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A dead woman’s words whispered into my ear.
 “Matilda, is that you?”
The cell phone connection crackled and spit, as haunted as I felt by that soft, uncertain utterance.
“Mom?” I tugged threads of memory, the world around me unraveling like tapestry as I fell backward against the brick wall, spinning toward the last time I had heard that voice.
Ten years ago.
Days before she disappeared from the institution in upstate New York, driven to some unknown end by the relentless invectives in her schizophrenic mind, I had called to tell her I had been accepted into NYU Steinhardt’s Counseling and Mental Health graduate program.
She hadn’t sounded so lucid then.
The numbers had been following her again, she had mumbled over the line. Seven, creeping up behind her in the polished aluminum sheet that served as her mirror the psych ward. Fourteen, hiding under her covers when they did hourly bed checks. Was I coming to see her, she asked.
I couldn’t, I told her.
It was okay, she said. I shouldn’t worry. The numbers didn’t know. They couldn’t find me.
Nor had they been able to since I was taken from her custody at the age of twelve—a number that hung in the swarming dark some nights.
“So, Dr. Schmidt, can I trust you appreciate the sense of urgency in acquiring those keys?” The taunting male voice jarred me out of the memory, bringing me back to the phone pressed against my sweaty ear.
The blackmailer. The man who had my mother.
The thought of her in his company threatened to squeeze my stomach up through my throat. He was there with her right now. Looking at her. Casting up threats to motivate me to do his bidding.
“Listen to me,” I had pleaded. “She’s schizophrenic and needs to be under a doctor’s supervision. She could hurt herself or—”
“All the more reason for you to get me what I want. The sooner I have it, the sooner you have her.”
“Put her back on the line.” If I could steal even a minute more, I might be able to discern her mental state, evaluate her distance from the ragged edge.
“Tick tock, Dr. Schmidt.”
The line went dead, leaving the dial tone to buzz my brain like a dentist’s drill.
I would get the keys. The man on the other end of that line knew it as well as I did.
It was no longer a question of if.
Only a question of cost.
*****
“Liam Eugene Whatshisface, are we married?”
I sat in the perfect silence of my polished wood sanctuary, the only other sound in the room the bubbling of my goldfish, Sigmund Freud’s, luxury tank. I had just finished a session with an obsessive-compulsive lawyer and had ten minutes before a leprechaun with dissociative identity disorder would be arriving with his mental posse.
The question burning through my brain.
“First, I don’t have a middle name. Second, what the fuck are you talking about?” Liam’s voice was a lot like Liam himself—dark, dangerous, and promising threats his muscled six-foot-and-then-some frame was perfectly capable of carrying out. What he lacked in brute strength could be supplemented by the Smith and Wesson 1911 he kept tucked in a holster tight to his ribs.
Standard issue equipment for a mob hit man from Las Vegas.
It had been the better part of the week since I had seen him, duty calling him back to the corpulent side of Stefano the Fathead, casino mogul and emotional overeater.
“Well, you do now. Because apparently I’m your wife and domestic disputes often begin with three-name appellations.” I tore off the pages of notes I had scribbled describing the lawyer’s pre-trial rituals and stuck them into the file my assistant, Julie, had left on my desk.
“Wives don’t get to assign middle names to their husbands for the sake of an argument.”
“So we are married?”
Silence.
During the kidnapping that had served as our first meeting, I had become well acquainted with Liam’s ability to pack more words into a silence than Tolstoy packed into a novel. Then, I had been handcuffed in the front seat of his ’69 Camaro and loaded full of animal tranquilizers. In the days since, he had taken on the role of unofficial protector, and had pulled me out life-threatening and career-ending scrapes twice.
Which was the same number of times he had introduced me to the weapon he kept in his pants rather than his coat, coincidentally.
“This would be a great time for you to say something like ‘this is all a terrible mistake, Matilda.”
“So I get to call you Matilda now? What happened to Dr. Schmidt?” The amusement in his voice brought to mind visions of his disarming full-lipped grin, anchored in its usual blanket of stubble.
 “You never called me Dr. Schmidt anyway. Answer the question.”
“According to the records of Clark County, Las Vegas, yes.”
If I hadn’t already been seated in the leather chair behind my desk, my knees might have given out entirely. Little dots pelted the edges of my vision. “So it’s true? What Investigator Wilson said.”
“Who the fuck is Investigator Wilson?”
“Only the man who called me earlier today and informed me that as Mrs. Whatshisface, I am jointly liable for the thirty-thousand dollar debt acquired in your name.”
A name that, admittedly, sounded about as real as our marriage. The sad remnant of Liam’s mother’s inability to track the men in her life any better than she tracked the dealers to whom she owed money.
“Investigator Wilson?” Liam’s laugh was rare and brief. “Tell me you asked for the guy’s credentials.”
“Oddly, he was far more interested in discussing yours. I was unaware you had such a colorful employment history. I was unaware of a lot of things, apparently.”
“You seem to like it that way.” His words were as cold as the metal barrel he had pressed to my spine at our first meeting—a sure sign they held more than just an empty insult.
The skin of my cheeks prickled as blood rushed to them. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”
“It means you spend more time with your head buried in the sand than an ostrich with an anxiety disorder.”
“Spare me the amateur diagnoses. Anyway, how has this become a discussion about my alleged shortcomings? I want to know how the hell this happened, and I want to know now.”
Another beat of silence. “You really don’t.”
“Tell me.”
 I waited through a pause the approximate length of an operatic overture.
“It was before we met.”
My mind reeled with the revelation of this new information. “Married before we had even met? How is that possible?”
“Las Vegas is a pretty marriage-friendly town. You file a few papers, mail in some copies. Bingo. Hitched.”
I scraped for what little I knew about a legal process I’d had no cause to become acquainted with during my thirty years on the planet. “What about the marriage license? I would have had to sign that.”
“You did.” He cleared his throat. “At least, the signature would hold up to the scrutiny of most court-appointed handwriting experts.”
 “You forged my signature on a legally-binding document? Do you have any idea how illegal that is?” My voice was pitchy with the edge of hysteria.
“Forgery isn’t my specialty.” The statement served as a subtle reminder that his specialty required disposing of bodies on a regular basis, making my question about the illegality of forging my signature not only moot, but also ridiculous.
Of all the questions drowning my mind, only one word kicked its way to the surface. “Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why the hell would you file the paperwork to be married to me?”
“I would prefer not to have this conversation via phone.”
“And I would prefer not to be married without my knowledge. So much for what we prefer.”
His sigh was the surrender I had both been hoping for and dreading. “There’s some information that’s easier to come by if you happen to be someone’s spouse.”
“Such as?”
“The kind of information that’s useful when you’re trying to locate someone.”
I was pacing now, but couldn’t remember when I had risen. My stiletto heels sank into the carpet separating “The Chair” from the couch where my clients came for absolution and acceptance in equal measure. “So let me get this straight. You married me to make it easier for you to access private information about my life and thereby kidnap me?”
“That’s the basic idea, yes.”
Anger boiled up from the pit of my belly. My pencil skirt tightened around my knees as I paced faster. “And when were you planning on telling me about this?”
“I wasn’t. Usually the marriage would be annulled by now.”
“What do you mean usually? You’re saying you’ve done this before?”
“When the occasion called for it.” The juxtaposition of formality in his tone with the severity of the subject matter struck me as ironic.
I tucked a few stray chestnut hairs back into the chignon at the base of my neck and pushed the black frames of my cat-eye glasses back up my nose. The fine film of sweat spreading across my face had caused them to slip with the force of my agitated stomping. “What happened when the women found out?”
“They didn’t.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“They didn’t have the chance.”
The full meaning of this statement fell onto my shoulders, crushing my body, forcing the air out of my lungs. “Oh my God. It would have been annulled by now because I was supposed to be dead.”
“But you’re not,” he insisted. “Remember how I busted into Stefano the Fathead’s office to convince him that he had the wrong woman?”
“Remember how you dragged me across country at gunpoint and injected me full of animal tranquilizers before that? Also, you had help with the busting in part, as I recall.” A petty move on my part, perhaps, bringing up the demigod who often fought Liam for my attentions.
“Don’t talk to me about that womanizing cocksucker,” Liam growled.
“You mean Crixus, I think.” Speaking his name brought him into this space with us.
Equal to Liam’s height but gifted with the broad muscles of a body bred for battle, Crixus was every inch the demigod and Roman gladiator he had first introduced himself as the night he had called to enlist my help saving the world. Hair the color of sighing fields of summer wheat, eyes a blue found in oceanic depths beyond human ken, Crixus was as formidable as he was irresistible.
He had recently been responsible for rearranging all I thought to be true by dragging a string of supernatural clients through my office door for treatment. First Cupid, then a leprechaun, and finally Adonis—who had cost me my panties along with my inhibitions.
Always, the precarious balance between our worlds encountered some kind of threat. Always, I seemed to be the only answer.
I pushed away the heavy implications of this thought and returned my attention to the conversation at hand.
“Anyway, someone who files fallacious marriage licenses to gain information about women in order to make it easier to deliver them into the hands of hired thugs might not want to throw that word that around so freely.”
“You’re right. I should have used you to do my work for me while I screwed every female in a hundred mile radius. That would have been much more honorable.”
Liam’s well-aimed barb at Crixus’s legendary libido spoke to a better knowledge of me than I would have liked to admit. Already, I had caught the demigod in the closet with my golden-haired sprite of an assistant, Julie.
Twice.
And this was to say nothing of the string of other women Crixus trailed in his wake. He had offered me a spot in his retinue countless times, and save for a few heated lip-locks, I had managed to refuse, his ability to grant spontaneous orgasms notwithstanding.
“I don’t think you’re in a position to make judgments about his character, Liam.”
“And you are? You’re telling me that you’ve managed to keep your relationship with him entirely professional?”
Flashes of a night in my recent past flickered across the screen of my mind. Crixus, leaning over my bed, come to collect on the night I had promised him in exchange for looking into gold I had supposedly stolen from an Irish street gang—one in a growing line of incidents implicating me in events I had no knowledge of.
His hands pinning my wrists to the headboard. His lips finding my nipple through silk he wet with his tongue. The only thing professional about the experience had been Crixus’s expert manipulation of my body’s thrumming desire.
“Is that an attempt to discern if Crixus might have manipulated his way into my bed like you did?”
“Matilda, I didn’t—”
Cutting him off came with a savage satisfaction. “It’s my fault, really. You’ve made your motives clear from the day we met. I shouldn’t have expected anything different.”
“My motives?” His voice had taken on that steely sharpness I knew often preceded weapons being drawn or apologies begged. “Explain what might motivate me to travel half way across the country to bring you information that saved your ass from the Westies. What was in it for me, Matilda?”
I ran my hand across the desk he had bent me over while we waited for a Westie assassin to show up and add a new hole to my head. “The same thing you took when you forced your way into the shower at that sleazy motel on our way to Vegas.”
“I live in the cheap sex capital of the world, lady. If it was a piece of ass I wanted, I could have it every hour, on the hour.”
Could he keep up with such a demanding schedule? Heat flowered in my middle considering the insinuations contained in that statement. Our joinings had been hurried, abbreviated by unpleasant realities and unavoidable circumstances. What could he do with the uninterrupted hours of a long night?
An interesting question, but an unhelpful one.
“Your time is your own, Liam. Who or what you do with it is no concern of mine.”
“And what about the blackmailer? Is he still a concern of yours? Or has Crixus the Wonderfuck figured out who has your mother and how to get her back?”
He had been there that day. Had hovered over me in the hallway like some dark angel, drying my tears with threats of the numerous tortures the blackmailer would endure when Liam laid hands on him.
Crixus had chased these with several of his own. Vowing vengeance, they pulled me from my shell-shocked heap and prodded me back into the disintegrating routine of my life: clients, solo dinners in front of the fridge, sleep.
I’d lived years in the last couple of days, waiting for Crixus or Liam to turn up even a single lead that could prevent me from bowing beneath a blackmailer’s demand.
But when the phone finally rang, it had been information of an entirely different kind that spilled through.
“What kind of asinine question is that?” I spat into the phone. “Of course I’m concerned about the blackmailer. It’s eaten up every minute of every day until someone called me this morning to inform me that I’m married.”
“Look,” Liam said, “I can catch the next flight from Vegas to New York and we can talk about this in person. I could be there by tonight.”
 “Stay where you are and work your sources like you promised.” If having Liam around came at the expense of a clear moral code, it also paid dividends in skills and information inaccessible to those who lived by the letter of the law.
When navigating a pit of vipers, it didn’t hurt to have a king cobra by your side.
“Anyway,” I continued, “I’m afraid I have a date tonight.” I relished the way this sounded as much as I dreaded the event itself.
“A date? With whom?” Jealousy smoked Liam’s voice, hinting at the fire burning beneath.
“That’s none of your business.”
“As your husband, I think it’s very much my business.”
“You are not my husband.”
“The Clark County court would say otherwise.”
“Not for long,” I replied. “I’ll be seeing about an annulment over my lunch break.”
“And miss your recyclable container of tofu and organic fruit? I would never hear of it. I’ll take care of the annulment.”
“Why haven’t you done it already?” The question flew at me from left field, derailing my intention of pointing out his tragically immature mockery of my lifestyle choices. “According to your normal procedures, you could have wiped this from the books before I had the chance to find out.”
“There’s a lot of things in my normal procedure that have gone undone since I met you, Matilda.”
Julie’s customary pre-appointment knock was nearly drowned out by the throb of my own pulse between my ears. I did and didn’t want to ask him what he had meant. “My next client is here. I have to go.”
“We’ll talk later,” he said. It was more of a decree than a request.
I disconnected and set my phone facedown on my desk. “Come in, Julie.”
Julie Harrison—blonde, petite, and bouncy—opened the door and tumbled in with the energy of basketful of puppies. “Tell me it’s not true,” she demanded.
“Tell you what’s not true?”
She laid a manila file folder containing the notes for my next client on the desk and perched on the edge of the chair across from me. “You do not have a date with Rolly tonight.”
I resisted the urge to bang my head on the desk’s slick wooden surface until the lights went out.
She knew.
Just this morning, I had accepted an invitation to dinner from Roland “Rolly” Boggs, the yeasty security guard who manned the front desk of the building housing my therapy practice. After two years of repeated refusals, I had shocked him to the point of bounding across the foyer to wrap me in a damp, bone-crushing hug.
The reason: his were the keys the blackmailer in question demanded that I acquire, and I had officially grown tired of waiting for Liam or Crixus to come through with a better option.
“Yes, Julie,” I sighed. “I do.”
She stared at me, her glossed lips frozen in a perfect little ‘O’ of disbelief. Julie had chronicled Rolly’s ill-fated suit with the dedication an archives historian. “You. Rolly. Out. Together?”
“It’s strictly a business dinner,” I informed her.
“That’s not what he’s telling everyone,” Julie said. “And when I say everyone, I mean Dr. Spencer had to push back a root canal this morning because Rolly wouldn’t badge any of the dental assistants up the elevator until they had stopped to hear about it.”
The urge to crawl under my desk and disappear for the next century overwhelmed me.
So much for asking Rolly to keep our appointment quiet.
“That’s…unfortunate,” I said through teeth aching with the effort of being clenched.
Julie leaned across the desk and pressed a warm hand to my forehead. “Do you feel okay?”
My burp of unexpected laughter made her jerk her hand back, the rhinestone tennis bracelet around her wrist winking like a pink disco ball. “What? What’s so funny?”
Thoughts that could never be spoken spooled their way through my mind. My next appointment is with a leprechaun whose mind houses St. Patrick and a magical river horse, my schizophrenic mother is being held captive by a blackmailer, and I have a date with Rolly ‘I’ll-probably-hump-your-leg’ Boggs. Also, I’m married to a hit man.
“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing is funny.”
Julie glanced around my office. Her knowing eye lingered over growing piles of paper, stacks of books I hadn’t managed to put back, and half-consumed green tea soy latte.
“Have you ever considered taking a vacation?” Julie twisted a blond curl around her pink-lacquered finger—her habit when she was about to suggest an idea she already suspected would be unpopular with me. “I’ve worked for you for two years now, and you’ve never even taken a day off. When’s the last time you left the state?”
I took a deep breath and considered this. “When I went to Las Vegas?”
“Weren’t you kind of being kidnapped at gunpoint?” she reminded me.
“The same way you were kind of screwing Crixus in the supply closet.”
Julie’s face fell, and she picked at imaginary lint on the sleeve of her hot pink cardigan.
“Oh, God. I’m sorry, Julie. I’m just a little on edge today.”
“It’s okay,” she shrugged. “You’ve been under a little stress lately.” Her chocolate brown eyes drifted to Sigmund’s tank, which she had replaced for the third time in as many weeks after my office visit with Adonis turned into an impromptu no-pants bone-dance.
Julie had been introduced to the pantheon of paranormal trailing through my office shortly after I had, but had accepted their existence with infinitely more grace.
Not that leaping onto my overstuffed armchair and hurling accent pillows at Cupid hadn’t been a stimulating way to begin our first session. Learning that we shared our world with an ever-growing assortment of non-human creatures had been one thing.
Deciding how to sort out their complex and often heart-breaking ailments was another.
“I suppose I have,” I admitted.
“Speaking of a little stress…” Julie winked as Flick—better known as Felicitous Firecractch McWhiskeybottom—appeared in the doorway.
He held his tiny emerald-hued top hat in his hands, his round head bald save for a tufts of orange cotton candy at his crown and temples. His typical jaunty attire of green breeches and gold-buckled shoes was in effect, a four-leaf clover sprouting from the front pocket of his coat.
“Oi!” he greeted us brightly. “Two lovely lasses in one office. I would say that I’m lucky, but I think the word is out on that account.”
I was encouraged by his use of the word “I’ after months of having used the word “we” to accommodate his mind’s additional occupants.
“Well hi there, Mr. Flick,” Julie said. “How are you?”
I caught a glance of lace panties beneath her skirt as she bent at the waist to offer Flick her index finger to shake.
No wonder Crixus hadn’t been able to keep his hands—and other appendages—off of her. Where my wardrobe consisted of sensible button-up shirts, skirts, and tailored slacks, Julie was firmly a member of the scoop-neck sweater, leggings, and knee-high boot crowd.
I had her beat in bra size, true, but most days I opted for outfits to cover rather than enhance my curvy figure—often necessary to ensure clients kept their focus on my questions instead of my cleavage. Still, I rarely resisted the siren song of a good stiletto heel or the occasional tube of glossy red lipstick.
“Oh, I’m just grand altogether, lass. Fit as a fiddle and twice as lively.”
“I’m so glad to hear that, Flick. Why don’t you go ahead and have a seat,” I said, motioning toward the couch.
“Don’t mind if I do.” Flick disappeared with a brief popping noise and reappeared on the leather cushion, a variation of one of Crixus’s favorite tricks.
Only without the spontaneous orgasm on my part.
“How’s that boyo o’ yours?” Flick asked, sending a wink in my direction.
“Which one?” Julie waggled her eyebrows at me over her shoulder as she made her way to the door.
I sent her a look that just missed being stern. Perhaps the indication that she associated Crixus more with me than she did with herself slid me a notch toward pleased.
Just as quickly, Liam, the blackmailer, and the other unwanted knowledge crowded into my mind, pushing out all other thoughts. Unwilling to look any longer at the chaos in my own head, I turned my attention to someone else’s—a welcome respite.
Eight hours separated me from my date with Rolly, but an eternity of thought separated me from my goal.
*****
If we eat with our eyes first, my breasts were Rolly Boggs’s entrée.
The steak on his plate, still bleeding pink juices into the bottom of his loaded baked potato, was only a side dish: shoved down his gullet at intervals timed to his habit of breathing open-mouthed.
He had parted his fine blonde hair down the middle for the occasion and slicked it to his head with enough gel to shellac a dining room table. His round, pale, baby-smooth face bobbed like the full moon above a collar buttoned tight to his chin. A sheen of sweat bloomed on his upper lip. The glossy drip of butter sauce sinking toward the folds of his chin caught the flickering light from the candle on the table between us. It was only a matter of time before it found his tie—a striped affair that hit him at mid-belly.
Rolly was trying.
The knowledge of this pressed on my chest like the boot heel of an unseen assailant.
He was wearing his best clothes, had selected one of the town’s better restaurants, and I had come with the express purpose of deceiving him. I was no better than Liam, really. Lying to get what I wanted.
I poked at my wilting spinach salad and considered backing out for the umpteenth time that evening. All the alternative options I played out in my mind doubled back to dump me off precisely where I found myself: out of options, and out of time.
An elastic-banded watch on Rolly’s wrist measured minutes that felt like miles. But it was the accessory clipped to his belt that interested me most.
There, clipped to the loop just left of his belt buckle, were Rolly’s keys.
His personal keys.
I had lingered at the office long enough to witness the changing of the guard the past couple nights. Each time, Rolly unclipped the larger ring of work keys from his belt, hung them on the board in the security office just off the foyer, and replaced them with his own.
What possible purpose any human could have for wanting them still baffled me, as had a previous blackmailer’s revelation that Rolly was apparently loaded for bear and possessed assorted degrees from Ivy League universities.
The soft mound of nervous energy piled in the squeaking chair across from me resembled nothing so much as the Pillsbury Dough Boy, sans the charming neckerchief and cap.
And yet, he had dodged three attempts already, the keys escaping from my grasp as he turned at the last minute, or stumbled off the curb, or bent to see to his perpetually untied laces.
My cell phone buzzed in my purse. Another missive from the blackmailer, no doubt, standing by for the handoff. He might even be in the restaurant, watching me. Waiting.
I drained the last of my wine in three big swallows, Dutch courage for what I had planned next. Desperate times and all that.
The black-aproned waiter appeared at my elbow as if summoned by the sound of glass stem meeting wood table. “Another glass of wine, Miss?”
“Scotch,” I answered. “Double. Twelve years or older if you have it.”
“Of course,” he nodded, disappearing through the maze of white linen-covered tables.
“Gee, Dr. Schmidt,” Rolly said around a mouthful of steak. “If I had three glasses of wine and a cocktail, you’d have to carry me out of here.”
“Call me Matilda,” I purred, sliding my salad plate to the side. I leaned forward on my elbows, affording him an extra inch of cleavage to ogle. “Not much of a drinker?”
I already knew the answer to this question courtesy of an ill-fated attempt on Crixus’s part to help Rolly meet women, but this seemed as good a question as any to launch the next phase two of my plan.
“Gosh, no,” he insisted. “One strawberry daiquiri and I can’t even remember my name the next day.”
“He’ll have a strawberry daiquiri,” I informed the waiter arriving with my scotch.
Rolly’s eyes widened. “But I have to drive home.”
“Lighten up, Rolly. That’s what cabs are for.” My wink felt traitorous.
“Okay.” His mouth widened in a lopsided grin. “Why not?”
I could give him dozens of answers to that question. They all looped back toward me like barbed hooks. Don’t trust me, Rolly, I willed his open, guileless gaze.
My hand sought out the comforting weight of the glass tumbler.
The smoky aroma of a charred wood perfumed my nostrils as I took the first silky sip. Warmth flooded my throat and gathered in some small, quiet center nothing else could touch.
Around us, couples bent toward each other in the candlelight, catching fingers and trading curved-lipped smiles. Some of it was artifice like my own. The subtle search of an agenda for its desired objective.
But not all.
It was the authentic, affectionate banter that hollowed me. The intimate laughter colored in by the intricacies of a shared life. By comparison, my reason for being here tonight was as empty and sullied as a dumpster in the wake of a garbage truck’s exhaust.
“Want some of mine?” Rolly’s fork hovered in the air between us, the bite of steak on the end weeping a single tear onto the pristine white tablecloth.
“No, thanks.”
The bite disappeared into his mouth. “You didn’t like your salad?”
Another swallow of scotch slid down my throat like a sunbeam. “The salad was great. I’m just not as hungry as I thought.”
“Could be all that wine,” Rolly observed. “I guess it takes up room too.”
“I guess it does.” But not as much room as the self-loathing.
The fork clanked against his plate as he released it from the prison of his clammy fist. “Can I ask you something, Doct—err, Matilda?” My first name sat as on his tongue as comfortably as a live lobster.
“I suppose.” I studied the crystalline swirl of liquid in my glass to avoid meeting his earnest eyes.
“Why did you say yes?”
The glass froze in place, the scotch continuing to slosh up against the side as I worked over a swallow. I had counted on Rolly’s being delighted by my acceptance. But I hadn’t counted on him asking why. “Like you said. Why not?”
“You seemed to have an awful lot of reasons why not before.” The server arrived with Rolly’s daiquiri—a tall, pink bell topped by a swirling pile of whipped cream and a skewered strawberry. He took a tentative pull on the plastic straw and smacked his lips together. “Not bad.”
“Another for you?” the server asked, nodding to the nearly empty drink in my hand.
“Why not?” I said again. There was a careless kind of freedom in welcoming whatever consequences might come as a result of these two words.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Rolly’s bushy blond eyebrows lifted toward his pasted hairline.
“No. I think it’s a great idea.” I tracked the server as he approached, waiting until he was only steps from our table. “And speaking of great ideas, I think I’ll use the restroom.” My chair scraped backward as I stood and lurched forward with the kind of loose-legged stagger a woman with three glasses of wine and one cocktail on board would be forgiven for employing.
My shoulder caught his perfectly, sending me toppling backward.
Right into Rolly’s lap.
“Oof!” Rolly grunted. His belly was warm and soft. What twitched beneath the back of my thigh was not.
I wanted to eject myself from his lap like the spring-loaded passenger seat in a spy’s car, but I had only seconds now. Precious seconds of commotion when I could search out the keys clipped to his belt.
“I’m so sorry,” I gushed, pushing cleavage into his face while fumbling at the loops holding his leather belt in place.
Nothing.
I quickly brushed my fingers over his waistline on the opposite side and found more of the same.
 He had moved the keys. But where? And when? My heart wedged itself up against the base of my windpipe. I felt the futility of my task, the impossibility of its completion. The blackmailer might as well have asked me to move Miami Beach, one grain of sand at a time.
I was never going to get the keys.
My mother would pay the price, and it would be my fault.
“Here, let me help you.” The server hauled me to me feet even as I made a last minute swipe over Rolly’s pockets and came up empty-handed.
Mostly.
A shudder worked its way through me and I wiped my palm against my skirt, as much to smooth away the skin’s memory of Rolly’s erection as to rid it of sticky spilled daiquiri.
“Do you need me to drive you home?” Rolly offered.
As was my usual custom on any first date, I had driven myself to the restaurant, wanting the surety of an easy escape. Doubly so due to the blackmailer waiting in the wings.
“It’s okay. Promise.” I gave his shoulder a squeeze and slid back into my chair.
“I’d be happy to do it. It would be no trouble at all. Honest. Plus I already know where you live.”
The wine and scotch in my stomach roiled like an angry sea as I remembered Rolly’s admission that he had once entered my apartment when I failed to show up for work three days running. As if a solo ambulance ride and waking up alone on the kitchen floor during a nasty bout of walking pneumonia hadn’t been enough to make me reconsider my bachelorettehood, the idea of Rolly traipsing freely through my apartment could certainly make a compelling argument.
Compelling enough to consider staying married to a hit man?
A dark surge of pleasure welled up inside me envisioning what Liam might have done had Rolly made the mistake of setting foot in my apartment while he was in it.
“M-matilda?”
Rolly’s voice dragged me down from the fantasy, back into real life where Liam killed people, Crixus banged anything with tits and a smile, and my salad sweated in the separating vinaigrette.
“What do you say?” he asked. “Can I drive you home?”
The refusal was already inching its way toward my lips, but stopped on a thought.
Driving home.
Hope fluttered in my chest. Rolly would pull his keys out when he got to his car. He would have to. Surely there was something I could do to snag them. A quick distraction of the kind I didn’t want to think about too long before I dove headlong into it.  “Maybe I’ll take you up on that.”
Joy brightened his eyes and pulled his thick lips into a wide, boyish grin that made me want to stab my own eye out with the dinner fork. “I was hoping you would say that! I even cleaned my car out and bought a new air freshener. Apple cinnamon. Ooh! I wonder if they have pie here. Do you like pie?”
“Are we saving room for dessert?”
Our server had reappeared with the drink I no longer wanted and set it down on the table at my elbow.
I waved him off, not wanting to throw a surplus of sugar into the lake of alcohol in my belly. “None for me, thanks.”
“Do you have pie?” Rolly asked. “The kind that comes with ice cream? Or cheese? My mom liked cheese with her pie. I’ve never really liked cheese with my pie, but I guess I can see why some people eat that.”
The server cast me a pitying glance.  “I’m afraid not. We do have eight-layer chocolate decadence cake. Or the house-made sorbet.”
I held my breath, willing Rolly to pass, wanting to get out to his car before my liquid nerve wore off entirely.
Rolly twisted the napkin in his thick fingers like the neck of a chicken and chewed his lower lip. Even with my dulled senses, I could see the physical symptoms of the mounting psychological pressure. The prospect of giving me a ride was making Rolly nervous.
Good, some cynical voice in my head decided. Easier to make him believe he had lost his keys if he was flustered.
 “I think I’ll have the—”
An ear-piercing scream stabbed through the restaurant, followed by the explosion of breaking glass, the sudden noises sweeping away all thoughts of dessert.
“It’s a bear!”
This feminine battle cry was enough to start an avalanche of patrons pushing in the opposite direction of the commotion. Chairs groaned as their occupants shoved back from their tables. Men grabbed their women. Women grabbed their purses. Curses were shouted and warnings grunted.
“The back door!” the bartender bellowed, motioning toward the kitchen where aproned wait staff had bustled all evening like the mouth of a hive.
As the crowd cleared, I saw not one bear, but three.
I stood anchored to the spot as effectively as if my shoes had been made of concrete, the scene unfolding before me, so surreal that fear failed to drive adrenaline through veins already flooded with blood that might qualify for an octane rating.
Rolly, for his part, dove beneath our table—hiding the chief defense strategy of a man not built for quick bursts of speed.
“He’s eating my date!” a panicked voice shrieked.
I looked up to a sight so grisly—pardon the pun—I had to clap my hand to my mouth to avoid discharging a wave of wine and spinach confetti onto the floor. A man, pinned to the floor, the rust-colored maw of a huge bear locked onto his hip, shaking him with enough force to turn his scream into a series of breathless yelps.
A bear as black as night and just as broad overturned a table near the double-sided glass fireplace with one swipe of his paw, sending flatware clattering across the restaurant floor. “God damn it, Carl!” His half-human roar rattled what was left of the windows. “We talked about this. No eating people!”
The shaggy, russet-hued bear released his prey and swiped his black lips with a flat pink tongue. “But Bob,” an equally chilling, rough-hewn voice protested, “he was eating cedar-planked salmon. You know how I love salmon.”
“I told you to eat before we left the house,” the black bear—Bob, or so I assumed—argued.
“You try filling up on lousy cans of sardines,” Carl moped.
 “Hera’s orders were clear,” a smaller, honey-colored bear rumbled in tones softer than the other two.
“Tom is right,” Bob agreed.
“My name is Tristan,” the golden bear rasped, rising on his hind legs.
Bob matched the gesture, the two of them towering at a height that stopped the breath in my lungs. “I’m not one of your shifter fangirls, Tom. I’m not here to flatter your vanity. We’re here for the doctor.”
Doctor.
This word punched through my haze of alcohol-induced unreality like a stiletto.  Given the trajectory of my life as of late, if talking bears busted into a restaurant in search of a doctor, that doctor was probably me.
The last of the patrons were gone now. It was too late to run without fear of banging through broken dishes or tripping over upended chairs.
My knees gave out beneath me, and I found myself crawling under the tablecloth, where I discovered Rolly crouched on all fours, his eyes round as Frisbees. “Bears,” he muttered. “Talking bears!”
I knew the look of abject shock and disbelief in Rolly’s eyes all too well. It was the very reason bounty hunters like Crixus existed: to make sure errant supernaturals didn’t go gallivanting through the human world leaving chaos in their wake.
I had been able to help him avoid a few near disasters already, but I suspected that regardless of how this night ended, Crixus would likely have some cleanup on his hands.
I only hoped my intestines wouldn’t be part of it.
“Scootch over,” I whispered.
Rolly shifted his bulk to one side and huddled with his back against the wall abutting our table.
I grabbed a discarded fork from the floor and clutched it in a two-fisted grip in front of me. If ol’ Carl developed a sudden taste for dusty academic, he’d have to enjoy his snack less one eye.
The dissonant music of plate shards rattling announced the bears’ maddeningly slow approach. A shadow crawled across the hanging tablecloth like the boogeyman across a drive-in movie screen.
I clapped a hand over Rolly’s mouth to stop the esophageal flapping of his slack-jawed breath just as a shiny black nose fluttered the white linen inches from my shoe.
“Ugh,” Carl growled. “Vegan.”
“Not this one.”
Rolly yelped as a golden maw closed over his ankle, jerking his feet out from under him. He rolled onto his belly, making a desperate grasp for the table leg, but catching mine instead.
“Don’t let them get me!” he begged. His shirt front pocket gapped open as he squirmed, revealing the set of keys tucked inside.
“I’m really sorry about this,” I said, reaching toward him. With one quick move I snatched the keys from his pocket and rapped him on the knuckles with the brass.
His grip on my calf loosened, and he was gone.
*****
I snatched my purse from under the chair and tried to text with sweat-slippery fingers. “Got the” was as much as I managed before another crash startled the phone from my grip.
“Paws off the rump roast!”
Crixus.
I would know the demigod’s voice anywhere. Resonant, smoky, deep enough to vibrate the unnamed places inside me.
“Chris!” I heard Rolly’s jubilant shout. A name I had given Crixus in a pinch as the gladiator’s appellation he still bore lacked the solemnity of the colleague and supposed dating expert I had described him to be. Admittedly, a stretch on my part. As far as I could tell, Crixus didn’t date so much as he fucked—frequently and without discrimination.
I peeked out from under the table cloth just in time to see Crixus execute some kind of Greco-Roman chokehold on Tristan from behind as Rolly crab-walked backward toward the safety of the bar.
The muscle-hugging black T-shirt Crixus had adopted as his standard uniform strained over his bicep as he locked one massive arm around the bear’s neck and tightened until the tongue lolled out of the animal’s mouth like a flag of surrender. Faded jeans covered the powerful thighs crushing into the bear’s flank.
Tristan went down backward, paws flailing, Crixus dragging him to the ground.
Cords stood out on Crixus’s neck as he used the momentum of his body to roll the thrashing bear beneath him, subduing Tristan with strength far beyond human.
For one brief moment, the restaurant fell away, and I was the one pinned beneath the hard planes of that body, the furry expanse beneath us no more than a bear-skin rug, the roaring from a crackling fire rather than the bear’s two angry siblings. Crixus’s T-shirt had evaporated, leaving me to explore the every inch of that tanned, smooth—
You keep thinking about fucking me, and we’re all going to die.
Crixus’s voice echoed through my head like a thunderclap, scattering the imagined scene like so much fiery confetti on the wind.
Reading my mind was another of his favorite tricks—one I found too easy to forget.
His statement was an exaggeration, of course. He couldn’t die, as far as I knew.
Me, on the other hand…
Sorry. I was tempted to clap my hands over my ears to prevent the thoughts from escaping.
You can be sorry later, Doctor. I’ll see to it personally.
Heat flashed southward as I caught his glance in my direction.
“There!” Bob growled, pointing a paw toward the table. “The doctor!”
“Little help?” Crixus grunted.
A silvery-white blur shot into view, rolling up and over the debris to halt in front of Carl, who had concerned himself with an upturned butter dish on the floor.
“Aww shit,” Carl mumbled. “It’s the egg.”
Bob’s large angular head swung in Carl’s direction, dismay darkening his features when he saw the bulbous object rocking to a halt. It was at least as big as an ostrich egg and glowing with a pearlescent hue that wouldn’t be out of place under the glass counter of a jewelry case.
Wiry arms poked their way out of the shell on either side, legs sprouted from the egg’s rounded bottom. At the end of the scrawny stems, patent leather shoes met with Dickensian gaiters at the ankle. White-gloved little hands adjusted the red plaid waistcoat spanning the egg’s rounded circumference before tightening into fists that rotated in circles like opposing pedals on a bicycle.
“Put up your dukes, you bloody meater, or I’ll pop you one in the sauce-box!” the egg challenged.
Bob backed away, the pads of his paws held out before him in a gesture of surrender. “We didn’t mean any offense, Humpt—”
“What did you call me?” The egg’s utter lack of nose gave his high-born, pinched British accent a stuffy quality. His round black eyes narrowed into slits that might have been slashes of a permanent marker.
“Nothing,” Bob insisted. “That is, I didn’t mean to—”
“My name is Humbilicus!” the egg shouted.
“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry! Just don’t—”
“You’ve had it now, you fiend! I know a thing or two about fisticuffs!” One little leg shot out with surprising speed, delivering a swift kick to Bob’s furry shin with the polished toe of his shoe.
“Youch!” Bob yelped.
“You’ll have more of the same if you don’t take yourselves off this instant!”
“We can’t,” Tristan choked, still trapped in Crixus’s grip. “We need…Goldilocks.”
“Goldilocks?” The sound of my own voice startled me, and from the looks of it, everyone left in the restaurant. I had crawled out from under my table and was standing with arms folded tight across my chest. My gaze found its way to Crixus’s face, calm and devoid of exertion despite subduing a wild animal weighing as much as a small car. “She’s a real person?”
“Yeah she is.” Carl’s voice echoed inside the copper soup tureen he was buried in up to the ears.
Implied in his tone were the sinuous curves of the kind Crixus chased like a train chases tracks. And if her name had any basis in reality, said curves were likely attached to the body of a leggy blonde.
“What’s he talking about, Crixus?”
“Nothing.” Crixus constricted Tristan’s neck as if it might stop the words coming from Bob’s mouth.
“Your doctor friend doesn’t know what you’re up to?” Teeth like ivory daggers shone against Bob’s black lips as they peeled into an unsettling grin. “I thought you shared everything with her.” The husky rumble in the bear’s words left me wondering exactly what Crixus had been telling the supernatural world of our exploits together.
“He most certainly does not,” I said.
“But she’d like me to.” Crixus’s arrogant declaration should have been irritating. But damned if he didn’t cut a compelling figure while wrestling a bear.
“You have to agree that what Zeus is doing isn’t right,” Bob interjected, speaking not to me, but the egg. “Elevating a human to demigod status. He’s breaking his own rules. You of all people know how dangerous that could be.”
“I’ll not have any more of your jelly-jawed yammering.” The egg pointed a gloved finger the size of a matchstick up at Bob. “In fact, I think it’s high time I—”
Crack!
The deafening noise exploded through the restaurant. Bob’s paws flew to his snout as he erupted in a roar that shook my rib cage.
“I’m falling!” the egg wailed. His eyes were wide with some past horror reeling along the projector of his mind. He spun in a circle, jerking as if surrounded by hot stoves at every angle. “I’m falling, I’m falling! The horses!”
I went down on my knees beside him and laid my hands on either side of his smooth shell. “Look at me, Humbilicus. Find my eyes.”
The little black dots slid past mine several times before our gazes snagged and held. “Good,” I said. “Now stay with me. Breathe. Know that it will pass.”
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. I would need more time to make an official diagnosis, but I had seen the look of helpless horror on the faces of clients before.
Odd how similar it looked on the face of an egg and the face of a human.
The egg’s shell neither rose nor fell with breath, and I didn’t have the first idea where to feel for a pulse, or if a pulse was even a reliable indicator of life for a talking egg. Instead, I focused on his eyes, watching the sheen of panic ebb by slow degrees.
White smoke sifted into the air behind the bar, and I looked past the dark barrel of a shotgun to see Rolly’s stunned face. He blinked at the weapon clutched in his hands as if it were an appendage he had mysteriously sprouted overnight. “I don’t know what happened. One minute I was eating olives beneath the bar, and the next, there’s this gun in my hand. Who knew I was such a great shot?”
Details filtered in as I emerged from my hyper-focused state.
Bob rolled onto his back, his four paws pedaling the air like the legs of an upturned beetle. “Rock salt!” he howled in agony. “It smarts! Oh my God it stings so much!”
Carl’s head popped out of the kettle. He sauntered over to his brother and swiped a cupped paw across his nose, then limped on three legs back to an abandoned table where a half-eaten wedge of chocolate decadence cake sat aging in the candlelight.
The salt granules fell upon the rich, brown sponge like snow before disappearing into Carl’s mouth in one giant bite.
“Mmmohh, God,” Carl groaned. “The salt really offsets the dark chocolate.”
“My eyes!” Bob’s tortured moan sank hooks into part of my heart that couldn’t abide the sound of animal suffering. “It’s burning my eyes out!”
“Oh for God’s sake,” I huffed, snagging a pitcher of water from servers’ station.
Tristan’s strangled protest scarcely registered as I stomped over to Bob and upended a brief deluge onto his contorting face.
“No!” The word drowned in a gargled protest. “Not water!”
The fur melted away from features already beginning to shrink. His snout sinking towards his cheeks, claws pulling into his fingertips, legs straightening, tightening into lean hips. Sickening sounds of bones buckling, cartilage cracking, and muscles tearing with wet rips coaxed a raw shriek of pure agony from the body writhing amongst shards on the floor.
The body of a man. A naked man. A very large naked man.
He was like nothing I had ever seen. Not that I had seen much—all of Liam and half of Crixus forming my only basis for comparison.
Dark hair sprinkled the broad chest heaving in search of air. Pale, smooth scars marred the skin of his arms, his neck, cut a crosshatched carpet across his high cheekbones and hard jaw. These wounds were old compared to the reddish blotches where salt had pelted the skin of his face and neck. Beneath a sloping brow, his unnatural jade-green eyes burned with a pain so raw it stole my breath.
His hand closed over my ankle, and electricity surged up my leg to bloom like a lava lotus in my belly.
“You will not fucking touch her!” Crixus growled from a distant universe.
Tristan flew past me in a golden blur, shot like a giant, furry ball from an unseen cannon.
Crixus appeared in my peripheral vision and Bob’s body was heaved from the floor and rocketed through a window.
Carl looked up from licking the plate, shrugged, and lumbered after his brothers.
I blinked at Crixus, who stood next to me with hands clenched in fists at his sides, his sapphire eyes glassy with rage.
“You just threw a bear!” The wonder shining on Rolly’s face mirrored what I felt radiating from my own. He set the shotgun down on the bar and sidled up to me.
“He’s lucky I didn’t rip his arm off and shove the wet end up his furry ass,” Crixus said.
“What were they doing here, exactly?” I asked. “What do they want with me if it’s Goldilocks they’re after?”
“Why, isn’t it obvious?” The egg picked up a shard of broken mirror and examined his reflection in it. Spotting a smudge of dust on his waistcoat, he brushed it off and ran a small hand over the smooth expanse of his domed forehead. “They intend to abduct you and trade you for Goldilocks.”
“Me? Who on earth would they trade me to?”
The egg glanced upward at Crixus. “Will you be telling her then?”
“Telling me what?” My eyes narrowed on instinct.
Crixus’s shoulders sagged. “Zeus and Goldilocks have a thing.”
“An affair?” I asked. “But hasn’t he had thousands of those?”
“Millions,” the egg corrected. “But he’s never got it in his head before to elevate any of his concubines to god status.”
“Hera isn’t pleased,” Crixus added. “Which is why she sent her delivery boys to grab Goldilocks before Zeus can bestow immortality upon her.”
“The three bears are Hera’s delivery boys?” I scanned my memory for any connection between the fairytale and Greek myth but came up empty.
“Callisto, wasn’t it?” the egg said. “A beautiful nymph whom Hera turned into a bear when she discovered that Zeus was diddling her?”
Crixus nodded. “Only, Callisto was already pregnant with triplets because Zeus shoots like a—”
“I get it,” I interrupted. “Thus the three bears whom Hera has sent after Goldilocks. Where do you come in?” I asked Crixus.
His face took on a steely cast. “That doesn’t concern you.”
“I just had my dinner interrupted by three shapeshifting manbears. I’m going to say it concerns me very much.”
“No use bickering about it.” The egg employed a scrap of silk no bigger than a postage stamp to polish the gold-rimmed monocle he brought to his eye. Having no concave surface to anchor it in, he peered out of it to test the clarity before tucking it back into his vest pocket along with his handkerchief.
The action led me to examine my own glasses, smudged and dusty from the chaos. I breathed on them and wiped them clean with a corner of my sweater.
Crixus loomed in even greater detail when I slid the frames back on my face.
“Gosh.” Rolly took in the wreckage with wide-eyed wonder. “I thought stuff like this only happened in the movies.”
“It’s only supposed to.” Crixus kicked a broken chair, as much of a display of frustration as I had ever seen him engage in.
“So where is Goldilocks now?” I asked.
Crixus picked a spinach leaf from my hair and flicked it away like an insect. “Can’t tell you that.”
“And why not?”
“Because I’m not the only one who can read your thoughts. And with the way you think, that could be a real liability.”
“What do you mean, the way I think?”
“You might as well have a radio tower attached to your head. It’s like a 24-7 network of psychobabble and organic farmer’s market food fluff up there.” He tapped my forehead with the rough pad of his index finger.
I slapped it away in irritation. “I think about other things.”
A wicked grin slid across his lips. “I didn’t think you’d want me to mention those things in our present company.”
“I want to hear the things!” Rolly piped up. “Are any of them about me?”
“No! There are no things.” I glared a warning at Crixus. “We are not having this conversation.”
An awkward silence descended on the heels of my over-passionate interjection.
Rolly cleared his throat and patted his pockets. “Boy, is it a good thing you grabbed my keys when you did, Dr. Schmidt. I might have lost them when that bear attacked me if it wasn’t for you.”
Guilt reached cold fingers into my chest. I glanced down to see Rolly’s sock, stained with blood at the ankle where he had been grabbed. He’d been hurt because of me. And worse, he had only been here in the first place so I could steal from him.
“I’m so sorry about all this, Rolly,” I said, handing over the keys. “You should probably have that ankle looked at.”
“It’s no big deal,” he shrugged. “Mostly he just pinched me. Anyway, I’d get attacked by bears any day if it meant getting to have dinner with you.”
Crixus skewered me with a knowing look that made me want to slide back under a table.
Wailing sirens in the distance reminded us that we were standing the scene of an urban bear attack, or at least, this was likely what had been reported to the police.
Time had taken on a liquid quality that made individual seconds impossible to measure. It might have been minutes since the Brothers Bear had crashed into the restaurant.
It might have been days.
“We’d better leg it, lads,” the egg said, casting a nervous glance around the perimeter. “The mutton shunters are sure to nick us all!”
“You go on ahead,” Crixus urged Rolly. “I’ll make sure she gets home okay.”
“Just be careful,” Rolly admonished. “Because someone’s been…” Here, he paused and tipped his fist—thumb and pinky extended—toward his mouth to mime drinking.
I resisted the urge to knock his own fist into his face. “I’m standing right here, Rolly.”
“Sorry.” Pink crept into his round cheeks. “Just want to make sure you’re safe and all.”
“She will be,” Crixus promised.
“Well, g’night,” Rolly mumbled, scurrying through the debris as fast as his khakis could carry him.
“Shall we?” Crixus extended an arm, an invitation for me to slide into it and be curled against the solid warmth of his body, the contact being a necessary aspect of materializing.
As were the sometimes multiple orgasms it caused in the human body. That part, I didn’t mind so much.
It was the feeling of being blown apart into individual atoms and squeezed back together like play dough through a pinhole that threw me.
Crixus crooked his finger toward me, and I let myself melt into the solid wall of his chest. His arms encircled me in an embrace for the ages, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many women he had held this way through the course of his long years.
Only you.
I couldn’t be sure if it was my thought or his that danced through my mind before the world slid into a sinkhole of spinning black.
*****
“You are not leaving me with this egg for a bodyguard!” My hissed whisper failed to reach the little ovule wandering on spindly legs through the dining room of my one-bedroom apartment in Plattsburgh, New York’s historic district. I felt a rush of relief that I had eaten the last of my cage-free farm-raised eggs that morning and put the cardboard carton out with the recycling.
“This egg?” Crixus repeated. “This egg? I will have you know I fought alongside this egg in the Servile Wars. He single-handedly turned the tide at the Battle of the Bulge, not to mention the American Revolutionary War. He may not look like much, but he’s one of the few…people that I would trust your safety to,” he said, looking down into my eyes with an expression as earnest as I had ever seen him muster.
“He’s dancing the mazurka with the feather duster. In my kitchen.”
We both glanced toward the tile floor as the egg dipped his wood-handled mate. “I say, you are a graceful little minx,” he chuckled as they swung a wide circle around a dining room chair.
“He’s been through a lot,” Crixus said. “He could probably use someone to talk to. Maybe this could work out well for both of you.”
“Wait a minute.” A notion crackled through my mind. “You didn’t bring him to be my bodyguard. You brought him for therapy.”
“I brought him to do both. Multi-tasking,” Crixus angled a disarming grin at me. “Aren’t you all about the multi-tasking?’
“Why can’t you protect me from the bears?” I asked.
“Because I have my hands full at the moment.”
“Of Goldilocks’s triple E knockers, no doubt.”
“Doctor,” Crixus scolded with mock severity. “Did you just use a non-medical term to describe part of the female anatomy? And was that a hint of jealousy I detected in your tone?”
“Yes, and you wish,” I shot back. “I’m simply feeling rather put upon that not only are there three homicidal bears hunting me now, you’ve also brought me a psychotic egg to contend with.”
“Anyone ever tell you you use a lot of adverbs when you’re angry?” A devastating dimple appeared in Crixus’s strong chin.
“I wasn’t aware you even knew what an adverb was,” I tossed out over my shoulder, pretending to concern myself with clearing papers off my desk.
I felt his heat on my back before his words tickled my ear. “I know all kinds of things, doctor. I’ve been around for a very long time.” The way he caressed the word very with his tongue had me thinking of all the places that tongue could be put to good use.
“We could do that,” he said, picking one of any number of thoughts out of the air. “You’re pretty limber, as I remember.”
“Stop that,” I said, shooing his hands away from my waist. “We have some pretty serious problems here, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I noticed,” he said. “But I can have you out of that skirt in no time.”
I turned around and shoved him away from me. “Would you stop? I can’t always control my thoughts, but I can control my actions. And right now, all of them are focused on one thing.”
“The blackmailer, you mean?” His accuracy stunned me much as his abrupt shift in moods.
“Yes,” I admitted. “He still has my mother, and my best hope for getting Rolly’s keys was ruined when three bears came tearing through the restaurant. I have no idea what to do next, and no way to know if she’s okay.”
Voicing these words out loud gave them a gravity that pulled me earthward. Exhaustion settled upon my shoulders like a lead scarf.
“I’m doing what I can,” Crixus promised. “But there are limits to—”
“To what you can do in the human world,” I finished for him. “I know.”
“Hasn’t Whatshisfucker turned up anything on it yet?”
I gave Crixus a stern look. “You know his name.”
“So do a lot of Las Vegas hookers, I would bet.”
“He’s never screwed my assistant,” I pointed out.
“You’re still stuck on that?” Crixus yawned and stretched his arms out behind his head. I stole a sideways glance at the perfect globes of his ass in their casing of faded jeans as he stalked away from me. His black motorcycle boots were scarcely visible beneath the shredded cuffs.
“No,” I lied. “I’m just making the point that perhaps you might want to avoid questions of sexual morality when attacking his character.”
“You’re right,” Crixus agreed. “Maybe I should stick to the fact that he kills people.
“You two are ridiculous,” I grumbled, collapsing onto my overstuffed leather sofa. “You talk about each other even more than you talk about me.”
“Must be terrible to be adored,” Crixus said.
“Please.” I couldn’t resist an eyeroll. “One of my suitors rolls through the world dragging death and destruction in his wake, and the other is a hit man.”
“At least we’re dedicated.”
“So are psychopaths.”
“I hate to interrupt your little tête-à-tête, but I’m simply parched,” the egg said. “Have you anything to tickle one’s innards?” 
“I should,” I sighed. “Check under the sink behind the cleaning supplies Hum—” I froze, remembering the egg’s reaction to Bob calling him Humpty. “What should I call him?” I whispered to Crixus.
“Billy,” he whispered back. “Short for Humbilicus.”
“Right behind the cleaning supplies, Billy. I hope you like scotch.”
“So long as it’s older than twelve years,” he replied.
“We’ll get along fine, then,” I told him.
“Will you be joining us, old chum?” Billy asked.
“I’m afraid I can’t.” Crixus glanced at the door in the universal gesture of impending departure. “I have to get back.”
I looked away from him, too afraid he would see in my eyes the thoughts I was already battling in my mind.
“I’ll keep the lady safe,” Billy called over his rummaging in the cabinet. “You needn’t worry.”
“Until next time.” Crixus found the back of my neck with warm fingers. The kiss he pressed onto my lips would flame in time with my heart’s beating long after he was gone.
*****
I awoke to screams.
A low keen ripping me from dark dreams—my mind painting in imagined blood the threats spoken to me by the blackmailer hours earlier. He had called after Crixus left, enraged at being kept waiting. Insisting my mother would pay for his time.
Fighting the tangle of my sheets, I scrambled out of bed, snagged my glasses from the nightstand, and walked down the dark hallway to the living room, where I found Billy rolling on the floor, fighting phantoms in his sleep.
“Falling!” he gasped. “I’m falling!” Moonlight polished the silver of his shell to a pale gleam. His eyelids squeezed tight against the traumatic recollections crowding his mind.
Startling him awake could redouble his symptoms. I quietly flicked on the lamps in the living room and turned on a soothing Chopin nocturne for background music. Locating my essential oil diffuser, I let fall into the warming plate a few drops of soothing lavender. On a hunch, I grabbed a lemon from the fridge and quickly cut a couple wedges. Sight, taste, sound—all senses with the power to anchor him back in the present.
Touch, I provided as I knelt beside him and took a small, clammy hand in mine.
“Billy,” I said.
His eyelids fluttered, opening on glassy eyes with irises gone completely black. He didn’t see me yet.
“I’m right here Billy. Find my face. Look at me.”
His pinwheeling gaze turned smaller and smaller circles until it traced only the outline of my face.
“Good. Now, tell me what you hear.”
“Breaking,” he panted. “Hooves. Swords. Screams.”
“Can you find the music?” I did as I instructed him to do, training my energy on the seductive strains of music painting the air.
“Piano. I hear a piano.”
“Focus on that. Now, open your mouth.”
The black cartoon scribbles of his eyebrows lowered over his eyes, but he did as asked. I slid a wedge of lemon onto his small, red tongue.
His eyes went squinty and he spat it back out.
“Plech!” His protest came as a relief. “You can keep your fruit unless you’ve some gin to go with it.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere.” I took his other hand and rolled him into a sitting position.
“Sorry about all that.” Billy reached for his monocle, a comfortable gesture I guessed might help ease his embarrassment. His waistcoat remained buttoned around his middle, his little legs ending in elven stalking feet. Though he had bedded down on my couch, he hadn’t much relaxed in decorum.
“Would you care for some tea?” I asked, shuffling into the kitchen. The microwave clock read 4:34 a.m. Unlikely that I would be able to sleep again before dawn broke.
“I would kill for a good pot of English char.”
 “I have Earl Grey.”
“Perfect.”
I put water on to boil in a copper kettle on the stove and took two cups and saucers down from the cupboard. I set a tea strainer in each and scooped in the fragrant black flakes. Even alone as I found myself most nights, the ritual of waiting for steam’s whistle and watching the leaves infuse the water with amber was soothing beyond measure. “How often do you have flashbacks?” I asked, glancing over the counter.
Billy had risen from the floor and was investigating my collection of records on the bottom shelves of a bookcase in the corner. “Some times are worse than others.”
“Is now one of the worse times?” From the spice cupboard, I withdrew a jar of fireweed honey one of my clients had brought me back from a second honeymoon in Alaska after a year in couples’ counseling.
“It’s all this Goldilocks business, I suppose,” he sighed.
“I thought I heard one of the bears mention earlier that you knew something about Zeus breaking the rules,” I prompted. It was only a desire to help him unburden his troubled mind, I told myself, and not an attempt to extract information about what might be going on between Crixus and Goldilocks.
“He’s always been a willful child.” Billy pulled out my battered copy of Schubert’s waltzes and turned it over in his hands.
I froze in the middle of slicing more lemon. “Child?”
“Indeed. I’ve often wondered if all of this has been worth it.”
“All of what?”
“Zeus, the Olympians. Vampires, werewolves, unicorns, elves, fairies. Everything non-human. The whole bloody lot.”
“I’m confused,” I said, setting the knife down on the cutting board. “All the non-humans came from you?”
“I’m sorry. You’ve been working with Crixus. I assumed you must know all about our world.”
“Only the parts it occurs to him to tell me,” I replied. Something he and Liam had in common, come to think of it. A flicker of irritation licked at my heart.
“You’ve not read Orpheus? Hymn to the Protogenoi?”
“Not since my undergrad days,” I admitted. “And even then, only what was required in my Greek Classics and Mythology seminar.”
A strange little smile curved the corners of Billy’s mouth. “The Orphic Egg.”
The pronunciation in his clear, clean voice stirred a memory. “Wait. It was a creation myth. Where the universe sprang from…a…silver egg.”
Billy curtsied, having no waist to bow from. “I can’t quite take credit for the whole universe, but it was flattering to be included, I must say.”
“You—” I stuttered. “Humpty Dumpty. Created—” The facts scattered in my brain refused to form a clear picture or concept I could readily comprehend.
“Wretched nursery rhyme,” he grumbled. “At least they got one part right.”
“Which part?”
“I fell,” he said. “I broke. And our world came to be.”
I didn’t know how long the teapot had been whistling while I stood staring at the silver egg in my living room. Coming to myself, I pulled it off the stove and set it on the trivet on the counter. “Humbilicus,” I said, now recognizing the correlation. “The navel. The place that marks the beginning of life. It makes perfect sense.”
Boiling water decanted from the pot curled into our cups. I carried the tray to the coffee table and set it down. Billy perched on the couch beside me and blew the column of steam away from the teacup nearest him.
Of all the otherworldly beings I had met so far, Billy alone gave me the sense of standing on the edge of a precipice. A kind of vertigo in the presence of one as old as the world itself. What could I, with only a few decades on the planet to claim as my own, say or do to ease his suffering?
I felt for the sense of connection, the subtle spark that allowed me to see where pain bound them to limitations shared by every creature that turned to face the sun.
 “Do you remember any of it?” I asked. “The hymn?”
“By heart,” he said. “Why?”
“The way we tell our stories shapes the way we see ourselves. You broke, yes. But that was only one part of your story. Tell me your favorite part of what happened afterwards.”
The lines of his eyebrows drew toward each other in concentration as his eyes fell closed.  His words were a smooth, cool breeze, stirring the surface of a sleeping pond.
“Ineffable, hidden, brilliant scion, whose motion is whirring, you scattered the dark mist that lay before your eyes and, flapping your wings, you whirled about, and through this world you brought pure light.”
His eyes opened to find mine shining with unshed tears. “That was beautiful,” I said. “Tell me, is it always that way when you break?”
“What way is that?” he asked.
“Beautiful things come in the wake?”
“It is.” He looked down at the small hands folded in his lap. “But putting myself back together again…” his voice broke off as he stared into the middle distance. “That’s always the hardest part. Others have tried to help.”
“Kings?” I asked, half in jest.
“And horses,” he added.
“I can’t imagine that went over well.”
“Indeed not,” he agreed. “Next time you break a vase, try to enlist the help of something with hooves instead of fingers. You’ll know the truth of it.”
Something about the image struck me as suddenly hilarious. I doubled over my lap, a slave to laughter that had tears streaming down my face.
“What?” Billy asked.
Several moments passed before I could gasp out the words ‘hooves’ and ‘tube of superglue.’
He eyed me through his monocle.
“Sorry,” I said, wrapping my fingers around the teacup’s welcome warmth. “I might be a little punchy.”
Billy reached over to the coffee table and evicted the strainer from his tea. The cup looked overlarge in his hands. “I hope you won’t think me impertinent, Doctor, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Crixus earlier. It seems I’m not the only one with heavy cares at present.”
The last wisps of levity left me like a dying wind. “You don’t need to worry about that,” I assured him. “I’ll figure something out.”
“I only meant to say that you might also benefit from looking at the best parts of your story. The good parts that have come from places where you might have broken.”
My own teacup halted halfway to my mouth. Images flashed through my head, moments of beauty, clarity, and rare joy I had experienced in the weeks since Crixus and Liam came tearing into my life with the force of a gale. The uninterrupted days before that stretched in a gray, lifeless fog. Whatever I had done with the time, it no longer felt like living.
“You’re one insightful egg,” I observed.
His wink assured me he took it as the compliment I had meant it to be. “I’m not just a pretty shell.”
“Definitely not.” I poured a blob of honey into my tea and stirred. “Everyone knows it’s what’s inside that counts.”
“Flattery won’t work on me, my lady,” he said crisply. “I’ll not be won over easy.”
Tea sprayed from my nose. I snatched a napkin to mop my face and then the coffee table. The clever rejoinder dancing at the edges of my mind disappeared entirely when my front door burst open in a shower of splinters.
*****
 “You could have knocked.” The words were out of my mouth before my brain supplied the capacity to process them.
I had just sassed a bear.
“Stop right there, you ruffian,” Billy ordered. “Breaking down a lady’s door at this early hour. It’s not up to dick, I tell you.”
Bob was the first to enter. His movements were slow, predatory.  “We don’t want any trouble with you.”
“But we’re not leaving without the doctor,” Tristan added, pushing his way in at his brother’s flank.
 Billy set down his tea, apparently unperturbed. “Ah, but you are. All that remains for you to choose is how you leave. On your feet. Or on your knees.”
Carl’s hulking form scraped the doorframe as he wandered in and sniffed the air, his wet black nose quivering. “Is that fireweed honey?”
“It sure is,” I confirmed, hoping to distract at least one of the three. “Would you like some?”
“Boy, would I—”
“Carl,” Bob growled.
“Sheesh. Sorry. But we’re still getting Slurpees after this, right? You promised. I brought my allowance and everything,” Carl said, swiping his paw at the pouch hanging from a leather strap on his neck.
“After we get the doctor.” Bob’s green eyes glowed against his dark fur as he looked me over from slippers to bathrobe. It was clear he wanted to eat me. It wasn’t clear which end he planned to start with.
“Very well.” Billy set his tea on the coffee table and cracked his knuckles. “Collect your comeuppance if you must. Who shall be first, then?”
I sat motionless on the couch, my nightgown barely covering my knees, regretting not taking Liam up on his offer to equip me with a firearm and teach me to shoot. The last thing I wanted was a full-scale apocalyptic brawl between three bears and god-hatching egg to erupt in my living room while I was armed with nothing but my Titan vegetable peeler.
“You really don’t want me.” I adopted a posture as close to professional interest as my unsuitable wardrobe would allow. “I promise I won’t be any help to you whatsoever. Crixus won’t even tell me where Goldilocks is. He wouldn’t give her up for me anyway.”
“Oh, he will.” A smirk tugged at Tristan’s maw. The self-assured expression had me wondering what secrets he might be hiding behind those coffee-colored eyes.
“How can you be so sure?”
“So much you don’t know, Doctor.” Bob stalked close enough for me to feel the warm breath from his nose when he sniffed at my hair. “I might have some fun teaching you.”
“I say, Doctor.” Billy slid a sideways glance at me. “Could you do us a favor?”
“What?” I asked.
“Duck!”
No sooner had the words left Billy’s lips than he shot toward Bob in the same silver-white blur I had first seen in the restaurant yesterday evening. I hit the floor on my hands and knees behind the coffee table and watched as the bears toppled like bowling pins.
The blur bounced off the wall by the door and rebounded, catching Tristan right between the furry thighs as he struggled to his feet.
Tristan’s high-pitched yelp jolted the other two into action. Carl, crawling toward the kitchen, and Bob, backing into a corner to reduce the angles of attack.
Bob’s green eyes tried in vain to track the whirling projectile bouncing around the living room like a sonic rubber ball. The bear flinched every time Billy changed direction, and with good reason.
One second’s delay, and Billy flew right through Bob’s rapid but futile karate chopping paws. The dull thunk of shell meeting skull turned my stomach as Bob went down, knocked out cold from an impact right between the eyes.
Billy paused to give me a thumbs-up, failing to notice the hairline crack carving across his forehead. He turned his attentions to Tristan, who was still balled up on the floor with his paws clapped to his crotch.
The egg paused five feet away from his prone opponent and scraped his little feet on the carpet like a bull preparing to charge.
“No,” Tristan begged. “Please, no.”
Billy hit him in the ribs at full speed and backed up to have a second go.
The crack was spreading. If I didn’t get these bears out of my apartment in short order, I would have an immortal omelet on my hands.
A quick glance around revealed nothing I could use as a weapon. My eyes stuck and held on the fire alarm overhead.
Water.
My knees burned as I crawled across the carpet toward the kitchen, intent on finding something I could set on fire to trigger the apartment’s overhead sprinklers. Carl’s round rump stuck out of the refrigerator when I peeked around the corner of the kitchen.
“There’s some carrot cake on the second shelf in the back,” I said, scooting by him.
“Thanks,” came the mumbled reply.
I pulled out the kitchen’s resident miscellaneous drawer and grabbed a lighter and some junk mail I had stashed out of sight. One quick flick and I was waving the blazing envelope beneath the sensor above the stove. I felt a rush of satisfaction when the ear-bloodying electronic shriek sounded through the apartment.
The satisfaction ended abruptly when the chilly spray rained down over me, soaking my thin nightgown within seconds.
Carl’s head crashed into the fridge light as he howled in pain. The room was alive with the stomach-turning sounds of flesh and bone rearranging itself.
“Well I’ll say!” Billy shouted. “You’re a right clever bit of frock!”
His shell gleamed as water beaded down its surface.
“Thanks!” I called over the screaming alarms.
I heard the gasp before I registered the figure of Mary Ellen Mayes, my eighty-something-year-old neighbor, standing in my open doorway. Hair in pink rollers and mouth open in naked shock, she clutched the high collar of her floral housecoat like it was battle armor against the den of sin she was clearly facing.
“What in God’s name is going on here?” Disapproval was harder for Mary Ellen to manage without the aid of the sternly-drawn eyebrows that usually dissected her forehead.
My first thought was to look for Billy, who had thankfully made himself scarce. Unfortunately, the three now-naked men writhing on my floor had not.
“Mary Ellen,” I said, shoving my body into the doorway to block her view. “What brings you over at this hour?”
“Is there a fire?” she asked, peeking over my shoulder. “I heard a commotion. And then the alarm started up and I—”
“Nope.” I pushed the wet hair out of my eyes and folded my arms over my sodden nightgown. “No fire here.”
“But the alarm—”
“Toast,” I said. “I like it dark. Lost track of time. You know how that goes.”
The smug set of Mary Ellen’s lips informed me she had never burned a piece of toast in her life.
“I thought I heard voices. Men’s voices,” she said, spitting the word like it might corrode her tongue if she let it stay in her mouth too long.
“Really?” I forced a laugh. “How strange.”
“My balls!” Tristan moaned from behind the door.
Mary Ellen’s hand flapped to her bony chest. “Who was that?”
“Just the T.V.,” I assured her. “I couldn’t sleep.”
“That didn’t sound like any program I’ve ever heard.”
Maybe because they stopped making ‘programs’ about the time Lawrence Welk snuffed it.
“My fucking head,” Bob growled.
“Well, thanks so much for checking on me,” I said brightly. The door rattled on its broken hinges as I tried to inch it shut.
Mary Ellen stuck a slippered foot in the gap. “Dr. Schmidt, I know you have something going on in there, and I intend to report this incident to the housing committee the minute the office opens this morning.”
“Hey grandma,” I heard Tristan’s taunt behind me. “Report this.”
I looked over my shoulder just as he grabbed his package—a sight that would stun even the nearsighted—and gave it a shake. His waggle was cut short when a familiar blur caught him in the solar plexus, knocking him sideways with enough force to take out a couple dining room chairs on his way down.
Renewed screams, grunts, and pleas came from the kitchen, and Carl’s slick, naked bulk dove across the space behind me. Bob leapt after him, his nude, muscled form graceful even in its flight.
“Come back here, you cowards!” Billy raced out of the kitchen on their heels, swinging the feather duster over his head like a battle mace.
The words “this isn’t what it looks like” froze in my throat. No amount of creative reframing on my part could knit this scene into something Mary Ellen Mayes, self-appointed morality monitor of my apartment community, would find acceptable.
“I—egg—three—naked—my dear lord!” Mary Ellen crossed herself, screamed, and scurried back to her doily-choked apartment next door.
Three naked asses of varying firmness bobbed down the apartment breezeway shortly behind her, chased by Billy, who warned me out of the way seconds before they jostled past.
“Come near the doctor again, and you’ll find more of the same!” Billy shouted. He made a show of dusting off his hands as he walked the few steps back to the apartment and met me at the threshold. “Well, that’s sorted out. Should we see about this door?”
We managed prop it into place by the time the fire trucks arrived.
I sat on the coffee table holding an umbrella while the crew—who greeted me by first name after a recent exploding car fiasco—shut off the alarms and sprinklers.
“The systems in these older buildings can be a little unreliable,” one of the crew reported from the top of a stepladder, where he fiddled with the kitchen’s smoke detector.
“Story of my life,” I grumbled.
“What was that?”
“Nothing.”
*****
“What are you wearing?” Crixus’s voice was clear and unsullied by sleep—a direct contrast to my own, which hovered right at the edge of ‘do not operate heavy machinery.’ He had answered on the second ring, a good sign he wasn’t plowing Goldilocks like a spring field, or so I told myself.
“My raincoat and galoshes. But I’m taking them off as we speak.” My cell phone, thankfully, like the bed I settled onto cross-legged—had remained mostly dry.
“Anything under the raincoat?”
“Save it,” I said. “I need your magic.”
“Now you’re talking.” The smile in his voice was as radiant as the sun reaching gilded fingers into the gray dawn.
“Not that kind of magic. So far tonight, my apartment has been home to three bears, eight firemen, and one immortal egg. I’m in no mood.” Twice now, I had depended upon Crixus to undo the damage wrought upon my apartment and office by his retinue of squirrely supernatural guests. It was the one power the demigod possessed I wouldn’t mind stealing for myself.
That, and the spontaneous orgasms.
“And you didn’t invite me?”
“Since when did you need an invitation?” Crixus’s propensity to pop into my life at his leisure had been a contention of mine since we first met. My office, my car, even my bedroom, he invaded with the carefree indifference of a child hopping rides at the amusement park. And still, he managed to be frequently unavailable when I needed him.
“If I could be there, I would.” His voice lacked its usual cocktail of arrogance and caprice. He almost sounded earnest.
“Hey baby,” a syrupy female voice sang in the background. “You coming back to bed?”
My stomach tightened on a mixture of acid irritation and exhaustion. “Goldilocks, I presume?”
“Yes, but—”
“So sorry to bother you. I didn’t realize you were busy.”
“Matilda, it’s not like that. I—”
“Just forget about it, okay? I’ll take care of the mess myself.”
“I’ll send someone,” he promised. “It’s the least I can do.”
“Your least doesn’t interest me,” I said, and hung up. Five times, Crixus called back. Five times, I rejected it.
I stared at the clean, snowy expanse of my comforter. It had been in this very spot, on this very bed when I first heard his voice through my phone.
He spoke, and my world had changed completely and forever. I wanted to grab some giant lever and crank the wheels of time backward. Force them to wind the past months back onto fate’s spool while I had the chance to decide if I wanted the knowledge they would bring.
A small, white dome appeared at the end of the bed. “Everything all right?” Billy asked.
“No, Billy,” I sighed, having neither the energy nor the desire to feign cheer for someone else’s benefit. “Things are decidedly not all right.”
“Might there be something I could do to help?”
I looked at him over my knees and saw the crack in his forehead had already knitted itself together. Three shapeshifting bears vanquished, and not so much as a scratch on him.
My mouth curved into a smile as the idea took shape in my head. “Maybe there is.”
*****
“Tell me you didn’t just kidnap the blackmailer.”
Liam’s voice was little more than mosquito buzz in my ear as I rode the surge of adrenaline up the Adirondack Northway toward Point Au Roche State Park. Between the hum of my tires as the orange needle approached the 90 mph mark, and the muffled shouts from the car’s rear, it was all I could do to hear NPR’s Weekend Edition—the Saturday ritual I was unwilling to give up even under these circumstances.
“Okay,” I said. “I didn’t just kidnap the blackmailer.”
“You’re lying.” It was a flat pronouncement of fact.
“And how would you know?”
“My guy’s been watching him. Just called to tell me he’d been snatched from the Dino’s Pizza parking lot.”
“He’s a blackmailer, Liam. I’m sure there’s any number of people with reason to apprehend him.”
“Any number of people aren’t a hot brunette with glasses accompanied by a walking egg in a do-rag.”
Shit. And we had been so careful. Setting up a deserted meeting location in a dark alleyway. Wearing all black…Well, I was wearing all black. Billy had to settle for a black bandana tied around his pointy shell like a pirate's cap, as he had flatly refused to be dyed with food coloring.
I replayed with pleasure the memory of the blackmailer crumpling at the knees when Billy launched himself into his crotch. To be fair, I had given him ample chances to tell me where my mother was.
At least three, anyway.
“He said I was hot?”
“Jesus fucking Christ, Matilda. What the fuck are you thinking?”
I pushed the pedal to the floor and lurched around a minivan lollygagging along at 75 miles per hour in the fast lane. “I’m thinking I’m tired of waiting for things to happen. I’m thinking it’s time I started making them happen.”
“What was your plan for making things happen, exactly?”
“Take the blackmailer somewhere secluded and hurt him until he tells me where my mother is?” It had sounded so much more plausible in my head than it did spoken aloud.
Liam’s bark of laughter left me feeling like a cat petted tail to head. “Torture wasn’t your specialty, last time I checked.”
“I’m a quick study.”
“I intend to test that theory thoroughly next time I see you.” The dark promise in this statement set off a flurry of moths in my stomach.
“I haven’t decided if there is a next time,” I said. “I’m not sure I want your help anymore.”
“Like it or not, you need my help. You may be a great psychologist, but you’re a lousy criminal. You don’t speak their language.”
“And you do? It’s been over a week since I found out they had my mother.”
 “Part of what makes me the best at what I do is knowing when and where to apply pressure.” My body shuddered its own witness to the veracity of this statement.
“I told you I was working on it,” he continued. “My guy was onto him. A couple more days, and he would have led us straight to your mother.”
“You’ve told me a lot of things. How do I know which of them to believe?”
The bubble of silence held us for a moment.
“The blackmailer doesn’t have your mother,” he said. “Not physically.”
My shoulders dropped an inch from my ears as a small knot of tension in the center of my back released. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know. Not yet. What I do know is that until a year ago, she was living in a state-run institution under the name Elizabeth Briggs. Someone withdrew her, but didn’t list the facility they would be transferring her to.”
“Elizabeth Briggs? But that’s not her name.”
“I know,” Liam said. “But that’s the name someone filed paperwork to associate with her social security number two years ago.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would someone do that?”
“So they could hide her from you, I imagine.”
Gooseflesh rose on the back of my neck. “But they wouldn’t have to hide her from me. She had already disappeared.”
“That’s the other thing.” Liam’s voice dropped into a hushed whisper. “The institution has records of her disappearance, but none of my sources can find any documentation with the local police. No investigation, nothing. Didn’t you file a missing persons report?”
Sprawling fields became a wash of endless green in my peripheral vision. I felt my heartbeat through the thin skin of my eyelids, in my sinuses, beneath my tongue. “No.”
This one, small word stained my hands a bloody crimson. I remembered looking down at them while I sat in the hospital administrator’s office, urine and antiseptic heavy in my nose. She was better off. Anywhere but here.
But I was better off too. The guilty knowledge thumped beneath the floorboards of my subconscious while the administrator made his apologies and promises.
For me, she was already over.
The rumble strips on the road’s edge shook me into the present.
“I don’t want to get into this right now,” I said.
“Look, I understand—”
“One more word about it and I hang up,” I warned.
“Fine,” Liam said. “Where’s the blackmailer?”
“In my trunk.”
A vivid string of curses blossomed on the other end of the phone. I held it away from my ear until the roaring died down.
“There is a reason these kinds of things should only be done by professionals. You never put the guy in the trunk. Especially not in a newer car like yours. Tail lights can get kicked out, interior emergency release handles are almost standard these days, and that’s not even—”
“It’s my first kidnapping, okay? I did the best I could with what I had on hand.”
“You at least handcuffed him, right?”
“Not exactly.”
“What do you mean, ‘not exactly?’”
“I had some zip ties left over from my recycling.”
“Zip ties?” Liam repeated in an octave not far off the register the blackmailer had achieved when Billy smashed his nuggets. “You restrained him with zip ties?”
“And some pantyhose. I had a couple pairs with runs in them that I was going to throw out anyway. Plus, Billy’s back there with him.”
“Who the fuck is Billy?”
“The egg.”
Judging by the rushing sounds on the other end of the phone, Liam was performing some deep breathing exercises.
“Here’s what you’re going to do,” he said, his voice calmer than it had been in the past moments. “In about two miles, you’re going to get off on Hobbs road and pull into the gravel lot by the granary.”
“How do you know where I am?”
“Because my guy is following you.”
I glanced in the rearview mirror to see a black sedan a couple car lengths behind me.
“Charming,” I said. “Does he do this often?”
“I don’t want to get into this right now.” Liam’s parroting my own words back at me did nothing to improve my darkening mood.
“So I pull into the parking, and then what?”
“You’re going to turn your unfortunate guest over to my associate so he can extract the information we need.” Visions of the blackmailer strapped into a dental chair while Liam’s associate yanked the information from his mouth with wicked-looking silver tools took the bottom out of my stomach.
Had I really been prepared to go to those lengths?
“And then we go get my mother?” My stomach fluttered at the prospect.
“No,” he said. “Once we have the blackmailer, you go home. That’s the end of your involvement. We’ll act on the information once we have it.”
“Absolutely not. She’s my mother.” The green rectangle marking Hobbs Road emerged on my right. I let off the gas and the car slowed.
“Yes, she’s your mother. Which is exactly why you need to keep your distance from this. If your name is connected with her in any way, they’ll find her again and we’ll be back where we started.”
The weight of his logic was cold and undeniable. “So what are you going to do?”
“Find her, get her set up with a new name and move her to a private facility.” He pronounced all of this with the ease I might describe a trip to the supermarket.
“You can do all that?”
“And more. It would have been safer to let the blackmailer lead us to her and nab her on the sly, but I can make it work this way.”
“How do I know she’ll be okay?”
“You’ll have to trust me.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. On paper, turning my mother’s fate over to the care of a hit man read like the worst possible choice. Yet I couldn’t deny that every time I allowed myself to imagine Liam watching over her, a dram of fear evaporated from my heart. “What do you need from me?” I asked.
“A promise that you’ll never try anything like this again.”
Gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled off the road and parked in the shadows cast by grain silos stretching like giant blunted silver bullets toward the sky. “No promises,” I said. “Anything else?”
“Lots of things,” he said. “But they’ll have to wait until I can get you alone.”
I dialed the air conditioner up a couple notches to dispel the sudden heat radiating from my face. “Call me when you know something.”
“I will.”
“Liam?”
“What?”
“Thanks.”
“Anything for my wife.” His voice held just enough humor to make it impossible for me to know how he meant it.
I disconnected and held the warm phone in my hand long enough to be startled when a man leaned into view in the driver’s side window and pointed toward the trunk. Rather than popping it from inside the car, I got out and walked around, not wanting Billy to be thrown off by the change in plans.
The man who followed was about as wide as the barn in the adjacent field and dressed from head to toe in Liam’s standard black. His head had been shaved to the skin—a forbidding complement to the dark sunglasses obscuring his eyes. Mr. Clean moonlights as an assassin.
“I’m just going to open this now,” I announced a little louder than necessary.
The trunk opened on the pale, sweaty man whom we had folded into a Z shape to fit him in the Prius’s less than generous storage area. His eyes bulged above the organic apple I had shoved into his mouth by way of a gag and tied in place with panty hose. He whimpered behind the fruit.
One dark eyebrow rose above Mr. Clean’s sunglasses.
Seeing the fear widen the blackmailer’s eyes, I reached up and patted the ham-sized bicep of the man standing next to me. “He’s all yours.”
The brute’s placid face broke into a broad grin as he hauled the crumpled man out of the trunk with one hand and carried him back to the sedan.
“Coast is clear,” I whispered.
Billy stretched out his arms and legs from beneath the emergency blanket I kept in the trunk. “Where’s that giant chap taking our man?”
Mr. Clean tossed the squirming black bundle across the sedan’s back seat like a sack of dry cleaning.
“There was a change in plans.”
“A shame,” Billy said. “I would rather have liked to batty-fang that boffer.”
“I know you would,” I said, helping him hop down from the bumper. “And I appreciate that you were willing to do it.”
“My pleasure, you know. It’s not every day I meet a bricky lady like yourself. I can certainly see why that Crixus is so besotted.”
“’Besotted,’ my butt.” I slammed the trunk closed and walked around to open the passenger’s side door for Billy.
“He is, you know. Not every human in peril gets her own bodyguard.” He winked at me and climbed into the car.
Back in the driver’s seat, I buckled myself in and helped Billy do the same. “Crixus should be less time being besotted and more time being sensible.”
“Quite right,” he agreed. “Quite right as usual.”
“At least one man around here sees it.” I pulled out of the lot and let the cloud of dust obscure whatever happened behind me.
“Where shall we go next?” Billy asked.
“Home,” I said. “To wait.”
*****
“Oh yes, baby. Yes. Slower. I want to feel you.”
I stared at the phone glowing in my hand, Crixus’s number on the screen and a woman’s ecstatic cries breathing from the speaker.
Goldilocks.
I recognized her throaty contralto from the few words I heard her speak earlier.
“God, you’re huge!” the phone moaned into my bedroom’s sacred darkness. Another night’s sleep interrupted.
And this one had started with such promise.
Returning home earlier this evening, Billy and I had found my apartment blessedly bear-free. Crixus was as good as the word I wouldn’t accept, and the space greeting us was clean, cozy, and completely restored to order.
Someone had even left a variety of bear traps on my dining room table.
News from Liam would have been a welcome interruption to the hours of sleep that left me groggy and disoriented. But being ass-dialed by a demigod on the make?
Disgusted, I hung up and flopped back on my pillow. The black velvet well of oblivion had just rushed to meet me when the phone shrieked anew.
Crixus. Again.
I ignored the call and shoved the phone under the pillow, only to have it light up the bleached linen like a lantern and buzz a third time.
 “Crixus!” I barked. “So help me—”
“God! Fuck me!” Goldilocks wailed.
“He’s only half!” I shouted to my empty room.  
Lying on my back, staring up at the ceiling, I chased sleep like a thief. Streetlights glared in upon my bed from between the shutters. Sheets tangled themselves around my limbs, binding me to my restlessness and irritation. The pillow clotted into awkward lumps beneath my cheek.
When the phone rang a fourth time, I was seconds away from breaking my water glass against the headboard and threatening someone with the shards when I saw the name on the screen.
Liam.
“Do you have her? Is she okay?” The words came out in an unfiltered rush.
“Hello to you too,” he said. His voice was a cool hand pressed to my burning forehead. “Not yet. But we have an address. Someone is checking it out now.”
“Where?” I asked. “Is she close?”
“Nice try,” he said.
“You’re really not going to tell me where my mother is?”
“Nope. It’s better for everyone involved if you don’t have that information.”
“Ugh,” I grunted. “You sound just like Crixus.”
“Only if I lost about twenty I.Q. points. What’s old Crickets up to these days anyway? Who’s the egg? Another project he’s dumped at your door, no doubt.”
This was casual Liam. Business dispensed and feeling playful enough to bat around a few insults.
“Ever heard of a universal egg that broke open and gave life to a race of gods?”
“You mean the Orphic Egg,” he said.
“You’ve read the Orphic Hymns?” Only after the question was asked did I realize how insulting my incredulity might sound.
“Shocking as it may be, I like to take a break from stabbing puppies and exploiting orphans every now and then to settle in with a good book. That okay with you, Doctor?”
On second thought, I might have to use that water glass to put my panties out when they caught fire.
“So long as it’s your own finger you put between the pages to keep your place,” I said.
“Did I just hear you make a joke about illegal activity?”
“Reads and listens,” I volleyed back. “It’s a wonder you’re not already married. Oh, wait…”
“You are so lucky I’m not there right now.” All levity had vanished from his voice, replaced by something sharper, something dangerous.
“And what would you do if you were?” My question shocked us both into a stretch of silence.
“Everything,” he said. “Twice.”
Heat slid up my thighs and danced a twisted tango through my middle. This was the part of me that wanted him to describe every act huddled beneath the umbrella of that one word. The part that wanted to hear every delicious detail caressed by the tongue that had coaxed me into maddening bliss.
But it was only part, and one I couldn’t yet follow with abandon.
“Unrelated question?” I asked.
“Chicken,” he accused.
“I’m vegan, remember?”
“Mostly.” A dig at the illicit love affair with dairy he himself had incited. “What do you want to know?”
“Do you know how to locate someone based on a cell phone signal?”
“I have people for that,” he said.
“Any chance I could borrow one?”
“That depends.”
“On?” I considered the sexual favors I might be willing to trade for my request, expecting that these might be Liam’s terms. The list was long.
“On whom you’re trying to locate.”
“Crixus,” I said. “He’s shacked up with Goldilocks somewhere and he keeps ass dialing me. I think I actually heard an STD happen just now.”
“Goldy Locks?” he asked, placing an odd pause in the name. “Like Goldy Locks the porn star, Goldy Locks?”
“There’s a porn star named Goldy Locks?”
“Oh yeah,” he said with a little more enthusiasm than I found professional. “She has an impressive…oeuvre. Mounted Olympus, Pandora’s Box, The Naughty Nymphs of Delphi—”
“Enough,” I said. “I get it. Glad to know you’re such an enthusiast.”
Liam cleared his throat. “I’ve always been fascinated by mythology.”
“I’ll bet.” Crixus, Goldy Locks the porn star, and Zeus. As much as I wanted it not to be true, the puzzle pieces fit too neatly. If Zeus was half as jealous as his legendary mate, Crixus could be in for some pretty hideous punishment.
The least I could do was talk some sense into him.
Or drag him behind my car.
“If I give you his coordinates, what are the chances your going there will end in his life becoming a living hell?” Liam asked.
“Good to Very Good.”
“Give me five minutes.”
*****
Claustrophobic silence pressed in on the car windows beneath a vault of dying stars. Morning still hid below the stands of towering evergreens, but would bleach the sky gray in a few short hours.
I cut the headlights as my car crept the final yards toward the cabin and killed the engine while we were still out of earshot. This far out of the city, even the chirring of crickets could be deafening.
If only they could drown out the thoughts crashing around my head.
The clean-burning fuel of righteous indignation had driven me two hours from Plattsburgh into the Adirondack Mountains, but the remaining distance between the car and the front door felt insurmountable.
A single rectangle of glowing light spilled from the window onto the rustic planks of the cabin’s porch.
“Do you think they’re still awake?” I whispered.
Billy held up his monocle like a magnifying glass and studied me through it. “Well, if they’ve been up to anything like you described, I wouldn’t be surprised if they popped off for a spell.”
An image of Goldy Locks curled into Crixus’s naked chest after they had spent the last of passion’s frenzied currency scooped my chest hollow. “Maybe we should just go back.”
“Not losing your nerve, are you ol’ sawbones?”
I wasn’t just losing my nerve, I was dumping it out the car’s exhaust by the bucketful. “Let’s get this over with,” I said.
We opened the doors to air crisp with the resiny scent of pine and green hollows where wildness lived. My nighttime ensemble of a worn T-shirt and yoga pants did little to keep out the chill distilling on my skin.
I held a finger to my lips and tested the wooden porch steps for any creaks that might announce our presence prematurely. Billy nodded, we advanced on the balls of our feet like cartoon burglars.
The heavy brass door handle turned a quarter inch in my grip and stopped.
Locked.
Not that I should have expected otherwise.
“Should we try hoofing it through a window or something?” Billy asked in hushed tones.
I shook my head no and reached up to snag a hairpin from the haphazard bun I’d tossed my hair into before we had departed my apartment.
Wisps of hair fell into my face as I sank to my knees and snapped the bobby pin in half.  I bent one side at a ninety-degree angle and wedged it into the bottom of the lock while using the other half to jiggle the components at the top.
“I say, where did you learn how to do that?” Billy asked.
“A…friend of mine.” I blew hair away from my eyes. “Excels at extracurricular skills.”
Skepticism narrowed Billy’s round eyes. “Would he be any relation to the dodgy fellow who relieved you of the blackmailer?”
“Perhaps.”
“You’ll want to be careful of a bloke like that,” Billy warned. “I wouldn’t have figured a lady like yourself to associate with such an unsavory sort.”
My knee-jerk need to jump to Liam’s defense disappeared when I saw my own hands bathed ivory in the moonlight.
What was I doing?
Sneaking around in the middle of the night, illegally entering someone else’s home, all for the sake of a jealous whim? I, who preached trust, patience, open communication, and boundaries on a daily basis?
A click as quiet as the ticking of the clock announced the lock’s opening.
I’m a fully actualized adult, I reminded myself. I can engage Crixus in an open and honest dialogue, voice my objections in a constructive manner, and allow him to make his own decisions. As a licensed professional, I can—
“Fuck!” A ragged moan slid through the keyhole. “Again? Already?”
Later, I would find my dusty shoeprint at hip height on the door, but remember nothing of kicking it open. For the moment, I heard nothing but the distant sound of breaking glass as something toppled from a nearby shelf.
My gaze zeroed in on a blond head haloed in blue from the glow of a large flat-screen TV. The naked bodies writhing within its frame froze as she whipped around to face us, fully clothed, remote in hand—perhaps not the last sight I had expected to see, but close.
Worse, she was lovely to the point of pain, even in the artificial LED lighting. With features as majestic and unapproachable as glacial ice and hair like spun gold, Goldy Locks didn’t look like a porn star. She looked like a fairy tale princess.
Jealousy robbed me of the disgust I had been prepared, and even looking forward to feeling.
Crixus was already halfway across the space between us, his face contorted in a red-eyed rage, when Billy piped up.
“It’s us, old chap!”
The demigod pulled up short and squinted into the darkness. “Matilda? What the fuck are you doing here?”
Like a match stealing a spark, my own anger flared bright and hot in the presence of his.
“What am I doing here? Oh, I don’t know, trying not to die, mostly. What with the three bears chasing after me, providing therapy to the clients you’ve dumped on my doorstep, the blackmailer ruining what’s left of my life in bit-sized increments—”
“It’s not safe for you here, Matilda.” Light from the TV shifted on Crixus’s tensing jaw. “I told you to stay where you were.”
“And I just can’t imagine why,” I said, jerking my chin toward the couch where Goldy Locks sat, clad in a tank top that dipped low enough to reveal a smooth, lovely swell of cleavage that appeared—much to my dismay—to be completely natural.
 “You don’t what you’re talking about,” Crixus said.
“Don’t I?” I walked up close enough to feel the heat of his body radiate through my T-shirt. “See, you may be half god, but you’re also half human, and humans follow patterns. Yours, as it happens, is dumping your assignments on me so you can go fuck around with the easiest piece of ass you can find.”
“Now then.” Billy held up his small, white-gloved hands between us. “We needn’t snipe at each other like barnyard cockerels.”
“Speaking of cock,” Crixus said, treating me to his raw, gem-hard stare. “Maybe if you got some, you wouldn’t begrudge everyone else a fuck now and then.”
“Well I certainly wouldn’t stoop to get it from a walking mattress who has a turnstile in place of his zipper.”
“Was I offering?” He closed the remaining distance between us to tower over me with the full advantage of his height. “I could get a warmer reception fucking an iceberg.”
“At least you would have found a partner who can converse on your level,” I replied.
“Children, I insist that you stop this at once.” Billy shimmied between our knees and pushed a hand against our thighs. “I think we could all use twenty winks. We can discuss this in the morning when our tempers have cooled.”
“There’s nothing to discuss.” Crixus turned and angled for the stairs, giving us his back.
Billy reached up and patted my leg. “I think I’ll go and have a word with the lad.”
I stood rooted to the spot, staring after him in wordless, impotent ire.
“Do you think my ass looks wide?” Goldy Locks’s voice was a serenade in smoke, marble cooled by shadow, a kiss in the dark.
“Excuse me?” I looked in the direction of the couch to find her standing in front of the TV, her arms folded across her chest and weight on one foot in the posture of an art-gallery spectator.
On the screen, she straddled the hips of a man who wore nothing but a laurel wreath and a smile.
“Come here,” she said. “I need another woman’s opinion.”
I floated over to her on wooden legs, taken aback by her friendly manner in the face of my insulting tirade.
She punched a button on the remote, and the man on the screen grunted and started thrusting upward. “Now, watch.” The remote traced her outline on the screen when the diaphanous Grecian robe she wore billowed out as she bucked against her costar.
The man reached up and pulled at the top of the gown, letting it slip down her shoulders. Full, round breasts bounced in time with their rhythmic dance.
“Oh yes, baby,” Goldy Locks moaned from the TV’s speaker. “Yes. Slower. I want to feel you.”
The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.
She arched backward, forming her body into a living bow, grabbing her partner’s ankles for leverage. “God, you’re huge!”
“There!” she said, pausing the action.
I collapsed onto the couch behind me. “Oh, shit.”
“So you agree? You think it’s a bad angle?” She cocked her head to one side and chewed her lower lip.
“No,” I said. “Not at all. It’s just…” I shook my head and pushed my cool fingertips against my eyelids.
“Bad lighting?” She sat down next to me and crossed her legs. “I’ve watched the rough cut about ten times now, and I still can’t see what Vick is talking about.”
“Vick?”
“My director.”
“I see.” I glanced up at the screen but had to look away just as quickly. “Was Crixus in here with you while you were watching, by any chance?”
“Earlier,” she said. “He crashed out on the couch and I finally sent him up to bed. Guy hasn’t had a wink of sleep. Watching me like a hawk during the day, tracking down information about some blackmailer guy every night.”
I felt myself shrinking beneath the weight of my own chagrin. “So, you two aren’t…”
“Are you kidding me?” Her wide green eyes sparkled with genuine amusement. “Zeus would kill him. And that’s saying something because I hear demigods don’t die easy.”
I changed the subject in lieu of finding a bus to throw myself under. “So, you and Zeus, huh?”
She shot me a conspiratorial grin. “And how.”
“Can I ask you a semi-personal question?”
“You’ve seen my vagina,” she laughed, gesturing toward the TV.
“Good point.” I took a moment to shuffle the words in my head around until they felt as innocuous as possible. “Doesn’t it bother you that he’s so…open?”
“You mean, that he gets more ass than a toilet seat at the Roman Coliseum?”
No doubt about it, Goldy Locks was making it very difficult for me to dislike her.
“Something like that,” I said.
“It doesn’t thrill me. But it’s not like I’m in a position to judge. If he were the monogamous type, he probably wouldn’t be all that excited about my line of work. Someone who cared would just complicate things.”
“So you two don’t have much of an emotional connection?” My fingers itched for a pen. The phantom weight of a pad haunted my lap.
“Zeus is about as deep as a puddle,” she snorted. “What’s to connect with?”
“And it doesn’t bother you? That it’s purely sexual with him?”
Goldy Locks picked at the buttons on the remote. “Of course it does. But I’ve had enough men to last ten lifetimes. Every relationship has its trade-offs. And when the trade-off is eternal youth and beauty, there’s a lot I’m willing to accept.”
“What about the bears coming after you? Or Hera’s jealousy? That doesn’t frighten you at all?”
She folded her knees into her chest and wrapped her arms around them. A gesture that struck me as almost childlike in its vulnerability. “Women typically aren’t all that fond of me anyway. What’s a few more?”
“A lot, when the few aren’t human.”
“Speaking from experience?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.
“Yes,” I said. “I kind of accidentally slept with Adonis, which didn’t make me very popular with Aphrodite and Persephone, as it happens.”
“That was you?” Goldy gasped. “I heard about that!”
“Not my proudest moment,” I admitted. “But you’re not just talking about some jealous housewives here. I don’t know if you’ve ever been chased by a rabbit tsunami or a three-headed hell hound, but it’s not as glamorous as it sounds.”
Her eyes widened. “A rabbit tsunami?”
“And that was the pleasant part of the afternoon.” My mind strayed back to the last client Crixus had brought me, Marvin J. Cuddlestein—better known as the Easter Bunny—broken, bleeding on the grass after a run-in with Cerberus. I felt the fading warmth of his body in my cupped hands. Saw the clouds pass over eyes losing their shine.
I turned and looked Goldy in the eye. Up close, her face was smooth yet, and unmarred by some of the fissures of worry that cleaved my own at thirty years.
“I’m not trying to tell you what to do here. You are free to make your own decision, and if being immortal is worth it to you, I’m not going to convince you otherwise. But for what it’s worth, I wish there had been someone to tell me what I was getting into when I took this on.”
She tucked a lock of pale gold behind her ear and nodded. “Thanks.”
The ceiling creaked above us, a reminder of Crixus lingering there with my words still ringing in his ears. “I guess I had better go apologize,” I said, rising from the couch.
“He’ll forgive you.” A secret hid in Goldy’s pillow-lipped smile.
“Did you hear the awful things I said to him?” Even now, they echoed through my head, bringing remorse in clanging waves.
“I also heard the things he said back. Dude is sprung. Big time.”
The empty staircase where Crixus had fled me yawned open like a grave for any possibility. “You’re wrong about that.”
“Look, you don’t get very far in my business without knowing a thing or two about men. And women.” She winked. “You two have enough sexual tension to sell sequels.”
A furious blush stained my cheeks as lame denials crowded my throat, escaping in disjointed one-word burps.
“It’s okay,” she said, resuming her grip on the remote. “Just go talk to him.”
“Wish me luck.”
“Luck,” she replied.
I paused halfway up the stairs and leaned over the railing. “Vick is wrong, by the way. Your ass looks fantastic.”
Her sultry green-eyed gaze sliding up the back of my legs sent an illicit skitter through me. “Likewise.”
*****
 “Come in already.” Crixus’s voice floated through the door I had stood on the other side of for the better part of five minutes, my hand hovering above a knock and my heart beating like bongo drums in my ears.
Crixus lay on his side in the center of a log framed full-sized bed, his long body dwarfing the furniture. Identical versions flanked it on either side, separated only by the mismatched tables between. Three dressers crowded the wall opposite the windows. Cold blue light streamed across the floor and pooled on the demigod’s chest.
“Where’s Billy?” I closed the door behind me and walked over to the bedside. Crixus didn’t look up.
 “Went to rest in the other room.”
 “I owe you an apology,” I said.
“You don’t owe me anything.” His words were flat, devoid of any emotion to help me gauge his feelings and respond accordingly.
“Yes. I do. I was wrong, and I’m sorry.” I eased myself down on the edge of the mattress and laid a hand on the curve of his shoulder. Hyperawareness set my senses ablaze. The smooth heat of Crixus’s skin, the feel of his T-shirt beneath my palm.
I was touching him.
Him. Crixus. The demigod. As real and solid in the waking world as the earth beneath me but somehow more mysterious than a dream. I had faced down the prospect of the world’s destruction at his side, and yet knew nothing about him at all.
“How old are you?” The question rose to my lips from the silent well of wonder flowing up through me at the sight of moonlight playing in the dips and hollows of his face.
“Two thousand one hundred and nineteen years old.”
I let my hand trace up the abrupt slope of his trapezius muscle where it met his neck, and followed it until the delicate throb of his pulse hummed beneath my fingertips.
“Where were you born?”
His hand came down upon mine, holding it there against his throat. I felt the vibration of his voice in the webbing of my fingers when he spoke. “Gaul. It would be Belgium on your maps.”
“You were a gladiator?” I lifted my legs onto the bed and leaned back until my head rested on the pillow alongside his.
“Yes.” He looked not into my eyes, but beyond them, searching a past I couldn’t see. “We were taken by the Romans, my mother and I. It wasn’t long before they discovered my aptitudes and brought me to Capua to train. Until the Servile Wars, when we fought, and lost. My mother had long been burned on the pyre by then. I had already been robbed of my liberty by savages who valued blood sport more than the written word. The life I had left I was willing to lose.”
“But you couldn’t.” I imagined Crixus alongside the men he had come to think of as brothers, all slain. He alone would survive to see spring flowers watered by blood a broken dream.
His eyes closed as if to blot out the scene unfolding in his memory. “I had lived a hundred years before I learned what I was.”
“You were born a demigod?”
His hand floated to my jaw, the blade of his index finger brushing over my ear. “Yes. My mother was beautiful. Zeus thought so too. Didn’t think too much of her after he took what he wanted.”
The bitterness of his words conjured images of the child Crixus must have been. Born into a world where he didn’t belong, left to fend for himself in times as brutal as they were barbarous.
I pressed myself into the curve of his body, not knowing whether I did it to comfort him, or myself. The beating of his heart against my ear was the sound of war drums, the clash of sword against sword, the rushing undercurrent of the rise and fall of civilizations.
“It must have been horrible for you.”
His fingers slid through my hair. “You learn to take pleasure where you can. To live in every moment but never stay. Time is the enemy. So is everyone bound to it.”
“You can’t really believe that,” I said. “Going through life, never loving another living soul? That would be so—”
“Lonely?”
He pronounced it like a challenge, daring me to square with it. Compelling me to comprehend what it meant to him, to understand what it had made him.
I lifted my head from his chest to look at his face. “Why didn’t you just tell me Zeus asked you to protect Goldilocks?”
“Because I wanted to keep her away from you.” Regret etched his face the moment the words left his mouth.
“Me? Why?”
“Zeus takes what he wants, Matilda. By any means necessary. If he came after you, I’d—”
His words died on my lips.
I kissed him. Tasted his surprise. Drank his primal groan.
My tongue slid across his lips, and in the space of a second, I was beneath him, crushed by the delicious weight of his body. One hand tangled into my hair. The other grabbed my hip and ground it against his.
A whimper escaped me when the hot, hard length of him pressed again the place where my blood pulsed beneath the thin layer of my yoga pants.
He nipped at my lips, dragged his teeth against my jaw, found the hollow of my throat with his tongue.
I hauled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it to the side. My hands pressed against the flat of his stomach, exploring each ridge before climbing his ribs and running up the predatory lengths of muscle on his broad back.
Starving, I was. Rabid in my thirst for sensation.
He caught my fingers when they dipped below the waistband of his jeans and pinned my arms down at the wrist, hovering above me like an ancient god of war. “I want to see you,” he said. “All of you.”
Greedy hands pushed my shirt and bra up to my neck in a single savage movement, baring my breasts to his hungry gaze.
A second’s fear at the expression of naked hunger on his face vanished as soon as his mouth descended to my nipple. His teeth raked over the sensitive flesh and followed it with the luxuriant wet heat of his tongue. The other, he rolled beneath his thumb, pinching gently to complement the flicks of his tongue.
My hips rose skyward of their own bidding, mimicking his rhythmic strokes.
He ceased his ministrations to rid me of my shirt and bra entirely, then laid a daisy chain of kisses down my stomach.
Gooseflesh erupted under the trail of moisture he left like war paint around my belly button, over my hips—marking places to be conquered.
He neither paused nor waited for permission before lifting my hips and shucking my pants and panties down my thighs. My sneakers vanished, along with my socks, and I lay on the bed before him, naked.
His pupils dilated, and for a moment, there was nothing in the room but the sounds of our breathing.
“Your turn.” I crooked a finger at him, and he complied. Unbuttoning his jeans, I found the blunt, silky head of his sex.
I slid the zipper down, revealing him inch by glorious inch. A dart of apprehension pierced my arousal when he stepped out of his clothing. My imagination’s only accurate rambling of the evening confronted me with stark reality: he was huge. My own inexperience and imperfection crept on me like a tidal wave.
Closing my eyes against it, I leaned forward to brush my lips across him, tasting his salt and sweat.
Breath hissed through his teeth and I was shoved backward onto the bed.
 “You,” he panted, “are so fucking beautiful.”
I watched through lowered eyelids as he kissed the inside of one thigh, then lifted the knee over his shoulder.
“I want to make you come,” he said, keeping his eyes trained on my face.
“You have,” I whispered. “A lot.”
“No,” he said. “Like this.” He split me with one long, languorous lick.
The resulting spasm of pleasure was so intense, my torso jerked off the bed. His Cheshire Cat smile rose above my damp curls. “You are in such trouble, Doctor.” He delivered the revelation with a flick of his tongue that set the muscles of my stomach bunching and jerking. He pressed a hand against my sternum to hold me captive for the relentless, circling, suckling torture.
“Please,” I begged. “Please—”
“Someone’s been sitting in my chair!” The bellowed protest was loud enough to send us rolling to the floor in a naked heap.
“Fuck!” Crixus swore. “They’re home.”
“Home?” I gasped, scrambling to grab my clothes. “Who’s home?”
“The three bears!”
“You hid Goldilocks at their house?” I hopped into my yoga pants but missed one leg and lurched sideways.
“Not their house, their cabin,” Crixus said, zipping himself back into his jeans. “They hardly ever use it.”
“What the hell were you thinking?”
“Look, now is not the time to—”
“Someone’s been sleeping in my bed!” Carl whined from the doorway. “Only they weren’t sleeping!”
Bob and Tristan filled in the space behind him.
“Well, well, well.” Bob sauntered into the room on all fours and circled the shirtless Crixus. “If it isn’t the doctor and the demigod. Why don’t you tell us where Goldilocks is, and you two can get back to what you were doing?”
A picture leapt off the wall and crashed at Carl’s feet. 
Crixus and I traded a look. If Goldilocks wasn’t in the living room when they came through, where was she?
 “Look,” Crixus said. “We all know how this is going to end. Why don’t we just skip the fighting, you can admit defeat, and we’ll be on our way.”
“I like that idea!” Carl’s enthusiastic nod put me in mind of a bobble-head figurine. “We’ve already had three fights this week, and I’m starving.”
“Can it, Carl. You’re always starving,” Tristan rumbled.
“That’s because we’re always chasing after someone. Can’t we ever just go on a picnic?” The round, furry dome of Carl’s belly poked out as he settled onto his haunches on the floor.
Thump.
Something knocked against the wall where the picture had fallen. We all glanced toward the wall shared with the bedroom next door.
“She’s in the other room.” Bob stretched up onto his hind legs and rolled his thick neck. “Should we get this over with?”
Crixus cracked his knuckles and did a couple side bends to loosen up his lower back. “Might as well.”
Another thump on the wall where the picture had fallen became two thumps. Then three.
Then a rhythmic thump, thump, thump, thump.
I looked at Crixus, then at each of three bears. “You’re here,” I reasoned. “And there’s no porn on downstairs…”
“Oh, Billy!” The muffled cry was audible to us all.
Carl covered his ears with his paws and squeezed his eyes shut.
Tristan stalked over to the wall and leaned in close. “Wow. Sounds like he’s giving it to her hard boiled.”
One final exultant shout dropped the room into silence. The door squeaked open moments later and Billy strutted out with a giant crack splintering down between his eyes and one to match on the monocle dangling from his open waistcoat.
“Billy!” I gasped. “Are you okay?”
“He’s better than okay. He’s fanfuckingtastic,” Goldy reported, rubbing an affectionate hand over his pointy head. “Aren’t you, baby?”
“It would appear I am,” Billy reached up to give Goldy’s bottom a pinch. “We’ll be off now.”
“But what about Zeus?” Crixus asked.
“And Hera,” Bob added.
“Tell Hera that bed-hopping bolt-wanker is all hers.” Goldy winked at me and slid past Billy with a sexy wiggle of her hips.
“But—” Bob began.
“You heard the lady.” Billy withdrew his monocle from his pocket and squinted at each of the bears through its round brass frame. “Unless you gents are of a mind to cop a mouse again. I’m in a sanguineous humor. I could go for a good collie shangle.”
Bob covered his head, Tristan—his crotch, and Carl—his belly.
“Right, then.” Billy tucked the monocle back into his pocket the way a thwarted punk might stash brass knuckles.
“Coming?” Goldy sashayed over to the staircase, caressing the railing with long, slim fingers on her way down.
“Many times over.” Billy jumped, clicked his heels and followed her, shouting a final “ta-ta!”
We stared after them in open-mouthed wonder long after the loud pop announced their departure.
 “I’ll be a son of a bitch.” Crixus sat down on the bed and shrugged back into his black T-shirt.
“Well I guess that does answer one question.” I turned from the doorway and pulled my arms into the T-shirt I had put on backwards in my haste.
“Which question is that?” Carl asked.
“What came first?” I said. “The chicken, or the egg?”
“The porn star,” Bob answered.
*****
Light streamed through the curtains and ran in a river across the bed. I stood in the doorway, my hand sweating around stems still cold from the florist’s bucket. Roses beyond the window. A little garden where birds hopped from stone baths to feeders drifting in a lazy breeze beneath a canopy of green.
The room was painted a cheerful lemon curd yellow. Framed pictures gathered into casual clusters on the walls.
In some of them, I found my face.
Liam had chosen well.
The sound of my heels on the linoleum floor startled me as I took a step closer to the bed.
Her hair, once exactly the color of mine, fanned out on the white pillowcase like a corona shot through with silver threads. A delicate framework of lines creased the thin, translucent skin around her eyes, carved parentheses around her mouth. Her lips were pale, her cheeks flushed with sleep.
Taking her hand in mine felt like holding a baby bird—all bones, and warmth, and a heartbeat.
Her eyelids fluttered open, and I was looking down into hazel eyes cinched around a dilated pupil—no surprise, as I had seen the list of psychotropic drugs listed on her chart at my arrival.
I saw recognition slide into place. My relief was giant.
“Matilda?”
I nodded. “Hi, Mom.”
The wide smile she beamed at me sent hooks into my chest. “You found me.”
“I had help.”
“Thank you.” She squeezed my hand. “Thank you for finding me.”
“I’m so sorry, Mom.” The tears tightening my throat welled up and over my eyelids.
“What for?”
“I’m sorry it took me so long.” I brought the back of her hand to my lips and kissed it.
“Time is numbers.” She shook her head. “Numbers aren’t real. Not like you.”
I bent over the bed and hugged her to me, breathing in her scent of clean linen and soap. “I won’t let the numbers keep me away,” I promised. “Not ever again.”
She petted my head with strong, reassuring strokes. “And not the man, either. He isn’t nice. He isn’t safe.”
Worry trickled down the back of my neck. I hadn’t wanted to think of the blackmailer in this sunny place. Hadn’t wanted to grant him entry into my mother’s room through my thoughts. She was off the table, at least, and for now that was enough.
“Which man?” I asked.
She pushed my shoulders away as if having me too close made it difficult for her to understand me whole. “The one who wants to hurt you. The one who says he’ll make you pay.”
 
<<<>>> 
To be continued…
 
Don’t miss Matilda Schmidt in Unassailable, sprung September 2014!
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