
  
    [image: Wicked]
  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AS UNREST IN THE IMMORTAL REALM THREATENS, A ROGUE BAND OF SUPERNATURAL WARRIORS DESCENDED FROM THE GREATEST HEROES IN ALL OF ANCIENT GREECE MAY JUST BE MANKIND’S LAST HOPE.

          

        

      

    

    
      ZAGREUS—Dark, depraved, cursed. In every way the Prince of Darkness.

      

      Until he found her.

      

      She was his salvation. His sanity. His strength. The only constant in his immortal life. Even when fate ripped her from his arms, he always found her again. But five hundred years has passed since her last death, and with no sign and no guarantee she'll be sent back, the darkness inside him is swirling out of control.

      

      Then fate drops a female in his path. One with violet eyes he's sure he's looked into millions of times across multiple lives. Talisa may be the daughter of the Eternal Guardians' leader, but Zagreus is convinced she's the missing half of his tattered soul. He doesn't care that she doesn't remember him. He'll never let her deny that wicked-hot connection still sizzling between them.

      

      This time, Zagreus is willing to risk everything—his present, his future, his destiny, even war—to keep her.

      

      Because this time, even if he has to hold her as his prisoner for all eternity, he won't lose her again.
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        “All the gods,

        All the heavens,

        All the hells,

        Are within you.”
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      “You’re awfully quiet, Talisa,” the queen said as she sat behind her pristine desk, her blonde hair falling around her shoulders. “Do you have anything you’d like to say?”

      Talisa checked the urge to clench her jaw and glanced from her aunt up to her father, the leader of the Argonauts, standing just behind and to the right of the queen.

      They were presenting a unified front, ganging up on her so she couldn’t fight back. And they were both eyeing her as if she was a threat.

      Or as a five-year-old they expected to throw one major-ass temper tantrum at any moment.

      Oh, she wanted to lash out. Wanted to tell them just where they could shove their so-called decision, but she knew doing so would get her nowhere. Not with these two. It never had.

      “You made your decision without my input.” Talisa fixed a bored look on her face. “Voicing it now won’t change anything.”

      Her father’s back stiffened. “Talisa—”

      The queen held up a hand, cutting off Theron’s words. “I understand you’re disappointed, but the safety of our realm is paramount. It comes before personal wants and wishes. And your safety is important to us as well. You are not just the daughter of the Argonauts’ leader. You are a descendant of the Horae. Zeus has already tried to abduct your cousins and failed both times. He is not a god who gives up easily. We’re in a war, Talisa. A war that cannot end any way but with us winning. If you were to serve with the Argonauts, to cross into the human realm on missions, it would only be a matter of time before Zeus came after you. We won’t let that happen. We cannot let that happen. Too much is riding on us winning. Our fate, and the fate of humanity, rests on our decisions.”

      Talisa had heard it all before. Her mother and two aunts were the modern-day descendants of the Horae, the goddesses of balance and justice. Through the late king’s lineage, they all possessed gifts Zeus wanted for himself. Gifts that would give him a leg-up in their “war.”

      After failing to capture one of the Horae for himself—mostly because they were all mated to Argonauts, warriors from their realm who protected both Argolea and the human world—Zeus had changed his tactic and gone after their daughters. First, sending his Sirens, his elite band of female warriors, to kidnap the queen’s daughter Elysia. Then, when that hadn’t worked, attempting to lure Zakara from their realm via the help of a dreamweaver.

      Talisa, though, wasn’t as naïve as her two cousins. And she wasn’t just any female. She knew how to fight. She knew how to protect herself. She was as much a warrior as her father and the rest of the Argonauts.

      As a descendant of the great hero Heracles, she’d been blessed with extreme strength, just like her father. And she’d been born with the Argonaut markings on her arms—the ancient Greek text that meant the Fates had chosen her as a warrior from her race. The only female ever to be born with those markings.

      Which was the real reason the Argonauts didn’t want her to join them. It had nothing to do with this bullshit excuse that Zeus would try to come after her.

      They didn’t want her to serve because she was female. Which forever in their eyes meant weak.

      “So we’re done here?” Talisa fought back that familiar anger welling up inside.

      The queen’s blonde hair swayed as she glanced up to Talisa’s father, still watching Talisa with that stone-faced expression he was known for. Meeting Talisa’s gaze again, the queen sighed and said, “Yes. We’re done. You may go.”

      About fucking time...

      Talisa turned out of the queen’s office before her father could say something to stop her, her boots clicking like cannon-fire along the castle’s gleaming marble floor as she headed down the long corridor flanked by ornate columns.

      She was desperate for fresh air and freedom. For space. For someplace she could scream out her frustrations and curse every damn one of the Argonauts.

      Because they were the ones responsible for this decision. Not the queen. The queen would have gone along with anything the Argonauts decided as a group. And her father was the leader of that group. The one she was certain had put them all up to that fucking vote.

      She barely made it a step out the front door of the castle before Maximus, Zakara’s older brother, moved up on her side. “Well? What happened? What did they say?”

      Her jaw clenched down hard. Max was as big and blond as his father, the Argonaut Zander, and he had the Argonaut markings, same as Talisa. He’d been helping her informally train in the woods outside the capital city of Tiyrns for years, from the time she could hold a blade, and she was just as skilled and tough as him even if he was eleven years her senior.

      She told herself it wasn’t his fault the Argonauts had willingly accepted him as one of their own so easily, but it grated on her last nerve. Because the only difference between her and Max was the fact she was female.

      “Nothing I haven’t heard before.” She didn’t slow her pace, didn’t stop when she reached the wall, just signaled the guard and blew right through the castle gate as soon as it opened.

      “Ah, Tali.” He kept pace with her. “I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I tried to get my dad to talk Uncle Theron into letting you in.”

      Max wasn’t taking the hint that she didn’t want company. And she couldn’t stand to hear how he’d tried to influence any of the Argonauts.

      She didn’t need favors, dammit. She deserved a place with the Argonauts because it was her destiny. Only they were denying her that destiny because they were misogynistic assholes. Just like their forefathers.

      “I need a fucking stress reliever,” she mumbled, stopping in the cobblestone square in the fading afternoon light and late September warmth, where Argoleans milled around the great fountain of Heracles and the original seven heroes that fronted the castle gates.

      “Skata, Tali.” Max’s voice took on a worried edge she knew well. “Not tonight. Come on. You know it’s not safe. And if they find out—”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck if they find out.” She’d had it with family and Argonauts and people telling her what to do. “And I am sick to death of people shoving the word ‘safe’ in my face.”

      When Max sucked in a breath, she glanced over her shoulder at his shocked silver eyes and reminded herself none of this was his fault. He was her best friend, not her punching bag. But the fact he was male, and Argonaut, and in was firing all her triggers tonight.

      “Look.” She forcibly gentled her voice. “I know you mean well, but I don’t want to hear it. This has nothing to do with you. It’s about me and what I need. And what I need right now is space and some time to chill the hell out before I go insane. Warnings and a conscience and you being a cock-blocker because you don’t approve of my choices are not things that are going to help me. So give me some space, okay? I’m not stupid. I know how to take care of myself. I’ll be back before anyone even realizes I’m gone.”

      He didn’t reach out for her. Didn’t try to stop her. And as she closed her eyes so she could flash to the witches’ tent village in the Aegis Mountains where the secret portals were hidden, she was thankful because tonight she needed exactly what she’d said.

      She needed a stress reliever.

      And there was one place in the human realm where she knew she could find it.
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      He was playing with fire. But then, considering he’d already been tortured in the flames of Tartarus, he wasn’t easily deterred.

      Zagreus scanned the writhing bodies in the middle of the dark club from the shadows where he stood, growing more frustrated by the second. The only nymphs who’d wandered into the otherworldy bar had been tagging along behind a couple of satyrs. And those nymphs had looked scared as shit and completely overwhelmed.

      His gaze narrowed on the two nymphs cowering under the pulsing lights of the basement club in an old warehouse on the outskirts of San Francisco. Both were smaller and more petite than the satyrs. Attractive and submissive. Perfect prey for someone like him.

      Neither was what he was searching for, though.

      He looked over the crowd again. He sensed other creatures in the bar tonight, many using glamours to hide their real appearances—Amazons, witches, Misos, dryads, a couple of bloodsuckers, even a lycanthrope—but none of them interested him, either.

      Even though many of the otherworldly beings were enemies of each other, they were of no worry to Zagreus—or one another. It was easier for them to let down their guards here than in the presence of humans, which was why this club was so popular. The satyrs, however, were another matter.

      Zagreus had no doubt the bastards were searching for him, which was why they’d dragged the timid nymphs along—as bait. His proclivity for nymphs was well known throughout the realms. Obviously, his recent activities had not gone unnoticed.

      His gaze swung back to the satyrs, both brawny and hairy and at least six feet in height with tree-trunk legs and meaty arms. Their heads were shaved, their horns virtually nonexistent. They wore leather pants to hide their fur-covered legs, and long trench coats that flapped behind them as they moved.

      He couldn’t be sure from this angle, but he was fairly certain they weren’t any of his satyrs—at least not any of his former satyrs. His lair in the Yucatan had been demolished some twenty-eight years ago. Most, if not all, who’d served him then had been killed in the destruction. But the hair on his nape tingled with the knowledge they could be hunting him. And if so, it meant they’d joined forces with Zeus or even Hades himself.

      A dark shadow rolled through Zagreus at the thought of his malicious father. The god who hadn’t just cursed him, but who’d sent him to a hell no one—not even him—deserved. If it was the last thing he did, he was going to make Hades pay for every miserable thing the god-king of the Underworld had done to him.

      Which was exactly why he needed to stick to his plan and not draw attention. He was close to that goal. He already had one major piece of the puzzle. He just needed to lie low until things cooled off. Then, he could put the rest of his plan in motion.

      But only if he forgot about this stupid obsession and got the hell out of this pathetic club.

      He turned away from the crowd and glanced to his left where his companion, Rhen, stood waiting with a hood pulled over his head, hiding his features, even in the dark. Rhen was like a silent shadow. A loyal one. Not a thing like the satyrs Zagreus used to employ.

      The male caught Zagreus’s eye, nodded at their silent communication, then turned for the back door.

      Zagreus moved to follow, but a shiver rushed down his spine, causing him to stop. His skin tingled—everywhere—and a familiar pressure grew in his chest. One he hadn’t felt in years.

      Nearly five hundred years, to be exact.

      Heart thumping, he swiveled back toward the crowd of writhing bodies, moving to the rhythmic beat under the pulsing lights, and quickly scanned faces again.

      They were all the same ones he’d already dismissed. But the pressure was still there. In fact, it was growing now, making his chest feel full instead of hollow. Making him feel... alive, not dead and empty and forsaken inside.

      His pulse raced as his gaze shot toward the two nymphs again. He tuned into his senses, but still picked up nothing special from them. Nothing that told him either was—

      Every thought came to a whirring stop as his gaze landed on a tall, dark-haired female standing near the bar, looking out over the dance floor.

      She wore chunky-heeled, knee-high boots and tight black pants that fit her like a glove. Her hips were slim, her waist narrow and cinched in by a black, leather underbust corset, her breasts full and round beneath the thin, white, long-sleeved off-the-shoulder blouse that showed a hint of cleavage and luscious tanned skin. She had striking features—plump lips, high cheekbones, a cute, slightly upturned nose—and her face was framed by jet-black hair that was pulled back in the front and fell like a river of silk to the middle of her back.

      She could have been a Siren—she had the same drop-dead gorgeous body and model-worthy face all of Zeus’s elite female warriors possessed—but while her looks definitely intrigued him, they weren’t what drew his attention. No, his attention zeroed in on her eyes.

      Her violet eyes. Like shimmering amethysts, catching the light. The color so striking, so unique, so familiar, he could see them all the way across the dark club.

      She blinked those mesmerizing eyes then turned away from the dance floor, moving toward the bar.

      Zagreus took one step to follow her, only to falter again when he realized...

      She wasn’t a nymph.

      She was Argolean. A descendant of the greatest heroes in all of Ancient Greece.

      His brow dropped. Most Argoleans didn’t venture into the human realm these days because Zeus had all but declared war on their queen. They kept to their own realm, a world the Olympians couldn’t access.

      But this female wasn’t hiding. As she slid onto a barstool, tossed her silky hair over her shoulder and chatted with the bartender, Zagreus realized she didn’t even seem the slightest bit apprehensive about where she was or who could be watching.

      He scanned the room for other Argoleans. Didn’t sense any.

      The female smiled at something the bartender said. As the male made her drink, she glanced back at the dance floor once more, searching for... something.

      She didn’t look Zagreus’s way, but those amethyst eyes caught the light again, and the familiar sight hit Zagreus like a punch to the gut, causing that pressure in his chest to cinch down even tighter.

      It couldn’t be her. She always came back as a nymph. Always.

      And yet...

      He knew those eyes better than his own. He’d looked into them hundreds, no thousands of times. The rest of her might change, but her eyes—those shimmering gems that were the gateway to her soul—always, always remained the same.

      His pulse beat hard and fast. Indecision warred inside him. He needed to go, to disappear before he drew attention, but he had to know the truth. He’d been burned before and knew the consequences. Yet, even if exposing himself now destroyed the carefully constructed plan for revenge he’d finally set in motion, he had to know if it was her.

      His mono mia.

      Before he could stop himself, he stepped out of the shadows and into the pulsing lights of the club.
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      Talisa glanced over the busy club, searching for any male capable of taking her mind off her shitty life.

      At least for an hour or so.

      There were all kinds in the crowd tonight. Some she recognized from previous visits. Many she didn’t.

      Her parents would shit bricks if they knew she’d not only crossed into the human realm but that she was visiting a debauched establishment such as this, but she didn’t care. Tonight was for her. Everyone else could be damned as far as she cared.

      The first time she’d heard whispers about this club from the witches who lived in the mountains outside Tiyrns, she’d been intrigued. The minute she’d crossed the portal and stepped through the doors, she’d been excited. And when she’d learned of the dark rooms down below where all kinds of erotic things were possible, she’d been hooked.

      This was the one place in the cosmos where she could let her hair down. Where she didn’t have to worry about what was expected of her as part of the Argolean royal family. Where she could forget about the fact she was the wrong gender to serve with the Argonauts and give in to all those twisted, dark urges she—a female, descended from the long line of ancient Greek heroes—was not supposed to have.

      Her blood hummed as she glanced over faces in the crowd. It had been way too long since she’d had a male beneath her. Months since she’d been able to visit the club. She didn’t dare hook up with any males in her own realm—all were deathly afraid of her father—and she wasn’t about to let anyone there know what kind of kinks she was into. Plus, she had no use for any kind of relationship, long-term or otherwise. She was perfectly happy being single. So long as she got her rocks off now and then.

      “Here’s your drink.” The bartender’s voice pulled her attention from the dance floor.

      Smiling, she turned back to the bar, tugged cash from her bra, then slid it across to him. “Thanks.”

      She tossed back the shot and winced as the golden liquid went down, already warming her throat.

      The bartended chuckled and handed her a glass of ice water. “This will help.”

      She mumbled another thanks and sipped.

      “Haven’t seen you in a while,” he said as he used a towel to dry a glass.

      “That’s because I haven’t been here in a while.”

      She wouldn’t say she was friendly with the bartender, a decent enough looking half-breed who lived in the human world. But he’d been nice to her the handful of times she’d visited the club, and he always let her know if there was anyone to watch out for in the area.

      She glanced back over the writhing bodies on the dance floor, the triple whiskies in the shot she’d just swallowed already relaxing her, heating her blood, and making her anxious for some action. “Some new faces.”

      “Yeah. A few.” He rested his forearms on the shiny wood bar and leaned toward her, lowering his voice. “The two wiry-looking tall guys in the corner in trench coats?” Her gaze shot that way. “Vampires. And the long-haired dude in the booth back there by himself knocking back shots?” She looked toward the u-shaped booth in the shadows. “A lycanthrope.”

      “Really...” Interest flared inside Talisa as she eyed the werewolf. The blood suckers didn’t do it for her, but a werewolf had promise. He was muscular, with dark hair that fell to his shoulders in waves, and a face cast in shadows she couldn’t quite see.

      “Then,” the bartender said, “there’s that guy.”

      From the corner of her eye, Talisa saw the way the bartender nodded in the other direction, toward the opposite side of the club. Her gaze followed, and when she spotted the dark-haired, muscled male standing just inside the pulsing lights of the dance floor, every ounce of heat inside gathered in her core as if ready to detonate.

      “Oh my...” she muttered.

      He had to be seven feet tall with jet-black hair, piercing dark eyes, and a chiseled face that looked as if the gods had carved it themselves. His shoulders were broad and muscular in the dark Henley, his pecs strong and straining through the thin fabric, his abs and hips trim and mouthwatering. He wore dark pants she couldn’t really see, and some kind of fancy boots, but her gaze kept sweeping back to his face. His tempting, gorgeous, hypnotic face that was so enticing, she couldn’t seem to look away. Especially when his mesmerizing eyes were locked on her as they were now.

      She licked her lips, her body already on full alert.

      At her back, the bartender said, “He’s one you definitely need to stay away from.”

      That got through the sex-haze trying to take over Talisa’s mind. She looked back at the bartender. “Why? What is he?”

      Vampires and shapeshifters didn’t scare her. She was stronger than both thanks to her herculean gift. Magickal beings didn’t even worry her because her warrior skills—the ones she’d been born with thanks to her link to the ancient heroes—could best any attacker. The only being that gave her pause was...

      “Is he a god?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Don’t know.” The bartender shrugged. “He’s using some kind of glamour, though. One that’s masking his true identity. Be careful with that one. Something tells me if he weren’t casting that glamour, we would all know exactly who he is. And we’d all run like hell.”

      The bartender stepped away to take another drink order at the end of the bar, and as Talisa turned to look back at the mystery male, still watching her with those piercing dark eyes, a shiver of foreboding rushed down her spine.

      There were plenty of gods she knew to run from, the most prominent being the Olympians. Zeus had no use for her aunt, the queen of Argolea, or her father, the leader of the Argonauts, and he was searching for one of the Horae’s offspring, which included Talisa, because he needed their sacred abilities to control the Orb of Krónos—a magical medallion created by Prometheus that was rumored to hold the power to unleash the Titans from Tartarus.

      The King of the Gods wasn’t a being she’d ever consider tangling with on a good day, and this definitely wasn’t a good day for her. If that really was Zeus in disguise, the smart thing for her was to get the hell out of this club as fast as her legs could carry her. But for reasons she couldn’t explain and suddenly didn’t care to question, her legs wouldn’t move.

      The mystery hotty continued to watch her the way she was watching him, and as the seconds ticked by in time to the pulsing beat, something in her gut told her he wasn’t Zeus. Something else whispered he wasn’t even an Olympian.

      He could be Hades, the god-king of the Underworld, who’d also made it clear he couldn’t wait to see the people of her world wiped off the map. But the heat growing even stronger in her veins and gathering between her legs as she stared at him told her he wasn’t Hades either.

      He was someone else. Something different. Someone powerful, yes. But something enchanting. Magnetic.

      Seductive.

      She hadn’t realized she’d pushed off the barstool until the bartender called out at her back. She didn’t turn to look at him. Didn’t slow her steps. Her body moved as if it had a mind of its own, drawing her through the grinding bodies on the dance floor toward Mr. Dark and Dangerous. Until she was steps away and he was all she could see.

      Holy gods, he was huge. Miles of roped muscle over an abundance of raw, coiled strength. She wasn’t small for a female—close to six feet even without her boots—but he made her feel small. Feminine. Petite in a way no one else ever had. And his scent, a mixture of spice and citrus and rum, filled her senses, making her blood hum even faster. Making her body that much hotter.

      Pulsing lights flickered over his chiseled face and broad shoulders. He didn’t speak as she drew to a stop, only watched her with those eyes she now knew weren’t just dark, they were black as sin and tinged with a wickedness her whole body ached to feel.

      She still couldn’t tell what he was, but as electricity arced between them, her heart beat hard and fast. And as she took in every delectable inch of him, she knew without question he was the wild ride she’d been hoping for tonight.

      She pushed any doubts to the back of her mind, licked her lips, and moved closer.
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      “Lys?” Max headed for the back table where his cousin Elysia sat in the Grand Library, surrounded by ancient tomes and towering bookshelves. “There you are. I’ve been looking all over the damn castle for you.”

      Elysia lifted her head, her chocolate hair swaying around her face as she narrowed her dark brown eyes on his. “Has something happened? What’s wrong?”

      “Everything.” He stopped in front of her table, glancing over the research she was clearly doing as part of her studies in all things royal. “The Argonauts and your mother refused Talisa’s request to begin formal training.”

      “Skata.” Elysia pushed to her feet and dropped the pen in her hand.

      She, being Talisa’s cousin as well, knew just how much Talisa had been hoping this time they’d let her into the boys’ club. While Max’s guilt with regards to the situation came from the fact he was being allowed to train with the Argonauts when he knew Talisa was just as skilled, Elysia’s stemmed from the fact her mother was the one blocking Talisa from exactly the same thing.

      “Where is she?” Elysia asked. “Have you talked to her yet?”

      “I tried. She wouldn’t listen.”

      Elysia quickly gathered her papers. “You know how reckless she can be when she’s upset.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” Max reached for Elysia’s arm, stopping her frantic movements. “She already left for that club.”

      “Oh skata.” The color drained from Elysia’s face. She glanced around the quiet library with its dark wood shelves and tall stone pillars then back at him. “Someone needs to go after her. She’s not safe in the human realm alone.”

      “I know.” He dropped his hand. “I’m going. I just wanted to let you know, so if anything happens—”

      “Alone? No way.”

      His lips thinned. “I’ll be fine. I know how to take care of myself. Plus, you know if anything tries to come at me, I can access whatever gift they’re using and turn it around on them.”

      “Assuming you aren’t distracted.”

      He frowned. “I won’t be. We know she’s at the club. We know why. I’ll go there, get her, and bring her back before she alerts anyone to her presence. Odds are, we’ll be back within the hour. I’m only telling you so you can cover for us in case it takes a little longer.”

      Elysia moved her books to a nearby empty shelf then turned to face him. “You’re still not going alone. We talked about this, remember? That’s how people get abducted.” She waggled her brows, reminding him that was exactly what had happened to her when she’d run off on her own. “Or dead. I’m going with you.”

      “You?” His eyes widened. “Not a chance. If your father or your mate found out I let you tag along, they’d both kill me.”

      Elysia’s father Demetrius was a highly skilled Argonaut and the darkest of the bunch, and Elysia’s mate Cerek, while a whole lot softer around the edges than her father, was just as deadly with a blade. Though both knew Elysia was a skilled fighter in her own right, neither would approve of her crossing into the human realm.

      “You let me tag along? As if.” Elysia grasped Max’s arm, turning him toward the arched doorway. “As far as my father and Cerek are concerned, we just won’t tell them. And since we don’t want word to spread and Talisa to be punished for this stunt, that means you can’t alert any of the other Argonauts or their mates. Which means I’m all you’ve got. I’ll watch your back, and you’ll watch mine. Isn’t that what they teach you in Argonaut training? Never to go anywhere alone?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “But nothing. I do know a little of what I’m talking about, Max.”

      She did. She wasn’t just a competent warrior herself, she would one day be queen of this realm. And unlike him—and Talisa—Elysia thought things through before she jumped.

      “I need to get my weapons,” she said, drawing him out into the hall with its gleaming marble floors, leading him toward the stairs. “Then, we’ll go to that stupid club, get Talisa, and bring her back. Together. And no one will be the wiser.”

      Max sure hoped no one was the wiser, because if Talisa’s parents or the queen or any of the other Argonauts found out what she was up to, all shit was going to hit the fan, and he didn’t want that for his cousin. Not with all the other crap she was already dealing with.

      There was only so much a person could handle before they snapped, and he sensed Talisa was dangerously close to the end of her rope.

      Considering he kept bouncing to the end of his own…

      Yeah, he knew that better than anyone.
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      Violet eyes. He’d been right. Hauntingly familiar violet eyes he’d recognize anywhere.

      Zagreus blinked as he stared down at the dark-haired female standing in front of him. Blinked again to be sure.

      She was still there. Still holding his gaze with those memorable, wanton, amethyst eyes. Still standing silent and waiting. Still looking at him as if she expected him to say or do something after all this time.

      His senses had been right. She was definitely Argolean, and from her clothing and stance, from the strength he felt radiating from her and the fact she was alone, he could tell she was trained at least somewhat in warfare. He couldn’t see any weapons on her, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t hiding them somewhere. Every Argolean he’d ever met who ventured into the human realm did so armed.

      As his gaze scanned her shapely body from head to toe, though, he knew he wasn’t looking for weapons. He was searching for proof she really was her.

      He’d been desperate before and wasn’t about to be fooled again, especially if she was Argolean. And he definitely didn’t want a repeat of those years he’d spent locked up by the Fates. Tartarus had been bad, but the twenty-five years he’d been imprisoned by the old hags—he inwardly shuddered—had been worse than any torture his depraved father could conjure in the fires of the Underworld.

      Unfortunately, she was wearing too much clothing to get a good look at her, and the dark lights in the club didn’t help. The only skin exposed was on her toned shoulders and the soft mounds of her cleavage. That didn’t stop him from trying to see through the tight-fitting top and the slim black pants that molded to her hips and thighs, though. Didn’t stop him from—

      Long, feminine fingers curled in the fabric of his shirt and tugged, distracting him from his search. He caught the wicked flare in her gemlike eyes as she stepped back onto the dance floor, pulling him with her.

      Her scent surrounded him—not the familiar woodsy scents of sage and lavender he remembered, but something darker, something spicier. A heady combination of cinnamon, vanilla, and orange blossom that drew him toward her like a moth to a flame.

      Bodies locked together writhed around them. Her dark hair, violet eyes, and smooth skin filled his vision. She began to move to the hypnotic beat of the pulsing music, brushing against him in the dark, and he found himself moving with her—not dancing as the others around them were doing, simply trying to keep her from getting away.

      His hands drifted to the soft curve of her hips, slid around her slim, toned back, and tugged her in close. A small gasp slipped from her lips as her chest crashed into his and her feminine fingers under the long bell sleeves landed against his biceps. Beneath that thin blouse she wore, her heartbeat picked up speed until it was a whir echoing in his ears.

      The air grew heavy. The beat seemed to swell. She didn’t once look away from his eyes. Only continued to hold his gaze trapped with the familiar, wicked heat of her violet irises. And even though he still wasn’t completely convinced she was her, he no longer cared where she’d come from or why she’d approached him.

      She was warm. She was soft. His body was responding all on its own. He deserved a few minutes of pleasure after all the shit he’d been through. Suddenly needed it the way he needed air.

      A tiny voice in the back of his head warned to be careful. That when it came to her, real or not, his senses were always impaired. That if he didn’t stay alert, she could—as his father had said time and again—be the key to his undoing. But the moment she stopped swaying, the instant she pushed to her toes, the second she fit her mouth to his... That voice completely faded into the ether.

      He opened the second she kissed him. Grasped the back of her head and licked the soft seam of her lips. And when her fingers dug into his arms, when she groaned and then finally opened, he pushed his tongue into the sultry wetness of her mouth and finally tasted her.

      Energy surged inside him. A scorching, combustible energy that jolted every dead nerve ending suddenly back to life.

      He swept his tongue over hers. Tasted a hint of whiskey. Of Mint. Tasted apprehension, danger, and desperation all swirling together in her sensual mouth.

      And overriding everything, he tasted desire. A feral, voracious craving that bubbled up from the depths of her soul. One he’d sampled before. One he’d never been able to resist. One that could finally condemn him to the darkness he’d been trying to outrun all his life.

      She jerked back from his mouth and pushed out of his arms before he could take more. Chest heaving, she lifted her gaze to his. And the moment their eyes met and he saw the shock in those wide, amethyst pools, he knew.

      He knew she was more than a horny female looking for a good time. Much more than a wayward Argolean. And that this—their meeting—had not happened by chance.

      “Mono mia,” he whispered.

      Her face paled. She stumbled, knocking into a body behind her.

      He reached out to yank her back against him, but a voice rang out across the club, stopping his motion. A deep, familiar voice he was sure he’d heard before.

      The female twisted toward the sound.

      Zagreus shifted his gaze across the dance floor and took in the muscular, fair-haired Argonaut standing two steps up near the bar. In a rush, he remembered where he’d heard that voice. Not in the air around him but through the Fates’ mystical mirror—the pedestal basin of water the old hags used to spy on mortals from their hidden realm.

      “Talisa,” the Argonaut said in a commanding tone as the music in the club disappeared and the bodies around them stopped moving. “Step away from him.”

      A hush fell over the room. The Argonaut’s malevolent gaze locked on Zagreus, indicating he could see through Zagreus’s glamour.

      All eyes shifted Zagreus’s way. And in the silence, the shadow energy Zagreus worked to keep locked down swirled inside, breaking his concentration.

      The glamour spell he’d cast shattered. Gasps echoed as recognition dawned in the faces staring his way. Like a wave, bodies shifted back in every direction.

      Horror rushed over the female’s—Talisa’s—features.

      Zagreus wrapped his hand around her upper arm before she could flee, jerking her tight to his side.

      She grunted and yanked back on his hold—harder than he anticipated. His grip loosened, and he realized she was stronger than she looked, gifted with some kind of extra strength, which was probably why she hadn’t been afraid to venture into this club alone.

      “Talisa!” The clank of a blade being drawn echoed through the room.

      Zagreus tightened his grip around the female’s arm then threw out his other hand in the direction of the stupid Argonaut already charging toward him.

      The female at his side screamed, “No!”

      Bodies scrambled into the shadows, clearing the dance floor. Another feminine screech echoed near the front of the club, but Zagreus didn’t bother to look that way. He focused his powers and shot a stream of energy out from his palm that surged through the space and slammed into the Argonaut’s chest, throwing him to the ground.

      “You son of a bitch!” The female darted in front of him and shoved her free hand hard against Zagreus’s chest. The force was so strong, it broke Zagreus’s hold on her arm, knocking him off his feet. He sailed backward into the wall.

      Cement cracked. Zagreus landed with a grunt against the floor. Plaster rained down from the damaged ceiling. As he shook the dust from his hair, his gaze caught sight of the Argonaut across the floor, writhing on the ground as the energy ricocheted through his body.

      Footsteps sounded, then a female with brown hair skidded to a stop at the Argonaut’s side and dropped to her knees.

      “Max,” the brunette said, reaching for his hand. “Max, focus on me.”

      Max... Zagreus pushed to his feet, searching his memory for anything the Fates had said about the male.

      Maximus was the Argonaut Zander’s son, a descendant of Achilles. He wasn’t a full-fledged Argonaut yet and was still in training, because...

      Zagreus’s memory came rushing back.

      …because he had multiple gifts the other Argonauts didn’t possess. And because the Argonauts weren’t sure they could totally trust him yet thanks to the fact he’d been raised by the evil goddess Atalanta in the bowels of the Underworld.

      The female Zagreus had just kissed stood between Zagreus and the wannabe Argonaut, the Argonaut’s blade now in her hand, her deadly gaze trained on Zagreus. His focus, however, was locked on the duo at her back.

      He didn’t know who the new brunette was, nor did he care. But the unstable Argonaut... He might be a useful prisoner. With his gifts bound, of course.

      Zagreus stepped forward.

      The violet-eyed vixen lifted the blade in her hand. “Stay back, devil.”

      Not slowing, Zagreus threw out a hand. Invisible energy shot from his palm, wrapped around the blade, and ripped it from her grip. He tossed the blade across the room, out of her reach. She gasped and shuffled back, but he was already on top of her, one hand grasping her wrist to pull her toward him, the other in front of her face as he muttered the ancient words that would bind the gifts the Fates had bestowed on her.

      Her struggling immediately lost over half its strength, and her features contorted in pain.

      He yanked her hard against his chest and glared down at her. “Do not test me, mono mia. Or you’ll wind up like your nosey friend.”

      He advanced on the injured wannabe Argonaut, dragging the female at his side with him. She tried to pull away, but he only tightened his hold and promised himself he’d deal with her later.

      The wannabe Argonaut stilled and looked up with wide eyes as they approached. Quietly, he whispered, “Elysia, get the hell out of here now.”

      The brunette froze where she knelt next to the Argonaut and turned wide, chocolate eyes Zagreus’s way.

      Elysia...

      Zagreus knew that name as well. She was the queen’s daughter. The heir to the throne of Argolea. And the female Zeus’s Sirens had abducted and lost due to a different meddling Argonaut.

      A smile curled one side of Zagreus’s lips as he looked down at the pair. Oh, his day was getting better by the second. These two would make prime prisoners he could ransom to the highest bidders.

      He lifted his free hand and was just about to bind the Argonaut’s gifts when the sound of wood splintering and glass breaking filled the club, followed by growls. Familiar growls Zagreus would recognize anywhere.

      Two satyrs moved out of the shadows to Zagreus’s left. Ahead, a pack of satyrs spilled into the club.

      “Skata,” the female in his grip whispered, tensing beside him.

      Zagreus’s jaw clenched down hard. He glanced at the duo near his feet then back to the beasts rushing forward. He’d have to let go of the female at his side to grab the prisoners on the floor, and he wasn’t about to let go of her for anything. From his peripheral vision, he spotted one of the satyrs from the shadows lift a blade and hurl it through the air.

      He was out of time. He had but a split second to decide whose future to change forever.
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      Max’s eyes flew wide when Zagreus poofed out of the club in a plume of smoke, taking Talisa with him.

      He barely had time to wonder where they went, though. The thunder of hooves charging was too close. He shifted so he could see what was coming at them.

      Seven, eight… No, ten satyrs.

      All stocky and hulking, with shaved heads and thick beards. They wore dark pants to cover their grotesque legs, but their open leather dusters showcased their hairy chests and bulging muscles. And each one held a weapon—a blade, a spear, a mace—intent on doing serious damage.

      Shit. This was not good. Not good at all.

      Max tensed and tried like hell to make his muscles work. That energy blast had done something to him. His arms and legs weren’t working right, and he knew even if he could find a way to stand, he’d never be able to lift a blade.

      “Lys,” he rasped, fighting to sit up. “Lys, you have to get out of here.” He managed to get his hands in front of him. “You have to get home.”

      “What? No. I’m not leaving you.” She pushed against his back to help him up and reached for his blade, which Zagreus had wrenched from Talisa and thrown to the ground.

      “You have to! You have to go now.” Somehow he found the strength to bring his pinky fingers together, opening a portal. Bright light filled the room. The satyrs growled and moved faster. “Go now and get help!”

      Elysia glanced up at the monsters bearing down on them, muttered, “Oh gods.” Slapping the handle of the blade against Max’s chest, she pushed to her feet. “Stay alive, you hear me? Stay alive, and we’ll come for you. I promise.”

      She squeezed his shoulder once then let go and jumped through the portal.

      As soon as she was clear, Max jerked his hands apart. The portal disappeared, leaving behind darkness and a sizzle of energy that echoed like fading fireworks.

      “Stupid move, Argonaut.” A satyr knocked the blade away from Max.

      Max grunted and tried to reach for the weapon, but another closed a meaty hand around his arm and wrenched hard, jerking Max to his feet.

      He grimaced at the pain rushing through his shoulder and torso. His legs nearly went out from under him, but he managed to find his footing and take a little of the weight off his arm.

      “Not as strong as he looks, eh?” the satyr holding him said to another at his side. “Zagreus flattened his ass pretty easy.”

      “All those Argonauts are the same.” The other satyr kicked his blade away. “Pussies.” He looked toward a satyr stalking toward them from the shadows, this one bigger and more muscular than the rest, his red beard hanging halfway down his chest. “What should we do with him?”

      The big satyr stopped in front of Max. He was roughly Max’s height, but out-weighed Max by at least fifty pounds. Black eyes narrowed on Max’s face as he studied Max’s features, and though Max tried to call up his gift, it wasn’t working thanks to Zagreus’s energy blast. His body was overwhelmed still trying to heal from that.

      “The prince knew him,” the big satyr said, the one who was clearly the leader, his eyes fixed on Max as if trying to see through him. “He wanted this one for a prisoner.”

      “Argonauts don’t make good prisoners.” The satyr holding Max upright shifted his grip on Max’s arm, sending another shot of pain through Max’s flesh. Max ground his teeth to keep from making a sound. “The last one Zagreus tried to hold caused a giant fucking mess.”

      They were talking about Nick. The leader of the half-breeds, the Argonaut Demetrius’s brother, and—through a strange twist of fate—the evil Titan Krónos’s bastard son. The one Zagreus had thought would grant him the power to release the Titans from Tartarus so he could start the war to end all wars.

      Max forcibly relaxed his muscles even though doing so caused him more pain. He didn’t want to give these fuckers any reason to think he had some kind of connection to Nick, even though—technically—he did.

      “The last one wasn’t really an Argonaut. This one, though…” The big satyr grasped Max by the jaw and stared hard into his eyes. A foul stench wafted from his body, one that made Max want to gag. “If the prince was interested in him, it means he’s important. What did he tell us about that dead bitch Atalanta and the kid she had with her in the Underworld?”

      Max stiffened.

      “That she stole him from an Argonaut,” the satyr to Max’s left said.

      “That’s right,” the big one answered, not moving back or letting go of Max’s face. “And that he had some kind of unique powers all the gods wanted. He’d be about this one’s age.”

      Max didn’t dare move. Didn’t want to do anything to give himself away. But his heart was already doing it for him. Pounding hard and fast against his chest. So hard he was sure these beasts could hear it.

      “Yeah,” the satyr said with a malicious grin. “That’s what I thought.”

      Shoving Max’s face aside, the satyr looked to the one holding Max’s arm. “If this is him, we’ll find out and use his powers for our purposes then make a pretty penny when we’re tired of him.”

      “And if he’s not him?” the second satyr asked.

      The big one smirked. “Then we’ll kill him and leave his carcass for the vultures.” He turned for the front of the club. “Bring him. It’s time for us to ride.”
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      Talisa stumbled as uneven dirt formed beneath her boots. The death grip Zagreus had on her biceps kept her from falling face-first into the ground.

      She looked up and around, trying to identify their location. A fading forest loomed, growing darker by the second, made up mostly of towering conifers and a few ash and willow and oak.

      They were somewhere in the human realm, but Talisa didn’t know where. An owl hooted high above, and the gentle wind whistled through the canopy like an ominous warning.

      Zagreus clearly knew where they were because he didn’t once look around. Just tightened his hold on her arm and pulled as he stepped forward. “Come on. There are darker things than me out here in these woods.”

      She had no idea what he meant, but the second he started dragging her through the brush, her instincts kicked back in—fiercely.

      “Let me go.” She struggled against his hold, unable to do much more than slow his pace.

      He didn’t answer. Just dragged her along like a sack of potatoes. She wasn’t sure why her strength wasn’t working, but she had a hunch he’d cast some kind of spell to mess with it.

      Cursing the fact she’d left her blade in a locker back at that club, she reminded herself she was a warrior, not a victim. And it was time she started acting like one.

      Her boots kicked up dust and debris as she wrestled against his grip. He grumbled something about her slowing him down, but she barely heard him. While he was distracted pulling her along as she fought, she reached back for the dagger she kept sheathed against her low back, hidden beneath her clothes.

      She waited until he yanked her past a large oak, and as soon as the space was clear, she gripped the handle tight in her hand and arced out with the blade.

      The steel came within centimeters of his throat, would have sliced through the carotid artery of any mortal, enhanced or not. But he wasn’t mortal. He was a god, with reflexes that bested any from her world. And she realized that a split second too late.

      He jerked back from the glinting blade, grasped her at the wrist and squeezed so hard, pain shot up her arm like a bullet, causing her fingers to instinctively fly open and the dagger to drop at her feet.

      Her vision wavered. With both of her arms captured, she couldn’t strike out again, but she wasn’t about to give up. She lifted her knee, aiming for his balls, but she never made contact. He whipped them around, jerked her close, and shoved her back. Leather and spices filled her nostrils but was quickly gone. And then she was flying, not through a portal this time, but through air, flung backward as if she were nothing more than a rag doll.

      Her body slammed into the ground. She grunted as dry leaves flew up around her. Pain shot down her spine and radiated through her limbs. Blinking, she tried to clear her fuzzy head, then looked up toward the god stalking toward her with her dagger in his hand.

      The dark and malicious and deadly god who was something straight out of her nightmares—or dreams.

      She blinked several times. Tensed against the ground, ready to strike out if he lunged for her. But he didn’t. He just stopped at her feet and looked down. And as she stared up at him, she realized instead of the enraged expression she expected to see in his features, there was only… annoyance.

      Annoyance? No, that couldn’t be right.

      He hooked her dagger in his belt and tipped his head. “Are you done playing games?”

      Was she done? Not even close.

      Her jaw clenched, but before she could answer, he leaned down, grasped her arm, and wrenched her to her feet. Then he pulled her hands together in front of her and muttered words she couldn’t quite make out.

      Magickal black ropes formed around her wrists, binding them together.

      Her eyes flew wide. She looked from the ropes up to his face. “You asshole. Take these off me.”

      “I don’t think so.” He grasped her arm again and tugged, resuming his pace to she didn’t know where. “I told you there were darker things out here than me. We don’t have time for your theatrics.”

      Theatrics? Theatrics?

      “Darker things?” She stumbled over a tree root and only kept from going down because he was holding her. “Like your satyrs?”

      “Those weren’t my satyrs.”

      “Bullshit! What did they do with my friends? If they hurt them, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?”

      He jerked her to a stop and rounded on her, towering over her like a... Well, like a pissed off god, which he was. One who could smite her into ruin in a heartbeat.

      “Look around you, female. You have no power here. I bound the little gift your goody-goody Fates gave you, and your warrior skills are no match for mine. If I’d wanted to break a few bones back there when I threw you, I could have. I chose not to. But make no mistake. You’re my prisoner now. And that means you’ll say and do exactly what I tell you to say and do, or the courtesy I’ve shown you up until this point will be a thing of the past.”

      Courtesy? Abducting her had been a courtesy? Blasting her cousin with that ray of electricity had been a courtesy? Slamming her into the ground was a courtesy?

      Belatedly, she realized he’d turned her around before he’d thrown her, and that she’d hit some kind of pile of dead leaves, not the hard-packed earth. She could be in a lot worse pain, but she wasn’t about to start thinking of him as any kind of compassionate individual. She knew too much about him for that, and she wasn’t about to fall for his tricks—at least not now that his glamour had faded.

      “I—”

      “Shut up.”

      He waved his hand in front of her face, and the words instantly dried up on her tongue.

      Her eyes widened again. She opened her mouth to yell at him, only no sound came out.

      The son of a bitch hadn’t just abducted her and bound her strength, now he’d cast some kind of spell to keep her from making a sound.

      Rage colored everything around her red. Then she realized he was looking over her head into the trees, intently listening for something—or someone.

      She closed her mouth and tuned into her own senses. Twigs and dried leaves crackled under footsteps. She picked up two—no three—bodies moving quickly toward them. Preceded by a wave of chilled air that told her just what they were.

      She reached both bound hands toward Zagreus’s arm and shook her head, trying to tell him to give her a blade or something to defend herself with, but the asshole only muttered, “Stay here,” and shoved her to the ground.

      Her butt and legs hit the dry earth. He stepped away from her, back into the trees, then drew to a stop.

      Three daemons emerged from the brush, each at least seven feet tall and as muscular as Zagreus. Monsters from the Underworld, commanded by Hades, with the bodies of men, hands full of razorlike claws, teeth something off a shark, their heads a grotesque mix of cat and goat and dog.

      “That’s far enough,” Zagreus announced.

      The daemon on the left chuckled. “Well, well. The Prince of Darkness. We’ve been looking for you, Zagreus.”

      “That’s not a surprise.”

      “Daddy dearest wants a few words.”

      “That’s not a surprise, either,” Zagreus answered in a bored tone. “Too bad I’m not interested. You boys wandered into the wrong forest.”

      A rustle of leaves above was the only sound. All three daemons leveled glowing green eyes on Zagreus. Then the daemon on the left growled low in his throat.

      Talisa tensed against the tree, unsure what was going on here. Hades was Zagreus’s father, and though she knew they had a tumultuous relationship, they often worked together. They’d combined forces and invaded Argolea with Zagreus’s satyrs and Hades’s daemons just before she’d been born. The only reason one or both weren’t ruling her world now was because the Argonauts had stopped them.

      Zagreus held his arms loosely at his sides. “I suggest you three turn around and leave. And quickly forget you ever saw me.”

      No one moved.

      Realizing she was holding her breath, Talisa slowly exhaled. The daemon on the left—the one who had growled—shifted his glowing green eyes her way, making her heartbeat kick up even faster.

      “What have you got there?” the daemon asked, his eyes narrowing on Talisa, glowing even brighter. “Oh, you dirty devil. Why, she’s one of the—”

      Zagreus lifted a hand and blasted the beast with a stream of electricity, just like the electricity he’d hit Max with. The daemon flew backward and slammed into the base of a tree. The other two grabbed blades from their backs and charged.

      Talisa scrambled to her feet, but by the time she was upright, it was over. All three daemons were writhing on the ground, just like Max.

      Wide-eyed, she watched as Zagreus stepped up to the first, held his hand over the squirming body, and muttered ancient words. The daemon erupted in flames, his scream echoing through the steadily darkening forest.

      Talisa’s heart rate jackknifed. Hands shaking, she shuffled back, but as the ghastly screech died out, she quickly realized this was her chance. With Zagreus distracted, she could get the hell out of here.

      She shifted her hands in the bindings until her pinkies touched. Nothing happened. The portal didn’t open. It didn’t even hiss.

      Dammit, he’d bound all of her gifts.

      Pulse thundering, she looked back at the flames and watched as Zagreus moved up to the second sputtering daemon, held his hand out over the body, and ignited that one in flames as well. It’s gruesome shriek rang in her ears.

      She had seconds before he torched the third and turned his attention back to her. Seconds to make a break for it.

      Slipping quietly around the other side of the thick fir tree, she moved away from the wide trunk and pushed her legs into a run. She was taking a wild chance—no powers, no idea where she was, no ability to open the portal on her own—but it was the only choice she had left.

      Because she knew any beast she encountered out here in the dark would pale in comparison to the fury of the monster she’d just left behind.
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      Elysia rushed up the main staircase in the Argolean Castle in Tiyrns. By the time she reached the third floor, she was sweaty and out of breath, but she didn’t slow her steps.

      Voices echoed from the open doorway that led to her mother’s office midway down the corridor. Marble floors gleamed in the low light from sconces on the walls, and tall columns reached to the high ceiling, but tonight she couldn’t see any of it. Tonight all she could think about were Talisa and Max and what they both might be enduring right this very second.

      Casey stepped out of her mother’s office just before Elysia reached the open doorway. Elysia’s feet faltered, and she sucked in a breath as she drew to a stop.

      One look at Elysia’s face, and Casey’s features tightened. She reached for Elysia’s hand. “What is it? What’s happened?”

      Casey jolted as soon as their fingers touched, and her eyes flew wide. And too late, Elysia remembered that her aunt had the gift of hindsight and could see into a person’s past when she touched them, especially if that person was thinking about that past, as Elysia had just been doing.

      Casey immediately released Elysia and covered her mouth with her hand, her violet eyes—the same color and shape as her daughter Talisa’s—shocked and horrified.

      Guilt slammed into Elysia. Guilt for trying to cover for Talisa. Guilt for thinking she and Max could handle things on their own. Guilt for everything.

      “I’m sorry,” Elysia said, her throat thick. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I...” Casey looked past Elysia, toward the stairs, as if in a daze. “I have to go find Callia.”

      Callia was also her aunt, and Max’s mother. Elysia’s chest ached as Casey rushed off, leaving her standing alone outside her mother’s open office door.

      Voices continued to echo from inside—her mother’s, her father’s, Theron’s—but she couldn’t focus on their words. Swiping at her eyes, she pushed her feet forward and stepped into the room.

      The queen was sitting behind her desk, her long blonde hair catching the lights from the chandelier above. Elysia’s father Demetrius, and Talisa’s father Theron both stood to her left, Demetrius’s thick arms crossed over his chest, Theron’s hanging loosely at his sides. Across the room, Max’s father Zander sat perched on the arm of the leather couch, while Elysia’s mate Cerek leaned back against the cushions, looking relaxed and at ease with one ankle propped on his opposite knee.

      All four Argonauts were still dressed in their warrior gear—long-sleeved thick black shirts, fitted leather pants, and heavy boots that kept them warm and dry in any weather. They’d obviously been out on patrol in the human realm, hunting Hades’s daemons, and had just crossed back into Argolea to give the queen her daily report.

      Cerek spotted Elysia first, and a warm smile slid across his face. But the second he read the emotions in her eyes, he shot out of his seat and crossed toward her.

      “Emmoní?” He reached for her hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “I...” Tears filled her eyes, the words like sandpaper in her throat.

      He captured her face in both hands and tipped her eyes up toward his, his warm chocolate gaze growing instantly worried. “What? Tell me. What’s happened?”

      “I...” Those tears spilled over her lashes.

      “Elysia?” Footsteps sounded. Through blurry vision, she spotted her father at Cerek’s side. “Are you hurt?”

      Cerek let go when Demetrius reached for her and tipped her chin up so he could look into her eyes, too.

      Part of her was thankful because she didn’t want to see the disappointment in her mate’s face when she told him what she’d let happen, while another part just wanted him to wrap his arms around her so she could pretend everything was fine.

      “I... I’m all right. It’s not me. It’s...” Her stomach pitched. “It’s Max. And Talisa.”

      Footsteps sounded again, then Theron was suddenly pushing his way past her father, grasping Elysia’s arm and turning her to face him.

      Theron’s chiseled features were as hard as she’d ever seen them, his dark eyes intently focused on her face as he searched for answers to questions he’d yet to ask. Zander was already at his side, staring at her with silvery eyes she knew could shift to a legendary rage at any moment, light where Theron was dark, but every bit as formidable and intimidating.

      Though neither was as big as her father, and she’d never been afraid of either as they were family, she didn’t want to say the words. Didn’t want to be the one to tell them the future of the Argonauts—their children—might already be dead.

      “What about Talisa and Max?” Theron asked.

      “I...” She looked toward her mate, who was still at her side. Confusion marred his familiar eyes, but he reached for her hand and squeezed, encouraging her in a way she needed.

      Wrapping her fingers around Cerek’s, she looked back at Theron and gathered her courage. “I ran into Max in the library. He told me about the Argonauts’ decision. That Talisa wasn’t going to be allowed to begin her training. He said when he saw her, she was visibly upset. He... We were worried about her being reckless.”

      Theron’s brow dropped. “What do you mean by reckless?”

      “I...”

      Cerek squeezed her hand again, and she took a deep breath. He knew what was coming. They’d talked about Talisa’s rebellious streak. She squeezed back once more, though she knew in a second he wouldn’t be quite so supportive.

      “She crossed into the human realm.”

      Theron dropped his arms from her shoulders. “She what?”

      “There’s a club there. One that caters to otherworldly clientele. Max and I both knew she’d gone there before. She’d made us promise not to tell anyone.”

      Theron’s jaw clenched so hard, Elysia was suddenly worried it might shatter.

      “I... I know we should have come and told all of you then, but...” She glanced toward Max’s father.

      “But what?” Zander asked.

      “But we didn’t want her to get into trouble. So...” She looked once at her own father then at Cerek. “So we went after her.”

      Cerek immediately tensed and released her hand. And behind Zander, Demetrius said, “Hold on. Let me get this straight. All three of you crossed into the human realm, unprotected and without approval?”

      Yeah, this is what she’d been afraid of. They were all in deep shit now, though at the moment that was the least of her worries.

      She twisted her hands together and forced herself to go on, that sickness rising in her throat. “The plan was just to go there, get her, and come right back. When we got to the club, I waited near the doors while Max went inside. He was only gone a few minutes before the music died down and everything got quiet. I rushed inside and arrived just in time to see...”

      “See what?” Zander asked.

      The words felt like ash in her mouth, but she pushed them out. “See Max get hit. By some kind of energy blast. It picked him up and blew him back at least ten feet.”

      Zander’s eyes turned to swirling hurricanes she knew were about to completely consume him.

      “From what?” Theron demanded.

      “Not from what,” she answered, looking toward the leader of the Argonauts. “From whom. He was using some kind of glamour. I think Max must have seen through it right away, which is why everything got quiet.”

      “Who?” Theron asked.

      She pursed her lips, then said, “Zagreus.”

      No one spoke. But Theron tensed everywhere, and in a very low voice said, “And where was Talisa during all of this?”

      Elysia’s stomach dropped. “Standing next to him. She didn’t know who he was until the glamour faded.”

      “Then what happened?” Elysia’s father asked, looking toward Theron warily then back to her. He was thankful she was unharmed. She could see it in his eyes. But worried for the other two.

      She turned to look for Cerek, but he wasn’t anywhere near her anymore. Her mate was pacing several steps away, unable to look at her anymore.

      She’d been so stupid to think she could play hero. She knew that now. But the only thing that mattered was helping Max and Talisa.

      She drew up her courage and faced the Argonauts once more, determined to get the rest of it out. “Talisa threw him into the wall. It crumbled. I went to Max to try to help him up. He was disoriented and injured, and his powers weren’t working. Talisa put herself between us and Zagreus, but he easily overpowered her and put some kind of spell on her that blocked her from using her strength. I-I think he recognized who Max was—or he recognized the Argonaut markings on his arms—because he acted as if he was going to take Max with him, but then... Then a group of satyrs spilled into the bar, and all hell broke loose.”

      Zander stepped back and rubbed a hand over his mouth, tense as shit and ready to explode. One glance at Theron told Elysia he was on the edge as well and that she needed to hurry this along.

      “Zagreus poofed out of the club with Talisa in a plume of smoke. I don’t know where he took her. I tried to get Max on his feet, but he wouldn’t let me. He told me to go back and get help. He opened a portal and pushed me through. I came right here to find you all.”

      “Her coordinates will be logged at the portal in the Gatehouse where she came back,” Zander said to Theron.

      The two were out the door faster than Elysia could draw a breath.

      When she glanced up, Elysia saw the horrified look on her mother’s face, where she must have been standing the entire time, listening. Elysia had completely forgotten the queen was still in the room. Guilt swamped her all over again.

      Her father turned toward her mother, and the two spoke quietly. Looking back at Elysia, he frowned. “We’ll definitely be talking about how reckless and dangerous this was when I get back.” But instead of rushing out the door after the others, he pulled her in and hugged her tight. And very quietly, he said, “Right now, I’m just relieved you’re all right.”

      When he kissed the top of her head, she no longer cared if the tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not angry, though.”

      He released her, and she swiped at her cheeks. “I know. And I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am.”

      He lifted a hand to her cheek and brushed a tear away then looked over her head. “I’m getting the others. Meet me at the Gatehouse.”

      Cerek didn’t answer, but Elysia knew he was still behind her. She could all but feel his anger crackling in the air between them.

      Her father released her then glanced once more at her mother before leaving.

      In the silence, her mother looked between Cerek and Elysia, then stepped close and hugged Elysia, too. “Your father’s right. We’re both thankful you’re okay. But we’ll discuss the rest of it later. I need to find my sisters.”

      Her sisters. Callia, Max’s mother, and Casey, Talisa’s mother.

      Elysia’s stomach pitched all over again.

      Isadora released Elysia and rushed out of the room.

      Knowing she was out of options, Elysia turned and faced her mate.

      She’d been right. He was standing at least ten feet away, no longer looking at her with warmth and adoration, but staring at the couch where he’d been sitting earlier. Unable to meet her gaze, a bundle of coiled strength and steaming fury she knew he was barely holding back.

      Disappointing her father was one thing—he might get angry with her from time to time, but he always forgave her. Disappointing her mate was an altogether different matter because she never wanted to hurt him.

      And she had hurt him. She’d hurt him by being stupid. By thinking she was invincible. And by not telling him where she was going.

      “I-I know you’re mad. I was stupid and careless, and...”

      He stopped pacing but didn’t turn to look at her.

      Her stomach pitched. “And I shouldn’t have crossed into the human realm without telling you. I just... I couldn’t let Max go alone, and he wouldn’t wait. He was too worried Talisa was going to do something stupid. You know how she can be. She doesn’t listen to anyone. You and my father weren’t back from your patrol yet, and Max wouldn’t go find any of the other Argonauts because he didn’t want to get Talisa in trouble, so I had to make a decision.”

      He turned and stalked toward her, and she tensed because with one look she knew she’d been wrong. He wasn’t just mad, he was livid.

      “Cerek, I-I know now it wasn’t the right decision, but I wasn’t trying to cause problems. I was trying to help. I was—”

      “Shut up.” He wrapped one big hand around her nape and pulled her into him.

      She bumped into his broad, muscular chest and had just enough time to lift her hands and press her palms against his shirt as his arms closed around her. Then all she felt was heat as he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her in a way that was both punishing and possessive.

      She was lightheaded when he finally broke the kiss and let her breathe. His lips moved from her cheek to her jaw and blew warmth over her ear and down her neck. She slid her hands up his back and just held on.

      “I swear to all that’s holy,” he whispered, “I’m gonna lock you in a freakin’ tower.”

      She smiled and closed her eyes. He threatened that all the time—usually when she got into trouble with her cousins. Which wasn’t really a threat because they lived in a tower in this very castle.

      “I wouldn’t let you. Not unless you locked yourself in there with me.”

      He sighed and held her tighter. “I’m not joking this time, emmoní. If Zagreus had realized who you were, he would have taken you instead of Talisa.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He drew back and looked down at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I think he did know who I was. Max said my name, and Zagreus reacted to it. Talisa and I are both linked to the Horae, which makes us valuable to any of the gods, but he knew I was the heir to the throne of Argolea as well. Yet when those satyrs burst into the club, he didn’t reach for me. He didn’t even look at me. He poofed out of there with Talisa without a second thought.”

      “But... The satyrs are his. They’re his army.”

      “Not these ones. These satyrs were definitely not on his side.”

      “Then I don’t get it.” Cerek’s brow wrinkled. “Why take Talisa over you if he knew you were the more valuable hostage? Zagreus never does anything unless it helps him gain power.”

      “Because I wasn’t the one he wanted. Cerek”—she tightened her grip on his forearms—“Zagreus acted as if he knew Talisa. Personally. I don’t know how to explain it except that he somehow recognized her. And he called her mono mia.”

      Cerek’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? Mono mia? Those were his exact words?”

      She nodded, her stomach already swirling with the puzzle pieces he was now putting together.

      “Skata,” he mumbled. “Aphrodite told me a story about Zagreus when I was trapped on Olympus. About the female he called mono mia.”

      “I know. I heard the same one from the Sirens when I was training there. If he really thinks Talisa is his mono mia...”

      “Then he’ll never let her go.” A new kind of urgency filled Cerek’s eyes. “Go find Cynna. Tell her what happened. Find out whatever she knows about Zagreus and his so-called mono mia. She spent almost a year with him. She has to know more than us. At this point, she might be our only chance of finding Talisa.”

      He released her and moved for the door.

      Turning, she said, “Where are you going?”

      “To stop Theron from torturing everyone in that club to get answers. Zagreus could be anywhere by now.”

      Elysia reached for her mate’s hand before he could leave. “I’ll find Cynna. But, Cerek, Max...”

      “I know.” He stilled in the doorway and looked down at her. “But try to think positively. If those satyrs really did turn on Zagreus, and they saw what Zagreus did to Max, they won’t kill Max. They’ll recognize his markings and use him as a bargaining chip, either to trade to Zagreus or someone else.”

      “That doesn’t exactly ease my fears.”

      He squeezed her hand. “He was wearing his Argos medallion, right?”

      “He always wears it.”

      “Then we can track him. Titus is probably already on it. Don’t worry, emmoní.”

      Easier said than done. She wouldn’t be able to stop worrying. Not until Talisa, Max, Cerek, and the rest of the Argonauts were all home safe and sound.

      “It’ll be okay.” He pulled her into him and kissed her forehead. “I’m still ticked you crossed into the human realm without telling me, but if you hadn’t gone with Max, we’d never know he and Talisa were in trouble. And we wouldn’t have any chance of finding them now.”

      She met his gaze as he drew back. “Does that mean I’m not getting locked in a tower after all?”

      “Hell yes, you’re getting locked in that tower. As soon as everything’s back to normal, I’m locking you in there myself and tying you up. Naked. Until you’re begging me to let you go, and I’m absolutely convinced you’ve learned your lesson.”

      Pushing to her toes, she lifted her lips to his and smiled. “We both know that will never happen.”

      He kissed her gently. “Thank the Fates for that.”

      She lowered to her heels and released him. “Go.”

      His humor faded. “Stay in this realm. Please. So I don’t have a freakin’ heart attack.”

      She smiled and nodded, and as she watched him rush down the hall to go after her father and the other Argonauts, she leaned against the doorjamb and told herself they’d find Talisa. And Max. And bring them both home.

      They had to. Because she’d never be able to live with herself if they didn’t.
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      Stinking daemons. They smelled like the rot of the Underworld. A place Zagreus hated almost as much as he hated his fucking father.

      He watched the flesh melt on the third daemon as flames engulfed its body. At one point it had been human, though you’d never know now by looking at it. A human soul trapped in the Fields of Asphodel who’d traded himself to the forces of evil for one more chance at life.

      Part of him pitied the daemons. Most made that bargain not knowing they’d return in the body of a monster. But a bigger part knew they got exactly what they deserved. Nothing good came from making deals with the devil. Zagreus knew that better than most.

      “Get up,” he said to the female at his back, taking one last look at the beast already turning to ash on the ground. “We’re leaving now.”

      No sound echoed behind him. No rustling or shuffling indicating she’d listened.

      He turned and looked back toward the tree where he’d left her, only to find the area empty.

      “Motherfucker.” He was not in the mood to play cat-and-mouse tonight.

      Tuning into his enhanced senses, he scanned the dark forest, squinted, and peered through the trees, searching for heat and movement.

      There. Roughly two hundred yards from his location. Zig-zagging around tree trunks and brush, her hands still bound in front of her.

      He flashed directly in her path.

      She opened her mouth the second she spotted him but no sound escaped, and she was too close to slam on her brakes. Her body smashed into his chest, ricocheted back, and crashed to the ground.

      She twisted over to her side. Shaking his head, Zagreus leaned over her, grasped her arms, and hauled her to her feet.

      “Thorn in my ass,” he muttered. “You were never this much trouble before.” When she winced as if she were in pain, he loosened his grip and reached for a twig stuck in her hair.

      She jerked back from his hand and opened her mouth to tear into him, but the spell was still keeping her silent. Realizing that for herself, her eyes flew wide, and fire flared in their violet depths.

      Her mouth snapped shut. She made a feeble attempt to yank back farther to free herself, but he held on tighter.

      With her gifts bound, she wasn’t strong enough to break his hold, and the moment she realized that, he saw something else creep into her violet eyes. Not just anger and rage, but a hint of fear as she glanced from the hand at her arm to the one hanging at his side.

      The one he’d used to torch those daemons.

      His jaw clenched at her reaction. He still didn’t release her, but contempt brewed inside him just the same.

      Did she honestly think he was going to roast her as he’d roasted those daemons?

      Yes, a voice whispered in the back of his mind. Why wouldn’t she think that? All she knows about you is what she learned from the people of her realm. From the Argonauts. From Cynna...

      It wasn’t in his nature to offer olive branches, but in this case, he knew he was not going to get what he wanted if she continued to fight him. He waved his hand in front of her face and muttered the magickal words to break the silence spell.

      She gasped then glared up at him. “You bast—”

      “Careful with your choice of words, or I’ll silence you again.”

      Her lips snapped shut. Fire still flared hot and vicious in her eyes, though. A fire that not only challenged him but lit him up and made him feel alive in a way he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      Every muscle in his body urged him to step forward, to strip her of those ripped garments and find her mark, to make sure she was who he thought. But there was still enough common sense in his brain to tell him here, in the middle of these woods, where anything could come upon them, was not the time and place for that.

      Especially for what he wanted to do to her when he found it.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he worked to relax his jaw and softened his grip so he wouldn’t hurt her. “I realize you have no reason to trust me, but if you cooperate, I promise nothing bad will happen to you.”

      “You promise?” She stared at him with icy eyes. “You? Excuse me if I don’t jump for joy. Where I come from, a promise from the Prince of Darkness is worth less than a pile of shit.”

      His lips thinned. Bloody hell, she had a mouth on her. That too was different from before. Made him wonder if he’d been wrong and she wasn’t who he thought.

      But it wouldn’t deter him. And part of him liked her sassiness. Not just because that mouth of hers was sexy as hell, but because he craved intellectual stimulation almost as much as he craved physical contact.

      He forced aside all the naughty fantasies forming in his mind about what he could get her to do with that mouth and let the insult—and the mention of his title—pass. “Right now my promise is worth your life. Unless you’d prefer to end up like those daemons back there?”

      She didn’t answer, only narrowed her enraged eyes even more.

      “I thought not.” Stepping past her, he tugged her through the trees, never once easing his grip. “Come on.”

      She stumbled in her heeled boots but quickened her pace to keep up. “What did your satyrs do with my friends?”

      “They weren’t my satyrs.”

      “Bullshit,” she muttered, tugging back on his hold, obviously testing him. “Everyone knows about your sadistic satyr army.”

      “Everyone used to know about my satyr army.” He pulled her around a tree and down a gentle slope. “Any satyrs who were loyal to me were destroyed twenty-eight years ago.”

      She was silent for a moment, then said, “They knew you.”

      He harrumphed but didn’t answer.

      “You knew them, too,” she snapped. “If they’re not loyal to you, then what are they going to do with my friends?”

      “Nothing good.”

      He drew her down a rocky hillside. Pebbles and debris kicked up under her boots as she shuffled her feet.

      “So you just left them there to be tortured by those assholes? You really are a bastard.”

      That did it. He jerked her to a stop and rounded on her.

      Her eyes widened just before she bumped into him then quickly stepped back.

      “For your information, I was planning on bringing your little friends with us. Since I couldn’t grab them without risking you running right into those satyrs’ hands, I had to make a choice. You should be thanking me for saving your life, not bitching that I chose you over them.” He turned and jerked her the rest of the way down the hill.

      She grunted as her feet hit the level ground. “I didn’t ask you to save me. And I can take care of myself. I’m not a wimpy female. Unbind my powers, and I’ll show you right here and now.”

      He chuckled as he crossed a small clearing, pushed brush and vines aside on the edge of a new forest, and pulled her into the darkness of the trees. “Nice try, female. You’re not going anywhere but where I tell you.”

      She tensed at the instant loss of light, obviously scared about where he was taking her.

      He tightened his grip and pulled her in front of him so her back was plastered to his chest and he could maneuver her up and down hills and around trees and brush in the darkness. As they moved, her heat seeped into his flesh, and her unique scents of cinnamon, vanilla, and orange blossom filled his head.

      Her muscles were tight, her breaths shallow, but when she saw the hint of light ahead, he felt her excitement as if it were his own.

      Just wait, female. This is only the beginning...

      They emerged from the thick forest and stepped into a dull white light. And as she sucked in a breath and stared wide-eyed at the stone archway, he lowered his lips to her ear and whispered, “You’re mine now, mono mia. And this time, I’m never letting you go.”
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      Max wasn’t sure how long he’d been out.

      There had been motorbikes. Lots of them. Whining up an abandoned highway in the dark. Nothing but dots of red in the distance.

      He’d been shoved on the back of one bike, behind a rancid smelling satyr he hadn’t wanted to touch let alone look at. His hands had been bound at his front, his torso strapped to the seatback so he couldn’t fall off. The trip was a blur, mostly because whatever energy Zagreus had hit him with wasn’t just messing with his body but with his head. His thoughts and memories were a jumble. And every time he opened his eyes, he saw Talisa.

      He saw her standing with Zagreus in the middle of that dance floor with his massive hand wrapped around her arm. Saw the shock and fear in her eyes when she’d realized the god had bound her gifts so she couldn’t fight back. Saw the horror in her violet gaze when the black smoke started to swirl and she’d realized Zagreus was taking her with him.

      Max didn’t know where she was. Didn’t know if she was alive or dead. But he knew what Zagreus was capable of. Everyone did. The Prince of Darkness’s reputation for abducting and torturing females was legendary. And Max hadn’t done a damn thing to stop the sadistic god from making Talisa his next victim.

      At some point, the satyrs had stopped in the middle of a dark forest and pulled him off the back of the bike. They’d been hiking by the light of the moon for he didn’t know how long—though what he’d been doing couldn’t really be called hiking. Mostly he’d been stumbling and slowing them down, which was just pissing them all off.

      As if he cared. His head was too light to give a shit what they wanted.

      “I can’t wait to sink my teeth into that blonde we captured last week,” one of the satyrs said at Max’s back.

      “Already did that,” another one answered. “Not that impressive. The redhead who was with her, though... She’s another story.”

      “Talented?”

      “Double-jointed.”

      Laughter echoed through the forest. Then another satyr called out, “Ah, the maenads were Zeus’s greatest gift to us mere mortals. Horny little sluts.”

      Their laughter grew louder. Ahead, through a gap in the trees, Max spotted what looked like a crumbling stone fortress high on a cliff.

      A satyr slammed into Max’s back, shoving him forward. “Did we say it was break time, maggot? Keep walking.”

      Max hadn’t even realized he’d stopped. His muscles were weak. Every inch of his body felt fucking weak, but he wasn’t about to show it in front of these beasts.

      Gathering what was left of his strength, he pushed forward, heading through the trees where the satyr pointed toward what looked to be a cave entrance.

      The cave was dark. And cool. Cooler than the night air. Max shivered. Inside, one of the satyrs lit a torch, which cast orange light over the uneven rock walls.

      The satyr at his side grasped him by the arm and pulled. He stumbled but followed. As they wound their way through the cave, he realized they were slowly gaining in elevation.

      When they finally came to a stop outside a thick, steel door, Max was sweating and breathing hard. The tallest satyr in the group—one who was about Max’s height—rapped on the door, then stepped back as they waited.

      At Max’s side, the satyr who’d been dragging him said, “What are we doing with this one?”

      The leader of the ragtag group turned and gave Max the once over. “Until we figure out what he can do for us, throw him into the abyss.”

      Metal hinges creaked as the door pushed open. Inside, a couple of satyrs greeted the party, but Max was too busy wondering what the hell an abyss was to care.

      The group thinned out as satyrs disappeared in different directions. Stone walls rose around Max as he was pushed forward down a long corridor lit only by torches here and there. Laugher and voices echoed through the space, followed by feminine screams that had to come from whatever nymphs these beasts had trapped here.

      Max didn’t want to think too much about those females and what was about to be done to them. He was pushed through two more archways, then pulled to a stop outside a heavy wood door.

      The satyr on his right punched a button near the door. A whining sound, like gears turning, echoed from beyond the dark door. Grabbing a key from a hook on the wall above the button, the satyr slid it into the rusted lock and turned.

      Metal clanked as the old door was pulled forward. Inside, Max saw nothing but darkness.

      A light flared at Max’s side. He turned his head as the satyr lit a torch and held it up, illuminating a stone, curved room. Cool air whooshed past Max’s face.

      Max’s heart picked up speed. He was groggy as hell, wanted only to sit so he could rest. But something in his gut told him there was nothing good in that room.

      The satyr stepped behind Max then lifted a hoof from the floor and shoved it into the middle of Max’s back, sending him stumbling forward.

      Max grunted and fought to keep from falling to his knees in the room. Then sucked in a sharp breath and shuffled back when light illuminated the space.

      His boots came to a skidding stop on the edge of some kind of platform overlooking a drop-off. A staircase led down into the dark, following the curve of the stone walls.

      A click sounded at Max’s back. He turned just as the satyr set the torch in a hook on the wall.

      “You’ve got three minutes before the torch dies out and the steps disappear,” the satyr said. “Unless you want to fall to your death, maggot, you better beat feet to the bottom fast.”

      The satyr stepped back, and the door slammed shut with an ominous clank.

      Pulse thundering, Max looked down and realized the stones weren’t permanent. A grinding sound echoed, and slowly, the steps began to retract inside the walls.

      Grasping the torch so he wouldn’t be left blind, Max hustled down the steps as quickly as he could, staying close to the wall so he didn’t accidentally slip and tumble into the darkness, praying he didn’t pass out from the fog still swirling in his head.

      The last step slid inside the wall just as he reached the bottom. Breathing hard, he turned and looked up where he’d just been.

      He couldn’t see the door or platform at all. The only things he could see were circular walls and stones that went on forever and finally faded into utter darkness.

      A shiver rushed down his spine. He swayed and braced a hand against the wall to keep from passing out.

      He was weak. Growing weaker. Whatever Zagreus had hit him with had zapped him not just of his powers but his strength and energy, as well.

      He leaned his back against the stones and slowly slid down until he dropped to his butt with his legs sticking out in front of him. Holding the torch awkwardly in one hand, he brought his pinkies together and tried to open a portal but nothing happened. And when he reached up for his Argos medallion, the beacon that was like a transmitter back to the Argonauts in Argolea so they could always find each other, he realized it was gone from around his neck.

      He wasn’t sure when he’d lost it. His head was so light, he wasn’t sure of anything anymore. His only hope was Elysia.

      That she’d made it home. That she’d alerted the others. That the modern-day descendants of the Horae—his mother, Elysia’s mother, and Talisa’s mother—could pool their gifts and look into the present to see where he was trapped. And that their abilities were strong enough to see through the magick surrounding this fortress.

      A magick he’d felt the second he’d stepped through the heavy steel doorway.

      The torch sputtered and then went out, dousing him in darkness. Another shiver racked his body as he lowered his arm to his side, let the torch roll from his fingers across the cold dirt beneath him, and dropped his head back against the wall, fighting to stay conscious. To survive. To win.

      This is your reality. The rest... It was never real. Just a dream...

      Out of nowhere, words he’d heard ages ago echoed in his mind. Words he’d heard when he’d been trapped with Atalanta. The goddess who’d abducted him as a baby and raised him until he’d finally escaped her daemons at the age of ten.

      He’d been a prisoner then, too. Forced to do horrific things. Except then, he’d been a kid. Innocent. Naïve. Blameless in the grand scheme. Now, he wasn’t. Now, his choices—his mistakes—were his own. And, skata, there had been so many fuckups over the years since he’d found his family and gone to live with them in Argolea.

      Pain lanced his chest. Mixed with the agony and guilt already swamping him. Every mistake, every epic failure stemmed from one thing: his asinine belief that he was special. That he was a hero like his father and the other Argonauts. When the reality was... He was just one major disappointment.

      Spineless...

      Atalanta had said that to him. Too many times to count when he’d been young. And she’d been right.

      He hadn’t been able to stand up to the evil goddess, to stop her from murdering innocents. He’d failed to rescue Elysia when she’d been abducted by the Sirens. And this time...

      This time he’d done nothing when the Prince of Darkness had taken Talisa right in front of him.

      He deserved to be in this cell. Deserved to rot here in the dark. Part of him... Part of him hoped no one ever tried to find him and that the Argonauts focused their energies on rescuing Talisa instead.

      Talisa...

      She was his cousin, his closest friend, the only person who truly understood him. And because of him, she could be suffering indescribable torture right this very moment. Or she could already be dead.

      Dead...

      A searing pain lit off deep in his chest. He gasped, opened his eyes, and stared into the darkness. Only to realize...

      It wasn’t her death he felt.

      It was his own.
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      Talisa’s eyes widened as Zagreus pushed her up several rock steps edged with moss toward the stone archway.

      It was a portal of some kind. She felt the energy radiating from the stones as strongly as she felt Zagreus’s wicked heat seeping into her spine.

      He could take her anywhere through a portal—anywhere in the human realm, the cosmos, Olympus, even the Underworld. And several of those were places the Argonauts would never be able to follow.

      At her back, he muttered ancient words she didn’t understand. The portal’s energy snapped and grew stronger.

      “Wait.” She dug her heels into the stones beneath her feet and tried to push back, but with her gifts bound, it did nothing to slow him down.

      He pushed her right up to the edge of the portal. She gasped in a breath...

      Only to let it out when he forced her under the archway and no energy rushed through her body, indicating they hadn’t used any kind of portal at all.

      Her eyes widened as she took in her surroundings. The dark forest she’d seen through the stone archway was gone. Instead, the trees opened to a giant pool of crystal blue water fed by an enormous waterfall, which roared over a rocky cliff at least a hundred stories high.

      At the top, set back from the edge of the falls, a white castle with spires that reached toward the sky gleamed bright in the moonlight. She looked back down, realizing the pool narrowed to her left, transitioning to a fast-moving river where water swirled and gurgled and disappeared into the forest.

      Shocked, she turned to look behind her. The archway was still there. Through it she could see the steps and dark forest they’d come through. But this...

      Wide-eyed, she looked back at the waterfall and castle high above. This had been camouflaged. By magick, she realized. Zagreus’s magick.

      Without a word, he stepped around her, grasped her bound hands, and pulled her with him down a slight hillside. Skirting the pool, he drew her toward a sheer rock wall. Mist from the waterfall sprayed over both of them. He brushed vines and tree limbs aside, moving toward the cliff. When they were five feet from the rocks, he tugged her to a stop and turned to face her.

      She eased back, unsure what he had planned. But she didn’t make it far because the second his dark eyes locked on hers, she felt a tug toward him, right in the center of her chest.

      The same tug she’d felt in that club when he’d looked at her, and she’d climbed off her barstool then crossed the dance floor.

      His scent surrounded her—spice and citrus and rum—and her head grew light, her limbs heavy. The blood pounded in her veins and warmed in a way she both craved and didn’t understand. And before she realized what he was doing, the long line of his body brushed hers, and his arms closed tight around her back.

      “Stay still, princess. I wouldn’t want you to be hurt.”

      She had no idea what he meant. No idea why he’d called her princess. Then his knees bent slightly, the muscles in his strong thighs flexed against her own, and he tightened his arms, crushing her to his chest as he pushed off the ground.

      Her boots left the dirt. Air streaked past her face. Her brain registered the flash of rock and water and trees rushing by, but it wasn’t until her heels clicked against solid stone that she realized he’d used his god-powers and jumped them to the rocky ledge at the top of the waterfall.

      She gasped and pushed back from his chest. He loosened his hold and let her go, but his hand quickly slipped down to wrap around the bindings holding her wrists together so she didn’t fall.

      Wide-eyed, she looked from the river of water rushing down the cliff, over the rocks to the right of her feet, then finally to the castle at his back, surrounded by an enormous wall with sentries posted at each tower.

      “W-what is all this?” she managed above the roar of water. “Where are we?”

      “Home.” He turned and tugged her with him.

      He didn’t elaborate, and as they drew closer to the castle, she was too shocked to push for more.

      Sentries hustled toward the enormous gate as soon as they were spotted. Guards above on the wall walk hollered down to someone behind the gate. A clank sounded, then the heavy wood doors, both at least three stories high, groaned and pushed inward, revealing a lower bailey lit by torches and an arched bridge over what looked to be another river running in front of an even higher wall and the castle beyond.

      “My Prince,” several guards in armor muttered, nodding while Zagreus passed, tugging her behind him. None seemed surprised by her presence. None even bothered to look at the bindings on her wrists.

      She wanted to scream at them to help her, but one look at the way they all bowed to Zagreus and backed away told her they were his lackeys and that she’d find no help from them.

      Zagreus headed straight for the bridge, hauling her over the stones and past the second gate, then into the main bailey without a word.

      She scanned the area, trying to take it all in so she’d know how to escape when the time came, but in the darkness, she couldn’t see anything past the rings of torchlight. She’d been right, though. The bridge spanned another river, this one smaller but flowing fast to join up with the first to spill over the cliff in a wall of water. And it looked deep—not something she could easily cross if the drawbridge’s chains were pulled.

      “Master!”

      “My Prince!”

      Three females appeared through the open castle doors and rushed up to Zagreus, pawing and grabbing at him as he continued to walk. Females, Talisa realized as her attention swung back her captor’s way, who were petite, barefoot, with long curly hair in a variety of colors, and dressed in thin, gauzy gowns that accentuated their curves.

      Nymphs.

      Talisa’s shock gave way to disgust as Zagreus held up a hand and said, “Yes, my pretties, I’m back.”

      “Oh, master,” the one with curly red hair down to her ass cried while she reached for his arm, “we’ve been waiting for you.”

      “It’s been so long,” the blonde added, clawing at his chest.

      “All for a reason,” he answered, tugging Talisa inside the warm glow of the castle.

      Yeah, right. Talisa nearly huffed as she watched the three nymphs all but throwing themselves at Zagreus’s feet. She was in some kind of great hall lit by more torches and a plethora of candles and oil lamps.

      Had he put a spell on these brainless bimbos? She’d heard plenty of stories about what Zagreus liked to do with nymphs. They should be running from the monster, not trying to fuck his brains out right in front of her.

      Why do you care if he fucks them?

      Talisa gave her head a swift shake and reminded herself she didn’t care. All she cared about was getting away from the asshole.

      She glanced around the hall with its columns and iron chandeliers and gabled ceiling only to notice other nymphs reclining on couches, reading books, some to her right wearing aprons who looked to be going in and out of another room that had to be a kitchen. And she saw males. Attractive, muscular males sipping wine, chatting and laughing with the nymphs—flirting, really. Males who were as handsome as the nymphs were pretty, but whose race she couldn’t quite identify.

      Nymphs were solely female. They consorted with satyrs and gods, but these males weren’t either. They looked like males of her world. Like humans. Only she instinctively knew they were neither.

      Zagreus pulled her past a massive stone hearth crackling with a roaring fire, where a nymph was seated in a high-backed chair on the lap of one of those unidentified males, nibbling on his ear while he stroked the curve at her hip. He groaned at whatever she was doing then dropped his hand from her hip to the hem of her short gauzy dress, slowly pushing it up.

      Talisa’s eyes widened when she realized they were about to get it on right here in the middle of the room, in front of everyone. Unable to look away, she kept watching.

      And slammed into Zagreus’s back, the side of her face cracking against his spine where he’d stopped.

      He turned and glared down at her. She stumbled back and rubbed her sore cheek.  Shaking his head, he shot a hard look past her, toward the padded chair where the two—whatever they were—had been making out. But he didn’t acknowledge them. Just turned back to the three nymphs at his front and said, “Where is An—?”

      “Theós!”

      A small voice from across the room drew Talisa’s attention. Still rubbing her sore cheek, she glanced to her right, where a petite female—a child, she realized—sprinted across the stone floor and threw herself against Zagreus’s legs.

      “Theós, Oh, Theós! I missed you!” The girl, no more than eight Talisa guessed, brimmed with excitement as she looked up at Zagreus, her curly blonde hair a wild tangle around her face. “I knew you’d come back.” She turned and glanced toward the redheaded nymph who’d been clawing at Zagreus only moments ago. “Didn’t I tell you, he’d come back, matéras?”

      Matéras? Talisa’s eyes widened as she glanced from the nymph to the child and back to Zagreus, the pain in her cheek and the two lovers at her back suddenly forgotten.

      Theós was an ancient word that meant “my god”—not a surprise the child was using it, considering he was a god. But matéras meant mother.

      Zagreus reached down to pry the child from his legs, a look of irritation on his face.

      The redhead frowned. “Yes, you did.” She reached for the child’s arms. “Aia, let go of him.”

      Talisa sucked in a breath, expecting Zagreus to backhand the girl across the room. Only he didn’t. He gently untangled her from his legs.

      “No. I don’t wanna.” The girl hung on tighter, fighting her mother’s attempts to pull her back. “I want Theós.”

      “Aia.” The redhead grasped both of the girl’s arms and pulled, “I said let go.”

      “He missed me, though!” Still hanging on for dear life, the girl looked up at Zagreus with hero-worship in her light green eyes. “Did you bring me a present?”

      “Not if you’re not going to listen.” Zagreus managed to free the child from his leg, never once loosening his grip on Talisa.

      “I listen, I listen!” The girl quickly stepped back. “Can I see now? Can I see?”

      Zagreus straightened and shot her a look Talisa couldn’t see.

      The redheaded nymph only let go of the girl, rolled her eyes, and muttered, “I warned you about this.”

      Talisa blinked, looking from face to face again because she had absolutely no clue what was going on here.

      “Please?” The child looked to her mother then back at Zagreus expectantly. “I listen. I promise.”

      Zagreus was silent for several seconds then finally said, “Go get Ana and a maid and send them to meet me in the Ivy Spire. Then, when you’ve finished the chores I know your mother gave you, I’ll consider it.”

      “Oh, yay!” The little girl jumped up and down and clapped her hands. “I can’t wait!” Like a bolt of lightning, she rushed across the floor and disappeared through an archway on the far side of the room.

      The redhead looked after the girl then sighed and glanced back at Zagreus with eyes that screamed of some kind of intimacy. “That was a bad idea. You know you’re creating a monster.”

      Zagreus stepped past her, tugging Talisa with him. “Just make sure she gets me what I need.”

      “Of course, Theós. Anything for you.” The nymph shot Talisa a predatory grin as she curtsied then turned to follow the child.

      Talisa’s back tightened as Zagreus pulled her in the opposite direction. Oh yeah, the two were definitely intimate. No one else in this place had called him Theós. Was the child his? Was the nymph his current concubine? Considering how many scantily clad nymphs were running around this place, he probably had two or three warming his bed each night. Probably a dozen bastard children running around as well.

      Not that she cared...

      He continued to drag her across the stone floor like she was a rag doll, and belatedly, she realized the other two nymphs had disappeared as well. In fact, the hall was all but empty now with no sign of the rest of the nymphs or mystery males who’d been there before. Not even the two who’d been about to get it on near the fireplace.

      She slammed into Zagreus’s spine, realizing too late—again—that he’d stopped.

      Rubbing her other sore cheek, she stumbled back and glared up at him. “What the hell?”

      “No, I’ve been to hell, princess, and this is definitely not it.”

      She blinked and stared at him, confused by his words, even more frustrated by the way she kept reacting to him. Like he was a person—not a monster.

      Hades’s son, she reminded herself. Prince of fucking Darkness. Definitely not a person.

      “You seemed to be searching for something,” he said, staring down at her. “Find it yet?”

      Talisa still had no idea what he was getting at, but his dark eyes sparked with something mischievous. Something wicked. And she froze when his gaze shifted to the fireplace at her back then returned to her face, knowing he’d caught her gawking at those two almost-lovers.

      Her pulse sped up, and heat rolled through her at the way he was watching her. A heat she’d felt in that club when they’d touched. A heat that was arousing and made her hate him even more.

      And why did he keep calling her princess? She wasn’t a princess. Her cousin was the princess. Did he think she was Elysia?

      That possibility pissed her off even more.

      “In this place?” She dropped her hand and glared at her captor, focusing on his words instead of the impish look in his eyes. “Never.”

      His gaze skipped over her, slow and assessing and—dammit—seductive. Then he chuckled, a low, sexy sound deep in his throat that made her blood hum. “Lying comes easily to you, female.” He turned and jerked her up several steps she hadn’t realized were behind him. “We’ll break you of that habit soon enough, mono mia.”

      We?

      Who the hell is ‘we?’

      A shiver of trepidation rushed down Talisa’s spine as he all but dragged her up the staircase. She knew she had to fight back, to resist whatever he planned to do to her. That wherever he was taking her would not end well for her. But her brain suddenly wasn’t working, consumed only by the memory of those words...

      Mono mia.

      She’d heard those words before. She didn’t know where. She didn’t know when. But they were familiar. Important. And somehow, instinctively, she knew they pertained solely to her.

      The curved stairs opened to a hallway flanked by wood columns connected by arched beams high above. An intricate railing looked down toward the stairs they’d just climbed. Zagreus pulled her through the wide corridor and drew to a stop in front of a door.

      Blinking the cobwebs from her brain, Talisa focused on that door, tensing as he jerked it open. Instead of revealing some kind of cell as she half-expected, it opened to another set of stone steps, these narrower than the first, with cold rock walls closing in on each side.

      She shuffled back, knowing wherever that staircase led was not a place she wanted to see, yanking on Zagreus’s hold. Two steps up, he turned irritated eyes her way and wrenched her hard toward him.

      Her body slammed into his. She gasped but shuffled back again. “I am not going up there, you bastard. Let me go.”

      She pulled hard, stumbling with the effort, but without her gifts, she was no match for his strength, and he knew it.

      Shaking his head, Zagreus stalked toward her, and she tensed again, easing back even farther, afraid of what he would do. Instead of slapping her or throwing her up the steps, though, he bent at the waist, grasped her at the legs, then straightened and lifted her off the ground, tossing her over his shoulder as he turned.

      The air whooshed out of her lungs. Her head grew light. He stepped into the staircase and started climbing.

      “Put me down, dickhead.” She pounded her joined hands against his back. “Put me down right now.”

      “Bloody hell, but you are a loud one,” he muttered, not even flinching at her hits against his spine. “Keep that up and every daemon in the forests around us will know you’re here. And if they show up, I won’t promise to protect you again.”

      Protect her? Protect her?

      Her vision grew red, but her mouth snapped closed. He was bluffing. He had to be bluffing. He wouldn’t dare let his father’s daemons touch his precious nymphs. Especially not the redhead who’d been in the great hall.

      But Talisa was smart enough not to say so. There was no sense wasting her energy when she could use it against him wherever he was taking her.

      She wasn’t sure how high they climbed, but she knew it was several stories. At the top, he paused, and she craned her neck to see why.

      Another heavy wood door blocked their path. He pushed it open, then stepped under the archway, letting the door slam at his back.

      The walls were curved, built from smooth rock, the ceiling high. As he dropped her on her feet and the blood drained from her head, she spotted a cold stone fireplace, chairs on either side. To the right were two giant cathedral windows that looked out and down to the dark lake far below, separated by an ornate bookcase filled with a smattering of books. Behind her and up two steps on a raised platform was a four-poster bed and two nightstands with oil lamps. And beyond that, another door that led to a closet or a bathroom—she wasn’t sure which.

      The room wasn’t big, and instinctively she knew she was likely in the highest tower in this hidden castle. Her gaze shot back to the windows made of thick glass that didn’t open. To the fact there was no balcony to scale down. To the view far, far below that would lead to her death if she tried to escape that way.

      Temper rising, she looked past Zagreus to the door they’d just come through, realizing it was the only way out of this godsforsaken room.

      “You son of a bitch.” She turned her glare on Zagreus and stalked past him. “You’re not keeping me here.”

      He grasped her by the waist with one arm, picked her up, and swung her back around, dropping her on her kicking feet where she’d just been. “I am keeping you, princess. And the sooner you accept that, the easier this will be.”

      She stumbled in her heeled boots, whipped around and stared at him as he moved for the door.

      “Seeing as how you need time to adjust to your new surroundings”—he shot her a scathing look over his shoulder—“I’ll be back when you’ve cooled down.”

      The door was big, but he was bigger, and she knew there was no way she could get by him and down those steps without his catching her. Looking for something—anything—she could use as a weapon, she spotted the books.

      She rushed toward the bookshelf, grabbed a leather tome with her bound hands, and hurled it across the room at his head. “Fuck you, asshole.”

      He didn’t turn. Didn’t look toward her. But his hand shot into the air as if he sensed the book coming at him. His fingers closed around the thick binding with a death grip and slowly lowered it to his side.

      Then he did turn. Only this time when his gaze met hers, she realized just how docile he’d been with her before. This time there was no humanity in his obsidian eyes. Only stone cold malice and a promise of retribution she wasn’t sure she wanted to taunt.

      The air caught in her lungs. She shuffled back, her boots hitting the bottom step near the bed’s platform, stopping her.

      Her pulse raced as he stared at her. And though she told herself not to be afraid, that he fed off fear, she was afraid. Terrified, because he suddenly didn’t look a thing like the hunky sex god she’d almost had a tryst with at that club. He looked like Hades’s son. The personification of evil. As twisted and vile as his father.

      In every way, the Prince of Darkness.

      He hurled the book at a chair near the fireplace and clenched his jaw. “Listen very carefully because I’m only going to say this once. There are only two ways out of this room, female. The first is by submitting to me. The second is by your death. The choice of how you leave is up to you.”

      He jerked the door open and left, letting it slam closed in his wake. A clank echoed, followed by groaning metal that told her he’d locked her in.

      Heart racing, she stood still in the middle of the room as his footsteps faded down the stairwell. A heavy silence surrounded her. One that drown out even her rapid pulse. One that threatened to overwhelm her if she let it.

      Breathe. Focus. Remember who you are. Think like the Guardians who came before you...

      Except...

      She wasn’t a guardian. They’d yet to accept her. She might have the markings, but she still wasn’t one of them. Which meant... Any hope she had of escaping was entirely up to her.

      She blew out a slow breath and looked up and around her opulent prison cell. This was not how she thought her night would go when she’d headed to that club in the human world. Never in a million years would she have predicted she’d end up trapped. In a castle tower. Like some wimpy fairytale heroine. Like a damsel in distress. By Zagreus of all people.

      Submission or death...

      He thought he could back her into a corner, scare her? Well, fuck him. Fuck everyone in this miserable place. He didn’t know a thing about her.

      A rising, rolling anger built inside her, one that put any she’d had before to shame. Those were not her only choices. She wouldn’t let them be her choices.

      Regardless of what her father thought, regardless of what the Argonauts thought, she was a warrior. And she wasn’t about to abandon Max to Zagreus’s satyrs. She could save herself and then save him. After all, it was what she’d been born to do. It was her destiny.

      And it was way past time she proved that to the world.
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      Zagreus nearly slammed into Ana on the stairs.

      Drawing up short, he stared down at the fair-haired nymph dressed in the flimsy white garment all nymphs wore and frowned. “Took you long enough.”

      “Aia said you needed two of us. I went to find Ida.”

      He glanced toward the dark-haired nymph at Ana’s back, several steps down in the cramped stairwell, looking anywhere but at him. He’d seen her before, but she was as unremarkable as the rest of the nymphs in this place. Thankfully, the child was nowhere to be found. He wasn’t sure he had the patience to deal with her at the moment.

      “You,” he said to the brunette.

      “Ida,” the brunette said sheepishly, still not looking at him.

      “Right. Go get bathing supplies and fresh garments for the female in the tower. Not what you two are wearing.”

      “I...” The brunette’s worried gaze shifted to Ana, who’d turned on her step to look down at her, then shifted back to Zagreus. “I don’t know her size, My Prince.”

      “Taller than you. Slightly thinner.”

      She looked toward Ana again with wide eyes then quickly bowed. “Yes, My Prince.”

      He hated how skittish some of these nymphs were.

      As the brunette rushed off, he told himself it wasn’t his problem and turned his attention back to Ana. “The female in the tower has a unique marking somewhere on her body. I want to know what it is and where it’s located.”

      Ana’s brow wrinkled. “And just how am I supposed to figure that out?”

      “Creatively.”

      Ana blew out a breath and glanced around the narrow stairwell. “I guess I could charm her.”

      “No magick.”

      Her gaze snapped to his. “Why not?”

      Zagreus worked to keep his temper in check. He didn’t like answering to anyone, least of all a nymph, but on this he knew he had to give her something or she’d go gossiping to her friends. “Because I already used a few spells on her, and I don’t want her brain turned to mush.”

      Too much magick had a tendency to do that, especially to weaker races. It made the nymphs stupid. And with the satyrs all it did was feed their aggression. He’d learned that the hard way.

      Not that Zagreus thought the female up in the tower was weak, per se. She was Argolean, and Zeus had chosen the first heroes from the Argolean race as warriors to defend and protect humans from threats of the Underworld. But he wasn’t willing to take any chances with his prisoner.

      Ana’s gaze narrowed on Zagreus’s face. “She means something to you.”

      His jaw clenched. Ana was a nymph, not immortal but otherworldly, and since she assisted Zagreus in matters dealing with the nymphs, he’d taught her a few spells to sway them to his way of thinking when needed. But that was as far as his leeway with her extended.

      “She’s a prisoner. A valuable one. And it is not your job to question me.” He stepped back so she could pass. “Your job right now is to go up there and find her marking.”

      Ana’s shoulders tightened. She clearly wasn’t happy with his order, but he didn’t give a rip. He was fairly certain the female was who he thought, but he needed confirmation one way or another. And he wasn’t willing to wait.

      Ana swept past him up the stairs without another word.

      He waited until her footsteps stopped at the top of the staircase then listened as she turned the lock and metal clanked, echoing through the space.

      The old door groaned, followed by more footsteps, then the slap of the heavy door closing.

      He stood still as muffled voices drifted down to him, trying to decipher what Ana was saying to the female. Silence followed. Then a thwack. A thunk. And something hard hitting the floor with a whomp above.

      His gaze shot up the steps. In a matter of seconds, he was back at the top of the tower, pushing the door open.

      Ana stood with her arms folded over her chest, glaring down at the female he’d just left in the room, slumped against the stone floor.

      “What the fuck did you do?” Zagreus crossed the floor in two strides and knelt to push the hair off her face. Her eyes were closed, her body limp, but one check told him she was still breathing.

      “What did I do?” Ana snapped. “I defended myself. She attacked me as soon as I stepped in here. Hurled a candlestick at me and tried to take me out.”

      An iron candlestick as long as his arm lay at the nymph’s feet. Zagreus glanced up at Ana, noting the nymph wasn’t hurt. Just ticked.

      He swept the female into his arms, shot Ana a glare as he stepped around her, then moved up the steps toward the raised bed. “I said no magick.”

      “Too bad. You didn’t tell me she was violent.” Ana turned and watched as he laid the female on the mattress. “And since when do you care if prisoners are hurt anyway?”

      His jaw ticked as he checked the female for injuries. He couldn’t see any besides a small bump on the side of her forehead where she’d hit the ground. Odds were good she’d be fine, and her being unconscious for the moment actually worked in his favor, but he wasn’t about to tell Ana that.

      His gaze drifted to the long, slender column of her throat, to the open vee of her fitted blouse, and finally the swell of her breasts near the hem of the neckline. Heat stirred inside him. A heat he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      He forced himself to let go of her, to straighten and step away from the bed even though all he wanted to do was run his hands all over her body. Moving off the raised platform, he said, “Strip her and find the marking.”

      Ana’s eyes widened, and she dropped her arms. “What if she wakes and attacks me again?”

      “Then you’ll be in trouble. So you’d best get busy.”

      Ana glared his way, then stomped up the stairs and stilled next to the bed.

      “And don’t hurt her again.” Zagreus stood near the cold fireplace and braced a hand against the stone mantle, knowing better than to watch, unwilling to leave the room again. But his pulse raced as he stared down at the dark ashes and tried not to envision the nymph slowly revealing the female’s naked flesh.

      She had a name. What had the male in the club called her? The wannabe Argonaut who’d tried to get in the way? Tamara? Tahliah? No... Talisa. He’d called her Talisa.

      The name revolved in Zagreus’s mind while the sounds of fabric rustling mixed with Ana’s grumbling at his back. It wasn’t familiar. She’d never used it before. But he liked it. Liked the way it rolled over his tongue. Liked what it meant—of noble blood—because it was one more sign she was exactly who he thought her to be.

      “I don’t know why you’re putting her up here in the tower,” Ana complained. “She should be in the dungeon. Chained to a wall. Where the hell did you find her, anyway? If she goes after one of the others the way she went after me, we’re going to have serious problems. They can’t defend themselves the way I ca—”

      Her words died on a gasp.

      “What?” Zagreus dropped his hand from the fireplace and turned. “Did you find it?”

      The nymph had backed herself against the wall, her eyes wide and horror-filled. She pointed toward the bed. “L-look.”

      Zagreus stepped onto the platform and looked down at Talisa, still out cold, her head tipped to the right on the pillow, her arms limp at her sides against the comforter. Ana had managed to get the bindings off her wrists along with the corset and blouse, but that was it. The soft, smooth skin of Talisa’s belly drew Zagreus’s attention. The small indentation of her belly button. Then the perfect swell of her breasts covered by the thin, black satin of her bra.

      That heat resurged inside him, stronger this time, urging him forward. Taunting him to touch and taste and take. Especially when he saw the two small bumps pushing against the satiny fabric on each side of her nipples.

      He licked his lips, anxious to see just what kind of treasures she was hiding under that bra, and was about to find out when Ana said, “Her arms. Don’t you see it?”

      His gaze shifted to her arms, both bare, lying motionless against the bed. Both marked with ancient Greek text from her forearms down the backs of her hands to entwine her fingers.

      “She’s an Argonaut,” Ana snapped. “Do you know what that means? It means other Argonauts will be looking for her. And wherever they go, trouble isn’t far behind. God trouble, like the kind Zeus and Hades cause with their armies. We don’t need that here. We won’t survive that here. She needs to leave this kingdom, right now.”

      “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “What?” Ana’s gaze shot his way. “Are you mad? She’s an Argonaut.”

      “There are no female Argonauts.”

      “She has the markings.”

      “It doesn’t matter. She’s untrained.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know.” He pinned the nymph with a hard look. “Those markings are unimportant. Keep searching.”

      She stared at him as if he’d grown a third eyeball right in the middle of his forehead, but he didn’t care. The markings on her arms meant nothing. And they weren’t the marking he was desperate to find.

      Ana didn’t argue again, just went back to tugging at Talisa’s clothing with jerking motions and a clenched jaw that told Zagreus the nymph was good and ticked.

      As if he cared. There was more at stake here than one inconsequential nymph’s feelings.

      Anticipation curled inside him as he stood beside Ana and watched her work. Ana reached for the waistband of Talisa’s slim black pants and tugged them down on the right side, then the left. The smooth skin of Talisa’s lower belly came into view, her hipbones, and—

      “What in Hades...” Ana let go of the left side of Talisa’s waistband and tugged lower on the right, exposing the female’s hipbone and the marking visible on her pale skin. “What is that?”

      Zagreus pushed Ana aside, ignoring the nymph’s question, instead focusing on the straight lines and rounded curves of the marking.

      To the average eye, it probably looked like an arrowhead or a dagger of some kind. An upside down V connected by an open circle at the bottom. But Zagreus knew the truth. Two symbols—the alpha marking, upright, and the omega marking upside down—joined at the bases.

      His hand drifted forward, and he skimmed his fingertips over the lines and curves on Talisa’s hip. Warmth radiated from the spot. A warmth that seemed to grow hotter by the second. In his left hip, where the same exact marking was branded upside down with the omega symbol on top, heat erupted. And echoing in his head, he heard words. Ancient words he’d heard long ago…

      The alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end...

      His gaze shot to Talisa’s face. To her mesmerizing violet eyes softly closed, to her dark lashes skimming supple skin, to her perfect nose and high cheekbones, and her plump lips barely parted as she slept.

      She looked nothing like he remembered. Nothing like he expected. But she was her.

      His mono mia.

      His one and only.

      The urge to wake her, to take her, to reforge the connection he’d broken so many times consumed him. But he fought it. Fought back the rush of heat and the insatiable need to claim her body with his own.

      He’d lost her so many times before—too many times. And the last time...

      It had been so long ago. He wouldn’t survive another five hundred years by himself if he screwed this up. He had only one chance.

      He lifted his hand from her hip. Straightened. But couldn’t tear his gaze from her face. Not even for a second.

      “Go prepare a bath for her,” he said to Ana, still standing at his side.

      “But she’s out cold.”

      “She’ll be awake soon.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it.”

      From the corner of his vision, he saw Ana’s mouth snap close and her lips thin in anger, but she didn’t argue. She swept into the bathroom with a huff and began filling the tub.

      Zagreus’s heart beat hard and fast as he stepped toward the head of the bed, gently lifted Talisa’s shoulders from the mattress, and sat in the pillows behind her, letting her rest back against his chest.

      She was soft everywhere he was hard. Warm where he was cold. And the scent of her skin—a mixture of citrus, vanilla, and spices—left him lightheaded and aching to taste her. Everywhere.

      Sampling her was all he could think about, all he could focus on as he lifted his wrist to his lips and sank his teeth into the tough flesh until the coppery tang of blood flooded his tongue.

      He tugged his wrist away and held it over her parted lips. “You’re mine, mona mia. Your mind might not remember me, but your body does. It’s why you found me tonight.” His blood dripped into her mouth and slid across her tongue, connecting her to his life force. “And this will ensure that I can always find you.”

      He watched as a droplet fell over her bottom lip, staining her perfect, pale skin bright red. And he fought the urge to lick it up with his tongue and press it deep into her mouth, where other, more arousing parts of his body belonged.

      Oh, how he wanted that. Wanted to feel her lips and tongue sliding over every inch of his flesh. But there would be time for that later. A lifetime to remind her what he liked.

      After she submitted to him in every way possible.

      Heat erupted in the marking on his hip and spread through his groin as he pressed his bloody wrist against her lips and leaned close to her ear. A heat that left him hard and hot and ready in a way he hadn’t been in over five hundred years.

      “You belong to me, mono mia,” he whispered. “You always have. I’ll make you remember. I’ll make you feel it too even if I have to force you. Because I’m never letting you go. You’re mine, female. You’re all mine now. Forever.”
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      “Everything looks good,” Delia said from the other side of the drape while Cynna pulled her cream sweater down over her black leggings then sat on the chair and tugged on her knee-high black boots. “Right on track. Have you shared the good news with your sister yet?”

      “No, not yet.” Cynna slid the zipper up on the first boot, then did the same on the second, thinking of her half-sister, the queen of Argolea, and the stress this kind of news might cause her. “Nick’s still too worried to tell anyone. He’s sworn me to secrecy.”

      As Cynna stepped out from behind the drape, Delia turned from the desk where she sat making notes on Cynna’s chart and smiled Cynna’s way, her white hair catching the light from above. “I hate to point out the obvious, but neither of you are going to be able to keep it secret much longer.”

      Frowning, Cynna rubbed a hand over her growing belly and crossed the colorful rug in the small medical clinic Delia ran in the witches’ tent city high in the mountains outside Tiyrns. “Tell me something I don’t already know. In another week or so I expect him to start locking me in the house where no one can see me.”

      Delia grinned. “I recall a time not long ago when you didn’t mind being locked anywhere with your mate.”

      “I still don’t. But we talked about this before we decided to have this child, and he assured me he’d be reasonable. Ever since I told him I was pregnant, though, he’s turned into a complete nutcase. I’m ready to send him to a funny farm.”

      Delia chuckled and pushed to her feet. “That’s a worried male for you. Especially an overprotective one. It makes sense he’s a little stressed, though. Especially knowing who his brothers are.”

      Right. Zeus and Hades.

      Even though Cynna had been with Nick nearly twenty-eight years, there were days when she forgot her mate was Krónos’s bastard son. That he was a god himself. That he was more powerful than nearly every being in this realm. When they were alone together, when his arms were around her and her cheek was pressed against his chest, he was just Nick. Her sanity. Her reason for living. The only person in the world who’d been able to save her from herself.

      “And,” Delia went on, “he has every reason to stay vigilant, especially now that we know Zagreus has been released by the Fates.”

      Cynna’s stomach tightened, and she protectively touched her belly again.

      Delia, being one of the strongest witches in their land, had sensed the moment Zagreus had been released from his latest imprisonment. Cynna still wasn’t sure why the Fates had let him go, and she told herself he wouldn’t come looking for her, that he had no interest in her anymore, but always in the back of her mind, she worried.

      She’d voluntarily spent nearly a year with the Prince of Darkness as his “mistress.” He’d told her numerous times that she was his. That she would never get away from him. Then she’d betrayed him by falling in love with one of his prisoners—Nick—and they’d both escaped Zagreus’s lair together.

      Plus, she’d helped Nick come into his god-powers. Her actions had resulted in Hades destroying Zagreus’s home. And the fallout from all of that had been Zagreus being sent to the Underworld for gods only knew what kind of inhuman torture before being imprisonment with the Fates. For twenty-five years.

      Nerves prickled her skin. After all that, after Zagreus’d had time to think about her year with him, the minor god had to know Cynna had lied to him. That she’d never been the one he’d been looking for. Yes, twenty-five years was a lifetime to some, but a blink of an eye to an immortal. Now that he was free, he had to be thankful she was no longer a distraction.

      Wouldn’t he?

      Cynna’s gaze skipped over Delia’s features as fear churned in her chest. The witch was an elder in her community, wise beyond her years, but to those around her she was youthful and beautiful. The only feature that gave away her age was her snow-white hair. “Have you seen something in your visions? In your glass?”

      “No. Wherever the Prince of Darkness is hiding, it is beyond my sight.”

      Cynna breathed easier. Delia was able to use water and mirrors to search for beings in this world and other realms. If she couldn’t see Zagreus, it meant he wasn’t in Argolea or anywhere close.

      “But something stirs inside him,” Delia said, her piercing blue eyes locked on Cynna’s. “I feel it gathering strength, spurring him toward a goal I cannot bring into focus just yet. And it is making him stronger. I told you once that he is more than Hades’s son. You and your mate would be wise to remember that he is more powerful than the Argonauts believe him to be. And that he does not forget. Ever.”

      Well… shit.

      Icy fingers of dread tiptoed down Cynna’s spine. She placed her other hand protectively on her belly. Where Zagreus was concerned, nothing and no one was ever safe.

      The tent flap behind Cynna rustled, and seconds later a witch with light purple hair stuck her head into the clinic. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Delia.” The witch bowed slightly then quickly looked toward Cynna. “You have a visitor. They said it was an emergency.”

      The conversation with Delia pushed Cynna’s worry right back to the forefront, and she immediately thought of her mate. But when the witch stepped aside, it wasn’t one of his men from Kyrenia where she and Nick lived who appeared in the doorway. It was Cynna’s niece.

      Cynna’s worry quickly shifted to her sister. “Elysia? What’s wrong? What’s happened? Is it Isadora?”

      “She’s fine.” Elysia gripped Cynna’s hand. Her face was flushed, her dark hair wind-blown, and her skin was pale, as if she’d just seen a ghost. But her grip was strong. “My mother is fine. She’s with my other aunts. But I need to take you to them.”

      “Why?” Cynna asked, brows drawn low. They weren’t Cynna’s family. Casey and Callia were Isadora’s half-sisters on her father’s side, the late king. Cynna was related to Isadora through their mother.

      “Because you’re the only one who may be able to tell us where he took her. Or what he plans to do with her.”

      “He who?” When Elysia tugged on her hand, Cynna pulled back, staring at her niece in complete bewilderment. “And who did he take?”

      “Talisa,” Elysia said, meeting her gaze. “Zagreus has Talisa. He grabbed her and poofed right out of that club in the human realm as if he’d been waiting for her. And he called her mono mia.”

      Cynna sucked in a shocked breath.

      Fear filled Elysia’s eyes. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Horrified, Cynna slowly nodded.

      She’d been wrong. Zagreus was not coming for her. But this news would ultimately draw her and Nick right back into his path.

      “Then Cerek was right,” Elysia said. “You are the only one who can save her now.”
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      Darkness surrounded Talisa. She blinked several times, only everything was fuzzy in her line of sight, and she couldn’t see more than a dim orange glow from somewhere close.

      Groggy, she tried to sit up, but the pounding in her head caused her to lie right back down.

      Lifting a hand to her forehead, she cringed when her fingertips passed over a tender lump and slid into her hair.

      At some point she’d taken a hard hit to the head, but she was having trouble remembering when that was or who had hit her. And....

      Weird. Her hair was loose. She’d had it pulled back from her face before. She was almost sure. Her skin also smelled like…

      Lilacs? That was even more bizarre.

      Confused, she dropped her hand to her side only to realize she was lying on something soft—a bed—and there was a blanket covering her legs. She lifted her head and blinked several times again to bring the light comforter into view, then the wooden footboard of the bed, and the dark silhouette of—

      She sucked in a breath and stilled as she squinted and tried to see clearer. Someone was sitting in a chair across the room. Someone big. Someone who was watching her from the shadows.

      A weird sense of déjà vu rippled through her. That she’d been in this situation before. That she’d been watched like this in the past. That the person, male, being seated across from her wasn’t a stranger as her mind wanted her to believe. But that he was familiar. Known.

      Hers.

      “I see you’re finally awake,” the deep male voice said. The memorable voice. Zagreus’s voice. “That’s good, since we have much to discuss.”

      This time it wasn’t just familiarity that rolled through her. It was heat. Wicked, sinful, sizzling heat. A heat something in the back of her mind said she’d experienced before. With him.

      She sat up slowly, tamping down the ridiculous warmth inside, and scooted back into the pillows, thankful she wasn’t restrained.

      She wasn’t sure what had happened in the time between his bringing her to this room and now, but the darkness out the windows told her it was still night. And she was wearing some kind of thin white nightgown that made her think someone—hopefully someone who was not him—had stripped, bathed, and dressed her.

      She smoothed the blanket over her lap and worked to keep her temper in check. Losing it never won her any battles with her father or the Argonauts, and she knew it would win her even less with Zagreus. Plus, she could tell whatever spell he’d cast on her before was still working.

      “Wh—” Her voice wavered, so she cleared it quickly and said stronger, “Where am I?”

      “The Kingdom of Ehrendia.”

      Shock hit. That she was actually in the mystical nymph kingdom. She’d heard rumors of its existence, of the magickal things that happened there, but no one from her realm had ever actually found it. She opened her mouth to say just that then remembered who had brought her here.

      Zagreus. The Prince of Darkness. The god with a reputation for abducting and torturing nymphs.

      Her back tensed, and she quickly closed her mouth.

      In the shadows, he shifted in his seat but made no move to stand and come toward her—something she was thankful for.

      “It’s protected,” he said. “The borders of this realm. In case you’re wondering. No one can enter without my knowledge. No one knows you’re here. And no one is going to come looking for you here, least of all your little Argonaut friends.”

      So he knew she was Argolean. She glanced down at her arms, relieved the markings on her skin were covered by the long sleeves. If he’d been the one to change her, though, he had to have seen them.

      Not that she cared. She lifted her chin. “And why am I here?”

      The question she really wanted answered was why are you here? But she knew not to ask it. Knew that the answer was simply so he could torment some nymphs, as was his pattern.

      “Because this is my home.” He leaned back in his seat, looking relaxed and at ease, not a bit on edge as she felt.

      “You live here?” She almost huffed. “This is a far cry from the cenote lair you last occupied in the Yucatan.”

      One side of his lips ticked up in the shadows. A smirk that shot another sultry blast of heat all through her. “My cenote lair was memorable.” His humor faded. “Of course, it was demolished long ago. Which you already know.”

      His father had obliterated Zagreus’s underground hideout nearly twenty-eight years ago when he’d discovered Zagreus had double-crossed him.

      Talisa wasn’t exactly sure why Zagreus had betrayed the god-king of the Underworld, nor did she care. The gods were always deceiving each other for one reason or another. All she cared about right now was learning something useful she could use to get out of this nightmare. And not antagonizing the powerful immortal in front of her.

      Her mind spun with what she could ask without doing just that.

      He leaned forward to rest his muscular forearms on his knees. “I know you have questions, mono mia. Now is your chance to ask them.”

      She blinked several times. Mono mia? My only one?

      What the hell did he mean by that? And why in Hades did it sound so damn decadent?

      She shook off the strange feeling of déjà vu—again—and clenched her jaw. “Who changed me into”—she lifted her arms and looked down at the silly white gown—“this?”

      “The nymphs. After they bathed you. You were muddy from before.”

      Before. When she’d tried to run from him and tumbled into the dirt.

      “Where are my clothes?”

      “Being cleaned and mended.”

      “When do I get them back?”

      “When I decide you deserve them.”

      He had her clothes, which meant he had her dagger, dammit. She glanced around the barren room. The shelves were now empty. Any books or candlesticks she could use as weapons had been removed.

      Her temper inched up, but she worked to keep it in check. “Where are my friends?”

      He studied her a minute, and she was sure he wasn’t going to answer, then he surprised her and said, “The male opened a portal after we left and sent the female home.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “My traveling companion saw it happen. He reported the news to me after we arrived here.”

      She hadn’t noticed any companion with Zagreus in that club but refrained from asking more. She was just thankful Elysia was safe. “What about Max?”

      “The blond male who attacked me?”

      Her jaw clenched. He knew exactly who she was talking about. And Max had been defending her, not attacking for no reason.

      Zagreus shifted his weight to one hand on his thigh and shrugged. “I have no idea. Probably dead.”

      She pushed out of the pillows and gasped. “You ordered your satyrs to kill him? You son of a—”

      “I already told you, they weren’t my satyrs.” His words were clipped, his voice harsh, and any friendliness she thought she’d heard before was long gone. “And I’ll remind you who you’re speaking to, female.”

      Her mouth snapped shut. All too late she remembered he was a god. A powerful one. One who could incinerate her with a flick of his wrist. But that word—dead—was all she could focus on.

      “This male meant something to you,” Zagreus said in the silence.

      “Yes,” she snapped, working like hell not to yell. Trying—at the same time—not to give in and cry. “H-he was my cousin.”

      Zagreus stared at her so long, she was sure he was just waiting for her to completely break down, but she wasn’t about to give him that. She swallowed back the misery and lifted her chin—again.

      He dropped his hand from his leg and shrugged once more. “Well, if he’s of any special importance, those satyrs will realize it before they kill him. He could still be alive yet.”

      “Special importance for what? For you?”

      “Not for me. Regardless of what you think you know, I have no ties to the satyrs anymore.”

      He pushed out of his seat before she could ask what that meant. But instead of stepping toward her as she expected, he turned for the door. “The satyrs may no longer be mine, but you are. The sooner you accept that, the better.”

      He yanked the heavy wood door open and glanced back with a withering look that stopped her from popping off again. “The candlestick was a bad idea. You’ll remain in this room until you can prove you’re no longer a threat. Tomorrow night, you’ll join me for dinner. If you can get through that without incident, I’ll consider letting you out of this tower. But don’t get any bright ideas. The castle walls are heavily guarded. I see everything, and this, princess, is your new normal. The choice to be a prisoner or a guest is entirely yours.”

      He stepped through the doorway but paused with one hand holding the old wood door open.

      “And just for the record,” he added, this time not looking at her, “your being here is not a coincidence. It’s destiny. You found me, mono mia, not the other way around. You can fight that feeling all you want, but it won’t go away. It’ll just burn hotter until you give in to it. Or until you die.”

      He turned his head and pinned her with eyes that pierced her very soul. “Running won’t save you. Not from what’s inside you, and never from me.”

      The door snapped closed, followed by a loud clank that told her he’d locked her in.

      As his footfalls faded on the stairs, she gasped and stared into the glowing embers of the fire he must have lit in the big stone fireplace across the room, trying to make sense of everything.

      She had no idea what his words meant. Coincidence? Destiny? He was speaking in riddles. And how the hell did he know what she felt? He couldn’t. She didn’t feel anything for him, dammit! Nothing but contempt.

      But she couldn’t get his other words out of her head no matter how she tried. He’d called her princess again. He knew she was Argolean. He had to have seen her markings. Everyone knew the Argolean queen’s daughter was not an Argonaut.

      And why in bloody hell did he keep calling her mono mia? She wasn’t his. She wasn’t anyone’s. So why in the name of the Fates did she keep responding to it, as if she’d heard him call her that before?

      Nothing made sense. Everything was in turmoil. All she knew for certain was that she was trapped, bone tired, and she had a splitting headache that wasn’t going away.

      Easing back into the pillows, she stared up at the beamed ceiling and tried to figure out what the hell she should do next.

      People would realize she was gone at some point. Her father would come looking for her. But if what Zagreus said was true, that this whole damn kingdom was protected by magick, they wouldn’t find her. No one would find her. And Max…

      Her eyes stung, but she blinked back the useless tears, refusing to give in to the rush of emotion.

      He had to be alive. He was strong—way stronger than her. While her gift was physical strength, he possessed the power of transference. He could utilize the abilities or magick of any being around him. He could outmaneuver a stupid pack of satyrs. With any luck, he was already back in Argolea, alerting the Argonauts to what had gone down.

      With any luck…

      That was the key, wasn’t it? Judging by how her luck was going these days, the odds were not in her favor.

      She drew a deep breath, closed her eyes, and reminded herself she was a warrior. Even without her gift of strength, she was smart. And regardless of whatever silly things Zagreus said, she could still win.

      Running wouldn’t save her?

      Bull-shit.

      She’d find a way out of this bloody prison if it was the last thing she did. And before she ran once and for all, she’d make sure Zagreus never abducted another female again.
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      He was hot. And bothered. And not in any of the ways he wanted to be hot and bothered.

      Zagreus moved into the bedchamber he rarely used and let the heavy wood door slam behind him. Torches already lit on the walls cast a warm glow over the large four-poster bed and the plush velvet furnishings arranged in front of the stone fireplace, reflecting off the dark arched windows that looked out into the courtyard and over the lake down the hill. A low fire burned in the hearth, adding to the ambience, but it did nothing to ease the ball of stress inside him.

      He bypassed the table already set, kicked off his boots, and headed for the bath. Just as he reached the foot of the bed, Ana stepped under the bath’s archway.

      “My Prince.” She drew up short with a towel in her hands. “You’re back. I had the servants bring up your meal.”

      “I’m not hungry.” He stepped around the nymph and into the marble bath to find the sunken tub already filled with steaming water. Candles were lit around the periphery of the room.

      “Your water is all prepared,” the nymph said at his back, not taking the hint he wanted to be alone. “I’ll get your wine.”

      As she scurried out, he stripped off his filthy clothes, dropped them on the marble tiles, and sank into the hot water.

      He had no use for the nymph tonight, but he needed wine. If not to dull the unease inside then to take his mind off the black-haired vixen locked in his tower.

      He’d watched her sleep for a long time. And it had taken all the self-control he possessed not to wake her with his lips, with his hands. Not to take her and remind her with his body to whom she belonged. But giving in to the urge would not have given him what he wanted. The female was stubbornly resistant to anything he said or did, even when he knew she felt the flames flickering between them. Which meant, he needed to be patient.

      He didn’t have a lot of experience with patience. Not when it came to her. He never had. But he was confident she’d give in eventually.

      She always did.

      Footsteps sounded at his back. Zagreus stayed where he was, reclined in the sunken tub, as Ana set a goblet next to his hand then moved about the room gathering items. She came back as he sipped his wine, knelt behind him, then dipped a sponge and a bar of soap into the water and began scrubbing his shoulders.

      It was a ritual he was used to, but tonight her touch only made his skin crawl.

      “So…” she said after several moments of silence. “The female must be awake if you’re down here and not up there.”

      “She is.”

      “And she’s coherent?”

      “Yes.”

      “No lingering… injuries?”

      Something in the nymph’s tone told him she was hoping the answer would be yes.

      “She’s fine. Now.” His lips thinned. “I know how concerned you are.”

      A huff sounded near his ear, but he ignored it as she went about rubbing soap over his back.

      In the silence, his mind drifted to Talisa in the tower. Only this time it didn’t fixate on her nearly naked body under those thin blankets. It drifted back over their conversation and how concerned she’d been for the male—her cousin—who’d been taken by those satyrs.

      Family was a foreign concept to him. His family certainly didn’t give a shit about one another. He never saw his mother, only saw his father when the god was on the warpath, and though he had a half-sister out there somewhere, he’d never met her, nor did he have any desire to.

      As for cousins? The gods were always procreating with each other and with mortals, so he had numerous relations all over the cosmos, but they meant nothing to him, either.

      “What are you planning to do with her?” Ana asked, moving the soap to his arm.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It may. Those markings on her arms prove she’s linked to the Argonauts. And the one on her hip means she’s bound. If she’s bound to one of the Argonauts and they come looking for her—”

      “She’s not bound to an Argonaut.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I do.”

      “You hope,” she muttered, moving to his other arm. “Argonauts have soul mates. If she’s someone’s soul mate, he’ll never stop looking for her.”

      His patience reached a breaking point. “No Argonaut will ever find this kingdom. And the topic of soul mates is finished. She’s my prisoner, and that’s that. Are we clear?”

      Ana’s hand stilled against his shoulder. She didn’t answer, but he knew from her silence she’d gotten the hint.

      Talisa was off limits. He wasn’t about to discuss her with this nymph or any other.

      Ana went back to rubbing the soapy sponge over his skin. He leaned forward so she could rinse his back then reclined once more so she could clean his chest, pushing the chain around his neck to the side as she worked.

      Candlelight flickered over the water and his skin. She was silent, but he sensed something lingered in her mind. Something she was working up the nerve to say.

      “Your shoulders are tense,” she said softly.

      Yeah, no shit. His shoulders were always tense.

      She splashed water over his pecs with her free hand. “You haven’t been sleeping.”

      That wasn’t a surprise, either. He rarely slept.

      She ran the soap over his chest then down to the edge of the water and beneath, across his abs, edging lower with each pass. Against his ear, she breathed, “I could help you with that.”

      His skin tingled. The only person who’d ever been able to completely make him relax was his mono mia.

      The female currently locked in a tower in this very castle.

      Ana’s hand slipped lower, beneath his belly button, but before she could release the soap and wrap her fingers around his cock, he captured her wrist and lifted her hand out of the water. “Stop.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m tired.”

      And because he wasn’t interested in her. He’d never been interested, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

      “I can finish by myself.” He took the sponge and pushed her hand away. “You’re relieved, nymph.”

      She didn’t move. Just knelt silently on the tiles at his back.

      Tension crackled in the air between them. He’d just ticked her off, but he barely cared.

      She was clever as far as nymphs went, and she’d proven herself a good student, picking up spells more easily than the others when he bothered to train them. She would make a good mage one day, maybe even a healer for her people. But he wasn’t attached to her. No more than he was attached to any of the others. If she’d gotten her hopes up for something more, that was her misunderstanding.

      “If you’re sure,” she said quietly at his back.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Very well.” She pushed to her feet, her motions jerky, telling him she was anything but well. “I’ll just leave you to it then.”

      He could say something to break the tension. Regardless of the fact he had no use for her personally, he didn’t need her causing problems with the other nymphs. He knew how they could get worked into a frenzy if led by the wrong person.

      Words lingered on his tongue, but he didn’t speak them. Her footsteps sounded across the carpet in his bedroom, then the heavy wood door opened and closed, leaving him in silence.

      With a frown, he lifted the goblet to his lips and took a deep drink. He could control the nymph. She wasn’t a threat. He just needed to make sure she stayed far away from his captive in the tower.

      His captive.

      His mono mia…

      His blood warmed as he sipped his wine again and slinked lower in the tub, resting his neck against the edge so the water hit at his chest.

      Images filled his mind. Images of Talisa in that big bed in the tower. Wearing the gauzy white nightgown. Her pert breasts pressing against the thin fabric. How the small silver balls on each side of her pierced nipples would feel rolling between his fingers. Sliding under his tongue…

      The marking on his hip warmed, spreading heat all through his groin and up into his torso. He pictured her marking—the same straight lines and curved arcs that matched his—heating and glowing against her pale skin, radiating warmth all through her body as well. Imagined her stirring in that big bed, pushing the covers down her body and slowly releasing the buttons of her gown one by one until the flimsy fabric fell open against the mattress, leaving her naked and hot and aching for something only he could give her.

      Touch yourself, mono mia…

      A groan echoed in his mind. A groan that hadn’t come from him. A groan, his senses told him, that was soft and feminine and reaching him through wood and glass and stone because his life force was now connected to hers.

      He closed his eyes and saw her fingertips trailing down her flat belly, grazing the soft curls at the juncture of her thighs, then disappearing between her folds.

      She was wet. Very wet judging by the way her fingers slipped as she stroked. He watched with rapt attention as her back arched. As her breath caught. As she tipped her chin up, eyes closed, and touched herself again, exactly as he’d urged her to do right here from this bath.

      Oh yes. Just like that, princess…

      Unable to stop himself, he wrapped a hand around the base of his already hard cock beneath the water and slowly slid his palm up to the tip. Electricity arced through his whole body. He cuffed the head, twisted his wrist, then slowly slid back down again, watching with his mind as she touched herself, growing bolder with each pass, lifting her hips as she rocked up against her hand.

      Mm, yes… That feels good, doesn’t it?

      Another groan echoed in his mind, only this time he felt it vibrate through his balls, making him hotter than before.

      His hips lifted. His hand slid up and down his thick shaft, tightening with every stroke. In the virginal white sheets of her massive bed, her fingers moved faster against her steamy sex, her body twisting, light from the low lamps reflecting off her creamy skin, off the silver balls on each side of her hard, little nipples just aching for his mouth.

      He wanted to taste them. Wanted to draw them between his lips and suck. Wanted to drive her mad with his tongue while he thrust hard into her body.

      Imagine it’s my touch teasing your tight pussy, mono mia. My tongue flicking your sensitive clit…

      She grunted. Her back arched higher. Knowing she was close, he tightened his grip and stroked faster as he watched her writhe against the mattress and toss her head from side to side.

      “Oh gods, yes…”

      Her voice echoed in his mind, causing pleasure to gather at the base of his spine. He thrust faster into his hand. Stroked harder. Perspiration dotted his forehead. Water sloshed over the side of the sunken tub.

      His attention was fixed solidly on her. On the way her body undulated against the sheets. On her mouth-watering nipples pointing straight up. On her fingers rushing over her clit as he drove her toward a blistering climax he couldn’t wait to reach with her.

      Mm, yes. Just like that. Feel me touch you. Feel everything, mono mia. You want to come, don’t you?

      “Yes… Yes…”

      Surrender to me, and I will show you a pleasure so intense, you’ll never crave anyone but me.

      She grunted. Her fingers raced like lightning against her sex.

      His skin grew hotter, tighter. Every muscle in his body contracted in anticipation of her release. His hand moved faster beneath the water, stroking in time with her hips rocking up higher and quicker against her fingers. Searching… Needing… Aching for that one scorching moment…

      Yes, mono mia. Yes, there… Come for me now. Come for me right… here.

      “Oh fuck…” Her spine bowed. Her groan jumped an octave as she threw her head back and screamed.

      Heat gathered in the marking on his hip, and as electricity shot into his balls and exploded through his cock, he knew the same blazing orgasm was consuming her high up in the tower in that big bed.

      The wicked power of their joined pleasure exploded in every nerve ending until he knew nothing but mindless, boneless, hedonistic bliss.

      Zagreus slumped back in the tub as the smoldering orgasm slowly receded. Breathing heavily, he opened his eyes and stared up at the beamed ceiling reflecting the flickering candlelight.

      If he hadn’t known before that she was his, he did now. There was absolutely no mistaking it any longer. Her being with him here was not chance. It was fate.

      Their fate.

      And it was only a matter of time before she realized that fact for herself.

      Spent, he slowly climbed out of the bath, dried off, blew out the candles, then moved into his bedchamber. Dropping his towel on the floor, he slid beneath the covers and eased into the pillows, more relaxed than he’d been in—well, in nearly five hundred years.

      As sleep tugged at him—the restful sleep that had eluded him for so long—he thought of her once more and told himself that this time everything would be different.

      This time he’d do whatever was needed to make her his for all eternity.

      Even if he had to keep her as his prisoner to do so.
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      Cynna paced the length of her sister Isadora’s office, where Elysia had left her and told her to wait.

      After twenty-seven years, she still wasn’t particularly comfortable in this castle, but she’d never dreaded being here the way she did right now. What she had to tell Casey…

      Her stomach rolled, and she stopped and placed a hand on her belly, this queasiness not from her pregnancy but from dread over what was happening to Talisa.

      Cynna knew full well what kind of kinks Zagreus was into, and all she could do now was hope Talisa was strong enough to get through whatever he had planned for her. That and pray that Talisa wasn’t really who he thought her to be.

      Footsteps echoed outside the queen’s open office door, followed by voices in the long corridor. Female voices.

      Cynna turned just as Elysia stepped into the room with her mother the queen, followed by Casey and Callia.

      “Cynna.” Isadora crossed to Cynna and quickly hugged her. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      They looked nothing alike—Cynna with her dark skin and hair from her father, Isadora taking more after their mother with her pale flesh and blonde locks—but over the years they’d become close. And though Cynna was no blood relation to Isadora’s other half-sisters, Cynna considered Casey and Callia to be surrogate sisters as well.

      Which, considering what she’d come to tell them, made this whole damn situation so much worse.

      “Of course,” Cynna said, releasing Isadora. “I want to help. However I can.”

      She looked toward Casey and Callia. Both shared the same violet eyes with Talisa, and both looked shellshocked and terrified. With good reason. “I’m so sorry to hear what happened.”

      “Tell us whatever you can,” Casey said. “About where he took them. We tried to use our gifts to see into the present, but we can’t find either of them. They’re hidden to us.”

      When the three sisters joined their gifts, they could see into the present and locate any soul in any realm. The fact they couldn’t see Talisa and Max now told Cynna things were worse than she’d thought.

      “I don’t know that I can help you there. When I was with Zagreus, he never mentioned any other hideouts or locations where he might be keeping them.”

      Casey’s eyes fell closed. At her back, Callia rubbed her forehead.

      “Tell them what you told me,” Elysia said at Cynna’s side. “About the nickname he used for Talisa.”

      Casey’s head came up, and fear darkened her eyes. A fear that told Cynna she knew something she wasn’t sharing. “What nickname?”

      Cynna’s chest tightened. Glancing at Isadora on her other side, she said, “You all know I voluntarily went to Zagreus. He didn’t find me or kidnap me.”

      “We know,” Isadora said, touching her arm. “You thought Zagreus could help you exact revenge.”

      Cynna had. She’d been so stupid back then. Not just for blaming Isadora for her parents’ deaths, but for thinking a lifetime of hatred could change anything.

      She swallowed the guilt. Everything was different now. The person she’d thought was her biggest enemy was now her family, and Cynna owed Isadora and her surrogate sisters so much.

      Forcing herself to go on, she said, “I did. But I went to him with a lie. Not about my reason for being there, but about who I was.”

      “I don’t understand.” Callia moved up on Casey’s right. “Who did you tell him you were?”

      “I told him I was her.”

      “Her who?” Casey asked.

      “His mono mia.”

      When all three sisters—Casey, Callia, and Isadora—only stared at her in shock, Cynna sighed and added, “His mate. The female he’s loved and lost too many times to count. The one he bound his soul to so he could always find her in any lifetime. The one he now believes is Talisa. And if it’s true, if Talisa really is her, then nothing any of us do is going to matter. He’ll never let her go.”
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      Talisa blinked and squinted into the bright light.

      Lifting a hand to block the glare, she shifted beneath the covers and pushed herself back into the pillows. She had no idea what time it was, but judging by the sunshine blazing through her windows, it had to be midday.

      When was the last time she’d slept ‘til noon?

      Groggy, she glanced down only to realize her nightgown was completely unbuttoned to her belly. She quickly reached for the two halves and pulled the gown closed, then remembered unbuttoning it late last night in the dark.

      When the marking on her hip had grown so hot it had felt as if her skin was about to burn off. When she’d dreamt of Zagreus naked and submerged in some kind of pool, surrounded by flickering candles as he stroked himself.

      Her cheeks warmed, and arousal stirred low and hot inside her all over again. She’d dreamt of him before but never like that. Usually, when he entered her dreams, the images centered on warfare and using her warrior skills to defeat evil. This dream had been different, though. This dream had been intimate. Hot. So real something inside ached to experience it all again.

      One hand drifted from the buttons at her chest and slid down her bare abs, moving slowly toward that aching, wet place between her legs that needed release. As her eyes drifted closed, she pictured Zagreus touching himself the same way, remembering his muscular chest glistening with water and reflecting the candlelight, the amulet on the long chain lying against his tanned skin. Remembered how he’d wrapped his long fingers around his impressive shaft and groaned.

      Need singed every nerve ending. She arched her back and pushed her hand lower, desperate for that first touch. Just as her fingers drifted into her curls, a heavy clank echoed through the room.

      She jerked upright and quickly yanked the covers up to her chest, hiding her nakedness. The old wood door pushed inward, and the male she’d just been fantasizing about stepped into her room followed by a nymph Talisa hadn’t seen yesterday.

      Heat rushed to Talisa’s cheeks. She swallowed hard. The nymph crossed the floor and set the bundle in her arms on the foot of Talisa’s bed.

      Talisa barely cared about the female. Her attention was fixed solidly on Zagreus. On the way the dark, long-sleeved Henley molded to his broad chest and arms. To the trim cut of his hips, to the powerful muscles in his thighs, and the bulge in the front of his pants that made all kinds of wicked thoughts echo in her mind.

      The nymph stepped to the side of Talisa’s bed. Grasping the covers tighter at her chest, Talisa tensed, unsure what was happening. Then the nymph reached out and swept the hair away from Talisa’s face.

      Talisa jerked back from the female’s touch, but before she could ask what the hell the nymph thought she was doing, Zagreus cleared his throat.

      Talisa’s attention skipped back to him, and the second her gaze landed on his, memories of her dream rushed back through her mind. Only this time she heard his voice, saying, “Touch yourself, mono mia…”

      Heat gathered in her hip once more and ricocheted all through her body, as if the immortal has some kind of magickal control of her libido.

      Which he didn’t, dammit…

      “This is Nysa,” Zagreus said, resting his hands on his lean hips and nodding toward the nymph pressing her fingers all around Talisa’s temple and into her hairline. “The healer who took care of you last night after you hit your head.”

      After she hit her head…

      Talisa’s mind spun as she fought the arousal that wanted to overtake her. He was the enemy, dammit. Not some sex god sent to fulfill all her twisted fantasies.

      Her memories were spotty, but they quickly locked on being tossed in this room with that other nymph—Ana. She remembered grabbing a candlestick to use as a weapon. Remembered swinging out. Remembered the nymph using some kind of magick that had dropped Talisa to her knees and completely knocked her out.

      “The wound is healed,” Nysa said at her side, smoothing Talisa’s hair back into place. “No lasting damage.”

      Zagreus muttered, “Good,” then his dark gaze met Talisa’s once more. “Nysa will help you change into something more appropriate. Since we understand each other better now, I’ve decided to let you have free rein of the castle this afternoon. You may go wherever you like, but you’re to remain inside. If you try to leave the castle walls, my sentries will toss you in the dungeon. And trust me, mono mia, the dungeon is not a place you want to visit. This room is a palace compared to that.”

      Since they understood each other better?

      Talisa had no idea what he meant. Last night when she’d awoken to find him watching her, he’d made it clear she couldn’t be trusted. Now he was letting her roam the castle, unaccompanied?

      Nothing had changed between them. Nothing except her having some weird sex dream that he knew nothing about.

      She was just about to ask what the hell was really going on when her gaze lifted back to his.

      Words faltered on her tongue when she caught sight of the look in his eyes. Not the combative, domineering look she’d seen yesterday, but heat.

      The same sizzling heat she’d felt last night and again just moments ago when she’d remembered her dream. A familiar, explosive heat that told her he knew exactly what she was thinking. And what she’d done here in the dark of her room.

      Electricity arced between them. An electricity that threatened to scorch every nerve ending.

      As Nysa moved into the bathroom and came back with a hairbrush, Talisa’s mouth went dry. She didn’t know what to say. Wasn’t sure what was happening to her or why she was suddenly reacting to Zagreus this way.

      Suddenly? You were ready to jump his bones in that club before you even know who he was.

      She pushed that thought aside as Zagreus continued to watch her with those smoldering eyes. Told herself it didn’t matter. He’d used some kind of magick on her then. He was using the same magick on her now. He had to be.

      Nysa began brushing her hair. Desperate for some snarky comment that would prove she was a seasoned warrior, not some pathetic nymphomaniac, Talisa glanced down at the blanket covering her legs, only all her clever instincts seemed to be have completely dried up.

      What in Hades had happened to her brain?

      A knock sounded at the door. She lifted her head and watched as Zagreus moved that way and jerked it open.

      Two males stood on the other side. Two males she didn’t recognize and who looked to be wearing some kind of leather armor.

      They spoke in low voices, and she strained to hear their words, but she could only make out bits and pieces of their conversation.

      “…satyrs…”

      “…western border.”

      “…armed and ready…”

      Talisa tensed, suddenly interested.

      “Nysa,” Zagreus said, “come here.”

      The nymph set the brush on the bed beside Talisa and moved toward the door.

      The group spoke in hushed words, then the nymph nodded and moved back into the room. Zagreus left with the males without so much as a glance Talisa’s way, the door snapping shut in his wake with a deafening clank.

      The nymph returned to Talisa’s side, picked up the brush, and started combing her hair again.

      Talisa bit her tongue so she wouldn’t lash out and tell the female she could handle her own grooming. If she did, she knew she wouldn’t get the answers she wanted. And right now, those answers were more important than any pride.

      She pushed the scorching dream and the irritating male at the center of that dream out of her head and focused on what she should have been focusing on all night—mainly, how she was going to break free of this stupid tower.

      A satyr attack might just be the perfect distraction.

      Play it cool. Don’t go right for the jugular or the nymph will balk.

      “I don’t remember meeting you yesterday.”

      “You didn’t.” The nymph brushed the hair back from Talisa’s temple. “I wasn’t in the grand hall when you arrived.”

      “You’re a healer?”

      “Among other things. Everyone in Ehrendia has multiple duties.”

      That didn’t tell her a whole lot. “I’ve heard of Ehrendia. I didn’t think it was real.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one’s ever found it. And because legend says Ehrendia is the home of the maenads.”

      “And?”

      “And they’re the followers of the god Dionysus.”

      “And?” the nymph said again, this time in an amused tone.

      “And nowhere in the legends did it ever say the maenads turned away from Dionysus to follow the Prince of Darkness.”

      Nysa smirked and kept brushing. “You don’t think too highly of our prince.”

      Zagreus? “He’s Hades’s son.”

      “Hm.”

      The nymph moved to brush a new section, and as silence lapped between them, Talisa realized she wasn’t getting anywhere.

      She decided to try a different angle. “I also don’t remember any male maenads in the legends, either. I thought maenads were all female.”

      “We are.”

      Talisa glanced up at the nymph and waited.

      “Zagreus didn’t explain it to you?” she asked with a lift of her brows.

      Zagreus hadn’t explained shit to her. But Talisa refrained from saying so.

      “The males are silens,” Nysa finally said.

      “Silens,” Talisa muttered. “Really?” She’d thought them a myth, too. “They’re related to the satyrs, aren’t they?”

      The nymph nodded. “A subrace of satyrs, you could say. Peaceful creatures instead of aggressive, like traditional satyrs. Their affinity is for harmony, peace, and pleasure.”

      “But they don’t look like satyrs.” They looked like Argoleans. Like humans.

      The nymph smirked again. “Usually. In the throes of a frenzy, however, their animalistic natures become quite evident.”

      Talisa had no idea what that meant, but as the nymph continued to brush her hair, she remembered everything she’d ever learned about the god Dionysus.

      Dionysus was Zeus’s son. The god of wine, fertility, ritual madness, and ecstasy. Initially, Zeus had planned to make Dionysus his heir; to turn over rule of the heavens to him when Zeus was ready to step aside. But Dionysus had turned out to be a bit of a wild card. His appetites grew greater than those of the other gods. So great, he soon began to represent everything chaotic, dangerous, and unexpected in the immortal world.

      Dionysus had been forced to the fringes of society, blacklisted by Hera and the other Olympians. There, Zeus built Ehrendia for Dionysus. And there, Dionysus taught his followers, the maenads, how to let go of societal norms and release their inhibitions. According to the stories, every time they did, every time they worshipped him in a state of ecstatic frenzy brought on by dancing, intoxication, and even orgies, his powers grew. Grew so great, some said he would become stronger than Zeus on his own without any help from the King of the Gods.

      Until he crossed Hera again, and Zeus’s vengeful wife banished him to the edge of the cosmos, blocking him from ever returning to the human realm and Olympus.

      Talisa’s pulse picked up speed. Her skin grew hot. Images of that dream—had it been a dream?—of Zagreus and the things she’d watched him do filled her mind all over again.

      Zagreus was Hades’s son. The Prince of Darkness. A minor god who enjoyed torture and pain, not pleasure and ecstasy.

      So what in the name of the Fates was Zagreus doing with a group of maenads and their lovers? And why the hell couldn’t Talisa stop thinking about him naked and wet in that bath?

      “Wait a minute.” Talisa’s thoughts came to a whirring stop as she looked up at the nymph. “You don’t think…? I mean, your people don’t actually believe Zagreus is Dionysus, do you?”

      The nymph smiled down at her then went back to combing the last of the tangles from Talisa’s hair. “Do you know how Zagreus came to be here?”

      “No.” Skata, they really did think Zagreus was Dionysus back from his banishment. The Prince of Darkness had completely fooled these simple creatures.

      “We lived in peace for thousands of years. Few knew our valley existed. The mountains provided coverage from our natural enemies. Then a few years ago, one of our residents was out on a supply run. She was attacked by a group of satyrs on the border of our lands. She managed to escape, but her injuries were fatal. She died shortly thereafter. From that point on, we were inundated with attacks. The satyrs are ruthless. When they set their sights on someone or something, they don’t stop until they have what they want.”

      Talisa knew that. The history books in Argolea all described in great detail the satyrs’ savagery when Zagreus had joined forces with his father Hades and attacked the capitol city of Tiyrns just before Talisa’s birth. “What happened?”

      “We were very nearly eradicated. Then, out of nowhere, Zagreus arrived. He’d been searching for someone. When he saw what was happening to the people of Ehrendia, he stepped in to help us. He forced the satyrs from our lands and used his powers to camouflage our borders. He saved us from annihilation. Since then, the satyrs haven’t been able to find us. They pop up on our borders now and then, but they can’t get through our defenses.”

      That didn’t sound like the Zagreus Talisa knew. Not the Zagreus who’d commanded his own army of satyrs and attacked her people. Definitely not the Zagreus who’d built an underground lair in the Yucatan best known for its twisted methods of torture and pain.

      “Where were the silens during all this?” Talisa asked.

      “Hiding. Unqualified to fight the brutal satyrs.” Nysa began pulling the hair back from Talisa’s face and twisting it in some kind of half-up, half-down style. “Zagreus has been training them since. He taught them how to defend themselves and the perimeter of our lands. The two you saw at the door a few minutes ago were sentries.”

      That sounded even less like the Zagreus Talisa knew. “And what does he expect in return?”

      He had to expect something. The Prince of Darkness never did anything unless it was to his great benefit.

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      The door pushed open before Nysa could answer, and Ana, the nymph who’d cold-cocked Talisa last night, stepped into the room holding a tray of food.

      Talisa tensed.

      Ana barely spared her a glance as she crossed the room and set the tray on the table near the chair by the fireplace. “Nysa, Helia requested your help downstairs.”

      Nysa dropped her hands from Talisa’s hair and stepped back from the bed. “You’re finished. I left a gown for you in the washroom.”

      Nysa set the brush on a low table against the wall, then with one glance at Ana, left the tower.

      Talisa wasn’t thrilled with the interruption. She wanted more information from Nysa. But as the door closed after her and silence stretched across the space, Talisa’s focus shifted to Ana coming toward her, her muscles ready if the female was here to finish what she’d started yesterday.

      Instead of stopping at Talisa’s side, Ana disappeared into the marble bath. Seconds later, the blonde returned with an armful of light blue fabric.

      “I’ll help you dress,” Ana said, careful to avoid eye contact.

      Talisa wasn’t sure what had happened between last night and today. Had Zagreus punished the nymph for attacking her? Given the nymphs some kind of  order regarding her? The nymphs were suddenly waiting on her like a guest, not treating her as a prisoner as they’d done yesterday.

      Talisa didn’t give a rip what Zagreus had ordered or why. She wasn’t a gown kind of girl. And she was already antagonized.

      “I’d rather have the clothing I was wearing yesterday.”

      “The prince left orders you’re to wear this or nothing. The choice is yours.”

      The nymph still wouldn’t look at her, and Talisa’s temper kicked up as the seconds stretched between them.

      She was not at all happy with the prince or what he had planned, but she was smart enough to know she was at the mercy of those around her. Before Zagreus had left, he’d said she could have free rein of the castle. If she continued to piss off the nymph at her side, the female might leave her locked in this room out of spite. Talisa couldn’t let that happen. With her powers bound, exploring and finding a way to escape was the only chance she now had.

      It took every bit of willpower Talisa had to say, “Fine,” instead of kiss my ass. As the nymph reached for the covers and drew them back, Talisa quickly tugged her gown closed and pushed from the bed.

      “Turn,” the nymph instructed, dropping the armful of fabric on the mattress.

      Talisa bit her tongue and faced the windows.

      The nymph grasped the nightgown at her shoulders and tugged. The flimsy white fabric pooled at her feet. Lifting the light blue gown over her head, the nymph said, “Arms up.”

      The sleek fabric slid down Talisa’s arms and sides. It was some kind of soft shell covered in layers of matching chiffon that draped her curves like a Grecian goddess. The sleeves were long and bell-shaped, falling past her fingertips. The wide ballet collar left her shoulders bare then dropped to a heart-shaped neckline that hit low to showcase her cleavage. The dress gathered high at her waist with a wide, gold-braided belt then fell to her bare feet in waves that were silky smooth against her skin. As the nymph zipped the back, Talisa realized more chiffon hung off each shoulder, draping behind her like a cape.

      “Sit on the bed,” the nymph instructed.

      The gown was regal and eye-stopping, and as Talisa sat and watched as the nymph reached for a pair of gold lace-up sandals to slip on Talisa’s feet, she realized it was unlike any she’d seen on any other female in this castle.

      It wasn’t made for a commoner. It was made for a queen. Or a princess.

      “I see everything, and this, princess, is your new normal.”

      Zagreus’s words from earlier echoed in her head. And as they did, her heart kickstarted, beating a hard, fast, bruising rhythm.

      “There.” Ana pushed upright, a look of disgust on her face. “You’re finished. The prince expects you to dine with him tonight. If you know what’s best, you’ll acquiesce and join him. As long as you don’t do anything between now and then to draw his ire, I’ll help you escape.”

      Talisa’s gaze shot up, and the panic threatening to take hold came to a stuttering stop. “Escape?”

      “Tonight, after everyone is asleep, I will return and show you to the secret tunnels.”

      Of course there were secret tunnels in this place. Even in Argolea, there were hidden passageways in and out of the castle.

      Ana turned for the door. “Stay within the castle walls today. The sentries have been told to watch you.”

      The nymph yanked the heavy wood door open, but Talisa jerked to her feet. “Why are you helping me?”

      Ana hesitated with one hand on the rustic handle. “Because you are a distraction the prince does not need. The sooner you are gone, the better for all of us.”

      She left the door open in her wake, descending the stairs into darkness until only silence remained.

      Talisa’s heart continued to pump hard and fast as she turned a slow circle and tried to make sense of what had just happened. Not only here in this room now, but last night, yesterday, and every moment since she’d walked into that club and stepped into Zagreus’s path.

      And as she did, she heard Zagreus’s voice again. A voice and words that now wouldn’t leave her head.

      “Your being here is not a coincidence. It’s destiny. Running won’t save you. Not from what’s inside you, and never from me.”
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      Talisa paced the length of her tower room. Outside, darkness pressed against the cathedral windows overlooking the water, and a chill spread down her spine.

      She wasn’t sure what time it was, only that it was late—close to midnight, at least. She’d spent the day exploring the castle and grounds but hadn’t found a single way to escape on her own. As Ana had said, the guards had watched her every movement.

      The nymphs she’d encountered working in the castle had been courteous and pleasant. None engaged her in conversation, though. And everyone she passed—nymph and sileni—had stared at her as if she had a second head.

      That made sense since she stuck out like a sore thumb in this expensive gown. She stopped pacing and frowned down at the thing, still unable to understand why she was wearing it or why Zagreus had left it, specifically, for her.

      You know why he left it…

      “Princess…”

      She raked a shaky hand through her hair, letting the long locks fall against her shoulders, refusing to think about that word too much. Or why he continued to call her by it.

      Then she remembered her dream.

      Him, naked in that sunken marble bath, his muscular body damp and glistening as he stroked himself.

      Her skin grew hot. Tingly. He’d called her princess in that dream, too. He’d also called her mono mia…

      Her pulse turned to a roar in her ears. Stepping to the windows, she looked out into the darkness, toward the torchlight far below in the courtyard, searching for movement. She was too high to see anything more than shadows, but she sensed more than knew that Zagreus had yet to return from wherever he’d gone with his sentries this morning.

      He’d never summoned her to join him for dinner. Instead, someone had brought dinner to her room. After she’d eaten, when she’d been restlessly walking through the castle corridors, she’d heard a few of the nymphs whispering about him. About how the prince and his sentries had left to head off some kind of attack. About the fact they’d yet to return.

      She didn’t know what they were up to or why they hadn’t come back. But she couldn’t stop wondering if Zagreus had been telling her the truth.

      Did he really have no affiliation with the satyrs anymore?

      That still didn’t explain why he was protecting these nymphs, though.

      “Do you know how Zagreus came to be here?” Nysa’s words from this morning echoed in Talisa’s mind. “…out of nowhere, Zagreus arrived. He’d been searching for someone.”

      The marking on Talisa’s hip warmed, sending tendrils of heat all through her body. The Alpha marking all Argoleans were born with, though hers was dramatically different from any other she’d seen.

      She’d always known she was different. Her parents had said her weird Alpha marking was somehow related to her Argonaut markings. But now…

      “Mono mia…”

      She pictured Zagreus in that bath again, pleasuring himself, speaking to her. Heat flooded her veins, leaving her achy and hot—everywhere.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs outside her room. Whipping toward the open door, she held her breath and waited for the immortal she’d just been thinking of to appear before her eyes.

      Ana stepped into the room instead, wearing a dark cloak that draped all the way to the floor, the hood pulled up over her head. In her hands, she held a second cloak.

      “Are you ready?” the nymph asked.

      For a moment, confusion clouded Talisa’s mind. Then she remembered their conversation only hours ago.

      The secret passageways. Her chance to escape.

      Freedom. Argolea. Home...

      Talisa’s adrenaline spiked. All she had to do was say yes. To follow the nymph. But if she did, she’d never get answers to the questions now swirling inside her. She’d never understand the weird tightness in her chest she’d felt at that club—that she was still feeling every time she saw or even thought of Zagreus.

      Ana stepped forward and swept the second cloak over Talisa’s shoulders, latching it closed with a silver leaf at Talisa’s throat. Pulling the hood up over Talisa’s head, she said, “Make no sound. My magick will only last so long as we are within the borders of Ehrendia.”

      Talisa opened her mouth to ask what the nymph meant by magick, then Ana held both hands in front of Talisa and muttered words in an ancient language. Seconds later, Talisa realized the cloak had disappeared. She looked down only to realize she had disappeared, too. Her legs, her arms, her whole body. Every part of her was invisible.

      “How did you—?”

      “Absolute silence. If you make a single sound, my focus will break, and you’ll give us away. And if that happens, we’ll both be thrown in the dungeon.”

      Ana pushed Talisa toward the door.

      Heart thundering, Talisa carefully moved down the narrow staircase and into the castle corridors. With Ana at her back, forcing her forward, she had nowhere else to go. But that didn’t stop her from scanning each nook and doorway and behind every column in the quiet castle for Zagreus. It didn’t stop her from searching for some sign that screamed she shouldn’t leave. That she needed to stay.

      Stay? That’s insanity at this point. He’s the Prince of Darkness. Hades’s fucking son. The villain of every story…

      She swallowed hard as they reached the empty grand hall, dimly lit by a dying fire in the great stone hearth.

      Of course Zagreus was a villain. She’d heard the stories, had read the history books. He was always the villain. Except…

      He hadn’t been acting like a villain. Not once since she’d met him. Yes, he’d abducted her. Yes, he’d locked her in a tower. But he hadn’t hurt her. He hadn’t demanded anything from her. He hadn’t even touched her.

      In fact, the more she thought of it… Even back in that club, when he’d blasted Max with that stream of energy, he hadn’t been the first to attack. He’d only hit Max after Max had drawn his blade and charged.

      A new thought whipped through her mind. One that made her chest grow so tight, she gasped.

      He hadn’t known who Max was in that moment. He’d been protecting himself in that club. He’d been protecting her.

      Ana pushed her into another corridor off the grand hall and down a new narrow staircase, this one also dimly lit.

      Head spinning, Talisa moved as if on autopilot, her hands against the walls on both sides for stability, her mind trying to make sense of the memories and thoughts bombarding her from every side.

      She wasn’t ready to start thinking of Zagreus in any way as heroic, but… Something didn’t add up here. Something about her being with him in this time and place didn’t make sense.

      They reached the lowest level of the castle. The ground was dirt. The walls some kind of ancient stone. The scents of earth and mold were strong down here, and darkness pressed in from every side. A shiver raced down Talisa’s spine. She brushed a hand against her arm on instinct just as Ana lit a torch at her back.

      The flame flared to life, spreading a warm glow over the corridor, giving Talisa her first look at her surroundings.

      Her stomach pitched. Doors made of rusted bars fronted each cell. There wasn’t enough light to see inside the cells, but no sound echoed through the space.

      Stories Talisa had heard about Zagreus’s lair in the Yucatan filled her mind. He’d had cells there, too, but these seemed empty. And this dungeon was old. Older than just a few years, which was when Nysa had said he’d arrived in Ehrendia.

      Ana pushed her down the dungeon corridor. Thankful she wasn’t being shoved into any of those cells, Talisa let her. The passageway turned to the right, then Ana stopped near a heavy steel door, one that was aged and dirty and blended into the stones. One that looked nothing like any other doors in the castle.

      “What is this?” Talisa asked.

      “What you said you wanted.”

      Ana drew a key from her pocket and slid it into the rusted lock. Metal scraped, then the lock clicked. The nymph pushed the heavy contraption open, revealing a dark, silent tunnel, this one made not of stacked stone but of rough, carved rock.

      “Come.” Ana dropped the key back into her pocket, stepped into the tunnel, and motioned for Talisa to follow. “Don’t dawdle now. We’re almost there.”

      Talisa’s heart pounded hard as she looked into the tunnel after Ana. She wasn’t sure what she wanted. Everything in her head was jumbled. The only thing she knew for certain was that something about this felt off. Ana had made it more than clear she didn’t like Talisa. The nymph volunteering to help her now could very well be a trap.

      Dammit, if Zagreus hadn’t taken her dagger, she cou—

      Ana reached back, grasped Talisa’s cloak, and yanked.

      The nymph was stronger than she looked, and she jerked Talisa off her feet, forcing her to stumble forward into the tunnel.

      The heavy door clanked shut at her back. Talisa managed to throw out a hand against the rough rock wall so she didn’t fall. Shuffling her feet in the stupid sandals, she found her footing on the uneven stones.

      Ana released her. Holding up her free hand in front of Talisa’s face, she muttered some kind of spell that made Talisa’s body reappear again.

      “Now, keep up. We don’t have much time.” The nymph turned and headed down the tunnel, taking the light with her as she rounded a corner.

      Darkness descended, and Talisa’s senses went on high alert. One quick check of the door at her back told her it was locked. She didn’t particularly want to follow Ana at this point, but she didn’t want to get trapped in these tunnels without light. It was cold down here, colder than in that dungeon, and if she got lost in this maze of rock and darkness, freedom wouldn’t be her only concern. Dying of hypothermia would quickly shoot to the top of that list.

      “Come on!” Ana called from somewhere ahead.

      Talisa felt her way along the uneven rock walls, using them as a guide as she followed Ana’s voice. At the corner, she spotted the nymph’s torchlight, relieved she hadn’t left her.

      The passageway was narrow, only wide enough for one person at a time. In several places, Talisa had to duck to keep from smacking her head on the rocks above. They seemed to be going down, but Talisa couldn’t be sure, and every time Ana rounded a corner, the walls grew dark and hard to see once again, disorienting Talisa even more.

      Her heart raced. The scents of mildew and dirt were even stronger here. Talisa wanted to ask how much farther but kept quiet, just in case anyone else was in these tunnels. Then she heard the sound. Faint at first but growing stronger with every step.

      Rushing water. Like from a waterfall.

      Ana had rounded another corner ahead, taking the torchlight with her. Feeling her way along the stone walls, Talisa hustled to catch up. But when fresh air rushed over her cheeks and she spotted the white light ahead, she knew her senses hadn’t been playing tricks on her.

      The tunnel opened to a wide, rocky ledge, and directly ahead, cascading water fell from above, illuminated by moonlight somewhere beyond.

      Water droplets sprayed into Talisa’s face. She blinked and stared at the water, realizing they were behind the waterfall she’d seen with Zagreus when he’d first brought her to Ehrendia.

      “There’s no time to sightsee,” Ana shouted to be heard over the roar of the falls. “We’re almost to the border. Keep up.”

      Talisa spotted Ana to her left, still holding the burning torch, standing on a narrow rock path that ran behind the waterfall and down along the cliff face.

      “Quickly.” Ana motioned her to follow then rushed down the path.

      Talisa’s adrenaline surged, that feeling something about this wasn’t right hitting her hard all over again.

      Why was the nymph suddenly helping her? Why hadn’t any guards been stationed at the passages and doorways when she and Ana had left the tower? The sentries had been watching Talisa all freakin’ day as she’d wandered around the castle, on Zagreus’s orders. And where was Zagreus anyway?

      Carefully, Talisa followed the rocky path behind the waterfall, her mind spinning with a million questions. When she reached the bottom, Ana was waiting for her in the moonlight on the edge of the wide pool, the torch already extinguished, a nervous look in her eyes that pushed Talisa’s suspicions even higher.

      “We have to hurry, before anyone at the castle realizes you’re gone.” Ana turned, heading past the pool and up a hill, toward the same stone arch Zagreus had brought Talisa through on their trek to Ehrendia.

      As Ana passed under the arch, Talisa pushed the hood off her head and moved into the forest after the nymph. “You said I was a distraction the prince didn’t need. What did you mean by that?”

      “Exactly what you think I meant.” Ana maneuvered around tree roots and up a small incline. “You’re a problem for the prince.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “The kind of problem that keeps him from his destiny.”

      “And what destiny is that?” Talisa asked, pushing her sandals into the soft soil as she followed the nymph up another hill.

      “The kind of destiny that does not concern an inferior creature such as you.”

      Inferior creature? That did it.

      Talisa grasped Ana by the shoulder at the top of the hill, stopping the nymph’s momentum and spinning her around so they were face to face. “You’re not helping me. You’re up to something. Something Zagreus would not approve of. What are you after?”

      Ana’s eyes flew wide. “I am after what I am owed.”

      She surged toward Talisa, forcing Talisa back a step, a malice Talisa did not anticipate spilling into the nymph’s features, making her look anything but docile.

      “You have no idea who I am,” Ana snarled. “What I’ve been through. What I am willing to do. You are nothing more than a minor inconvenience, one I will not allow to distract my prince a moment longer. Those nymphs back there are pathetic, and when he realizes that he is going to take his rightful place back where he belongs, at the head of a satyr army I amassed for him while he was in prison. And when he does, he will remember what he is capable of. What he has been working for all these years. He will remember his destiny.”

      Talisa stared at the nymph, shocked by the transformation. Ana had never been submissive like other nymphs, but something had changed in her the last few seconds. An energy, a vibe, an aura that made Talisa wonder if the nymph was really a nymph after all or if she’d been using some kind of glamour the whole time she’d been in Ehrendia.

      “And you…” A snarl turned Ana’s lip as she forced Talisa back another step. A snarl that—oh shit—made her eyes flash to an icy blue that nearly glowed. “You will cease to exist. Just as you ceased to exist every other time you’ve returned from the dead and tried to turn him.”

      Returned from the dead…?

      She was just about to ask what the hell the nymph meant by that when Ana drew something out of the pocket of her cloak and tossed it into Talisa’s face.

      Talisa sputtered and stumbled, some kind of powder burning her eyes. Gasping, she tried to wipe it away, then a foot connected with her stomach and shoved hard.

      Talisa sailed backward and tumbled down the small hill with a grunt. Rocks dug into the backs of her legs and the palms of her hands, sending pain spiraling through her body.

      “She’s all yours,” Ana said somewhere close.

      Low, menacing growls echoed in the trees. Growls that caused Talisa’s every thought and movement to come to a whirring stop.

      Growls Talisa had heard once before. In that club, after Zagreus had hit Max with that blast of energy.

      Through blurry vision, she stared at the pack of satyrs emerging from the dark forest.

      “Zagreus bound her powers,” Ana announced to the beasts. “She should be easy to subdue. I’m sure she’ll provide hours of entertainment for you boys before you kill her. As much as I’d love to stay and watch, I don’t have time. The prince is waiting.”

      She pinned Talisa with those hauntingly translucent blue eyes, her expression smug and victorious, the hair peeking out from beneath her hood no longer blonde but brown. “Thank those meddling Argonauts for your fate, paidí. I warned that guardian what would happen if I was ever set free. He should have listened.”

      Talisa had no idea what Ana was rambling about or which guardian she was referencing, but one thing was clear.

      The bitch had set her up. And now she was leaving Talisa to die.

      Fury gathered inside Talisa. A fury that had nothing to do with Zagreus and colored everything red.

      As Ana turned away, Talisa lurched off the ground and hurled herself at the female.
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      It was well after midnight by the time Zagreus made his way into the castle.

      He washed the grime from his hands in the empty kitchen, ignoring the rumble in his stomach. Most of the servants had retired for bed already. He knew the kitchen maids had left him food, which his body clearly needed, but he was more concerned with making sure Talisa hadn’t caused any trouble while he’d been gone. Once he was certain she was sound asleep where she was supposed to be, he’d come back and refuel.

      He tossed the towel on the counter, turned out of the massive kitchen and into the grand hall dimly lit by a smoldering fire, and headed for the stairs.

      He’d left his men in the courtyard with instructions to keep the sentries on high alert tonight. The satyrs they’d tracked all day had roamed their borders but hadn’t actually breached their lands. They were getting bolder, though, clearly looking for a weak spot in Ehrendia’s defenses. Almost as if…

      Almost as if someone inside Ehrendia was feeding them information.

      That thought revolved in Zagreus’s mind as he made his way up to the highest floor in the castle. Rhen had thought the same. They’d discussed it just before Zagreus had come into the grand hall. Rhen had noted that the satyrs had followed the border too closely all day for their path to be random. And Zagreus agreed.

      Those satyrs had known where the borders edged empty land. They’d been searching for a break in Zagreus’s magick. Or they’d known they were being followed and had been leading his sentries away from the castle.

      The hair on Zagreus’s nape tingled with that last thought, and his feet came to a stop in the middle of the corridor.

      Footsteps pounded close. His gaze shot to the open doorway ahead that led to the narrow, curved staircase up to the tower.

      Nysa appeared in the doorway, her eyes wide, her face pale, telling him exactly what he suddenly feared.

      “Where is she?” His muscles instantly tightened.

      “I don’t know. But Ana’s gone, too. As soon as I realized Ana was missing, I went to check on the princess.”

      Motherfucker. He’d known not to trust that nymph. He turned back for the main staircase.

      Nysa trailed behind him as he hustled back down the steps. “The sentries have been watching her all day. If she tried to leave, they would have stopped her. Even if Ana was with her, they wouldn’t have let—”

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered, suddenly realizing his mistake.

      “What?” Nysa asked at his side where he’d stopped on the stairs.

      “Ana knows enough magick to get Talisa past the guards without drawing attention.” Because he’d taught her spells. Not a camouflaging spell, per se, but the nymph was smart. She could have easily looked that one up for herself. She had access to his chambers, knew which books lining his shelves delved into magick. She also knew sleeping spells to knock the guards out if need be. Belatedly, he realized none had been guarding the tower staircase where he’d left them.

      “Oh shit,” Nysa muttered.

      Zagreus turned to Nysa, who’s eyes were now wide with fear. “When was the last time anyone saw Talisa or the nymph?”

      Nysa’s gaze skipped around the dimly lit stairwell. “Ana was in the grand hall thirty minutes or so ago. I saw her by the fire before the others retired for bed. Talisa went up to the tower sometime after eleven.”

      Thirty minutes. They couldn’t have gotten far in thirty minutes.

      “Find Rhen,” he instructed. “Have him gather a search party. I want teams scouring both inside and outside the castle.”

      “Yes, My Prince.”

      As she hustled down the steps, Zagreus drew a deep breath, closed his eyes, and centered himself.

      He could find Talisa. This was why he’d made her drink his blood. So their life forces would be connected. He just had to focus. Their souls might already be bound, but physically they were joined now. He simply had to relax, to search for that part of himself that was with her. To let it draw him to—

      His eyes shot open when he recognized her location. And his adrenaline surged as he realized just how close he was to losing her.

      Again.

      He flashed to the stone arch. The second he opened his eyes, he spotted Talisa and Ana rolling across the hard ground. Both of their bodies were covered in dirt, their muscles tense, hands clawing and feet kicking.

      He didn’t know who had started this fight or what was really going on, but he’d left instruction Talisa was not to be harmed, and the nymph had clearly defied him.

      “Ana, stop!”

      The females both jerked at the sound of his voice. Ana shoved off Talisa and stumbled to her feet. Breathing heavily, she whipped Zagreus’s way, but the instant his eyes met hers, he knew something was off. Something about her was off.

      Something he was just now seeing because she was beyond the border of Ehrendia.

      “Motherfucker,” he muttered, staring at her light blue eyes and familiar—very familiar—face. “You.”

      Ana’s hair stuck out all over her head but it was no longer blonde. It was dark. Dust and dirt covered her face and hands and the cloak hanging off her shoulders as her icy gaze narrowed on Zagreus, but he knew that face. Would always know that face. He just couldn’t believe he’d been so blind that he hadn’t seen through her glamour and recognized it sooner.

      Talisa slowly pushed to her feet. Her chest rose and fell with her quick breaths.  Rocks and twigs were stuck to her wild hair and torn skirt. She brushed her dirty palms against the fabric but didn’t take her eyes off Ana. And Zagreus didn’t reach for her because he didn’t trust Ana, either. Especially when he didn’t yet know what kind of weapons the female was hiding.

      “Ana,” he said as calmly as he could even though all he really wanted to do was wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze. “Let’s go back inside the kingdom where it’s safe and—”

      “Fuck you, Zagreus.” She pulled something metal and shiny from her cloak and hurled it toward Talisa.

      Zagreus lurched in front of Talisa, knocking her out of the way. The blade sank deep into his side, cutting through flesh and into bone, sending blinding pain all through his torso.

      Talisa grunted as she hit the hard earth. Zagreus cringed against the searing pain and tried to roll off her. Footsteps pounded at his back, growing steadily lighter until they faded in the dark forest.

      Talisa scrambled out from under him and shifted to her knees. “Oh my gods, that’s my dagger. She had my dagger.”

      Grinding his teeth, Zagreus moved so he was sitting in the dirt and reached for the handle sticking out of his side.

      “No, don’t—”

      “Fucking”—he yanked the blade free, wincing at the pain radiating through his side with the motion—“first bitch.” Blood gushed from the wound, staining his shirt, but within seconds the flow slowed as the wound knit back together, a benefit of being immortal. “Hephaestus never should have created her for Zeus. I don’t know how the hell she found me, but I should have seen through her glamour.”

      “Who?”

      He dropped the blade on the ground and fought from groaning as he pushed to his feet. Wrapping a hand around Talisa’s arm, he pulled her up next to him. “Pandora.”

      Talisa’s eyes flew wide. “That was Pandora? The first woman ever created?”

      “Unfortunately. A scheming, conniving, evil bitch who is more dangerous than all the gods put together.”

      “What was she doing here?”

      “Who knows. Probably trying to fuck me over. She was one of my prisoners years ago before my lair was demolished.” He gripped her arms at the elbows, his gaze scanning her body for injuries. “Did she hurt you?”

      “No, but—”

      “Good.” He closed one hand over hers and turned to pull her after him toward the stone arch. “We need to get back inside the kingdom’s borders.”

      “Zagreus, wait.” Talisa tugged back on his arm. When he looked over his shoulder, she blinked up at him in the moonlight with familiar yet very focused eyes. Eyes that put him on instant alert and made him turn her way. “She wasn’t alone. She brought—”

      Growls echoed in the dark trees behind Talisa, cutting off her words. So many growls, her familiar violet eyes grew wide once more.

      Zagreus stilled and looked over her head toward the fifty or so satyrs emerging from the forest around them, muscles hulking, weapons ready, murder glinting in their soulless eyes.

      Holy fuck.

      Options, possibilities, scenarios raced through his mind.

      They were too close to the satyrs to try to make a break for it under the archway. If Talisa already knew the beasts were here, it meant those satyrs had been waiting for Ana and had seen them passthrough that gate. Satyrs were simple creatures who fixated on one thing at a time. Unless they got what they wanted, they’d attack until they broke through the barrier and found a way in. And it was also possible Ana had already given them the spell to access Ehrendia when the stone arch was unguarded.

      That left grabbing Talisa and teleporting their way out of this mess, except… Outside the camouflaged borders he’d erected with his magick, that would create an energy surge his father or any of the other gods could detect. If, that is, the gods were searching for him.

      Which… yeah. Double fuck. He knew they were. His father was always searching for him. And thanks to his recent visit to Olympus, now Zeus and Zeus’s motherfucking miserable Sirens were hunting him, too.

      Shit. He was fucked. They were fucked. She was going to die. Again. Only this time she wouldn’t die simply because of his neglect. She’d die because of his complete and utter stupidity. Only hours after he’d truly found her.

      Slowly, Talisa glanced over her shoulder and whispered, “Skata.”

      As the growls grew louder, mixing with the clash of metal as weapons were drawn, that one word echoed in Zagreus’s mind—that Argolean word—bringing a clarity and burst of light in the middle of the darkness that told him exactly what he needed to do.

      The only thing he could do.

      The very thing he’d never been strong enough to do before.
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      “Take this. We don’t have much time.” Zagreus quickly pulled a chain over his head and draped it around Talisa’s neck, tucking the amulet she only saw for a brief second inside the front of her dress, drawing her attention away from the satyrs and back to him.

      “Wh-what’s that?”

      “Something that will help you.” Still holding her with one hand around her upper arm, he held the other in front of her face and muttered ancient words.

      She felt the hold on her gifts give and break free, infusing her with strength. The strength she’d been born with.

      Gasping at the rush of power surging inside her veins, she sagged back, but Zagreus’s hand shifted to her other arm, and he pulled her close.

      “I’ll distract them long enough for you to get away,” he said in a low voice near her ear. “Once you’ve enough clearance, open a portal and get the hell out of here.”

      She opened her mouth to ask what he was doing, but before she could form the words, he pressed his lips to hers.

      Shock hit first. Followed by a rush of heat as his tongue slid into her mouth and he kissed her deeply. Completely. The way he’d kissed her in that club. The way she’d wanted him to kiss her in her dream. The way no other male had ever kissed her. With every bit of passion she’d never known had been missing from her life.

      He jerked back from her lips and grasped the bloody dagger that had just been in his side from the ground. Shoving the hilt into her hand, he pushed her away. “Go. Now!”

      He moved between her and the pack of satyrs closing in fast. “There you are, little fauns. I wondered where you’d run off to.”

      Talisa stumbled back, her heart racing, her eyes locked on Zagreus as he stalked toward the satyrs.

      “Mock all you want, Zagreus,” one of the satyrs sneered as he advanced, one Talisa was almost sure she’d seen in that club a few days ago. “It won’t do you any good this time. You’re outnumbered.”

      Talisa inched backward, her gaze skipping from Zagreus to the satyrs who seemed to be only focused on him.

      “I might be,” Zagreus answered, “but you’re just plain ugly.” He sniffed the air. “And you stink. Didn’t that bitch Pandora teach you boys anything about personal hygiene?”

      The satyr at the front—the familiar one—growled.

      “That’s right, beast,” Zagreus said in a low voice. “Come at me. I dare you.”

      The satyr lifted the axe in his meaty hand and charged.

      Talisa’s adrenaline surged. This was her chance to escape. She had her powers back. She could open a portal. She just had to get far enough away so none of those beasts tried to go through with her.

      She turned and pushed her legs into a run, racing the opposite direction, up another hill and away from the satyrs. But her feet faltered when the growls grew louder.

      Not one growl. Not a couple of growls. But all of them. Together. As if the entire pack was closing ranks at once.

      She glanced back over her shoulder and gasped.

      The satyrs swarmed, charging Zagreus from every side. Only, he wasn’t taking command of the beasts as she expected. He wasn’t attacking them as he’d attacked those daemons. Instead, he stilled as they formed a circle around him. And when all eyes were fixed his way, he dropped to his knees in the dirt.

      Talisa jerked to a stop and held her breath.

      For a heartbeat, no one moved. No sound echoed through the dark forest. The satyrs stood frozen in shock, just like her. Then all at once, they surged forward.

      Bodies slammed into Zagreus from every side, knocking him to the ground, blocking him from sight. Arms and fists flew through the air. Teeth snapped. Weapons whirred. And sound returned to Talisa’s ears in the trees where she stood watching in horror. Not the snap of energy she’d heard when Zagreus had hit those daemons with his powers, but snarls and growls from every beast attacking him. Followed by the horrific crack of bone hitting bone, and the squelch of blood as it splattered and oozed across the ground.

      Her heart lurched. He wasn’t fighting back. He wasn’t defending himself. He might be immortal, but he could still feel pain, she’d seen it on his face when that dagger had stabbed into his ribs.

      She didn’t know what was really going on, but she suddenly believed he’d been telling her the truth when he’d said these weren’t his satyrs. If this was his army, he’d never allow them to injure and maim him like this. Not unless—

      The truth hit her hard, making her sway.

      Not unless he was protecting someone. And not just someone. A whole bunch of someones.

      Her gaze shot to the stone arch, her mind picturing the child who’d run up to him when he’d first brought Talisa to Ehrendia. She thought of Nysa, the healer, telling her Zagreus had been defending Ehrendia the last few years. Thought of all the nymphs lounging in the grand hall or working in the castle today as she’d been wandering around. And she thought of the silens and how Zagreus was training them to protect this kingdom from an invasion if it were to happen.

      Her gaze darted back to the mountain of satyrs, each one clawing at Zagreus. If they found a way through Ehrendia’s defenses, every nymph and sileni death would be her fault. The satyrs would take over the castle. They’d throw the nymphs in those dungeon cells and torture them. Everything the nymphs had built, all the people living in this land would be lost because Talisa had trusted Ana. Because she’d been too stubborn to see another viewpoint. Because she’d only been focused on herself.

      She glanced down at her arms, her sleeves shredded enough for her to faintly see the ancient Greek letters etched into her skin. Letters she’d always thought meant she was just as heroic as her father, as his forefathers before him. But… was she?

      She hadn’t done anything heroic to earn these markings, not like her father. Not like the Argonauts he served with. If she really was a hero, she wouldn’t put innocent lives in danger while she ran to save herself. And she wouldn’t leave someone else to suffer when she could do something to help.

      Determination swelled inside her, pushing aside the fear, giving her strength. Giving her purpose.

      She ripped off the cloak and the dress’s useless cape then yanked at her shredded skirt, tearing it just above her knees so she wouldn’t trip. Gripping the dagger tightly, she raced back down the hillside.

      The pack wasn’t looking at her. They were all too focused on Zagreus. As she approached, the closest satyr didn’t even startle at the sound of her footsteps. She reached around from the back and sliced right through his jugular.

      The beast gasped, sputtered, and stumbled forward. But there was so much noise coming from the others, no one even noticed as he fought for life. Blood spurted. Before he fell, Talisa plucked the sword from his hand, turned, and sank the blade deep into the satyr to her right.

      The second beast shrieked in pain. Heads lifted. Eyes turned her way.

      Yanking the sword free, Talisa twisted as the monster fell to the ground, then hurled her dagger at a third satyr who’d decided to charge.

      Her dagger hit the beast between the eyes, the blade sinking deep. Blood squirted in every direction. He dropped to the ground with a thud. Scooping the second satyr’s sword from the dirt so she had a blade in each hand, she swung out with both, battling through the beasts who’d taken notice of her attack and were advancing fast.

      Growls and snarls echoed around her as she kicked, swiveled, and struck out with both blades, taking down beast after beast as they closed in around her. They jerked back every time she made a kill, recoiling at her blades. It gave her a chance to fight her way through, to find and get closer to Zagreus in the sea of bodies.

      Metal clanked again and again, melding with the squelch of blood and howls of pain. The scent of death rose up around her. She shuffled back. At her feet, she spotted Zagreus’s arm lying still and bloody against the ground.

      “Get up!” she screamed, ducking under a swinging mace.

      Zagreus’s arm twitched. She shoved her foot into the satyr on top of him, knocked the beast to the ground, then swung out at another satyr who seemed to fly out of nowhere toward her head.

      A burn cut across her left arm. Her blade connected with flesh and bone, slicing right through the beast’s neck.

      Godsdammit. He wasn’t helping.

      “I can’t do this by myself!” she screamed, realizing two more were closing in fast.

      Sweat dripped into her eyes, messing with her vision. She arced out with the blade in her left hand, catching one satyr at the chest. He howled. Blood squirted over her and the ground as he fell at her feet. She shuffled back again, closer to Zagreus. Another satyr hit her leg with his knife, the burn making her grunt and stumble.

      Righting herself, she ground her teeth and swiveled, sinking her blade deep into the beast’s chest. Lifting her foot, she shoved the sole of her sandal into his groin and pushed, sending him flying as she yanked her blade free with a squelching sound that echoed all around her.

      She didn’t get a chance to rest. Another satyr charged. She swung out again with both blades.

      Her back ached. Her arms hurt. She’d been hit across the biceps and thigh, but she kept fighting. From the corner of her vision, she realized Zagreus was trying to push himself up from the ground. Trying to lift his hands and summon his powers to help.

      She couldn’t get a good look at him—she was too distracted keeping the growling beasts back—but she could tell he was bloody and dirty and weak, his clothing shredded, his face swollen, and he seemed to be having trouble moving, as if every muscle caused him pain.

      He was a god. He’d heal. So long as they got out of this. But she wouldn’t if he didn’t get his ass in gear soon.

      While she’d taken down a good portion of the pack, there were still about twenty or so left, and from the murder in their eyes, she knew if they got smart and decided to charge all at once, her measly blades wouldn’t save her. They wouldn’t even come close.

      “Do something, quick,” she yelled, swinging out again, panic pushing her voice higher, “or I’m going to fucking die! Is that what you want? You said you saved me in that club. Do it now!”

      That seemed to light a fire inside him. He managed to shift into a sitting position without falling.

      While she ducked under a blade and struck out again, he lifted both hands, closed his eyes, and muttered ancient words she barely heard amidst the growls and snarls and snaps.

      Energy shot outward from his palms, striking the satyrs in front of him, igniting their bodies in flames. As their horrific screams rose up in the night air, he moved his hands apart, forming a semicircle of charred satyr bodies around them.

      Talisa jerked toward the two remaining satyrs at Zagreus’s back who hadn’t been in the path of that energy. Both of their eyes flew wide, but instead of charging, they sprinted into the trees and disappeared in the darkness.

      The air grew still as the bodies around them burned to ash and smoked.

      Holy hell…

      Gasping for breath, Talisa dropped her arms and looked out over the mangled bodies and smoking ash, barely able to believe that had just happened.

      She’d done that. She’d killed those satyrs. Her warrior instincts had kicked in without a second thought. Even without any official Argonaut training, she’d managed to get the upper hand on fifty feakin’ satyrs.

      Zagreus flopped back on the ground with a grunt.

      Still breathing hard, Talisa looked his way. One glance over his bloody flesh and oozing wounds and she forgot all about the battle they’d just won.

      She quickly let go of her weapons, crossed to him, and fell on her knees at his side.

      “Okay,” she said between breaths, sucking back air as she leaned on her hands in the dirt. “Get up. We need to get out of here before those two get smart and bring back reinforcements.”

      “Go… home,” Zagreus muttered. “Before you… can’t.”

      He was barely moving, his eyes closed, and there was so much blood oozing from his flesh, staining his ripped and filthy clothes, she didn’t know which injuries were the worst.

      But it was the flat tone of his voice that worried her most. A dead sound that made the hair on her nape tingle.

      She didn’t want to think about why that tone bothered her right now. Grasping the only part of his bloody arm that wasn’t oozing, she pulled, trying to tug him up to sitting. “We’re both”—she grunted—"going home.”

      “I… told you. I… released you.”

      He was like dead weight. Not fighting her, but not helping, either. “Something you don’t know about me”—she shifted around his back to push against his spine—“is that I never do as I’m told.”

      “Just… leave me. I’m tired.”

      Scrambling in front of him, she wrapped her hand around his forearm, braced the soles of her silly sandals in the dirt, and yanked, drawing him to his feet.

      He fell into her, and she grunted as her arms slid around his torso, her body taking the brunt of his as she tried to hold him upright.

      Gods, he weighed a ton. Though she had the gift of extreme strength, her body was taxed from the fight and working hard to heal from the blows she’d taken. Every movement made her sweat and breathe even harder.

      She repositioned her feet, getting a better hold on him. Her gaze skipped to the stone archway, judging the distance she’d have to drag him. The image of the forest flickered, revealing the pool, the waterfall, and the rock cliff beyond that were supposed to be hidden.

      Shit. The camouflage spell he’d cast was fading. Getting him back beyond Ehrendia’s border wasn’t going to be enough. Somehow, she had to get him back to the castle, get a healer to fix whatever was wrong with him, and find a way to resecure the border. Otherwise, everyone in Ehrendia would still be in danger.

      Because she was certain more satyrs were coming. Soon.

      Her gaze lifted to Zagreus, leaning against her. His eyes were still closed, his head hanging at an odd angle. He couldn’t seem to support his own weight. Yes, she was strong, but even she had limits. In her current state of exhaustion, there was no way she could get him up that cliff and back to the castle without help.

      Her pulse raced. She knew of only one way to get his ass moving. The same way she’d gotten him moving in that fight.

      “Okay, listen to me.” She reached for his battered face, cupped his scraped jaw, and lifted his head from her shoulder where it was slumped. “I’m not leaving you out here. We’re going back to the castle together. You can either help me get there, or you can continue to slow me down. If you choose to slow me down, those satyrs are going to come back and probably kill me. Is that what you want? Do you want me to die? Because that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you don’t get your ass in gear right this second.”

      His eyelids fluttered. His gaze was glossy, unfocused, but something in the way he looked down at her told her he’d heard what she’d said.

      His weight shifted. He stumbled.

      Tightening her arm around his waist so he wouldn’t fall, she stepped with him. He grasped her shoulder and held on, moving toward the archway.

      Relief pulsed inside her. She gripped his forearm at her shoulder where it was draped and kept her other arm tight around his waist to hold him up as they moved beneath the arch and along the moonlit pool, trying not to dig her fingers into any of his wounds, but it was difficult. He was scraped and cut and bloody just about everywhere.

      Their movements were slow. Their steps, small. But every inch closer to the castle was an inch away from those satyrs.

      They made it to the path behind the waterfall. Several times they had to stop so he could lean against the rocks and catch his breath. So she could catch hers as well. They didn’t have a torch, so after they left the moonlight behind and turned into the tunnel, Talisa had to rely on her memory and touch as a guide.

      “Watch your head,” she said as they walked. “The ceiling is low in places.”

      He grumbled something about not caring about his head. And several times she heard a thwack that told her he’d hit it on the rocks. But whenever she asked if he was all right, he muttered she should just leave him. That she should go on alone. Even though he never stopped helping her make it up the path.

      He was sweating profusely by the time they finally came to a stop in front of the steel door. She helped him lean carefully back against the rocks then slowly lower to the floor so he could sit. Once his breaths evened out in the small dark space and she knew he wasn’t going to fall over, she swiped her sweaty palms on her ripped skirt and reached for the handle.

      Locked. Dammit, she’d forgotten that.

      She shoved her shoulder into the door and tried to use her strength to muscle it open, but it didn’t even budge.

      Shit. Ana had the key.

      Panic pressed down on her chest. There had been no one in the lower level when she and Ana had come through earlier. It was still the middle of the night. For all she knew, it had been years since anyone had been down in that dungeon.

      She turned toward Zagreus, his slow breaths echoing at her feet. “I need a spell to open this door.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Zagreus?” She lowered to her knees and reached for his face, feeling in the dark until her hands connected with his scruffy jaw.

      She tipped his head upright. Her fingers moved over his skin to find his eyes closed again. “We’re almost there. I need you to focus. You can sleep when we get upstairs.”

      He still didn’t answer.

      Keeping one hand cupped around his jaw to hold his head up, she used the other to grasp his shoulder so she could shake him awake. “Zagreus?”

      Nothing. He didn’t move a single muscle.

      That panic inched up her chest, tightening her throat. Still holding his face, she used her other hand to frantically feel around his neck for a pulse.

      There.

      Her fingers stilled. The steady rush of blood in his veins pulsed beneath her fingertips. But it was slow. Way too slow for a mortal let alone a god.

      Oh shit. She looked down. Couldn’t see anything in the dark. “Zagreus?”

      Still nothing.

      Her heart raced. The blood pounded in her head like a doomed drumbeat as the seconds ticked by with no response. As his pulse grew even slower beneath her fingertips.

      Gods couldn’t die. They lived forever. They were immortal. Her mother’s best friend Nick was a god. He couldn’t die unless—

      Every thought came to a whirring stop when she remembered what her mother had once said about Nick.

      He was Krónos’s son. Zeus and Hades’s brother. And Zagreus’s uncle. When he’d come into his god-powers, the Fates had told him the choice to stay with the living or move to the afterlife rested with him.

      No. No, no, no, no…

      “You’re bailing now?” A burst of anger surged through her. She gripped Zagreus’s jaw in both hands and lifted his face toward hers even though she couldn’t see him in the dark. “That’s bullshit, and I’m not going to let you do that. Are you listening to me? You are not going to die on me down here.”

      Just as quickly as the anger hit, it rushed out, leaving her chest tight and her muscles weak.

      Her head fell forward, her forehead grazing his. “Dammit, Zagreus. I need you to wake up. Too many people up there need you. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To help them? I didn’t believe it before, but I believe it now. If you die, those satyrs will come back. They’ll come back and kill everyone in this kingdom. And it’ll be my fault. You don’t want that, do you?”

      Tears she didn’t understand stung her eyes. She lifted her head. Tried to see him in the dark. Still couldn’t. “They need you. I need you. Stay with me. Help me. Don’t give up. Please. I can’t do this by myself.”

      He still didn’t answer, didn’t even move.

      Carefully, she pressed her forehead back to his and drew in a slow breath. She could already feel her Argonaut genes healing her wounds from that battle, but something deep in her heart—something that was connected to him in a way she didn’t understand—told her she would never be the same after this night.

      “U-use… the… amulet.” Zagreus’s raspy voice echoed in the dark space.

      She lifted her head. Looked down at him. Still couldn’t see anything in the utter blackness. But she could hear him. Which meant he wasn’t dead. He wasn’t dead yet.

      She sniffled. “Amulet?”

      His fingertips grazed her chest, sending a burst of heat all along her flesh. She sucked in a breath and held still. Then his fingers found the chain he’d slipped over her head, and his touch traveled the length of the necklace before stopping on the fat amber-colored gem hanging between her breasts.

      “I-it will give you… extra strength. Just… Just focus.”

      Her breasts tingled. Heat exploded in the marking on her hip. Images from that dream flashed in her mind, making her ache for more of his touch anywhere—everywhere. Even though this wasn’t even close to the right time for that.

      She blinked several times. Tried to stay focused on what she needed to do right now. Not on her stupid fantasies.

      There were all kinds of magical amulets in the world. Charmed by gods and witches and mages of every race. She’d barely seen this one before he’d slipped it over her head—had no idea why he had it or what made it special—but if he was telling her to use it, he had to know how it worked.

      Better yet, he knew that it could work.

      She swallowed hard. “I-I’m not a mage. Or a witch. I can’t cast spells. And I already tried to break the door down with my strength. It wouldn’t budge.”

      “No… spells. No… muscles. You’re strong”—his fingers lifted from her chest then grazed her forehead—“here.” His touch slid to her temple. “Use… this.”

      His touch disappeared, and she heard the soft thud as his hand dropped to land against his thigh. The muscles in his neck relaxed even more, pushing the weight of his head against her palm.

      She swallowed hard. He was growing weaker. If she didn’t try something, he really was going to die here. And for reasons she wasn’t ready to examine just yet, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—let that happen.

      A strength she hadn’t known was in her surged in her veins. Gently, she tipped his cheek against the rocks so he could lean against the wall without falling. Then she squeezed his hand and whispered, “Hold on. Just hold on a few minutes more.”

      She pushed to her feet, faced the door, and wiped her hands on her filthy skirt again. She had no idea if this would work, but she had to try.

      Wrapping one hand around the amulet hanging at her chest, she lifted the other to the door handle and focused every thought she had on that lock.

      The amulet grew hot in her palm. So hot she was afraid it might burst into flames against her skin. But she didn’t let go. She didn’t stop focusing. She willed the handle to turn as she flexed her muscles.

      A click sounded, echoing through the space. Then the handle moved with barely any effort.

      Talisa’s eyes shot open. She jerked back, yanking the door open. Stale air from the dungeon whooshed around her.

      “It worked. Oh my gods, it worked.” She braced her foot against the door to keep it open, then knelt to reach for Zagreus. “Come on. We’re through.”

      He grunted as she drew him up against her and off the floor. He was even heavier now, harder to move because he was barely helping. She managed to get him to his feet and through the doorway, but as soon as the door snapped closed behind them, he stumbled and went down.

      “Zagreus!”

      She wasn’t able to grab him before he hit the floor. He didn’t make a sound, though. Nothing but a thud as his body collapsed in the dirt.

      Dust flew up in the air, making Talisa cough. She stumbled and dropped to her knees. Feeling around in the dark, she realized he wasn’t moving. He wasn’t moving at all.

      Panic closed in again as she quickly found his neck and searched for his pulse.

      There.

      But even slower.

      “Skata.” If only she had a fucking torch so she could see where the hell they were.

      A hiss sounded above her head. Then light suddenly illuminated the dark dungeon as torches burst into flame along the walls every ten feet, leading a path straight to the stairs that led up to the main level of the castle.

      She had no idea how that had happened, but as she looked down at Zagreus, bloody and bruised and still as death against the dirt floor, she suddenly didn’t care.

      She leaned over him. “I’m gonna get you help. Do you hear me?” She tipped his face toward hers. “Zagreus?”

      No movement. His pulse was barely a whisper now. And his breaths were growing slower and farther apart.

      Oh gods…

      Tears burned her eyes. Tears that told her a part of her was about to die, too.

      “Don’t you dare give up. You hold on.” She pressed her lips to his temple then quickly pushed to her feet. “Hold on just a little bit longer. For me.”
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      Talisa’s pulse was a whir in her ears as she hit the grand hall.

      The room was dimly lit by a smoldering fire in the great stone hearth. At this hour—well after midnight—it was silent, the velvet couches and plush chairs that had been occupied earlier completely empty.

      Swallowing hard, she rushed out the main doors, crossed the cobblestone courtyard, went up and over the bridge, then swept up the circular stone steps to the gatehouse on the wall walk above. She didn’t knock, just shoved the heavy wood door open with her shoulder as the sentries inside lurched to their feet.

      “The prince is in trouble.” She gripped the door handle and leaned back against the old wood, struggling to breathe. “He was attacked by a pack of satyrs. I managed to get him into the dungeon corridor via the hidden tunnel behind the waterfall, but he’s badly injured. He needs a healer.”

      Wide-eyed, several sentries rushed out the door and down the steps.

      To the two that remained, looking equally as shell-shocked at what she’d announced, Talisa said, “The border magick is flickering. You need to get more guards up here as fast as possible to secure the castle. A couple of those satyrs got away. They’ll be back soon with reinforcements.”

      “Yes, princess.”

      The two spoke in rushed words as Talisa headed back down the steps.

      The grand hall was already abuzz with activity by the time she made her way back inside. She spotted Nysa belting a robe around her waist on the far side of the room, rushing down the last few steps, worry and fear in her blue eyes. Beside her, a tall, dark-haired male Talisa had seen before was already dressed in a leather breastplate, a sword at his hip, his features alert and highly focused.

      “Talisa?” Nysa met up with her in the middle of the room. “I’m so glad you’re all right. But…” Her gaze skipped over Talisa’s ripped dress and haggard appearance. “What happened to you?”

      “I’m fine. It’s not me. There were satyrs. A pack of them.” The dark-haired male stood beside Nysa, listening closely. “Ana... She... She was working with them. She led me right to them.”

      “Our Ana?” Nysa asked.

      “Yes. No. I mean, she’s not who you think she is. She’s not a nymph. She was using glamour to hide her true appearance here behind the kingdom’s magick. It must have given her some kind of enhanced abilities.”

      Talisa glanced at the soldiers rushing through the room with armor and weapons. This was taking too long. She had to get back to Zagreus.

      She stepped toward the hallway that led to the stairs below. “He’s badly injured. You need to help him.” She reached for Nysa’s arm to pull the nymph with her. “Just come with me and—“

      “Get back,” a deep voice called from the direction of the stairwell. “Everyone make room for the prince.”

      Voices quieted. All eyes shifted that direction. Several of the sentries Talisa had alerted in the gatehouse suddenly appeared, carrying a bloody and still Zagreus on some kind of stretcher.

      Talisa’s heart lurched into her throat. She pushed her way through the crowd to his side and quickly reached for his wrist to feel for a pulse.

      She swallowed hard. He looked so much worse in the light. Cuts and bruises and bite marks and scrapes. And blood. So much blood. Everywhere.

      She moved her fingers against his wrist, growing frantic when she couldn’t find his pulse.

      There.

      Oh, thank the Fates. It was still faint, but steady.

      Talisa quickly looked over her shoulder. “Nysa?”

      Nysa’s eyes were wide and horrified as she stepped up at Talisa’s side, her gaze skipping over Zagreus’s bruised and battered face, his torn skin, filthy and shredded clothing, and the deeper wounds—all over his body—oozing blood. “Dear gods.”

      “You can heal him, right”

      “I...” A sick look passed over the nymph’s face.

      “Nysa, focus.” Talisa grasped her arm and shook her. “You can heal him.”

      Nysa’s gaze shifted Talisa’s way. Their eyes met, and Nysa slowly nodded, but there was no certainty in her features. No reassurance, either.

      Looking back at Zagreus, Nysa carefully laid the palm of her hand over his forehead and closed her eyes, as if using her senses to search for… something. And in the silence, as she waited, Talisa’s heart raced so fast, she was almost certain it would fly right out of her chest.

      Nysa’s blue eyes snapped open. Lifting her head, she turned to several nymphs at her back who had been hovering close, trying to get a look at Zagreus. “Lavender. I need lavender soaked cloths. Quickly. There’s not much time.” Turning back to the guards holding the stretcher, she said, “Take him to his chamber. Place him carefully on the bed.”

      They nodded and hustled off with Zagreus, breaking Talisa’s hold on his hand.

      To another nymph at her side, Nysa recited a list of herbs and other supplies she needed. As that nymph scurried away, Nysa finally turned her gaze on Talisa once more.

      “I’ll do whatever I can.” She gripped Talisa’s hand tightly. Her eyes were steady, no longer horrified, but there was still no confidence in those blue irises. Nothing that put Talisa’s fears to rest.

      Nysa glanced toward the male still standing behind her. “This is Rhen. He’s the captain of the Prince’s Guard. Tell him what happened. Then come find me.”

      Nysa left, quickly climbing the stairs toward Zagreus’s bedchamber. Feeling useless, Talisa watched her go, a mixture of fear and agony swirling inside that made it hard to think.

      “Princess?”

      Rhen’s voice brought Talisa’s around. She swallowed, reminding herself to focus on the steps. One thing at a time. She’d gotten him back. He was going to be okay. Now she had to make sure everyone else in this kingdom stayed safe.

      “The border is unsecured.” She looked up at Rhen. “Zagreus’s magick is flickering. How many mages besides Ana was he training?”

      “A handful. Four, I think.”

      “Find them. Have them meet me at the tunnel door that leads out from the dungeon. We have to get the border resecured.”

      Rhen whistled for a nymph walking by. When she stopped, he gave directions for the mages and told the nymph to hurry.

      Talisa turned toward the stairwell that led down. As Rhen fell into step beside her, she said, “You need to send sentries to the stone arch. We killed as many satyrs as we could, but their remains will draw attention.”

      “Yes, princess.”

      “You also need to get any weak spots in the border fortified. I know there are other entrances. Those satyrs knew where that entry point was located. They were waiting for us to step through. Even if we can get the border reformed, they’ll still try to get in.”

      “We’ll keep them out, princess. Don’t worry.”

      Don’t worry. As if. She couldn’t not worry. Not when the life of every person in this kingdom suddenly depended on her.

      Especially Zagreus’s.
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      “You’re all idiots!” Pandora shoved her foot into the belly of the closest satyr in the main room of the fortress, sending him stumbling back several steps.

      He grunted and fell into the satyrs at his back. They growled and pushed him forward. His hooves scraped the rock floor as he tried to keep himself from going down, and his coal black eyes simmered with malice, but he had the good sense not to retaliate.

      The only good sense any of these morons apparently had as far as Pandora was concerned.

      Her disgust grew to epic levels. She swiped at a twig still stuck in her hair as she paced away from the pathetic beast whose name she couldn’t even remember. “I gave you one job, and you failed at even that.”

      “But we didn’t,” the tall satyr to her left said, the one who was in charge of this ridiculous rag-tag group. “We drew Zagreus and his guards away from the stone arch and kept them busy all day, just as you instructed.”

      She glared at the satyr leaning against the wall with a smug expression.

      Tohr. That was his name. He liked to joke he was as strong as the Norse god of thunder. While it may be true he was stronger than the rest of these fools, he was also as dumb as a bag of rocks. And just about as useful to her at the moment.

      “That was only one part of the plan.” She motioned toward the satyr she’d just kicked and the band of merry morons at his back. “These pinheads were supposed to kill the Argolean female. I led them right to her. Her gifts were bound. She was the easiest fucking target they’ll ever see. But they couldn’t even do that. They’re incompetent.” She picked up a pitcher on a nearby table and hurled it toward them. “Now every moment I spent manipulating Zagreus was for nothing!”

      The satyrs lurched back as a group. The one she’d kicked cowered and covered his head with his hands. The ceramic pitcher shattered against his arms and head, dousing him with water, spraying over the others, the pieces clattering against the stones at his feet.

      “From where we’re standing,” Tohr said, “it looks like you’re the one who failed. It took you too long to get her out to the forest. And I lost nearly fifty men thanks to you.”

      Pandora whirled on Tohr. “I would be very careful with your words, beast. I am more powerful than all of your so-called men put together.”

      “Not without your box,” he mumbled, crossing his arms in a defiant move that made her want to grind him to dust with her heel.

      Which she could very well do with her box.

      Of course, if she had any hope of getting her plan back on track, she couldn’t give in to the urge.

      She drew a deep breath for patience, not willing to let them know why Zagreus was so important to her plans.

      When she felt steady, she looked back at Tohr. “Without my box, you have no hope of getting Zagreus back as your leader. You should be kissing my feet and thanking me for taking pity on you and your pathetic excuse of an army.” She narrowed her eyes and stepped toward him. “You were starving before I found you. On the verge of dying out. And now look at you.”

      “Yeah, look at us now.” He met her stare head-on. Not backing down. The others were silent, sensing a showdown. “We look pretty damn strong to me. Even without the fifty you led to their slaughter tonight. And with our newest prisoner, we might not even need a new leader.”

      A tingle rushed down her spine. “What prisoner?”

      One corner of his lips curled, just the slightest snarl when he said, “An Argonaut. A very valuable Argonaut. One who could go head-to-head with Zagreus. Or you, even with your box.”

      Pandora’s mind rushed back over everything she knew about the Argonauts, her unfocused gaze skipping around the room. They each had unique gifts—one per warrior, though none were as strong as any of the gods. None but—

      Oh shit.

      Her gaze snapped back to Tohr. “Maximus.” The one the goddess Atalanta had kidnapped as a child, raised, and trained. The one, rumor had it, who possessed the power of transferability—the ability to take on the powers of any being he faced. “You found the Argonaut Maximus?”

      “We didn’t find him. We captured him.”

      The semantics were of no interest to her. But this—the Argonaut… This was a game changer.

      She fought from smiling so she didn’t give herself away. These idiots had no idea what they’d found.

      She fixed an impassive look on her face and turned toward Tohr. “I want to see him.”

      Tohr huffed. “You? Why? I thought all you cared about was Zagreus.”

      She tamped down her excitement and forced a scowl for the satyr’s benefit. “If he really is an Argonaut, he was probably looking for the Argolean female you let get away tonight. There’s no way he’ll help you.”

      “There is if we force him.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Forcing him will get you nowhere. Argonauts are fiercely loyal. They’re heroes, for fuck’s sake. It’s in their DNA. But I can help with that.”

      “How?”

      She lifted her chin, a subtle movement that also straightened her back and pushed her breasts out, just a touch. “I have my ways.”

      The satyr’s eyes locked on her chest. He might be stupid, but he was still male. And too dumb to know he looked like an even bigger fool, lusting after her when there was no way in hell he would ever get the opportunity to touch her.

      His glazed eyes slowly lifted from her chest to her face. “You’re going to fuck him into submission, aren’t you?”

      “Only if he’s lucky.” She grinned. “And his fuckability is dependent on whether or not I think he can secure what I—what we want,” she corrected so the idiot wouldn’t cue into her plan. Her smile faded. “Meanwhile, your life and the lives of your so-called men are riding on the decision you make right now. Take me to him and live, or don’t and find out just how powerful my box truly is. The choice is yours.”

      The satyr stared at her with a vengeance she knew he longed to let loose. Tension crackled between them. A tension that only amped her adrenaline and made her more convinced she’d win this battle.

      Oh, he may think himself a strong being, but deep down he knew he was no match for her. The biggest mistake he’d ever made was being fooled by her good looks and damsel-in-distress act when she’d first found his gang. The second was falling for her ruse and stealing her treasure back from that fool of a Titan, Epimetheus.

      He pushed away from the wall and stalked past her. “He’s in the abyss.”

      Knowing she’d won, Pandora turned to follow. “Of course he is.”

      She wanted a shower. Wanted one night’s rest. But this was too important to ignore. And her disheveled appearance would only help her where she was headed next.

      “Did you take any personal belongings from him before you threw him down there?” She followed Tohr into the dimly lit corridor.

      “Only his blade.”

      Perfect. “I’ll need to see it before I meet him.”

      Tohr stopped at the end of the hallway and glared down at her. “The blade is mine.”

      “I care not for the weapon. I simply need to hold it.”

      “Why?”

      Gods, he really was an idiot. She didn’t feel like explaining but she needed to get this show on the road. “Because personal objects have energy. Energy that connects them to their owners. And I need access to that connection so I can turn him.”

      Tohr’s eyes narrowed. “You just said he was fiercely loyal. Even if you fuck him senseless, you can’t turn an Argonaut.”

      She fought from rolling her eyes and worked for patience. “He’s mortal. And I was built to fool mortal men.” Look at you, moron. “He’ll turn, trust me.”

      Tohr stared at her another long beat, then finally shook his head and moved down another corridor to their right. “Whatever. But if you kill my prisoner, I’m gonna be pissed. I need him to help me take that castle.”

      Pandora smiled as she followed the satyr. Tohr’s singular focus was conquering Ehrendia and rebuilding the torture palace he’d encountered under Zagreus years ago in the Yucatan. He was such a stupid male, thinking only with his dick. The satyr was so clueless he didn’t realize if the prisoner was who she thought, Tohr’s days of leading anyone were numbered.

      He led her to his private chambers, shoved the door open, and told her to wait in the outer room. As she did, she tried not to notice the filth on the floor and tattered furnishings in what she guessed was a living space.

      Ugh, the males in this place were pigs. But that would soon change as well.

      Tohr returned several moments later carrying a blade as long as his forearm.

      Her eyes widened as he held the parazonium out to her, the weapon only Argonauts used. It shimmered in the low light, the blade wide, the handle thick. It was shorter than a sword, lighter and easier to use. And carved into the steel were the ancient Greek letters she’d seen on Talisa’s arms. The ones that marked all Argonauts as protectors of the mortal world, chosen by the Fates.

      Her fingertips grazed the metal, careful of the sharp edges. It was cool to the touch, but she felt the energy zing up her fingertips. Felt the connection to its owner. And instantly knew what she needed to do next.

      She lifted her hand from the blade and looked up at the satyr. “Thank you.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.” She turned for the door. “I’ll meet you at the lower entrance to the abyss.”

      “You’re visiting your box, aren’t you?”

      She reached the open doorway and glanced over her shoulder at the satyr, not the least bit worried he or the others had tampered with her treasure while she’d been away. It not only cloaked the location of this rundown fortress, it was also deadly to anyone who tried to open it but her. “Yes.”

      “And if this time it doesn’t grant you your wish?”

      “Oh, it will.” She grinned as she gripped the wood at the doorway, already looking forward to meeting the mystery male below. “It always does. Just make sure your satyrs are ready to attack. I’ve a strong feeling turning him to our cause won’t take long at all.”
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      The nymphs Zagreus had been training as mages were all greener than grass—timid, nervous, and new to casting spells.

      Ana had clearly been his most promising prospect, and two minutes with the others made Talisa understand why he’d spent more time with Ana. Especially now, when Talisa knew Ana was a whole lot more than the others.

      Still, these four were their only shot at reforging the border, so Talisa led them out through the hidden tunnel and down to the pool at the base of the waterfall where the stone arch sat just beyond, hoping like hell this worked.

      Through the trees and flickering magick, she could see Rhen and several of the other guards cleaning up the mess she’d made of those satyrs. So far, no new beasts had returned, but that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. Waiting to strike all over again.

      Don’t think about that…

      She turned toward the four nymphs, each wearing cloaks, each glancing around the dark forest as if they expected those satyrs to jump out of the brush at any moment. “Okay, focus. Like we discussed. You each know the spell.”

      “Our magick isn’t as strong as the prince’s,” the blonde to Talisa’s right said with a nervous expression.

      “Doesn’t matter. There are four of you. He picked each of you for a reason. Because he believed in you and knew what you were capable of. My father always said you’ll never know where your destiny leads until you take that first step. This is your first step, not just for yourselves, but for your people.”

      The nymphs glanced from one to another then slowly nodded, communicating in some silent nymph way Talisa didn’t have time to wonder about. Holding up their hands, they pressed their palms together, forming a circle.

      Talisa stayed where she was, watching from beyond the circle as their eyes slid closed and they began reciting the ancient words that would camouflage the border and form a protective barrier around the kingdom.

      Okay, Fates, if you ever wanted to interfere in my life, this would be the perfect time.

      The amulet grew warm against Talisa’s skin. Refusing to think about her own destiny, Talisa closed her eyes and reached for the gem at the end of the long chain while the nymphs’ voices echoed around her.

      Her fingers wrapped around the warm stone. She pictured the barrier growing like an invisible wall all around the border of the kingdom. Imagined the dark forest beyond fading into nothing. Could almost hear the sizzle and pop of energy in the stone arch that only magickal words could break. And she focused on protection. On safety. On nothing evil crossing into this land.

      The nymphs’ voices quieted. The amulet chilled in Talisa’s fist. Gasps echoed on the air, followed by one nymph muttering, “It worked.” And another saying, “Holy Hades, it did.”

      Talisa’s eyes shot open. She looked past the nymphs toward the stone arch. From this side, she could see the trees and forest beyond in the moonlight, but the energy was no longer flickering. A steady hum met her ears, and she felt rather than saw the invisible barrier that protected the kingdom.

      “Holy skata,” Talisa breathed. “It did work.”

      The nymph closest to Talisa jumped up and down and reached for her arm. “We did it! Look what we did!”

      A slow smile broke across Talisa’s face, but when the nymph bumped into her, she winced at the quick shot of pain up her arm. She’d been so focused on fixing the mess she’d made, she’d forgotten she was still slightly injured.

      “You did it. Good job, all of you.” She forced a smile for their benefit. “Now get back up to the castle in case anyone else needs your help.”

      All four giggled like schoolgirls but rushed back toward the path that led behind the waterfall as if they couldn’t wait to  share the news of what they’d done.

      Talisa was just about to follow when the energy in the arch sizzled and popped. Seconds later, Rhen and his men walked under the stones.

      The males moved past Talisa, nodding their heads slightly. Several muttered, “Princess,” but none slowed to speak with her.

      Rhen drew to a stop several feet away and swiped an arm over his sweaty brow. “The ground has been cleared. No one who ventures close will see what happened out there.”

      Talisa exhaled another breath of relief. “Thank you.”

      Rhen glanced back toward the stone arch. “Looks like you fixed the border issue.”

      In the moonlight, Talisa took her first good look at the sileni. He was a few inches taller than Talisa, close to six-three, she guessed, muscular in all the right places and as handsome as the nymphs were beautiful—flawless skin, striking good looks, dark hair and eyes, with just a hint of scruff on his square jaw that probably drove the nymphs wild. And though a few days ago he might have turned her head, today he didn’t even elicit more than a casual glance from Talisa.

      “Not me.” She headed for the path, not ready to decipher that reaction just yet. “The nymphs did. I just directed.”

      He fell into step beside her. “I think you did more than direct. The prince hasn’t been teaching them all that long. Even with their abilities joined, they would have needed more than a little direction to get that border secured.”

      Talisa wasn’t sure that was true, but as they moved behind the waterfall, she thought of the amulet hot in her palm as she’d been picturing the border reforming. And the way it had grown hot when she’d thought about that lock on the dungeon door opening as well.

      Zagreus had said the amulet was powerful. That it enhanced strength. Had she somehow willed both of those things to happen with her mind?

      “I also think you had a lot more to do with what happened outside the border than you’re letting on,” Rhen said at her side.

      His words pulled her attention from her spinning thoughts and drew her feet to a stop at the entrance to the tunnel. She turned behind the roaring waterfall and looked up at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I’m pretty sure you do. The prince doesn’t generally use a sword when battling his enemies. He doesn’t need to.”

      Oh… right.

      “The majority of those satyrs were taken down with a blade,” Rhen went on. “And something also tells me you might recognize this.”

      When Rhen lifted his hand, Talisa spotted the black handle and short blade resting in his palm.

      “This is yours, isn’t it? We found it stuck between a satyr’s eyes. Only a skilled warrior could make that kill. Especially against a charging beast.”

      The way he was watching her, closely, intensely, put her on instant alert. “If you think I’m a threat—“

      “I know you’re a threat. But not to me. And not to my people. What you just did here, helping to secure our border, proves that. I’m more concerned with what kind of threat you are to the prince.”

      Her gaze skipped over Rhen’s flawless features, and that tightness she’d felt before, when she’d been trying to keep Zagreus conscious, reformed in her chest. “He’s immortal. What kind of threat could I possibly be to him?”

      “Oh, I think you know what kind of threat I mean.”

      Talisa swallowed hard.

      “You were leaving, weren’t you?” he asked quietly.

      Her pulse kicked up. She looked down at his leather breastplate, stained with satyr blood and other things she didn’t want to imagine, unsure how to answer.

      “I was there the night you found him in the club.”

      Her gaze darted back to his. “The night I found him?”

      “Weren’t you there looking for someone?”

      She had been. She’d been at that club numerous times looking for… someone. And she’d always left feeling as if she hadn’t found him. Even when she’d found lots of other males. It was the real reason she kept going back.

      “He’s been searching for you for a long time,” Rhen said. “Since well before he came to Ehrendia. I think—no, I know part of him thought he wouldn’t find you again. That too much time had passed. Then, out of nowhere, you walked up to him in that club. That was a sign. As was the fact, this time, you aren’t a nymph. All day today, while we were out tracking those satyrs, he was anxious to get back to you. To make sure you were still there. That you were safe. The only threat to his existence, princess, is losing you. If that were to happen, in his mind, there’d be no reason to go on. Not anymore.”

      None of what he was saying made sense. Yet at the same time, Talisa’s heart pounded hard.

      Her mind was a blur, her skin damp from perspiration, her stomach in a knot. She had a million questions. Didn’t know where to start. Could only grasp one thought, even if it was trivial at the moment. “Wh—why do you call me princess?”

      “Because you are the prince’s mate.”

      “His”—her pulse beat even faster—“what?”

      An amused expression crossed Rhen’s face. “Nysa told me you have the marking on your hip. The same one he has, inverted. The alpha and the omega. The beginning and the end. He said your mind wouldn’t remember your souls being bound but your body would. It’s why you found him, isn’t it?”

      The cave closed in around Talisa. Her legs grew weak, and she reached out to steady herself against the rocks. As she struggled to breathe, the marking on her hip warmed.

      “Princess?” Rhen reached for her arm to steady her. “Are you all right?”

      She wasn’t sure. Wasn’t sure she’d ever been all right. All she could focus on was his blunt declaration. On the fact she and Zagreus were…

      Bound.

      That one word echoed in her head. The marking on her hip grew warmer. Her memories skipped back over all the times her father had told her the reason her Alpha marking was different was because she was the only female ever to be born with the Argonaut markings. That made her special. Unique. She’d always known that excuse was bullshit, but this…

      Her memories shifted to seeing Zagreus in that club. To the pull she’d felt toward him from across the room. To sliding her hand over his hard chest. To dancing with him in that flickering light. Then, finally, to pressing her mouth to his and kissing him.

      Her lips tingled. The marking grew even hotter.

      Was it possible? Her fingers slowly drifted to her lips, and she touched the sensitive flesh, remembering that kiss, remembering how complete she’d felt, how everything—for one shining moment—had seemed… right.

      She hadn’t pulled away from his lips that night because she’d seen through his glamour or realized who he was. She’d pulled away because she’d known as soon as she’d tasted him that he was hers.

      Her soul mate. The one person in the cosmos she was destined to crave but who was the worst possible match for her. Her curse, all because she’d been born with those miserable Argonaut markings.

      Only…

      The marking on her hip grew white-hot, to the point it was all she could feel—not the tightness in her chest, not the rush of blood in her veins, not even the pounding in her head. All she could focus on was that burn in her hip, spreading heat and life through her whole body, in a way it never had before. Telling her this—he—was something more than a curse. More even than the evil god she’d always believed him to be.

      Her gaze lifted to Rhen’s worried face. “What did you mean by give up? He’s immortal. He can’t die.”

      “That’s a myth. Any god can die. Either by choosing to give up power and moving to the afterlife, or by losing the will to live.”

      Oh gods… That couldn’t be as bad as it sounded.

      She swallowed hard. “And if a god… loses the will to live… what happens to his soul?”

      “Exactly what you think.” Rhen’s eyes darkened. “It fades into nothing. Like his body.”

      The pain suddenly exploding in her chest was like nothing she’d ever felt. Like a thousand daggers stabbing straight through her heart, stealing her breath, making her gasp.

      She didn’t understand it. Didn’t understand why she was feeling it for Zagreus or why any of this was happening. She just knew she had to get to him.

      She gripped Rhen’s arm, a new sense of panic taking hold. “Where is he? I have to see him.”

      Rhen nodded and gently tugged her away from the rock wall. “This way. Hurry.”

      She barely remembered the trek back through the tunnel. Wasn’t sure she’d have been able to find the way without Rhen guiding her. Luckily, someone had lit torches so they weren’t lost in total darkness, but the flames were nothing more than a blur of light as she passed.

      The grand hall was dark and quiet once more when they returned. Only a few people lingered. Rhen led Talisa up to the third floor, down a long dim corridor lit by sconces, slowing when they reached two sentries standing guard outside a tall, arched wooden door that was open a mere foot.

      Rhen quietly pushed the door open and spoke to whoever was inside, then looked back at Talisa and motioned for her to follow.

      Talisa’s first impression was of a giant bedchamber with high ceilings, heavy wood beams, and dark woods. A fire burned in the large stone fireplace to her left, flanked by shelves stuffed with books on each side. She spotted a desk against one wall, a deep red velvet couch, and a few matching high-backed chairs in front of the hearth.

      Old oil lamps sat on the bedside tables, and heavy red curtains framed the cathedral windows on each side of the massive medieval-style, carved-wood canopy bed. But her focus immediately went to Zagreus, lying still as death on that enormous mattress. And all that fear she still didn’t completely understand overwhelmed her all over again.

      Talisa stepped past Rhen to the foot of the bed to get a better look. Zagreus’s eyes were closed, his head tipped to the side, his arms unmoving against the red comforter. He was naked but for a white sheet draped over his lower body, but most of his skin was covered by once-white strips of cloth that looked damp and were now tinged pink by blood.

      She swallowed hard as she gripped the wood post at the corner of the bed and watched Nysa ring moisture from a strip of cloth over a pan on the side table, unravel the cotton, then lay it over a bloody wound on his shoulder. The scent of lavender filled the room, along with some other incense or herbs Talisa couldn’t name.

      This wasn’t right. His wounds should already be closed. He was a god. Yes, he could feel pain, but he healed fast—faster than those from her race. She could already feel most of her wounds from that fight knitting back together.

      “Why isn’t it working?” Talisa asked in the silence as Nysa laid the last piece of cloth on his arm. “It should already be working.”

      Nysa turned, dried her hands on a towel, and looked toward Rhen at Talisa’s back. “Stay with him?”

      Talisa didn’t hear Rhen’s answer, didn’t see Nysa move, but she felt Nysa’s hands on her arm, slowly pulling her away from the bed.

      “Come this way,” Nysa said. “You’re a mess.”

      Talisa’s heart raced. Her head spun. She felt herself moving, but it didn’t seem real. Nothing seemed real. Nothing made sense. And as Nysa drew her into another room then pushed her to sit on some kind of padded bench, she focused on the one thing that was real and looked at the nymph. “Wh-what’s happening?”

      Nysa reached for the tattered sleeve at Talisa’s shoulder and tugged, ripping it open. “I’m getting you patched up.” She pressed her fingers around Talisa’s biceps. “Does that hurt?”

      Talisa shook her head. She couldn’t feel any pain in her arm. In the center of her chest, though? Yeah. Her chest was on fire, which only confused her more.

      Nysa went to work cleaning Talisa’s arm. Another nymph rushed in with a pan of steaming water and a stack of cloth. The scent of lavender filled the room. The two spoke quietly but Talisa barely noticed. She was too busy trying to slow her racing pulse. Too frantic to figure out what the hell was going on.

      “There.” Something tightened around Talisa’s arm. “That should fix that one. I need you to stand so I can see where else you were injured.”

      She pulled Talisa to her feet, helped her turn, and made quick work of the zipper at her spine. As the ruined gown fell to her feet, Talisa realized she was in some kind of giant bathroom.

      Everything was marble. A massive sunken tub took up the center space. She spotted a large, walk-in shower with no door, a long vanity and tall mirror, a chandelier sparkling light over everything, but that was as much as she could take in.

      She turned when Nysa tugged gently on her arm, then clutched the towel Nysa handed her to her chest. “I need you to stop what you’re doing and talk to me.”

      Nysa lifted her gaze from checking Talisa’s body for more wounds. But one look at the nymph’s somber eyes was all Talisa needed to know it was bad.

      “His wounds aren’t healing,” Nysa said softly. “They should be mostly closed by now, but they’re not.”

      Talisa’s conversation with Rhen near the waterfall rushed through her mind. Slowly, she sank to the padded bench, still clutching the towel against her chest.

      “He’s stable,” Nysa went on. “For now. The lavender isn’t helping to heal much, but it has a soothing property that should ease some of his pain, though at this point I don’t think he’s feeling much. The best we can do is make him comfortable.”

      Oh gods…

      “Wh-what about magick? The nymphs who helped me with the border could—”

      “Magick isn’t going to help him.” When Talisa looked up, Nysa sighed. “He’s a god. If he wanted to heal himself, he could.”

      Oh… gods… He really was dying.

      “I-I don’t understand.” Talisa looked back down at the floor. It was some kind of swirled marble but the tiles all blurred in front of her. “Why now? If I’m”—she swallowed hard, still unable to say the words—“who he thinks I am, and he’s been looking for me as long as Rhen said, then why is he giving up now?”

      “I don’t know.” Nysa crouched in front of her and laid a gentle hand on Talisa’s knee. One that was solid and warm. The only warmth Talisa could feel at the moment. “Maybe it was too long. Five hundred years is the longest you’ve ever been apart. Maybe the darkness is too strong in him now. Maybe he sensed you were too different. Or maybe, when you ran, he realized that this was his chance to break the cycle. To let you finally live and for him to be the one to die.”

      Finally live…

      She didn’t want him dying for her. She didn’t want anyone dying for her. She was a warrior, not a hapless victim. And they’d won that fight. They’d beaten those satyrs… together. There was no reason for him to give up and die now.

      Her thoughts spun all over again—with things Nysa had told her, with things Rhen had mentioned. And mixed with all of it was Ana’s voice, announcing that Talisa had returned from the dead.

      She looked through the open door toward the bed, where she could just see Zagreus lying still against the mattress.

      Reincarnation was possible. Orpheus, one of the Argonauts, had been reincarnated. The Fates had given him a second chance at life because Zeus’s Sirens had interfered with his destiny. Talisa had always felt older than her age. Her parents and aunts and uncles had always teased her about being an “old soul.” She knew it was possible her soul had lived in the past. But… with Zagreus? That was the part she couldn’t comprehend.

      He was the Prince of Darkness. Hades’s son. A monster in every sense of the word, one who enjoyed torture and pain as much as his father. Why would the Fates ever pair her with him? And why in the name of all the gods would they ever send her back to him?

      But even as the thoughts rushed through her mind, she remembered he was also the god who’d freed Cynna so she could be with Nick, even knowing it would infuriate his father. He’d been imprisoned by Hades, probably tortured in ways she didn’t want to imagine, then released. And instead of hunting down those who’d wronged him, he’d come here. To Ehrendia. He’d rebuilt this kingdom. Protected these nymphs. Taught the silens to defend themselves. And when she’d found him in that club, when her intrusion into his life had caused him all kinds of chaos, he hadn’t retaliated against her. He hadn’t once hurt her. He’d rescued her. From satyrs and daemons and Pandora and… even herself.

      Someone stepped into Talisa’s line of sight, blocking her view of the bedchamber.

      Nysa pushed to her feet and turned, quietly speaking with whoever had interrupted them.

      Footsteps sounded then faded. Sighing, Nysa turned back to Talisa. “I have to go check on another patient. Rhen needs to get back to the Prince’s Guard, but he can stay if you need to go—”

      “No, I-I’ll stay with Zagreus.” The words were out of Talisa’s mouth before she realized what she’d said. She looked up at Nysa’s surprised face, even more surprised herself. But she didn’t want to take it back.

      “Very well. You’ll need to clean up first. The last thing we need is to introduce some kind of infection to the prince’s wounds. Satyrs are known to carry all kinds of diseases. The bandage I put on your arm is waterproof. Helia brought you some clothes over there with the extra towels.” She eyed Talisa as if she wanted to say more, then finally turned for the door. “I’ll be back later to check on him.”

      As she pulled the bathroom door closed quietly behind her, Talisa continued to hold the towel to her chest, listening to Nysa’s and Rhen’s muffled voices from the other room. She couldn’t make out their words, but she knew they were talking about her. About what had happened, why she was here, and what she was going to do.

      She didn’t have a clue.

      The only thing that seemed even remotely true was that there had to be a reason. A reason she and Zagreus had crossed paths. A reason he’d brought her to Ehrendia. A reason she hadn’t been able to leave.

      Something more than just chance that explained why she, the daughter of a hero, and he, the son of the devil, were linked.
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      Max blinked in the darkness, confused why he’d awoken. No sound met his ears. Nothing but his own pulse echoing in his head.

      Slowly, he became aware of the dirt floor. The chill in the air. The scents of earth and mildew. And he remembered.

      The satyrs’ dungeon. If this place could even be called a dungeon. He’d only gotten one look before the lights had gone out, but his impression was that of a big empty pit.

      He pushed up on one arm, cringing at the pain echoing through every muscle as he scooted back to lean against the cold stone wall. He was weak. Weaker than he should be. Whatever energy Zagreus had hit him with hadn’t worn off yet.

      That thought left him more confused than before. He had no idea how long he’d been out or how long he’d been down here. But judging from his grumbling stomach and light head, it had to have been awhile.

      He looked to his right, where the stairs had been. Knew instinctively they were still gone. Then glanced up toward the door that was somewhere above. His only hope was to find a way to get up to that door.

      He placed a hand on the wall at his side. The rocks were stacked. Filled with some kind of mud or cement. If he had a pickaxe or a spike or even some kind of knife,  he could use it as a brace to scale the wall. Of course, he needed energy for that. Which meant food. And it didn’t seem like his captors were all that interested in feeding their prisoners.

      A shuffling sounded to his left. His head jerked in that direction. His first thought was mouse. Or rat. Both of which he could eat, though the thought disgusted him. Still, rat meat was better than dying of starvation.

      A light flared, burning his retinas. He lifted a hand to block the glare and blinked several times. Then tensed, realizing the shuffling wasn’t a rat after all. Realizing also that he wasn’t alone down here as he’d thought.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      The voice was female, not male. And it was sweet, almost like music to his sound-starved ears.

      Max slowly lowered his hand, squinting to focus on the voice. All he could see was a gold halo of light. But slowly, a shape formed in the light. A female shape, barefoot and wearing a torn white slip dress that showcased her curves in all the right places.

      His gaze lifted to the mass of curly dark hair falling past her shoulders, to her smooth features coming into focus, her small nose, full lips, and the lightest blue eyes he’d ever seen.

      He blinked, sure he was hallucinating. But nope, she was still there. Still standing in the middle of his hell, still holding a lantern, still gazing down at him with an almost—expectant—look on her beautiful face.

      “Who—” Holy shit, his voice was raspy. He’d been down here a lot longer than he’d thought. “Who are you?”

      “Ana.”

      She moved closer. He tensed as she knelt at his side and set the lantern on the ground.

      An easy smile curled her perfect mouth. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you.” She set a satchel beside the lantern. “They sent me down to help you.”

      “They?” he asked cautiously as she rummaged through her bag.

      “The satyrs. Ah, here.” She pulled out a canteen, twisted the cap free, then lifted it toward his lips. “Sip slowly. You’re dehydrated.”

      He sniffed as the canteen came near his face. Couldn’t smell anything.

      She smiled in the dim light. “It’s just water, I promise.”

      He had no idea who she was or why she was here, but he was suddenly parched. He lifted a shaky hand to the canteen and took it from her, swallowing as soon as the cool liquid reached his throat.

      “Easy. Not too much at first.”

      He wanted to guzzle down the whole damn thing, was suddenly thirstier than he’d ever been, but knew she was right. The last thing he needed was to get sick.

      Forcing himself to lower the canteen, he swiped a hand across his lips and looked back at her. Her head was down. She was rummaging through her bag again. Dark curls fell across her cheek, hiding her eyes from his view, but some instinct told him she wasn’t a threat.

      Her thin dress was dirty and torn in several places. He spotted several streaks of mud on her bare arms, her legs, even on her left cheek. And he was almost certain there was a twig stuck in the back of her hair.

      “There it is.” She pulled a small vial from her bag and held it up. Some kind of blue-green liquid sloshed inside the glass. “Not exactly a steak dinner, but it should be enough for now.” She popped the stopper and held the vial out to him.

      He eyed her warily. “What is that?”

      “Liquid energy.” She smiled when he only stared at her. “I’m a healer, not Atropos come to snip the thread of your life.”

      No, she definitely wasn’t a Fate. He’d met Lachesis—the Fate who spun the thread of life—and she’d been old. White-hair, wrinkly-skin-old, which this female definitely was not. As all three Fates were the same age, there was no way she was Atropos, the Fate known as the Angel of Death.

      Still…

      His smile faded as he eyed the vial. There were plenty of otherworldly creatures in the human realm who employed witches to conjure all kinds of spells.

      “I’m not one of those, either,” she said.

      “One of what?”

      “A witch.”

      “How did you—?”

      “Know what you were thinking? I didn’t. I guessed. Wasn’t much of a stretch, considering the skeptical look on your face. I’m a nymph.”

      A nymph? His gaze skipped over her again. She was stunning, even in the low light, even with the filthy dress and smear of dirt across her cheek. But his senses told him to be careful. He was definitely weaker than he’d thought because he couldn’t tell if she was lying. In fact, he couldn’t pick up any signals from her.

      “If you’re really a nymph, then what’s in the vial?”

      “Electrolytes and vitamins. A special mixture I came up with. Your body’s having trouble replenishing itself because of the energy hit you took. This will help you rebalance.”

      “How do you know about the energy I was hit with?”

      “Because I’ve treated several of Zagreus’s victims. His tactics are well-known in these parts.” She held the vial out to him again. “Trust me. You’ll feel better in a few minutes.”

      He wasn’t willing to trust her yet, but he was quickly running out of options. Carefully, he took the vial from her fingers and lifted it to his lips.

      The liquid was slightly bitter, but not horrible. He swallowed, half-expecting something cataclysmic to happen. All he felt was a warmth that spread down his chest, into his belly, then slowly out through each limb.

      “Good.” She took the vial from his hands and slipped it back into her satchel. “We’ll give that a few minutes to work, then I have some food for you.”

      At just the mention of food, his stomach growled.

      She smiled. “I see my concoction is already working.”

      It was working. The fogginess was already clearing from his head, and he felt suddenly stronger, more alert. He sat up against the wall, his gaze studying her closer as she reached in her bag again. A lock of hair fell across her cheek.

      Something about her was familiar, but he was sure he’d never met her before. “You’re a nymph, yet you work for the satyrs?”

      “I came across the satyrs by accident. Once they found out I was a healer, my choices were either to be thrown down here like you or cooperate. Ah, there it is.”

      She pulled something wrapped in cloth from her satchel and handed it to him. Warmth met his palms, and the scent of fresh-baked bread hit his nostrils.

      His stomach growled all over again as he sat forward, tore the wrapping free, then ripped off a chunk of bread and bit into it. He groaned at the sublime taste.

      She chuckled. “My concoction is definitely working.”

      He swallowed another bite. She didn’t interrupt him, just sat back on her heels and watched, handing him the canteen when he looked around for it.

      The bread was the best thing he’d ever eaten, and by the time he finished, he was sure he could eat ten more loaves. But she didn’t pull anything else from her magick satchel, and he had a sudden thought that maybe instead of scarfing it down, he should have rationed it, in case it was all he was going to get.

      She tipped her head as he leaned back against the wall. “You’re an Argonaut.”

      He didn’t answer. Wasn’t sure he should. Instead, he lifted the canteen to his lips again and swallowed a mouthful of water.

      “I’ve never met an Argonaut before.” Her hand drifted toward the markings on his forearm, then she hesitated with her fingers mere inches above his skin and flicked a look up to his eyes. “Do you mind?”

      He still couldn’t pick up any signals from her, and he wasn’t sure how to read her strange question. But he could already feel the heat from her hand washing over his flesh, and for reasons he didn’t understand, he wanted her to touch him. Ached for it in a way he’d never ached for another’s touch. Ever. “I guess.”

      Her palm and fingertips grazed the markings on his skin. Warmth and electricity immediately zinged up his arm and into his chest.

      His gaze shot to hers. The lantern she’d lit was already dimming, but in her light blue eyes he saw sparks of excitement. Of heat. Of a hunger that couldn’t be sated by bread and water.

      The same hunger suddenly consuming him.

      She moved her hand up his arm, to his biceps, then across his shoulder where her palm finally stilled against his chest. His stomach tightened as she drew close. Closer than she’d been only moments ago. So close she straddled his lap and the warmth of her breath tickled his lips.

      “What is your name?” she whispered as the light continued to fade.

      “M-Maximus.” He lifted his hand and covered hers against his chest, no longer caring about food. Wanting only to taste her. Her skin was as soft as velvet, and her sexy jasmine scent—dear gods, it was making him high. “My name is Maximus.”

      “Maximus.” Her gaze held his, hypnotizing him with the clear blue of her eyes. “That means greatest. Tell me, Maximus, are you the greatest?”

      For her, he suddenly wanted to be. “I-I don’t know.”

      “Tell you what.” A seductive smile curled her lips, and her gaze dropped to his mouth. “Since we’re trapped down here together for the time being, why don’t we find out?”

      The lantern went out, dousing the room in darkness once more. But Max didn’t care. Because her lips were suddenly on his, her kiss giving him strength, giving him life, giving him a reason to fight. Telling him with one taste that being captured by these satyrs, being thrown in this cell had not been a matter of chance.

      It was fate. His fate.

      And she was the key to everything.
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      Talisa didn’t remember bathing or dressing. She did both in record time. She didn’t even look at her reflection as she tugged the loose cotton nightgown over her head and finger-combed her damp hair.

      Flames crackled in the giant fireplace when she stepped into the bedroom, casting everything in an eerie orange light, especially Zagreus, lying still in the center of the massive bed. The blankets were pulled up to his waist, his shirt missing, his injuries covered with damp white cloths that left the whole room smelling of lavender.

      Rustling sounded. Talisa glanced to her left and spotted Rhen standing quietly in the shadows. He caught her eye, nodded slightly, then slipped into the hallway and closed the heavy wood door softly behind him.

      Alone with Zagreus, she looked back at the bed and drew a deep breath, then slowly stepped toward the mattress.

      His eyes were closed, his head tipped her way on the pillow, his thick dark hair in stark contrast to the crisp white sheets. Her gaze skipped over the bandage on the left side of his forehead, to the long red scratch marring his cheek, down the small nicks and cuts on his throat, then across the bandages covering most of his torso and arms. The bandages tinged pink and covering wounds she knew were worse than the ones she could see.

      She swallowed hard, watching his chest to make sure it was still rising and falling. Relief pulsed through her when she caught the slight movement. Not deep breaths, but enough to tell her he was still with her.

      Still with her…

      Those words echoed in her head as she carefully sat on the mattress beside him.

      Was he with her? He shouldn’t be. None of this should even be possible. She knew this was her chance to run. That the nymphs could take care of him. Yet, no matter how many times she told herself to leave, she just… couldn’t.

      Her hand trembled as she gently lifted it from the sheet and covered his, lying still on the mattress at his side. His skin was rougher than hers. A full shade darker. But warm where they touched, and she held on to that one small thing because it was real.

      “I… I don’t know what’s happening here,” she said softly, staring down at her hand over his. “I don’t know why you did that back there with those satyrs or why you’re not fighting to get better right now, but…”

      She lifted her gaze to his face, his features not tense as she’d seen them before, but relaxed, his skin smooth. In sleep, the lines disappeared from around his eyes and mouth, making him look younger than before. Handsome instead of intimidating. More angelic than devilish.

      Her heart skipped. “There are a lot of people in this castle—in this kingdom—depending on you, Zagreus. They need you to fight. And”—she tightened her fingers around his and swallowed again because the words felt foreign on her tongue but also right, in a bizarre sort of way she didn’t want to analyze just yet—“and so do I. I’m not going to be the reason you die. Not when I know you did that to save me. Not when I…” Her throat grew thick again. “Not when I still don’t understand any of this.”

      He didn’t open his eyes. Didn’t speak. Didn’t even move a single muscle to tell her he’d heard her words.

      “You owe me an explanation.” Her eyes grew hot all over again, and she blinked several times, fighting to hold back the hitch in her voice. “About what I’m doing here and why I feel this way.” She squeezed his hand. “About why you called me mono mia. Just open your eyes and talk to me. Please.”

      Still, he didn’t move. The only sign he was alive the shallow movements of his chest as he breathed.

      “It seems some things don’t change,” a voice said softly at Talisa’s back. “Our Ziggy was never one for conversation.”

      Shocked because she hadn’t heard a door open, Talisa whipped around and blinked at the female standing behind her.

      No, not standing, floating. In a diaphanous white robe that fell past her feet and dangled above the hardwood.

      Talisa tightened her hold on Zagreus’s hand, a new sense of fear rushing through her.

      The female was tiny, even hovering a foot above the floor, with long white hair that fell past her shoulders and wrinkled skin that showed her age. Her nose was small, her lips the slightest shade of pink, but her eyes… They were laser focused and so light blue, they almost glowed.

      “Do you know who I am, paidí?”

      “I… Y-yes.” Talisa’s heart raced, and her mouth was so dry, she could barely form words. “You’re a Fate.”

      Please don’t be Atropos…

      The Fate smiled. “Your father obviously prepared you.”

      “N-not my father. My mother.”

      The Fate chuckled. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by that. Your father is not my biggest fan.”

      Her smile faded as she floated closer to the bed. Her eerie gaze skipped over Zagreus, hovering on the slow movement of his chest. “It won’t be long now, I’m afraid.”

      “You didn’t come here to take him?”

      “No. The choice is his. It always was.”

      Talisa stared at the Fate as she continued to hold Zagreus’s hand, a new feeling welling inside her. One she recognized as anger. “So, what…? You’re here to gloat?”

      “No.” The Fate looked toward Talisa. “I’m not here for him, paidí. I’m here for you. And before you begin to worry, I’m not my sister. I’m Lachesis.”

      The Fate who spins the thread. Not the one who cuts it.

      Talisa knew all about the three Fates. She’d heard the stories back home. Knew full well how the Fates liked to meddle in Argonaut business.

      She had the markings. Obviously, she was next on their How To Fuck With The Argonauts list. “I don’t need your help, but he does. Do something to help him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      Lachesis’s eyes softened. “The Fates stopped interfering in Zagreus’s affairs long ago, when we realized he was lost.”

      When he was lost…

      Talisa was suddenly afraid to ask what that meant. She lifted her other hand to hold Zagreus’s in both of hers.

      “Oh, it was long ago.” Lachesis floated toward the cathedral window and looked out at the moonlight sparkling over the dark lake below. “So long it probably doesn’t matter anymore. But, I suppose you deserve to know the truth. Here, now, at the end.”

      Talisa wasn’t ready to accept any end, but she needed answers, and she suddenly sensed this Fate was the only one who could give them to her.

      The Fate clasped her hands at the her back. “You know the story of the gods, how they came to be. They were angels, sent by the Creator to oversee to development of this world.”

      “Fallen angels,” Talisa corrected. “Who turned away from their duties, choosing power and greed instead.”

      Lachesis nodded. “We—the Fates—were tasked by the Creator with keeping the gods in check, much as your father and the Argonauts were tasked with protecting the mortal realm. For a while, things were good. Mortals and immortals coexisted with little conflict. But we quickly realized the gods were shifting balance within the universe. Without a savior, this world was destined to fall, and when it did, every innocent mortal would fall with it. So… we intervened.”

      “Intervened, how?”

      “We blessed the soul of an immortal child with light. The same light all the gods had slowly turned away from. The light that was fading in the world. And our intervention worked. The child quickly came to represent everything good, or everything good as it should be in the world—happiness, joy, and pleasure. But then… his father interceded.”

      “His father?” Talisa asked.

      “Hades. He sensed the light in the boy from the beginning. Was threatened by it because he associated that light with Olympus, where his wife is from. He grew paranoid. So, to ensure that the boy never rose up against him as he and his brothers had risen against their father, he cursed the boy with darkness.”

      Oh shit. Talisa suddenly knew where this was going.

      “Yes,” the Fate whispered. “Hades cursed the boy with the darkness that is the lifeblood of the Underworld.”

      Talisa’s heart beat hard and fast as she looked down at Zagreus’s relaxed face, still scratched and bruised, still tipped her way as he slept.

      Lachesis sighed. “My sisters and I knew the world was in trouble. Wars were breaking out. Zeus was doing nothing to stop them. He and the Olympians were actually feeding conflicts in the human realm, and their infighting was growing worse. We believed the only way to restore balance in the cosmos was for the boy we’d blessed to embrace that light. To use it to overthrow the Olympians. The only catch was that by the time Zagreus reached adulthood, he was, understandably, conflicted. He existed in a chaotic mixture of light and darkness. We believed he needed something—or someone—to inspire him to be the god he was always destined to be.”

      Talisa stared at her, instinctively knowing what came next. Dreading it at the same time. “You interfered again.”

      “We did. We placed a nymph in his path while he was in the human realm on one of Hades’s errands. A female who was young and beautiful. One who was the exact opposite of the succubi he encountered in the Underworld. One who could not be tempted by power or greed. Who was as pure as the light we knew was still inside Zagreus. And, as we hoped, he was instantly drawn to her.”

      A faint smile curled the Fate’s mouth. “She was good for him. Every day he spent with her drew him out of the darkness and pushed him farther into the light. It made him stronger. He seemed happy. We believed she was happy. And we quickly realized that with her, Zagreus would finally live up to his destiny and restore balance to the cosmos. Our interventions had worked.” Her smile slowly faded. “Our only mistake was underestimating just how far Hades had taken his curse.”

      Talisa’s fingers tightened around Zagreus’s.

      “Had we known Hades had cursed him not just with darkness,” Lachesis said, her eyes sad and fixed on Talisa’s, “but with an uncontrollable need for power, we would not have interfered again. But we were unaware.”

      “What happened?” Talisa asked softly, already sensing whatever came next was going to be bad.

      “He was presented with an opportunity. The chance to possess a medallion of monumental power.”

      The Orb of Krónos. The Fate was talking about the magickal medallion that all the gods wanted and which had the power to unleash the Titans from Tartarus. The god who controlled that controlled everything.

      Talisa swallowed hard. “I’m guessing he took it.”

      “He did. He couldn’t resist. And in doing so, he left the nymph unguarded. She was not trained as a warrior. So when hellhounds arrived—”

      “Skata.” Talisa’s eyes fell closed, already knowing what came next. “They killed her.”

      “Yes.”

      Dear gods… Hades had lured Zagreus away on purpose, then killed the female he’d cared about.

      Her eyes popped open. “All to punish him? For being happy?”

      “No, paidí. For turning toward the light. Hades does not care about balance in the universe. He cares only about power. And Zagreus is powerful. More powerful than even he himself knows. But that power is only an asset to Hades so long as Zagreus remains in the dark.”

      She looked toward Zagreus on the bed. “After her death, Hades had what he wanted. Zagreus was lost in that darkness again, consumed with rage. He tracked down every individual who had any knowledge of the nymph’s murder, leaving a trail of blood and death in his wake that could not be overlooked. The other gods took notice and pressured Hades to control him. And Hades happily did. He drew Zagreus back to the Underworld for punishment—a horrific repetition of torture and pain that went on for hundreds of years and left Zagreus even darker than before. A pain that only strengthened Hades’s own powers.”

      Shit. No wonder Zagreus was so fucked up.

      Lachesis sighed. “We—the Fates—quickly realized we had failed. Zagreus was lost to us in every way possible. But with no one to challenge the King of the Gods, Zeus’s powers also grew. As did those of the other Olympians. War between Olympus and the Underworld was inevitable. The mortal realm would be caught in the middle. Zagreus had been our best chance for peace. Then Hades released Zagreus from the Underworld, and we realized… there was still some light left in him. Not much, but enough.”

      “Skata.” Understanding dawned when Lachesis’s words suddenly converged with Rhen’s and Nysa’s still circling in Talisa’s head. “You brought her back to tempt him again, didn’t you?”

      “We brought her soul back.” The Fate met her gaze head-on. “Not her body. Her body was long gone by that point. You know reincarnation is possible. We don’t like to use it, but in this situation, we felt it was warranted.”

      Warranted… Warranted was just a fancy way of saying the Fates didn’t give a fuck about the consequences.

      Her jaw tightened. “What happened?”

      “We chose another nymph. One who was as beautiful and innocent as the first, waited until she was of age, then put her in his path once more.”

      “And let me guess. He wasn’t interested.”

      “Oh no. He was very interested. He recognized her almost immediately. Not by her body but by her eyes. His focus immediately shifted from the task his father had sent him on to her. A little too quickly. Whereas before he had been naïve, almost innocent in his feelings for her, this time he was obsessed with keeping her close. She noticed it, too. Their relationship was very one-sided. He became… possessive. That worried us, but we hoped he would relax as they spent more time together. And he did. Gradually.”

      She moved away from the bed, floating around the room, studying items on the bookshelves, almost as if suddenly avoiding Talisa’s gaze. And as Talisa turned to look after her, she remembered the way Zagreus had watched her in that club. The way he’d stared into her eyes when she’d walked up to him. As if he’d recognized her. As if he’d known her.

      Holy shit… “Did she… Did she remember him?”

      “No. We didn’t want her to. For our plan to work, he had to turn to the light by his own choosing, not because she was leading him. We were not sure what would happen, but slowly, as he spent more time with her, the darkness began to fade. And she softened to him as well. It wasn’t love by any means, but there was definite attraction. A shared interest. And it gave us hope.”

      Lachesis turned her head but didn’t meet Talisa’s gaze. “Until his lust for power drew him away from her once again.”

      “Skata.”

      The Fate sighed. “He again went on a killing spree after her second death. And Hades again drew him back to the Underworld for torture and punishment. Hades grew stronger while Zagreus grew darker. During it all, Zeus and the other gods remained unchecked. When Zagreus was finally released back into the mortal realm many long years later, he was a mere shadow of his former self. But the world was also a much darker place. And we were desperate. So we tried again.”

      Holy hell… A protective urge welled inside Talisa, one that made her grip Zagreus’s hand tighter. “You sent her back a third time?”

      Lachesis turned to face her and softly, she said, “We actually sent her back three more times. The third time he quickly bound their souls so he could find her more easily should she be killed again. And she was. Each of her subsequent lives began and ended worse than the one before.”

      Dear gods… Talisa had known the Fates were hated by many but she’d never understood why. Now she did. They didn’t look at souls as individuals but as pawns they could move around a chess board. “How could you? How could you do that to him? To her?”

      “I know it sounds very cruel,” Lachesis said in a soft voice, “but we honestly thought we were helping. After the fifth time, though…” She floated to the side of the bed once more and looked down at Zagreus still sleeping. “After we watched him capture and imprison her with no warmth between them, after she died yet again, we realized he had become so dark, so destructive, that we had pushed him to the brink. There was no light left in him at all, and we were to blame. So we gave up on him.”

      She shifted her gaze to Talisa. “We turned all our hopes on the Argonauts instead—on the descendants of the ancient heroes. That they could locate the Orb of Krónos and its elements; that they would be strong enough to battle the gods, thereby restoring balance to the cosmos once more. And they have not let us down. Your father and his kin have proven their worth.”

      Talisa should feel pride but all she knew was anger. “But not Zagreus, right? He’s not worthy of pride. You set him up to fail, and he did, so you just abandoned him, which is why you won’t help him now.”

      A ghost of a smile curled the Fate’s lips. “You are so like your father, paidí.”

      That was the last thing Talisa wanted to hear.

      “We did not interfere with him again, it’s true. But we did not abandon him. Not completely. We’ve watched him from afar for over five hundred years, which is how we knew he continued to search for her, expecting she would be reincarnated again. It’s also how we knew he’d aligned himself with a female from your realm some twenty-eight years ago with her own secret agenda for revenge.”

      Talisa’s stomach tightened as she stared at the Fate.

      Cynna. Lachesis was talking about Cynna and the time Cynna had spent as Zagreus’s mistress in his Yucatan lair.

      Lachesis clasped her hands behind her back once more and floated to the window. “He knew right away the Argolean female wasn’t his mono mia. And he didn’t love her. Not a bit. She was nothing but a distraction from the bitter emptiness inside him. But by that point, he was so dark… He did some truly evil things during that time—things that shocked even us, including imprisoning and torturing innocents for information on his mono mia—and we were certain he was lost to the darkness for good. But then, one day… he surprised us.”

      Talisa’s heart stuttered because she knew this story, too. She’d heard it from the female at the center of it herself. “He let Cynna go.”

      “Yes.” Lachesis met her gaze. “That light we thought was gone flickered inside him. It was sudden. And brief. And had we not been watching, we might have missed it. But the day he realized Cynna truly loved Niko… The day Zagreus decided to release her instead of hold on to her as he’d tried to hold on to his mate all those times… We realized he wasn’t completely lost.”

      Talisa’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

      “We weren’t convinced he could be saved—not based on one good deed—but we were intrigued. By releasing Cynna and Niko, he betrayed his father, thereby sacrificing himself to more punishment at Hades’s hand. Hades destroyed his lair and dragged him back to the Underworld, but this time, it did not have the desired effect Hades hoped for. Zagreus accepted his punishment. His torture did not strengthen Hades’s powers in any way. So Hades turned him over to us.”

      “To the Fates?”

      “Yes.” Lachesis’s lips curled. “Serving us is a fate worse than Tartarus for the gods. Zagreus—or Ziggy as my sisters like to call him—served us in our realm for twenty-five years. And it was there that we saw he wasn’t a lost cause after all. There was still light inside him. Not only enough light to counteract the Underworld darkness, but to change this war once and for all.”

      Talisa’s heart picked up speed.

      “We decided to give him one last chance to fulfill his destiny. We let him go, and he came here.”

      Talisa’s mouth grew dry, and her gaze skipped over Zagreus again. Only this time, she knew what Rhen had told her, what Nysa had told her was true. Because she felt it deep in the bottom of her soul.

      The she in the Fate’s story was her.

      She was the soul who’d been reincarnated numerous times. Only this time they’d reincarnated her not as a nymph but as an Argolean—like Cynna, the last female he’d been attracted to. She was tough, like Cynna. She could stand up to him, unlike the nymphs. And she—skata—she had the Argonaut markings, which meant she’d been cursed with a soul mate. So she would be looking for him the way he was always looking for her.

      “Your being here is not a coincidence. It’s destiny. You found me, mono mia, not the other way around. You can fight that feeling all you want, but it won’t go away. It’ll just burn hotter until you give in to it.”

      His words echoed in her head, making her pulse beat faster and her skin grow hotter.

      He was her soul mate. The one person she would always look for and never be complete without.

      All those years wondering why she was the only female ever born with the Argonaut markings now made a sick sort of sense. It wasn’t because she was special in any way, it was simply because the Fates wanted to ensure she would find him. So she could draw him into the light and he could live up to his destiny. She hadn’t been chosen for anything more important than that. Nothing she’d ever done mattered.

      Anger and disgust welled inside her, forcing her to release Zagreus’s hand. “So I don’t have a say in this. I’m just a soul you move from body to body so you can manipulate him for your own gain.” She pushed off the bed and moved away from the Fate, afraid if she didn’t she’d wring the creature’s miserable neck, and she had a feeling if she tried that her hands would just pass right through the mystical creature. “Is that how this works?”

      “No, paidí. That is not how this works. I told you, we stopped interfering in his life that way.”

      Talisa turned and stared at Lachesis. “Are you telling me I’m not her? He knows me.” And I know him even if I can’t remember him… “I have the same damn mark on my hip he does.”

      “What I’m telling you is… The Fates did not reincarnate your soul this time.”

      Talisa stilled, trying to make sense of that revelation. “Then who? The gods?”

      “No god has that power. Only one other being can bring a soul back.”

      The air caught in Talisa’s throat. No. That couldn’t be possible…

      The Fate floated toward her and stopped close. So close she seemed to glow, and even though Lachesis was ethereal, Talisa felt warmth as the Fate reached out and touched her shoulders.

      “There is a reason you were brought back. A reason you were given these markings. A reason you were chosen in this time and place. Your destiny may have once been linked to Zagreus’s, but your purpose is your own, paidí. I know you do not remember your past, but every life, every death shaped your soul into what it is today. And while you may feel lost, while you may still struggle to find where you belong, today your soul is strong, not just physically but emotionally and spiritually. That strength is what will lead you where you were always meant to be. All you have to do is trust in it. Trust in yourself.”

      Talisa stared at the Fate as her pulse raced. Lachesis had just nailed who she was inside. She’d never felt she fit in anywhere... Not with her family or the Argonauts or anywhere in her realm.

      Her gaze drifted toward Zagreus, and she wondered... Was he the reason? But if so, then why had the Fate said her destiny had once been linked to his? Was it not any longer?

      Her gaze dropped to her arms and the Argonaut markings on her skin. Was he not her soul mate as she’d thought?

      Something warm echoed in her chest. Right where her heart should be. Telling her… Yes, he was her soul mate. But she felt something else, too. A fullness that screamed the connection she felt to him was more. Something bigger. A bond that couldn’t be broken.

      She swallowed hard and looked at Lachesis again. “H-how…?” she managed, blinking because her eyes were suddenly hot. “How do I know what I feel is real? I’m not the same person I was those other times—”

      “No, you’re not. But neither is he. He has lived every lifetime you have. More because he’s had to fill in the gaps between. And though his body might not have died as yours did, his soul was damaged each time he lost you. No one falls in love with a body, Talisa—that’s lust. But the soul—even one that is cracked and bruised and broken—can be healed. It can still love. It can still be loved, if it finds the part of itself that is missing. It can even be redeemed.”

      Talisa’s gaze swept back to the bed. To Zagreus’s relaxed features and thick dark hair. And as she looked at his bruised and bleeding body, lying still against the mattress, she remembered the way he’d kissed her in that club before all hell had broken loose. How alive he’d been then. How real. Then how he’d kissed her in those woods just prior to letting her go. As if she’d been his everything. As if he’d sacrifice anything to protect her.

      She wasn’t sure what she felt for him. Didn’t know if it was infatuation or love or something in between. She only knew that she couldn’t leave him. That she didn’t want him to leave her.

      He needed her. And she needed him. For reasons that still didn’t completely make sense.

      She swiped at her eyes. “You have to do something to help him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can. You can’t just poof in here, tell me all this, then poof away again. Not after all the ways you fucked things up for us.”

      “I told you, we do not interfere in his affairs anymore.”

      “This isn’t an affair. It’s his life.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. If it didn’t you wouldn’t be here.”

      “I’m not here for him, paidí. I came for you. So you would understand. So you would not spend the rest of your life searching for answers. Your parents were afraid for you to know the truth about your link to Zagreus, but they were wrong to keep it from you. Just as we—the Fates—were wrong not to trust you. Zagreus fulfilled his destiny. You helped him do so, and for that, we are extremely proud of you. But whatever happens to him now is his choice, not yours. You have to let him make it. Just as we have to let you make yours.”

      Frustration gathered inside Talisa. She didn’t like that answer. Didn’t understand it at all. If his destiny was to restore balance to the world, then he hadn’t done that yet. The world was more fucked up than ever.

      Her patience reached its limit. She glared at the Fate. “And what choice is that? According to you I have no choice.”

      “You always have a choice, paidí.” Lachesis began to fade. “If you search that strength inside you, you’ll find it for yourself.”

      Wide-eyed, Talisa stared at the empty space where the Fate had just been and fought from screaming in frustration.

      No wonder her father hated the Fates. No wonder all the Argonauts did.

      “Meddling, aggravating, stupid Fates…”

      She stalked toward the bed but drew up short when her gaze slid over Zagreus lying still as death against the mattress.

      “Whatever happens to him now is his choice, not yours. You have to let him make it. Just as we have to let you make yours.”

      The Fate’s words echoed in her head as she watched him. She didn’t know if she was destined for something great as the Fate wanted her to believe or if her life was all just bullshit in some grand immortal fuckstorm. And she didn’t know if she could trust what the Fate had said about Zagreus.

      He was still Hades’s son. His satyr army was responsible for killing hundreds of her people. She couldn’t just overlook that.

      And yet…

      If he was that malicious, that wicked, wouldn’t he still be commanding those satyrs? Wouldn’t he have imprisoned the nymphs and silens in this kingdom?

      Her mind searched for an answer—for an explanation as to why he would be fooling everyone now—but came up empty. All she could think about were the Argonauts back home who’d lived through horrific things. First, Ari, who’d become so unhinged after his soul mate was murdered, he’d gone on a fifty-year killing spree that had resulted in his banishment from the Argonauts. Then, Gryphon, who’d been so fucked up after being trapped in the Underworld for three months, he still struggled.

      Both Ari’s and Gryphon’s suffering had been short in comparison to Zagreus’s. If either of them had been tortured and punished as long or as often as he had, would they have been able to survive? Would they have had the strength to return to the mortal realm and do the right thing? Or would they care only about themselves—about power and revenge and hate?

      Would any of the Argonauts? Would she?

      Her heart beat hard and fast as she stared at Zagreus. And out of nowhere, Nysa’s voice, when she’d told Talisa there was nothing she could do to help him, echoed in her head.

      “Maybe the darkness is too strong in him now. Maybe he sensed you were too different. Or maybe, when you ran, he realized that this is his chance to break the cycle. To let you finally live and for him to be the one to die.”

      “No,” she whispered as she moved around the bed and carefully sat next to him. “No, I don’t believe that.” With a hand that shook more than she liked, she brushed the dark hair back from his forehead, amazed at how soft the locks felt against her skin.

      The marking on her hip tingled and warmed.

      “I don’t believe the darkness is too strong.” Her fingertips skimmed the bandage on his forehead. “I don’t know how I know that, I just… I just do.” She let her fingers slip down his temple and carefully graze the scrape across his cheek. “And I don’t care what everyone back home thinks or even what that Fate said. You’re not a lost cause, and I’m not going to let you make this choice because of me.”

      She leaned close to his face and brushed her knuckles over the soft stubble on his square jaw. “Do you hear me, dios? Don’t give up on me, because I’m not giving up on you.”

      That nickname—dios—fell from her lips before she even realized she’d said it. It was an old word, meant from the light, and she’d never used it for anyone before. Yet for reasons she couldn’t rationalize just yet, it fit. And the warmth spreading outward from the center of her chest, the rightness of it, told her she’d called him that a very long time ago.

      He didn’t answer. Didn’t move. And fear—a fear she still didn’t completely understand—tightened her throat.

      As the fire burned low, causing the room to grow darker, she stretched out on her side next to him on the bed and continued to skim her fingertips over his face, his throat, his shoulders—any part of him that wasn’t covered with bandages. And as she rested her head on the pillow next to his and watched him, she breathed in the scent of lavender and prayed.

      She prayed she really was as strong as everyone said. And that somehow—in some way—that strength would be enough to save them both.
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      He was dreaming.

      A gentle voice somewhere close hummed the notes of a song Zagreus recognized but couldn’t quite make out. Against his skin, a whisper-soft caress traveled the length of his arm, across his shoulder, up his throat and over his jaw and cheek.

      No, he wasn’t dreaming. He never dreamt. Barely even slept these days. This trippy hallucination had to be the last of his brainwaves fizzling out. A flickering fantasy. Delirium as he ceased to exist.

      Still…

      That delicate brush against his flesh felt pretty damn good. And the voice… That female voice was almost a purr, lulling him into a state of relaxation he hadn’t felt in… Hell, hundreds of years.

      Slowly, he became aware of the unique scents of cinnamon, vanilla, and orange blossom. Also familiar, but new. And he realized something else. There was warmth in that gentle touch. A spreading heat that lit up his skin wherever it moved.

      The tantalizing touch stilled in his hair. The humming quieted. A rustling sounded, almost like fabric brushing. “Dios?”

      Dios…

      He knew that nickname. Knew it well. And was certain now his brainwaves were fading because the last time he’d heard it had been way longer than five hundred years. It had been thousands of years ago. Before he’d fucked up the very first time.

      A dark fog closed in around him. Filled with shadows and mist he’d been fighting his whole damn life. Immortality wasn’t a blessing as the gods all thought. It was a curse. And he was tired of bearing it.

      “Dios?”

      Pressure grazed his cheek again. Then his neck, his arm—but it wasn’t soft this time. It was insistent, jostling his body. And it too was fading.

      “Skata. Don’t do this to me. Not now.”

      Something pushed against his left hip, then his right. Heat slid along his entire body as more pressure sank against one shoulder, then the other.

      He didn’t know what was happening. Was on the verge of no longer caring. Then that pressure moved to his forehead, drawing his attention to that spot. To the warm breath washing over his nose, his lips, his chin. Followed by that whisper-soft brush against his jaw once more.

      “You said my being here wasn’t a coincidence,” the voice whispered. The sweet, familiar voice. “It was destiny. You said I found you, not the other way around. I… I didn’t believe you before, but I do now. You were right. I was looking for you. I’ve been looking for you for a very long time, I just didn’t know it.”

      That tantalizing touch grazed his jaw, and something warm and wet slid down his cheek.

      “You’re not what everyone thinks you are. You’re not a monster. Do you hear me, dios?” A gentle touch grazed the corner of his mouth. “I’m not letting you give up. Stay.” Tingles rushed across his lips. “Stay right here. With me.”

      Those tingles turned to a pressure he couldn’t ignore, and he opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t form words. Then he didn’t care because there was suddenly heat. And wetness. And life. All sliding between his lips and into his mouth. Infusing him with strength. With vitality. With a power that wrestled through the shadows until he sensed the flickering light.

      She—the dream, fantasy, delusion—was kissing him, her tongue moving slowly against his at first, then with more vigor. And holy hell, the taste of her…

      The dark, spicy, unique flavor he remembered so well fired a current along his nerve endings, making him aware of the cool mattress beneath him. Of her warm body straddling his hips. Of her hands and lips and scent, making him crazy for more.

      More of her touch.

      More of her kiss.

      More of everything he could get from her before the darkness claimed him for good.

      “Mono… mia…”

      The pressure lifted from his mouth. Her warm breath tickled his lips. She didn’t speak, but he could still feel her. Could feel her fingertips on his jaw, her forearms grazing his shoulders. Could feel the warmth between her legs teasing his groin. And in his hip, where the marking that bound them together brushed the matching marking on her skin, electricity. So much crackling electricity, he was sure she had to feel it, too.

      “I’m here,” she whispered, her fingertips grazing the stubble on his jaw again. “I’m right here, dios. I’m not going anywhere. And neither are you.”

      He knew those words were nothing more than a figment of his imagination, but he no longer cared. He lifted his mouth back to hers. Desperate to touch her, to taste her again, even if she was nothing more than a delirious hallucination.

      She opened to his kiss. And then her wicked tongue was sliding between his lips. Stroking his once more. Her soft hands framing his face. Her lithe body sinking down, pressing against his until she was all he knew.

      He lifted his hands to her sides, his fingertips grazing the soft cotton of her sleep gown as she kissed him deeper. His touch wandered down her ribs, to her hips, then along the outside of her sexy legs where she rested her weight on her knees, straddling his hips.

      She explored his mouth slowly, and he let her take the lead. Let her kiss him however she wanted, because this dream was his Elysium. It was all he was going to get. And he never wanted it to end.

      He found the hem of her gown. Tugged the fabric up her thighs, to her hips and past her waist. She groaned into his mouth as the cotton reached her breasts, then pulled away and helped him drag it over her head.

      The garment landed somewhere on the floor. He opened his eyes to find her naked and straddling his waist, her satiny skin reflecting the glow from the fireplace, her hair like dark silk falling past her shoulders, drawing his attention down. To her succulent breasts, the perfect size for his hands. To the twin silver balls on each side of her pierced nipples that made him ache to taste them with his mouth.

      He brushed his hand over the outside of her breast then cradled the soft mass, enjoying the way she sucked in a breath and held still. The heat of her sex pressed against his stomach. And her scent—the familiar fragrance with its enticingly erotic tones—left him absolutely wild and made him feel alive.

      Alive in a way he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      Alive in a way he shouldn’t feel right now.

      He skimmed his thumb over her sensitive nipple, jostling the barbell. She moaned and pressed her knees against his hips. But she didn’t take her violet gaze off his. And in her eyes, he didn’t see distrust as he’d seen before. He didn’t see worry, either. He saw only heat. Need. And a hunger that consumed every thought left in his mind.

      He slid his other hand into her hair, around the back of her head, and pulled her mouth back down to his. She groaned and opened, kissing him deeply the moment their lips met, her tongue wild and wet against his. Just the way he wanted.

      Reaching between them, he tugged at the fabric covering his chest, desperate to feel her breasts against his skin. Bare. Perfect. His.

      She jerked back from his mouth and gasped, looking down between them.

      “Oh my gods.” Her violet eyes widened in the low light. She grazed her fingertips over his left pec, sending jolts of electricity through his torso until he groaned. “Your wounds. They closed.”

      He didn’t know what she was talking about. Didn’t care. Wasn’t sure why she was wasting time with words. He needed more of her kisses. More of her touch. More of her warmth seeping into his flesh.

      “Come back...” He reached for her again.

      She pressed her lips to his once more, kissing him deeply, just as he wanted. But she didn’t lower her weight. And against his mouth, she whispered, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You… can’t.” He cradled her face in his hands, letting her silky hair cascade around their faces, cocooning them together. “Just… kiss me. Touch me. Before it’s too late.”

      “I won’t let it be too late.” She slanted her mouth over his, kissing him slowly. Completely. So thoroughly, he knew true euphoria.

      She tipped her head the other way and kissed him deeper. And then she lowered her naked body to his, and the gem hanging around her neck landed against his chest, warm from her skin, followed by her nipples—her sweet, succulent, hard nipples—grazing his sensitive flesh.

      He moaned at the hot, perfect feel of her. At the way her flat belly pressed into his. At the way she was the same, yet new and different. At the fact she was here, with him again, one last time. Even if she was nothing more than a delusion.

      “It’ll never be too late, dios,” she whispered against his lips as she shifted her knees back then slid one hand between them and down his belly. “Not for you and me.”

      Her slim fingers wrapped around his aching cock, making him gasp. And when her grip slid up his length and back down again, he twitched in her hand, completely lost.

      Lost and delirious and mad with a lust he’d never been able to resist.

      He pressed into her hand and kissed her hard. Grunted at the way she stroked him, completely from base to tip, squeezing at the top until he groaned. And when she shifted, when she positioned him at the entrance to her steamy channel, he held his breath, afraid to move in case it made this whole fantasy disappear.

      Her heated gaze held his as she slowly sank down, taking him into her tight, soft wetness. A long groan echoed from her succulent lips when her hips were flush with his and he was seated deep inside her.

      His brain short-circuited. Electricity raced down his spine. He knew he didn’t deserve this, but he couldn’t stop himself from reaching for her. From groaning at the hot, insistent pressure enveloping his cock, closing around what was left of his soul.

      Her lips met his. He licked into her mouth and swallowed her moan as she began to move, rocking over him, setting a slow and steady pace as she squeezed on every downstroke.

      He wanted to keep kissing her. Couldn’t stop looking at her. Hypnotized by her glazed eyes, by the pleasure in her features, he let his hands drift to her hips, helping her move as he savored every stroke. Every lingering grunt and gasp. Every final kiss of her sweet lips against his own in the growing darkness.

      He’d never been good enough for her. Not at the beginning that first time thousands of years ago. Not in each of her subsequent lives. Not even this last time, when he’d finally done the right thing. The real her—not this illusion—would forever hate him, but here at the end, he was okay with that. Because here, finally, he knew it was ending the way it was supposed to.

      He lifted his fingertips to the gem pressed between them. “Mono mia.”

      “Dios…” Her hips flexed against his. The muscles in her thighs tightened as she rode faster.

      Wanting to give her everything she needed, even if she was just a hallucination, he thrust up to meet her. And as he slid his fingers into her hair and pulled her mouth back to his, kissing her one last time, he released his hold on the living world.

      He let go of all the failure. Each betrayal. And every single sin he’d committed over the long, lonely years of his life.

      Every muscle in her body contracted. Her pussy spasmed around his cock. Then she braced her hands against his chest, pressed her forehead to his, and cried out.

      The sound of her pleasure echoed in the air, triggering his own release. The power so strong, it rocketed down his spine and ricocheted through his entire body, firing like a thousand exploding stars in what was left of his grey matter.

      Until the light faded from his vision.

      Until the fight left his battered body.

      Until all that remained was the darkness that had been waiting to claim him from the very beginning.
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      Breathless and sweaty, Max rolled off Ana and dropped to the dirt floor on his back, staring up at nothing in the darkness as he tried to slow his racing pulse.

      She instantly curled her naked body against his, hooked her leg over his hip, and pressed her very fine breasts to his side. “Mm. I guess you’re not as weak as you thought.”

      No, he wasn’t. He ran a hand down her hair as she rested her cheek against his chest. He was horny as shit. And a little wigged out that he’d literally bumped into his soul mate here, in the middle of a nightmare.

      But then, that was the way with soul mates, wasn’t it? The Argonauts were always joking about how their soul mates showed up when they least expected.

      He tipped his head to look down at her. Couldn’t see anything because it was so dark. “Are you all right?”

      “Better than all right.” He heard the smile in her words just before her lips brushed his. “I’m perfect now that I’m with you.”

      He let her draw him into a toe-curling kiss, but in the back of his mind he knew she wouldn’t be perfect for long. And neither would he. Not trapped in this pit.

      When she eased away, he skimmed his other hand over her cheek, desperate to keep touching her. “I’ll find a way out of here.”

      “For both of us?”

      “I’m not leaving you. You’re coming with me.”

      “I like the sound of that.” She pushed up on her hand, leaned down so her silky hair grazed his cheek, and kissed him again. “I like the sound of that a lot.” She drew back from his lips. “But where will we go?”

      “I’ll take you to Argolea. You’ll be safe there. The satyrs can’t—”

      “No.” She pushed off him. Shuffling sounding in the darkness. “I can’t go there. I won’t. I—”

      “Hey.” Max stood and reached for her. Her shoulders shook, but she easily let him pull her against him. “It’s okay. Nothing bad will happen. You’ll be safe.”

      “No,” she said, her voice muffled where her face was pressed against his chest. “You don’t understand. He’s there.”

      “He who?”

      “The Argonaut you call Aristokles. The one who killed my sisters.”

      “Ari?” Max knew Ari had a checkered past. That after he’d lost his soul mate, he’d gone a little nuts and spent fifty or so years hunting Zeus’s Sirens, blaming them for her death. But he hadn’t targeted any nymphs. At least not that Max knew.

      “Yes, Ari. The crazy Argonaut. He captured several of my sisters and used them as bait when he was hunting Sirens. They died because of him.”

      The hysteria in her voice combined with her rapid heartbeat told Max she was truly scared. He ran a hand down her hair, trying his best to soothe her. “Ari’s not like that anymore. I promise. He’s better. He won’t hurt you.”

      “I don’t care. I can’t be anywhere near him. It’s too much. Just… Don’t make me go there. Please.” She trembled against his chest.

      “I won’t. I promise. You won’t have to go there.” Max held her close, his heart clenching at the terror he felt from her, anger welling inside at the same time over what Ari had done.

      Ari had always been Max’s friend, but knowing the Argonaut had terrorized innocents like that… That he’d gone after Ana…

      It caused a swirling, protective urge to well inside Max, one that came out of nowhere and made him tighten his hold on her. Made him vow to do whatever it took to keep her safe. Made him want to take a blade to the Argonaut’s throat the next time he saw him.

      Long minutes later, she sniffled then slowly lifted her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “But—”

      “Sh.” He leaned down and softly pressed his lips to hers. “It’s not your fault. We won’t go to Argolea. We’ll find somewhere else. Somewhere here in the human realm.”

      “What if they try to find you? What if they find me?”

      “I’ll keep you safe. Don’t worry.”

      “But how? There are so many. And you’re just one—”

      “I’m stronger than all of them.”

      “You are? How?”

      “I have the power of transference. I can take on the powers or gifts of anyone I face. I would have been able to best all those satyrs upstairs, but when they found me, I’d been injured by that energy blast. The energy blast you healed me from.”

      “I… Oh my gods. You’re the Argonaut who was raised by Atalanta, aren’t you?”

      A familiar bitterness swept through Max, but he fought to keep it from his voice when he said, “Imprisoned, not raised. Until I was ten. But I did learn a lot from her.”

      “Wow.” Awe filled Ana’s voice. “I had no idea that was you. You really are powerful.”

      He smiled, pleased by her reaction. “I can definitely keep you safe. And I promise, I won’t let anyone hurt you again.”

      “I believe you,” she whispered.

      Sinking into him, she wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his heart in a way that eased the pressure in his chest over what had been done to her.

      He held her like that for several minutes, thinking about where they could go, then softly said, “Once I get you settled, there’s something I have to do.”

      “What?” She eased back once more, and though he couldn’t see her, he sensed she was looking up at him.

      “I have to find my cousin. She was kidnapped. That’s why I was in the human realm. Her name is Talisa. She was at a club, and—”

      “Zagreus has her.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I saw her. I was running from Zagreus when the satyrs caught me. I was his prisoner, too. I tried to help Talisa escape, but Zagreus caught up with us and took her back. I barely got away.”

      Max’s adrenaline soared. “Where?”

      “Where what?”

      “Where is he holding her?”

      “Oh. In the nymph kingdom of Ehrendia. He’s taken it as his own and enslaved all the nymphs there. It’s his new torture palace.”

      Max’s stomach clenched. “And what about Talisa? What does he want with her?”

      When she didn’t answer, Max shifted his hands to her shoulders. “Ana?”

      “He…” Her voice wavered. “He’s obsessed with her. I don’t know why. But he’s keeping her as his own. As his… personal sex slave.”

      Every muscle in Max’s body coiled tight, ready for a fight. He let go of Ana, stepped back, and paced the length of the round room, working like hell to keep from giving into the rage boiling up inside.

      He’d heard all the stories about Zagreus and the sick things the bastard was into. If he hurt Talisa… “I have to go after her now. I can’t wait.”

      “You can’t. Not on your own. Even with your gifts you’re no match for Zagreus. He’s a god.”

      Max knew that. But if he could get close enough, he could use Zagreus’s powers against him.

      “You’ll never get close to him,” Ana said in the darkness. “He has too many sentries. He’s trained the silens to fight for him.”

      Max paused and glanced her way, realizing she’d read his mind. “How do you know—?”

      “What you’re thinking? Because I know you.”

      She did, he realized. Because she’d felt their soul mate connection, too.

      Max’s mind spun. If he couldn’t go after Zagreus on his own, he’d need help. He’d have to get the Argonauts.

      Shuffling sounded, then Ana’s fingertips grazed his arm, and her heat and sultry scent of jasmine surrounded him, making him lightheaded all over again. “You don’t need them.”

      He stared down at her in the dark. “Who?”

      “The Argonauts. You’re not really one of them. If you were, they would have been here already. They would have rescued you from the satyrs by now. They probably think you led Talisa to Zagreus.”

      Something hard gathered in his chest. Something cold and familiar. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because it’s true. You were raised in the Underworld. Zagreus is from the Underworld. You know they’ve never truly trusted you. It’s why you’re not already a full-fledged Argonaut. Why you’re still in training. They know you’re more powerful than all of them combined. They’re afraid of you. They’re afraid of what you will become. That’s why they’ve kept you on the fringe of their group. Close enough to control, but not close enough to truly belong.”

      Her words reeked of truth. He’d been busting his ass for the Argonauts for over twenty years. By his age, most had already been inducted into the Order, but they kept brushing him off. It didn’t matter how hard he worked or how many times he proved himself. Their answer was always the same—your time will come. Even his father, the one person who was supposed to be his champion, kept putting Max off.

      They were afraid of him, he realized. They were all terrified of what he could do.

      Ana’s other hand brushed his arm, her heat sinking deep into his flesh. “You don’t need them. There’s an army waiting at your fingertips.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What army?”

      “The satyrs. Upstairs. They’re nothing more than stupid fools. All you have to do is lead them. That’s why they’re here. They’ve been trying to lure Zagreus back to lead them, but he’s moved on. They could be yours though, Max.”

      She pressed her naked body against his, and in the dark, his blood pumped hot as her breasts grazed his chest and the softness of her hips brushed his own. His head grew light all over again as if she had some kind of magickal power over him.

      “With the satyrs,” she whispered,  “you could overthrow Zagreus and take Ehrendia for yourself. You could be king. And I could be your queen.” She pushed to her toes and nipped at his jaw. “And together we could rule however we want. Without having to answer to anyone ever again—the Argonauts included.”

      Her voice was like a drug, overwhelming his senses. One he couldn’t ignore. Lowering his mouth, he kissed her hard, his body hot and aching to feel her consume him again. And as he lowered her to the ground and she drew him into her heat once more, he thought…

      Yes.

      She was right.

      He was strong. He was powerful. He could lead his own army. He could become king.

      He could do it all without those miserable Argonauts who’d lied and cheated and cast him aside for way too long. He could do it all with her.

      Because she was his soul mate. His destiny. The only person in the world who mattered now.
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      Metal clanging.

      No, not just any metal. Blades. Muffled blades, striking against each other. Somewhere close.

      He shouldn’t be able to hear them. He shouldn’t be able to hear anything.

      The unmistakable hiss and whir and clash of swords continued to echo nearby, but Zagreus heard something else now, too.

      Laughter. Feminine laughter. Just as muffled.

      He struggled to make sense of the sounds. As he did, he slowly realized he was lying on something soft. Heavy blankets pressed down on his body. A pillow was tucked behind his head.

      Except… That couldn’t be right, either. He’d made his choice. There was no afterlife for him.

      That sweet feminine laughter rang out again. That sweet familiar feminine laughter. Followed by a male’s surprised voice. Then a thud. And a grunt.

      He managed to pry his eyes open. Darkness surrounded him, but he had a giant what the fuck? moment when he recognized the outline of the gothic, four-poster bed, the ginormous stone fireplace against the far wall, the velvet furnishings, dark red walls, cathedral ceiling, and the iron chandelier hanging from the peak of the room.

      His bedchamber.

      In Ehrendia.

      Only… That wasn’t possi—

      His gaze shot down his body. He pushed the blanket to his hips, blinking at the wounds that were no longer open and oozing on his torso as he remembered. Wounds that were now nothing but thin red lines that would likely disappear by tomorrow.

      He should be dead. Completely gone. His hand moved to his abdomen, and he ran his palm over a wound he remembered opening all the way to his ribs.

      Disjointed memories—or were they hallucinations?—echoed in his head. He’d put the amulet around Talisa’s neck before the satyrs had attacked. He’d freed her. She’d returned to her realm.

      But other images pushed in. Her, wielding two blades. Spinning in the moonlight. Striking out. Slashing through satyr after satyr like a seasoned warrior. Battling her way closer.

      Then her silky dark hair falling around his face. Her, tugging a white cotton garment over her head. And her lush lips pressing against his, her tongue claiming his mouth, her taste overwhelming every one of his senses.

      Tingles rushed outward from the marking on his hip, causing his skin to warm. Those images had to be part of a dream. Delirium. They couldn’t be real. There was no reason she would ever kiss him.

      She didn’t even like him.

      But as the thought circled, he had another vision. Of her drawing back from his lips. Staring down with wanton violet eyes. And this time he heard the faintest whisper—in her voice—say, “It’ll never be too late, dios. Not for you and me.”

      His heart—a heart that shouldn’t still be beating—kicked up in his chest.

      The muffled sound of weapons clanging echoed close again. Twisting his head, he realized they were coming from the courtyard beneath his window.

      He rolled, dropped his legs over the side of the bed, and pushed up to sitting. Then groaned.

      Motherfucker. He was definitely still healing because that hurt like a bitch. Drawing several deep breaths so he wouldn’t pass out, he glanced down and realized he was naked.

      Those images of Talisa straddling his hips pinged around in his brain again. He looked at the sheets beside him, almost thought he could smell her there, but still couldn’t figure out how or why or what the hell was going on.

      Grasping the blanket, he wrapped it around himself, then grunted as he stood and hobbled toward the tall, arched window.

      Someone had drawn the drapes. As he pulled one side back, sunlight streamed into the room, burning his retinas. He winced and turned away, clutching the blanket ends together at his chest while he blinked rapidly to let his eyes adjust to the brightness.

      Voices echoed below. The clash of metal sounded once more. And that familiar feminine laughter rose up in the air, distracting him from the lingering pain in his body.

      Several nymphs rushed around the courtyard, but his gaze skipped past them. To the grassy area just beyond. To the blades clanking. Where a handful of other nymphs stood, watching as Rhen and—holy shit—Talisa sparred on the grass.

      He closed his eyes, sure he was hallucinating. She couldn’t be here. He’d let her go. Told her to leave. Released her. But when his eyelids lifted and he focused once more, she was still there.

      She was no longer wearing the torn and filthy gown his fucked-up head tried to tell him had been stained with blood. Instead, she was dressed in the chunky-heeled, knee-high boots, tight black pants, long-sleeved blouse, and black leather bustier she’d been wearing the night they’d met in that club. Her hair was pulled back in a neat tail that fell down her sexy spine, her cheeks were flushed, and she wielded that blade with deadly precision, just as she had in those woods against the satyrs.

      Holy Hell. That had all been real.

      His spine tingled as he watched Talisa battle Rhen back, her weapon whirring through the air as she arced out, the muscles in her arms and legs flexing with the movements. She was like a cat playing with her prey. Every time she’d get close enough for a death blow, she’d back off and give Rhen another chance. He was good, but she was clearly better, and they both knew it.

      Talisa backed Rhen into the rock half-wall that separated the courtyard from the grass, smirked and stepped back, lowering her blade. The moment she did, Rhen charged.

      Zagreus tensed where he stood at the window watching, but Talisa clearly predicted the move. She ducked under Rhen’s sword, rolled across the grass, popped up, and brought the flat of her blade down against his back.

      Rhen froze. Sweaty and breathing hard, he slowly glanced over his shoulder. A slow smile spread across his face. And muffled because of the distance and the glass, Zagreus heard Rhen say, “You win, princess. But I want you to teach me that move.”

      Talisa lowered her weapon and smiled. The nymphs clapped in obvious awe. Rhen laughed at something Talisa said. But Zagreus couldn’t focus on their words. He was too busy staring at her face. At the grin across her lush lips that lit up her eyes and made her ten thousand times more beautiful than he remembered.

      She was in her element, he realized. Wearing that sinfully sexy get-up, a blade in her hand, doing the one thing she’d been born to do—fight.

      Images filled his mind again—the battle with those satyrs; him, falling to the ground; her, leaning over him, pulling on his arms. And her voice, whispering. “I’m not leaving you out here. We’re going back to the castle together.”

      Followed by other words. Whispered in his ear. In the dark. He just wasn’t sure where. Or why.

      “Don’t you dare give up. You hold on. Hold on just a little bit longer. For me.”

      His skin grew hot. She had no reason to say those things to him. No reason to be here anymore. And neither did he.

      Turning away from the window, unable to look at her as he tried to make sense of everything spinning in his head, he dropped the blanket and stalked toward his closet. He reached for the first pair of pants he could find and the closest shirt, then shoved his feet into a pair of boots. Not caring what he looked like, he turned for the door, intent on figuring out what was really going on.

      A guard jumped up from his seat outside Zagreus’s door, his eyes widening when Zagreus stepped into the corridor. “My Prince.”

      Irritated someone—probably Nysa—had posted a babysitter outside his bedchamber, Zagreus snarled at the sileni, “Go back to your original post. You’re not needed here.”

      “Y-yes, My Prince.”

      “Wait.” Zagreus stopped a foot past the guard and turned back. “Give me your blade first.”

      The sileni’s brow lowered, but he handed over the sword sheathed at his hip with no protest.

      Zagreus gripped the handle and turned the steel in his hand. It was shorter than the one he kept in his room, but he didn’t want to waste time and go back for his own. “I’ll make sure it’s returned to you.”

      He headed for the staircase. The grand hall was brimming with activity, nymphs rushing in and out of the kitchen, chatting and laughing about he didn’t give a shit what. Ignoring their startled looks and whispered voices when they spotted him, he moved down the last step and turned for the corridor that led to the courtyard.

      Balmy air rushed past his face as he passed under the archway. The scents of earth and apples met his nose. Summer had quickly faded to autumn, and leaves rustled in the trees around the castle, a few falling here and there. But while the nights were already growing colder, the days were still warm enough not to need a coat. Something he was thankful for because he’d only grabbed a short-sleeved shirt.

      He had no idea what time it was—afternoon judging by the light—and he didn’t feel like stopping any of the nymphs busily moving things around in the courtyard to ask. Nor did he care to find out what they were up to. His gaze locked on Talisa on the grass, the blade in her hand whirring in the air above her head as she moved in slow motion, clearly explaining some combat maneuver while Rhen and the other nymphs watched.

      “It’s a simple move.” Talisa’s familiar voice echoed across the grass. “Forward—swing—back—twist…” She spun toward Zagreus, the blade slicing through the air with a swoosh.

      He lifted his own blade to block hers. Their weapons clanked, the sound echoing through the courtyard like cannonfire.

      She froze, and her eyes widened and locked on his. Behind her, he noticed the other nymphs were just as shocked by his presence, but he wasn’t here for them. He was here for the female with the violet irises, currently staring at him, not with shock as he expected but with…

      Was that unease?

      Why the hell would she be uneasy around him? Ticked, livid, irate… Those were emotions he expected from her. Not unease.

      She straightened and dropped her sword to her side as those thoughts ran through his mind. “You’re awake. I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      He watched her carefully as he lowered his own weapon, trying to read her body language, trying to figure out what the hell she was up to and why those images he’d seen before were now flashing behind his eyes in rapid succession.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked in a low voice.

      “Training the nymphs so they know how to defend themselves.” She shot a smile toward the three standing near Rhen. “They’re green, but not as green as I thought. Fast learners, they are.”

      That made absolutely no sense to Zagreus, and it wasn’t what he’d asked. “They don’t need to train for anything. Ehrendia has plenty of silens to protect them.”

      “Uh-huh.” Talisa reached for the scabbard one of the nymphs brought her then sheathed her blade. “Except when the silens are too busy protecting the city walls, as they were last night.” She met Zagreus’s gaze. “Nymphs can do more than just cook and clean and be at your beck and call, you know.”

      What the hell did that mean? Zagreus blinked down at her, wondering if he was still hallucinating.

      Before he could figure out how to respond, the nymph who’d bought over the scabbard nodded toward the courtyard and said, “Princess, they’re ready for us.”

      Talisa glanced past the rock wall then back at the nymph. “Of course. I’ll be right there.”

      The nymph bowed slightly toward Zagreus, muttered “My Prince,” then turned and moved toward Rhen. After handing him the scabbard and blade, she motioned for the other two nymphs to join her, then all three rushed toward the courtyard.

      Two things occurred to Zagreus in the silence. One, the nymph had called Talisa princess, and Talisa hadn’t reacted negatively as she had before. And two, Talisa was staring up at him again, not with surprise or even unease anymore. No, this time she was grinning, as if she knew some big secret he didn’t. As if she liked that he was completely fucking clueless.

      His eyes narrowed. “What was that all about?”

      “Nothing major. Just something I agreed to help the nymphs with.”

      His gaze shot to the courtyard, where the nymphs were stringing up lights and hauling in tables and chairs.

      Understanding dawned. “They’re holding a feast? Tonight?” He rarely gave a rip what the nymphs did, but he was not in the mood for one of their “feasts.” Especially not tonight. “You’re not going to that.”

      Talisa laughed. “Why not?”

      Why not? His pulse shot up as he looked back at her. “Because the only place you’re going is back where you belong.”

      She stepped close, startling him with the swift movement and intoxicating scent of her skin. He stilled as she braced a hand against his chest and pushed to her toes, bringing their mouths mere centimeters apart. For a second, he wasn’t sure if she was going to bite him or kiss him.

      And he wasn’t sure which he wanted her to do at this point.

      “News flash, dios. I’m exactly where I belong.”

      She lowered to her heels and smiled up at him again. A Cheshire grin that did all kinds of crazy things to his blood. Then she turned and moved into the courtyard.

      What. The. Fuck?

      Zagreus watched as she reached the nymphs and laughed at something one of them said. He still had no idea what was going on, why she was here, or what was responsible for her sudden change in attitude, but he couldn’t seem to make his legs work to go after her and ask.

      Because images were spinning in his brain again. Only these visions weren’t of satyrs or a battle. They were of her. Straddling his hips, leaning over him, gazing down into his eyes, then pressing her luscious mouth to his as her body slowly rocked above.

      “It’ll never be too late, dios. Not for you and me.”

      Those words had been real. Holy fucking Fates. His pulse shot sky high. They’d been real, and they’d been hers.

      And she’d called him dios.

      Rhen moved up at Zagreus’s side, holding both sheathed weapons. He nodded toward the courtyard. “She’s something else.”

      Zagreus’s heart pounded against his ribs. She was. He just wasn’t sure what.

      He turned to look at the sileni who commanded his guard. “Why is she here?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      When Zagreus only stared at him, Rhen smirked. “I guess not.” His expression grew serious. “She got you back to the castle so Nysa could treat your wounds. Told us what happened with the satyrs so we could man a defense. Then she rallied the mages you were training and helped them resolidify the border. I don’t know how she did it. The mages don’t know how she did it. But, somehow, she did. The borders are camouflaged again, and the stone arch is secured.”

      Rhen was talking about the magick Zagreus had cast. The magick that must have faltered when he’d made his choice.

      His gaze shifted from Rhen to the courtyard, where Talisa was now standing on a ladder, hanging lanterns from the pergola.

      She wasn’t a mage. Wasn’t a witch or a sorceress. Had no magickal abilities that he’d sensed. She was just… Argolean. A warrior with the guardian markings, yes, but…

      Memories swirled in his mind again. Being in that club with her. The Argonaut who’d called out to her, interrupting them. The brunette who’d rushed in just after.

      Talisa had said the Argonaut was her cousin. The brunette, he’d sensed, had been royalty—the queen of Argolea’s daughter. A descendant of the Horae. And Talisa had put herself between Zagreus and them, protecting them with her life as if they were both family.

      Links, connections, realizations exploded in Zagreus’s brain. He looked back at Rhen. “What happened after that?”

      “After she saved the kingdom from those satyrs?”

      “Yes.”

      “She came back here with me.”

      “She didn’t leave?”

      “No, she was too worried about you.”

      “Why?”

      An amused expression crossed Rhen’s features. “Do you really have to ask?”

      Apparently, Zagreus did. But he couldn’t seem to form the words.

      “Because she was desperate to save you,” Rhen said as if it was obvious.

      Zagreus’s blood heated. He glanced toward Talisa again, smiling and laughing with the nymphs in the fading sunlight.

      She didn’t remember him. She never remembered him. But she’d called him dios. And she hadn’t run when she’d had the chance. Then she’d kissed him.

      He turned away from her, needing space, needing answers. Needing something to clear his jumbled head.

      As he stepped toward the archway that led back into the castle, Rhen said, “Are you all right?”

      No, he wasn’t all right. Wasn’t sure he’d ever been all right. But he needed to know if his suspicions were correct before he decided what to do next.

      “I’m fine.” He hesitated, shoved the blade in his hand at Rhen, then said, “I have to check something. Make sure this gets back to whoever was outside my door.”

      “Okay.” Rhen jostled the blade with the others as Zagreus turned. “By the way, everyone expects you to make an appearance at the feast tonight.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Zagreus muttered, moving from grass to stone, barely hearing Rhen’s words.

      Rhen chuckled at his back. “Well, that’s something I never thought I’d see.”

      Zagreus bypassed the grand hall and the activity that was already busier than it had been when he’d come down and headed for the curved back stairs. Taking them two at a time, he quickly made his way to his bedchamber, slammed the door at his back, and headed right for his bookshelves.

      He knew it was in here somewhere.

      His fingers passed over leather tomes, finally stilling when he found what he was looking for.

      It had taken several years to replace the library his father had destroyed in the Yucatan. As far as Zagreus was concerned, knowledge was more important than possessions. In his world, knowing your enemies strengths and weaknesses was paramount. Some of the books he’d hunted down in human bookstores, but many he’d pilfered from Olympus. He’d gotten good at sneaking in and out of the home of the gods, and none were ever the wiser.

      He sank into the high-backed chair near the fireplace and fingered the leather tome. This one had come from Zeus’s personal collection. The complete history of Argolea. Updated automatically, by magick, of course.

      He opened the book and flipped pages until he came to the section about the Chosen—the descendants of the Horae—and their unique gifts.

      His gaze quickly scanned passages then shifted to the winged omega marking, illustrated on the page. And in a rush of understanding, it all made sense.

      Why the Fates had released him. Why they’d given him that task. Why his mono mia had been reincarnated in an Argolean female—in a guardian Argolean female. And just what her role really was in this cosmic immortal game.

      His eyes slid closed. The book fell to his lap. Leaning back against the chair, he drew in a deep breath and tried not to panic.

      He’d finally done the right thing. He’d let her go. But she hadn’t left. She’d stayed. And now he understood why. Understood that every whisper and touch and kiss and groan flashing in his brain had been real—not a hallucination. And that short of forcing her to leave, which she’d never give in and do willingly now, he’d just fucked up again.

      All he’d had to do was resist her last night. All he’d needed to do was fucking die, and she’d be safe. The world would be safe. But because he hadn’t—because he’d never been able to resist her—she was now doomed.

      They all were.
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      Nerves coiled in Talisa’s stomach as she sat on the padded vanity bench in Nysa’s chambers and watched in the mirror as the nymph fiddled with her hair.

      Nysa had started by putting all kinds of curls in her normally straight locks. Now, she was pulling the sides up and adding leaves and twigs and sparkly accessories that were both foreign and a little bit fun.

      Talisa was not one for getting dolled-up. On the rare occasion she had to dress formally for royal family events back home, she usually went for comfort over style, then changed back into her worn boots, snug pants, and easy-moving tops as fast as she could. But tonight, she had to admit, she was looking forward to accentuating her feminine qualities.

      The nymph had already done Talisa’s makeup, giving her that smokey-eye effect and bright red lips. The female staring back at her didn’t look like a warrior for once. She looked mysterious. Exotic. Dazzling. And Talisa couldn’t help but wonder if Zagreus would notice. Or if he’d like it.

      Memories of the night before echoed in her mind. The softness of his lips as she’d kissed him. The warmth of his bare flesh as she’d climbed over him. The thick, hot, overpowering pleasure when she’d taken him in and he’d thrust up to meet her.

      Her face heated. She definitely hadn’t planned that. Still wasn’t completely sure how that had even happened. But she wanted it to happen again. Wanted it to happen many more times again. As soon as possible.

      Her gaze lifted from her reflection to Nysa’s, where the nymph stood at her back, still messing with her hair. Now that she knew the truth, she had a thousand questions.

      She licked her lips. “So, um, about Ana…”

      Nysa’s lips thinned in clear disgust. “The traitor?”

      Talisa smirked, thrilled with the reaction. “Yeah. Is she the only nymph who was close to the prince? Or are there any others I should be aware of?”

      “Aware of?”

      “Yeah. You know… with?”

      “You think the prince was in a relationship with Ana?”

      “Wasn’t he? She hated me with a vengeance. She all but tried to have me killed because he brought me here.”

      Nysa smiled and looked back down at whatever she was doing to Talisa’s hair. “Ana didn’t just dislike you because the prince showed interest in you, but because he never did in her.”

      “Not ever?”

      Nysa shook her head. “We all knew she kept trying to seduce him, but…” She shrugged. “The female clearly didn’t do her research.”

      “What research?”

      “On the prince. It’s well-known he doesn’t play with nymphs.”

      Whoa. Wait… What?

      “Not with any of them?” When Nysa shook her head, Talisa’s eyes widened. “Ever?”

      “Not with a single one. Not since he came to Ehrendia, at least. I’m pretty sure not before, either.”

      Talisa sat in stunned silence, trying to make sense of that answer.

      Nysa glanced up, amusement crossing her pixie face. “That surprises you?”

      Ah… yeah. “What about the nymphs I saw the first day I arrived? There was one, a redhead with a blonde child, who was flirting with him in the grand hall as if she knew him, intimately.”

      “All the nymphs flirt with him that way. They’re infatuated with him because of who he is, but it’s not reciprocal. And that child is not Zagreus’s, if that’s what you’re thinking. Helia and Aia are wood nymphs who were fleeing the satyrs when Rhen and a few of the other silens found them outside our borders. They were brought into our kingdom for safe keeping. That was months before Zagreus even arrived here.”

      Talisa blinked at the mirror, barely seeing her reflection anymore. Nysa had said earlier that Zagreus had arrived in Ehrendia three years ago. That he’d been searching for someone.

      “Wait.” She looked up at Nysa’s reflection again, disbelief swirling inside her. “Are you saying he hasn’t had any female companionship in three years?”

      “That and longer.”

      Whoa… “What?”

      Nysa’s fingers froze in Talisa’s hair, and she met Talisa’s gaze in the mirror. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?”

      “Figured what out?”

      “Why you’re so important to us.”

      Talisa had no idea what the nymph was implying.

      “Have you seen any children in Ehrendia besides Aia? Have you seen any nymphs with child?”

      A tingle rushed down Talisa’s spine. No, she’d seen no other children. No pregnant nymphs, either. Which, now that she thought about it, was pretty freakin’ weird, considering the population of the kingdom and how the nymphs and silens were always all over each other. Nymphs were said to be highly fertile creatures, especially in the presence of their companions.

      Nysa dropped her hands from Talisa’s hair. Stepping to the side, she looked down at Talisa so they were no longer staring at each other in the mirror, her expression not one of amusement anymore, but of urgency. “I might not look it, but I’m five hundred and twenty-three years old. The last time a maenad child was born in this kingdom, I was twenty-four. My race was blessed with long life, like yours, but we’re not immortal. We have timelines, and our timelines are running out. The prince is important to us for several reasons. Last night you didn’t just give him something to live for, you gave us something as well. And that’s why tonight is so important. And why we need to make sure you look irresistible.”

      Nysa moved behind Talisa and went back to fixing her hair, and as Talisa watched her in the mirror and tried to make sense of the nymph’s words, she remembered what the Fate had told her. About the last time she and Zagreus had been together—before the Fates had decided to stop interfering.

      “Wait a minute.” Talisa’s hands grew damp, and her stomach pitched—this time in utter disbelief. “Are you saying your race is somehow linked to his…”

      “Libido? Yes.”

      Holy shit. Talisa’s eyes flew wide. The nymph had said the word.

      But… It didn’t make any sense. He was Hades’s son. Why would Hades’s son be linked to a bunch of nymphs? Was it because she’d been a nymph in her past lives? Was this one more way the Fates had fucked things up?

      Nysa chuckled and continued fiddling with Talisa’s hair. “Don’t look so shocked. When he’s celibate, we are infertile. It was never a big issue before, but five hundred years was a longer dry spell than any of us were used to. After last night, though, everything’s changed. And we need you to make sure his fires keep burning.”

      Talisa’s cheeks heated when the nymph winked at her in the mirror. Before she could get too wigged out—or excited—by the implication, though, she remembered Cynna.

      She turned on the bench and looked up at Nysa. “But he hasn’t been celibate. Not the entire time as you said. Twenty-eight years ago, before I was born, he had a female with him in his lair in the Yucatan. They called her the Mistress of Pain. I know because it was someone from my world.”

      “He might have. I didn’t know him then. But he did not have sexual relations with her, at least not the kind that brought him to completion. That I can guarantee. The maenads would have become fertile if he had.”

      “Even though he wasn’t in Ehrendia?”

      “We are his devoted followers. We’re linked to him no matter where he is.”

      Talisa’s gaze dropped to the nymph’s white dress. He hadn’t had sex with Cynna? Holy shit. If that was true…

      No wonder he was in a perpetual bad mood. Five hundred years was a really freakin’ long dry spell for any otherworldly creature, but for a god as powerful as him…

      Her whole body grew hot and tight when she remembered climbing over him last night, kissing him, taking hold of his magnificent erection…

      She knew he probably didn’t remember a lot from last night—he’d looked more than a little shell-shocked when he’d seen her in the courtyard today—but she suddenly couldn’t stop thinking about doing all of that again. And consciously breaking that dry spell for him once and for all.

      Nysa squeezed her shoulder, interrupting Talisa’s spinning thoughts. When Talisa looked up, the nymph smiled sweetly.

      “I’m not trying to freak you out, princess. The prince is complicated. I know he’s kept females around in the past, but I can tell you with certainty they were not kept for his sexual gratification. They were kept as a distraction. Five hundred years is a long time to be alone. Emotionally, it hardened him. He turned in on himself. Moved back into the dark. No matter who he had by his side during that time, though, he was always looking for his mono mia—for you.”

      Nysa’s expression softened. “He’s changed since you came into his life, Talisa. He’s stepped into the light. The most important thing at this point is keeping him in that light so he isn’t drawn back to the darkness. Because Ehrendia—the whole world, actually—is a much better place when he’s in the light.”

      Talisa’s conversation with Lachesis last night rushed through her mind again, and her heart kicked up as she stared at Nysa.

      The Fates had given up on Zagreus. On his destiny. But when they’d sensed a flicker of light still inside him, they’d sent him back with one last assignment. Talisa didn’t know what that assignment was, but Lachesis had made it sound as if he’d already accomplished it.

      But what if he was meant for something more? What if—with her—he could be exactly what they’d originally hoped?

      Excitement stirred inside her. An excitement that wasn’t just about sex or the maenads or Zagreus’s connection to them. It was about purpose. Something he’d had in the past. Something Talisa had been lacking her whole damn life.

      She squeezed Nysa’s hand at her shoulder. “You’re not freaking me out. Not at all. And I’ll do whatever I can to make sure he stays in the light. I promise.”

      “Well, then…” Nysa smiled again, reached for both of Talisa’s hands, and pulled her to her feet. “I think we both need to get dressed so we can get out to that feast. Because we both have a date with destiny, it seems.”
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      He should have put a stop to this silly festival.

      Normally, Zagreus steered clear of the maenads and their ritual feasts, but tonight he was watching carefully. And he had no plans to leave.

      Not until she left.

      Music echoed through the courtyard. Lanterns cast twinkling light over the garlands of grape and jasmine strung across the space, illuminating the candlelit tables and partygoers sipping wine, the bodies filling the dance floor, the nymphs and silens already getting drunk and losing their inhibitions.

      He stood in the shadows on the edge of the stones, watching as Talisa laughed up at her dance partner, then twirled under his arm.

      The late-September night was warm. Warm enough not to need a jacket. Warm enough not to need much clothing at all, which was the point of this stupid feast.

      “Damn nymphomaniacs,” he muttered.

      A sileni at a nearby table—Dhar, Zagreus vaguely remembered was the male’s name—chuckled, drawing Zagreus’s attention. The male was focused on Talisa as if she were a treat he couldn’t wait to devour.

      Zagreus growled low in his throat. The sileni’s gaze darted Zagreus’s direction then widened with fear. Looking quickly away, he abandoned his wine and rushed from his table.

      Clenching his jaw, Zagreus went back to watching Talisa, not caring if he was being an ass or what Dhar thought of him. This party had disaster written all over it. And he was pretty sure he had Nysa to blame for whatever it caused him to do.

      Talisa threw her head back and laughed again. Zagreus’s gaze narrowed as the male grinned, slid his arms around her waist, and pulled her in close. And before Zagreus realized it, he growled once more, watching as the male’s fingers flexed against the bare flesh at her lower spine.

      He was certain he had Nysa to blame for Talisa’s “look” tonight as well. Her silky dark hair was pulled up on the sides and clipped back with green and gold grape leaves that glittered under the lights. Soft curls fell down her spine, swishing over her shoulder each time she turned. Her make-up was dramatic, accentuating her unique violet eyes and drawing attention to her plump red lips. But it was the outfit she wore that really set him on edge.

      The top consisted of nothing more than a bra with cap sleeves, made out of some green shimmery fabrics that looked as if the only things covering her ample breasts were leaves. The matching skirt was so low on her hips every male in the place could see her toned abs and belly button, and so short it barely covered her ass.

      Each time she laughed, the sound was like fingernails on a chalkboard, making Zagreus’s nerves go haywire. Every time the male moved his hand against her bare skin, he saw red. And when she glanced Zagreus’s way with those familiar, evocative eyes—as she was doing now—that heat he’d been trying to ignore all day flared hot and wild inside him.

      Fragmented memories filled his head, causing his skin to tingle. Her long fingers rushing across his flesh. Her lithe body climbing over his. Her warm breath fanning his cheek. And her luscious lips whispering, “It’ll never be too late, dios. Not for you and me.”

      The music changed. He watched as she smiled at her dance partner, then eased out of his arms and stepped toward a nearby table where she reached for a goblet of wine.

      Most of the females were dressed in the same skimpy outfits as Talisa. The males were all shirtless, and every one of the partygoers were barefoot. But none captured Zagreus’s attention. None were like a beacon he couldn’t ignore. None but the intoxicating female staring at him over the cup at her lips while bodies swayed together at her back.

      His pulse kicked up as she set the glass down, moved around the table, then headed his direction, her smoldering eyes never leaving his.

      She shouldn’t be here. She should already be back in her realm, as far from him as she could get. And never in a million years should she be staring at him like that.

      He fixed an impassive look on his face as she drew close and crossed his arms over his chest. She stopped mere steps away, but he didn’t meet her gaze. Was determined to keep his eyes on the ridiculous party instead. And he wasn’t about to be distracted by her skimpy outfit. Or that eroticly spicy scent he remembered oh-so well.

      “You stick out like a sore thumb, you know.”

      He tightened his jaw and didn’t respond, continuing to look past her in the hopes she’d get the hint and move on.

      “It’s a festival, not a funeral.”

      His focus wavered, and he made the mistake of glancing at her. Mischief twinkled in her eyes. Mischief and heat and all kinds of temptations he couldn’t give in to.

      “You should try smiling instead of scowling.” A coy grin curled her lips. “It would make you look less miserable.”

      He forced his gaze away and looked back out toward Nysa and Rhen pressing against each other, then to the other nymphs and silens already partnering up for what he knew would come next.

      He was always miserable. It was the one thing he could count on in his never-ending life. And lucky him, he had only more misery to look forward to when she wised up and returned to her own world, where she belonged.

      She belongs with you…

      He ignored the voice in his head, the one that was responsible for every one of the fuckups in his life, and tried to figure out how long he had before the silens passed the point of no return.

      Soft fingers wrapped around his forearms and tugged. Surprised, he looked down again only to realize Talisa was drawing him away from the column and out of the shadows.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked with a scowl.

      “Dancing with you.” She let go of his arms, stepped close, and skimmed her hands up his chest and around his neck. “Or trying to, at least. What do you think I’m doing?”

      Her sinful body grazed his. The amulet on the chain around her neck pressed between them. His grey matter fogged, just as it always had near her. Only this time was worse. A thousand times worse. And he wasn’t sure why.

      Reluctantly, he let his hands fall to her hips, but he didn’t slide them around her back or pull her closer. And he didn’t sway, even when she started to move. “I think you’re trying to piss me off by not following my orders.”

      “I told you before, I never do as I’m told. Lighten up, already, Grumpy Prince. Everyone’s looking.”

      “I don’t give a shit if they look at me.” He glanced over her head only to realize no one was looking at him—at them. The nymphs and silens were already too lost in the wine and each other to care about anything else.

      Shit. That was going to be a problem. This little party was about to turn into a clusterfuck faster than he’d realized.

      He was just about to tell her it was time to go when he caught her expression from the corner of his eye. Not irritation. Not wariness. No, the minx was grinning up at him as if she found him completely amusing.

      He cursed himself for letting her distract him. “Stop smiling like that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t like it.”

      The sweet sound of her laughter drifted in the air. “You know, you were a lot more fun at that club where we met.”

      Memories of the way she’d ground against him in that club filled his mind. Memories he shouldn’t have, dammit. Memories he shouldn’t like. Going to that club had been a giant mistake. Just as every second with her in this lifetime and all the rest had been mistakes.

      Straightening, he looked past her again only to realize—shit—he was now staring at the column he’d been leaning against earlier. Which meant he was dancing with her. Something he’d told himself he wouldn’t do.

      “Do you still have a concussion?”

      His gaze snapped back to hers. “What?”

      “Your head? Does it still hurt?”

      “No.”

      “How about a fever?”

      He had no idea what she was talking about. “I don’t have a fever.”

      “Then I must.” She pushed to her toes and brought her mouth within a breath of his. “Touch me and tell me if I’m hot.”

      His feet came to a stop. He stared down at her, sure he’d heard her wrong. Sure he was hallucinating again.

      She laughed, lowered to her heels, then pushed away. “Well, if you’re not interested in checking, I guess I’ll go find someone else who is.”

      She turned to face the dance floor then whispered, “Oh my…”

      Zagreus’s brain was pure mush, but Talisa’s breathy words filtered through the fog, causing him to blink and look toward what had caught her attention.

      The music had changed. It was no longer festive but now a suggestive beat with a heavy bass. The lights had dimmed. Electricity charged the air. And while bodies still littered the dance floor, all eyes were focused on one couple in the middle—on a nymph and sileni getting hot and heavy as they made out in the center of the crowd.

      “Well, now,” Talisa said in a low voice, her gaze fixed on the couple. “Those two definitely look like they have a fever.” She lifted a hand to her throat as she watched the male push the straps of the skimpy dress down the nymph’s shoulders. “Wait. Are those horns coming out of his head?”

      Motherfucker. Those were definitely horns. And in a matter of seconds, that sileni was going to bust the seams on his pants as the rest of the change came over him.

      Zagreus stepped up to Talisa, grasped her hand, and turned her to face him. Sliding his arms around her waist, he said, “Hold on to me.”

      “Mm…” She smiled and let her hands drift up his chest once more. “Now, that’s the spirit.”

      His blood warmed, but he tried to ignore it. She’d had a fair bit of the nymphs’ wine, and he knew the effect that wine could have. The only smart thing he’d done tonight was not partake in any himself.

      Like you need any to get you going…

      He clenched his jaw, ignored that voice again, too, and said, “Don’t let go.”

      The muscles in his arms and legs contracted, and air whooshed past their faces as the ground disappeared beneath their feet.

      Seconds later, they stood on the balcony off his room, the lights and sounds of the party far  below.

      “What the…?” Talisa pushed her hands against his chest. She glanced around the verandah with its potted trees and patio furniture then looked back to him when she realized where they were. “If you wanted to get me off alone, all you had to do was ask.”

      “I’m not staying. But you are.” He let go of her and jerked both balcony doors to his suite open. “Where I know you can’t get into any trouble. Tomorrow, when it’s light, I’ll take you beyond the border so you can open a portal back to your realm. Where you belong.”

      “Where I belong,” she muttered at his back. Then louder, “Thanks, but no. If you’re leaving, I’ll just go back to the party.”

      He rounded on her. “You are not going back to that party.”

      “Why not?” She lifted her chin, challenge reflecting clearly in her violet eyes. “Just because you don’t like to have fun—”

      “Fun? You think what those satyrs are doing down there is fun?”

      “Satyrs?” Her cute little brows drew together. “What satyrs? I didn’t see any—”

      Moans echoed from the courtyard below. Low moans that definitely weren’t the kind nymphs made when they were in pain.

      “Oooh.” Talisa’s eyes widened, and she glanced over her shoulder toward the balustrade. “Those are maenad nymphs, and that festival is really a...”

      “Yeah, now you get it.” He clenched his jaw, thankful she didn’t move toward that balustrade for a better view. The only thing he was thankful for tonight.

      She turned back to face him and crossed her arms under her ample chest, accentuating her cleavage, dammit. The one part of her he didn’t need to be looking at. “I’d think most people would expect that to be right up your alley.”

      He huffed and moved farther away from her. “I have no interest in their silly orgies. And making offerings to a stupid god is as useless as praying for the Fates to stop meddling in shit that doesn’t concern them.”

      When she didn’t answer, only continued to stare at him, a tingle rushed down his spine, one that made him uneasy.

      He’d said too much. Done too damn much these past few days. Bringing her here had been a giant fucking mistake, just as that irritating voice in the back of his head had warned it would be. If he hadn’t been so obsessed with the idea of her, he would have known that sooner.

      But now that he was thinking clearly, he could see the truth staring him in the face.

      She wasn’t the same. Too much time had passed. And he was done being a patsy for the gods.

      “Don’t go down there.” He moved into his bedchamber, intent only on getting away from her before he did something he’d regret later. “The silens might not look like satyrs, but they are. And though they’re docile most days, they’re unpredictable in a frenzy. Even with your super-hero strength, you’re no match for a pack of horny beasts.”

      He crossed the hardwood floor and made it all the way to the heavy oak door before her voice stopped him.

      “No, I’m definitely no match for a pack of horny beasts. Just a grouchy prince. But I guess you’re no match for me, are you? Since you’re running.”

      He stilled with one hand on the door, that simmering heat he’d been fighting threatening to flare inside.

      “What was it you said to me in the tower?” she asked somewhere behind him. Somewhere close. “Oh, I remember. ‘Running won’t save you. Not from your destiny, and not from me.’ Seems a little appropriate right now, don’t you think?”

      Slowly, he turned her way, his eyes narrowing on her skimpy outfit and his gem hanging from the long chain between her tempting breasts. “Careful, female.” She’d moved into the room and stood only a few feet away. Close enough for him to touch. Close enough for him to take. “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, I think I do.” One side of her sexy lips curled in a smirk. “You know, last night was fun and all, but I expected more. Something… a little more wild, a bit more savage.” She swayed toward him, until her heady scent surrounded him. “Something a lot more… wicked… from the infamous Prince of Darkness.”

      Memories of last night fired in his mind all over again. Her small hand stroking his cock. Her sweet tongue plundering his mouth. And her body—her sexy, luscious, perfect body sliding along his, straddling his hips, lowering to take him deep into her tight, wet pussy until he lost all sense of time and space and exploded in blistering pleasure.

      He’d thought that would be it. The very end. He’d thought it would be enough. It suddenly didn’t even come close.

      Those flames flared hot and wild, an inferno seconds from consuming everything in its path. One he wouldn’t be able to hold back much longer. Not with the ravenous hunger gathering inside. Not with her standing there, wearing next to nothing, staring into his eyes with those sinful-hot gems, taunting him to reach out and take.

      To conquer once and for all.

      “Be sure about this, female. I’m everything you can’t control.”

      “Oh, I’m sure, dios.” She pressed her palms against his chest and leaned so close her warm breath slid down his neck, sending waves of heat straight into his cock. “I don’t want you restrained in any way. I want to experience every single thing you’ve been holding back. Every naughty, wicked, wild thing. And in case you get out of hand, don’t worry. I know how to scratch and bite.”

      “You’ll crawl and beg before I’m finished with you.”

      “Mm, yes…” Her hypnotic eyes sparked. “That’s exactly what I want.”

      Her palms moved up his chest and around his neck, and her sensuous body pressed against his from chest to hips. Then, in a velvety voice that completely ignited that inferno inside him, she whispered, “But you’ll be the one doing the begging, dios. I’m sure of it.”
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      Zagreus’s mouth closed over Talisa’s so forcefully, she gasped.

      His lips were demanding, bruising, absolutely possessive in a way that both surprised and thrilled her. She opened on instinct, wanting to taste him as she had last night, but the second he dipped inside and his wicked tongue brushed hers, every cell in her body went haywire.

      She melted into his touch, to his kiss, to his every want and need. And when he growled and his tongue moved forcefully against hers—invading, directing, mastering—every part of her surrendered.

      Sparks raced along her nerve endings. A raging lightning storm she’d never experienced. She was always the one in control when it came to her sexual encounters, but this… The way he dominated her passion with nothing more than his lips and tongue and sultry mouth… It decimated her strength in a way his powers never could.

      His hand dropped to her hip. The other grazed her hair, sifted through the locks, then fisted at the back of her head. He plundered her mouth, shifted their bodies around so her spine pressed against the cool wood of the door, then closed in at her front.

      Yanking her head back, he lifted his mouth a breath from hers.

      A flash of pain echoed through her scalp, but it quickly faded when her eyes focused on his sinfully dark and predatory gaze. She saw lust. She saw hunger. And a thousand different emotions she couldn’t name. But the strongest, the most overpowering, the most volatile was the same wanton, wild, explosive need staring back at her.

      “I don’t give, female. I take.” He lowered his mouth to her throat, bared his teeth, and bit down.

      Pain ripped through her flesh. She cried out, but as quickly as the pain hit, it was replaced by his tongue racing over the spot, followed by a roaring pleasure searing her nerve endings.

      She writhed against his hard body while he suckled at her throat, as he tightened his hold on her hair, as he lifted his lips, moved his mouth a fraction of an inch, then bit down all over again.

      The sensations he was building in her were new. Erotic. So intense they seemed to penetrate her veins and sink deep into muscle and bone. Trapped between him and the door, her body quivered, her thighs trembled, and her sex grew so wet and achy, she knew as soon as he touched her there, she’d completely implode.

      He lifted his head again, shifted to the other side of her throat, then bit down all over.

      Pain… Pleasure… So much fucking heat...

      She had no idea what he was doing to her, but she loved it. Was crazy for more.

      “Oh yes…” She gripped his biceps at both arms, trying to hold herself upright, unable to do anything but let him have whatever he wanted. Wriggling her hips against his thighs, she searched for friction, for the pressure she desperately needed right between her legs. “Please…”

      “Please, what?” He yanked harder on her hair, pulling her head back farther, until the top of her scalp grazed the door.

      The movement forced her back to arch and her breasts to press tighter to his muscular chest. She grunted. His mouth moved higher, to the tender flesh behind her ear as he kicked her legs apart, then moved in tight at her front, the hard ridge of his arousal pushing against her belly. And as he breathed hot over her neck, shivers raced straight down her spine.

      “Please, what, mono mia?”

      Oh, when he called her that… “More. I need more.”

      He growled. Then his teeth sank into her flesh.

      She cried out as pain streaked down her throat, then moaned in absolute pleasure as he licked the spot and suckled, the frantic motion of his tongue and lips and mouth sending shards of electricity straight into her core.

      He was making her high. Each time his teeth pierced her skin, she felt as if he was injecting something hot and wicked into her system. When his tongue passed over the spot, it sizzled inside her. And when he growled, when he tightened his hold on her hair and pulled her body hard against his, whatever that was sparked, flared, then flashed like wildfire inside, igniting everything until she was sure it would consume her.

      “Touch me.” Her fingernails dug into the muscles of his arms. She rocked her hips up, searching for his cock, aching to feel it against her. For any part of it she could reach. “My whole body’s on fire.”

      “I want you hotter.” He jerked his hand from her hair, let go of her hip, and lifted his mouth from her throat.

      Her head grew light. She tried to right herself. Swayed. Tried to focus. Couldn’t. His mouth closed over hers again in a blinding kiss, making her groan and lean into him. Then his fingers curled in the fabric at her shoulders and yanked.

      Fabric tore. Cool air pebbled her nipples. He licked into her mouth as if he were starved, as if he couldn’t get enough, as if she were his sustenance.

      She moaned and rocked her hips against his, growing hotter, growing wetter, needing more. Knew she should take control but couldn’t seem to get her limbs to catch up to her mind. Then his hands were on her breasts, squeezing, kneading, driving her mad. His fingers pinching and twisting the barbells through her tender nipples until she gasped with that familiar burst of pleasure and pain that told her she was about to come—hard.

      “Oooh…” She lifted her hand to his nape, threaded her fingers into his soft hair, kissed him back just as franticly as he was kissing her. Electricity arced from her nipples to her sex, making her grunt. Making her groan. Making her so fucking insane. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted more. Needed everything.

      “Dios…” Her other hand dropped to his hip, shifted between them, searching for the button on his pants.

      “You don’t say when, female.” He jerked back from her mouth, gripped her at her hips, and whipped her around to face the door. “I say when.”

      She gasped. Her hands slapped against the hard wood. She sucked in a breath and shuffled her feet so she wouldn’t fall. Before she could orient herself, his fingers slipped beneath the waistband of her skirt and yanked hard.

      Fabric tore again. Cool air washed over her bare ass, prickling her skin. He wrenched the ruined skirt from her body and tossed it behind him.

      Knowing he was seeing all of her now didn’t embarrass her. It aroused her. Made that electricity inside arc even higher. Made her sex gush in anticipation of what he would do next.

      His warm breath slid down her spine. She closed her eyes. Trembled as he kicked her legs wider and moved in at her back. Blood pounded in her ears as his body grazed hers—close, but not anywhere near close enough.

      Commanding fingertips brushed her shoulder, pushing her hair to one side, exposing her throat. Then his lips skimmed the sensitive skin near her ear again, and she shivered and leaned her head back, aching for his mouth, for his teeth, for his wicked tongue that made her forget everything but him.

      “Don’t ever wear something that short and slutty in front of the silens again.” His open palm pressed against her stomach, drawing her ass back against his erection. His thick, hard, magnificent erection.

      She groaned and arched at the contact. “Why not?”

      His fingers slid lower. Into the curls at the top of her mound. “Because I was seconds away from torching the next one who looked at you.” His teeth closed over her earlobe, sending a tremor straight down her spine. “And had I known you were naked under that fucking skirt, every single one who touched you in that courtyard would already be ash.”

      Overbearing, bossy males didn’t do it for her. Not at all. But this one… The possessive, greedy, shameless order she heard in his gruff voice pushed her from I’m ready to take me right fucking now.

      “Oh gods…” She pressed back against his erection.

      “I am your god.” He captured her jaw with his big hand and tipped her head back, until she could see the unabashed lust in his dark eyes locked firmly on her. “The only god you’re allowed to think about or cry out to.” His other hand slid lower, his fingertips just barely grazing her clit. “And you are all mine, female. Only mine now.”

      He pressed a bruising kiss to her lips, his demanding tongue invading her mouth until she groaned. But the second his hand dipped lower, the instant his thumb moved over her clit and he pressed one long, thick finger deep inside her aching core, she was lost.

      Tingles erupted in her sex. Pleasure streaked down her spine.  She rocked against his hand, the marking in her hip sizzling against her skin. “Yes, yes… Oh fuck, yes…”

      Just before the orgasm claimed her, he pulled his hand free, then whipped her around and shoved her back against the door once more.

      She gasped. Grunted in protest as her eyes flew open. Then his lips captured hers, and his tongue dipped into her mouth. She moaned long and deep and reached for him, growing hot all over again.

      He tasted like sin. Like salvation. Like heaven and hell and everything in between. Grasping his shirt as he claimed her mouth, she pushed it up his muscular chest, pulled back from his kiss, then yanked it over his head.

      The dark fabric fell to the floor. Breathing hard, her gaze drifted over his toned shoulders, his chiseled pecs and rippling abs.

      The cuts and scrapes from that satyr fight had already healed, were nothing but thin white lines now that would soon disappear. But they weren’t what caught her attention. No, her gaze was locked on the ink branding his skin. On the serpent tattoo wrapped around his right shoulder and arm. On the scorpion on his left biceps. On the edges of the conjoined alpha and omega marking on his hip barely peeking out from beneath the waistband of his pants.

      Her hand drifted to the exposed lines of that marking, heat singeing her fingertips at the first touch. He growled and lowered his mouth to hers once more. And as she kissed him back, the matching marking in her own hip flared hot and bright, searing her skin with the need to feel his bare flesh against hers. Anywhere. Everywhere.

      “Zagreus…” She tipped her head the other direction and kissed him deeper. “I want you.”

      He flicked the barbell through her left nipple. Shards of electricity shot to her sex, making her groan into his mouth. His other hand cupped and squeezed her right breast until she saw stars. Until she was seconds from begging him to take her.

      “These are so fucking sexy.” He broke the kiss, then lowered his head and ran his tongue around her pierced nipple.

      “Oh…” Dropping one hand to the top of his head, she arched into his mouth and rubbed her sex against his erection. “More.”

      “I’ve been dying to get my mouth on these ever since I saw them in the tower.”

      Just knowing he’d seen her naked in that tower made her blood white-hot and that need roar even stronger.

      He moved to her other nipple, teased and taunted the hard tip until she thought she’d go mad, then drew her deep into his mouth and suckled.

      Her whole body trembled. She loved what he was doing but wanted more. Needed everything. She reached for the waistband of his pants, desperate to get them off. To strip him naked so she could feel every part of him against her. He moved out of her reach before she could get more than the top button undone.

      Her eyes flew open. A protest formed on her lips. But it never left her throat because he dropped to his knees and pushed her legs apart.

      “I need to taste you.” His tongue swept across her clit.

      “Oh my god…” Her head fell back against the door. She braced one hand on the molding and the other against the handle to hold herself upright, then rocked against his sinful tongue, lapping and tormenting her tender flesh. “Yes, there…”

      “Mm.” He hummed against her, working her over with his tongue. “This is mine, mono mia. Only mine.” One thick finger pressed deep inside her, drawing another groan from her throat. “Say it’s mine.”

      “It’s yours.” She tightened around his thrusting finger, rubbed against his mouth. An orgasm she knew would wreck her spiraled in faster than light, hotter than anything she’d ever experienced. “Oh, yes, right there. Don’t stop. I’m about to come…”

      He jerked back just before the pleasure claimed her.

      Gasping, she opened her eyes and searched for him through blurry vision, confused—frustrated—about why he kept stopping. About why he wasn’t touching her right fucking now, godsdammit.

      He stood mere inches away, his muscular chest rising and fallings with his own rapid breaths, his features flushed, his lips wet and swollen from her sex. But it was his eyes that captivated her and wouldn’t let go. His dark, sinful, wicked eyes glinting with hunger and sin. A sin she sensed could corrupt her. A sin she knew would complete her.

      “I say when you come, mono mia. Only me.”

      Every bit of passion and need she’d been fighting, not just the last few days but her whole damn life, swelled inside. Shoving her hands against his chest, she pushed hard, sending him crashing into the bookshelf across the room.

      Books tumbled to the floor. Shock widened his eyes. But she didn’t let either stop her. She advanced on him, wrapped her hand around his nape, and pulled his mouth back to hers, kissing him hard.

      Her teeth sank into his bottom lip. She tasted his blood—hot, electric, absolutely delicious. He jerked back and stared down at her with wild eyes while she licked her lips, savoring his life force. With a grin, she said, “I warned you I bite.”

      He swiped his thumb across his lip, then looked down at the redness on his skin and back to her. “You want to play rough, princess?”

      Eyes locked on his, she reached for his hand, drew it to her mouth, and closed her lips around his thumb, using her tongue to lick off every delectable droplet before sucking hard and releasing. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      He growled, then moved so fast she barely saw him. One second, he was staring mesmerized at her lips. The next, he was on top of her. All around her. Everywhere.

      The room spun. Her back crashed into shelves. Books went flying. He closed his mouth over hers, kissing her hard, claiming her with a frenzied passion that overwhelmed her.

      She scrambled to hold on to his shoulders, to keep from falling while he shoved his way between her legs. Kissed him back just as frantically as he was kissing her while he released her with one arm and fumbled with his pants.

      “Hurry,” she mumbled against his lips, hooking her legs around his bare hips, drawing him closer, desperate to feel him deep inside. “Ah, god, hurry.”

      His bare cock brushed the sensitive flesh between her legs, making her shiver. Then he drove into her so hard, she gasped.

      He was big—so much thicker than she remembered from last night, especially at this angle and trapped against the shelves—and the shock of that first thrust made her eyes water. Gripping his shoulders for support, she held on as her body stretched around him, thankful when he shifted his hands to her ass to help hold her up.

      “Mm, mono mia.” His hot breath tickled her lips. “You are so tight. Was that rough enough?”

      She shook her head, blinking back the wetness, her body already urging her to move. “Not even close.” She slid her hand around his nape and pulled his mouth back to hers. “I want more. Don’t hold back. Take me. Hard.”

      Her lips met his. He growled once more and opened to her kiss. Then he drew back, letting his cock drag along her sensitive walls, and shoved in deep, making her gasp all over again.

      “Oh fuck, yes,” she groaned into his mouth.

      His tongue swept over hers. He eased away then plunged back in. Electricity gathered in her core, growing stronger with every pass.

      He wasn’t gentle, and she didn’t want him to be. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she held on while he bit into her throat again, while he dug his fingertips into her flesh, lifting and lowering her on his cock, fucking into her harder and deeper with every stroke.

      Her body tingled. Her sex clenched. She groaned as sparks radiated through her core. He was strength and vitality. Power and potency. And as he hit that spot, that perfect spot so far inside, her vision blurred, her mind grew fuzzy, and every bit of her focus zeroed in on that blinding pleasure surging toward her.

      “Not yet, mono mia.”

      His mouth lifted from her throat. He pulled free of her body. She gasped as he jerked her away from the bookcase and cool air washed over her sweaty skin.

      “Wait…”

      He carried her across the floor while she searched for his mouth again, whipped her around, and tossed her over the arm of the couch near the fireplace.

      Fabric brushed her belly. She grunted and bounced against the soft arm.

      He kicked her legs apart. “No more waiting. This is what I want.”

      She pushed up on her hands, tried to look back, but his palm between her shoulder blades shoved her back down. Then, before she could even open her mouth, he lined himself up and thrust in so deep, every thought rushed from her mind.

      “Oh god. Yeeeeessssss...” Her fingers curled in the cushion beneath her. He didn’t give her time to adjust as he had before. Just drew back and shoved in even harder.

      Ecstasy ricocheted through her body like a pinball. She arched, lifting her hips higher so he could drive deeper. Delirious, she moaned, “Fuck me. Fuck me hard. Don’t stop.”

      He growled, braced one hand on the cushion near her arm, then leaned over and bit into her neck. And as that wicked-hot mixture of pleasure and pain streaked down her spine, as his thick cock pounded her G-spot again and again from the new angle, her vision clouded until it was nothing but a pinprick of bright light. Right in the center of her universe.

      “Like this?” His hot breath ran down her neck as he fucked into her. He grunted at her back. His fingers closed around a handful of her hair and yanked so his lips grazed her earlobe. “Is this what you want?”

      Oh god, yes… She opened her mouth to answer. Couldn’t make her lips form words. All she could do was press back against him, taking everything he wanted to give her.

      “Nod, mono mia.” He thrust faster. Tightened his grip and yanked her head back harder, until pain raced over her scalp to mix with the pleasure scoring her sex. “Show me this is what you want. Getting fucked by the monster we both know I am.”

      The orgasm he’d denied her built until it was almost too much to bear, but his words, the malicious way he said them, drew her back from the edge. Made her remember what he’d said before. When she’d kissed him and told him she wanted this. That she wanted him.

      She gasped in a breath. Tightened every muscle so she wouldn’t come. Then shifted her hand beneath her to the side and closed her fingers around his braced against the cushion. “I want you. Just you. However I can get you. I’ve always wanted you.”

      His muscles jerked. Deep inside, his cock lengthened and swelled. And against her ear, she heard him whisper, “Fuck.”

      But the pressure grew too great for her to focus on his release. Before she could even suck in another breath, a pleasure she hadn’t known possible ignited in her core and exploded outward through each cell, sucking up every bit of light and sound and air and space until there was nothing.

      Nothing but darkness.

      A darkness she’d been seeking all her life. A darkness that lived in him.

      A darkness that drew her home.
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      Zagreus wasn’t sure how they’d ended up on the floor, but he was too weak to think right now.

      He rolled off Talisa and dropped to his back on the plush rug in front of the fireplace, breathing deeply to slow his still raging pulse as he stared up at the beamed ceiling above.

      That… was not the smartest thing he’d ever done. She was supposed to be going home. Not doing—that—with him.

      And why in the hell had she said those words? I’ve always wanted you. They weren’t true. They both knew they weren’t true. She’d hated him up until yesterday. In fact, in most of her lifetimes, she’d been scared shitless of him. On top of which, she never remembered him.

      “Mm…” Talisa shifted his way then perched her elbow on the rug and rested her head in her hand with a wicked curl of her lips. “Now, that was a lot more like I expected. Not that I’m complaining about last night, mind you. I enjoyed that, too.”

      Shit. Last night…

      He still wasn’t sure what had really happened last night, but he knew now the sultry images pinging around in his head all day were real.

      “I enjoyed it very much.” Her warm hand landed on his bare chest, sending tingles all through his flesh. “Both times.”

      He rolled his head on the rug and stared her. At her wild hair, swollen lips, sated eyes, and the freakin’ glow coming off her that told him she’d definitely enjoyed it as much as he had.

      “Bloody hell,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “I can’t fucking read you at all.”

      She laughed and slid her hand lower, to his abs. Just the casual touch lit him up all over again. “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “Yes, it’s a bad thing.” His eyes popped open. “I could always read you before. Which is how I always knew what you were going to do next.”

      “Which was…?”

      “Run.” He gently brushed her hand away, tugged his pants up, and pushed to sitting. A quick look over the room and he spotted his boots—which he didn’t even remember kicking off.  “You never wanted to be with me, which is why it’s so fucking insane I can’t get rid of you now.”

      “Interesting.” She sat up and wrapped her arms around her updrawn knees while he stood. “Never?”

      “Maybe the first time. But then only until you realized I wouldn’t let you leave.” He grabbed his boots and dropped into a high-backed chair so he could pull them on, thankful she was covering those tempting breasts that made him lose his fucking mind. “Every other time you couldn’t wait to get away from me.”

      “So we weren’t in love?”

      He huffed and loosened the laces on one boot. “Love is an illusion. It’s not real.”

      She was silent for several seconds, then shifted to her knees in front of him and slid her palms along his thighs.

      He glared down at her, trying not to look at those breasts and the sexy barbells through her delicious nipples. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Distracting you.”

      He rolled his eyes and went back to loosening his boot.

      And why the hell couldn’t he even be irritated with her now? He needed to pull his head out of his ass, stop obsessing about sex—something he was perfectly fine surviving without—and remember what truly mattered here.

      “Did it ever occur to you that this time things are different,” she said softly.

      “Yeah, no shit they’re different.” Holy hell, who tied his laces in a knot? “It’s still going to end the same way, though. Which is why you need to get the fuck away from me while you still can.”

      A tiny voice in the back of his head told him he should be surprised she was not only discussing the fact they’d been together in her past lives but that she’d accepted it—that she believed it. Only he was too irritated with himself to go there.

      She tugged the boot from his hands and dropped it on the floor behind her.

      His brows snapped together. “What the—”

      “Nice try, Grumpy Prince.” She pushed a hand against his shoulder, forcing him back into the chair, then climbed up and straddled his lap. “I’m not going anywhere. You need me.”

      Her words warmed a place inside he wasn’t willing to acknowledge. Sighing, he closed his eyes and fought it as her heat seeped into his legs, his hips, his chest where everything was supposed to stay cold. “I don’t need anyone.”

      “Everyone needs somebody.”

      “Everyone isn’t me.”

      Several seconds passed in silence, and when he couldn’t stand it anymore and finally forced his eyes open, he realized she was smiling down at him. A wide gorgeous smile that lit up her face and made her violet eyes absolutely sparkle.

      “Why are you grinning like that?” he asked.

      “Because I’m right.”

      She leaned down to kiss him but he stopped her with his hands on both of her arms, holding her back. “Don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they were right. All those people who said I was a monster… Every single one from your world… They were right.”

      She stilled and met his gaze, but she didn’t speak, and she didn’t try to kiss him again. And though he told himself that was good—it was the only way it could be—something in his chest cinched down tight all over again.

      “Every single awful thing they said I did…” He forced the words out. “They were right. I did those things. No one made me to do them. I did them because I wanted to. I did them because I could. I earned the title the Prince of Darkness. Because that’s exactly what I am.”

      Her gaze skipped over his features. Unsure but also filled with… defiance. A defiance that lit him up in a million different ways and made him want her even more. “I don’t care.”

      She leaned toward him again, but he tightened his hold on her arms, keeping her back. “Then you’re not nearly as smart as I thought you were.”

      Her luscious lips curled on one side. “Oh, I am. I’m very smart. And you know it too or you wouldn’t be protesting so much.”

      “Talis—”

      “When a soul has endured terrible things, Zagreus, it can become capable of terrible things. And you have lived through things no one should have to live through. But those things don’t define you. And they don’t control you. Not unless you let them. I don’t care what you did in the past. I don’t care what people have said about you. All I care about is what you do now. And what I’ve seen you do these last few days has not come from a place of darkness. It’s come from light.” She laid her palm back on his chest. Right over his heart. “A light I know is still in here.”

      He could barely believe her words. That she’d said them. That she’d said them while looking at him as she was now—with tenderness and honesty—as if she truly believed them.

      His heart raced beneath her hand. Disbelief churned inside. And when she eased forward again, he flexed his arms, fighting to keep her away even though he was losing the strength to do just that. “Don’t. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” she said softly. “I’m not fighting something that started a long time ago.”

      Her lips grazed his temple, and his resistance wavered. For once he was trying to do the right thing, only she was stopping him. Something that was completely fucking ironic considering their past. “It’s better if you just go now. I’m letting you leave.”

      “Too late. I don’t want to go anymore.”

      “Talis—”

      “I know what it’s like to be alone, Zagreus.” She drew back and met his gaze, the intense look in her violet eyes stopping him more than her words. “Maybe not as long as you’ve been alone, but I know how isolating it is. I know how it feels not to fit in with the people around you. To be told you’re not strong enough or smart enough or special enough. And I know what it’s like to fight against all that because it’s the only thing you’re good at doing.”

      His heart raced even faster as he stared up at her.

      She brushed her fingertips down the stubble on his cheek, her touch sending zings of electricity all through his skin. “But I also know how it feels to finally find the one person who gets you, who understands you, who accepts you, even with all your flaws.” Her lips tipped up. “Even if that person is not at all who you expected him to be.”

      His chest grew so tight he was surprised it didn’t burst, right there in front of her. Her words bathed him in warmth—so much warmth he wanted to grab her and never let go. But he held back. Because if he took what she was so blindly offering, nothing would change. They would both be stuck in the same cycle of life and death and misery that had plagued them for so long.

      “It isn’t real,” he whispered.

      “What isn’t real?”

      “This. How you think you feel. It’s a set up by the Fates. To bring us together for whatever fucking reason they think we need to be together. They’re moving both of us around like pawns, and I’m sick of it. They’ve been doing it my whole damn life and the only thing that’s guaranteed is that you’ll suffer for it. Just as you’ve suffered every other fucking time they’ve thrown us together.”

      “You’ve suffered, too.”

      “I don’t matter.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” She tipped his chin up when he tried to look away. “You’re also wrong about the Fates. They might have sent me back before, but not this time. This time there’s something stronger at work here. A bigger reason you and I are together in this time and place.”

      He frowned. “You’re naïve. There’s no reason some higher power or whatever you want to call it would ever look twice at me.”

      “Why not? We all know that the gods are nothing more than fallen angels, and each angel was created in light.” When he scoffed and looked away, she tipped his face back to hers. “And every fallen angel—no matter how dark—can reignite that light. Including you.”

      His chest contracted again, only this time it was laced with a bitter reality he could never change. “I’m no hero, Talisa. If that’s what you’re expecting, you’re going to be bitterly disappointed. Even if there is a smattering of light left inside me, it’s overshadowed by a shit-ton of darkness.”

      One side of her lips curled as she leaned in close. “If I’d wanted a hero, I could have easily found one in my realm.” Her hand drifted down his abs and into his open pants, her warm breath tickling his lips. “And in case you haven’t figured it out yet, dios, I like the dark.” Her slim fingers wrapped around his cock, already lengthening and swelling in her grip. “It’s what I was looking for the night we met.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath as she drew him out of his pants and shifted so the head of his erection could slide through her wetness.

      “I’d much rather have a devil in my bed.” She brushed her lips against his temple again, flexed her hips, then shivered as his cock passed over her clit. “A devil who is dark and sexy and wild and wicked.” She moved so he was at the perfect position, then tipped his face up to hers so their lips were almost touching. “A devil with just enough light to lead me right to him.”

      She was a drug, one this close he couldn’t resist. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her down, until all her tempting wet heat surrounded him and she was all he knew.

      He groaned at the tight fit, at the way she gasped as he stretched her. Pressing his mouth to hers, he tasted her deeply, drawing her into his soul in a way she’d never been before.

      She moaned and kissed him back, her hands on both sides of his face, her tongue licking into his mouth in a way that made him wild for more. For everything. Holding her tight against him so she wouldn’t fall, he eased forward in the chair, then moved to his knees on the carpet so she was laid out beneath him.

      With one hand braced on the rug, the other arm still wrapped tight around her waist, he lifted his mouth a breath from hers so he could see her eyes. So he could watch her reaction when he rocked back, then pressed deep all over again. So he could figure out what it was about her that was so different this time.

      What was making him different.

      “Mm, yes, dios…” Her fingertips tightened against his shoulders, her violet gaze never left his. Each time he hit that spot he knew drove her wild, her sheath contracted around his cock and the sexiest grunt slipped from her perfect lips. “Just like that.”

      The need to please her, to satisfy her, to give her what she wanted overtook every thought. He tightened his hold on her waist, pulling her tighter against him. Thrust faster each time she pulsed around his length.

      Sweat slicked his skin. Blood pounded in his veins. Heat streaked down his spine as she wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him in closer. But he held his orgasm back, driven by a hot, wicked demand that had only one answer.

      Her release. Her cries of carnal pleasure. Her detonation as she erupted in erotic bliss all around him.

      Nothing else mattered but that. Every cell in his body zeroed in on her. On finally being exactly what she’d always needed.

      “Dios…” She arched and gripped his shoulders tighter. “There. Oh yes, right… There…”

      His body responded to the throaty sound of her voice, to the plea in her words. He thrust harder. Deeper. Grunted each time he bottomed out. Still couldn’t look away from her eyes. Couldn’t make his lips work to respond. Couldn’t do anything but fuck her faster and better than he had before. To hold on as every muscle in her body contracted then spasmed as that mindless pleasure utterly consumed her.

      It devoured him, too. A shockwave of ecstasy that sucked him under and seemed to have no end. One that didn’t just rock his body but penetrated his soul in a way their joining never had before.

      In a way that told him it wasn’t a god or a Fate or a higher power that would finally save him from the darkness. It was her.

      Her trust. Her faith. Her belief that there really was some kind of light left inside him worth saving.

      All he had to do was tear open every wound inside and let her.
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      The sound of quiet voices somewhere close roused Talisa from sleep. That and the scent of fresh brewed coffee.

      Rolling to her back, she blinked several times in the dimly lit room and focused on a fair-haired nymph setting a tray on a table near the windows.

      “Would you like the curtains opened?” the nymph asked.

      “Yes.”

      A smile tugged at Talisa’s lips when she recognized the gruff voice. Shifting her head the other direction, she looked up to see Zagreus sitting beside her in the pillows.

      He was as naked as he’d been when he’d dragged her into his big bed last night, the sheet hitting low at his waist to show off his rock-hard muscles and tantalizing tattoos. Only, he wasn’t looking at the nymph as Talisa expected. He was staring down at her with eyes that were a little bit wary, a tad confused, and a whole lot sexy.

      Heat rolled through Talisa’s body when she remembered last night. The way he’d taken charge. The fact she’d let him. Their conversation after. And how it had seemed to change something in him—something that had softened him to her. Or, at the very least, given him a reason to stop fighting her.

      Fabric rustled, then sunlight streamed into the room, making Talisa blink. Shifting back in the pillows, she sat up and fixed the sheet around her so she didn’t look like such a lazy bum.

      “Will there be anything else, My Prince?”

      “No,” Zagreus answered, still not looking toward the nymph.

      The nymph glanced at Talisa with pink cheeks.

      One scan of the room in the light and Talisa could only imagine what the female was thinking.  Their clothing was scattered across the floor, hers ruined and in tatters. The shelves were in disarray, books and trinkets littering the hardwood. And the high-backed chair they’d both been sitting in when they’d had that little talk was now on its side. She wasn’t even sure when they’d tipped that over.

      Her own cheeks heated. “Thank you, Petra.”

      The nymph’s whole face brightened. With a curtsy and a smile, she said, “You’re welcome, princess.”

      Talisa watched the female cross the room. When the heavy door closed behind her, she turned a frown on Zagreus. “That was a little rude, don’t you think?”

      “Rude was her waking you.”

      Talisa knew she shouldn’t be pleased with that response, but a thrill she couldn’t contain swept through her. Three days ago, he hadn’t given a rip about anyone—himself included—being rude to her. The change in him was so dramatic, she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Not wanting to overthink things, she threw the sheet back and tossed her legs over the side of the bed. “That coffee smells amazing. How do you drink yours?”

      “Black,” he said as she crossed the floor toward the tray.

      She shot him a smile over her shoulder. “Same.”

      She poured two steaming cups then stepped back toward the bed. He hadn’t moved from his spot reclined in the pillows. Hadn’t stopped looking at her, either. His intense gaze followed her every movement. And though she still recognized uncertainty in his dark as night eyes, she also saw heat. The same heat she’d seen last night and which was building inside her all over again.

      Kneeling on the bed, she handed him one mug, then sat and sipped her own. “Mm… That’s good.” Twisting around, she set her coffee on the table at her side, then rolled his way, tugged the sheet back up, and perched her elbow in the pillows so she could lean against her hand and look up at him. “Do the nymphs always bring you coffee in bed?”

      “No.” His lips thinned as he sipped the hot brew. “Nysa must have told them you were in here, which is why that one was gawking.”

      Gods, he took grouchy, brooding male to a whole new level. But instead of being irritated by his surly mood, it relaxed her. If there was one thing she knew how to handle, it was a cranky, moody dude.

      She watched him twist away from her to set his mug on the nightstand beside him, then relax back into the pillows. When he was settled, she slid her palm over his abs, loving how he shivered at the slight contact. “I’m sort of surprised you’re still here in this bed with me.”

      “Technically, you’re still in this bed with me. For some reason, I can’t seem to get rid of you.”

      She eased closer, her lips tipping up. “Doesn’t seem like you want to get rid of me so much anymore.”

      “Hm.” He tensed as she brushed her nose against his earlobe. “I’m still deciding on that.”

      Smiling wider, she pressed her lips against the soft skin behind his ear, pushed up and feathered soft kissed across his jaw, then threw a leg over her hips so she was straddling his waist.

      With her hands braced on the pillows at his back, she grinned down at him. “I’ll decide for you. It’s a waste of time to argue with me anyway.”

      She leaned down and kissed him. He didn’t soften under her touch. Didn’t close his eyes and give in. But he didn’t stop her, either. He just rested his hands on her thighs and let her toy with his lips as he continued to watch her with that same hint of skepticism she’d seen since she’d awoken.

      She drew back and narrowed her gaze on his. “You’re thinking something.”

      “I’m thinking you always get your way, don’t you?”

      “Rarely. Which is why I learned to be so damn persistent.”

      She kissed him once more, but this time when he tensed, she knew there was something else going on. “Okay, what? Spill it, already.”

      He stared at her for several seconds, then said, “I might not be forcing you leave, even though we both know it’s still in your best interest—”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “—but before this goes any further, we need to talk about this.” His fingertips grazed her forearm.

      Stomach tight, Talisa pushed back and sat up. But she didn’t move off his lap, and she watched him carefully, unsure how much he knew. Or how much she should share. “I’m not one of them.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never trained with them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” A familiar bitterness swirled inside her, but she tamped it down. “Because I’m female. And to them that means weak.”

      He stared at her for several moments. She had no idea what he was thinking, couldn’t read him. And she couldn’t help but wonder if he thought she was weak, too—for not standing up to the Argonauts. For hiding here, where they couldn’t find her.

      Was that what she was doing? She couldn’t deny that she liked being in a place where no one knew her. Where there were no preconceived notions of who or what she was supposed to be. And she especially liked that people seemed to want her here. Not because she was linked to the Argonauts. Not because she was part of the royal family. But because she’d earned their respect after she’d helped Zagreus defeat those satyrs.

      None of those were the reason she was staying, though. She was staying because of him. Because they were linked. And because even though it may be sudden and crazy, that link was telling her he needed her.

      “You’re hardly weak,” he finally said. “You single-handedly saved this entire kingdom. If the Argonauts refused to let you join their ranks, I am quite sure your gender was not the reason.”

      His words warmed her. Before she could get lost in the feeling, though, she realized he didn’t know who she really was. Or just how closely she was linked the guardians. “Zagreus, my father is the leader of the Argonauts.”

      “I figured it was something like that.”

      “He’s probably looking for me.”

      “And you don’t want him to find you.”

      “No, it’s not that. He’s actually a really good father. Aside from being stubborn and bullheaded and uncompromising about the Argonauts or wanting me to stay in Argolea.”

      “Hm. Stubborn and bullheaded and uncompromising. Sounds like someone I know.”

      She pursed her lips, recognizing he was making fun. “Just so you know, it’s not that I don’t want him to find me. Yes, I was mad at him before about the Argonaut stuff, but I’m over it. I don’t even want to be part of the stupid Argonauts anymore. I just…”

      “You don’t want him to find me.”

      She looked deep into his eyes. “I don’t want him to find us. He wouldn’t understand this.”

      “Talisa, I’m right here, and I don’t even understand this.”

      Smiling, she leaned down to kiss him once more, happy he wasn’t upset by what she’d shared.

      He stopped her with his hands on her arms. “I’m definitely not an expert on family, but walking away from yours will have consequences. And I’m not talking about consequences for me.”

      She stilled a breath from his lips, her gaze skipping over his features. “What do you mean?”

      “Your parents have to know about the marking on your hip. If they wouldn’t let you out of your realm, if your father didn’t allow you to serve with the Argonauts, it wasn’t because of your skill or your gender. It was because they knew you were bound. To someone from this world. To someone like me.”

      Conversations she’d had with her parents, their reactions over the years, even the face-off she’d had with her father and the queen just before she’d met Zagreus in that club started to make sense.

      She eased back once more and looked down at him as her pulse quickened with the knowledge that…

      They’d known. Her parents had to have known she was bound to Zagreus. Her mother had the gift of hindsight. She could have easily seen into Talisa’s past lives with one touch. Which meant everything they’d done had been done to prevent Talisa from finding him.

      “They won’t stop looking for you,” Zagreus said in low voice, still holding her gaze.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Don’t you? You barely know me.”

      “I know the parts that matter. Everything else is meaningless.”

      “It’s not meaningless to them. By staying here with me, you’re alienating your family. That never works out well in the long run. I know from experience.”

      He was right. But she didn’t want to think about that too much. At least not yet.

      She leaned down and brushed her lips over his once more. “I’ll make them understand at some point.”

      “I’m not sure you can. And I’m running out of reasons to try to convince you.”

      She smiled, kissed him again, and slid her hand to his nape.

      His fingers grazed her shoulder and slipped down her arm. And against her lips he muttered, “Since you’re hellbent on being a problem for me, there’s one other Argonaut issue we need to deal with before it comes back to bite us in the ass.”

      Her lips froze against his, and a tingle spread down her spine.

      Wide-eyed, she drew back once more and stared at him. “Max? Are you talking about going after Max?”

      “I’m talking about finding out what the satyrs did with him. That’s all. Reconnaissance only. For all we know, he may already be dead.”

      She refused to believe that. “He isn’t. They would have realized his value, as you said.”

      “Hm.” Zagreus’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure. Satyrs aren’t very bright. One thing I do know, though, is if Pandora really is working with the satyrs, and she figures out who he is, shit could get real. Fast.”

      “Then we definitely have to make sure that doesn’t happen.” Smiling because she knew he was doing this for her, not because he cared what happened to Pandora or the satyrs or even Max, she wrapped her arms around his neck and brushed her lips against his once more. “But in a few minutes. First, I need something a little more invigorating than coffee to completely wake me up.”

      His arms slid around her waist as she leaned into him, and he opened to her kiss, groaning when her tongue dipped inside for a wicked, not-nearly-enough kiss.

      “Pure trouble,” he whispered against her lips.

      Her grin widened as he took control of the kiss and rolled her to her back.

      She was trouble. The kind of trouble he needed. And she wasn’t about to let him forget it.
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      The click of nails against stone would normally send Hades into a rage, but today the interruption did nothing to diminish his good mood.

      “Orcus,” he called, knowing the four-foot-tall gnomelike troll was dragging his lame leg behind him as he hobbled toward Hades on the cliff overlooking his realm. “Come and see this. It’s my favorite part. When a soul experiences its punishment for the very first time.”

      Orcus’s pointy ears twitched as he stopped next to Hades and looked down at the blackened ground a hundred feet below.

      A soul was tied to a stake, trembling and staring wide-eyed at one of Hades’s henchmen holding a bow at his shoulder.  The henchman drew the bowstring back and released a flaming arrow that flew through the air and struck the soul in its thigh. The soul shrieked. As the soul frantically tried to wiggle and put out the flames quickly spreading across its body, the henchman ignited the tip of another arrow, lined it up and released, striking the soul this time in the shoulder.

      Flaming arrow after flaming arrow struck the soul in different places, prolonging its misery. Finally, it burst into flames, and a gut-wrenching howl echoed beneath the swirling red sky.

      “Was it someone we knew, My Lord?”

      “Just another of my brother’s useless whores.” Hades smirked, envisioning the King of the Gods being told one of his precious Sirens had been killed.

      Zeus’d know the female would be sent to the Underworld. That she’d be sentenced to an eternity of life, torture, and death for the crimes she’d committed in the name of Zeus-the-Almighty. To be repeated daily until Hades sucked every bit of energy from her soul. It wasn’t how Hades would have chosen to regenerate his powers, but after his brothers had taken the best parts of the cosmos and left him the Underworld, it was how he’d learned to survive.

      No, not just survive… thrive. With every soul that came to him, with every secret those souls revealed, he grew stronger while his bothers stayed the same. And one day—when he had what he was looking for—they, the whole of Olympus, would all bow to him.

      Feeling better than he had in days, he turned for the cave opening in the blackened rock mountain that led to his tunnels. “Where’s my wife? I’ve a taste for her at the moment.”

      The click of Orcus’s nails echoed at Hades’s back as the troll followed. “I believe My Lord’s queen was heading to the gardens when I left the castle.”

      Hades would never understand his wife’s obsession with growing things. The soil of the Underworld was not meant to spawn life, and she knew that.

      He frowned in the torchlight as the tunnel angled downward, slowing his steps on the dark rocks so Orcus wouldn’t fall too far behind. The troll’s lame leg was a pain in Hades’s ass. He’d a mind to cut it off himself, but the creature was too useful to lose. “Why did you bother coming all the way up here, anyway? I told you I’d be back in a few minutes.”

      “I know, My Lord. But I-I received a message I thought you might want to hear right away.”

      “A message from whom?” Hades rounded a corner into a room with three doorways. He headed for the archway to his right that led back to his castle.

      “From Pandora, My Lord. Via one of my cousins.”

      Hades’s drew to a stop and turned to look down at the pathetic creature hobbling toward him.

      Orcus’s cousins were the kobaloi—gnome-dwarves who dwelt in the mountains of the human realm. They were useful to Hades when needed, so he generally left them alone. Pandora, however, was another matter. He steered clear of her because of her box. As far as Hades was concerned, the female was a conniving slut who just wouldn’t die.

      And he had Zeus to thank for her as well.

      Hades’s good mood slowly slid to the wayside. “Dare I ask what the first bitch wants now?”

      Orcus stopped in front of Hades, his ears twitching as he looked up. “A-an alliance, My Lord.”

      “And just why would I ally myself with the biggest cunt in the cosmos? She’s proven herself to be untrustworthy. Besides which, she has nothing I want.”

      “She…” Orcus tapped the long nails of his fingers together. “She says she’s joined forces with some creatures that might interest you.”

      Hades’s gaze narrowed on the troll. “What creatures?”

      “Satyrs. Specifically, satyrs who were once in the service of the Prince of Darkness.”

      A raging storm swirled inside the god-king of the Underworld at the mention of his only offspring. The one he’d been searching for ever since those good for nothing Fates had released him from their realm.

      Advancing on the troll, he growled, “Where is my son?”

      “I… I do not know, My Lord.” Orcus scrambled back until he hit the rock wall. “I swear. Sh-She didn’t say. P-Pandora’s message only mentioned the satyrs. But wherever the satyrs are, the Prince of Darkness is not far away.”

      No, he wouldn’t be. The satyrs knew Zagreus was always searching for his nymph, and their obsession with nymphs was legendary. They tracked him to hunt their prey.

      Hades narrowed his eyes on the troll. “What else?”

      “My Lord?”

      “There’s something more you’re not telling me. I know your mind, Orcus. Spit it out.”

      “I…” Orcus glanced warily around the rock room lit only by torchlight. “Th-there was one more thing.” He looked up at Hades. “One thing that might be of use to us.”

      “And that is…?”

      “She said she’s captured an Argonaut.”

      Excitement churned inside Hades. He wanted to see those meddling Argonauts ground to dust almost as much as his fucking brothers. “Which one?”

      “Why, the most valuable one, My Lord. The one they call Maximus.”
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      As Zagreus watched Talisa climb the steadily rising path ahead, he cursed himself for not being tougher.

      He should have insisted she return to her realm. He should have forced her to go back. Instead, because he was such a fucking pushover, he was staring at her firm ass swaying in the tight black pants she’d worn the first time he’d met her in that club, drooling over a body he never should have touched but clearly couldn’t get enough of.

      She tossed her silky dark hair over her shoulder and carefully maneuvered around broken limbs and jagged rocks on the path that wound through the mountains high above the castle.

      The air was thinner up here, but it didn’t seem to bother her. She was too busy taking in the surroundings—the tall fir and pine trees, the thick underbrush, and to their right and far below, the river running out of the mountains which widened to the lake before narrowing at the falls past the castle.

      The lake formed a natural valley, carved out long ago by glaciers, but the path turned away from the lake, through a gap in the soaring rocks that led deeper into the mountain.

      He watched her tense as the light dimmed, as they moved between the rocks and the trees thinned out, leaving gnarled trunks and limbs void of leaves. Knew she recognized the narrow canyon for what it was—a dangerous place to be ambushed. But because they were still within the boundary of Ehrendia, he wasn’t worried that would happen. He was hoping she’d notice something else, though. Something he’d decided to share with her even though he knew he shouldn’t.

      Her steps slowed near a break in the rocks to her right. Most would think it a cave not worth exploring, but she turned right toward it as if she sensed it was more.

      His stomach tightened as she pressed a hand against the rocks  and ducked under the natural arch. She didn’t look back at him, but he didn’t need her to. He felt her excitement and followed, wanting to see her reaction when she realized what she’d found.

      A narrow corridor curved to the right, then the left. The walls were uneven stone she had to feel her way along in the dark. But the passageway quickly opened to a vast room, this time not natural, but rather man or being-made.

      Talisa stopped several feet inside the room and looked around. “Wow.”

      Zagreus moved out of the tunnel behind her, knowing what she was seeing—the same thing he’d seen the first time he’d found this place. Smooth walls carved from granite. A cobblestone floor. Tall pillars holding up the arched, gothic ceiling. And on the far side of the vast space, a wide staircase that filled the room with light from above, flanked on both sides by twin marble statues.

      “What is this place?” Talisa asked.

      “What do you think it is?”

      She glanced his way, one corner of her lips curling at the challenge, then headed toward the staircase. In the middle of the room, she looked down as she stepped over the seal in the floor, the one that was faded from time but still showcased the wine chalice surrounded by ivy and grape leaves.

      Her bootsteps echoed through the space. She paused briefly to study the naked female statues on each side of the stairs. But her attention darted back to the light above, and she moved past the statues and up the steps. Toward the sound coming from that light.

      She stopped the second she reached the upper level, and as Zagreus moved up at her side and his eyes took in the wide, round room—this one also gothic in style with a domed ceiling and five archways that looked out over the lake far below, he knew she’d already figured it out.

      “Wow,” she said again, staring out at the view. “It’s a lookout.”

      “An ancient lookout, built when Ehrendia was first settled by the maenads.” He watched as she crossed the space to the arch on her right and looked up at the waterfall that poured from a cliff high above and dropped down into the lake far below.

      “The waterfall is close. It should be louder.”

      “The walls are soundproof.”

      She moved to the middle archway and glanced down. “You can see the castle from here. The village, even the waterfall at the end of the lake.”

      “You can see the whole of Ehrendia from here. That’s why it was built.”

      She glanced from one arched opening to the next. “It should be colder this high up. There’s no glass in these windows. But I don’t even feel a breeze.”

      “Some kind of ancient magic protects it. Keeps it insulated against the weather.”

      She turned and looked around the space. At the smooth floor. Over the carvings in the rock walls—the same grapes and ivy and vines that were etched into columns back at the castle. Then finally to the pile of blankets on the far side of the room. The stack of books. And the lantern.

      Her gaze slowly slid back to his. But this time there was a knowing glint in her eyes. One that told him she’d figured out this was a lot more than a lookout.

      “Thank you for showing me this,” she said softly.

      “I didn’t show you. You found it.”

      “Regardless. I think it’s perfect.”

      He wasn’t sure about that. It was quiet, though. Something he appreciated when the chaos in the castle got to be too much. “Most of the time it’s empty and dark.”

      “Perhaps. At night. When the moon sets. ” Her sweet lips tipped up, and she stepped toward him. “But the rest of the time it’s filled with light. Just like you.”

      His chest warmed as she inched closer. He tried to figure out what she was doing to him. And why he was reacting to her in a way he never had before. Failed just like every other time he’d tried to figure it out.

      “You are so different,” he said softly, not even realizing he’d spoken aloud.

      She stopped mere inches away. Sunlight from the open archways spilled over her, bathing her in light. A light he was pretty sure came from her, not the sun.

      “It makes sense that I’m different, doesn’t it?” Her violet gaze skipped over his features. “Because everything’s different this time. Including you.”

      His heart picked up speed, beating hard and fast against his ribs. He’d brought her here just to share something nice with her—to say thank you for everything she’d done for the kingdom. He hadn’t intended for the conversation to take this turn. But now that it had, he wasn’t sure he wanted to stop it. Didn’t even know if he could.

      “Talisa, the past has a way of repeating itself, especially through me.”

      She tipped her head and held his gaze. And every moment she stared at him, his skin grew hotter, almost as if the light surrounding her was seeping into him.

      “The past is not your destiny, Zagreus.”

      “It always was before.”

      “Well, it’s not this time.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I feel it.”

      When he frowned, she reached for his hand and wrapped her fingers around his.

      Her touch was like fire all along his skin. But when she placed his palm against her chest, something ignited inside him. Something hot. Something that seemed to come to life, right in the center of his soul.

      “Because I feel it,” she said again. “Right here. In the same place I know you feel it. It’s how I knew to help you with those satyrs. It’s why I stayed after you were injured. It’s the same feeling telling me now that my being here with you in this time and place is not the result of a random accident.”

      He wanted to believe her, but history said otherwise. “You’re only here because I was looking for you.”

      A tiny smile curled her lips. “And I was looking for you, too. As you pointed out to me before I even realized it.”

      That thing inside his chest grew bigger. Stronger. He swallowed hard. “If you feel anything, it’s because someone’s manipulating you into feeling it.”

      “No god or Fate or otherworldly being can make me feel this. Only you.” Still holding his palm against her chest, she placed her other hand over his heart. Until his pulse raced beneath her touch. “And I don’t mean the Zagreus you were before. I mean the Zagreus you are right now. The one who saved me. The one who sacrificed himself for me. The one who is not the monster everyone believes him to be.”

      The things she was saying, the way she was looking at him… It was almost too much. Too intense. Too honest. He didn’t see things the way she did, wasn’t sure he ever would, and he had no experience with these kind of emotions—the kind pinging around inside, sucking up all the air until he was sure he couldn’t breathe.

      “How can I be sure the past is not your destiny?” she whispered, moving closer. “Because I’m your destiny, Zagreus. Not the me I was before. Not the me from your memories. But the me I am right now, standing here in the light, choosing you. I feel it. The same way I feel you. All you have to do is step out of the darkness and let yourself feel it, too.”

      He didn’t know if that was possible. All he knew was that he was drawn toward her like a moth to a flame. And he was tired of acting as if he wasn’t.

      Lifting his hands to her face, he gazed deep into her hypnotic violet eyes that were familiar and new all at the same time, then lowered his head and kissed her.

      She sighed and drew him into her mouth. And as he tasted the sincerity and sweetness in her kiss, he tried to convince himself she was right. That this time really was different. That they were different. And that they’d broken the cycle, just as she’d said.

      Then he prayed at some point he’d believe it. And that believing wouldn’t cost her everything.
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      As Talisa knelt behind a large boulder on the edge of the cliff and looked toward the satyr fortress two-hundred or so feet below in the mountains, all that contentment she’d felt with Zagreus in his lookout shifted to worry and fear.

      A familiar worry and fear edged with duty she couldn’t ignore.

      They’d hiked for several more hours, crossing the river that fed into the lake, then up the hills on the other side and into a thick forest. On the far side, Zagreus pointed out the archway created by two great firs, indicating a northern access point to the kingdom of Ehrendia.

      She never would have seen it if she’d been by herself. His magickal border around Ehrendia kept the kingdom well protected. But it wasn’t impenetrable, as she’d learned the night he’d been injured.

      And impenetrable was something that was very much on her mind as she stared at the satyr fortress in the fading afternoon light.

      The fortress itself was a giant stone monstrosity with very few windows that sat on the edge of another cliff overlooking a narrow canyon. From Talisa’s vantage point, it appeared dark and depressing, but that wasn’t what worried her.

      No, what sent that fear sliding down her spine were the satyrs—so many she couldn’t count—on the flat bluff between their hiding spot and the fortress, holding spears and axes and blades as they sparred, clearly gearing up for a war.

      “Holy gods,” she whispered as she watched the satyrs practicing combat moves, swords and blades swinging and clanking in the cool breeze. “There are so many.”

      “More than I knew,” Zagreus said quietly at her side.

      “Are they all yours?” She glanced his way, but he didn’t meet her gaze. Just stared down at the activity with a dark and unreadable expression.

      “No. I don’t recognize many. Satyrs are like wolves. They live in small pack-like groups called sects, with one definite alpha. And sects don’t generally socialize with each other. Not like this. Something’s drawn them together here.”

      “You mean someone. Do you think it’s Pandora?” They’d talked some about Pandora on their hike out here, but he hadn’t given Talisa many details. She knew Pandora was powerful so long as she had her box, and technically she was ageless, but as the first woman ever created, she was still human. And that meant mortal.

      “I don’t know.” Zagreus’s eyes narrowed on something far below. “Look.”

      Talisa glanced back down toward the training field. The door on this side of the fortress had opened. She squinted to see better. A female in a long black gown with curly dark hair falling to the middle of her back stepped into the daylight.

      Talisa tensed. “Pandora.”

      “Yeah, but she’s not alone.”

      Pandora reached back for someone. A hand appeared—long fingers, wide palm—a masculine hand. Then a body—a human body.

      No, not human, Talisa realized as the male stepped into the daylight as well, the sun glinting off his blond hair. Argolean.

      “Max,” she whispered.

      Talisa shifted around the boulder where she was hiding so she could get a better look.  The last time she’d seen Max, he’d been injured, barely moving on the floor of that club. But he didn’t appear injured now. He was as tall and muscular as he’d ever been. And wearing those dark boots, pants, and shirt beneath that black leather duster falling off his broad shoulders, he looked as formidable and dangerous as any of the Argonauts.

      He stilled three steps into the sunlight, then abruptly turned and looked up in their direction.

      Talisa gasped.

      Zagreus jerked her back against him behind the boulder so she was completely hidden. In her ear, he whispered, “Not a sound.”

      Her heart raced as she tried not to move, but her pulse was so loud in her ears she was afraid it would give them away.

      Could Max sense her? Could he sense Zagreus and his powers?

      Long seconds passed that felt like minutes. Finally, Zagreus’s hold on her loosened. But against her ear, he growled, “Stay out of sight.”

      She nodded, knowing giving them away would not help Max. Swallowing hard, she peeked out from behind the boulder once more, then caught her breath all over again.

      Pandora slid her hand over Max’s cheek, drawing his attention away from the cliff where Talisa and Zagreus were hidden. Instead of jerking back from her touch or pulling away as he should do, Max smiled, dragged Pandora close, and kissed her passionately.

      Talisa blinked once. Then again, sure she was seeing things. But nope, they were still swapping spit, and Pandora’s claws were firmly sunk into any part of Max she could reach.

      They finally broke apart. Moving away from Pandora, who was still grinning like the conniving bitch she was, Max headed toward the closest circle of satyrs, where two warriors sparred in the center.

      “Who do you think you’re going to be fighting,” Max shouted, pushing his way into the circle. He jerked the blade from the closest satyr. “Fucking fairies?”

      “The silens aren’t fighters,” the dejected satyr snarled. “They’re pussies who spend their days fucking maenad nymphs.”

      “Nice imagery, there.” Max shoved a hand into the satyr’s chest, knocking him toward the circle. “Move back.”

      The satyr growled but didn’t even try to retaliate. Just stepped to the edge of the circle and folded his arms over his chest as he stared at Max, twirling the blade in his hand.

      The other satyr in the center of the ring—the one who’d been sparring with the dejected satyr—went still and stared at Max as if he was unsure what Max would do next.

      Max ignored him and glanced around the circle. “You all think the silens are going to be easy to take down?”

      Heads nodded. “Yesses” and “Of courses” echoed in the air.

      “Those pussies can’t fight for shit!” a satyr from the circle called out. “And as soon as they tuck tail and run, the maenads are gonna get a taste of real satyr cock. We’ll show them bitches what a real fucking is!”

      Whoops and hollers rose up in the breeze.

      “I’d like to fuck my way through the maenads,” another satyr yelled.

      “You’ll get your chance soon enough,” another responded.

      Laughter echoed from the group.

      Max glared from one face to the other. “You’re all dumbfucks.”

      Voices quieted. Eyes widened. One by one each of the satyrs stilled and stared Max’s way.

      “Yeah, you heard me right.” Max turned a slow circle and looked from one beast to another. “Those silens have been with Zagreus for how many years now?”

      “Three,” Pandora called from outside of the circle.

      “Three.” Max didn’t look at Pandora, simply nodded as his gaze drifted over the satyrs. “I guarantee the silens are no longer docile.”

      “Not anymore,” Pandora mumbled.

      “After three years under the direction of the Prince of Darkness,” Max called out, “they’re now highly trained warriors who will strike”— he swung the blade in his hand to his right and sliced off the left arm of the satyr still standing in the middle of the circle before the beast even saw him move—“fast and accurately.”

      Blood squirted, but the satyr didn’t have time to defend himself or even scream. Max’s blade whirred through the air, slicing off the other arm.

      “And you dumbshits”—with one last twist of his weapon, Max decapitated the satyr, sending its head rolling across the hard ground—"won’t even have time to react.”

      Talisa gasped and jerked back. Her butt hit the rocks. Zagreus quickly pulled her out of view behind the boulder and slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Still too shocked by what she’d seen, she didn’t fight his hold.

      That wasn’t something the Argonauts had taught Max to do. That wasn’t something the Max she knew, the one who was devoted to duty and honor, would ever do. She’d always known Max was a fierce warrior, but that… There’d been no provocation. No threat. No reason other than that he could.

      “Fuck me,” Zagreus mumbled above her as he continued to look through a gap in the rocks.

      She had no idea what he was seeing, wasn’t sure she wanted to look. Her pulse pounded in her ears all over again, drowning out all other sound as she tried to come up with a reason for what Max had just done.

      Zagreus pushed her over onto her hands and knees and roughly whispered, “Crawl. Back into the trees. Quickly. And stay quiet.”

      She moved as fast as she good, trying to make as little noise as possible. When the brush near the cliff transitioned to trees that hid their bodies, she pushed to her feet and ran, ducking under limbs and jumping over downed logs and rocks in her way. She didn’t slow until after she crossed the meadow and reached the arching firs, several miles away from the cliff where they’d been hidden.

      Breathing heavily, she leaned forward and perched her hands on her knees as she sucked back air. Zagreus joined her seconds later, but he didn’t stop to catch his breath.

      Gasping her by the arm, he dragged her toward the natural archway. “Come on. You can rest on the other side.”

      He held up his hand as he drew close to the arch, muttered magickal words in that ancient language she didn’t understand, then stepped under the archway as it popped and sizzled.

      Once they were on the other side and she could no longer see the meadow she’d just run through, she dropped to her hands and knees, drew in a large breath, then flopped over to sit.

      “Holy gods,” she breathed. “How many do you think there were?”

      “I don’t know.” Zagreus perched his hands on his hips, not even looking winded as he glanced around the forest. “Three thousand, at least. Probably more inside we couldn’t see.”

      Three thousand satyrs…

      Talisa thought of the handful they’d encountered at that club. And the fifty or so near the stone arch the night Zagreus had been injured.

      She couldn’t best three thousand satyrs. She and Zagreus together couldn’t tackle three thousand satyrs. She wasn’t sure how many silens he’d trained in Ehrendia, but they would need all of them if they had any hope of freeing Max from those beasts.

      Pushing to her feet, she swiped the dirt from her backside. “We’ll need to hit them at night, when they aren’t expecting us. We can set up some kind of diversion with your silens.”

      Zagreus’s head swung her way. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about when we come back to rescue Max. With the element of surprise on our side we can—”

      “We’re not coming back here.” He grasped her at the biceps and pulled her with him in the direction of the river they’d crossed earlier.

      “What do you mean, we’re not coming back here?” She struggled against his hold. As they moved deeper into the old-growth forest, she finally managed to use her strength to jerk free. “That’s the whole reason we came out here today in the first place. To see if Max was there. Well, he’s there. Now we have to go get him.”

      Zagreus motioned back the way they’d come. “Were you paying attention to what happened back there?”

      “Of course I was. Look, I know three thousand satyrs are a lot, but Max took that one down with no trouble. You and I easily got through fifty. If we hit them when they aren’t expecting us—”

      “Motherfucker. He torched that satyr.”

      “What?”

      “Son of a bitch.” Zagreus rubbed a hand over his forehead. “You didn’t see it because you were too shocked he decapitated that first one.”

      He let his hand fall to his side and pinned her with a look. “The one he took the blade from? The one he pushed back to the circle’s edge? That stupid bastard charged him after he sliced and diced the first. Your precious Max didn’t even bother with his blade. He lifted his hand and shot an energy beam at the moron. Just like I did when I hit your cousin with my energy in that club. Except then I held back. I only gave him enough juice to knock him off his feet and zap him of strength. He torched that second satyr until its body went up in flames. The way I torched those daemons when they found us in that forest.”

      Talisa stared at Zagreus, trying to make sense of what he’d said. “No, that isn’t possible. Max has the power of transference, yes, but he can only access the powers beings or gods use around him. You didn’t use that power when we were on that cliff. Did you?”

      “Of course I didn’t use my powers. Did you want me to give us away?”

      The incredulity in his eyes made her mouth snap shut. She glanced around, thinking back over every moment she’d ever spent with Max.

      “I-I don’t understand,” she said. “He’s not a god. He can’t do that. You must have seen wrong.”

      “I didn’t see anything wrong. You just don’t want to believe. How many gods has your cousin come in contact with? Before and during his time with the Argonauts?”

      “I don’t know.” Talisa’s mind spun. “A few.”

      “Like whom?”

      She was having trouble thinking. “Atalanta. He spent ten years with her. I-I think he talked to a Fate a couple times. That’s not a god, but still a being. Um…” She scrubbed a hand through her hair. “The night Atalanta was killed, I know he saw it happen. He was a kid then, but… Zeus showed up after she was dead.”

      “What about Hades?”

      “Um…” She pressed a hand to her cheek. “Yeah. He said he was in the human world once and he came across Hades and Persephone having some kind of fight. It was violent. He ran before it was over. He’s also been around Nick more times than I can count. We both have. Nick lives in Argolea with his mate Cynna. He’s like an uncle to both of us.”

      “Fuck.”

      “What?” Talisa looked up at Zagreus, standing with both hands perched on his hips, staring into the trees. “Why does it matter which gods Max has ever met?”

      He clenched his jaw and looked down at her. “It matters because I’m pretty sure he has any power they ever used in his presence.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “That’s not possible.”

      “Isn’t it? Just because you haven’t seen him access those powers doesn’t mean he can’t. He just torched a fucking satyr like he’s done it a hundred times. Only gods of a certain level can harness energy like that, and I’m one of them. That amount of energy, at that power? He was around someone who did that at some other time.”

      Talisa’s heart raced. It still didn’t make sense, but if true, it meant Max was more valuable as a prisoner than before. “Then we have to get him before it’s too late.”

      “We’re not getting him. Let’s go. You’re done catching your breath, and I want to get back before it’s dark.”

      He stepped away, but she caught his arm before he could get too far, shocked he was being so blasé about this.

      “We are getting him,” she snapped. “It’s our fault he’s a prisoner. We have to rescue him before they kill him.”

      Zagreus whirled back to face her. “You think he’s a prisoner? He’s no prisoner. He’s their fucking leader.”

      “What?”

      “Open your eyes, Talisa. Your little Argonaut cousin is as powerful as any Olympian—probably as powerful as several Olympians. If he didn’t know it before, he sure as shit knows it now. You and me and Ehrendia’s measly band of silens don’t stand a chance against an Olympian with Pandora’s Box. Do you know what that box is? Do you have any idea? Yeah, Pandora might be mortal, but that box is a fucking genie without a wish limit. She can conjure any damn thing she wants from it, and she’s clearly fixed her sights on your cousin. He was as besotted as a schoolboy when they were sucking face. We already know she was working with the satyrs, but she wasn’t powerful enough to lead them herself, which is why she kept trying to get me to come back. Only I wouldn’t, so what did she do? She found the next best thing—or, no, actually, she found something better. Someone stronger. If he’s under her spell—and I guarantee he is—there is no way he’s getting away from her.”

      Talisa couldn’t believe what he was saying. How he was saying it. As if it was no big deal. As if Max being controlled by something evil was… expected.

      Anger welled inside her as she stared at Zagreus. Anger and a defiance that came out of nowhere.

      “The only things we’ve got going for us at the moment,” he went on, “is the fact they don’t know we saw them today, and that the border of Ehrendia is solid. But if you go off with some half-ass scheme to rescue him when he clearly doesn’t want to be rescued, you’re going to screw all that up. You’ll get all of us—including every one of the nymphs back in Ehrendia—killed, and for what? So you can play hero? You’re not doing it. I’m not letting you do it. Come on.”

      When he reached for her, she jerked out of his grasp and stepped back, not about to let him touch her. “You coward.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard what I called you. You’re a coward. You’d rather let that bitch continue to mind fuck Max instead of do the right thing.”

      “This isn’t about right or wrong. It’s about what you can win and what you can’t. And we can’t win this. Not even close.”

      “No.” When he reached for her again, she stepped back once more. “No, this is about you only looking out for yourself, like always. You’re as selfish as everyone said you were. I-I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. I was so wrapped up in wanting to think you weren’t what everyone said that I didn’t pay attention to what was right in front of me. You didn’t care about the nymphs or the silens when you decided to give up during that satyr battle. If those satyrs had gotten through, they would have killed everyone. Including me. And you didn’t give a shit then if your magickal border collapsed. You clearly don’t give a shit now.”

      “Talisa…” He dropped his hand and straightened, looking to her left at something she wasn’t about to be distracted by. “Take a breath.”

      “Don’t tell me to take a breath,” she snapped. “I’m done listening to you. People have been telling me what to do my whole damn life, and I’m sick of it. I’m not a child, and you don’t get to make decisions for me.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      Something whirred through the air. Talisa jerked that direction just in time to see a rock the size of a tree stump fly right toward Zagreus’s head.

      He ducked out of the way and threw himself at her.

      Her body hit the hard earth with a grunt. He landed on top of her, pushing the air out of her lungs. She struggled but he was too big, and she was having trouble getting air…

      “Stop fighting me, dammit.” He wrestled for her hands, finally pinning them both above her head. “I’m not your enemy. And stop using your fucking brain strength to throw things at me because you’re pissed.”

      “Get… off… me.” She struggled beneath him, her vision still red but growing dark at the edges the longer he pinned her to the ground. She was losing too much oxygen. Nothing he was saying was even making sense. “I don’t… need you.”

      “You do. You’re just too stubborn to admit it right now.” He looked up toward the tree arch. “And you’re going to attract every damn satyr in the area if I don’t do something fast.”

      She had no idea what he meant. But before she could even try to get her mind to work, he looked down at her, muttered, “I’m sorry for this,” then pressed his lips against hers in a swift kiss.

      He was there and gone before she could scream at him. Then he grasped her wrists in one hand to hold them pinned over her head and held the other in front of her face as he muttered ancient words.

      A spell.

      She wheezed, “Godsdamm—”

      The word wasn’t even out of her mouth before everything went dark.
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      It was dark by the time Zagreus reached the castle.

      Flashing would have been easier—and faster—but he wasn’t about to give his father any chance to track him. Especially now, when Talisa was dead weight in his arms.

      Rhen met him just inside the main gate, torchlight reflecting off his concerned face when he spotted Talisa. “What happened? Did you run into trouble?”

      “No.” Zagreus didn’t slow his steps. He crossed the cobblestones and waited while Rhen pulled the heavy wood door open. “She’s just asleep. Find Nysa and have her meet me in the Ivy Spire.”

      “The tower?” Rhen stepped into the grand hall behind Zagreus. “But—”

      “Yes, the tower,” Zagreus snapped as he carried Talisa across the room, ignoring the nymphs and silens who’d been lounging on couches and chairs around the hearth with their wine, now sitting up, taking notice of him.

      He didn’t owe Rhen any explanation, and he had less interest in being tonight’s gossip. “And tell everyone here to go home. What do they think this is, a damn resort?”

      Rhen muttered “Yes, My Prince,” and slowed his steps.

      As Zagreus reached the grand staircase and began climbing, he heard whispers and low voices but he still didn’t turn to look.

      He’d become too lenient. Too complaisant. The nymphs and silens thought they ran this castle, could do whatever they wanted. They weren’t afraid of him anymore.

      He reached the third level and headed for the tower stairs, his mood growing darker by the minute.

      He was the god, dammit. He made the rules. They were nothing but mere mortals, and if he chose to, he could smite them all with one flick of his wrist.

      Shoving the heavy wood door at the top of the curved steps open with his shoulder, he crossed the dark room lit only by moonlight coming through the tall arched windows and moved up the two steps to the raised platform. He shifted Talisa in his arms, pulled the covers back on the big bed, and laid her on the cool sheets.

      Her head rolled on the pillow. Her arm flopped at her side. She didn’t move a single muscle. Just continued to breathe slow and deep as she slept.

      Every single person in this castle was mortal, including her. And gods did not concern themselves with the opinions of mortals. How many times had his father said that to him?

      “You’re as selfish as everyone said you were. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.”

      Her words echoed in his head. Only this time, they sent a chill down his spine and a vibration through his chest he didn’t like.

      She was right. He was selfish. He always came first. It was the one rule he followed above all others because if he didn’t look out for himself, no one would. Which was why everything he’d done since the moment he’d learned she’d fled the castle with Ana that night made zero sense.

      He hadn’t been acting selfish since then. He hadn’t been looking out for number one. He’d been worried about her. Focused on her. And not simply on keeping her with him as he had in the past, but on keeping her safe.

      Even to his own detriment.

      That night—the fight with those satyrs beyond the stone arch—flashed in his mind, causing his pulse to tick up in his veins. Only this time the memories were sharper, more in focus. His own actions, or lack thereof, clearer.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs, then a gasp echoed at his back.

      “What happened?” Nysa rushed up the two steps and pushed past him.

      He moved back, snapping out of the trance he’d fallen into. “Nothing. She’s fine.”

      “Fine? She’s unconscious.” Nysa moved her fingers against Talisa’s wrist, feeling for a pulse. “Rhen said she was limp when you brought her back.”

      “She’s asleep.”

      “Why would she be asleep?” Nysa placed the back of her hand against Talisa’s forehead. “Unless you…”

      Her words died off, and she shot an incredulous look his way. “Unless you put her under a spell.”

      His jaw tightened. He didn’t owe Nysa an explanation, either. And that vibration in his chest was growing stronger, to the point he was afraid it might rattle his teeth if he didn’t get some fucking air.

      He turned for the door. “Alert me when she’s awake. I’ll have guards stationed at the door.”

      “Guards?” Nysa said with a clip in her voice that told Zagreus she did not approve. “We’re back to this again, are we? What did you do to her?”

      Too much. He’d done way too much to her.

      And not enough at the same time.

      He left Nysa without answering and headed toward the main level, where he arranged for guards to be stationed at the base of the tower staircase. He wasn’t sure what kind of mood Talisa would be in when she woke, and he wasn’t about to have her run off and do something stupid. Like march back to that satyr fortress and cause all hell to break loose.

      Bypassing his bedchamber, he headed for his office at the end of the hall, pushed the heavy door open, and dropped into the leather chair behind the big old desk. He didn’t bother with a lamp, didn’t light a fire in the massive stone hearth, just sat in the dark, the only illumination from the moon shining through the tall arched windows.

      This room was similar to his bedchamber—gothic arched ceiling, heavy drapes at the windows, and bookcases lining every ounce of wall space. But unlike the books in his suite, the ones filling these shelves had been collected by the maenads and the silens, a mix of fiction and nonfiction that chronicled their history.

      He hadn’t read any. Had no interest even though his mono mia had always been a nymph. And as he sat in the dark and glanced around the cold room, he realized why.

      Because he’d never had any desire to get to know anything about her race or her past, even though, technically, they’d been bound through several of her lives.

      This time was different. She was different.

      “It makes sense that I’m different, doesn’t it?” Her words in the lookout hit him out of nowhere. “Because everything’s different this time. Including you.”

      He wasn’t different, though. Not really. He was still the Prince of Darkness. Still Hades’s son. Still immortal. Still doomed to the same fate, even if she couldn’t see it. He just didn’t know why he wasn’t acting like the selfish, ruthless god everyone knew him to be.

      “I can tell you why.”

      Nysa’s voice startled him. He looked toward the door to see her striding into the room with a tapered candle as if she owned the place. She lit several torches on the walls until they bathed the room in a warm glow.

      “She’s still sleeping.” She blew out the candle in her hand and set it on the desk, then looked at him across the shiny surface. “Ida’s with her. She’ll alert me when the princess wakes.”

      He didn’t like the way Nysa and the other nymphs called Talisa princess. As if they were privy to his personal business. He needed to get control of these damn mortals. And he liked even less that the vibration in his chest seemed to be growing stronger.

      “Why are you bothering me?”

      “To tell you why you aren’t acting like the selfish, ruthless god you think yourself to be.”

      He stared at her with narrowed eyes, unsure if she’d read his mind or if he’d spoken those words aloud.

      She was a healer. She had gifts. Had the mages taught her some of his magick? Or had she probed his mind when he’d been injured?

      Nysa laughed and eased a hip onto the edge of his desk. “Don’t look so worried, My Prince. It’s not that bad, I promise. Love has a way of making us all act differently.”

      He frowned, knowing that definitely was not the reason. Especially not after today. “The female is not in love with me.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if she is or not.” Nysa crossed her arms over her chest. “I was talking about you.”

      He choked on a breath.

      Coughing to cover, he shifted in his seat and looked anywhere but at the nymph who was eyeing him with an amused expression. “You’re clearly mistaken.”

      “Am I? You sacrificed yourself for her. You were ready to surrender your life for hers. And I know you gave her your gem. You never did those things before. You never would have thought to do those things for her before. What’s different this time? It’s more than her race. More than her beauty. No, what’s different this time is you. What you feel. What she makes you feel.”

      He stared at the nymph, hating that she was wiser than she looked. Hating even more that his mouth was as dry as a desert.

      “That’s not…” He swallowed, trying to make his words work, but they seemed lodged in his throat. “I can’t—”

      “It is possible. And you can. And the sooner you accept that you can, the sooner you’ll know how to deal with it.”

      She pushed off the desk. “It would be smart to have her transferred to your bedchamber. No matter what happened between the two of you today, I think it wise if she woke in your bed, not in the tower where you had her imprisoned when she first arrived. That might put her in a bad mood.”

      “She’s already going to be in a bad mood when she wakes,” he muttered.

      Nysa smirked. “So I can have her moved?”

      Dazed, he realized he’d said that aloud, too. “Fine. Whatever. But I still want guards stationed outside the door. I don’t want her leaving yet.”

      “Yes, My Prince.”

      She crossed the room but paused at the threshold and looked back. “For the record, Zagreus, loving someone doesn’t make you weak. It actually makes you strong. And contrary to what you or the gods think, love—true love—is not a myth. It is the very reason there is light in this world. Without it, we would all live in darkness.”

      She left, leaving silence in her wake, interrupted only by the pulse in his ears and the crackle of flames in the torches on the walls.

      He’d known nothing but darkness his whole life, even during the brief times his mono mia had been with him. Now things were different, though. Nysa was right. He felt different, and he couldn’t go on ignoring that fact.

      He placed a hand against his chest, where Talisa had touched him earlier. Heat permeated his palm. Heat and the strong, steady beat of a heart he’d forgotten he still had.

      Was Nysa right? Was this… thing… growing in his chest… love?

      He didn’t know. He had no experience with that emotion. Lust? Yes. Obsession? Absolutely. But love was a foreign concept. His parents certainly didn’t love each other. He’d definitely never witnessed any kind of love in the Underworld where he’d been raised and periodically tortured. And if love made one selfless, then no god or goddess on Olympus could claim to know its nuances because they were the most egotistical beings in the cosmos.

      His palms grew sweaty, his skin hot. He lifted both hands and looked down, unsure if this reaction was normal or a sign whatever had almost killed him the other night was about to claim him again.

      Then out of nowhere, he thought of the only person he knew who’d ever been in love—the selfless kind of love Nysa spoke of. And before he realized what he was doing, he pushed out of his seat and focused on her, knowing instantly how to find her.
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      Cynna kicked off the covers and stared at the moonlit ceiling fan turning a slow circle above.

      She couldn’t sleep. The alien taking up space inside her had recently decided the dead of night was the perfect time to practice kickboxing. Or acrobatics. Or whatever the hell the kid was doing in there.

      “All right, all right,” she whispered, throwing her legs over the side of the bed and sitting up. “I’m going. Sheesh. You’re already as demanding as your father.”

      She glanced once at her mate, asleep on his stomach beside her, his bare arms wrapped around his pillow, his handsome face tipped her way, the sheet riding low across his back to showcase his muscles in the low light.

      Part of her wanted to wake him so he could suffer through this insomnia with her—after all it was his fault she was in this situation. But another part knew he was exhausted and needed rest. Ever since Talisa’s abduction, he’d been out helping the Argonauts search for her. This was the first time he’d been home in days.

      Careful so as not to wake him, she rose, then bent awkwardly for the shirt she’d ripped off Nick only hours ago. After tugging the oversized garment on, she pushed up the long sleeves and carefully stretched her sore back.

      Gods, she was already losing her center of gravity. She could not imagine how much worse it was going to get in the next few months.

      The kid roundhouse kicked her again. Placing a hand on her side, she winced and muttered, “Skata, I’m going, I’m going,” and headed for the hall.

      The house where they lived on the outskirts of the Kyrenia settlement in Argolea was quiet and dark as she made her way down the stairs. She had no idea what time Nick was heading out again in the morning, but she knew he wasn’t staying long. Though his relationship with Theron and the Argonauts was often tenuous, he and Talisa’s mother Casey were close friends. But she knew it was Nick’s connection to Zagreus—and Cynna’s part in that connection—that he felt most guilty about. That connection was the real reason he wouldn’t give up searching.

      Thoughts of Zagreus, of the year she’d spend with the Prince of Darkness and all that had happened between her and Zagreus and Nick, spun in her mind as she moved into the dark kitchen, opened a cupboard, and retrieved a glass.

      Did Zagreus really believe Talisa was his reincarnated mate? She moved to the sink and filled the glass. Or was it possible he was using Talisa to get to her and Nick?

      Gazing out across the moonlit yard toward the dark forest and mountains beyond, she sipped her water, remembering Delia’s words from the other day. “You and your mate would be wise to remember that he is more powerful than the Argonauts believe him to be. And that he does not forget. Ever.”

      No, he didn’t forget, did he? The Prince of Darkness never forgot anything. A shiver rushed down her spine as she lowered the glass. He would never forget how she’d betrayed him. How she’d freed Nick from that prison. How she’d helped him and the others esca—

      Her heart rate shot up when she realized she wasn’t alone. Water sloshed over the side of the glass as she whipped around and stared toward the dark corner of the kitchen.

      Someone was sitting on the far side of the table in the shadows. Someone big. Someone—her pulse turned to a whir in her ears as she froze—familiar.

      Oh gods… It was him. She could just make out the shape of him in the dark—a shape she would never forget.

      He didn’t speak. Just continued to watch her from the shadows.

      Slowly, she set the glass on the counter, then gripped the granite edge for support, praying for—willing—Nick to wake upstairs before it was too late.

      “H-how did you find me?” she managed, trying for calm.

      “I’ve always been able to find you,” he answered in a low voice.

      She swallowed hard. Her gaze strayed to the doorway and the hall that led to the stairs.

      “My uncle is still soundly sleeping,” Zagreus said. “He has no idea I’m here.”

      Cynna’s gaze shot back to Zagreus, and her stomach tightened even more. His hand rested on the table, his long fingers slowly drumming against the worn surface as he stared at her across the room. She had a sudden urge to tug on the hem of the long shirt to ensure he couldn’t tell she was pregnant. But she was afraid to do anything to draw attention to her belly.

      “Relax,” he said in a low voice. “I’m not here to harm you. Or him.”

      Cynna didn’t believe that for a second. “Then why are you here?”

      “To talk.”

      “About what?”

      “You.”

      Cynna wasn’t sure how to read that. In the year she’d spent with the god, he’d never been much interested in learning about her. Hadn’t wanted to talk much to her, either. She’d been a trophy more than anything.

      Tense minutes passed in silence. She racked her brain, trying to figure out what to say, what she could do to make Nick wake the fuck up…

      “Why did you help him?”

      Her thoughts came to a spinning stop when she realized Zagreus was talking about Nick. About what she’d done in that prison cell. When she’d defied Zagreus’s orders.

      “I…” She glanced around the dark room, searching for an answer. She had no idea why he was asking this, especially after all these years. “Because it was the right thing to do.”

      “You didn’t know him then.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Why didn’t you help any of the others? He wasn’t my only prisoner.”

      No, he hadn’t been. She swallowed again, not liking the answer, but not willing to lie in case he could tell. “I… I wasn’t ready to help anyone before that. I was too wrapped up in my own pain to see anyone else’s.”

      “But he changed that.”

      “Yeah.” Her gaze slowly slid back to Zagreus’s, uncertainty swirling in her stomach because she didn’t know where this was going. “He did.”

      He stared at her a long moment, then pushed out of his chair.

      Tensing, Cynna took a hesitant step to her left, away from him, but he didn’t move toward her. Instead, he turned and studied the seascape hanging on the wall.

      Something was off here. Cynna’s gaze narrowed on Zagreus standing with his back to her in the silence. The god she remembered was direct and to the point. If he had something to say, he said it then unleashed his wrath. He also had zero interest in art.

      Was it possible he’d been telling the truth and that he wasn’t here to harm her?

      She zeroed in on her gift, the one she hadn’t been able to conjure moments before because she’d been too scared, the one that granted her the ability to tell truth from lies. And realized…

      He had been telling the truth. He wasn’t here to harm anyone.

      “Zagreus?” she asked slowly. “Are you… all right?”

      “That’s a loaded question,” he muttered. “Pretty sure we both know I’ve never been all right.”

      Holy shit…

      Cynna stepped away from the counter, her heart beating hard and fast, this time not from fear. Carefully, she said, “Is this about Talisa?”

      He turned his head but didn’t meet her gaze. And for a moment she thought he wasn’t going to speak. Then he said, “How did you know he was worth giving it all up for?”

      She wasn’t sure what he meant. But she couldn’t help but wonder… “How did I know Nick was worth giving up my revenge for?”

      “Yes.”

      Whoa. All her fear dissipated. Carefully, she moved toward the table and sat in a chair. “I didn’t know he was worth it.” Something in Zagreus had changed. Something that surprised him more than it did her. “I just knew it was time for me to stop doing the wrong thing and start doing the right one instead.”

      He’d gone back to looking at the painting on the wall, but she sensed he wasn’t seeing it. He was lost in his own thoughts. In memories that had nothing to do with her and everything to do with a past that had shaped him into who and what he was today.

      She wasn’t sure what compelled her to go on, but she suspected he was waiting for more. For something that made sense. And for reasons she couldn’t define, she wanted to give him that.

      “People who live through horrible things can so easily get lost in their own pain and misery that they become capable of the same or even worse things,” she said softly. “I know. I lived it. I did horrendous things, not because you or anyone told me to, but because I could. Because I wanted others to suffer the way I was suffering. But none of it brought my family back. None of it fixed the wrongs I’d endured. And spending most of my adult life plotting revenge against a sister I didn’t know only made my life even more desolate and empty.”

      He was silent in her kitchen, still looking at the painting on her wall. Only now there was a perplexed expression on his face. One that was so at odds with the malicious god she’d once known, it relaxed her ever more.

      No, he wasn’t here to harm her or Nick. He was here because he was confused.

      “Does Talisa know?” Cynna asked, sensing if she didn’t prod him, he’d stand there all night. “About her past lives? How you’re connected?”

      He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, still staring at the picture. “Yes.”

      “Does she remember?”

      “No. I don’t know how she knows. One of the nymphs must have told her. They’re always gossiping.”

      Cynna wanted to ask about these nymphs—he’d had nymphs at his lair in the Yucatan when she’d been with him, but something told her these nymphs were different. Since he seemed agitated, though, she decided to stay on the topic of Talisa instead.

      “And you’re worried about that? About what the nymphs are telling her? That she won’t want to stay with you because of what she hears?”

      He turned a scowl Cynna’s way. “I wish that was the problem. I’ve tried to get her to leave numerous times only she won’t.” He glanced toward the window over the sink and muttered, “She’s the most stubborn female I’ve ever met.”

      Two things hit Cynna at once. The first was that Zagreus was in love with Talisa. Really in love with her. Which was why he was so off kilter. And the second was something she understood well.

      “You don’t think you deserve her,” she said quietly.

      “I know I don’t deserve her. I just don’t know how to convince her of that fact.”

      “Wow.”

      Zagreus turned to face her. “What?”

      She blinked up at him, shocked not just that this was happening, but that he was here talking to her about it. “She’s in love with you, too. That’s why you’re so freaked out.”

      “I’m not freaked out.” He huffed and went back to looking through the window. “And no one said anything about love. Only mortals believe in that silliness.”

      Cynna couldn’t help but smirk, knowing he was lying through his teeth. But that smirk faded when she said, “You and I are very similar. Too similar. We both wandered through life with nothing but revenge to lead us. That’s why it was so easy to let things go on between us as long as we did. We were a distraction for each other.”

      He turned and looked at her, his expression unreadable, but she didn’t let that deter her.

      “We were both broken, but that doesn’t mean either of us was or is a lost cause.” She leaned forward in her seat. “There’s more to life than misery and revenge. So much more than I ever knew was possible. And it’s not dark, it’s light. I didn’t believe it before I met Nick, but he changed that. He changed everything for me. All it took was doing the right thing. When I was young, my mother once told me that it doesn’t matter what you did yesterday, only what you do today. I don’t think I really understood what she meant by that until Nick came into my life. But once he did, once I made the choice to do the right thing, that was the turning point. I realized I could love someone and that it wouldn’t destroy them. But more than that, I realized I could be loved and not be destroyed.”

      He stared at her so long in silence, she wasn’t sure if he’d heard her words. Then he surprised her when he said, “The young Argonaut Maximus is being held in a satyr fortress in the Sierra-Nevada Mountains.” He nodded at something on the table. “I wrote the coordinates on that note.”

      Her gaze shot to the slip of paper she hadn’t even noticed in the dark.

      “I had nothing to do with his imprisonment. The satyrs have not been under my control since my lair in the Yucatan was destroyed. Talisa and I only confirmed he was there earlier today.”

      Cynna’s gaze snapped back to his. “Talisa knows he’s there?”

      Zagreus’s jaw clenched. “Yes. Which is why you need to get this information to the Argonauts so they can figure out what to do. I don’t have enough resources to rescue him. There are at least three thousand satyrs gathered at that fortress.”

      “Three thousand?” Cynna shot to her feet. “That’s an army. Who’s leading them?”

      Zagreus’s lips thinned. “The young Argonaut.”

      “Max? That’s not possible. He hasn’t been missing long enough to—”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s being manipulated by Pandora. And her box.”

      “Skata.” The blood drained from Cynna’s cheeks when she realized what that meant. “She didn’t die in the Yucatan.”

      “No, unfortunately. The bitch has a knack for surviving. Locked up without her box she was docile, but once she was freed, she found her treasure then joined forces with the satyrs. And after they captured the young Argonaut, it didn’t take her long to figure out his gifts.”

      Pandora’s husband, Epimetheus, was a Titan. He’d been guarding her box all these years while she’d been in hiding. But the god was also a fool—weak and feebleminded thanks to his obsession with Pandora and his subsequent separation from her. It would have been easy for Pandora to steal her box back from him, especially since she’d never really cared for the elder god.

      Cynna looked around the room, the reality of what Zagreus was saying slamming into her. If Pandora had her box and could control Max with it, and if she knew Max had the power of transference, then she could technically control any power Max came in contact with. Which meant Nick couldn’t join in the raid to rescue Max. Pandora could not be trusted with the powers of a god.

      “He already has your mate’s powers,” Zagreus said.

      Realizing he’d read her mind, Cynna lifted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “He can store them.” When her eyes widened, he added, “I’m guessing from your reaction he didn’t tell anyone here. Talisa didn’t know either, and she’s ticked that I wouldn’t go after him, but I’m not giving Pandora access to any more of my powers. The ability to harness electrical energy is enough.”

      “Oh, skata.”

      “Whatever powers your mate ever used in his presence, he, and in turn Pandora, can now access.”

      Holy shit. Cynna pressed her hand against the table for support, her mind already spinning with the need to wake Nick and warn him. But reality stopped her.

      “You didn’t have to come here and tell me any of this.” Her gaze skipped over his. “Why did you?”

      “Because it was the right thing to do. The same way letting you go was the right thing to do.”

      He was talking about when she’d willingly gone back with him to his underground lair in the Yucatan to once more be his Mistress of Torture. When she’d known sacrificing herself so Nick and the others and all of Argolea would be saved was the right choice to make. When Zagreus had realized she really was in love with Nick.

      They stared at each other. An odd expression crossed his features, one that made her think he wanted to say more but wasn’t sure how. And in the silence, she realized the real reason he was here. Not just because he was struggling with Talisa and their relationship. And not simply to tell her about Max.

      He was here to make amends for what had happened between them—between him and her in that underground lair long ago.

      He stepped past her before she could figure out how to respond to that, careful not to touch her, but stilled when he reached the doorway to the hall.

      Still reeling, Cynna looked after him.

      He turned, but he didn’t meet her eyes. Instead, his dark gaze seemed to focus on her shirt. “Your child has his father’s powers. That will piss off a lot of gods—both on Olympus and in the Underworld. Do whatever you have to do to keep him safe.”

      Cynna placed a hand over her belly. She hadn’t even realized Zagreus could tell she was pregnant. But she wasn’t afraid. If anything—as his gaze lifted to hers—she felt… protected… in a way she never had before.

      Whatever had happened to him, whether it was the years he’d spent with the Fates after he’d let her go or these last few days alone with Talisa, had changed him. Changed him in ways even she could never have expected.

      “We will,” she managed, her throat thick, wanting him to know it was okay. That finally, after all this time, everything they’d done to each other was in the past. “And thank you.”

      He nodded once, then frowned. “She”—he cleared his throat—"Talisa will be back as soon as I can convince her to stop being so damn stubborn.”

      Cynna chuckled and smoothed her hand over her belly. “Yeah, good luck there. That girl is exactly like her father, the bullheaded leader of the Argonauts. ”

      His scowl deepened. “Wonderful.”

      In a puff of black smoke, he disappeared as if he’d never even been there.

      Cynna stared at the fading smoke in her kitchen, amazed that had just happened.

      Zagreus, the Prince of Darkness, wasn’t quite so dark after all. And he was head over heels in love with a mortal.

      A wry smile curled her lips. Honestly, she couldn’t think of a better match for him than the spunky, tough-as-nails warrior-female. Talisa could hold her own and put any male in his place—even a god.

      Her mind skipped from Talisa to the Argonauts and how they would react when they learned the news. Then it jumped to Max.

      Smile fading, she rushed for the stairs to wake her mate.
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      Zagreus flashed to the same forest where he’d taken Talisa after leaving that club. He still had a hike ahead of him, and he was anxious to get back to the castle and check on her, but he wasn’t stupid enough to open a portal anywhere near Ehrendia, just in case anyone was paying attention.

      He moved through the darkness, the only sounds those of leaves rustling in the slight breeze, bat wings fluttering high above, and his bootsteps crunching needles and twigs along the forest floor. The familiar scents of moss and pine surrounded him, fir and Aspen rising to the stars, their trunks and limbs lit only by a smattering of moonlight. He didn’t see or smell or hear any of it, though. His mind was still too fixed on his conversation with Cynna. On her words, which he now couldn’t stop replaying.

      She was right. Revenge was why she’d come to him. And revenge was why he’d let her stay, even though he’d known she wasn’t his mono mia. He’d been blind to everything but that singular goal, and he’d known he could use her to get exactly what he’d wanted.

      They had been distractions for each other—twisted, cruel, toxic distractions. But somewhere along the way,  in the years since he’d let her go, he’d lost his thirst for vengeance.

      He wasn’t sure if it was because of the time he’d spent in Ehrendia, living among the nymphs and silens. Didn’t know if it had anything to do with the years he’d been trapped with the Fates. He only knew that he wasn’t the same god he’d been twenty-eight years ago. And the more he thought about it, the more he was starting to believe he was here in this moment now with Talisa because Cynna’s transformation back then had opened his eyes to something more.

      To something greater than revenge.

      To something a thousand times more meaningful than power and supremacy.

      His steps came to a halt when he thought of Cynna again. He could only imagine what the female and her mate—his uncle and former prisoner—would say if he admitted he had them to thank for setting him on this path. Not just the one that had led him to Talisa, but the path that made him think he might actually be worthy of another chance.

      The image of Talisa asleep in his bed filled his mind. Her silky hair falling around her face. Her smooth skin catching the moonlight through the windows. The way she’d curled into him last night, her warm breath heating his flesh where her cheek rested against his chest as she drifted to sleep. And her soft fingers, hovering over his heart…

      A heart that was now beating hard and fast with the need to see her and touch her and prove to her just how much he wanted that chance.

      Urgency brought his head up. Pushed his feet forward. The stone arch was only a handful of miles awa—

      “Going somewhere, son?” Hades stepped out from behind a tree, directly in Zagreus’s path.

      Zagreus skidded to a stop, but there was no time to react. The god-king of the Underworld threw his arm out and squeezed his fingers together as if grasping an invisible object.

      Zagreus’s arms instantly slapped against the sides of his body, and the air rushed out of his lungs. He tried to wiggle free, but Hades jerked his hand up, the strength of his power thrusting Zagreus twenty feet in the air.

      Zagreus kicked and flailed, but before he could find a way to make his arms work, Hades yanked down, the force slamming Zagreus face-first into the hard earth.

      Twigs and rocks stabbed into his flesh. Pain radiated through his body as he gasped in a breath. He pushed himself to his hands, but Hades was ready.

      The god wrapped that invisible grip around Zagreus all over again, wrenched him off the ground, then heaved him to the left.

      He crashed into the thick base of an old-growth tree with a grunt, bounced back, then free-fell to the forest floor. His head smacked against a rock with a crack that echoed through the forest. His back took the brunt of the force, knocking the air completely out of his lungs this time.

      “You thought you could double-cross me again and I wouldn’t find out?”

      Zagreus tried to push up, but before he could get his bearings, Hades lifted him once more and slammed him into a tree to the right, as if he were nothing more than a rag doll.

      His face and torso smashed into bark and limbs. Something sharp stabbed into his side, making him groan. His body smacked the forest floor once more, leaving him reeling in pain and confusion.

      “I know everything, you pathetic immortal,” Hades growled. “You’re nothing without me. Do you hear me? Absolutely nothing.”

      Two things occurred to Zagreus as he pushed himself to his hands and knees and tried to suck back air. Hades must have tracked those daemons when they went missing. And since then, he’d been monitoring this forest, just waiting for Zagreus to show up.

      Zagreus knew better than to give anything away. He wasn’t entirely sure why his father was after him—though he had an idea. At the moment, he was just thankful he’d opened the portal here instead of closer to Ehrendia.

      He managed to lift his head. Sweat and blood dripped into his eyesight, leaving everything blurry, and the concussion surely wasn’t helping. But he could already feel his god-strength working to heal his injuries, and he knew showing weakness was a thousand times worse than being weak in front of his father.

      He’d learned long ago never to be weak.

      “You wasted both our time to come to Earth and tell me that? The toxic air in the Underworld is clearly messing with your head, old man.”

      Hades growled and threw his arm out once more.

      Zagreus wheezed as that invisible force contracted around his torso, squeezing out every bit of air, then his body was flying, not into a tree this time, but straight up, through the canopy and above the trees. So high all he saw were stars.

      What goes up must come down.

      Fuck me…

      The thoughts whirled through Zagreus’s mind just before Hades’s powers wrenched him back to Earth. He crashed through limbs and leaves then smashed into the packed forest floor, this time so hard he knew bones cracked and shattered.

      He lay immobile on his back, unable to move or even make a sound as he stared up at the broken tree limbs above void of greenery now, the stars beyond twinkling against a vast black sky.

      It was beautiful. Quiet. Dark. The edge of a cosmic void he’d once craved. But he didn’t want nothingness anymore. He wanted chaos. And light. And the female who made him feel alive.

      Footsteps sounded close. Zagreus blinked, unable to move more than his eyeballs, watching as his father moved around his right side and came into view.

      Hades glared down at him with every ounce of hatred Zagreus remembered, his coal black eyes showing not a single ounce of mercy. “The Orb is missing from Olympus. There are only a handful of gods brazen enough to sneak in and out of Zeus’s realm and take it, and my money’s on you, seeing as how you tried to steal it once before.”

      Zagreus didn’t answer. Couldn’t. But he wasn’t surprised his father was here about the Orb of Krónos. He’d been expecting a visit like this for some time now. His mistake had been being distracted tonight and not anticipating an attack.

      Hades knelt at Zagreus’s side so they were face-to-face and perched his forearm on his knee. Then with a malevolent growl, he said, “I should send you back to the Fates for another twenty-five years of torment. But I’ve decided to give you the chance to prove your loyalty, instead. You have twenty-four hours to get me the Orb. If you fail, I will destroy this forest and all who dwell within it, including your precious little nymph kingdom.”

      Zagreus’s eyes widened, a reaction he couldn’t stop.

      An evil smile twisted Hades’s mouth. “Oh yes, my wicked son, I know all about your little perverted palace and everything that goes on there. My spies are like the stars, and your scheming has grown boring and predictable. You may be strong as far as minor gods go, but you will never be as powerful as me. And you will never control the Orb and my birthright.”

      Hades pushed to his full height and scowled down at Zagreus as if he were a spider he wanted to squash beneath his boot. “I’ve shown you mercy in the past, because your mother begged me to and because I could not prove you were not of my line. But this time, if you betray me, any punishment you endured before will pale in comparison to what I will do to you. And I promise you, son, if you cross me again, my wrath will be limitless, and your torture at my hand will last for all eternity.”

      He disappeared in a swirl of black smoke, taking what little moonlight had been shining down with him.

      Darkness descended, and the air became silent. Nothing moved in the forest around Zagreus—no leaves, no creatures, not even the wind.

      He gasped in a breath and let it out. Winced because his cracked ribs were already knitting back together and they hurt like a motherfucker.

      When the pain eased a touch, he drew in another breath, slow and steady, as he worked to reinflate his lungs.

      Okay… That was an ass-kicking he hadn’t seen coming. He could have gathered his strength and fought back, could have given Hades a real brawl if he’d wanted, but he’d restrained himself. Partly because he hadn’t wanted to trigger something worse. But mostly because he needed to rebound from this quickly if he had any hope of keeping Talisa safe.

      Talisa…

      Hades hadn’t mentioned Talisa. Hadn’t even referenced her. His father knew about Ehrendia, but that didn’t mean he knew about Talisa or who she really was.

      Cringing at the pain in his arms, his shoulders, his back, Zagreus slowly pushed himself up to sitting, knowing he had to get to her. To make sure she was safe. His head was still in a fog but slowly clearing. He might have severed his spine with that last fall because a tingly feeling was just coming back to his thighs and shins and feet.

      His mind came to a spinning stop.

      Holy shit. His father had mentioned spies.

      The nymphs were too timid to ever betray him. And his silens were as loyal as the satyrs were perverse. The only person who’d been anywhere near Ehrendia recently and who could be a spy was…

      Pandora.

      A dark energy swept through Zagreus, giving him strength, stimulating his healing.  Pandora knew everything about Ehrendia. Everything about its inner workings. Everything about Zagreus’s activities. About Talisa. And now she had Max. Which meant…

      Shit. Which meant those satyrs she’d gathered at that fortress really were an army.

      An army with one purpose.

      He glanced around the dark forest as he slowly pushed to his feet, seeing none of it. Swaying, he reached out to the closest tree trunk to steady himself, but he barely felt the pain anymore. All he could focus on was Ehrendia. And Talisa. And what he knew he could no longer stop from happening.

      His pulse picked up speed. Plans swirled in his head as his strength returned. The one option with even a miniscule chance of success meant abandoning the only thing he’d ever wanted.

      “There’s more to life than misery and revenge. So much more than I ever knew was possible. And it’s not dark, it’s light. All it took was doing the right thing.”

      Cynna’s words echoed in Zagreus’s mind again, only this time they brought a pain to his chest that was sharper and hotter than anything Hades had ever done to him. He breathed through it, though, knowing Cynna was right.

      There was more to life, no matter what it cost him. And this time he was determined to finally be more. For Talisa. Even for himself.

      Before he could change his mind, he opened a portal and stepped through.
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      “And that’s all he gave you?” Casey asked, trying not to be frustrated as she stared at Cynna, standing in the middle of the queen’s office. “Nothing more?”

      Cynna cast a worried look from Casey to Theron’s rigid features beside her, then to Isadora seated at her desk, and finally to Zander and Callia, waiting anxiously on the queen’s other side. “About their locations?” she answered almost apologetically. She glanced back at Casey. “Yeah. That was it.”

      Callia and Zander exchanged hopeful glances. Isadora tapped her fingers on the big wooden desk as Demetrius, standing behind her, leaned down and whispered something in her ear. Theron didn’t move, but Casey felt her mate’s own frustration as if it was oozing from his pores. And even though she was just as anxious as him, she knew venting about it was not going to help.

      It was the middle of the night. They’d all been woken from sleep when Cynna and Nick had shown up at the castle with news about Zagreus’s visit. The Argonauts and Nick had only just returned from the human realm a few hours ago after nearly a week in the field searching for leads. Casey and her sisters had spent the same time harnessing their Horae gifts, trying to pinpoint Max and Talisa’s location. But none of them had come up with anything concrete—not the sisters, not the Argonauts, not even Cynna, if what she’d relayed here tonight was true. At least, not for Talisa.

      For Max, however, it was another story.

      “It could be a trap,” Demetrius said as he straightened behind Isadora. “Even if those satyrs aren’t under Zagreus’s control—which is still iffy—he could be leading us to slaughter all so we won’t come after him.”

      And Talisa. Casey heard the words Demetrius held back when he glanced her way.

      “So, what?” Zander snapped, his eyes flashing from their normal silver to a stormy grey that indicated his legendary rage was bubbling right beneath the surface. “That’s reason to let my son continue to suffer at the hands of those beasts?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Demetrius said on a sigh.

      “Max did the right thing by going after Talisa,” Zander went on as if Demetrius hadn’t even spoken. “He didn’t ask to be captured by those satyrs. And he shouldn’t have to pay for the fact his daughter”—he pointed at Theron—"was reckless and immature.”

      “Watch it.” Theron squared his shoulders and shot a blistering look Zander’s way.

      Casey felt tempers rising by the second, her own included. She pressed a hand against her mate’s chest to hold him back, knowing the males were seconds away from getting into it. This tension between all of them had been building since the second Elysia had told them Talisa and Max had been taken.

      “Knock it off.” She glared up at her mate then turned her glower on Zander. “Both of you. Bickering isn’t going to bring our kids back. They were both reckless. As for immaturity, I’ve seen plenty of it from the males in this room, so let’s not go there.”

      Her sisters nodded in agreement, but Casey ignored them. “We need to focus on what we’re going to do now, not on who’s responsible.” She looked toward Cynna. “How many satyrs did Zagreus say were at that fortress?”

      “At least three thousand.”

      “Three thousand…” Shit. “That’s a lot.”

      “Zagreus didn’t have close to that at his lair in the Yucatan,” Nick said at Cynna’s side, his arms crossed over his chest. “That’s not just a lot, that’s an army.”

      And armies were only formed for one purpose. Casey’s stomach dropped.

      “Cynna.” Isadora looked at her half-sister from behind the desk. “Zagreus said he witnessed this army, and he’s sure it was Max who was with them?”

      “Yes. And it sounded like Talisa was with him when they saw Max with the satyrs.”

      Isadora glanced toward Casey and Theron. “Then that means Zagreus has to be holding Talisa somewhere close.”

      Theron crossed his own thick arms over his chest. “If Zagreus is still controlling the satyrs, it makes sense to find him before we attack the satyr compound.”

      “Bullshit!” Zander’s eyes flashed again, and he lurched toward Theron. “You’re not calling the shots on this one, you son of a bitch.”

      Voices rose. Tempers flared. Nick and Demetrius quickly moved between Theron and Zander, who were on the verge of throwing punches and would never see eye-to-eye on a plan because they were each too worried about their own child to listen to reason.

      Casey rubbed her throbbing temple and looked toward her sisters, both of whom seemed as frustrated and helpless as she felt. All the male posturing going on wasn’t helping matters, and she was just about to tell her sisters and Cynna they should continue their discussion in another room when Maelea appeared in the doorway wrapped in a black robe that matched the wild hair around her pale face.

      Alarm immediately shot through Casey. She dropped her hand from her forehead and stepped forward. “Maelea? Are you all right?”

      Maelea shook her head, but before she could answer, Gryphon, her mate, appeared in the doorway behind her, looking even more disheveled—his blond hair matted on one side, his light blue eyes glazed as if he was still half-asleep, his white T-shirt wrinkled, and his grey sweats tugged up on one leg as if he’d just yanked them on.

      “Geez, you move fast when you want, female,” he muttered.

      “Sorry,” Maelea said to her mate at her back. “But they need to be warned.”

      Voices quieted behind Casey. Callia moved up at her side, and Casey sensed the males taking notice of Maelea in the doorway, but she didn’t turn to look at them. “Warned about what?”

      “I sensed something,” Maelea said, looking from face to face. “An energy that moved into the castle a few minutes ago. It woke me. It… It’s powerful.”

      Maelea had the ability to sense energy shifts here and in the human realm, created when portals opened or closed or when immortals crossed realms. Because Hades was constantly hunting her for being the result of his wife’s indiscretion, and because Hades was technically not an Olympian and could cross into Argolea unnoticed, she was always on guard. But Hades couldn’t step foot in the Argolean castle. It was protected by magick impenetrable even to him. Which meant the energy she’d felt was from something else. Or created by someone else.

      “Nick and Cynna just got here a few minutes ago,” Callia said. “You probably felt Nick’s energy when he moved into the cast—”

      “No. This energy is not from Nick.” Maelea cast a quick look at Nick and Cynna then glanced toward the queen. “This is something else. I can’t quite get a read on it. It’s different. It’s not completely dark, but it’s strong.”

      “Shit.” Nick glanced toward Cynna. “You don’t think…?”

      Cynna swallowed hard. “Yeah, I think it could be.”

      “Skata.” Nick looked toward the door where Gryphon seemed as confused as everyone else, then back at Cynna. “Tell them the rest, quickly.”

      “What rest?” Theron asked, growing agitated all over again.

      Cynna ran a hand through her hair. “The rest is what I was getting to before everyone got all bent out of shape. Max wasn’t a prisoner. According to Zagreus, he’s working with the satyrs.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Zander cut in.

      “And he wasn’t alone,” Cynna went on, glancing Zander’s way. “Pandora was with him.”

      Silence fell over the room.

      “Pandora,” Isadora said, pushing out of her seat. “The first human female?”

      “Yep. Same one,” Nick answered. “She was one of Zagreus’s prisoners in his Yucatan lair when we were there. He’d easily recognize her. I checked with some contacts in the human realm before we came over here tonight. Pandora’s box was stolen from the Titan Epimetheus recently. If Pandora was at the satyr compound, and Max is cooperating with the satyrs in whatever they’re doing, then odds are pretty good she’s got her box and is using it to control him.”

      “Motherfucker,” Zander muttered, looking quickly at Callia.

      Callia moved close to her mate and squeezed his hand.

      “Three thousand satyrs,” Cynna said, “Pandora, and Max, who has the power of transference, which”—she glanced toward Zander and Callia—“we need to discuss later, all together. With her box, an army, and Max on her side, Pandora is incredibly powerful. Nick and I both think she’s planning an offensive attack as retaliation against Zagreus for holding her prisoner all those years.”

      Casey’s stomach dropped. That meant the woman was planning an attack on Talisa. She looked toward her mate.

      “This changes things dramatically.” Isadora also turned toward Theron. “Since we don’t yet know Zagreus’s location, our first priority has to be getting Max away from Pandora and preventing whatever she and the satyrs have planned.”

      Theron slowly nodded, but his gaze skipped from the queen to Casey, and in her mate’s eyes, Casey saw the sudden fear. “Agreed.”

      “Once Max is secure,” Isadora went on, “we’ll use Pandora to locate Talisa. She’s strong.” Her gaze drifted to Demetrius, and Casey knew her sister was thinking about the time their own daughter had been missing, taken by Zeus as a prisoner of Olympus. “And she’s a natural warrior.” She turned and stepped toward Casey, reaching for her sister’s hand. “She can survive a few more days. I know she can.”

      Casey squeezed her sister’s hand and nodded, but inside she was a bundle of nerves and worry.

      Yes, Talisa was tough—tougher than most females—but this was not the same situation Elysia had been through. She wasn’t being held captive by the Sirens. She was at the mercy of the Prince of Darkness.

      “Talisa will be fine.” Cynna looked toward Casey. “She’s not in any danger. I know this is hard to understand, but I honestly believe Zagreus is not a threat to—”

      Black smoke swirled in the center of the room. Energy popped and sizzled.

      Feet shuffled. Theron shouted, “Acacia” and darted in front of Casey, pushing her to his back as he cursed under his breath that he didn’t have his blade.

      Casey stumbled and grasped Theron’s shoulder to keep from falling. The other Argonauts had moved in front of their mates as well, but all eyes were locked on the fading smoke in the center of the room, not on what Theron was doing. And when Casey chanced a glance around Theron’s wide shoulders, she realized why.

      The god they’d all been talking about was standing in the middle of the room. Only he didn’t look a thing like the sadistic Prince of Darkness who’d unleashed hell on this land with his father twenty-some odd years ago. He looked… as if he’d just been through hell.

      His hair was wild and damp. His clothing torn and streaked with dirt. Bruises, cuts, and scratches marred every part of his exposed skin, and his lip, though already slowly healing from his immortal genes, looked as if it had been split open wide.

      His gaze skipped over every face in the room, stopping when it reached Maelea at Casey’s side.

      Everyone was utterly silent. Everyone but Cynna who stepped right up to Zagreus as if he wasn’t a threat at all and said, “What happened?”

      Casey wasn’t sure what was going on. Nick wasn’t stopping Cynna. Wasn’t reaching for her. Didn’t seem worried at all. He just crossed his arms over his chest again and tipped his head, waiting for Zagreus’s answer.

      Zagreus glanced from Nick to Cynna and back again, as if trying to gauge their reaction to him, but didn’t respond. Then his gaze shot back to each of the Argonauts before finally resting on Theron.

      Frowning, Cynna turned, crossed the room, and grasped a tissue from the table near the couch. Bringing it back, she handed it to Zagreus. “You’re bleeding. Here. Ignore them and tell us what happened. Was it the satyrs?”

      “No.” He dabbed at his bloody lip. “My father found me before I made it back.” He glanced toward Theron. “Which means it won’t be long before he finds your daughter, too.”

      “You son of a bitch!”

      Theron lurched forward, but Nick was quicker. He darted between Theron and Zagreus and shoved Theron back.

      Casey gasped. There weren’t many who could best Theron’s herculean strength, but Nick was a god, as powerful as Zeus and Poseidon and Hades, and he stopped Theron in his tracks with a hand smack in the center of his chest.

      “Cool the fuck down,” Nick said, “and listen to what he has to say.”

      Theron’s eyes filled with rage, but breathing heavily, he stilled and waited. And not sure what the hell was happening, Casey turned wide eyes toward Zagreus and waited, too.

      “Go on,” Cynna said.

      “I said it won’t be long,” Zagreus snapped. “Not that he’d found her. He doesn’t know where she is, yet. But he’ll be coming back. And since he’s combined forces with Pandora, he’ll be sending her satyr army to attack first. I don’t have the numbers to fight off Pandora’s army and a legion from the Underworld. That’s why I’m here.” He glanced at the Argonauts. “Because it’s your duty to protect the mortal realm from threats of the Underworld, is it not?”

      “They’re your satyrs,” Theron growled.

      “They’re not my satyrs. They turned on me a long time ago.”

      “Just send Talisa home.” Panic pushed at Casey’s chest. “Release her and there is no threat.”

      “I tried that.” Zagreus glanced her way. “But she’s stubborn as shit and won’t leave. She’s in no immediate danger, though. I assure you of that.”

      “You expect us to believe that when you’re holding her as a prisoner?” Theron growled.

      Zagreus rubbed at his forehead. “I don’t give a shit what you believe. I’m telling you, plainly, that she’s not my prisoner, and she’s perfectly safe, for the moment at least. She’s been a guest in the kingdom and treated like royalty. Which is probably part of the problem. She doesn’t want to leave. I’ve tried repeatedly to get her to go, only she refuses to listen to reason.”

      Cynna turned and glanced at Nick. Some kind of silent communication passed between the two, one that made Cynna’s lips tip up slightly before she looked back at Zagreus. One that made Casey think… Cynna believed what Zagreus was saying. So did Nick.

      And recognizing the frustration coming from Zagreus’s voice and realizing what it stemmed from, Casey started to wonder if maybe he was telling the truth, too.

      “What kingdom?” Cynna asked the god.

      Zagreus’s lips thinned. “Ehrendia.”

      Gasps echoed through the room. Followed by whispers of disbelief. But all Casey could focus on was her rapid pulse and suddenly damp palms.

      “The borders of the kingdom are protected by magick,” Zagreus went on, “but Pandora knows where we are, and now that her army has joined forced with my father, the kingdom’s in deep shit. I tried to get Talisa to leave again as soon as we saw what was going on with Pandora’s satyrs, but now that she knows her cousin is being controlled by Pandora’s box, she’s even more resistant to going, even when I’ve told her she’s in freakin’ danger.”

      “Skata,” Casey mumbled, sucker punched not just because she recognized that look in Zagreus’s eyes when he spoke about Talisa, but because she understood now why she and her sisters hadn’t been able to harness their Horae gifts to find Max and Talisa. “The box and the magickal border were blocking our view.” She looked back to Zagreus. “I believe you.”

      “Acacia.” Shock reverberated from Theron’s voice.

      She glanced toward her mate. “Our daughter is just as stubborn as you, Theron, and when she puts her mind to something, no one can change it. Not even her soul mate.”

      Gasps echoed around the room again, but Casey ignored those too and looked back at Zagreus. “What kind of defenses does Ehrendia have?”

      “Not much of any,” he said bluntly, eyeing Casey carefully. “In addition to the border, it includes me and about three hundred silens, most of whom are not natural fighters.”

      Shit, that wouldn’t be enough. And holy shit, silens were real, too. “I’m assuming you have a plan. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here now.”

      “I do.” Zagreus warily glanced Theron’s direction once more. “But it depends on him. And on the rest of you, cooperating.”

      “Why should we cooperate with you?” Theron asked in a low voice. “You already said Talisa is not your prisoner.”

      “Because you want her back here safe where she belongs as much as I do.” He looked over the other faces. “And because she’s more important than any of you realize. You think you’ve been protecting her all this time by keeping her trapped in this land, but the reality is she’s the only thing standing between you and annihilation.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nick asked, eyes narrowed.

      “I’m talking about the Orb of Krónos. I’m talking about the markings on her arms. There’s a reason she was born a warrior. I didn’t understand it until recently, but there’s a reason she was brought back now, in this time, and why she found me.”

      “Holy shit. No man or god can destroy it,” Casey mumbled. Words she’d read in the ancient texts filled her mind, making sense for the first time.

      “What?” Theron asked, moving to her side and reaching for her hand. “Meli?”

      Casey ignored her mate and continued to stare at Zagreus. And when his eyes met hers, she said, “You have the Orb, don’t you?”

      “No.” He looked toward Theron. “Talisa does. And if you have any hope of finishing what you all started, it has to come back here, with her.”
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      Talisa had a strange sense of déjà vu as she opened her eyes and blinked in the low light.

      Someone was moving around the room. Not the same room she’d woken in before, dazed and confused. No, this room was way nicer. But just as familiar.

      Pushing up on her hands so she could scoot back into the pillows, Talisa realized this was Zagreus’s room. Zagreus’s big gothic canopy bed. And that he wasn’t the one moving around making noise.

      The heavy velvet curtains swept open, and sunlight flooded the room. Slamming her eyes shut, she twisted away from the light, groaning at the burn in her retinas.

      “Good, you’re awake.” Nysa moved to the next set of drapes and yanked those open as well. “I won’t have to shake you.”

      There was something unfriendly in the nymph’s voice, but Talisa was too busy blinking against the brightness to wonder what. And the fragmented memories suddenly flooding her mind were too intense to ignore.

      The hike yesterday with Zagreus, finding the satyr compound, Max…

      Before she could get too excited at the knowledge Max was really okay, another memory hit. This one of her and Zagreus in the trees, arguing. Him, telling her they were going back, trying to force her to leave. Her, breaking free and…

      What? What had she done when she’d broken free of his hold?

      “You’re as selfish as everyone said you were. I-I can’t believe I didn’t see it before…”

      Her own words echoed back in her head. Every ugly one she’d uttered to him in anger. And her pulse beat hard and fast when she remembered that boulder rising in the air then whirring past Zagreus’s head.

      He’d ducked out of the way, hadn’t he?

      She swallowed hard, frantically thinking back. Yes, he had. That rock hadn’t hit him. Relief swept through her, but was quickly shattered when she remembered his words as he’d grabbed her again.

      “Stop fighting me, dammit. And stop using your fucking brain strength to throw things at me.”

      Wide-eyed, she looked down at her trembling hands and turned them over in her lap. Had she really done that? She’d never been able to move objects with her mind before. Couldn’t even remember consciously thinking about throwing something at him. All she knew was that she’d been so upset then, she hadn’t been thinking straight. And he’d been the one thing standing in her way.

      She glanced over the bed and realized she was right in the middle of the mattress. The pillows around her weren’t disturbed. She’d slept here alone. He obviously hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with her once he’d brought her back to the castle.

      She wasn’t sure what had happened after their fight, but she suddenly didn’t care. All she could think about was him. What she’d done. And why he would ever want to be around her again after she’d all but accused him of being the monster everyone else thought him to be.

      Panic pushed at her chest. She looked up at Nysa, standing at the side of the bed, eyeing her warily, almost as if she wasn’t sure what Talisa would do. “He’s all right, isn’t he?”

      Nysa’s eyes narrowed. “Zagreus?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s fine,” she said cautiously. “How are you?”

      “Stupid.” Talisa threw back the covers and moved to the other side of the bed. She was wearing a flimsy white nightgown again, just like the first time she’d awoken in this castle, but this time she barely noticed. She pushed to her feet and glanced around. “Where are my clothes? I need to talk to him.”

      “Your clothes are being cleaned.” When Talisa turned to look at the nymph, Nysa said, “I brought you some new things to wear. If you’re interested. As long as you’re feeling better.”

      It hit Talisa then that Nysa knew what had happened. What she’d done. And that the nymph had been sent to guard her.

      “I’m fine. I’m not…” She looked down at her hands. “I don’t even know how I did that.” Her gaze met the female’s hesitant one across the bed. “But I won’t flip out again like that, I promise.”

      “Hm.” Nysa’s gaze narrowed. “It seems to me your gift of strength is stronger than you thought. And that it might be tied to your emotions. Gifts unchecked like that can be dangerous. You’re lucky Zagreus was there to help you.”

      She moved away from the bed, into the center of the room, and reached for something from the couch.

      As Talisa watched her, she had another memory flash. Of her yelling at Zagreus that she didn’t need him, and him grabbing her and saying, “You do. You’re just too stubborn to admit it…”

      Her heart raced all over again. He was right. She was stubborn. She’d always been stubborn. She’d fought so long and so hard for respect, for independence, for a place with the Argonauts, she’d convinced herself she didn’t need anyone. Not family, not a mate, not even a lover. She had herself and that was enough.

      One other female in her realm had thought that way. One other warrior who’d been controlled by her emotions. By hate and revenge.

      Her throat closed. Atalanta had felt that way. The female who’d kidnapped and raised Max. The female who’d thought she deserved a place with the Argonauts and who’d been so driven by vengeance when they’d shunned her, she’d traded her soul for a shot at immortality. She’d let that hate rule her until she’d become as powerful as a god. Until she’d turned into a monster.

      Hate was a choice. One Talisa had flirted with all her life. One she knew now would only lead her along the same doomed path as Atalanta.

      She didn’t want to end up like that. What she wanted was this, what she had here in this place. A real home where people respected her, where they needed her. With someone who didn’t judge her. Who challenged her and made her feel alive. With a god who filled her with so much light, she knew she was finally complete. Not broken and empty and alone, as she’d been for so very long.

      All her life, Talisa had felt a kinship with Atalanta because of her situation, because of the markings she’d been born with, because the Argonauts had never taken her seriously. But now…

      Now, part of her couldn’t help but think…

      Maybe she was never supposed to join them. Maybe the markings on her arms, her gifts, even the Argonauts—though they didn’t realize it—had been leading her here the entire time.

      To Ehrendia.

      To Zagreus.

      To this future, with him.

      Nysa moved back to the bed with a stack of clothing. “The nymphs made these for you. They thought you’d be more comfortable in pants, and since the weather’s turning, you need something a bit warmer. Plus, this will be easier for you to wear under the armor.”

      Still in a daze, Talisa looked up as Nysa handed her the clothing. “Armor?”

      “The strongest leather in the kingdom.” Nysa moved back to the couch and returned with the green leather surcoat, which she laid on the bed.

      It was sleeveless, with laces up the front for a tight fit and an attached hood. The hem hit just below the hips, but tapered to the lower back, which would protect the wearer as they moved in battle. There were also matching bracers for the arms, and greaves for the legs.

      “Charmed, of course,” Nysa said, “for extra protection.”

      Talisa ran her hand over the leather, awed by the workmanship. “They made this? For me?”

      Taking the clothing from Talisa’s hands once more, Nysa said, “Come on, let’s see if these fit.”

      In a daze, Talisa tugged off the nightgown. The pants were made from some kind of thick dark brown fabric she couldn’t name—tight but easy to move in. The tunic was a lightweight green garment with long sleeves that hit at her hips, laced up the front so it could be closed to her throat or open at her chest, and was decorated with intricate trim and stitch work that resembled the lines and swirls in ivy and grape garlands. There were even new knee-high boots with small heels that were the perfect size.

      The outfit was warm and functional, yet luxurious, and as soon as she pulled it on, she felt like royalty. Warrior royalty. The only kind of royalty she’d ever wanted to be.

      She left the top open so it showed just a hint of cleavage, then held out her hands and turned to face Nysa. “What do you think?”

      “I think it fits you in every way. What do you think?”

      Talisa looked down and ran her hands over the rich fabric. “I love it. I can’t believe someone made this.”

      A wide smile spread across Nysa’s face. “I’ll be sure to tell the mages you approve.”

      Of course the mages had made this. They were the only ones who probably could. She made a mental note to thank them herself.

      She looked up, that urgency pushing her all over again. “Where is Zagreus? I really need to talk to him.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “But—”

      “He left last night after he brought you back here. He hasn’t returned yet.”

      That urgency shifted to full on panic. Talisa immediately thought of the lookout he’d taken her to yesterday, the place she instinctively knew was where he went to get away from everyone.

      “He’s not up there,” Nysa said.

      She turned toward the nymph, who’d already gathered her nightgown for the laundry. “How do you know?”

      “Because it’s dark.”

      Talisa’s brow wrinkled.

      “Another thing you haven’t figured out yet, huh?” Nysa smirked. “It was built for him. It lights up whenever he’s there. Though since you came into his life, it’s been a whole lot brighter than it ever was before.”

      Talisa stepped to the window and looked up at the waterfall and the lookout above, dark against the rocks. She had no idea what the nymph meant. Then she thought of what Nysa had told her before. And what she’d learned since.

      Ehrendia…

      Light…

      It wasn’t possible. He was the Prince of Darkness. Though even as she told herself no, she remembered that his mother—Persephone—spent several months of the year on Olympus.

      Could he actually be—?

      “If I were you,” Nysa said across the room, pulling the heavy wood door open, “I’d check with Rhen. He may know when the prince is due back.”

      “Um, yeah... Okay,” she managed, reeling from the possibility. “Thanks.”

      Nysa left the door open, her footsteps disappearing down the corridor. Lowering herself to the bed, Talisa pulled on the boots, determined to find Rhen.

      Now that she wasn’t being ruled by her emotions, she knew Zagreus had been right yesterday. She couldn’t put this kingdom at risk all because of her singular need to help Max. They could come up with another plan. They had time. She needed to learn patience, and Zagreus could help her with that. If he would just come back…

      That panic reformed beneath her chest when she thought of where he could be. She hoped to hell he hadn’t done something stupid, like gone to free Max all on his own because he was worried she’d try to do it when she awoke. If Pandora and her box were as strong as he claimed, even he didn’t stand a chance against them.

      Voices echoed from the grand hall below, interrupting her thoughts. Several.

      Something was happening. Something that sounded like chaos.

      Drawn toward the sound, she pushed to her feet and headed in that direction.

      She moved down the wide curved staircase, glancing over the room. Tables had been pushed together to form one long one in the center of the space. The nymphs and silens who normally lounged around the fire had scattered, and someone had turned the lights up so the room was bright rather than its normally comfortable dim. There was also a flurry of activity in the adjoining kitchen—nymphs coming and going, and pots and pans clanking—as if the kitchen staff were preparing for a feast.

      She had no idea what was going on, but as she reached the bottom step and gripped the newel post, the wide doors at the end of the hall opened. Zagreus swept into the room with Rhen at his side, the two deep in conversation about something Talisa couldn’t hear.

      Her pulse shot up. Her heart fluttered beneath her ribs. Still speaking to Rhen, Zagreus lifted his head and glanced her direction. And as their eyes met across the space, heat and need and the same feeling of completeness churned inside, telling her everything was right. He was back. He was here. He was safe.

      Except…

      Something wasn’t right. He was still dressed in the same boots, dark pants, and matching long-sleeved shirt he’d worn yesterday, only now the shirt was torn in several places, his pants ripped along one knee, and his boots were covered in mud.

      She was just about to go to him, to ask what had happened, when Rhen reached the end of the long table and drew to a stop. Then bodies behind them filed into the room. Big bodies. Familiar bodies. Holy hell…

      Argonaut bodies.

      Her eyes flew wide when she spotted Orpheus, Gryphon, Titus, Phineus, Ari, Cerek, Zander, Demetrius, along with Skyla, Orpheus’s mate who’d once been a Siren, and Callia, Talisa’s aunt. Even Nick was here.

      Several of the Argonauts nodded her way, but no one approached. They were all busy talking amongst themselves. And none of them—not a single one—were treating Zagreus as if he were a threat. In fact, the way Zagreus was standing off to the side and they’d barged in and taken over the space, it almost seemed as if…

      As if he’d surrendered the castle to the Argonauts.

      Talisa stood cemented in her spot, sure she was hallucinating. She was desperate to talk to Zagreus, to find out what the fuck was going on, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore, he was giving directions to two of Rhen’s guards. Then the last two bodies moved through the double doors and into the room, and Talisa lost all ability to speak or even think.

      Her parents—both of them—strode across the hall and headed right toward her while the Argonauts continued to talk about she didn’t know what at their backs.

      She glanced from face to face as they stopped in front of her. Her mother, who didn’t look a day past thirty thanks to her Argolean genes, smiled in her red sweater and slim black pants, her chocolate hair falling to her shoulders. Her father, every bit the warrior she remembered in his traditional dark fighting gear and boots, seemed a bit more stoic and eyed her a little more carefully.

      Neither spoke right away. Then before she could even think of anything to say, her father’s features softened, he whispered, “Thisavrós,” and pulled her into his arms.

      Warmth encircled her. Warmth and safety and the familiar scents of home. The term of endearment echoed in her head, the one he’d called her since she was a child and meant my treasure, and she clung to him, blinking back tears she didn’t even know had been lurking inside her.

      “We were so worried,” her father whispered in her ear. He drew back and swiped at the tears on her cheeks with a tender smile. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded and swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I’m fine, pampas. I…”

      She glanced toward her mother, saw the tears in her eyes, and immediately moved to hug her. “Matéras… I’m sorry.”

      Her mother hugged her tight. Talisa was taller than her mom, but if there was one thing she’d learned early on, it was that her mother was stronger—emotionally—than both her and her father put together. She was the glue that held their family together. She always had been.

      “There’s no need for apologies,” Casey said in her ear. “All that matters to us is that you’re safe. And you are. That’s all we care about.”

      Talisa swallowed and nodded, knowing her mother was just trying to make her feel better.

      Drawing back, she swiped at her eyes again, looking from one parent to the other. “I-I don’t understand, though. How did you get here?”

      “Zagreus brought us here,” her mother answered.

      Talisa’s heart stuttered, and she looked between her parents toward the table where Rhen was rolling out a long map on the surface for everyone to see, and Zagreus was giving directions and pointing out locations.

      Confused—no, shocked—she looked back at her mother. “Why? That doesn’t make sense. I mean, I’m happy to see you but—”

      “He didn’t have any other choice,” her father cut in, drawing her attention his way. “He obviously knows you’re as stubborn as your mother.”

      “As if.” Casey glanced at her mate, but there was no heat in the look. It was more playful than irritated. “Everyone knows the stubborn gene comes from your side of the family tree.” She waved her hand. “All those super-human abilities clearly interfere with common sense.”

      “They do not,” Theron replied innocently.

      “Where should I start?” Casey held up a hand and started ticking off fingers. “Your whole silly feud with Nick when we first met. All that time you thought Demetrius was a traitor. The tiff you got into with Titus when he was just trying to help Natasa. And I won’t even go into the grudge you had against Orpheus for, like, ever…”

      “Okay, okay.” Theron frowned and held up his own hand, blocking Casey from going on. “We get it, meli. No one likes me.”

      “Well, no one but me.” Casey smirked, then inched closer so she could slide her arm around his waist. Her other hand landed against his chest as she peered up at him. “But then, I’m stubborn that way.”

      “Yes, you are, meli, which I adore.” Theron’s voice softened as he closed his arm around Casey’s shoulder and tugged her in close. Angling his chin down toward her, he added, “You also happen to be very forgiving, something I’m eternally thankful for.”

      She smiled, and the two exchanged quiet words and kissed.

      It was a familiar show of affection, one Talisa was used to from her parents, but it seemed totally foreign here in this place. As she looked past her parents back toward the table, where Zagreus was still pointing things out and the Argonauts were all listening intently, her skin grew hot, and everything that had once made sense in her muddled head suddenly didn’t.

      “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      Her parents both looked her way. She knew she sounded panicked, a little crazed, but she didn’t care. She glanced from face to face again. “Zagreus has no reason to bring you here. Why would you listen to him? Why would you trust him?”

      “Don’t you trust him?” her mother asked. “Isn’t that why you’re still here?”

      Talisa’s mouth snapped closed. That was exactly why she was still here, but her parents and the Argonauts were a completely different story.

      “He brought us here because the two of you and few soldiers don’t stand a chance against Pandora and three thousand satyrs,” her father said.

      They knew about the satyrs and Pandora. The blood drained from her face. She had to tell them the rest. “Max—”

      “We know about Max, too.” Her mother squeezed her hand. “It’s not your fault. No one blames you. But that’s the other reason everyone’s here. To get Max back. We’ve been frantically searching for both of you. Now we know why we couldn’t find either one of you.”

      Because of Pandora’s box and Zagreus’s protective barrier around this kingdom.

      Talisa glanced past her parents once more, this time focusing on Zander and Callia, her aunt and uncle and Max’s parents, both listening intently to whatever Zagreus was describing.

      Guilt hit her hard, right beneath the solar plexus. She should have rushed home to tell them where Max was as soon as she saw him at that fortress. She shouldn’t have waited. She shouldn’t have—

      Her mother squeezed her hand again, interrupting her thoughts. “He also brought us here because of you. Whichever side of the family tree your stubbornness comes from—”

      “Yours,” Theron muttered to his mate.

      Casey smirked his way then looked back at Talisa. “It was obviously evident enough for Zagreus to know you wouldn’t leave. Not when Max was in jeopardy. So he came and got help. Because, as your father said, you clearly need it.”

      Talisa’s pulse was a whir in her ears. She knew Zagreus wanted her gone—he’d said so too many times to count—but if he was so sure about an imminent attack, he could have forced her to leave. The way he’d forced her to leave that club when they’d first met. The way he’d forced her back to this castle after she’d freaked out just yesterday. Except…

      He hadn’t forced her to go. He’d gone and gotten help. He’d gone and gotten the Argonauts for help—the one group she never expected him to turn to in need.

      “If you go off, trying to rescue your cousin who clearly doesn’t want to be rescued… you’ll get all of us—including all the nymphs back in Ehrendia—killed.”

      His words in those trees ran back through her mind. Words he’d said but she hadn’t really heard until now.

      She glanced past her parents once more and focused on Zagreus. On his chiseled profile and the flex beneath his scruffy jaw as he spoke. On the way he moved his big hands and pointed out places on the map. On the way he warily glanced her way as if he felt her eyes on him, then quickly looked back at the map and shifted his weight.

      Her chest warmed. She’d been wrong—so wrong. He did care about more than himself. He cared about this kingdom. He cared about the nymphs and silens. He even cared about Max because her cousin’s safety mattered to her. But mostly, he cared about her. In a way no evil being should ever care about anyone. In a way that electrified her body and made the blood hum in her veins.

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way I can talk you into going home with your mother,” her father said in a low voice.

      Slowly, she looked back at her parents, any animosity she’d had toward them regarding the Argonauts and her role in their land quickly dissipating. “I’m not leaving.”

      Her father frowned.

      Her mother tipped her head and smirked her father’s way. “Told ya.”

      Sighing, her father rested his hands on his hips. “In that case, you’d better be involved in the planning so we all know how best to defend this place.”

      Shock rippled through Talisa all over again. Not just that her father, Nick, and the Argonauts were here, but that they were including her. Something she’d yearned for longer than she could remember.

      When her father turned and held out his hand toward the table, she looked to her mother, who shot her a reassuring smile.

      Head light, she walked up to the group and listened to Zagreus’s deep voice as he described the terrain along the perimeter of the kingdom.

      He wouldn’t look at her. Just continued with his overview of the land, the location of the satyr fortress, and a rundown of their defenses.

      And a shiver rushed down her spine, not because she was finally getting what she’d always wanted, but because it suddenly paled in comparison to what mattered most.
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      It was dark when Zagreus finally made his way back into the castle.

      He’d spent most of the day showing the Argonauts the layout of the castle, the grounds, the village, and the kingdom’s border near the stone arch where they expected Pandora and the satyrs to attack first. They had a plan for defense, and everything was prepared. He was confident with his silens and the Argonauts—including Nick, who he was still surprised was helping—they could fend off anything Pandora and Max might come up with. The wild card was his father.

      Thoughts of his showdown with Hades swirled in his mind as he moved into the grand hall. A low fire burned, and a few nymphs and silens sat around the hearth, quietly talking, but none bothered him.

      Most of the Argolean crew had retired to suites in the castle for a few hours of rest before the attack. Since scouts hadn’t reported any movement from the satyr fortress yet, they had time. But Hades had promised retribution in twenty-four hours, and if he followed through—which still wasn’t a guarantee as Hades was unpredictable—that time would be up just before dawn.

      Zagreus’s mind urged him to head back to the stone arch. To wait and watch in the darkness for the inevitable. But he knew that was a bad idea. He needed some downtime so he’d be at his best when the satyrs arrived.

      Crossing into the kitchen, he took his time washing and drying his hands in the dark, trying to stay focused on the plan, failing miserably because his mind kept running back to Talisa. To the way she’d looked earlier today, standing at the bottom of the staircase when he’d returned to the castle with the Argonauts, wearing those new clothes the nymphs must have made for her, staring at him with a mix of emotions ranging from relief to shock to abject disbelief.

      He hadn’t spoken to her. Not during their planning meeting. Not after when they’d broken into groups and he’d headed out to walk the border with the Argonauts. And in the time since, when he’d helped Rhen sharpen weapons and check armor, then met with his silens to go over their plans all over again, he’d not seen her.

      She’d disappeared after their meeting, to where he didn’t know. Part of him was anxious to find her, just so he could make sure she was safe. Another part, though, knew that was a bad idea, particularly after their argument yesterday. Especially considering she didn’t know about the end of his plan. The part her father had agreed to and promised not to share.

      He shut off the water, reached for a towel, and dried his hands. His body urged him to go upstairs to his suite, to drop into bed, to sleep for at least a couple of hours. But he’d left Talisa there last night. If she was waiting for him in that room, he didn’t want to do or say anything to agitate her again. She needed to keep her wits about her so she’d be ready for the battle, too.

      Dropping the towel on the counter, he moved back into the grand hall and stopped as he glanced toward the stairs and debated his options.

      There were too many people in this damn castle. Too many he didn’t want to run into now that everything was done. Too many he couldn’t face one-on-one tonight—like his uncle or Talisa’s father.

      He moved back out the main doors and headed across the river toward the path that led up into the mountains. Long minutes later, he ducked under the rocks and into the cave that led to the lookout, knowing up here he’d be able to rest with no one bothering him. Where he’d have nothing but time and darkness as company, two things he knew all too well and hadn’t missed these last few days with Talisa.

      Talisa…

      Every second with her, from the moment he’d seen her in that club, tumbled through his mind as he stepped out of the tunnel, crossed the cavernous room, and moved up the steep steps. She would hate him when she discovered the deal he’d made with her father, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was that she lived. To know that she’d go on, that she’d have a future to look forward to, one that wasn’t dark or broken or isolated, was worth any price.

      He eased up the last step and faltered when he reached the circular room. It wasn’t cold stone and empty space anymore. Candles of different shapes and sizes flickered in groupings on the floor and from candelabras littered throughout the area, all casting a warm glow over the bed against the wall opposite the windows.

      The bed that hadn’t been there before. The bed with the white comforter pulled back, mountain of pillows, and the female he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about all day, sleeping softly on her side on the soft white sheets.

      She startled as if she’d heard him and sat up. Blinking quickly, she swiped at her eyes and looked his way. “Zagreus…”

      The emotion he heard in her sleepy voice tugged at something deep inside him, but he didn’t move his feet, afraid of misreading her, unsure about why she was here and what this was for.

      “I was starting to worry I’d made the wrong choice.” She pushed to her feet.

      He didn’t know what she meant. And his throat was suddenly too thick to ask.

      She was barefoot, wearing a silky white robe that fell all the way to the floor, with bell sleeves that hung past her fingers, and a sash tied to accentuate her waist. But it was her features he couldn’t look away from as she crossed his way. Her long dark hair falling naturally around her perfect face. Her sweet pink lips turned up in a slight smile. And her violet eyes focused only on him.

      She looked like an angel. Like his own personal savior. And with the candlelight flickering behind her, like all the light he’d ever needed in the world.

      Her steps stilled in front of him. She didn’t speak. Just continued to hold his gaze. In her glittery eyes, he didn’t see anger as he’d seen yesterday. No shock as she’d shown him earlier today. He saw only relief. Hope. And heat. So much heat it awakened something inside him he’d told himself was dead.

      “What is all this?” he managed.

      “A gift. For you. I had a feeling you wouldn’t want to stay in the castle tonight with all of our guests.”

      “You did this?” He glanced toward the bed with its iron headboard and matching side tables also holding candles.

      “Yes. Well, Nysa helped me some.”

      He wanted to ask how but couldn’t seem to make his lips work. Because she was stepping closer, and all he could focus on was her hypnotic scents of cinnamon and vanilla and orange blossom surrounding him. Her tempting heat seeping into his flesh. And her lips, so soft and perfect now within reach.

      “You know,” she said softly, “you have some explaining to do about those guests.”

      He knew he did, but his heart was beating so fast, he couldn’t seem to do anything but stare into her mesmerizing eyes.

      “My parents were a little bit of a shock.” She smirked up at him. “I won’t lie about that.”

      “You don’t have to stay. You can go home with them. We have enough people to protect the kingdom and help your cousin.”

      She pursed her lips and eased closer.

      “Talisa—”

      “We’ll talk about all that later. Right now I want to talk about what happened yesterday in that forest.”

      He tensed, remembering how angry she’d been. The betrayal in her eyes. And how the truth in her words had pierced his chest like a blade.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean those things I said. Sometimes my temper gets away from me, but I… I’m working on it.”

      The regret he saw in her violet eyes surprised him more than her words. “You have nothing to apologize for. It’s my fault your cousin is with Pandora. You were right about me. I am selfish. I always have been. You were right about everything.”

      “No, I wasn’t,” she whispered. “And you’re not selfish. What you did today proves that.”

      He couldn’t seem to answer. Was afraid if he did he’d give too much away. Then he couldn’t because she was moving closer again. So close she was all he could see.

      “And I didn’t mean to throw that rock at you.” She reached for his hand, her soft fingers sliding over his skin to ignite tingles everywhere they touched. “I didn’t even know I could do that.” With her other hand, she touched the gem still hanging on the chain around her neck. “All I can think is it must be the amulet you gave me.”

      “It’s not the amulet.”

      “It’s not? How do you know?”

      “Because you’re stronger than you think. And way more important than you or the people of your world realize.”

      Her gentle gaze skipped over his features. “I don’t know if that’s true. The only thing I do know is that I’ve been fighting a battle my whole life. Between who I want to be, and who I’m supposed to be. Between where I am, and where I belong. No matter what I did or how hard I fought, I never fit in. Not with my family. Not with the Argonauts. Not even in Argolea, which has always been my home. And now I know why.”

      He stared at her, waiting for more.

      She lowered her hand, holding his softly in both of hers. “Because where I belong isn’t a place. It’s not a job or a duty. It’s a feeling. One I know is right because it’s all that matters anymore. Where I belong... is with you.”

      His head grew light, and for a heartbeat he was afraid he might fall over. But she was right there, holding him up, keeping him grounded. In her. In her eyes, filled with an emotion he was almost too afraid to name. In her heat, igniting a fire all through his blood. But mostly in her words. Words that settled deep in his chest. Words she should never be saying to someone like him.

      “I told you I’m not a hero, Talisa. I’m the villain. I’ve always been the villain. I’m—”

      “—Mine.” She squeezed his hand in both of hers. “You’re mine, Zagreus. That’s all you ever have to be. Just mine.”

      He stared at her, his heart thumping so loud he was sure she had to hear it in the silence. “How do you do that?

      “Do what?”

      “Change everything. In a heartbeat.”

      A sweet smile spread across her gorgeous face. “Is that what I’ve done?”

      “It’s what you’ve done from the first moment you walked into my life back in that club. You never had that power before. You never made me feel…”

      “Feel what?”

      His knees grew weak, and the words left his lips on a heavy breath. “In all your other lifetimes, you never made me feel.”

      Her smile grew wider, and she moved even closer, until the long line of her sexy body brushed his. “I like that.” Her hypnotic gaze dropped to his shoulder then slowly lifted, skimming his throat, his jaw, his lips, leaving a tingle of heat everywhere she looked. “I like that a lot.”

      He stared at her, aching for more but needing an answer to his question at the same time.

      As if she knew what he was waiting for, she finally met his gaze. And very softly she said, “The question isn’t how, Zagreus, it’s why.”

      He swallowed hard. “Then why?”

      She pressed the palm of her hand against his chest, right over his heart, just as she had before when they’d stood in this same spot. “Because this is mine, too. It always will be.” Her eyes turned soft and dreamy. “Because I love you.”

      Her love swirled around him like a vortex. One he would never be worthy of. One filled with so much honesty and tenderness and passion, he couldn’t hold back.

      Closing his arm around her waist, he pulled her tight against him then lowered his mouth to hers.

      She groaned the moment their lips met and opened to his kiss, drawing him deep into her heat as she tangled her tongue with his and lifted her hands to his face. And as he kissed her deeper and her fingers slid into the hair at his nape, all those reasons he’d told himself he needed to stay away from her tonight faded in the ether.

      “Talisa,” he murmured. “I’m not… I don’t deserve… Ah, damn, but I want it.” He kissed her again and again. “I want you.”

      “I’m here.” Her fingers dropped to his shirt, and she made quick work of the buttons down the front as she stepped back, drawing him with her. “I’m right here.” She pushed the halves of his shirt apart and slid her warm hands over his chest. “Come and take me. Make me yours, Zagreus.”

      The backs of her legs hit the bed. Gently, he lowered her to the mattress, savoring the sweetness of her mouth, the softness of her body, and the way she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and drew him down into her heat as if she couldn’t get enough.

      As if he was her everything. The way he suddenly yearned to be.

      “Take this off.” She pushed the shirt down his arms, helping him wiggle out of it.

      He kicked off his boots, then wrapping his arm around her waist again, shifted her higher in the bed so her head was against the pillows and her hair fanned out around her. Reaching for the sash at her waist, he kissed her nose, her cheek, moved his lips to her jaw and nibbled at the soft skin behind her ear as he tugged the tie free and pushed her robe open. Then he drew back and looked down at the only gift he’d ever wanted.

      “Ah, mono mia,” His gaze skimmed her curves, the flare of her hips, the swell of her breasts, and the small silver balls at her nipples that caught the light and made his mouth water. “I have a weakness for you.”

      “Show me.” She lifted her shoulders from the mattress, slipped her arms free of the robe, then slid her fingers along his jaw and into his hair, drawing his mouth back to hers. “Show me. I need you.” She kissed him and pulled him down with her once more. “I need all of you.”

      Her bare breasts pressed against his chest, the barbells through her nipples warm where they grazed his skin. She licked into his mouth and opened her legs, making room for him.

      Groaning at the wicked feel of her bare flesh, he tasted her deeper, ached to get closer. She answered by sliding her hands down his chest and abs until she found the waistband of his pants, flicked the button free, then pushed her hands beneath the fabric and slid them around his hips so she could sink her fingertips into his ass and pull him in tighter.

      “Oh yes.” She lifted her hips and rubbed the heat of her sex against his swollen cock, the sensation sending sparks of electricity to his brain that threatened to overwhelm him. She shoved at his pants. “Take these off. Hurry.”

      He wanted to. But he knew if he didn’t slow things down he was going to lose control and take her the way he had the night of the maenads’ festival. And though he’d loved what they’d done to each other that night, he didn’t want that to be the memory that lingered in her mind.

      He forced himself away from her lips. Kissed her jaw, the slender column of her throat, pushed himself back and slowly feathered kisses down her chest until he reached her breasts.

      “Mm…” He traced his tongue over the right barbell, drawing her nipple into a stiff peak, then did the same to the left one. “I love these. Arch your back for me. Let me have them.”

      Her head fell back in the pillows. She sifted her fingers through his hair and closed her eyes, arching into his mouth, giving him everything.

      He drew her right nipple between his lips and suckled, loving the sounds she made, the way her muscles tensed beneath him, the way the firelight flickered over the pleasure on her face as he teased the barbell with his tongue. His hand massaged her other breast, then he moved his mouth that direction, repeated the process, stroking her desire one lick at a time, watching as she burned hotter with every lap.

      He trailed kisses down her toned abs, across her belly button, then finally to the treasure he’d been aching for.

      “This is what I’ve been craving.” Pushing her legs wider, he settled between her thighs and skimmed his fingers over her mound. “Mm, your scent makes me absolutely high, mono mia.” He glanced up as he lowered his head and parted her with his fingers. “Try not to come. I want you hot as the sun when I make you mine.”

      “Ah gods…” She arched, searching for his mouth.

      A wicked smile turned his lips. “Tsk. I thought we went through this already.” He blew gently against her. “I’m the only god for you, remember?”

      “Yes.” She shivered when he pressed a kiss against her mound. Wiggled beneath him. “I remember. Just you. Please, Zagreus…”

      Her pleading was more than he could take. He lowered his mouth and ran the flat of his tongue over her clit, then did it again.

      “Oh…” Her fingers tightened in his hair.

      “Mm… Like the sweetest honey.” He did it again, then slid down to circle her opening and back up to flick her clit.

      She lifted and lowered her hips, rubbing against his face, growing hotter with every stroke. He didn’t let up, lapped at her core, the scent of her arousal swirling in the air to make him lightheaded. She groaned. Grew so wet against his face. And feeling her passion rising, knowing she was getting close, he finally drew her into his mouth and suckled.

      Her body bucked. Her sweet clit swelled between his lips. He hummed and sucked harder, driving her to the edge. Then her whole body tensed. And just before the orgasm hit, he released her.

      She cried out and writhed against the white sheets. Pushing to his feet, he shoved his pants the rest of the way off, then climbed back between her legs where he knelt on the bed and reached for her.

      “Come here.” He pulled her up and onto his lap.

      She gasped and slid her arms around his shoulders, her eyes glazed with lust. As she straddled his hips, he pushed his knees wider and drew her down against him, his aching cock sliding through her wetness and pressing just a fraction of an inch inside her.

      “Ah god…” She shivered and tried to push down, to take him in deeper. But he held her still with a hand at her lower back and the other at her nape so he could pull her forehead down to his.

      “Mono mia,” he breathed against her mouth. The marking on his hip pressed against hers, hotter than ever before. “You’re like a drug. One I can’t resist. I know I should, but…” He flexed his hips, moving the tiniest bit inside her. “Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you.” Her hands captured his face, and her pussy clenched around the head of his cock. She pressed her lips to his. “I want only you. Take me. Fuck me. Make me yours, dios. I want it. I need it. Ah god, I need you.”

      Her mouth closed over his. And as her tongue stroked his, he pulled her down against him and pushed all the way inside her tight, slick heat.

      They both groaned as she stretched around him. She gasped when he bottomed out, when her hips were flush with his, when that first shock of pleasure-pain hit her. He held still, letting her adjust, but as her pussy quivered around his throbbing cock, as every muscle in her body tensed against him, he knew she was seconds away from detonating.

      “Oh fuck,” she breathed over his lips. “You made me so hot, I… If you move at all, I-I’ll come.”

      Heat surged in his veins. “Then come.” He kissed her and pushed his knees even wider. “I want to feel you explode around me several times before I’m done.”

      He drew his hips back then shoved in deep. And was rewarded with a scream that was like music to his ears while her body clenched and quaked around him.

      Feeling her orgasm, knowing the pleasure was claiming her made his blood sing. He eased back, thrust in even harder, holding her tight so she couldn’t move, not slowing as he fucked into her. The orgasm ebbed, but he didn’t stop. He drove her right up through a second blinding climax that pushed his own arousal even higher.

      After what felt like an eternity, she finally sagged against him, sweaty and limp, her warm breath tickling his lips. But he didn’t slow down. Couldn’t because it wasn’t enough. It was never enough with her.

      “Again.” He swept his tongue into her mouth, tasting her passion. “I want to feel you come again.”

      She tightened her arms around his shoulders. “I can’t.”

      “You can.” He captured her mouth, then dropped his hand from the back of her head and slid it between them. “If you can still walk, I haven’t done my job here.”

      “Oh god…” She shivered and pulled back from his lips with a groan.

      He loosened his hold so she could grind against his thumb, loving the way her nipples abraded his chest. The way the barbells tickled his skin and sent electrical shocks all through his flesh.

      Her pussy grew wetter, tighter. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as she held on and rode faster. And as she kissed him and groaned into his mouth, he could feel her pleasure rising once more. Knew she was seconds away from igniting. Knew she was moments away from taking him with her.

      “Come for me, mono mia,” he whispered against her lips, watching her face. “Come all around me. I want to feel your pleasure. I want to feel all of it.”

      The third orgasm struck her like a swift punch. She sucked in a breath, her sheath growing so tight, his vision turned dark at the edges. He felt his release streaking down his spine but he ground his teeth and kept thrusting, not ready to let go yet. Not until he had all of her.

      “Oh… fuck…” Her climax caused her entire body to convulse. And the force was so strong, it sent tremors of pleasure straight into him. But it still wasn’t enough.

      She slumped against him again, this time mumbling incoherent words. Every inch of her skin was covered in sweat, her limbs barely working. Dropping her on the mattress, he pulled free of her tempting pussy, then flipped her to her stomach.

      “On your knees.” He pulled her hips up. “Yes, lower to your forearms, just like that. Now it’s my turn.”

      He grasped his cock and slid the head along her wetness, teasing her clit again and again. She turned her cheek against the mattress and pushed back into him, moaning low in her throat. He wouldn’t be able to last through another of her blistering orgasms, so he knew this one had to be good. It had to be better than all the others he’d given her. He wanted her to remember it long after this night was over.

      “Ah, mono mia. You’re so wet, so tight. So perfect. I can’t wait any longer. I have to fuck you now, hard. I won’t be gentle.”

      “Do it.” She braced her hand on the sheet beside her head and pushed her hips back again, desperate for his cock. “Fuck me. I want it. I want all of you.”

      He pressed against her snug, slick entrance then let his hands glide along her sexy spine and into her hair. Her desperate words, her body trying to suck him in deep, the way she’d completely surrendered herself to all his wants and needs was too much. Too hot. Too intense.

      Wrapping a hand in her silky locks, he said, “Don’t hold back. Come as soon as you want. As often as you can. I need to feel it all.”

      “Oh yes…”

      He gripped her hair in his fist, then shoved in so deep she jerked and cried out. Her tight little pussy clenched all around him with what he knew was another small eruption, but he was too far gone to stop or slow down. Her drew back, plunged deep, grunted with every thrust because she was squeezing him so hard he knew he was seconds away from shattering.

      Pleasure raced along his nerve endings. Every cry from her lips forced his need higher, drove him harder. He hammered into her, deeper each time, grunting again and again as she trembled and her pussy massaged his throbbing cock. Slipping an arm under her, he lifted so they were both upright with her spine plastered to his chest and his lips at her ear.

      “One more time,” he whispered, his forearm between her luscious breasts, his hand closing around her throat. “I need to feel you come one more time.” He dropped his other hand between her legs, found her clit, and strummed in time with his thrusts. “Come for me, mono mia. Come all around me. Squeeze me so hard when you go.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck… Yes, yes, oh yes…”

      Her head fell back against his shoulder. She relaxed into him. And as he kissed her cheek, her jaw, as he turned her beautiful face his way and feathered kisses to her mouth, he felt her last orgasm tear through her. This one more powerful than all the rest. So violent it exploded from her body into his and triggered an eruption in his balls that overtook everything.

      Her slick pussy convulsed around his throbbing shaft as she continued to cry out. Shoving in as far as he could get, he tightened his hold on her, grunting and jerking as blinding pleasure rocketed through every cell and erupted from his cock in a mind-numbing explosion that was so intense, so passionate, he finally knew the true meaning of ecstasy.

      Breathing hard, he opened his eyes and realized he was face-down on the mattress with her pinned beneath him. He tried to move, but his brain wasn’t working right, and his limbs seemed to be dead.

      “Oh my… Wow. That was…” She shifted, and he tried to roll to his side to give her space, but he didn’t get far. Facing him, she tugged him into her and pressed a gentle kiss to his nose. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      As if he could.

      All he heard was satisfaction in her voice, a sound that sent a shiver down his spine and made him ache to feel her everywhere. All over again.

      She snuggled into his chest, as if she’d always been there. And as he wrapped his arms around her, he breathed in a deep whiff of her intoxicating scent, letting the familiar notes fill his lungs, drawing it deep into his soul to give him strength.

      His eyes slid closed. He held her to him. Just tried to be what she’d said—hers—even as he fought that ache deep inside because he knew he wouldn’t be hers for long.

      “You’re trembling,” she whispered.

      “I’m fine,” he lied. “Just cold.”

      She stilled against him. Didn’t respond. But he felt her heart rate kick up. And he knew he wasn’t fooling her. Not completely. His mono mia was too smart for that. Too smart for him.

      He let go of her with one arm and reached for the comforter at their feet. “This will help.”

      Doubt flashed in her eyes as he tugged the blanket up to his chest and wrapped it around her. Before he could pull her close again and convince her of his lie, she pushed him to his back and straddled his hips.

      “I have a better way to heat you up.”

      His stomach tightened as she pressed a kiss to the center of his chest, one that reignited those tingles all through his flesh. She glanced up with a wicked gleam in her eyes. One he’d seen before. One that sent blood rushing straight into his cock and made him rock-hard all over again.

      “You just lie there and focus on being warm.” A sexy smile tugged at her lips as she grasped the blanket at her back, tugged it up over her head, and lowered her lips to his chest again, working wet, sinful kisses straight down his abdomen as she scooted back. “You’re going to be so hot by the time I’m done with you. A roiling, bubbling, sizzling mess of a god on the verge of exploding. And when I have you completely at my mercy, do you know what I’m going to do with you then, dios?”

      With his fingers in her hair, his body already sizzling because of her sultry words and decadent lips, he looked down and met her eyes.

      Eyes that had the power to change everything for him, and already had. Eyes that were going to linger in his mind—and his heart—long after this night was through. “What?”

      “Anything I want. Because you’re mine. All and only mine.”
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      Talisa sat up and looked down at Zagreus asleep on his side against her.

      The candles had burned down to virtually nothing, and only a few flickering flames remained, leaving the lookout dark and still, but she could easily see him. Moonlight shone through the wide windows to highlight his dark hair against the white pillow, his thick lashes feathering the soft skin beneath his eyes, and the long, lean muscles in his arms and chest that could have been sculpted from clay.

      She should be thoroughly exhausted—he’d worn her out with his delicious lovemaking—but she wasn’t. She hadn’t slept a minute, not even after he’d rolled into her, pulled her close, and drifted off. Hadn’t because she knew he was holding something back. The same something she’d sensed had kept him away from her all day when she’d only wanted him.

      Rising quietly so she wouldn’t wake him, she grasped the soft throw from the foot of the bed and wrapped it around her. After crossing the room, she leaned against the stone wall near the middle arch and gazed out at the falling water that dropped into the dark lake far below, the village lights dotting the lakeshore, and finally the castle torches, burning brightly, even at this hour.

      She thought of the nymphs asleep in the village. The silens. Nyssa and Rhen in the castle. Her parents, and the rest of the Argonauts. About what lurked beyond their borders, just waiting to strike in the dark. All because of her.

      Zagreus’s arms closed around her from behind, startling her. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

      “I know.” She wrapped her fingers around his forearms, relieved at the way he closed in at her back and pressed a gentle kiss to her throat, thankful that it warmed the chill growing inside.

      He exhaled a long breath, pressed his face into her hair, and just held her.

      And though she loved this, though she never wanted him to let go, fear slithered through her chest because she sensed—again—that he was holding back.

      “Tell me,” she finally whispered, unable to stand it any longer.

      He didn’t answer. Just tightened his arms around her and held her even closer.

      Silence stretched between them. A silence that caused all the shocks of the last day to tumble through her mind.

      His disappearance. Returning with the Argonauts. Her parents’ arrival. Her father not seeming the least bit concerned that she wouldn’t listen and go home. The way Zagreus had looked at her tonight. The way he’d touched her. The regret she’d seen lingering in his eyes when they’d made love that last time, which she’d told herself she’d misread…

      Her throat grew thick, her chest tight. Panic pushed in because she knew now that she hadn’t misread him.

      “Zagreus…” Her voice shook, but she didn’t care. Whatever he was holding back concerned her, and she deserved to know it, too.

      She tried to turn, but he held her tighter, keeping her facing away from him. Then he pressed his forehead against her temple where she couldn’t see his face.

      “I need you to do something for me.”

      His voice was low. Rough. Filled with so much tortured emotion, it tugged at something deep in her soul.

      “If things go bad in this battle,” he said quietly, “if Pandora conjures something we can’t defeat… I need you to promise you’ll open a portal and go home.”

      “No.” Shock reverberated through her, and she turned her head as much as she could. “I told you I’m not leaving you, and I’m not.”

      “Talisa, I need you to listen to me. I can survive anything. I’m immortal. But I can’t…” His arms tightened once more, and in that same pained voice that threatened to break her, he whispered, “I can’t watch you die. Not this time.”

      Her heart raced, because just the fact he was thinking it meant he wasn’t entirely sure they could win this battle, even with the Argonauts.

      “Then let’s leave.” She managed to shift in his arms. “Let’s go before they get here. You and me. If we’re not here, she can’t hurt either of us.”

      His eyes were filled with so much agony when they met hers, something in her heart felt as if it cracked open wide. “We can’t.”

      “Yes, we can.” She pressed her hands against his chest, desperate to convince him. “We just need to get dressed and go—”

      “We can’t.” He gripped her hands firmly at his chest. “You know why we can’t.”

      His gaze drifted over her shoulder toward the window she’d just been gazing out through. Toward the castle far below.

      Her eyes slid closed. The nymphs. The silens. This place that had become a home she’d never expected. He wouldn’t leave them. But she couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened when those satyrs had attacked. The choice he’d made.

      “I won’t leave you,” she whispered. “I can’t… lose you like that.”

      “You won’t.” He wrapped one strong arm around her waist and pulled her against him, holding her tight with a hand at the back of her head. “You won’t lose me like that,” he said into her hair. “I promise. I won’t give up.”

      “But—”

      “Listen to me, Talisa. I can survive anything so long as I know you’re alive. But if you die… If you die, it will destroy me, and I’ll be lost. The darkness will take me for good, and I’ll be just another weapon for Hades to wield. I can’t—we can’t let that happen. You were right about me. I’m not a monster—not yet at least—but I will be if you die. I’ve done terrible things in my life, hurt people who didn’t deserve it, and I justified my actions because I was in pain. But I don’t want to do those things anymore. I don’t want to be the villain in this story any longer. I want to do the right thing. I want to truly be yours, in every single way.”

      “You are mine.” Tears slid down her cheeks as she pushed to her toes and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “You’re all mine.” She sniffled and held him closer. “And you aren’t the villain. Do you hear me? You changed all that before you even met me.”

      His lips curled against her throat. “Maybe I tried. But I didn’t truly believe I could until you. You think your greatest gift is your strength, but you’re wrong. It’s your compassion. The same compassion you showed me and everyone in this kingdom, and I won’t let anyone take that from this world.”

      He tightened his arms around her. “Promise me you’ll leave if things go wrong. Please say you’ll go.”

      The words hovered on her lips. Words she knew made sense. But she still felt he was keeping something from her. Something, she suddenly feared, that had the power to tear them apart for good.

      He squeezed her tighter. “Promise me.”

      Her lungs contracted. But there was so much insistence in his voice, she heard herself squeak, “I… I promise,” before she even realized the words were out.

      He relaxed against her, kissed her temple, then her cheek, lifted both hands to her face and tipped her mouth up to his so he could claim her in a toe-curling kiss she felt everywhere.

      And as he dragged her back to bed and whispered reassurances while he pulled the blanket from her shoulders then pressed her into the mattress, she closed her arms around him and told herself she could stop whatever he was afraid might happen.

      They had the Argonauts. They had Nick. Two gods and the greatest warriors in all of history could defeat anything Pandora could conjure with her silly box.

      They had to. Because contrary to what she’d promised, she wasn’t leaving him.

      Not now. Not ever.
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      “Talisa, wake up.”

      Talisa startled at the hand shaking her. Gripping the sheet at her chest, she sat up, pushed the hair out of her sleepy eyes, and looked toward Zagreus sitting beside her, already dressed and tugging on his boots. “What’s happened?”

      “They’re here.” He rose and crossed to grab her clothes, folded on a small table across the room where she’d left them.

      Her gaze darted to the tall arched windows. It was still dark outside, but lights burned all through the village and the castle far below.

      Her heart rate shot up. She’d known they were coming, but she hadn’t expected it to be this soon.

      Tossing back the covers, she rose and quickly dressed in the garments Zagreus brought her. As she sat on the bed and tugged on her boots, she said, “My weapons are at the castle.”

      “We’ll stop there.”

      She nodded, rose, and moved to step past him for the stairs, but he caught her arm and drew her to a halt.

      His dark eyes were as demanding as she’d ever seen them, and even though he didn’t speak a single word, she knew what he was thinking. Because behind all that insistence she saw fear. The kind of fear someone like him should never feel.

      She moved into him and pressed her cheek against his chest, fighting the dread building inside her. As his arms closed around her like steel bands, she whispered, “We’ll be back here together. This isn’t the end. Not for us.”

      He lowered his face into her hair and held her so tightly, her heart contracted. He still didn’t speak. Just drew in slow, ragged breaths that forced her panic even higher.

      Instinctively, she knew he still wouldn’t tell her what he was hiding. What he had planned. Because he didn’t believe they would ever be back here. At least, not together.

      Pain sliced through her chest. A pain she didn’t understand. “Zagre—”

      “Come on.” He released her and quickly stepped past, grasping her hand as he moved. “We’re out of time.”

      She wanted to pull him back. To force him to talk to her, but he was right. They were out of time.

      All these years, all these lifetimes, everything the Fates had done to push them together… It had all been reduced to this.

      To one battle she wasn’t about to let them lose.
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      By the time they reached the castle, the great hall was in full chaos.

      Silens were grabbing armor and weapons from the supply that had been hauled up from the undercroft, then rushing out to the battle. Nymphs were readying bandages and supplies for the wounded that would inevitably be arriving. Others were bringing down cots and setting them up in the grand hall like a hospital wing.

      She spotted Nysa doling out directions, and her mother and aunt helping with the prep work. Her heart pinched with the knowledge they were here because of her. Pinched even harder because she knew they wouldn’t leave for the same reasons she couldn’t leave.

      Zagreus squeezed her hand. “There’s Rhen.”

      They met up with the sileni in the center of the room, where he was strapping on his armor.

      “How many?” Zagreus asked.

      “A thousand. At least. They came in through the northern border. On the far side of the lake.”

      Zagreus glanced down at Talisa, and her stomach clenched. That was where they’d crossed when they’d gone to scout for Max.

      “What about the rest?” Zagreus asked, turning his attention back to Rhen.

      “I don’t know.” Rhen sheathed his blade. “We’ve got battalions at each of the access points, and so far we’re holding them, but if they all attack at the same time…”

      He glanced toward Talisa, his words trailing off.

      She swallowed hard, knowing exactly what he was thinking. If three thousand satyrs hit at once, they were fucked.

      “What about the Argonauts?” Zagreus drew Rhen’s attention. “And my uncle?”

      “They’re already at the stone arch. Waiting for Pandora.”

      They’d all agreed that’s where Pandora would show her face. The site of her last defeat. But Talisa wasn’t so sure. If Pandora slipped through one of the other access points with her box…

      “Talisa! Talisa!”

      Talisa turned at the sound of her name being called and barely had time to drop to her knees before Aia launched herself at her.

      The child closed her arms around Talisa’s shoulders and hung on tight. Easing back just enough so she could meet Talisa’s gaze, she said, “Take me with you.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so, honey.”

      “But I can fight! I’ve been practicing with the blade you gave me!”

      “You gave her a sword?” Zagreus muttered above them.

      Talisa glanced up at him, noticing Rhen had stepped away and was hugging Nysa across the room.

      Looking back at Zagreus, she said, “It was wooden. And I made sure the end wasn’t even pointed.”

      Footsteps sounded, and Talisa glanced past the child toward Aia’s mother, already trying to pry the girl from Talisa’s shoulders.

      “Come on, agkelos,” the nymph said to her daughter. “We have to let them go so we can make our way to the tunnels.”

      “Tunnels?” Talisa pushed to her feet and looked toward Zagreus.

      “There are a series of tunnels beneath the castle that lead out into the mountains. If we can’t hold them, the nymphs will have a chance to escape.”

      Talisa reached for his hand and squeezed, praying the nymphs would be okay. Praying also that Rhen wouldn’t be hurt. Nysa wouldn’t survive losing him.

      Aia’s mother cradled her daughter against her chest, fear evident in her pale features. “Thank you. Thank you for what you’re both doing.”

      Talisa sent the nymph a small smile. It seemed like a lifetime ago she’d walked into this castle for the first time and been jealous of this female. So much had happened since then. So much she did not want to lose.

      We won’t lose. We can’t.

      Zagreus nodded at the nymph, but he didn’t speak. She rushed off with her daughter and disappeared around the corner.

      “Where are your weapons?” Zagreus asked.

      “In your suite.”

      “I’ll get them.”

      He let go of her and headed for the stairs.

      Heart thumping, Talisa made her way across the room toward her mother and aunt.

      “Matéras.”

      Casey straightened where she was laying out sheets on a cot and captured Talisa in a fierce hug. “I didn’t know if I’d see you.”

      “Where’s patéras?”

      “Already out there.”

      Talisa eased back and met her mother’s gaze. Her throat grew tight. And words she didn’t know how to say tumbled through her mind.

      “It’s okay.” Her mother hugged her again. “Go, finish this, and come back. I know you can do it. I’ve always known you could do it.”

      When Talisa let go, her mother swiped at a tear on Talisa’s cheek and smiled. And the conviction she saw in her mother’s familiar violet eyes gave Talisa strength.

      Footsteps sounded at Talisa’s side. She glanced that way as Zagreus stopped with her weapons and the leather armor the nymphs had made for her. “I take it this is yours.”

      “Yeah.”

      He handed her the armor. “Strap it on. We need to go.”

      She made quick work of the chest guard, then the bracers and greaves. As he passed her the blades, her aunt stepped up next to them, a worried look in her eyes.

      “Bring my boy back.” Callia squeezed Talisa’s hand then looked to Zagreus. “Please.”

      They both nodded, then made their way out of the castle.

      It was all surreal. Having her family here. Having them helping. All of them treating Zagreus as… maybe not as one of them, but definitely not their enemy.

      They bypassed the tunnels behind the waterfall and headed for the rocky cliff along the top instead. Where Zagreus had surprised her that first time by wrapping his arms around her and jumping her to the top with his super god-strength.

      Water roared near their feet as he drew her to a stop and turned her to face him. Closing his arm around her waist, he pulled her against him and looked down in the moonlight. “Stay close to me. Pandora will be searching for you.”

      She wrapped her arm around his shoulder, holding him just as tightly as he was holding her. “I will. Just so long as you don’t do anything stupid like last time, dios. I need you. Don’t forget that.”

      Emotions flashed in his eyes just before he crushed her to him. He didn’t kiss her. Only pressed his face into her hair and held her so close, she knew he didn’t want to let go.

      The ground disappeared beneath her feet, and she held on tighter, not wanting to release him, either. But it reformed seconds later under her boots at the bottom of the waterfall, and the shouts and voices and clashing weapons she heard in the forest at her back told her she no longer had a choice.

      “Be smart, mono mia,” he whispered in her ear. “Rely on your instincts more than your strength. They won’t fail you.” He skimmed his lips against her temple, and in an aching voice added, “Neither will I. I promise.”
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      Zagreus’s words echoed in Talisa’s head even as she let those instincts guide her.

      She sliced through the neck of a charging satyr, drew her weapon back when he stumbled, then stabbed him through the chest.

      The beast gurgled what she suspected was a growl, then grasped his bloody throat and dropped to the ground with a thud.

      All around her in the forest, the battle raged. Breathing hard, she swiped the sweat out of her eyes and glanced through the moonlit trees.

      Weapons clanked. Argonauts and silens fought satyrs everywhere she looked. The beasts just kept charging out of the darkness. As if there was an unlimited supply. As if Pandora was conjuring more with her freakin’ box.

      He won’t fail me… What did he mean by that?

      What the hell was he planning?

      She scanned the battlefield for Zagreus, frantic to find him. He wasn’t using a weapon—he didn’t need one. But he couldn’t just blast all of the satyrs like he’d done before because there were too many silens and Argonauts who would get caught out here in the melee. Not to mention his electricity-charged hands could engulf the entire forest in flames if he accidentally hit a dry tree or log.

      She kept searching, her anxiety amping with every second. When a satyr charged from her left, she let those instincts guide her and swung out with her blade, catching the beast across the chest. Blood spurted. The satyr tumbled to the ground, but she barely looked.

      She spotted her father swiveling between trees with his weapon, battling four satyrs. Orpheus charging a trio from behind and taking all of them down. Cerek and Titus and Ari and Zander demolishing every satyr around them. Skyla firing arrow after arrow into the beasts from her charmed bow. She even saw Nick, a blade in one hand, throwing the other out and using his telekinetic god-powers to lift the monsters off the ground, slam them into trees, even rip them in half. But she still couldn’t see Zagreus.

      Several growls echoed to her left. She rushed that way, up a small hill, and stopped at the top to look down.

      Zagreus was on the edge of a creek, surrounded by twenty or so satyrs, battling them back with his own powers. Hustling down the embankment, she swung out with her blade, taking down each beast she came to until she was fighting by his side.

      “Here!” She tossed him her extra dagger, then swung around and caught a satyr across the thigh, slicing through his femoral artery. He howled and went down. Shoving a foot into his chest, she pushed him back, then twisted and stabbed another through the abdomen.

      Her legs ached, her arms were sore, and she was covered in blood and other things she didn’t want to think too much about. But as Zagreus stabbed her dagger through the chest of the last satyr and she paused to take in the destruction around them, she realized how lucky they were.

      Satyr bodies littered the ground everywhere. Not just here but on the other side of the hill, too. She could hear the battle continue to rage beyond the small ridge, but they were holding them back. And so far, any injuries to their side were minimal.

      Zagreus stalked toward her like a wolf, all predatory and heaving muscles in the mist, his eyes as dark and dangerous as she’d ever seen them, his focus trained only on her. He held her bloody dagger at his side in one hand. With the other, he grasped her around the nape, pulled her to him, then lowered his head and kissed her hard.

      It was quick. Not nearly close to the smoldering erotic kiss she knew he could plant on her. But it made her melt just the same. Everything about him made her melt, made her ache, made her want.

      He lifted his head, eased back just enough so he could glance over her blood-stained body, but didn’t release her. “Are you hurt? I told you to stay close to me.”

      Gods, he was bossy. And she loved it.

      She dropped the tip of her blade to the forest floor and curled her other hand in his shirt, holding him close. “I’m fine. It’s not my blood. And you’re the one who disappeared over the ridge. Scared the crap out of me.”

      He pulled her against his chest and skimmed his lips over her temple as his watchful eyes scanned the forest around them. “I thought I saw Pandora, but it wasn’t her.”

      “I haven’t seen her. Or Max.”

      “We’ll find them.” He kissed her temple again then released her. “She’s probably watching from a safe distance. That’s what I would do. She could be on the other si—”

      A roar—no, several roars—that had not come from any kind of satyr echoed like a cluster of bombs going off through the forest.

      Talisa’s eyes flew wide, and a new sense of fear shot through her whole body. “What the hell was that?”

      “Nothing good.” Zagreus grasped her hand and pulled her with him as they hustled up the hillside. What they saw at the top made Talisa gasp.

      A hydra. A fucking hydra. Laying waste to anything in its path, good bad or inanimate. All five heads had razor sharp teeth that were snapping, gnashing and vomiting fire, which was already igniting trees and shrubs and grass into fireballs.

      Her mouth fell open in shock as she watched a sileni burst into flames and run screaming into the darkness. Others around the beast dropped as if just the smell had killed them. Orpheus, Demetrius and Nick were already trying to conjure enough magick to douse the fires the hydra was igniting so the entire forest didn’t go up. The rest of the Argonauts, including Talisa’s father, had shifted direction and were now battling the hydra, trying to figure out which head was the lead so they could cut it off and kill the monster. The problem was, every time they cut off the wrong head, two new ones grew back, making the creature even more deadly.

      And the satyrs were still coming. Charging down the hillsides out of the dark, taking advantage of the chaos.

      Oh gods… They were going to lose this battle.

      Zagreus captured her arm before she could race down there herself. “Hold on. Wait. And watch.”

      Her adrenaline was in the out of this world range. She didn’t know what he wanted her to see. But as she watched the hydra’s heads swivel and twist and undulate like snakes in Medusa’s hair, and she noted which heads were new, sprouting from one the Argonauts decapitated, she realized what he was looking for.

      “Holy shit,” she muttered. “It’s that one. The head with the purple scale on the back of its skull.” The one those down below in the fray couldn’t see because they didn’t have their vantage point.

      “I’ll try to hit it from here. Get down there and tell them to get out of the way.”

      She nodded and turned to go, but he captured her again and whipped her back. “Stay out of range of its breath. The gas is poisonous.”

      “I will.” She pulled free of his hold and raced down the hillside, using her blade to cut through any satyrs in her path. At the bottom, she screamed her father’s name and continued to battle satyrs who seemed to be coming stronger and faster than they had before.

      “Talisa!” Her father spotted her and instantly shifted direction, heading her way, fighting through satyrs as well. When he reached her, they were both sweaty and breathing heavy, but he grasped her by the arm and drew her up against him, alarm filling his familiar eyes. “Are you hurt? Where? What happened?”

      “I’m fine. I’m…” She sucked in air. “Everyone has to get back. Zagreus is going to take out the hydra, but he can’t do it with everyone so close.”

      Theron’s gaze shot past her, up the hill to where Zagreus was already shooting short bursts of electricity out of his palms at the hydra, zapping different parts of its body to distract it and lure it closer.

      “Skata,” her father muttered. Whipping around, he screamed, “Everyone back. Zander! Pull them back!”

      A jolt of electricity singed the hydra’s shoulder, and it let out a blood-curdling scream. Then multiple heads swiveled Zagreus’s way on the ridge, bellowed a roar that made the entire valley shake, and charged.

      Talisa stumbled as the ground quaked. Her father threw out an arm and captured her, pulling her against him so she wouldn’t fall.

      The mighty beast tore right over satyrs in its path, crushing them under the weight of its giant feet, but all Talisa could focus on was the monster charging toward Zagreus, pulling its heads back and opening its mouths, readying to spew fire and flames all over her soul mate.

      Every muscle in her body contracted. She heard his voice echoing in her head, telling her he wouldn’t let her down. Felt the torment in her chest from the lookout when she’d sensed he was keeping something from her. And in her soul, she knew nothing but anguish because she realized this was what he had planned. To sacrifice himself to save everyone else.

      She wrestled free of her father, took one step, and screamed, “Zagreus!”

      An explosion rocked the forest, illuminating every tree and leaf and inch of space with bright white light.  The shock wave blasted her off her feet and back into her father. They both slammed into the ground and groaned. Her head smacked against something hard, sending blinding pain across the back of her skull.

      Trees snapped like twigs, going down all around them, and those that were left sizzled and burned as the light slowly faded.

      Dazed, Talisa slowly sat up and shook her head, cringing at the pain in her back as tiny bits of something soft and wet rained down from above. A piece the size of her ear landed against the bracer on her right arm. Gazing down at it, she realized it had scales.

      She looked up quickly, realizing the monster was gone. All around her, silens were slowly pushing themselves up. No more satyrs were rushing into the valley. It was as if the explosion had stopped them.

      The Argonauts, including her father, were already on their feet, jamming their blades through any satyrs who’d survived, quickly taking control of the situation. Nick, Orpheus and Demetrius had doused most of the big flames so there was no more threat of a forest fire.

      Holy shit, he’d done it.

      Talisa’s gaze darted up the hillside, where she’d last seen Zagreus. But he wasn’t there. Panic filled her chest, a new, more intense panic that robbed her of air and sent terror streaking down her spine.

      “Zagreus…” Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods, no… She struggled to her feet, stumbled, couldn’t seem to stand. “Zagreus!”

      An arm wrapped around her waist, pulled her up, tugging her close to a warm, strong, familiar chest. One that was also littered with tiny wet bits of that hydra. “You called, princess?”

      He grinned down at her in the moonlight, his hair wet and covered in gunk, his handsome face dotted with sweat, his onyx eyes just as mischievous and hypnotic as they’d ever been. Her devil, her captor, her hero.

      The love of her fucking life.

      “Oh my gods…” She threw her arms around his shoulders and squeezed him so tight, he gasped. But she didn’t let up. Didn’t think she ever could. “I thought I lost you. I thought…” She hugged him harder and pressed her face to his throat, breathing him in. “You son of a bitch. Don’t do that to me again.”

      His other arm closed around her, holding her just as close. Then in her ear, he whispered, “You can’t lose me, mono mia. No matter what, I’m yours, remember? No one else in the world is crazy enough to want me. ”

      In the middle of what could only be described as a nightmare, she smiled. Laughed. Pressed her lips to his throat and kissed him again and again. “I am crazy. Crazy in love with you. And you are so getting punished for that insane stunt.”

      He eased back and shot her a smoldering look, one that ignited a fire inside her, one only a wicked god like him could enflame. “Promise?”

      “Absolutely.” She grinned wider, pushed to her toes, and pressed her mouth to his.

      He groaned, then opened to her kiss, sliding his tongue along hers and filling her mouth with the hot, wet, seductive taste of him she would never get enough of.

      And as she drew him in, her heart filled with relief. With hope. With every bit of love she hadn’t even known she could feel.

      A blood-curdling scream echoed through the charred forest. One so shrill it sent a shiver straight down Talisa’s spine.

      She jerked back from Zagreus’s mouth and twisted to look over her shoulder, across downed and blackened tree trunks in the direction of the stone arch. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.” Whatever humor had been in his features  faded. He grasped her hand and tugged her with him, heading toward the sound. “Stay close to me, though, just in case.”

      She grabbed her blade from the ground and hustled to keep up with his long legs. She knew the others had heard the scream too and were following, but since they were closer, they were the first to crest the rise and reach the small clearing in front of the arch.

      The first to see Phineus holding a thrashing female from behind with an arm wrapped around her chest.

      “Let me go. Let me go!” she screamed, fighting with everything she had even though her struggling barely made the big Argonaut budge.

      “Settle down, witch.” Phin tightened his grip, holding more firmly so she couldn’t kick him in the balls. “I won’t hurt you so long as you cooperate.”

      “Zagreus.” Talisa squeezed his arm. “It’s Pandora.”

      “Yeah, be careful,” he said in a low voice at her side. “We don’t know what she’s done with her box.”

      They moved up slowly, so as not to surprise either of them, but as they stepped out of the shadows and into the moonlight, Pandora’s gaze shot their way, her eyes flashing with fury.

      “You,” she growled, still wrestling against Phin’s hold, glancing from Talisa to Zagreus and back again.

      “Yeah, us,” Zagreus muttered, stopping yards away.

      Talisa stilled next to him and gazed at the female who’d tried to kill her. Who’d tried to kill them. She knew she should care about that damn box, but right now only one thing mattered. “Where is he?”

      Pandora’s eyes blazed. “Maximus is mine.”

      Talisa had said the same thing to Zagreus—that he was hers—but not like this. Never like this. Her words had come from the heart. These reeked of actual possession.

      “He’s not yours,” Talisa said. “He’ll never be yours. And your little game here is over. Tell us where he is,” she demanded.

      Pandora struggled harder against Phin’s hold, then started wailing like a dying cat. So loud, any satyrs left in the area had to hear it. So loud, she could be calling them back.

      “Shut her up,” Zagreus snapped, stepping forward. “Before—”

      A roar sounded from the trees above. Talisa barely had time to look up before something slammed into her, knocking her hard to the ground.

      She heard Zagreus grunt as he hit the ground, too. Had no idea what had hit them. It was there and gone, but when she lifted her head and looked up from the dirt, she realized it wasn’t a “what” but a “who.”

      The who she’d been looking for since Zagreus had poofed her out of that club.

      “Max!” She pushed up in the dirt, scrambling to her feet.

      Max had already knocked Pandora free of Phin’s hold. She scrambled back while the two males rolled across the ground, throwing punches and kicking up dirt in a blur of movement.

      Footsteps pounded at Talisa’s back. Beside her, she sensed Zagreus watching for the moment he could jump into the fight and take hold of Max. But the two were moving too fast, then their momentum shifted so quickly Talisa barely tracked it. One second, they were on the ground. The next, Max was behind Phin with a dagger at Phin’s throat.

      “Get back, all of you,” Max growled, a wild look in his eyes. “Get back or I swear I’ll kill him.”

      “Whoa, hold up,” Theron said on Talisa’s left. Max shifted Phin that direction, skidding in the dirt. “We’re not going to hurt you. Just drop the blade, Maximus. We’re all friends here.”

      “Yeah, dude,” Phineus said. “Friends. Rememb—”

      Max pushed the tip of the dagger into Phin’s throat, breaking the skin so blood ran down the blade. Phin’s mouth snapped shut.

      “You’re no friends of mine,” Max growled.

      His voice was low. Flat. Nothing like Talisa remembered. He moved back a step, dragging Phin with him.

      Nick moved up on her father’s other side. She could see both him and Zagreus were reading Max, trying to decide if they could step in and disarm him. But if Zagreus’s theory was true, and Max could harness any powers used around him, that would only make him stronger. And judging from the crazed look in his eyes, that wouldn’t be a good thing. At least not until they got him away from Pandora.

      “Son…” Zander. That was Zander’s voice to Talisa’s right. Max’s dad. Only he didn’t just sound stressed, he sounded scared. As if he knew what Max was capable of. “We’re all your friends. And family. We just want you to come home.” He stepped forward, hands up in a nonthreatening way. “We love you, Max.”

      Max glanced from Theron to his father, then to Talisa. Familiarity flashed in his stormy eyes. He swallowed. Seemed… conflicted.

      “We do,” Talisa said, also stepping forward, desperate to get through to him, hoping her voice would shock him back from whatever hold Pandora had on him. “Your mom, too.”

      Max’s gaze shot her way. “My… mother?”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Pandora snapped at Max’s back. “She’s lying.”

      “Talisa’s not lying,” Zander said, inching forward again. “Your mother’s here, son, waiting for you. We all are. We’re here for you. Just let go of Phin. Stop listening to that… female, and let us help you.”

      Pandora growled, but indecision warred in Max’s eyes, a battle Talisa sensed he waged deep inside.

      “Max,” she whispered, feeling that bond to him they’d shared since they were kids. When he was the only person who’d understood her. “Max, come back to us.”

      His gaze found hers. Held. And like storm clouds parting, the uncertainty faded from his turbulent eyes, leaving them the same soft, silver hue she’d gazed into thousands of times back home.

      His hold on Phin eased. The blade fell from his throat. Relief swept through Talisa as Phin jerked free. Then she heard the scream.

      Max lurched around and stared wide-eyed at the dagger sticking out of Pandora’s chest. The one already soaking the front of her dress with blood.

      Talisa whipped back, squinting past the argonauts and Zagreus, toward the top of the hill, where Rhen stood staring at Pandora.

      Oh shit.

      Talisa whirled toward Max again, cradling Pandora in his arms. Only his eyes were no longer silver spheres. They were raging squalls she sensed were about to unleash a fury none of them had ever seen.

      “You,” Max growled in a low, menacing voice as Pandora lay limp against him. “You’ll pay for what you did to my soul mate. Every last one of you.”

      “Max, no.” Panic rose in Zander’s voice. “It was an accident. Don’t—”

      A roar that shook the forest burst from Max’s chest, then he and Pandora disappeared in a cyclone of black smoke.

      “Holy skata,” someone muttered.

      “How did he do that?” someone else said.

      “Motherfucker,” whispered another voice.

      Talisa looked from one shocked face to the next, knowing the Argonauts had no clue how powerful Max really was. But she was too focused on the horror pushing up her throat to explain it to them just yet.

      Something grazed her arm. She turned to find Zagreus standing right behind her.

      Without hesitating, she moved into him and wrapped her arms around his waist, then pressed her cheek to his chest, closing her eyes against the hot rush of tears.

      His strong arms settled around her like steel bands, holding her tight, and in her ear, he whispered, “We’ll find him. We did it once, we’ll do it again.”

      She wasn’t so sure. What she’d seen in Max’s eyes seconds ago was unlike anything she’d seen before. Violent savagery was the only way she knew how to describe it. Like the humanity inside him had all but been annihilated and replaced with blinding rage. She just wasn’t sure if it was because of Pandora, his link to the Greek hero Achilles, or if there was something much darker at work here. Something festering from his time with Atalanta as a child in the Underworld.

      She sniffled against Zagreus. Clung to him. Knew only that none of this would have happened had it not been for her. “This is my fault. This is all my fault.”

      “It’s not.” He shifted one hand to her face and lifted so she had to look at him. “You told me when a soul endures terrible things it can become capable of terrible things. He endured something long before this. Long before he knew you. It’s just coming to the surface now. You are in no way responsible for the choices he makes because of what happened to him then.”

      She blinked up at him, tears blurring her vision. His features were drawn, his dark eyes pained, but underneath she saw strength. And resilience. And hope.

      “If anyone knows it’s possible to come back from the dark, it’s me,” he whispered. “Because of you. We’ll find him and bring him back. Whatever it takes. I promise.”

      Her chest contracted, and all the love she felt for him swirled inside, threatening to overwhelm her.

      Sniffling again, she pushed to her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck, knowing her father and the Argonauts were all watching, not caring in the least. Pressing her face to his throat, she drew in his calming, wicked scent and hung on tight.

      Because he was not what anyone thought. He was a devil, but he was also her savior. He was the darkness and the light. He was the result of everything bad in the world but had transformed himself into an expression of good. He was flawed and broken and real. Her captor, her protector, her trial. Yet through it all, her absolute strength, just as he was now.

      He was hers. And no one and nothing could ever change that.

      She drew back once more, nodded, and forced her lips into a sad smile. One she knew on instinct he ached to kiss from her lips.

      He lowered his head, but the deep, inhuman snarls stopped him.

      The snarls coming from the shadows at his back that only one kind of creature could make.
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      Every muscle in Zagreus’s body froze. Every muscle except his heart, which kicked up like a doomed drumbeat in his chest.

      “Wh-what was that?” Talisa asked, trying to see past him into the dark.

      His eyes slid closed. He’d hoped defeating Pandora and her satyrs would head off his father. He’d been wrong. He’d always been wrong when it came to Hades.

      Forcing his eyes open, he looked to Theron, already twisting toward the sounds with his blade drawn. Talisa’s father glanced once at Zagreus and nodded. The Argonauts fanned out with their weapons as well, forming a protective arc around them.

      Talisa shivered in his arms, and as the temperature dropped, Zagreus realized those weren’t just hellhounds lurking in the dark. They’d brought daemons with them. A lot, judging by how quickly the temperature was changing.

      “Oh gods.” Talisa realized it too, because she pushed back and reached for her blade.

      “Talisa.” He stopped her with both hands at her upper arms and squeezed until she looked up at him. “Wait.”

      Her horrified gaze shot to his. “We don’t have ti—”

      “You were wrong. You’re not here because of me. The Fates, the Creator… They didn’t bring you back so I could fulfill my destiny. They brought you back so you could fulfill yours.”

      Her brows darted together. “Why are you say—”

      “The Orb, Talisa. They brought you back so you could fulfill your destiny with the Orb.”

      Her gaze skipped over his face. Behind him, a blade whirred through the air and was met with a horrific scream, but neither of them looked. “What are you talking about? What Orb?”

      “The Orb of Krónos. The one the gods have been fighting over for centuries so they can claim ultimate power. The one I stole from Zeus months ago. The one that’s been hanging around your neck since those satyrs tried to kill us.”

      Her wide-eyed gaze dropped to her chest, where the amulet he’d draped over her head the night of that satyr attack was hidden beneath her garments.

      “I charmed it. No one here can tell what it really is, but once you get home, you’ll see.”

      Her shocked gaze met his. “I don’t understand. I don’t get what that has to do with anyth—”

      “He knows.” He squeezed her arms again. “My father knows you have it. Pandora told him. She was after the Orb the whole time. She knew I took it. That’s why she was working with the satyrs, to get me to join forces with her. With a god, the Orb, her box, and an army, she’d be stronger than all of Olympus. Only I wouldn’t cooperate with her plan, so she turned to my father for help. I thought if we could defeat her and her box, my father wouldn’t show, but he’s here. He’s here for the Orb and for you because you’re the only person who can destroy it.”

      “Me? But I can’t—”

      “You can. Prometheus cast a spell so it could never be destroyed by man or god. Your people thought that meant it could only be destroyed by a demigod—by a hero—but they were only partly right. The hero also has to be—”

      “A descendant of the Horae,” she finished for him, looking down at her arms covered by the long sleeves of her tunic.

      “Yeah,” he said, watching her carefully. “A female warrior descended from the Horae, the only beings who can control the Orb.”

      The hellhounds were getting bolder, snapping and snarling, a few charging here and there, but the Argonauts were holding them back. Giving them this moment. And even though Zagreus never wanted it to end, he knew they were out of time. “That’s why they sent you back to me. Because they knew I had the Orb. So you could get it and take it home. Then destroy it so no god can ever have that kind of omnipotent power.”

      “B-but the last time any of us saw it, it didn’t contain the water element.”

      “It still doesn’t. And it can’t be destroyed until your people find that last element. But in Argolea, it’s protected. The Olympians can’t cross into your realm, and magick prevents my father from accessing your queen’s castle. That’s why I need you to go there. Now. Where you’ll both be safe. You promised me if I asked, you would leave. That you would listen and go.”

      “But…” Her fingers fisted his shirt at the arms, and her frantic eyes met his. Behind him, the snarls and growls grew louder. “But Ehrendia…”

      “Ehrendia will be safe. I promise.”

      “We have to go now.” Theron stepped up behind her, breathing heavy, his blade covered in blood. “We can’t hold them much longer.”

      Zagreus nodded then looked down at her. Her eyes were wild as she glanced over the Argonauts, moving in closer, but he didn’t let that stop him. “I know why the Fates let me go from their service after twenty-five years.”

      Her frenzied gaze lifted back to his.

      “It wasn’t so I could finally do the right thing. I had that chance. I had it numerous times and failed. They let me go so you could be the hero you were always meant to be.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “This is what you were keeping from me.” Her hands shook, but she held on tighter. “No. I won’t let you do whatever you think you have to do. Come with me.”

      “I can’t. But oh, I want to.” He lifted his hands to her face and stepped into her, until her heat surrounded him and her strength was all he felt. “You were right when you said my past was not my destiny. You are. You always were. The you right here in front of me now. The one who saw through my darkness and brought me back to the light.”

      He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her softly, sweetly, with as much tenderness as he had inside, because of her. “I love you, mono mia. I will love you always, till my very end, no matter how long or short that may be.”

      “Zagreus…” Tears fell down her cheeks.

      Forcing himself to let go, he moved back and looked to her father. “Take her.”

      Theron wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her back several steps. Against him, she yelled, “No!” and struggled, but her father was as strong, if not stronger than her, and her thrashing did nothing to ease his grip.

      “I’m sorry, mono mia. This is the only way everyone is safe.”

      “No, Zagreus. No, you don’t have to do this!”

      His heart clenched at the tears streaming down her cheeks, at the misery on her beautiful face, but he knew this was the only option. His father would never give up his search for the Orb so long as he was here and there was a chance she could return. She was too important to risk for his selfishness, and he would never again take chances with her life.

      “Please!” she screamed. “Please listen to me. Zagreus, I love you, too. I need you. Come with me.”

      His heart felt as if it shattered right at his feet, but he knew he was doing the right thing. The only thing.

      To her father, he said, “Make sure she stays there.”

      Theron nodded, brought his fingers together, and opened the portal with a pop and sizzle of energy that illuminated the trees around them.

      Talisa screamed his name one more time, but her father pulled her into the portal before she could get out anything else. Then it closed, leaving behind nothing but a rush of energy that sizzled over his skin and the darkness.

      A familiar darkness that had been waiting for him all his life.

      He drew a deep breath that did nothing to ease the anguish inside, then turned and stared into the night where thousands of glowing green daemon eyes were interspersed amongst the fallen and charred tree trunks with blood-red hellhound eyes. And behind them, in a swirl of black smoke that seemed to shove the night aside, his father, stalking toward them like a colossus nightmare straight out of the Underworld.

      He knew Nick was standing not far away. He didn’t need to look. He could feel his power as if it were his own. The last time they’d been in a battle together, Nick had focused his energy on the darkness and destroyed every one of Hades’s daemons. Tonight, that wouldn’t be enough.

      “Are you ready?” Zagreus asked, not turning.

      “I’m ready,” Nick responded.

      So was Zagreus. Finally.

      He moved forward, away from Nick, the Argonauts, and what was left of his silens. At his back, he felt the energy sizzle as Nick formed the shield between Zagreus and Ehrendia. There were still daemons and hellhounds behind the shield, but the screams and howls told him the Argonauts were already killing those that had gotten through.

      Hades’s smoke swirled in the distance. Growls and snarls echoed in the dark. Zagreus ignored it all and focused on conjuring the hologram around his neck. The image of the Orb he knew his father could not resist. Then, knowing Ehrendia was safe, he lifted his hands and used his gifts to torch every daemon and hellhound he could see.

      The howls and horrific screams echoed through the demolished forest as their bodies burst into flames. When the distance between Zagreus and his father was clear, he reached into his shirt and pulled out the Orb. “You want this? Call off what’s left of your army, daddy dearest, and come and take it. Just you and me.”

      The growl that echoed through the forest was one of malevolence. Of terror. Of ultimate evil.

      “You think you can negotiate with me? You think you can defeat me?” Hades advanced on him like a malicious shadow. “You’re more worthless than I thought.”

      A vicious hand swept out of the darkness to grasp the Orb from Zagreus’s neck, but Hades’s fingers passed through air, causing the image of the Orb to flicker then reform.

      “Not worthless,” Zagreus answered as Hades’s eyes flew wide. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “That was stupid.” Fury darkened Hades’s features. He lifted his hand toward Nick and the others. A stream of fire shot from his fingertips, but Nick’s shield was too strong to penetrate.

      “Not stupid, either,” Zagreus mumbled. “When it comes to you, I’ve finally wised up.”

      A roar that shook the forest echoed from Hades’s chest like a shock wave, taking down any trees around them that had been left standing. Then he turned his infuriated red eyes on Zagreus and captured him at the neck with one meaty hand. “You are no son of mine. No one betrays me and gets away with it. If you thought you’d suffered before, you have no idea what true pain is.”

      Zagreus gasped, reached up to pry his father’s fingers loose, but the hold was too tight.

      With one last glare toward Nick and the others, Hades’s muttered, “Their time will come.” Then to Zagreus, he said, “You’re my prisoner now, boy. And this time, I’m never letting you go.”

      In a swirl of black smoke that choked Zagreus’s lungs, he poofed them out of that forest and straight into hell.
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      “There’s still no sign of him,” Phineus said as he stood in front of the queen’s desk in the Argolean castle. “There’s no sign of any of them.”

      From her spot on the far side of the room, looking out the tall cathedral windows at the Olympic Ocean rolling over the beach far below, Talisa listened as the Argonauts gave the queen the daily rundown on their search for Max.

      A week had gone by. A week since that horrible battle in the forest outside Ehrendia when she’d lost everything.

      Once they’d all returned to Argolea, Nick had relayed what had happened after Talisa and her father had left. Zagreus knowing Hades was coming. The plan he’d hatched with her father and the Argonauts to protect her, the Orb, and Ehrendia. And the moment he’d sacrificed himself to the Underworld, knowing full-well that this time Hades would never let him go.

      Heartbreak tore through her. The kind of heartbreak that runs soul deep, sucking up every ounce of thought and strength and passion inside a person until they’re left empty and utterly alone. Even when they’re surrounded by dozens of people.

      “The fortress was abandoned,” Titus said at Phin’s side. “The place was a total ghost town. The satyrs bugged out right after the battle, or they knew they wouldn’t be going back there when it was over.”

      Talisa swallowed hard and stared down at the beach. Her money was on the latter. The satyrs might be simple creatures but their race had survived thousands of years for a reason. And Max was smart. If he was leading them, as they all suspected, he would have had an escape plan. He wasn’t just a strong and powerful warrior, he had an amazing strategic mind.

      She wasn’t sure if it was a comfort or a burden that her father and the queen had included her in all the updates since she’d been home, as if she’d always been an integral part of the guardians. She knew she’d proven herself a capable warrior to the Argonauts, but somewhere along the way she’d lost the desire to be one of them. She’d lost the desire for everything since she’d been home.

      Her eyes slid closed on another jab of misery. Gods, she hurt. Everywhere. So much that just getting out of bed was a feat she wouldn’t be able to manage much longer. And standing here, listening to updates on the search for Max when all she cared about was where Zagreus was and what was happening to him, wasn’t helping. Especially when she was surrounded by the Argonauts.

      “And what of Pandora’s box?” the queen asked where she stood in front of her desk, leaning back against the old wood as she listened to the update.

      “No sign of that, either,” Ari answered on Phin’s other side. “We turned the place upside down. Max has to have it with him. The only thing we did find was a funeral pyre several miles away in the woods.”

      A funeral pyre for Pandora. The realization distracted Talisa from her heartbreak. For a moment, at least.

      Pandora had been mortal. That blade Rhen had thrown had killed her almost instantly. And her death had driven Max into a rage even his forefather Achilles couldn’t rival.

      Talisa’s mind skipped back to the last time she’d seen Max—his features twisted with fury and vengeance just before he’d flashed out of that forest. Something no Argonaut could do on Earth, except him. He hadn’t been the Max she’d known and looked up to all her life. He’d been a shadow of himself. One hellbent on destruction. Filled with wrath and powers most gods couldn’t even harness. He’d been… As dark as the evil that dwells in the Underworld.

      “If anyone knows it’s possible to come back from the dark, it’s me.”

      Zagreus’s words came back to her at unexpected times, sending a wave of agony through her chest. Every breath without him was painful. As if someone was raking hot, burning coals through her lungs, searing what was left inside.

      Pushing away from the window, she quickly crossed the great Alpha seal inlaid on the gleaming floor and moved behind the Argonauts, heading for the door, knowing her father was watching her, knowing they all were, but just needing to get out. Nothing mattered anymore except this giant hole in the center of her soul, growing bigger and darker with every passing second.

      She didn’t draw a full breath until she was outside the castle, crossing the outer courtyard, passing through the gate, picturing the only place that gave her peace anymore.

      The cobblestones disappeared beneath her feet. The sounds of the city and castle activities faded on the breeze. Seconds later, rocks reformed under her boots. And when she opened her eyes, she stared out at the green valley cut by a winding river far below, the blue snowcapped mountains rising to the sky beyond, and the growing darkness of dusk falling from the heavens.

      This view had always calmed her in the past. When she’d been angry or frustrated or upset over something her father or the queen or the Argonauts had said or done, this had always been the one place she could go to clear her head.

      But this wasn’t then. And as the fresh mountain air filled her lungs, all she could think about was that circular marble lookout in the mountain high above the Ehrendian castle. The surprise on Zagreus’s candlelit face when he’d realized she’d created a private oasis for him away from all his responsibilities and worries. And the way he’d looked at her that last night. With so much aching tenderness, she’d felt every emotion churning inside him. Every want and need and hunger he carried, all for her.

      The heartache inside shifted to a sharp, blinding pain, like someone was plunging a thousand gleaming blades straight into her chest.  So hot, so intense, it stole her breath. So vicious she knew it would never go away.

      She gulped in air. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks. Hands shaking, she slowly sank to her knees on the rocks, giving in to the anguish, to the misery, to every excruciating emotion she’d been fighting for the last week.

      Footsteps sounded at her back. She swiped at her face but didn’t have the energy to rise. The best she could do was look up through blurry vision at her father’s sorrowful face.

      “Thisavrós,” he whispered, pulling her to her feet and into his arms. “I’m here.”

      She let him hold her. Let him be her strength as the tears continued to fall. Let him be the hero he’d always been for her, even when she hadn’t thought she’d needed him.

      She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but when the tears finally waned, she opened her eyes and realized darkness had settled over the valley and stars twinkled above.

      He didn’t speak right away. Just ran his hands up and down her back as he had when she’d been a child and let her pull herself together. When she finally eased back and looked up at him in the soft moonlight, he smiled sadly and gently wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “A long time ago,” he said softly, “I was right where you are now. Wondering how I fit into a world that no longer made sense. Our situations are very different, but hauntingly the same. I guess that makes sense, though, seeing how your mother was right and you are more like me than either of us wants to admit.”

      She swallowed hard, knowing he was trying to lighten the mood, unable to find anything light in the world anymore.

      “I tried to keep you here,” he went on. “I told myself it was the only way to protect you. But you don’t need me for that anymore.” His mouth tipped up on one side, and he skimmed his thumb over her cheek. “You probably never did.”

      She swiped at the tears on her jaw and stared at him, confused by what he’d just said. “I-I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t think I truly did, either. But I do now.” His eyes softened. “Home is not a place, Talisa. It’s a feeling. It’s where you’re needed. It’s where you belong. I love this land, but it’s not my home unless your mother is here. My home is wherever my soul mate is.”

      Grief sliced through her all over again, and she blinked quickly, trying not to let him see. She hadn’t told anyone Zagreus was her soul mate. She couldn’t even think the words now without feeling that bone-deep agony. “W-what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying.” He drew a deep breath that seemed to pain him. “This is not where you belong. It’s not your home. It never really was. Your mother and I knew that from the start. We were just…” His voice wavered. “We are just so very thankful for the few precious years we had you with us.”

      Her heart picked up speed, beating hard and fast. He was talking about her marking. The one on her hip that she’d been born with. The one that meant she already belonged to someone.

      Tears filled her eyes once more. Hot, blinding tears. “My home is gone.”

      He stared at her with such stark focus and unwavering intensity for so long, she didn’t know what he was thinking. Then, finally, he said, “His people aren’t.”

      Ehrendia. He was talking about Ehrendia.

      Her pulse turned to a whir in her ears. “B-but you said it wasn’t safe. That I need to be here to destroy the Orb.”

      “Well…” A wry smile curled one side of his mouth. “We don’t actually need you for the Orb until we find the last element. As for you being safe in Ehrendia… Nick and I came up with a solution for that.”

      “Nick?”

      He smirked. “Don’t look so surprised. We do get along now and then.”

      The humor fled his features as he took her hands in his. “I know the kinds of terrible things that happen to change people. I also know that everyone deserves a second chance. I’m proof of that. So is Nick. And together, well, Nick and I are also proof that people who were once enemies can be friends. And if not friends, then at least allies.”

      Her heart felt as if it might burst in her chest. He was talking about Zagreus. Not just about the fact Zagreus deserved a chance at redemption, but that in his eyes, Zagreus had already achieved it.

      Those fat tears rolled down her cheeks. Tears she didn’t even try to hold back anymore.

      He reached up to swipe them away again and very softly said, “They need a leader, thisavrós. Someone they trust. A warrior who can train and protect them, the way he did.” He pulled something from his pocket and held it out to her. “Someone who’s smart enough to know when she needs help. And I know you’ll be smart and call for help when you need it. I’ll be expecting you to.”

      Her gaze dropped to the Argos medallion in his palm. The one all the Argonauts wore in the human realm and was a direct line of communication back to Argolea.

      Her gaze shot to his, and shock reverberating all through her. Not because he was here saying these things, but because he meant them. Truly meant them.

      Unable to hold back, she threw her arms around his shoulders, pushed to her toes, and held him tight. “I love you, pampas. I love you so much. That will never change.”

      He held her close, cradling her head in his big hand and holding her against his chest with the other. “Oh, I’m counting on that, thisavrós. Because no matter how mighty a warrior you may be, you’ll be taking a piece of my heart with you wherever you go.”

      She closed her eyes and clung to him, just as she had when she’d been a child. Before she’d known about soul mates and destinies and how the evils of the world tried to destroy everything good and pure and decent in a person.

      All the things she’d learned from him.

      Her eyes burned again, only this time the tears weren’t from heartache. They were from  love. And knowing that love would never die, no matter where she went. “And you’ll always be my hero. Just as you always have been.”

      He chuckled against her ear. “It’s entirely selfish of me, but I’ll take that title. I’ll take whatever I can get.”
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      This isn’t real. She’s not real. She can’t be real…

      Zagreus stared at the image of Talisa crossing the blackened ground, heading right toward him. She wore a silky white robe, her long dark hair flowed behind her like a river of black silk, and she smiled the way she had that last night. When she’d surprised him in the lookout with the candles and bed and her. Then rocked his world out from under him with the depth of her ability to love.

      But this wasn’t the lookout. This wasn’t the romantic scene she’d set up. This was the Underworld.

      Fire and brimstone burned behind her, the soot making his eyes water, the black smoke causing him to cough. He stood immobile as she drew near, unable to warn her, unable to call out to her. He couldn’t even drop the dagger in his hand or lower his arm where it stood out like a tree limb at his front.

      The dagger she was walking straight toward, as if she didn’t even see the blade.

      No. Holy hell, no…

      A scream rose in his ears. One that came from him but hadn’t left his mouth.

      Frantic, he told himself again that she wasn’t real, that she couldn’t be in the Underworld, that she was safe in Argolea. Then the wind changed direction, and he caught a whiff of her perfume. That heady combination of orange and vanilla and cinnamon he’d know anywhere. The scent that was utterly her.

      “Shh, My Prince,” she whispered, drawing even closer. “I’m here. I’m here now.”

      No, no, no… This can’t be real…

      Her eyes were hypnotic amethysts he couldn’t look away from. And her scent made his knees go weak, but he didn’t fall. And then she reached the blade, and he watched in horror as the tip pierced her chest.

      Talisa, no!

      Blood seeped from the wound. She cried out.

      Panic and shock and terror engulfed every part of him. He struggled, tried to fight, but nothing he did caused the blade to retract.

      Her eyes shot open, focused on his. Everything inside him stilled as she held his gaze with a blistering intensity he felt in the center of his soul.

      “You did this,” she whispered. Wrapping her bloody fingers around his hand at the hilt of the blade, she growled, “You killed me. Again. Because of you, I’ll now suffer for all eternity. Because. Of. You…”

      She jerked hard, pulling him forward.

      This time he did move. His whole body shot toward her.

      The force plunged the blade in his hand deep into her chest.

      Her blood-curdling scream tore through the land. The ground shook. Lava exploded from mountains behind her. Rivers of red, molten rock rushed down the hillsides, headed right toward them, but all he could see was the blood. So much blood, gushing everywhere. Over her. Over him. Over the ground. Rising like a tidal wave in every direction.

      And everywhere, echoing all around him, the sounds of her torture and pain and death.

      Darkness circled in. A darkness he’d fought every day since he’d been in the Underworld… Too many days to count. But this darkness was too powerful. Too formidable. And the agony in the center of his soul was too excruciating to overcome.

      He felt himself sliding into that familiar state of violence and hatred and rage where he’d been so many times before. Every time he’d lost her. And he wanted it to claim him, wanted to give in to the shadows and darkness where he’d no longer feel anything.

      Where he was the monster and everything made sense.

      “I’m not the hero you want me to be, Talisa. I’m the villain. I’ve always been the villain. I’m—”

      “—Mine. You’re mine, Zagreus. That’s all you ever have to be. Just mine.”

      Her voice, her candlelit face, her words from their last night together all echoed in his memory, shining like a single point of light in the swirling darkness dragging him down. A light he couldn’t ignore. A light that filled him with purpose. With hope. With love.

      A light he would not let go of ever again, even if it meant suffering this torment for all eternity.

      He clawed his way back toward that light. Toward the pain that told him he was alive. Toward the torture he knew she didn’t feel because she was safe. At home in Argolea. With her family. With the people who deserved her.

      The darkness receded. It was like climbing out of a bottomless pit, with hands of ghosts and spirits and ghouls yanking on his limbs, trying to drag him back into the abyss.

      Clearing the edge, he dropped to his back on the blackened ground, gasped in a breath of sulfur-laden air, and stared up at the red, swirling sky.

      His chest rose and fell with his heavy breaths. There was no more blood, no more lava, no more Talisa. That whole scene had been Hades’s latest form of torture, just as he’d tried to tell himself before he’d nearly lost it to the darkness.

      Tomorrow there would be a new, more gruesome torment. Of that, he was sure.

      He closed his eyes, breathed deep, and told himself he could survive this. He could survive anything for Talisa. Because his warrior princess would do the same for him.

      The air changed. The scent of sulfur faded. The ground grew soft beneath him, and all around, something rustled. Something that almost sounded like… leaves.

      His eyes drifted open. No, not leaves. Wheat. Grey wheat rising from the ground in every direction.

      He quickly sat up, blinked in the dull light, and discovered he was no longer on the blackened plains of Tartarus. He was sitting in an undulating grey wheat field, which ran in all directions, stopping at the base of black, jagged mountains.

      An ethereal spirit floated by. It didn’t stop, didn’t speak, just cast a desolate look his way and kept going.

      He twisted only to realize there were spirits everywhere. Filled with melancholy and woe, just floating above the stalks.

      The Fields of Asphodel. Where lost souls lived endless lifetimes awaiting judgment.

      His heart beat hard and fast as he tried to make sense of this new development. He’d certainly never been here before. Was this Hades’s latest form of torment? To get his hopes up then crush them with some new violent torture?

      “Not Hades,” a voice said at his back. A female voice. “And not for torture.”

      He whipped around and stared at the female in the long black gown. The one he knew on site but whom he’d barely spoken to in the last three thousand years.

      Slowly, he pushed to his feet, thankful his legs now worked, and stared at his mother.

      Persephone was as beautiful as he remembered—porcelain skin, jet-black hair that fell to the center of her back, gleaming onyx eyes, and ruby red lips. Being an Olympian, she was nearly as tall as his seven feet, slim and curvy, and more powerful than him.

      He chose his words carefully because even though she was his mother, her allegiance was to his biggest enemy. “I don’t understand what I’m doing here.”

      “Of course you don’t,” she said in that silky voice. “So I’ll tell you. I’m freeing you.”

      Disbelief whipped through him like a tornado. “I don’t…  Why?”

      “Because I can.”

      That disbelief turned to shock. She’d always been able to free him? “You never did before. Why now?”

      “Because you never proved you weren’t like him before.”

      He stared at her, knowing she was talking about Hades, yet feeling as if he was in the middle of another hallucination. “But I am like him. I’m just like him. His blood flows in my veins.”

      “His familial blood does, yes. But not his blood.”

      When he only continued to stare at her, wondering what the fuck she was talking about, she finally smiled.

      “Hades is not your father, Zagreus. Zeus is your father.”

      For a second, her words floated around him like clouds, then their meaning hit like a bullet straight to his chest, sending him stumbling back several steps.

      No, that couldn’t be. He was Hades’s son. He’d felt the darkness calling out to him his whole life.

      “You were conceived on Olympus, during my time at home. The Fates blessed you with light, not darkness. When you were born, you were adored and celebrated. But…” She sighed. “Even on Olympus, nothing is perfect. Hera found out about you and convinced the Titans that you were destined to rule all the gods. They tore you to pieces before I even knew they’d attacked. By the time I got to you, all that was left was your beating heart.”

      She stepped toward him, and he instinctively moved back, bumping into a boulder that hadn’t been there before, thankful it could hold him up because his legs felt like gelatin.

      “Zeus placed your beating heart back in my womb, where you grew again. But we both knew you wouldn’t be safe on Olympus, so I hid in the human world until you were born. And then, to make sure Hera and the Titans never found out about you, I brought you to the Underworld where I told Hades you were his son.”

      Holy shit…  His brain was pea soup. “Are you saying…? Are you hinting that I’m—”

      “Yes. Your name is not Zagreus. That was the name I gave you here. Your given name is Dionysus.”

      Dionysus. Double holy shit. She’d just said the name.

      She sighed again, looking sad and the tiniest bit contrite. “I thought you would be safe here. I thought Hades would never be the wiser—he’d always talked of having a son. I did not expect him to grow suspicious and to curse you with his darkness. And I never expected that Zeus would turn as dark and jealous as my husband. Much of the feud that exists today between Zeus and Hades is because of you, yios.”

      There was no word to explain what he was feeling except for dumfounded. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “I couldn’t. Hades’s curse was too powerful. The darkness inside you, too strong.  If you had known, Hades would have found out, and then he would have been justified in killing you. And if that happened, it would have started a war between Zeus and Hades. I couldn’t let that happen. The Fates and I agreed you had to find your own way through the darkness and back to the light.”

      “The Fates…” Things suddenly made sense.

      The Fates had tried to draw him out the darkness several times. They’d used Talisa to do so. And each time they’d failed, and Talisa had died, her death had pushed him even deeper into that darkness, creating one unending hellish spiral for them both.

      “Yes,” Persephone whispered as if reading his mind. “They did send her. I have my own reasons for wanting you to steer clear of the darkness, but the Fates… Well, their reasons were more self-serving. They seemed to think you were the only god strong enough to fix the problems they’d created with their meddling. They used your female, reincarnating her time and again. Until the last time. When her death was so violent, it caused you to sink fully into the darkness where they realized nothing could save you.”

      He remembered that darkness. The unrelenting pull. The misery and pain. The years of emptiness. Just as he remembered the moment he’d seen Talisa across that crowded club and realized…

      He wasn’t alone. Not completely. Not yet.

      “They were wrong,” he said in a quiet voice.

      “Yes, they were. Everyone was wrong about you. Even me.” She slid her hand over his and pulled him to his feet. “We don’t have much time before Hades realizes you’re gone, so we have to hurry.”

      He had no idea where she was taking him. All he knew was that it was away from here. Away from hell. He pulled back on her hand, stopping her.

      When she turned to look at him, he said, “How can you be sure I won’t turn back to that darkness once I’m free from here? That I won’t end up like him? You said he cursed me.”

      “Will you?”

      He glanced over the waving wheat. “I don’t want to.”

      “Then don’t. Choice has always been with you, yios. It does not matter whether you come from the light or the dark. Your destiny is what you choose it to be, not what any of us want or need you to become. Your destiny is what you make it.”

      His heart picked up speed. No, she was wrong. Talisa was his destiny. Not because she had any special power over him, but because she didn’t.

      Because she was the only person in the world who’d ever truly believed in him. Regardless of where he’d come from, who he’d been, and even what he’d done.

      He didn’t know if he was strong enough to stay in the light on his own. But he knew he could for her.

      He just wasn’t sure what would happen when she died. Because someday she would. Maybe not anytime soon—like all the Argonauts, she was blessed with long life—but she would never be immortal, like him.

      “Don’t worry about that, yios.” Persephone’s fingers grazed his cheek. He looked down into her knowing eyes as she whispered, “You are not the Prince of Darkness. You are a prince of the light.”

      His chest warmed at her words. Before he could respond, Lachesis appeared at Persephone’s side.

      He jolted and stepped back, shocked by the Fate’s arrival.

      She looked just as he remembered—petite and wrinkly and frail, wearing a diaphanous white robe and floating inches above the ground. But her aura radiated more power than he and Persephone combined.

      “Your mother is right, Zagreus.” The Fate leveled her glowing blue eyes on his. “Choice is with you. It is true, when you turned to the darkness, when we lost hope in you, the options granted to all the gods faded from your gasp. But when you were in our realm, serving us during those twenty-five years, we sensed there was still light in you. We sent you back with a task. You completed that task when you gave Talisa the Orb and released her from your hold. You fulfilled your destiny so she could fulfill hers. And in doing so, the choice to dwell in the human world or move to the afterlife returned to you that day. You simply chose to stay with her.”

      Holy shit… If Talisa hadn’t pulled him back after he’d been injured in that satyr battle, he’d have gone to the afterlife. He wouldn’t have ceased to exist as he’d thought. And he’d never have known the power of her love.

      His mouth grew dry. “Are you saying—”

      “Yes. When Talisa’s time comes—which won’t be for quite a while—and assuming you stay in the light, the choice to go with her to the Isles of the Blessed or remain in the human world will rest with you. Just as it does for all the gods.”

      When her time comes…

      She was alive. She wasn’t going to die anytime soon. And the only place he ever wanted to be was with her—in this life or the next.

      Excitement shot through every nerve ending in his body, making his skin tingle and his pulse race. He stepped toward the Fate, knowing she was here to take him to Talisa, then faltered when he realized what this was going to cost his mother.

      He turned back to face her. “Hades… ”

      “I’ll deal with Hades. Don’t worry. And I’ll make sure he leaves you and your mate alone.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” He reached for her hand. “He’ll punish you for this. Why are you risking that for me?”

      A sad smile tugged at her lips. “Because you are my son. I could never be the mother I wanted to be because Hades was always watching. I had to step back and let you rise or fall on your own. It gutted me every time you failed, but watching you these last few years, witnessing what you’ve overcome… It made me realize that anything is possible.”

      She lifted her hand to his face and gently brushed his jaw. “You didn’t love her before. But I can see that the love you feel for her now is just as pure and honest and real as the obsessive, controlling, overwhelming love I have for Hades. Love is about sacrifice, yios. About what it takes and what it gives. And what you were willing to sacrifice proved to me that being in the Underworld was not where you were meant to spend eternity.”

      Emotions choked his throat. Too many to name. When he reached for her, she closed her arms around his shoulders and held him. Something she hadn’t done since he was a child.

      At his back, Lachesis said, “It’s time.”

      Releasing her, he smiled down at her, thinking he’d been wrong about her. He’d been wrong about everything.

      Persephone smiled and gently brushed her fingers over his cheek. “Do me a favor.”

      “Anything.”

      “Find your sister Maelea. She’s in Argolea. Tell her… Tell her I’m sorry for nearly ruining things between her and her mate.”

      “Her mate?”

      “He’s an Argonaut. One you’ve probably already met. I certainly wouldn’t have picked him for her, but then I wouldn’t have picked your female for you, either.”

      He smirked, knowing she was trying to make this normal when they both knew it was anything but. “The Argonauts aren’t too fond of me.”

      “Something tells me they don’t mind you so much anymore.”

      His expression sobered when he looked back into her dark eyes. “Will you be all right?”

      “Yes. I made my choice just as you did. I chose Hades and this life, and I would not change it even if I could. I love him. You might never understand that love, but then it’s not your place to understand it. All you need to know is that this is the life I was always destined for. It’s the one I want.”

      He nodded, knowing she meant it. Knowing also that by choosing to stay with Hades, their relationship would likely be severed from here on out.

      “Ziggy?” Lachesis called, using the nickname she and the other Fates had given him during those twenty-five years he’d spent in their realm. “Are you ready?”

      Once upon a time, that nickname had infuriated him. Now it reminded him that anything was possible. Even a miracle.

      Kissing his mother’s cheek, he squeezed her hands and whispered, “Thank you.”

      He let go and stepped back. The grey fields began to fade around him, but his gaze stayed locked on his mother. And his last image of her wasn’t in the wheat. It was of her standing tall and proud on the dark rocky cliff across the field, with the hot wind ruffling her hair and long black dress beneath the swirling red sky.

      Forever the formidable Queen of the Dead.
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      Brilliant color surrounded Zagreus as he opened his eyes. Color he recognized.

      Turning a slow circle, he looked over the courtyard of the castle. The Ehrendian castle he’d never expected to see again.

      Evening was just settling over the kingdom. Lights flicked on, shimmering across the cobblestones, the tables and chairs set up for some kind of party, in lanterns lining the village main street, and reflecting off the water in the lake down the hill. Flower garlands were strung  all across the courtyard—spring flowers in bursts of pastel colors. And the air was warm and balmy, telling him he’d been trapped in the Underworld longer than he’d realized—at least six months.

      Nymphs scurried around, preparing for some kind of feast, but they weren’t the nymphs he remembered. None wore their traditional short white gowns. Some were decked out in colorful dresses, others in stylish capris and skirts, and all of them—even the silens helping—looked relaxed and carefree in a way he could never have predicted.

      Several of the nymphs even looked like they’d gotten fat. Which was weird because nymphs were otherworldly and blessed with perfect figures.

      Too focused on getting to Talisa to wonder what was going on with the nymphs, he looked down at Lachesis floating above the stones at his side. “Why did you bring me here? I thought you were taking me to Talisa.”

      “Oh, Ziggy.” Lachesis smirked. “You didn’t think a warrior as strong as Talisa would be content sitting in Argolea, twiddling her thumbs while someone else protected her people, did you?”

      “Her people?”

      Lachesis turned her glowing blue eyes his direction. “You are Dionysus, a prince of the light. The maenads are your devoted followers. And she is your mate, a princess of—”

      “Of my life,” he finishes for the Fate, growing more excited by the second as he looked around and spotted Talisa’s father across the courtyard, speaking with—wow—Nick and two of the Argonauts.

      “Is that why they’re here? To keep her protected from Hades?”

      “No. Hades doesn’t know where she is. And the Argonauts are here because she agreed to let them use Ehrendia as a base in the human realm while they search for Maximus,  Pandora’s box, and the last element.”

      Of course she had. Because it was the right thing to do. She always knew the right thing to do.

      He glanced down at Lachesis again, confusion drawing his brows together. “How does Hades not know? He was right outside the border of this kingdom. And after I left, the magick I used to protect the border—”

      “Vanished with you. Yes, that’s true. But Nick and your mages resolidified the borders. Then Nick left and returned with therillium so the entire kingdom would be invisible to the outside eye from any viewpoint.”

      Therillium. Hades’s invisibility ore. Ehrendia’s borders weren’t just camouflaged anymore. The entire kingdom was invisible.

      “Nick returns every few months with a new supply,” Lachesis went on. “He also makes sure Talisa has everything she needs to keep your people safe.”

      His people. The maenads. Talisa…

      He looked toward Nick again, his skin itching with the need to thank him, to say something to show his gratitude. But… How do you thank the one person who has reason to hate you most in the world and come off as sincere when you’ve done terrible things no one should ever be forgiven for?

      “Ah, Ziggy.” Lachesis sighed. “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t hate you anymore. He never truly did. If it weren’t for you, he never would have found his mate. And they wouldn’t have their son.”

      Zagreus glanced her way. “Cynna had the baby?”

      She nodded and smiled. “A very powerful baby. Alexios.”

      “Defender,” he muttered to himself, looking back at Nick, knowing the name fit if the kid was anything like his father.

      Almost as if he heard Zagreus’s whirring thoughts, Nick looked his way then slowly nodded. There was no vengeance in Nick’s eyes. No hatred, either. All Zagreus saw when his uncle’s gaze met his own was acceptance.

      Nick glanced away, pointed something out to the Argonauts down the hill in the village, then headed that way with them.

      And stunned speechless by what had just happened—what he’d learned—all Zagreus could do was watch as Talisa’s father moved in the opposite direction, headed right toward him.

      There were a million things he wanted to say to Theron, but all of them sounded lame in his head. And none would ever be enough to prove to the leader of the Argonauts that he deserved his daughter.

      Zagreus’s heart raced as Theron stopped feet away.

      The Argonaut’s unreadable gaze skipped over Zagreus for several moments, making him sweat even though they both knew he was the stronger being.

      Finally, Theron scowled and nodded at the Fate. “She told me who you really are. And I have to say, from a father’s perspective, I’m not so sure the god of alcoholics and orgies is an improvement over a psychopathic devil.”

      Lachesis burst out laughing. Around them, Zagreus was aware of whispers growing, that nymphs and silens had taken notice of his presence. But he didn’t care.

      “No orgies,” he promised. “None that include me, anyway. There’s only one female who has power over me.”

      “Hm.” Theron’s gaze narrowed. “Let’s hope that’s true. We’re taking a big gamble on you.”

      His skin tingled with excitement, but before Zagreus could reassure him, Theron frowned. “I supposed I have to call you Dionysus now, huh?”

      Talisa called him Dios—of the light. The special nickname made sense now. And he wanted it to remain special only to her. “I’m fine with Zagreus.”

      Theron slowly nodded. “She wasn’t feeling up for a party tonight. She went for a hike.”

      Fire flared in Zagreus’s blood. Without even having to search, he knew where to find her. “Thank you.”

      He stepped around Theron, anxious to get to Talisa. At his back, the leader of the Argonauts said, “Don’t think this means I won’t be watching you, prince.”

      Zagreus smirked and looked back. “I’d expect nothing less, hero.”
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      Lying on her back in the middle of the floor, Talisa stared up at the lookout’s high arched windows and watched the water cascade from the cliff above to the lake far below. A hypnotic rush of droplets that passed through her line of sight faster than her heartbeat.

      She sighed, wishing that heart wouldn’t ache so much with each damn beat, but after six months it still wasn’t anywhere close to normal. She doubted it ever would be.

      She’d been coming up here more often. Whenever she needed time to herself. Settling in Ehrendia permanently had definitely been the right decision for her. It had given her a purpose—was a distraction from the pain. She loved the land and the people and her duties, even if the duties of protecting and running an entire kingdom were a lot more involved than Zagreus had let on. But sometimes she needed to get away from the nymphs and silens and yes, even the Argonauts, and just be.

      Sometimes, she just needed to sit and remember so she could remind herself why she was here in the first place.

      Her chest tightened, and hot tears burned the backs of her eyes. Tossing an arm over her face, she drew in a shaky breath and blew it out, determined not to give in and cry. It hadn’t helped once over the last few months, and she hadn’t come up here to let loose her own waterfall. She’d come up here to pull herself together.

      “Pathetic,” she muttered as her nose itched and that burn grew hotter. “Just pathetic.”

      “What’s pathetic?”

      She froze when she heard the voice above her. The familiar voice. Close.

      Heart thundering, she slowly lowered her arm and looked up.

      At his sparkling onyx eyes gazing down at her as he sat beside her on the plush, white round carpet she’d added to the other furnishings in the room. At his handsome face and the dark stubble on his square jaw, illuminated by dozens of candles around the room. Candles she’d never brought up here and ones that hadn’t been lit moments before.

      Wide-eyed, she pushed up on her hands and stared at him. “I’m dreaming again. This isn’t real. You’re not real.”

      One side of his luscious lips curled, and he reached for her hand. “Are you sure about that?”

      Warmth seeped into her fingers—warmth that shouldn’t be in a dream—and she watched, mesmerized, as he drew her hand forward, then placed her palm right over his heart.

      The strong, steady, thump, thump, thump beneath her hand shot her eyes even wider. Her gaze darted from where she touched him to his face. “I-I can feel your heart.”

      “It only beats because of you, mono mia.”

      All the pain, all the misery, all the heartache rushed away from her on a wave. Because he wasn’t a dream. Wasn’t a hallucination. He was real. He was here. He was home.

      She scrambled onto his lap, grabbed his face with hands she knew were way too rough, and pressed her mouth to his.

      He groaned. Tangled one hand in her hair to hold close. Tugged her tighter against his lap with an arm around her waist. Then he opened to her kiss. And when his tongue swept over hers and the warm wetness of his mouth hit her senses, all the suffering over the last six months was replaced with a groundswell of heat and life and love she’d thought she’d lost forever.

      Breathless, she drew back from his lips, just a touch, but she didn’t let him move away. Couldn’t.

      “I…” She looked down at the tender skin she’d just kissed, loving that he wasn’t letting her go, either. “I don’t understand. It’s been so long. I thought…” She kissed him softly once again, then lifted her gaze to his eyes. “Where the hell have you been?”

      He trailed his silky fingers down her spine, the gentle touch leaving a tingle behind, one she ached to feel on her bare skin. “Fighting my way back to you. I would have come sooner if I could. There’s no sense of time in the Underworld.”

      Fear curled around her heart like a fist, and she drew back another inch so she could see his eyes better. “The”—she swallowed hard—“Underworld?”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t look away from her, but his eyes were clear, not haunted or tinged with shadows of his torment as she feared. “And I’m fine. As long as I knew you were safe, nothing he did could break me.”

      Oh gods… Her nightmares had been true. He’d been tortured in the Underworld for six months because of her.

      “I’m fine,” he said again, this time squeezing her tighter, warming all the places inside that had just gone cold. “I’m better than fine. I’m home. Right here with you. And I’m not leaving again. I promise. So long as you still want me.”

      Her heart was so full it felt as if it might explode.

      “So long as I still want you?” Pushing him to his back on the floor, she kissed him hard.

      He groaned and opened, sliding his tongue around and over hers, fisting his hands in her hair as she crawled up his body and tore at the buttons on his shirt with frantic hands.

      “I want you, Zagreus. I always want you. Skata, I want you now.”

      He growled as she ripped his shirt open, sat up so she could pull it off, then took charge of the kiss, tasting her so deeply and completely she forgot whose air she was breathing. Breaking away, he said, “Arms up,” then yanked her shirt off and tossed it behind him next to his.

      Her heart pounded in time to the throbbing between her legs as he flipped her to her back on the carpet. Bracing her arms against the white rug, she pushed up and watched his muscles quiver and a vein pulse in his neck as he scooted back and ripped her pants open, then yanked them straight down her legs.

      He was power and strength and oozed virility. Even after everything that had been done to him. And her sex wept with anticipation as he shucked the rest of his clothes, knelt between her legs, grasped her at the thighs, then dragged her across the floor to him.

      He leaned down and kissed her, bracing one big hand near her shoulder on the floor. “Say it again.”

      She threaded her hands into his hair and lifted her hips, desperate for that first thrust. Against his ear, she whispered, “I want you. Don’t make me wait. Take me already, dammit.”

      He chuckled against her throat and reached down between them.

      “Oh gods…” The blunt head of his cock slid through her wetness and teased her clit, making her groan, making her squirm beneath him because it wasn’t enough. She dropped her head back and lifted her hips.

      “Just me,” he said in a strained voice, shifting closer. “Just one god. Mm, you are so wet, mono mia…” He kissed her deeply. “I won’t be able to last long.”

      A thrill rushed through her, knowing she had such power over a god. But it was quickly forgotten when he flexed his hips, holding her gaze trapped in his as he pressed deep inside her.

      She gasped at the delicious stretch she never thought she’d feel again. And her heart contracted because their coupling this time was familiar yet new. Not just rooted in lust or passion but filled with trust and honesty and love. The kind of love she’d once thought she didn’t need.

      “Tell me again,” he groaned as he kissed her. “Tell me you want me.”

      “I do want you.” She lifted her hands to his face, wrapped her legs around his hips, and kissed his trembling lips. “I always want you. Take me, dios. Make me your princess.”

      He groaned into her mouth, drew his hips back, and thrust in hard with his magnificent cock.

      His skin grew damp. Hers tingled everywhere they touched. He kissed her like he was starved, his tongue streaking over and around hers, claiming her mouth with the same urgent frenzy he was claiming her body. Between her legs, her flesh burned, growing slicker with every stroke of his pulsing shaft.

      Electricity gathered in her center. His muscles contracted. Her body jostled against the floor. And when that energy sparked like fire in her blood, she knew a blinding climax was about to claim every part of her.

      “Look at me,” he grunted. “I want to see it. I want to see everything. Come all around me, mono mia. Come, and take me with you.”

      Somehow, she managed to peel her eyes open. And the instant her gaze met his, when she saw the brutal passion in his for her, only for her, the orgasm tore through her with the force of a hurricane, sucking up everything around her—all the light, all the sound, and all the pain she’d lived with since the day she’d lost him.

      Every muscle in his body contracted, then he jerked and let out a guttural groan that instinctively made her sex clench around his gorgeous cock, milking him of every drop of pleasure. He twitched above her—inside her—then groaned again, telling her he was as lost as her.

      He exhaled long and hard, then his big, damp, muscular body collapsed against hers.

      Feeling as if she were floating, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, sifted her fingers into his hair, and pressed a shaky kiss to his temple, loving the way his hot breath ran down her neck, loving the way he felt against her, around her, inside her.

      Her heart. Her soul. Her one and only prince.

      He rolled them to their sides long before she was ready to let his weight go, shifted the arm underneath him to the back of his head so he could lean against it, then ran his fingers over the sensitive skin of her arm.

      Gazing at her with sated, loving, tender eyes she would never tire of, he said, “I told you I wouldn’t last.”

      She chuckled and skimmed her fingertips over the sexy scruff on his jaw. “I’m not complaining.”

      Muted music echoed from the castle courtyard far below, along with voices and laughter. She could tell the party was already under way. The nymphs were always ready for a party, and they’d been planning this feast for several days, since before they’d even known Zagreus was coming back. She had no desire to take him down there and share him with them, though. She wanted him all to herself.

      “So…” She slid her hand over his shoulder and down his arm, tracing the serpent tattoo on his skin. “Are you going to tell me what happened in the Underworld and how you escaped? Or are you going to make me lie here and guess.”

      “I didn’t escape. I was let go.”

      “Hades let you go?”

      “No. My mother.”

      She sat up. “Persephone?”

      “Yeah.” He rolled onto his back, his arm still behind his head, and looked up at her. “Shocked the hell out of me. One minute I was in Tartarus, being tortured, then the next… I was in the Fields of Asphodel. With my mother.”

      Her eyes widened as he relayed the story, and when he was done, all she could do was blink.

      He stared at her for several seconds then slowly sat up. “You don’t seem totally shocked to learn Hades isn’t really my father.”

      “I’m not. I mean, I am, but... I think some part of me already knew.”

      “How?”

      “Nysa. When you first brought me to Ehrendia, she hinted you weren’t Hades’s son. That you were something more.  I didn’t believe her then, but... It makes sense. That’s why the nymphs just stepped aside when you arrived here and let you lead them.”

      He shot her a sexy smirk. “And here I thought it was because of my wicked reputation.”

      “Well...” She smiled and skimmed her fingers over his muscular shoulder, unable to keep her hands to herself when he was so close. “They all did want to fuck you. Still do, probably. But...” She tipped her face up to his. “You were clearly waiting for me.”

      His eyes shifted from sexy to downright smolder. “I was waiting for you, mono mia. I’ve spent my life waiting for you.”

      When he leaned down to kiss her, she sighed, all those nerve endings inside firing with the need to be claimed by him again.

      “Speaking of the nymphs,” he said, easing back a breath. “I must have been imagining things earlier when I walked through the courtyard before coming up here, because it almost seemed like several of them were...”

      “Pregnant?”

      “Yeah,” he said slowly as if just realizing that was what they’d look like.

      She smiled. “It wasn’t your imagination. They are pregnant. Almost all of them.”

      “Seriously?” His brow lifted. “All of them?” When she nodded, he looked around then said, “Wild. Their orgies finally worked, I guess.”

      “It wasn’t the orgies. It was you.”

      His gaze snapped back to hers. “Me?”

      She laughed. “Don’t worry. I don’t mean like that. I mean, what happened at those orgies is how they got pregnant, but you were the reason those orgies finally worked.”

      His brows knit together to form three little lines between his confused eyes. And the look was so cute, it was all she could do not to kiss it away, then feast on every inch of his body.

      She laughed again. “Actually, it was us. When I showed up here, that changed things for you.” Her fingers grazed his chest then fell to his lap, where they skimmed his semi-hard erection. Leaning in close, she kissed him gently and said, “My being here made you wake up.”

      He sucked in a breath. “You don’t mean...”

      “I do, actually. Dionysus is the god of wine and ecstasy and fertility, remember? Your libido is linked to the nymphs’ survival as a race.”

      “Whoa.” He glanced around the lookout, letting his gaze skip over the candles he’d obviously conjured with his magick and the couch and chairs and tables she’d moved up here on her own. “Okay, that’s fucking wicked.”

      She smiled and brushed her nose and lips against his jaw. “Would this be the wrong time to tell you that I’ve always wanted children? Not right away, of course. I want you all to myself for a while. But down the line, I’m thinking, two, three, maybe even four. Definitely more than one, though. I’m an only child, and I want our kids to be able to torment each other. It’s not real parenting until you have to referee wrestling siblings.”

      He turned his head and looked at her, but his eyes weren’t filled with fear or shock. They radiated absolute love. The kind that runs soul deep. “Kids, huh?”

      “Mm-hm.” She nodded. “What could go wrong? I mean, Zeus has a bunch of kids and look how well that turned out.”

      He laughed and pulled her onto his lap. “Would this be the right time to tell you that I love you? Endlessly? Because I do. More than all the stars in the heavens and all the sands through time.”

      “You can tell me that any time, in any way,” she said as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “I’ll never tire of hearing those words. Because I love you just the same, dios.”

      His arms closed around her, and he kissed her softly, gently, so completely she knew anywhere with him was where she was always meant to be.

      Brushing her fingertips against his sexy jaw, she pressed her forehead to his and just breathed him in. “I can’t believe you went to hell for me.”

      “I went to Tartarus for you,” he corrected. “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat to keep you safe. I’d even voluntarily spend time locked up with the Fates if that’s what it took. Because the only hell that exists for me is a world without you in it. All those years alone, even the brief times we were together in the past, that was my hell because I hadn’t found you yet. Not the you from before, but the you right now, here today. The only person in all the ages who’s ever been strong enough to love a monster and make him want to be something more.”

      “You’re not a monster,” she whispered.

      “I’m definitely not a hero.”

      “No, you’re not that. But as you already know, I never wanted a hero. I like the wild side too much.”

      He chuckled as she pushed him down and stretched out on top of his tantalizingly naked body.

      “Besides, heroes come and go.” She nipped at his jaw. “But you... You’re mine until the end of time. The only thing I ever wanted was a devil with a heart. And I found him. In you.”

      “You didn’t find him. You freed him. And you saved me from the darkness and showed me the light.” His eyes turned all soft and dreamy. “Don’t ever stop being my light, mono mia.”

      “I won’t.” She lowered her lips to his. “I never will. And if you even think of changing your mind, I have the perfect tower to lock you in to make sure you stay mine.”

      He laughed as she kissed him, and against her lips, he mumbled, “I definitely won’t be changing my mind. But anytime you want to get freaky in that tower, just let me know.”

      “Maybe later. Right now, I plan to get freaky here in this lookout with my dark prince.”

      He laughed again. Whispered, “Hell, yeah.” Then groaned as she drew him into the light and beauty of her wicked kiss.
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        agkelos – Term of endearment; my angel

        Argolea – Realm established by Zeus for the blessed heroes and their descendants

        Argonauts – Eternal guardian warriors who protect Argolea. In every generation, one from the original seven bloodlines (Heracles, Achilles, Jason, Odysseus, Perseus, Theseus, and Bellerophon) is chosen to continue the guardian tradition

        binding/bound – Marriage/married

        chará – Term of endearment; my joy

        daemons – Beasts who were once human, recruited from the Fields of Asphodel (purgatory) now ruled by Hades

        emmoní – Term of endearment; my obsession

        Fates – Three goddesses who control the thread of life for all mortals from birth until death

        Fields of Asphodel – Purgatory

        Horae – Ancient goddesses of balance and justice

        Isles of the Blessed – Heaven

        kardia – Term of endearment; my heart

        kobalos pl. kobaloi — Gnomelike creatures who mine Hades’s invisibility ore.

        maenads — Nymphs who are the devoted followers of the god Dionysus

        matéras – Mother

        meli – Term of endearment; beloved

        Misos – Half-human/half-Argolean race that lives hidden among humans

        mono mia – Term of endearment; my one and only

        nymph pl. nymphs – Mortal maidens who are beautiful and youthful-looking, and who inhabit rivers, woods, and other locations

        Olympians – Current ruling gods of the Greek pantheon, led by Zeus; meddle in human life

        Orb of Krónos – Four-chambered disk that, when filled with the four classic elements—earth, wind, fire, and water—has the power to release the Titans from Tartarus

        paidí – Child

        pampas – Daddy

        Pandora’s box — Powerful artifact controlled by Pandora, the first mortal woman ever created

        parazonium – Ancient Greek sword all Argonauts carry

        patéras – Father

        satyr pl. satyrs – Mortal male beings with the heads and torsos of a man, but legs and horns of a goat

        sileni pl. silens – Sub-race of satyrs who celebrate peace, harmony, and pleasure rather than violence

        Siren Order – Zeus’s elite band of personal warriors. Commanded by Athena

        skata – Swearword

        Tartarus – Realm of the Underworld similar to hell

        theós – Term of endearment; my god

        therillium – Invisibility ore, sought after by all the gods

        thisavrós – Term of endearment; my treasure

        Titans – The ruling gods before the Olympians

        yios – Son
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      Thank you for reading WICKED! I hope you enjoyed Zagreus and Talisa’s story! If you’re interested in reading more books in the Eternal Guardians series, visit my website here to check out exclusive excerpts and access buy links.

      While each book in the series can be read as a stand alone, it is, of course, more fun to read them in order. The books in the Eternal Guardians series include:

      
        
        MARKED – Book 1

        Theron

        ENTWINED – Book 2

        Zander

        TEMPTED – Book 3

        Demetrius

        ENRAPTURED – Book 4

        Orpheus

        ENSLAVED – Book 5

        Gryphon

        BOUND – Book 6

        Titus

        TWISTED – Book 7

        Nick

        RAVAGED – Novella

        Ari

        AWAKENED – Book 8

        Damon

        UNCHAINED – Novella

        Prometheus

        HUNTED - Novella

        Erebus

        ENSNARED - Novella

        Ryder

        WICKED - Book 9
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      If you enjoyed WICKED and any of the other books in the Eternal Guardians series, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy them as well by doing one of the following:

      
        	Recommend them: Please help others find these books by recommending them to friends, readers’ groups, and discussion boards.

        	Review them: Tell readers what you liked or didn’t like by reviewing them at one of the major retailers, review sites, or on your blog. I appreciate all reviews whether positive or negative.

      

      To find out what I’m working on next, you can sign up for my Newsletter here. All through 2021, newsletter subscribers are getting a free book per month from some of the hottest romance authors in the business!

      Visit my website to see a full list of my books. And don’t forget to follow me on Twitter, or like my FB page to get exclusive excerpts, behind the scenes first looks, and upcoming series/book updates.
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