling in her taste, luxuriating in the delicious mounds that were mine, I felt her approach the edge.

      The tiny moans she made were delicious. They were sounds I knew I’d hear for the rest of my life, and for that reason alone, I felt joy, but knowing that this woman would be here, in my home—be it in my bed, or one of my brothers’—filled me with such inner peace that I knew she was going to help me chase some of my demons away.

      It wouldn’t be today, nor would it be tomorrow, but just as I hoped I’d do the same for her, I knew we’d work on being the best we could be for each other’s sake.

      With her juices coating my hand, I began to rub her clit harder. Then, as she tensed all over, I stopped, only wanting her to come with me inside her, and I grabbed her thighs. Not letting her clamp down around my hips, I pulled them apart and hiked them higher so that they fell back against her torso. The sight of her was enough to make my cock ache, and I couldn’t stop myself from dipping down to press a kiss to her very wet cunt.

      Her juices coated my lips and tongue, tasting better than coulis even as her flavor turned me on something fierce. I explored her sex, teasing her nub, venturing into her core, then I pulled away when I felt those taut muscles beginning to pulsate.

      My hips arched, but there was no use. My cock was pulsing something fierce as it rubbed against the sheets, and it prompted me to move up, to move higher, to grab my dick and to pat it on her pussy. The squelchy sound had a breathy giggle escaping her, one that came more from nerves than anything else, and I ignored it to rub her clit again. Then, when her eyes caught mine in the dim shadows, I reached down and pressed my tip to her gate.

      As I thrust into her, she released a low, husky moan. One I felt deep in my soul. The noises she made were like a song to me, and I realized, at that moment, why.

      She was Apollo’s spawn, was she not? These notes that fell from her lips were imbued with the divine. That was why she had so much power over me as she released them, and yet, even knowing that, I couldn’t help but fall deeper into her spell.

      Thrusting inside her was like walking through Heaven’s gates.

      Technically I’d been to Mount Olympus, and it wasn’t my idea of paradise, but this was. This was home and haven. It was like stepping inside a fire-warmed room after coming in from a bitterly cold day. The analogy was more apt than I appreciated.

      For so long, I knew, I’d been cold. Stone cold. Focused on work. Concentrating solely on my career, on bettering myself, on learning from past mistakes, and trying, ever, ever trying to make up for what I’d put my father through.

      Now, here I was, suddenly warm once more, and it floored me. Knocked me to my knees.

      For a second, I couldn’t move, just had to stay there, throbbing inside her tight walls, loving the clinginess of those slick muscles as she tried to entice me to move. But I couldn’t. Not yet. I needed to process this wondrous feeling. Needed to absorb the fact that she was truly mine.

      When it finally hit bullseye, I released a shudder and collapsed over her so that I could rest my forearms on either side of her head. Bracketing her, I dropped a kiss to her lips as I slowly began to thrust, arching my hips, so I could get good and deep, propping myself in a way that enabled me to move freely inside her tight depths.

      She sighed into my kiss, and her hands dug into my shoulders—the only real place she could get a hold of me—and her nails clawed me. That fiery passion bled through me, encouraging me to move faster, spurring me on, and urging me for more, more, more.

      “Icarus, I—” she gasped before she could finish.

      “What, love, what?” I whispered into her throat.

      “I love you, Icarus,” she moaned, and with those four words, managed to eradicate thousands of years’ worth of self-doubt.

      I shuddered, almost climaxing from her declaration alone. Even as her bravery stunned me, I moved to whisper into her ear, “S'agapó, Cressida,” I told her in my tongue, the words somehow meaning more to me as I whispered them in the language my mother and father had spoken.

      The keening cry that escaped her lips was all the warning I got before she tumbled down into the maddening chaos that was an orgasm. The sound was hardwired into me, and it triggered my own.

      I felt the soaring thud of my heart rate increase even as, behind my eyes, I felt like I’d gone blind as lights exploded, burning my synapses with the electrical power of the pleasure that this woman alone could give me.
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      The bright lights of the stadium dimmed as I strolled out from backstage.

      After the manic set beforehand, it was always a bit of a shock to go from strobe lights with lasers, loud music, and a heavy beat, to the gentle strings of a Spanish guitar with my main man, Lenny.

      In the pitch black, somehow, everything was easier. Singing, catching my breath . . . It was why I’d always appreciated my time in the closet before a warm-up.

      Well, until the guys had begun sitting with me before a set.

      Having them around was better than Valium. Or a stiff drink. I was growing used to their presence, loving how they invaded every aspect of my world, filling it with them while taking every lonely part of my life and making it theirs.

      They even made it easier to sing. But I’d never do my acoustic set in the light. The dark would always comfort me—apt considering my husband was King of the Underworld, I supposed.

      So, as I strode out on stage to cheers, it was more comfortable being surrounded by the dark, for even though all eyes were on me, and I was technically in a spotlight, it never felt that way.

      It felt, if anything, like I was in my bedroom singing to no one in particular, and doing it for the sheer joy of the song.

      I’d started singing as a way to stay at school rather than go back to my foster home. While I’d gone to choir, Ella had gone to the library and studied her ass off, her desire to become a nurse had been driving her since she was small, and we’d watched one of our foster brothers die after an asthma attack.

      The stuff we’d both seen over the years was more than most could handle. It was a wonder we’d survived as long as we had; I just wished Ella was along with me for the ride in more than ghost form.

      Still, my past had forged me into the woman standing here today, and it was with great joy that I took my seat on the stool in the center of the stage and looked out into the sea of darkness.

      Because it was a large crowd, the cigarette lighters flickered warmly. There were thousands of them, and they gave the arena a gentle glow, which I smiled at.

      Somewhere, in the distance, there were the three men who’d made it so that I could smile again, and each time I did this, knowing they were watching, I had to admit I’d started singing for them.

      Last night with Christian had been so much more than I’d expected. I wasn’t sure what I’d thought would happen yesterday, I’d just known that I hadn’t wanted to leave his side when Nash and Hades had trudged off to bed.

      Chris could often be found on the computer. Nash accused him of being a geek, and he accepted the accolade with a grin and a challenge to see whose bank account was bigger. From his smirk and the finger Nash invariably flipped his way, I figured Chris would win in that race.

      But I wasn’t a race who needed winning.

      I wasn’t just his or Hades’s, or simply Nash’s.

      I was theirs.

      And soon, that would be in more than just name only.

      Hades had made me his, as had Chris in one of the most loving experiences of my life, and there was a throb of excitement running through my veins as I anticipated how Nash would take me, claim me for himself.

      “Liverpool, how are we this evening?” I called out to the crowd, laughing when a myriad of words were screamed my way.

      Before the guys, three of those words would have made my heart freeze.

      Sing “Angel’s Fall.”

      If anyone had a song that spoke to them, that gutted them and hit them square in the heart, that was mine.

      The lyrics were mine, and Lenny and I had worked on the chords, while Mytikas Records had insisted on some stupid producer more renowned for rap than gentle harmonies to rev it up a bit.

      The record had hit the charts and had gone platinum, but the first time I’d sung it acoustically, I knew, truly, which my fans preferred.

      There was a reason they always yelled their preference at me.

      A reason they were always devastated when I never sang it for them.

      And yet, today, I felt like I could.

      The last time I had, I’d been in tears. In the rehearsal of every chat show that ever interviewed me, they had always attempted to ask me what had made me cry on stage. It never happened on camera because I’d have walked off set. Nigel knew that was a hard limit and had never pushed me on it. Thankfully, the chat shows hadn’t rubbed salt in my wounds and had taken Nigel’s hard no for what it was.

      No negotiation.

      The Cressy of then was the night to the Cressy of today. And I loved that. I felt like I’d been through a metamorphosis. Transformed from the caterpillar of before to the beautiful butterfly sitting here today. One who could fly, one who could soar, and one who was free to be herself, all because of three men who had helped release her from the cage of her own making. A cage that had broken down with the knowledge that her attacker had zero ammunition anymore.

      As the crowd’s shouts died down, I watched them, then, over my shoulder, I tossed at Lenny, “’Angel’s Fall.’”

      He was in the dark. But even though I couldn’t see him, I knew he’d be gaping at me. Most of my band was off set now, but in the wings, I heard the sharp gasps of surprise, and knew I’d taken them aback by adhering to the audience’s request.

      As the gentle chords began to sound from Lenny’s talented fingers, I smiled into the mic as a cheer rose and quickly fell. Like the audience didn’t want to do anything to sway me from my course.

      

      
        
        “An angel came to me today,

        And as I stared his way, fearing the end,

        He prayed for me and raised his head.

        In his eyes, I saw myself,

        A bitter wretch filled with regret,

        I wanted release, but he wouldn’t free me,

        He clung to me, binding us,

        In an endless embrace,

        My heart called out, needing escape,

        But in his arms, we tumbled down,

        Falling free, the angel soared,

        Leaving me to drown in his mistake.”

      

      

      

      When the riff of the chorus began to play, I marveled over the song and how it didn’t affect me. Once upon a time, that had been my way of raging against my father, who’d driven while drunk and had cost me both my parents, while simultaneously ruining my childhood.

      I’d met Ella, but that was the only joy I could consider my own when I thought about my infancy.

      The bitter words seemed lost on most people, though. They thought it was about a love gone wrong, and in a way, I guess it was. But it was about a father who didn’t love his daughter enough to stay sober while driving. It was about a child who was left to deal with the repercussions of his mistake. A mistake that led to me sitting on this stage, right here, right now.

      The melody was simple. The gentle tugging of the guitar strings while my voice alone carried the song, Lenny’s skill making the tune more of a prompt for me to lilt the song a certain way. I could, if I wanted, make it happier or sadder. Today, it was neither.

      The lyrics didn’t hurt me.

      They were still loaded with raw emotion, but my mind didn’t tailspin and trigger me. If anything, they made me want to be with my men. Because that was what they were.

      Mine.

      Somewhere, along the way, they’d gone from being a vessel, a means of hurting Jason, to becoming friends. And from there, as they’d insinuated their way into my tour bus, had taken me across countries, they’d fallen into my heart.

      They were the only falling angels I cared about, and I sang for them.

      Hades and Chris wouldn’t have a clue about what I was doing, but I thought Nash might. He’d know that I never sang this song, that it was never a part of my set. I hoped he realized my intent. Hoped he realized how their presence in my world had changed me.

      And as the song came to an end, the stadium was deadly silent.

      For a full thirty seconds, no one said a word, and then, as one, my fans hummed along to the same tune, and I got to my feet, placed my microphone on my stool, and applauded them.
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      “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      I stared at Nash as he placed his arm against the doorjamb of the salon where Cressy and Chris were playing something on his computer.

      “What?” I cocked a brow at him, wondering where he was going with this, and wishing, for the most part he’d get on with it.

      He’d been quiet all night, and it seemed I’d found the source of the demons haunting him.

      “That shit earlier at the concert.”

      I blinked. “Which shit?” As far as I was aware, things had gone according to plan.

      I’d had some spirits watching over things of late. Hera was a bitch, and I hadn’t been certain if she’d go back on her word, or find a means of tying Cressy to her. Using my people was the easiest way of making sure things stayed as they should—Hera accepting that my dictates were concrete and that what I wanted was how it would be.

      I’d received a swift report. No fights, no issues among the staff—not even Nigel had presented a problem. A few nights ago, one of my spies had informed me that he’d been speaking with his direct line at Mytikas, but nothing had come of that yet.

      He still wanted to work for both Cressy and Mytikas, and was still championing that route.

      The man was a moron.

      He thought trying to make Cressy feel bad for listening to men was his best option.

      Like that would work.

      If Nigel didn’t understand that she’d want to escape the clutches of a company that could put her through what they had, then he wasn’t worthy of managing a pig farm, never mind a celebrity musician.

      “I mean the song. ‘Angel’s Fall.’”

      I hummed under my breath. “I’ve not heard that one before.”

      He clucked his tongue. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, dammit. You wouldn’t have heard it because she never sings it. Ever.”

      Tilting my head to the side as I studied him, I murmured, “And you’re reading something into this, are you?”

      “Of course, I am.”

      I blinked. “Well, spill the beans, man. Don’t make me wait. I obviously have no idea what’s going on here.”

      He grunted. “A video of her singing that song went viral about eighteen months ago. She was crying as she sang it.”

      “Probably after that cluster fuck with Hargreaves and Mytikas.” I gritted my teeth—it was either that or urge my spirits to rip the bastard a new one.

      “Yes. I think it says a lot that she sang it tonight.”

      I pondered that a second then nodded. “I agree.”

      “I wonder why she hasn’t said anything.”

      “Because she doesn’t want to,” I explained patiently. “Don’t read too much into it, Nash. She’s happy with us. Obviously, she’s liberating some of her demons. That’s something to celebrate.”

      “I know it is.” Nash tugged at his shirt collar.

      “Then what’s the issue?”

      “How do we explain the candles to her?”

      “We already did,” I stated with a frown.

      “No, we told her that our lives are tied to it.”

      Huffing out a breath, I grumbled, “What else is there to say?”

      “How about the fact that the candle could snuff out at any time?”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I pointed a finger in his direction. “Don’t start.”

      “I’m starting nothing,” he countered. “We’re tied to you in ways that no one, save Zeus, can explain. And all of a sudden we’ve got a wife? It’s fucking fishy.”

      “I know. Why do you think we’re heading to Athens?”

      He pursed his lips. “I figured as much. I just. . . .”

      “You’re concerned I’ll lose my temper,” I told him, matter-of-factly.

      “Hell right, I am. When do you never not lose your temper with Zeus? It happens every time, but it’s never mattered so much that you control yourself.”

      Affronted, I bit off, “I can control myself.” The damn nerve.

      “Around your brothers, you can’t. You turn into some kind of prepubescent teen. Trust me. It would be funny if you didn’t rule one of the three kingdoms!”

      I reached for the tumbler of whisky that the stewardess had poured me earlier when we’d taken off on our flight to Athens. It had been sitting on my desk for the last half-hour as I tried to relax enough to meditate and connect with the kingdom Nash was grumbling about as we spoke.

      What wasn’t helping me relax was him coming in here and chattering away like a washer woman.

      Heaving a breath, I told him, “Look, there is little use in worrying her. The candles have burned since Zeus first lit them.”

      “She should know that with the blink of an eye, we could disappear.”

      “She is our wife, Nash,” I ground out, irritated that he was questioning me and over something that was so far outside the realms of probability, it was easier to walk into the Underworld than it was to contemplate the candles being extinguished.

      When the humans had ceased believing in us, in the old ways, and we’d gained power, Zeus had realized that with as many egos on the council as we had, a war would and could start at any given moment.

      There was very little love lost between any of us. Most of us had grudges with half the council and were friendly with the other half. But enmity was always close at hand. It’s what came from living in such close quarters for as long as we had. We knew the others’ foibles, knew their weaknesses and their strengths.

      In a universe where there were only a dozen or so people who could challenge you, that was the only interesting aspect of life itself.

      Besting those who were your match.

      Zeus, in his infinite wisdom—cue eye roll—had hauled my ass from the Underworld where he’d caged me in like a wild beast for supposedly kidnapping my she-bitch of an ex-wife. I knew he had zero interest in Persephone or her mother’s ridiculous claims, but he’d taken the opportunity to remove me from the power plays we all engaged in. If I was tucked away down there, then I was out of the game, and that meant it was easier to win.

      My powers weren’t as mighty as Poseidon’s water or Zeus’s lightning, but I had riches that surpassed theirs as the gold, platinum, and palladium mines all belonged to me thanks to their core being in the Underworld itself, and I had an army that could and would out surpass China’s current population.

      The spirits I channeled away were mine to call upon at will.

      And that was why he’d retrieved me from my palace in the Underworld.

      He’d called for four-dozen of the strongest males and females who’d ever lived. Heroes and demi-gods who’d changed the world with their prowess, or, who had become renowned for their gifts which would see them be of use in the future.

      I’d only agreed to help him when he’d explained why he needed such creatures. Then, when he’d shared his plan to use a demi-god and a human to balance out our powers—the demi-god acting as a conduit so that we didn’t entirely burn out the human—we’d dallied with regenerating the creatures to life.

      The only way we’d managed it was to tie them to a base element.

      In some, it was fire—others water. Artemis’s guardians were tied to the earth, and she had huge trees that she had to protect from the snows of Siberia.

      Whatever we’d been granted, we had to tend, and tend we did. In my case, my candles were more vital to me than my palace. They were proof positive of my ability to nurture, of my desire to remain balanced—if I failed to care for them, Zeus would find out, and I’d be punished.

      Undoubtedly, I’d be sent to the Underworld again.

      It hadn’t been that much of a punishment before, but humans couldn’t live in the Underworld.

      Not unless they were dead.

      Now, the prospect of a future without Cressy wasn’t worthy of contemplating. She had a god’s blood running through her veins, but I wasn’t ready to test how she’d fare when crossing the Styx.

      “Look,” I told him grumpily. “The candles are safe. I have protected them for all this time. Why, when my life is finally looking interesting, would I stop?”

      He gnawed his bottom lip, and that alone told me how nervous he was.

      It was then I registered why.

      He didn’t want to hurt Cressy more than she’d already been hurt.

      My irritation with him died, and softly, I told him, “Brother, I swear to you, I guard those candles with my life. The spirits tend to them in my absence.” A veritable army of them.

      “You’ve pissed off Hera, Athena is never happy with you, neither is Demeter or Persephone. What’s to stop them from coming after them?”

      “Why would they?” I demanded, perplexed by his logic.

      “Because you’re you, and they hate you! You’re the first one to be given this gift of a mate, and they’re going to be jealous.”

      I sniffed. “Hardly. Hera doesn’t want anyone other than Zeus, Demeter is obsessed with her daughter who, I grant you, might be annoyed at my being favored. But it’s about time I was. Zeus has always treated me like the poor relation.”

      “I agree,” he conceded, “but that doesn’t mean the others will like it.”

      Staring at him, I asked, “What would you have me do, Nash?”

      For a second, he stared at his hands, then he whispered, “There’s nothing you can do, Hades.”

      “Then what’s the issue?”

      I knew, of course.

      Cressy wasn’t our first wife.

      We’d all been married before, but she was the first female we shared and, in my mind, the only one who truly counted.

      Even the gods had to endure shotgun weddings.

      I’d first met Orpheus when he’d descended to the Underworld in an attempt to bring his lost wife back to life. She’d died of a snakebite, and Apollo, the idiot, had told him to come to me and to appeal her loss.

      He’d played the lyre, and his melodies? To this day, I’d heard nothing more exquisite than the grief-drowned lyrics as Orpheus sang for his wife’s life.

      I’d granted her freedom to him, but retrieving a soul was never easy. I’d told him to maintain his faith, to ascend to the other world. I told him not to look back, for Eurydice would be following him, but that if he turned back, the Furies—my version of the cops, beings who insured souls stayed in the Underworld once I managed to usher them there—would believe his intent was to return for good, and they would not only whisk Eurydice away, but would attempt to trap him there, too.

      I had stayed true to my promise. As she had yet to touch the light of this realm, she was still in shadow and Orpheus, not hearing her steps following him from the Underworld, had turned back in concern. The Furies had swept in, and Orpheus had barely escaped with his life. The rest of which he’d pissed away on wine, women, and song after he’d made it back here.

      When Zeus had come to me, requesting the strongest and most gifted of my spirits, he’d immediately come to mind, and I’d requested him as my own.

      Not that he’d appreciated it.

      He’d blamed me, me, for failing him.

      It had taken four hundred years to get him to do much more than grunt at me.

      “She isn’t Eurydice, Nash,” I told him gently. “She isn’t about to be whisked away from you.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because, for whatever reason, we’ve been given her as a gift.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “And so Zeus will confirm when we meet.”

      He shook his head. “I’m more concerned about leaving her behind.”

      “I understand, I do, but I think you’re fretting, and if you are tugged from this life, do you not think that I would reside in the Underworld so that you could be with her?” I could only hope that, in such circumstances, her residing down there wouldn’t be permanent and she’d be able to cross the Styx at will. I.e., I hoped the journey didn’t kill her.

      For a second, he stared at me, his bewilderment an almost physical entity as he gaped at me. “You would do this?” he rasped.

      “Of course,” I told him, surprised he had to ask. “I wouldn’t have requested another set of guardians anyway. I hated you both for the first six centuries. God help me if I had to go through all that again.”

      His relief was so evident that I started to fidget in my seat.

      “Hades?” he asked.

      “Aye?”

      “You’re a good man.”

      “Dear God,” I cried. “Don’t start saying that, I have a reputation to uphold.”

      Though he smirked at me, and I grinned back, I flicked my hand at him. “Anyway, be gone. Your night’s work is over, but mine is just beginning.”

      And wasn’t that the truth.

      Charon had gone on strike ever since I’d chided him for accosting Ella on the ferry ride over from this realm to the next. We had a backlog of dead people waiting to transition, and I had no one willing to take the helm of his ferry.

      Good staff, living or dead, were impossible to find.
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      Was I surprised to learn that Zeus lived on a boat on the Piraeus port?

      Yes. Yes, I was.

      I’d expected him to live in a temple or something. To have opened up one of his old haunting grounds and have made it his own. When I’d told Hades that, he’d laughed at me and said not even the gods appreciated drafts.

      As it was damn hot when we landed in the capital, I wasn’t sure why the gods and the Athenians, in general, wouldn’t appreciate a draft. Jesus Christ, it was hot. I felt like my sweat was burning up before it even had a chance to pop out of my pores!

      Sinking into the limousine was a luxury, and the air conditioning was heaven sent. Getting out of it was going to make me miserable, but the prospect of answers had me buzzing inside.

      Hades was to speak with the King of the Gods on several matters, and one of them, I was about to ensure, was Ella’s presence.

      Ella who, ever since she’d met with Apollo, had barely been around.

      I was grateful that she’d been there for the transitional period. Losing her and having her with me had made this crazy period of my life so much easier to bear. I’d mourned her, but when she was there–her regular snarky self sneaking into every aspect of my day because, trust me, there was zero privacy from a ghost–it had just been so much easier all around.

      But her frequent absences had me concerned.

      I wasn’t sure why she was so hung up on Apollo, just knew that I believed she was ready to move on. However, the prospect of this Earth without her on it saddened me more than I could say.

      The world needed more people like Ella.

      Selfless nurturers who wanted to make the misery more bearable.

      As the car set off from the runway—because yeah, I didn’t even have to walk into the terminal anymore to get anywhere. Hades’s wealth was hella cool—I crossed my legs as I peered out onto the city.

      From here, there was little to see. Nothing more than suburbs. I’d been here before, so knew the routine, and knew that there was even less to see at night. Still, I stared out, trying to gather my thoughts enough to make my case.

      “For God’s sake, what is it?”

      Hades’ booming voice had me jolting in place. My shoulders stiffened as I gaped at him a second, then I blustered, “Excuse me?”

      “I can feel you thinking from over here.” He tapped his forehead. “You’re not a quiet thinker, Cressy.”

      My eyes flared wide. “Well, I’m goddamn sorry about that!”

      What the hell was he talking about? Not a ‘quiet thinker?’ What was that?

      Then, I had my example as Hades began fidgeting, and I gnawed at my bottom lip because I refused to laugh as he mimicked me. He crossed one leg, then shifted to cross the other. He went through folding his arms, then unfolding them—five times before he began playing with the hem of his suit jacket.

      “It’s quieter for you to speak,” he told me, his tone snooty enough to make me narrow my eyes at him.

      “Someone wants to be in the dog house.”

      “At least it would be bloody quiet in there,” he retorted. “Now, speak or try to sit still.”

      Despite myself, I had to laugh. “When you were born, you were late to the party when they were handing out charm, weren’t you?”

      He squinted at me. “I hear a backwards compliment in there.”

      I snorted. “You do? Well, you had to look for it because I sure as hell didn’t mean it as one.” I blew out my tongue at him, then with a sniff, admitted, “There is something on my mind.”

      “I know,” he told me, his tone gratingly patient. “I’ve been waiting for you to say it for days.” He grunted. “Ella.” He shot Christian a look. “You didn’t tell her we spoke on this?”

      Chris sighed. “No, and you weren’t supposed to say anything. Dammit, Hades. We talked about this.”

      “I don’t have time to waste on you ‘umming’ and ‘aahing’ over what to share with me. I’m not a damn ogre. Yes, Cressy, I did bring Ella back to this realm, and I can send her back to the Underworld.”

      “B-But—”

      “I know. To make such a request, I need help from Zeus.” He tipped his chin at me. “Where the Underworld is concerned, I control most matters, but you speak of this realm, and this is not my kingdom. Only Zeus can help.”

      “Will he?”

      “It depends what his price is.”

      “Will you pay it?”

      He shrugged. “For you, yes. But for the moment, I have to be careful. If he banishes me to the Underworld, I need his help in getting you there, too, if I’m to ensure your safe passage across the Styx. Two boons.” He shook his head. “It is never good to owe Zeus two favors. Before you know it, he wants your firstborn son.” Then, he winced. “If we could have one, of course.”

      Eyes widening, I blurted out, “He’d ask for that?”

      Hades snorted. “In a heartbeat. Zeus is as cold as they come. He’s a political mover and shaker, and if it will help whatever cause he’s parroting at the moment, then all the better.” Hades tugged at his shirt collar. “I hate dealing with him. He’s slipperier than an eel. But I believe I will have some reprieve because of Hera’s actions.

      “Though they are no longer married, her behavior still implicates him to some extent.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask whether Persephone’s behavior was of some concern to him, but I didn’t, considering Chris’s warning told me to back off that subject as though it were coated in acid.

      The temptation was there, though, and it was heavy. I had to clear my throat a few times before I managed to ask, “Would I have to die to live in the Underworld?”

      “Would you?” he asked, tilting his head to the side. There was no expression on his face except for curiosity, and it struck me then, that of them all, he was the hardest to read.

      Chris, though he probably didn’t realize it, wore his heart on his sleeve. Nash’s eyes held a story that I wasn’t sure whether it would prompt me to weep or make me want to huddle up in his embrace. Hades, on the other hand, presented a front so strong, it would be like banging up against a brick wall if I ran into him. Still, he was soft with me.

      I sensed that.

      He had patience where, I knew, with anyone else, he wouldn’t.

      He endured too-short bunks, and lived in a bus he considered worthy of a pauper even though it was the most luxurious vehicle of its nature on the market. He was maddening, arrogant, and, dammit to hell, mine.

      All mine.

      And I couldn’t be fucking happier about it.

      He was the kind of guy who pissed you off enough to make you want to kiss that goddamn smirk off his mouth. Who you wanted to bring to his knees, so he’d admit that you, and you alone, could do this to him.

      My nostrils flared as the thoughts stirred me in ways I couldn’t deal with at the moment. I had a feeling we were close as the texture of the road had changed beneath us, and the sea was far too close for my current comfort levels.

      I wanted this meeting over with because there was an agenda at play that we needed to understand, and equally, I wanted it over because I needed my men.

      My timing was spot-on, unfortunately. The vehicle soon came to a halt, and I was left clenching my core in a bid to escape the incessant ache that I’d stirred to life with my own wickedness.

      But even as the car braked, I nodded at him. “I would,” I told him softly. “If I needed to.”

      Before he could reply, the driver opened his door then padded around to ours.

      Chris and Nash got out first, and Hades kept his eyes on me even as I began to move. When Nash helped me out of the limo, I squeezed his hand in thanks as I stared over at the yacht we were going to board.

      I knew they were surprised at my words, but I also knew their minds were on the meeting ahead.

      That alone told me how difficult Zeus was to deal with. Otherwise, they’d have been all over my statement faster than two attorneys bickering over alimony payments.

      We were at a small private dock, and a boat was waiting to ferry us across to the larger boat, and it was, I had to admit, beautiful. The Aegean Sea was pitch black but reflections from Piraeus and the stars, as well as the yacht’s lights, appeared in its Stygian depths.

      The splash of the ocean was delightful as we transferred from land to sea, and I reveled in the brisk breeze which cooled me down from the inside out. I stood, looking out to land while, at my back, the men discussed something in low tones that I recognized as Greek.

      They rarely spoke in that language, and I had the feeling they were hiding something from me, but there was little use in calling them out on it. They had a million and one things they were hiding from me. And we were about to talk to another god, another king. . . I had bigger things on my mind than whether my guys were discussing how fine my ass was, or not if the case may be, in my jeans.

      As we climbed aboard the yacht, I recognized that I wasn’t exactly dressed to meet with royalty, but I also knew this wasn’t about me. As with Hera and Apollo, I’d be in the background, and I was damn happy about that fact because it meant I could gape at everything and nothing.

      Considering the walk through the home-on-water yielded sights of no less than four Picassos, I knew my eyes were in for an orgasm as we approached our destination—Zeus’ offices, I could only assume.

      I was surprised by how staid it was. I’d kind of figured it would be the watery version of the Playboy mansion with bunny girls, half nude, hopping around the boat. But they weren’t. If anything, it was so beyond peaceful on here, I found myself lulled.

      And being lulled after a busy day, a gig that night, followed by a five-hour flight, and then a meeting with the King of the Gods?

      Yeah, I was approaching dangerous territory.

      That of going sleepy-byes.

      Fun.

      I heaved a sigh, and Christian, being Christian, seemed to sense my concern—even if he didn’t realize it was about the prospect of me falling asleep as we spoke to Zeus—and curved his arm around my waist.

      A butler had guided us through the living spaces, and he tapped on the door. A booming voice called out a word I didn’t understand, but he opened the door, gave Zeus a brief précis of who was visiting him at 5 a.m., before departing after waving us in.

      The study was impressive.

      But, then, the two guys in it were more so.

      Jesus, my men were hot, but these guys were like fire in the flesh. The minute I thought that, I also felt guilty, because deep down, and call me nuts, I knew my guys wouldn’t think that about any other woman.

      Crazy, yes, I know.

      But I meant it.

      It was like I was it for them. The way they looked at me? It was hard to credit sometimes. It was like I walked on water or something. So, for that reason alone, I dialed down my drool and saw Hades was scowling at the guy who was sitting on the sofa opposite the desk where hottie no. 2 was seated. The latter being, I assumed, Zeus.

      “Prometheus? What are you doing here?”

      The other man snorted. “Where else would I be save with my exalted ruler?”

      “Cut the crap, Prometheus,” Zeus grumbled. “He’s after more money for his foundation.”

      “It isn’t like you can’t afford it,” Prometheus—Jesus, the bringer of fire? Hell, even I knew that story!—glowered at the King of the Gods like he wasn’t the King of the goddamn Gods.

      “How much do you need?”

      At Hades’ question, Prometheus turned to him with a spark of interest in his eye. “A lot.”

      “How much?”

      “How much do you have?”

      Hades’ nostrils flared. “Are you purposely being irritating?”

      Zeus barked out a laugh. “No. It’s his way. When we allotted guardians, dear brother, you made sure to give me the most irritating.”

      That had Hades smirking, which made me think Zeus spoke the truth. Hiding my smile, I saw Prometheus’ intent had yet to die. “I need three million. I want thirty. And the cause needs three hundred.”

      Hades shrugged. “Whatever you need, speak with Christian. He will arrange it.”

      Before my eyes, Christian reached inside his sports coat—did I mention how he filled out a pair of dress pants? Ay caramba, his ass was fine—and retrieved a card which he gave to Prometheus. “Don’t call tomorrow morning. I intend to sleep like the dead. Pun intended.”

      “Thank you,” the other man murmured, staring at the card. “This is more of a boon than I expected.”

      “He is the richest god, he’s the one who can afford it,” Zeus stated, shooting us all a dark look.

      When his eyes caught mine, I flinched, and he frowned. Then, he slowly smiled, and that transformed his face.

      Zeus appeared to be in his mid-forties. His hair was dark but had salt and pepper streaks at the temples. His eyes were a broody gray, and he had a few lines striating his brow and circling his eyes. His mouth was a stern line, as stern as his hair cut, and his jaw was like stone. Dressed, at 5 a.m. here, in a suit, I had to wonder why he looked so formal and formidable, but hell, when he smiled? It was like the sun had suddenly made an appearance.

      “Well, well. It worked.”

      Hades, apparently seeing where his brother’s regard was focused, gritted his teeth. “Explain yourself, Zeus.”

      “I made a deal with the Fates.”

      “Why would you do a silly thing like that, brother?” Hades grated out.

      “Because, you fool, we need more gods.”

      Whatever Hades had expected, I figured it wasn’t that. His head jerked forward and, for the first time since I’d known him, I thought I saw him truly flabbergasted. “New gods?” he choked.

      “Indeed,” Zeus retorted calmly, sinking back in his desk chair with a squeak as he rocked slightly. “The Goddess of the Hunt, the God of Lyres, and Goddess of Corn aren’t cutting it in this modern day and age.” He rubbed his chin. “I’m thinking we need the God of Apple.” He beamed us a grin. “Get it?”

      I grimaced because, unfortunately, I got it. When his joke fell flat, he just huffed.

      “You mean, you engaged with the Fates to procure new gods?” Hades stated, repeating himself because, and I truly believed this—he couldn’t seem to get his head around Zeus’ statement.

      “What is so complicated, brother? To make baby gods and Goddesses, we need partners. We’ve been infertile since I banished you all from Greece. I set that in stone too well. But tying someone to a god and their guardians? Far easier, or so the Fates assured me.” He shrugged. “I just didn’t expect it to work so quickly. Or that you’d be the first.” He huffed his lack of appreciation at that.

      “What, pray tell, did you offer them as a bargain?” Hades boomed, and I realized he was shaking with outrage.

      “I swear to God. You four traipse across the world like you’re crossing the food court!”

      Of course, Ella, who’d been absent for three whole days, chose that exact moment to make a reappearance.

      Before I could do anything, say anything, Zeus frowned, pointed his finger, and ground out, “You!”

      “Me?” Ella squeaked as his booming voice seemed to make the water beneath the yacht quake, pointing a finger at herself before shooting me a pleading look.

      “She’s my friend, your highness,” I told him, squeaking just as hard as Ella.

      “I know,” he ground out. He did? How? Then, to Hades, he bit off, “You can’t do anything right, can you?”

      Hades growled under his breath. “I beg your damn pardon?”

      “This one wasn’t supposed to die!”

      “She wasn’t?” Ella chimed in, her eyes wide with surprise and fear. I couldn’t blame her, either. Zeus was brooding when I’d first come into the room, now he was positively crackling with energy.

      I tried to forget that there’d been a film about the Lightning Thief, and I knew that was Zeus’ power—thunder and lightning.

      Eek.

      “No. You’re mated to a god.” Zeus reared up out of his seat and slammed his hands on the desk. “You need to rectify this.”

      Christian, who was angled just behind Hades, shot me a thumbs up. And I couldn’t deny, this couldn’t have gone better, even if it had derailed some.

      Without even having to ask a favor, Hades had discovered why he’d suddenly been given a wife, and Zeus seemed to be pretty pissed off about Ella’s death—I really hoped that meant he’d do something to rectify it without sending my new hubs down to the Underworld.

      And there was a thought I didn’t think would cross my mind every day of the week.

      “How would you have me do that, brother?” Hades growled out, striding forward, so he could slap his hands down on Zeus’s desk, too.

      I didn’t think there could be much more testosterone in this place without us starting to choke, so I cleared my throat and murmured, “Can’t you just bring her back to life?”

      Zeus, peering around Hades, replied, “Human, there is plenty for you to learn before you decide you can dabble in our business.”

      “Don’t even look at her, never mind speak to her,” Hades ground out. “You made this deal with the Fates, and if your pretty plan isn’t working out, then that’s on you.”

      “And you are well aware that I cannot totally bring her back to this world without your aid.”

      “Then it appears like you’re the one who owes me the favor.”

      Zeus narrowed his eyes. “What do you want?”

      “Hera needs reprimanding.”

      The King of the Gods bit back a sigh. Straightening, he rubbed his forehead and demanded, “What has she done now?”

      “What hasn’t she done? She contracted Orpheus to her record label. Cressida was also signed to her, and she engaged in illegal activity to keep her and another artist on board.”

      “Nothing too terrible then,” Zeus replied, his tone borderline hopeful.

      I almost choked at his words, though, but Hades beat me to the punchline. “Illegal activity, which involved my wife’s rapist being spared jail in an effort to keep him with Mytikas Records at half his fee.”

      Zeus ground out, “For fuck’s sake. That woman will be the death of me.”

      “No, dear brother, that’s my realm, isn’t it?”

      Though he gritted his teeth, Zeus dipped his chin. “I will punish her.” He pointed at Ella. “Do you relinquish her to my care?”

      “Indeed.” Hades dipped his chin, and in less than twenty seconds, my entire world unraveled.

      Before I could do anything, say anything—a goodbye or even an ‘I love you,’ Ella disappeared in a blaze of lightning.

      And I knew that this time, I’d never see her again.
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      It was good to be home.

      In fact, screw that. It was great.

      This was where I’d had my greatest joys and endured my deepest tragedies.

      The heat was like nowhere else. It seemed to power into your bones, recharge you and rejuvenate. I only wished it would do the same for Cressy.

      Hades had apologized, but there was nothing really to forgive.

      I didn’t think he’d expected Zeus to act as quickly as he had, and by the time we’d all blinked, Ella was gone. We didn’t even know where.  Hades had offered Zeus a boon, but that hadn’t worked, either. Which made me suspect that not even Zeus was aware of what had become of Cressy’s sister.

      If he’d known, truly, he would have accepted that deal like a shot.

      The gods meant business with their favors, and they weren’t traded lightly.

      In all the time I’d known Cressy, I’d never known her to cancel an event. Yet she had. She’d given herself the week off, even though Nigel had been on the phone every day screaming at her to get her ass back in gear, but she didn’t listen. Barely held the phone to her ear.

      She was grieving.

      If anyone could understand that, it was I.

      I’d lost my first wife, my beautiful Eurydice, and had traveled into hell itself to bring her back to me.

      It was why I found myself simply sitting with her.

      Ironically enough, these past few days since we’d wed, I’d found it the hardest to connect with her. Christian had, at first, been awkward and untrusting, then out of nowhere, I’d often find them huddled together. Cressy curled up against him as she read, while Christian did something on his computer.

      I’d even seen her do the same with Hades. The pair of them bitching at each other as they watched The Bachelor, of all things, with Hades claiming they made better shows in the Underworld—he wasn’t wrong, in truth.

      Still, I was the odd one out.

      And it was my own damn fault.

      Was it strange that when she was sad, she’d called to me? Then, as she’d grown happier, I’d felt more despondent?

      God, that sounded horrendous, didn’t it?

      Cruel, even. But it wasn’t meant that way. Meeting Cressy had forced me to look at myself, deeply, and I didn’t appreciate what I saw.

      “Cressy?” I called out softly. “You need to go in. You’re not used to this heat.”

      She wasn’t sunbathing. That I knew. She wore too many clothes for that. But it was like—I sighed, and unable to help it anymore, I headed over to the sunbed where she was sleeping on the terrace of the house Hades had purchased eons before for the rare occasions we visited the city. It had landscaping to die for, and views of the sea that would make even the rich and famous weep. But it didn’t bring a smile to Cressy’s face.

      I curled up beside her, not waiting for her to reject me. I half-expected her to, but she didn’t. At first, she didn’t even move, then she cuddled back into me, wriggling her hips to get closer. I lay my hand over her stomach and tugged her deeper into my hold.

      It was growing dark when next we moved, when next we spoke. The pair of us content with the silence, with the stillness. Perhaps because we were both musicians, used to the harmony and symphony of life, we could appreciate the peace even more because I knew I’d never had a more restful day than the one I’d just spent with her.

      But I’d lost feeling in my left leg hours before, and I knew pins and needles were just waiting for me in my right arm. It was worth it though.

      Stiffly, I pulled away from her as Hades called out in the house, “Where the fuck is everyone?”

      I had to hide a snicker at his impatience, lest I intrude on Cressy’s grief, but she chuckled, too, and just as stiffly as I, clambered upright. She winced as her body made its various aches known to her, then she whispered, “Thank you for laying here with me, Nash.”

      “It was my pleasure,” I told her, and I meant it.

      “Where have you been these past few days?”

      The question took me aback. “I’ve been with you guys.”

      She tutted. “You know what I mean.” She cocked a brow at me. “I don’t mean physically. I mean . . .” A sigh escaped her as she tapped her heart.

      I swallowed, and though I wished she wasn’t as perceptive as I knew her to be, I murmured, “I know what it is to grieve. I think the mourner in you has always called to the mourner in me.”

      That had a scowl furrowing her brow. “So, what? You’re not attracted to me if I’m not miserable?”

      Because that was so ludicrous, I had to grin at her. “Did you think about that before you said it?”

      “Shut up, Nash. I mean it. You’ve been distant. It’s been weird. And now, and the past two days, you’ve been here. With me.”

      “Not like today.”

      She gritted her teeth and bit out, “No. You were seated at the table. Today, you moved closer to me. But still, what’s with that?”

      “I don’t know,” I told her genuinely. “I know that you’re mine, though.”

      “You’ve a funny way of showing it,” she groused, tugging at the silk kimono she’d been wearing outside.

      “Don’t all men?”

      “Maybe. I don’t have much experience.” She shrugged. “I’ve had very few normal relationships. Most of the ones that were in the press were cooked up by my publicist.”

      Her comment had me frowning. “Wait a minute . . . are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      She frowned a little as she stared down at her lap. “Maybe.”

      “You’ve never had a boyfriend?”

      “No,” she admitted gruffly. “Never.”

      “But–”

      “I’ve had sex.” She rolled her eyes at me. “I wasn’t a virgin when Hades and I . . . you know. But this kind of intimacy is new to me.” A shrug jostled her shoulders. “I don’t know what I’m doing with the three of you, but I figured I’d be the closest to you, and I’m not.”

      Sadness welled inside me at that.

      “Feel like working on that over the next couple of days?”

      When tears sparkled in her eyes, I wanted to punch something. Had I caused that? Or was the reason due to Ella disappearing the way she had, been the reason?

      Either way, the desire to purge this guilt through violence grew more and more attractive by the minute.

      Cressy dipped her chin and whispered, “I can’t believe I’m never going to see her again.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. From what Zeus said, she’s intended for one of the gods, and you guys don’t exactly mix, do you?”

      “Ever heard of WhatsApp? There’s no reason you guys can’t talk.”

      She gnawed at her bottom lip. “That’s wishful thinking. What if he just sent her back to the Underworld?”

      “I doubt it. He seemed pretty pissed off about his and the Fates’ plan going awry.” I rubbed my chin. “There are never any guarantees with the gods, with this life, agape mou, but I’m certain he had other intentions for Ella.”

      That had her wincing. “Jesus. I’m not sure whether to be happy about that or not.” For a second, she stared out at the ocean ahead. The sun was beating down powerfully even though it was setting. Behind us, the Parthenon would be overlooking the city as it had for millennia, and I found a comfort in being at home, around the things I’d known, but that in no way compared to what I felt at having Cressy at my side.

      My throat felt thick when I turned to her and whispered, “Have the others told you they love you yet?”

      Her eyes flared wide at that, which I took to mean a big, fat no. “N-no!” she confirmed.

      “Well, they’re chicken shit because they do.”

      She blinked then. “You don’t know that.”

      “Don’t I? Don’t I know how I feel, either?”

      “You’re just saying this because I’m sad. You can’t patch things up with an ‘I love you’ Band-Aid, Nash,” she half-growled. She went to stand, but I grabbed her hand and tugged her down to the seat.

      “I know what love is, Cressy. It’s when you’ll go to the depths of the Underworld to seek out your loved one. It’s watching that person be hurt, and wishing like hell you could take their pain away. It’s sitting at the side of the pool, doing nothing more than watching them suffer and grieve and praying for a means to end that pain, or to take it on yourself.”

      She swallowed. “We haven’t even kissed.”

      “So? You’re from a different world than me, Cressy. I come from a place where seeing a woman’s ankle was considered risqué. I was married once. I didn’t see her face, not in truth, until our wedding day. You say I can’t love you because I haven’t kissed you? How about this then?”

      Before she could quibble, and before I could argue with myself over the foolishness of this, I reached for her, and the minute our mouths connected, we both moaned into each other’s lips.

      It was, I realized, like coming home.

      She tasted of it.

      She tasted like mine.

      I drank of her, supped from her lips like she was a fountain, and I was dying of thirst, and I knew she found solace in me, too.

      Her hands were everywhere, and mine moved over her body with equal fervor. I couldn’t get close enough to her, and I knew she felt the same. It was like the only way we’d ever be close enough was to connect, to be one.

      When I tumbled us from the sun lounger and pressed her into the grass, she moaned at the prickly sensation against her back, but she didn’t pull away, didn’t argue even though I gave her the opportunity to say no. But when I tried to lift my mouth from hers, she fought me, leaned into the kiss, leaned in for more.

      I slipped the kimono apart, loving the slide of the silk against her skin and the texture against my palm—even as I tried to discern which part was her belly and which was the silk, my senses were confused. Bewildered. I was drowning in her, and there was no use but to answer to my fate.

      I’d feared so much in my life.

      Had grieved and mourned until I’d passed gruesomely in my first incarnation. In the second, I’d still felt that same well of despair, something that only my music had dispelled.

      Now that she was here?

      There was a light at the end of the tunnel, but after being in the dark for so long, I’d shied from her illumination, which had revealed all the cracks and creases the shadows hid.

      Truly, though, what she revealed was the fact she was ours. For an eternity.

      But at this moment, just mine.

      I slipped into her, and it was like diving into a sun-warmed ocean. Silk surrounded me, on all sides, and as we connected, our mouths parting only enough to breathe and moan, I felt myself fall into her. Literally. Tumbling into the depths of hell with her to love her enough to live, and to live joyfully.

      My heart was near to bursting as I thrust into her welcoming heat, as I absorbed every clench of pleasure from her core, as I swallowed every delighted moan.

      I felt her tears fall as she accepted our union, embraced the new present while forging ahead from our pasts.

      The climaxes, when they hit us, were like a rebirth.

      Like phoenixes, we both burned in a fire that was hotter than Hades itself and were reborn in the ashes of that conflagration.

      Coming down from that height could have been painful, but it wasn’t. It was a delight.

      We never lost our connection. A kiss here, a touch there. A faint lick of my tongue against a bead of sweat on her brow, the brush of her lashes against my shoulder as she rocked into me, riding every last surge of pleasure for all its worth.

      And as we truly found our way back to Earth, I rolled onto my back and took her with me.

      “About damn time,” Hades grumbled.

      I peered up and glowered at him. He was sitting on the sunbed where we’d been all day, watching us like we were a goddamn movie at the cinema.

      “A little privacy?”

      He sniffed. “You shouldn’t screw like bunnies on the terrace for anyone to see, should you?”

      Cressy laughed. “The little shit has a point.”

      “I think you’ll find I’m a big shit,” Hades retorted.

      “Maybe.” She curled up into a seated position, totally at ease with her nudity as she leaned back against the sunbed, bringing her in closer proximity to Hades. When his hands swirled through her hair, she arched into the touch like a cat desirous of more tickles.

      The comparison amused me, and I raised my knees, comfortable with my own nakedness, too—I was born in the days of a naked Olympic Games, after all—content to watch the small tableau before me.

      “I’d have done anything to spare you Ella’s abrupt departure,” Hades said gruffly, moments, minutes, or hours later.

      I saw her swallow. The cavern of her throat moving as the sun cast its dying rays on her skin. “I know.”

      He sighed. “I don’t think you do.”

      She reached up to grab his hand, then leaned forward to clasp mine. “I do. I do know that. I’m just . . . adjusting. I got used to having her here with me, and even though I wanted her to have some peace, I figured, I don’t know—” She sighed. “It was stupid. I thought I’d get her back when I should have known that isn’t how life and death works.”

      “I’d change the laws themselves if I could. But I didn’t make them, I just govern them,” he told her softly, squeezing her fingers.

      “I know, Hades, truly.”

      “We’ll bury her when we get home,” he told her softly.

      She nodded, but her mouth trembled. “Yes. Closure will help. That and time.”

      I sighed. “Time is something we have in spades.”

      “I’m glad,” she murmured softly. “I know you all so little and so much. It’s strange. I feel like—” She hesitated, obviously trying to gather her thoughts. “You’ve always been in my life. As though I’ve always known you. I can’t explain it, because it makes no sense. . . .”

      “This universe doesn’t have to make sense,” Hades murmured, and I nodded.

      “Icarus and I were dead, yet here we are. Zeus gave Ella another chance at life. And here you are, three Cypresses on your hip, and all because the gods deemed it so.”

      She swallowed. “When you put it like that. . . .”

      I snickered. “Freaky as fuck?”

      “Yeah,” Cressy admitted. Then, slowly, she smiled at me, and it was like the sun peeking out of the clouds on a grim day. “Orpheus?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Why Cypresses?”

      I blinked at her. “You didn’t know that they’re one of Hades’ symbols on this realm? One of his most prominent ones?”

      Her mouth rounded in an ‘O.’ “Oops.”

      Snorting, I pressed my finger to her chin and whispered, “No ‘oops.’ Icarus and I are here to answer any and all questions. I’d prefer you to come to the source than to the Internet.”

      She smiled at me a little then, staring up into my eyes, asked, “No more pulling away? I couldn’t bear it.”

      My heart about broke right then, right there. How was it that putting a ring on her finger, making the ultimate commitment had been the catalyst for my putting distance between us?

      I wanted to kick myself over my own stupidity.

      “No more pulling away.”

      Hades scoffed. “Stop being melodramatic. You two, I swear. Pulling away. You’re like magnets.”

      “Huh?” She cocked a brow at him, the sass in her sparkling to life even though I could see the shadows under her eyes that spoke of her fatigue, her lack of sleep, and her tears.

      “Whenever Nash walks into a room, you move toward him. He’s the same. When he sings, you do, finishing off each other’s lyrics. If it weren’t so damn cute, it would be irritating.”

      “We don’t do any of that,” I argued.

      He just snorted.

      “What does S'agapó mean?”

      I blinked. “I love you.”

      Her lips twitched. “Oh.”

      “Oh?” Hades questioned.

      “Chris has told me he loved me. I just didn’t understand.”

      “The man always was useless with women,” Hades grumbled.

      “Well, it’s a good thing he’s married to me then, isn’t it?” Cressy teased.

      “Goddammit, this house is too big. Where is everyone?” the man himself hollered from inside the house.

      Cressy snickered at Christian. “We’re out here.”

      “Shame he didn’t get to walk out on the terrace and hear you two moaning. I swear, it worked better than air traffic control as a guidance system.” Hades grinned at Cressy when she whacked him on the leg.

      “Why are we out here in the dark?” was Icarus’ impatient complaint.

      “Because I’m the God of the Underworld,” Hades intoned. “The darkness is my friend?”

      Chris huffed. “Stop being an ass, Hades. Guess who I just got off the phone with?”

      “I refuse to guess. I’m not five years old,” Hades argued.

      “You’re in one of those moods, go back to bed—”

      As the two carried on bickering, Cressy shot me a smile that hit me straight in the heart.

      With more precision than Eros’ arrow, she pierced me to the quick.

      As she always would.

      As she’d always be everything to me.

      To Christian.

      And to Hades.

      Cressy, did she but realize it, was the star upon which three satellites orbited.

      Always and forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Ella

        

      

    

    
      There was a beeping sound in the background.

      I knew it well.

      Why, though?

      It was incessant enough that it should have been irritating, but it was second nature to me to hear it.

      The high squeak ran in rhythm with something. I just wasn’t sure what.

      Then, when I focused, I realized it was my heartbeat.

      Huh.

      Why was my heartbeat making a beeping sound? It never usually did. Heartbeats only beeped when they were hooked up to a monitor.

      Recognition jolted in me.

      A heart monitor.

      “She’s close to regaining consciousness? How can that be?” the voice intruded the foggy haze that seemed to have overtaken my head.

      How could what be? That was totally normal, wasn’t it?

      To wake up?

      Then, the presence of a heart monitor started making more sense.

      Had I been in an accident and I’d been in a coma or something?

      “It’s highly unusual for a patient in a coma to regain consciousness after so long, this is true.” There was a pause. “Your daughter is just one of the lucky ones. It’s a miracle.”

      I felt someone grab my hand and squeeze it. “Come on, baby. You can do this. Momma loves you.”

      Hang on. Something funky was going on here. I didn’t have a ‘momma’ and if I did, she sure as hell didn’t love me. Not when she’d dumped me in foster care practically two minutes after she’d given birth, and not eighteen years later when I’d sought her out and received a less than lackluster welcome.

      “Cindy, please, come back to me.”

      Wait a minute.

      Cindy.

      Who the fuck was Cindy?

      I wasn’t Cindy.

      I was Ella.

      I was Ella, dammit.

      Wasn’t I?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Cressida

        Eighteen months later

      

      

      

      A giggle escaped me as Nash’s hand slid around my front and dipped under my skirt. His cock was a thick and delicious presence inside me, and the giggle morphed into a moan as he began to thrust his hips.

      When a knock sounded at the door outside, we both ignored it. My new road manager, Suzette, knew not to barge in unless I invited her in, but it had me clamping a hand to my mouth to withhold the groan that longed to escape as Nash began to thrust his hips, fucking me harder and faster than before.

      The tease.

      There wasn’t exactly a risk of getting caught, but my own heart was pumping five times faster than before, now I knew someone was out there, potentially hearing everything we did.

      Pressing my forehead to the closet door, I bit my bottom lip as I pressed my palms to the wall. The four-by-four space wasn’t something I frequented all that much anymore. I had no need to—unless it was for a quickie. Closets in dressing rooms were once again for storage or sex, and if I had an issue, I was under strict orders to discuss it with my husbands.

      One of whom happened to be my new business manager.

      The other happened to be my new co-singer on a shared project we were currently touring Australia to promote.

      And the third? Well, Hades was impossible to label. He was just Hades.

      God of death and the Underworld and ruler of my panties.

      Another knock came, and both of us ignored it. The door began to shudder with Nash’s thrusts, and as he pinched my clit, I felt myself go off like a rocket.

      Shuddering through the climax, I felt the heat of his breath at the back of my neck. Heard the groans and grunts that signaled his own release, and felt his seed settle deep in my core.

      With a moan, I pressed my forehead to the door as he made desultory thrusts, each one sending sparks of fire through me. I gnawed at my bottom lip as I shuddered through each intense after-shock, but it was when the outer door opened, the lock unclicking that we both froze.

      “It’s okay, Suzette,” Hades rumbled, and I released a relieved breath at the sound of my husband’s voice. “I’ll wait for her in here.”

      “Mrs. Dearil doesn’t like to be disturbed–”

      “Mrs. Dearil appreciates being disturbed by Mr. Dearil,” was all Hades said, but I could hear that the words were bitten off.

      Suzette was undoubtedly shaking in her shoes; she probably knew I was in here with Nash, and feared my husband walking in on me. Ha. I really should keep her in the loop as to my marital status—but she was still new, and though she’d signed one of Christian’s epic NDAs, we still weren’t comfortable sharing everything with her. Yet.

      I felt Nash’s lips against my throat and, shivering, I whispered, “I love you, husband. Thank you for the warm-up.”

      He snickered. “Anytime, asterí mou.”

      When the outer door closed, Nash pulled out of me, but as he did, the door to the dressing room closet opened, too. I almost fell forward, flat on my face, but Hades was there to catch me.

      He beamed at me. “I told you I’d always be the one to catch you when you fall, didn’t I?”

      I had to laugh. “You’re the reason I fell.” I cocked a brow at him though as he dipped his head and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I love you,” I breathed.

      His smile lit me up inside better than a bonfire. “I love you, too, latria mou.”

      “What took you so long?” I half-whined, too used to being with my men, I hated when they had to go away.

      Call me needy, but. . . .

      Well, call me fucking needy. I’d deal with the slur. I’d dare any woman not to be when it came down to three men like these. A god, a demi-god, and a hero . . . These were not ordinary guys, and when they landed in your heart, they packed a punch.

      “I told you,” he chided, pressing a kiss to my hair. “Board meeting. I didn’t expect to be back so soon, to be honest. You could have come were it not for tonight’s concert for which I see you’ve been preparing.”

      Nash snorted at my back, and I heard his zipper being raised. “It’s good for our nerves.”

      “You keep telling yourselves that,” Hades said drily. “Where’s Christian?”

      “On the bus,” Nash informed him. “You came straight here?”

      “Of course. I didn’t appreciate leaving you, Cressy,” he remarked, his lips pursing into a sulky pout.

      “I didn’t appreciate being left,” I whispered, leaning up on tiptoe to press another kiss to his lips. I felt the internal ache, the muscles pulling in my belly and thighs as I moved, but God, it felt good.

      Was it strange to move from one of my men to the other? Nope. It was how we worked, and I’d change things over my dead body. Oh, wait. I couldn’t die. “Don’t make it a habit?” It was half-question, half-demand.

      “Never.” He grinned then grabbed me around the waist before he spun me in a circle. “I would have left it this time, would have allowed Christian to handle things for me virtually, but it was too important.”

      “It was?” I cocked a brow at him. Another knock sounded at the door, and though I wanted to growl at the intrusion, I didn’t. Nash and I had really been cutting things close to the bone by going at it like bunnies in the closet, and were lucky we hadn’t been interrupted earlier. “Who is it?” I called out, then winced—my voice still sounded faintly breathy.

      “Cressy, five minutes until you and Nash are due on stage.”

      “Got it, Sherry. Thanks. I’ll be out soon.”

      I turned back to Hades, eager to know what had him so excited. He was the king of somber, so to see his eyes brimming with delight when it didn’t involve me naked and in a bed, was highly unusual. “What is it?”

      “Guess who’s the new owner of Mytikas Records.”

      Frowning at that, I asked, “Who?”

      Hades smirked. “You.”

      I didn’t even have it in me to slap him on the chest. “Me?” I squeaked, then he reached down and kissed me, and suddenly, nothing else mattered.

      

      
        
        For an exclusive bonus scene of Cressida and Nash live on stage, click HERE.

      

      

      
        
        Get ready for The Sun Revolves Around Apollo. Coming MARCH 2019!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey guys!

      Thank you for reading. I hope you loved the first book of my brand new series. :D

      So, I have a few things to explain.

      Hades was the name of the God of death and the King of the Underworld. Just as I explained in the book. But FYI, his name was also synonymous with the place too. So, when I called the book ‘Hotter than Hades,’ I didn’t actually mean hotter than the God himself. But the place.

      You will have read three endearments that the guys called Cressy. Aren’t they beautiful? Even not knowing the meaning, they’re such pretty words. But, they mean the following:

      agape mou – my darling,

      asterí mou – my star,

      and finally, latria mou – my adored one.

      Be sure to drop me a line on which your favorite one is! :D

      The next thing is… I took some liberties with the history of the elevator! There were several inventors behind the miracle that is not having to walk up a gazillion flights of stairs, but the guy who made them safe for passengers to use was a dude by the name of Elisha Otis. Yep, you might recognize that name from the elevator in your building!

      Finally, Ziel Dearil is Hades’ current name on this realm. Dearil actually means death! Ha! How fitting, no? ;)

      I hope you loved the book and are ready and raring for the next one.

      Be sure to check out my other series if you love Reverse Harem romances.

      Quintessence

      The Kingdom of Veronia trilogy

      The TriAlpha Chronicles

      Be on the watch for another instalment in the Quintessence series this month, and I’ll be releasing a co-written novel called Stained Egos with Helen Scott in February 2019! Hope you’re ready for all the loveliness coming your way! :D

      Love you, guys!

      Serena x
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