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 Chapter One 
 
    “Damn it all to fucking hell.” Artemas was not prone to swearing, but studying his charts, looking for an anomaly, some mistake he’d made and finding none, was pissing him off. It was all there in black and white. The chances of him meeting a fated mate were increasing every day. He ran his eyes over the list of the fallen, looking for a pattern – just as he had done every day for the past year or more.  
 
    Sebastian. 
 
    Thanatos.  
 
    Abraxas.  
 
    Nereus.  
 
    Poseidon. 
 
    Lasse.  
 
    Thor.  
 
    “There is no pattern,” he muttered angrily, even as his mind went over the connections yet again. Sebastian and Thanatos were father and son. If the Fates were targeting family groups, it made sense that they’d find mates around the same time. But Artemas’s immediate family were a bit more problematic. Abraxas and Nereus, another father and son, found their mates at roughly the same time. Poseidon found Claude well before Lasse hooked up with Jason. Claude though, had a link to the god line, being Fenrir’s son. Fenrir, a Norse god who to Artemas’s knowledge wasn’t true mated, was the son of Loki, Thor’s brother.  
 
    Maybe Thor’s mating means the Fates have wondered off from the Greek gods and are now concentrating on the Norse ones. Artemas’s anger dissipated and he even chuckled at the idea of someone like Odin meeting his true mate. It would likely be as catastrophic as if Zeus did. Both men were huge philanderers, although Poseidon was just as bad before Claude got his teeth into him. Artemas felt a small pang for his Uncle Hades who, by all accounts, was actively searching for his mate, but he’d gladly sacrifice Hades’ chance of eternal happiness if it meant he didn’t have to confront his own.  
 
    “Are you still looking at those charts of yours?” Artemas looked up, barely hiding his shock. Poseidon rarely came into his library which is why Artemas had commandeered it as his own. “Working out statistics and creating cute little graphs isn’t going to stop the mating bug from hitting you if the Fates deem it’s your time.” 
 
    “It’s not like you to be away from your newest off-spring. How are my half siblings getting along? Have they called the waters yet?” Artemas made sure to show no bitterness in his tone when he mentioned the baby twins. Their existence didn’t affect his life one way or another. Just because the Lord of the Sea had been too busy thinking with his cock when the likes of Nereus, Lasse, and Baby were young didn’t mean Poseidon couldn’t be a decent father now.  
 
    “I’ll allow your attempts at diversion, this time.” Poseidon smirked. Artemas inherited most of his looks from his other father, but he and Poseidon shared a similar lip shape. “The twins are doing as well as any genius offspring from a powerful god would do. They’re not why I’m here. I got a communique from your uncle Zeus this morning. Something troubling.” 
 
    “Has he found himself a fated mate?” Damn it, I need to stop thinking about mating and those three old crones. There is so much more to life… 
 
    “If he had, I’m sure we’d have all heard about it. But no, this is something far more serious. What do you know about the Book of Silvanus?” 
 
    Artemas struggled to think where he’d even heard the name before. “Ancient Roman god?” He suggested. “Attributed to the woodlands, pastures, and domestic households, I believe. I’ve never met him, and I’ve never found any reference to him leaving anything on paper, scrolls, books, or otherwise. He’s barely mentioned anywhere at all.” 
 
    Poseidon’s lips twitched at the corner. “It’s not often I get a chance to educate the Librarian,” he said. “Silvanus is older than us, older than Zeus, older than anything the Romans ascribed in his name. The Romans might have collared him as their own, but his roots go back far further than even you and I could imagine. He’s almost as old as time himself.” 
 
    Artemas would research that for himself, as soon as his father left, but for now, he needed to know why his father was in the library bothering him. The library was his haven, and while he might have to abide by his father’s wishes, he spent as little time with the man as possible. “Fascinating though that is, I fail to see why a random book written by a god who’s older than dirt has anything to do with me. Surely, he doesn’t seek to publish it after all this time?”  
 
    It wasn’t unheard of. Many forgotten gods tried to dip their toe in human affairs without meddling, which was strictly forbidden. After being worshipped for centuries, many failed to adapt to the modern world who had barely a passing interest in the times of old. 
 
    “As far as Zeus knows, Silvanus hasn’t been heard of or from in centuries. The damn book was hidden, much like the one that cute little Orin got his hands on, and now it’s not. This one has the potential to be just as dangerous, especially if it mentions anything about how the gods came to be.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Maybe focusing on an unknown book will take my mind off that other annoying problem I have.  
 
    “Sotheby’s, of all places,” Poseidon said with a dramatic flourish. “The book is part of a special antiquities and collectibles auction being held tonight in London.” 
 
    Fuck. If father wants me to get it, that means being around people. Suddenly, getting his hands on the book didn’t seem so appealing. “Can’t Zeus send one of his minions down to bid on it? I’m surprised it even made it to the cataloguing stage if Zeus is so concerned.” 
 
    “Zeus always gets himself in a dither about this whole non-interference law,” Poseidon’s expression let Artemas know what he thought of the law that bound them too. “I suggested he just zap it off this mortal coil and be done with it, but no, Zeus insisted he wanted you to get it.” Leaning forward, Poseidon added with a whisper, “I think Zeus is a bit worried he’ll look foolish if he finds out he can’t read it.” 
 
    “He probably won’t be able to, if it’s written in the ancient tongue.” Artemas was fairly confident there wasn’t a language he couldn’t read, but then maybe he just hadn’t found it yet. “You mentioned Orin before. Why doesn’t he go with Thor and get it? We all know he can read anything that was ever created.” And yeah, I’m not bitter about that either. Orin’s gift was amazing, almost comparable to his own powers and lord knows Artemas had tested Orin’s often enough.  
 
    “You mean you haven’t heard?” Poseidon slapped his knee, cackling with laughter. “The loving couple are expecting….” 
 
    “Orin’s pregnant?” 
 
    “Thor’s pregnant, and suitably horrified by it. It’s hilarious.” 
 
    “That would explain why I haven’t seen the couple for a while.” Artemas’s lip twitched despite his need to keep his emotions from his all-knowing father. “I must send them my congratulations and a small gift. Regardless, I still don’t understand why any of this is our concern. Surely, if Silvanus is worried, he’d spirit the book away to safety himself.” 
 
    Poseidon’s mirth dropped, and Artemas shivered as a sudden chill filled the room. “No one, across any of the pantheons can find Silvanus to tell him. It’s rumored… there’s a chance he no longer exists. The damage to the forests, urban sprawl, call it what you like, but the very foundation of what Silvanus stood for, what he created alongside the Mother herself, is being destroyed more and more every passing day. Your uncle thinks….” Poseidon shook his head.  
 
    “Is that even possible? For a god to simply cease to exist?” Artemas felt a lurch deep in his gut. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Poseidon said somberly. “Face it, we’re all moving into uncharted waters. My beloved mentioned the other day he believed the gods were finding their mates now, not only to reward them for a life well lived, but to offer them support as they witness the damage being done to their domains. Damage they can do nothing about.” 
 
    “Claude is remarkably astute, although if that is true, it makes me feel sorry for Hades. He’s probably the only one not affected by what humans do on earth, in which case it’s unlikely he’ll be on the Fates’ mate radar,” Artemas observed, wondering if it was true.  
 
    “Hades is affected. His realm might be intact, but it’s flooded with spirits who have no chance of passing on because of the evil deeds they instigated when they’re alive. And Claude’s idea does have merit. My own domain is suffering.” Poseidon shrugged. “Another damn oil spill covering miles of my precious seas. The gods might have thought they were doing the right thing in implementing the no interference rule, but fuck, I was tempted to do something when I saw that mess. How does anyone expect me to see all the damage caused by human’s stupid demand for more fossil fuels, when they’re killing hundreds and thousands of those creatures who depend on the water to live. One smote of my trident, one good sweep and I could’ve wiped them all out. Cleaned the waters, made things whole….” He broke off, struggling with a barely suppressed emotion.  
 
    For the first time in a long time Artemas felt more than apathy towards his father. For all his faults, Poseidon loved the sea and every being that lived in it dearly. “I’m sorry father, I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you can imagine what sort of mood I was in when I went home.” Poseidon raised his eyes, meeting Artemas’s gaze squarely. “Claude helped. Just by being there. Without him, well, let’s just say I’m not surprised that someone like Silvanus doesn’t want to be found. But if that book is the only part of his legacy left, it should be here – Zeus pointed out we have the most extensive and well-cared for library in the ancient world.” 
 
    That was true. There was a huge library on the elven realm, but it didn’t contain anything relating to the gods. Zeus had a smaller one, but many gods shunned the written word, preferring the oral tradition of passing along stories. Artemas felt comforted by seeing the hard copies of myths and legends, especially about his own kind and researched them extensively. If the book was Silvanus’s legacy… “I have a contact at Sotheby’s so getting a ticket to the auction shouldn’t be a problem. The person there knows me as an academic with an interest in unusual and very early pieces. I assume money is no object.” 
 
    “You bring it home, no matter what the cost,” Poseidon pushed himself off the wall he was leaning on. “Admittedly, Silvanus was of the land, we’re part of the sea. Personally, with the world destructing the way it is right now, I don’t think domains or designations matter anymore. I would have offered him safe harbor here if I’d known he was struggling. I would’ve… I wish I’d… I’m going for a swim.” 
 
    Claude has given my father the tools to express what’s in his heart, Artemas thought with surprise as Poseidon abruptly disappeared. Like all gods, Poseidon was hugely territorial about his domain. To offer safe harbor to any land god was unthinkable before today. Silvanus must have been someone very special.  
 
    Sighing heavily, Artemas put away his mating files. It was time to dust off a suit. Many people, mostly family, pestered him for the silliest of things which annoyed him no end. Poseidon rarely bugged him about anything except his lack of sex life. Artemas could suffer humans for a few hours if it meant making his father happy, and maybe visiting the auction would give him the chance to retain a small collection of the thoughts of a god who’d gone forever, and who was sadly forgotten by most.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The one positive thing about an auction at Sotheby’s was it was generally a discreet, highbrow affair. Artemas had been a few times, picking up treasures for his personal art collection. His contact remembered him by name, and despite him not giving the required twenty four hours’ notice, processed his bidding application immediately. The auction started on time, and Artemas was content to sit at the back, waiting as a parade of ancient collectibles were sold with the slight raise of a paddle. Not surprisingly, there were very few actual bidders in the room, but the phones were busy and huge screens above the auctioneer showed there was a flurry of online bidders. Artemas realized belatedly, he could have conducted this whole transaction online, if he’d ever bothered to familiarize himself with the concept of computers.  
 
    Artemas sat up a little straighter as roughly midway through the auction one of the stewards brought out a small book that appeared to be bound with a wooden cover. As the steward held the book up, a large picture of it was flashed on the screen. Artemas felt his heart skip a beat. The front cover was an elaborately carved scene of woods, birds, and animals. His fingers twitched, Artemas ached to touch it and see if it was as smooth as the visual suggested.  
 
    “Lot 24,” the auctioneer intoned, looking down at his notes. “The information is scarce on this highly unique item. The present owner provided testing showing a work of indeterminate age. Author unknown. Language indecipherable by current experts and determined only as ancient. The item consists of papyrus pages loosely bound in a wooden cover. Analysis on the wood suggests an African origin dating back to three to five thousand BC. I must stress, no guarantees are given for the authenticity of this piece. All test results will be provided to the new owner. There are no market estimates for this piece, but I have an opening bid online for one hundred thousand pounds. Do I have one hundred and ten in the room?” 
 
    This must be rigged. Artemas raised his paddle and kept it up. There is no way something of indeterminate value and origin could or should command such an opening figure. Unless, he thought as the figure got steadily higher, the opening bid was made prior to the auction to put off any other bidders. Or, it could be a friend of the owner trying to milk the piece for as much as he can get. Artemas had come across situations like that before.   
 
    “Sir,” Artemas realized the auctioneer was looking at him. “The amount is currently sitting at two hundred and forty thousand, offered by our online bidder. Do you wish to continue?” 
 
    Artemas gave a brief nod to indicate he did indeed wish to continue. There was a momentarily lull in the figures showing on the screen and then the amount shown jumped to one million pounds. A ripple of gasps rang around the room. Artemas allowed himself a small smirk. Not a friend of the owner then – someone was trying to secure the piece for themselves. “One point five million,” he said clearly.  
 
    More than one person was looking at him in askance, but Artemas wasn’t worried what anyone thought of him. The auctioneer had a quiet word to someone standing behind him, probably assuring himself that Artemas could pay. He needn’t have bothered. Artemas’s human cover indicated he was the representative of a collective of anonymous buyers all worth billions of dollars, which to some extent was true.  
 
    “One point five million pounds,” the auctioneer repeated. “Do I hear two million?” 
 
    It was as if the room held its breath. There was no change to the number on the screen.  
 
    “The bid stands at one point five million pounds, I’ll take ten million more if that helps anyone.” The auctioneer was doing his job, squeezing as much out of the item as possible, regardless of how much the book was actually worth.  
 
    The screen flickered and then showed one point six million. Artemas was ready for it. “Two million pounds.” 
 
    “Sir, you realize there is no provenance with this book, don’t you?” The auctioneer was looking concerned now. The idea of selling a possible fake for such a hefty sum of money wouldn’t do the reputation of the auction house any good.  
 
    “Understood. My bid still stands.” Artemas flicked his paddle to show he was actively bidding. He knew the book was authentic. It was calling to him like a siren song.”  
 
    “Two million pounds. Do we have any advance on two million?” The screen stayed steady. “Two million pounds in the room then, going once, going twice, final call at two million pounds. Any advances?” the auctioneer waited a moment and then hit his gravel on his desk. “Sold for two million pounds to buyer one seven three. Congratulations.” 
 
    “You must be one hell of a book lover. Perhaps we could discuss a mutual love of literature over dinner?” A woman in the seat next to him, eyed him over her catalogue as Artemas gathered his things. Her artfully done hair was swept back showing an elegant bone structure and naturally full lips. What was even more attractive was she had no problem showing her appreciation of him. Under any other circumstances, Artemas would be interested. It had been a while since he’d scratched any urge. But the book’s call overshadowed everything else.  
 
    “My apologies, I must decline,” Artemas gave a regretful smile. “A plane is waiting for me. I am due in Greece in a matter of hours.” 
 
    Her look of disappointment was genuine, but Artemas put her out of his mind as hurried from the room. He wasn’t going to be happy until he had his hands on that book.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    It took more than an hour for the financial and paperwork side of things to be processed. A long hour, where Artemas kept his fretting to himself, showing a calm, unruffled exterior to everyone he dealt with. But he could barely contain his impatience as finally a steward took him into a secure room, waving his hand at the table where the book rested on a small perspex stand, a folder containing the verification papers by the side of it.  
 
    “Were you wanting to take it with you now, or can we have it delivered for you?” 
 
    “I will take it with me now, thank you.” Artemas patted the security briefcase he’d thought to bring with him. Taking it over to the table, he ignored the book for now, getting the case opened, tucking the accompanying folder inside, and ensuring the padded interior was all in place. The book was magical, and unlikely to come to any harm, but Artemas wasn’t taking any chances with it.  
 
    “Forgive my being forward sir, but carrying something of that value in the city streets is unwise, especially at night. Do you have protective staff waiting for you outside, or could I…?” 
 
    “You are absolved of your responsibility from the moment I step outside, but thank you for your concern.” Pulling out a pair of white gloves, that just magically appeared in his pocket, Artemas pulled them on and finally reached for the book.  
 
    It was as if the book had been waiting for him. It jumped into his hands. Physically moved all by itself. Artemas threw a quick glance at the steward, hoping he didn’t notice. What was more, as soon as Artemas touched it, the book started to glow, the warmth seeping through his gloves, heating his fingers. Oh, crap, we’d better get you in the brief case and fast.  
 
    But it seemed the book had other ideas, like sliding under Artemas’s jacket. “You can go,” Artemas said to the steward quickly. “I’ve got everything under control here.” When the steward opened his mouth to argue, Artemas let a thread of persuasion run through his voice. “I said you can go. Everything is all as it should be here.” 
 
    “I should go,” the steward intoned as he turned towards the door. “Thank you for doing business with Sotheby’s international.” 
 
    “Thank the Fates,” Artemas snarled as the man left, closing the door behind him. “What on earth is going on with you?” He held the book out from his chest.  
 
    I’m talking to an inanimate object. Instantly, Artemas’s mind went back to the first time he’d encountered the book Orin was now the keeper of; the book containing the only spell in existence that could be used to summon an ancient god. Artemas, full of his own self-confidence, had touched it, causing a toxic smoke to billow from the pages, knocking him back. Without any thought for his own safety, Orin snatched up the book and ran through the shelves in the library. Soothing it, talking to it, as though it was sentient.  
 
    “Is that what I’m doing to you?” Sure enough, without even thinking about it, Artemas was stroking across the gentle ridges and smooth surfaces that made up the carving on the front cover. “You recognize me in some way?” The book almost purred and seemed to ripple under his hands.  
 
    “Okay, under the jacket you go, but no funny business until we’re somewhere safe.” Tucking the book under his jacket, Artemas checked to ensure it couldn’t be seen. It was unlikely the glow would be noticeable by humans, but Artemas had never come across magic like it before. Whereas the book Orin had seemed almost malevolent to him, this book gave off a comfortable vibe as though there was nowhere else it’d rather be.  
 
    “I’ve seen some weird stuff in my time, but nothing like this,” Artemas muttered as he closed his brief case and left the room.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    It was a wintery night in London. Gray slush lined the gutters, and the sharp bite of the frosty air chilled Artemas’s cheeks as he strode down the road, away from Sotheby’s. Despite the chill, there were still plenty of people about, enjoying a late meal or a show. He needed to find somewhere private, so he could translocate back to Poseidon’s lair. He was already drawing attention to himself for his lack of overcoat.  
 
    A prickle in the hair on the back of his neck, a slight quickening of his heart. Someone was following him, reaching for his aura, or his powers, Artemas wasn’t sure which. A subtle pressure poked at his mind and he immediately threw up the mental blocks he’d spent centuries perfecting. To anyone looking at him, he was an exceptionally tall businessman, of indeterminate age. His broad shoulders were encased in a finely cut custom suit.  Short hair, one of his signature bow ties and thick rimmed black glasses completed his image. As far as he was concerned, with the exception of his height and lack of overcoat he looked like any other well-off business man. There’s no reason for anyone to be stalking me unless someone seeks to steal the book from me. 
 
    There was no way Artemas was going back to Poseidon’s now. While it was unlikely his stalker could follow him below the sea, disappearing wouldn’t give him any answers. One half of his genetics was a thinker, a wise man with more magic than anyone in history since, but Poseidon’s blood still ran through his veins and the Lord of the Sea didn’t take shit from anyone. Neither would he. 
 
    Changing direction, Artemas strode purposefully across the road. Just a short walk from Sotheby’s was the Café Royal Hotel. The grand dame sat beautifully among the many historical buildings in the area, but Artemas wasn’t there to appreciate the architecture. The doorman snapped to attention, opening the door to the central lobby. Artemas headed straight for the reception desk, slipping his hand into the inner pocket of his jacket, conjuring his wallet.  
 
    “Good evening,” he said, placing the business card he used at Sotheby’s on the counter along with his black American Express card. The prickling awareness on the back of his neck hadn’t lessened. “I got caught up at an auction this evening, and I appear to have missed my plane. Is it possible one of your suite’s is available for the night?” 
 
    “Certainly, Mr. Klaxon.” The receptionist’s smile was genuine as he picked up both cards. “Do you have luggage coming, or can we arrange to have some basic supplies sent up for you?” 
 
    Artemas could click and get anything he needed, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. “Apparently, my luggage is on its way to Thailand, or somewhere similar,” he said with a weary chuckle. “If you have a piece of paper, I’ll make a list. Please charge it to my room.” 
 
    “Not a problem, sir.” Ten minutes later Artemas was in his suite. Slipping his hand in his pocket, he tipped the porter a five pound note that magically appeared and closed the door, locking it firmly. Setting his briefcase on the table, Artemas got rid of his jacket and loosened his tie. The book’s glow seemed to brighten under the dim lighting in the room as he set it on the table.  
 
    “Okay, my pretty,” Artemas called on his magic. “Let’s see who’s looking for you, what connections you have that would cause someone to follow me.” 
 
    Knowing he had to be careful, he’d learned his lesson from his tussle with Orin’s book, Artemas’s hands hovered over the cover watching as the glow reached for his fingers, almost caressing him. “Someone’s looking for you,” Artemas muttered, “Show me where you came from.” 
 
    A light blossomed out of the book like a hologram. Pictures moved, going back in time. Artemas quickly noted the evil shell of a dark elf, unearthing the book from a hollowed tree. There were no other faces around which made Artemas wonder how the book came to be up for auction, but the slideshow offered by the book wasn’t allowing any time for introspection. Centuries seemed to pass in the blink of an eye. Through it all the book had stayed hidden from prying eyes, viewing the world through the leaves and branches of the tree. Wars were fought, people’s mannerisms and clothing changed, but still the slide show continued.  
 
    We’re back at the time of the gods, Artemas thought, riveted by how clean and new the world looked then. But the pictures didn’t stop there. This book is older than me, older than Poseidon. Finally, the pictures slowed, and the hologram was filled with a strong face with a quiet smile. Clean shaven, bright green eyes and a long straight nose. “No wonder the Romans took him for their own,” Artemas breathed. He had no doubt he was staring at the long forgotten face of Silvanus – and what a face it was. Artemas could write an ode about it.  
 
    Closing his eyes, Artemas sent up a small prayer to the Mother hoping the ruggedly beautiful god found the peace he’d been looking for. His heart ached, thinking about the talent and skills lost to a world that just stopped caring. Unthinking, he rested his hand on the book and suddenly his mind was swamped with memories not his own.  
 
    Silvanus, he realized, watching the god when his domain was new. Every new seedling was celebrated, forests grew and spread across the land. Bright patches of green grass, speckled with yellow flowers, and here and there, dotted across the landscape, simple stone cottages, a small fire in the hearth. It was a simple time, and yet Artemas sensed Silvanus was a deeply spiritual and intelligent being, connected to the land like no other. One memory burned especially bright and clear – a naked Silvanus standing at the edge of the sea.  
 
    “All right then,” Artemas quickly pulled his hand off the book’s cover. “Stimulating though that is,” he really wasn’t going to dwell on just how stimulating the image of a naked Silvanus was, “It doesn’t tell me who else would feel the need to possess you. Are you telling me your only contact, the only person who knew of your existence is your maker and the dark elf who stole you from the tree?” 
 
    The book emanated a quiet hum, which Artemas took as confirmation. Nevertheless, he ran a quick tracking spell over the covers. The book was right. “We have a mystery indeed, then,” Artemas muttered. No one in the god line but Poseidon and Zeus knew he was sent to collect the book. Artemas hadn’t seen his uncle in a while, and while it was possible Zeus had spoken of this with others in his inner circle, it didn’t make sense that one of those people would go against Zeus’s wishes and bid against him in the auction. 
 
    “We need to get you to safety,” Artemas decided. But just as he’d made the decision to call on additional help, the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up. Waving his hand, Artemas sent the book on to his library without him and then turned to face his intruder. His mouth dropped open and he quickly snapped it shut. Oh no, tell me it’s not true. A bright light, paranormal in origin shone over the intruder’s head, highlighting a face Artemas remembered vividly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Silvanus manifested in front of the large picture window, his legs apart, his arms folded across his chest, eying the aura of the being in front of him. The man stemmed from the god line definitely – a mix of magic, ancient wisdom, jumbled in with the power of the sea and earth. The aura swirled around him, mimicking the confusion showing on the man’s face. Physically, the man was impressive, standing straight and strong, but Silvanus was old enough to know looks could be deceiving. It was what was under the skin that counted.  
 
    Looking deep into the man’s heart, Silvanus sensed the man’s bewilderment and shock. But what troubled Silvanus was the state of the man’s heart itself, bound in barbed wire, riddled with pain. This man is not yet ready to fulfill his side of the promise made to me. Strangely, the thought didn’t distress him. In fact, Silvanus felt himself warm all over with the prospect of a challenge, even as he wanted nothing more than to pull the man into his arms, and claim him in the way of his kind, soothing his pain and replacing it with something far more enduring.  
 
    “Why did you bid so highly when you knew the book was mine? You knew it wasn’t yours to own.” It wasn’t what Silvanus wanted to ask. It wasn’t the type of thing he’d rehearsed saying to his promise on meeting him. But the young man was troubled, worried and wouldn’t be open to the words Silvanus held in his heart.  
 
    “I didn’t know who I was bidding against. I’ve never known a god to use a computer before. And I’m not going to automatically assume that a random stranger turning up in my hotel room is the book’s owner either,” the young man spoke sharply, showing he did have some spirit. “You were fortunate the book showed me your visage before your arrival. As for why I was so intent on winning the bidding, I was charged by Zeus and Poseidon to reclaim it, to ensure your book didn’t fall into human hands. Why didn’t you remove it from the auction before it started if you were so concerned about its contents?” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was concerned about you reading the contents. It is just the musings of an old man after all.” Silvanus mentally smirked. He knew he didn’t look a day over thirty.  
 
    “My father was worried about you….” 
 
    That means either Zeus or Sei sired him…. 
 
    “We have an extensive library – I’ve built much of it up myself….” 
 
    He’s Sei’s son, then. I might have to invest in flippers. Silvanus let his smirk show at his internal joke and then remembered such things could be misconstrued.  
 
    “I don’t see how you can find humor in this situation,” the son of Poseidon yelled. “My father thought you’d ceased to exist. It upset him, and it takes a lot to make my father upset. We were trying to protect your legacy, small though it was.” 
 
    “There’s nothing small about anything I’d give you.” Silvanus deliberately dropped his hands to the waistband of his slacks, framing the bulge he developed the moment he caught sight of the Fates’ promise. “The book,” he added, as the young man’s cheeks turned bright red, “I take it you have secured it somewhere safe?” 
 
    “Our library. I can retrieve it for you. My father will understand. It is yours.” The man went to move his hand, but Silvanus waved it down.  
 
    “Keep it. Read it. I’ll collect it when you’ve had time to digest its contents.” 
 
    “It’s not possible for anyone barring the family line to access Poseidon’s domain.”  
 
    The frown was cute. “Tell me your name and lineage,” Silvanus prodded gently.  
 
    “Artemas, son of Poseidon and Thoth. No specific domain, although I am known among our line as the Librarian or the Academic, depending on who is talking about me.” 
 
    “Fitting.” Silvanus bowed his head slightly. “Well, Artemas the Librarian,” he loved how that name rolled off his tongue, “son of Poseidon and the revered Thoth, we have unfinished business, you and I, and not even the depths of the oceans will keep me from you when I am ready to find you.” 
 
    “When you’re ready?” Artemas wore his indignation well, but Silvanus forced himself to translocate. The bed in Artemas’s suite was too much of a temptation to ignore. Vivid images of his promise sprawled out, his short hair mussed, and his lips swollen, sent his urges surging like none had before. It was prudent to leave when he did, while he still had some control.  
 
    The sweet scent of jasmine and honeysuckle greeted his nostrils. Silvanus took a deep breath, in and out. His soul settled, as it always did in one of the last of his precious hideaways. Sinking down, so he could sit cross legged, Silvanus rested the backs of his hands on his knees and closed his eyes.  
 
    Eternal Mother, Fates times three, you’ve blessed me with your kindness. You have my thanks for fulfilling your promise to me.  
 
    There was a long silence, which Silvanus expected, but then he was surprised by a reply. Don’t let him get away. That heart of his deserves to be loved, but be warned, it will not be an easy process. You will need a staunch heart and strong arms to hold him. We wish you the joy of the hunt.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “When you’re ready? You’re ready?” Artemas fumed, pacing around the hotel suite, too infuriated to translocate to Poseidon’s lair. “I am a grown man with thousands of years of life under my belt. I’m in charge of my own feelings. I determine who I share a bed with. Ha! What if I’d taken that woman up on her offer after buying the book? Would he have appeared mid-coitus and sent her on her way? Would he have cared he could’ve outed himself to humans who cease to believe we exist?  To make a point? By the gods, I’m talking to myself and I don’t even have the book for company.” 
 
    Infuriated, Artemas hunted the bar fridge for something strong enough to settle his nerves. Finding nothing, he clicked his fingers, stealing a bottle from Poseidon’s personal stash. The ancient mellow whiskey burned going down, settling in a stomach that reminded him he hadn’t had dinner.  
 
    “I should go out,” he snarled into the empty glass. “Go out, find that woman, find someone, anyone, and fuck them through the damn mattress. How would you like that Mr. High and Mighty Silvanus?” But even as the words left his mouth, Artemas knew he wouldn’t do it. For one thing, he’d be making a fool out of himself. Using one person to get at another wasn’t something that sat right with him.  
 
    He refused to verbalize the second reason – a fear that stopped him from leaving the suite and seeking company out of spite. Artemas remembered a visit from a frustrated Poseidon, a week after his father had been claimed by Claude. Sei, with his typical god-like arrogance didn’t believe he could be claimed, so after a night of amazing sex, which Sei was keen to share details of with him, left his mate before the poor wolf was even awake.  
 
    Keen to carry on with his promiscuous ways, Sei went on a hookup rampage, only to be let down by his most important appendage at crucial moments. Furious at being forced into a mating he was adamant he didn’t need or want, Sei even went to the Fates to plead his case, only to have them laugh him out of their domain. While both Claude and Poseidon were settled down and happily raising their twins now, what Artemas took from the situation was that it did not pay to piss off the Fates.  
 
    “And there’s no guarantee now I’ve met my mate, that my appendage will work for anyone else either.” For the first time in thousands of years, Artemas didn’t know what to do.  
 
    Keep it. Read it… the musings of an old man. Artemas was intrigued. Spending time in the library to avoid other people wasn’t the only reason he liked it there. Artemas thirsted for knowledge – a desire inherited from Thoth. To be the first to read and understand words that had been hidden for more millennium than Artemas dared to consider would be incredible. Unbelievable. Orgasmic. What the…? I did not think of orgasm in relation to a book, surely not. Sick of his musings, his rantings, and the unsettled feeling that just would not leave him, Artemas disappeared back to the sanctuary of the library. How long it remained a sanctuary was open to debate.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    As one of the originals, Silvanus had the ability to find any of the gods, anywhere, if he put his mind to it. He was surprised, however, when he translocated to a large club, in a place called Tulsa, not to find his mark playing among the mix of wolves and humans all intent on having adult fun. After sitting quietly in his grove for three days, planning his next move, Silvanus realized what he needed was information and who better to confront than the father of his promise. 
 
    The domesticity he found when he translocated to the private apartments was also a huge surprise. Poseidon, ancient Greek god of the sea, storms, earthquakes, and surprisingly horses, was on his knees in front of a cute toddler, pleading with her.  
 
    “Athena, please. Tell Daddy where you put Papa’s ring. I know you took them and hid them. They’re special and I need them back.” 
 
    The little girl, undoubtedly Sei’s child, folded her arms, her pout mimicking her father’s. “You promised you would give them to Papa weeks ago. You made me keep a secret. I found it out. I should tell Papa on you.” 
 
    “Now, come on baby girl, don’t be like that,” Poseidon tilted his head looking sideways at his daughter. “I told you why it has to be a secret. It’s a surprise. Papa loves surprises. You don’t want to spoil it for him, do you?” 
 
    Silvanus put his hand over his mouth to hide his grin.  
 
    “It won’t be a surprise if you don’t give it to him.” Athena stamped her foot. “You told me you were going to give him the ring and there would be a big party, and I could be a flower girl, and you haven’t done the main bit. You’re making me keep secrets. Tell him, man hiding in the corner, no secrets allowed, especially in families.” 
 
    Hidden powers, how adorable. Silvanus had no idea how the little girl knew he was in the room, but now he’d been called out for it, he materialized fully.  
 
    “Sei, it’s been a very long time.” Silvanus inclined his head slightly at the gob-smacked Poseidon, and then smiled at Athena. “You’re a very clever young lady, picking me out of the shadows.” 
 
    “You smell of trees and grass and all things woodlands.” Athena ran over, wrapping her small arms around his knees and hugging him tightly. “You’re older than Poppa or Daddy. I didn’t know it was possible for anyone to be that old.” 
 
    “Athena!” Poseidon jumped to his feet, an appalled look on his face. “What have I told you about respecting your elders, especially a god? Silvanus, please….” 
 
    “It’s fine. You’re raising a clever daughter who speaks her mind.” Reaching down, Silvanus picked her up one handed, settling her on the crook of his arm. “What else can you sense about me, little one?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Athena put her finger on her chin and frowned. “You’ve not been around people much lately, because you smell of jasmine and another flower, but no one else. You’re a little bit sad. Are you pining for someone?” 
 
    “Guard this one closely, Sei, she sees more than she knows.” Placing his forefinger in the middle of Athena’s forehead, Silvanus blessed the child in his own way.  
 
    “Oh, that feels tingly and nice,” Athena wiggled in his arms. “Can you do that to my brother Tony too?  He’s my twin. We do most things together.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re being honest about the most things, sweetheart,” Poseidon came over, retrieving his daughter. “You need to go find those rings. Tell Uncle Duke, or Uncle Ryan to go with you. And tell Papa, I’ll be in the office with a friend, okay?” 
 
    “You can tell him yourself.” Athena pressed her fingers into her head and then Sei’s. “No secrets, remember.” Poseidon set her down on the floor, and she went running out of the room.  
 
    “She’s going to be a real handful growing up,” Silvanus said softly. “She’ll break a lot of hearts.” 
 
    “Fortunately, she has a quiet brother who takes after his Papa, whom she adores. Hopefully, he will curb some of her intense ideas as they get older.” Flicking back his long blond hair, Poseidon stared him in the eyes, something Silvanus allowed because… well, it was Poseidon he was talking to and they’d been friends a very long time.  
 
    “Where have you been, Silva?” It’d been decades since Silvanus had heard that name from anyone. “I’ve been worried about you. No one had seen you, no one had heard from you, and then with that wretched book coming up at auction…. Damn it all, Zeus and I thought you’d ceased to exist.” 
 
    “There was a time, not that long ago, when ceasing to exist was all I wished for.” Silvanus was happy to share the truth with his friend. He had nothing to hide. “Life, the world, it was a difficult time for me. The past fifty years, so many changes, and none of them good. Pollution spreading so fast, my beloved trees felled by the millions. I couldn’t take it. I retreated from everybody and yes, I got so lonely, my heart was so sad, I prayed to the Fates to find a way to take me out of the fabric. That was then, this is now.” 
 
    “I wish you’d come and talked to me then, not that I’m not thrilled to see you now. You seem in good health, more resolved. What changed?” Sei reached out, stroking down his arm as though reassuring himself Silvanus was real.  
 
    “The Fates made me a promise – a mate of my own,” Silvanus rested his hand on top of Sei’s and squeezed it lightly, “and that’s why I need your help. Your son Artemas is hurting – heart hurting, and I need to know why. Please.” 
 
    “Artemas is your promise from the Fates?” Sei shook his fist at the ceiling, a huge scowl on his beautiful features. “That is so like them, offering a promise on one hand and giving you an impossible task at the same time. Of all the gods looking for a mate, Artemas is the one who hides from the idea. Of all my sons, Artemas is the one least likely to accept a mate. Lasse, Nereus – they were actively looking.” 
 
    “And successful too, from what I hear, granddad.” Silvanus grinned at the look of horror on Sei’s face, ignoring how his words about Artemas cut to his core. “Go on, admit it, you love the idea of being a grandparent, especially now you have new twins of your own.” 
 
    “Lasse’s mate Jason delivered a healthy girl, yes,” Sei admitted, “and if you want to be pedantic about it, I presume that makes me that child’s grandfather, although when age becomes nothing but a meaningless number, family titles don’t mean much either. Nereus hasn’t had children yet, thank goodness, and with his mates it’s not likely to happen. Baby… well, the less said about Baby the better.” 
 
    “Things are not well with your offspring from Himeros?” Silvanus had been around when Baby was born, worried that the lack of affection shown to him by his carrier could influence the way the young man viewed relationships.  
 
    “He’s staying with Himeros at the moment.” Striding over to a large, well-equipped bar, Poseidon reached over the counter, pulling out an old bottle and setting it on the bar. “Come and drink with me, my friend. I fear, I worry Baby might be a lost cause.” 
 
    “Baby will come back to you.” Silvanus joined his friend. Poseidon always had good taste in alcohol. “You couldn’t help the way you were back then, and Himeros didn’t help the situation either. But that’s the way of children – they leave, they come back, backwards and forwards, just like your beloved tides. You have to be patient.” 
 
    “I’ve been a shit dad.” Poseidon stared into his glass. “Artemas raised himself when Thoth’s wife wouldn’t have him in the house. Artemas then raised Lasse and Nereus when they came along centuries later, and the three of them raised Baby when Himeros delivered him and disappeared. I fear none of them have the skills necessary to make a mating work. Fuck, I didn’t believe in fated mates until Claude claimed me as his, and I couldn’t get my dick to work for anyone else.” 
 
    “Your mating would explain Himeros’s bad mood. He’s always hoped you’d elevate him to someone special in your life.” Silvanus wasn’t keen on the three companions of Aphrodite as Poseidon was aware. They’d always been flighty trouble makers in his opinion. “You’re happy now, though, surely. The Fates wouldn’t have blessed you with more offspring unless they believed you’d settled down.” 
 
    “Claude is my world.” Sei looked up meeting Silvanus’s eyes. “I would give up the seas for him. If the only way I could be with him was to be mortal, I would give up all that I am, just for one of his smiles. As for the twins, I adore them, even if I did bitch and moan during the nine months carrying them.” 
 
    “It was you who was pregnant, and I missed it?” Silvanus shook his head as he chuckled. “That is taking the Fates interference to a whole new level.” 
 
    “It was a character building experience.” Poseidon tightened his lips. “If you listen to my mate tell it, he’ll tell you it was an experience for both of us, but believe me, he’s being kind. But now, raising Athena and Tony, shit, my friend, I mucked up so badly with my other sons. I can see that now.” 
 
    “It was a different time,” Silvanus said gently. “You were a different person. We all were back then. Didn’t you just say Lasse and Nereus are both happily settled now with mates of their own?” 
 
    Poseidon nodded. “The Fates have been busy. Thanatos has a mate too, his son Sebastian, Abraxas, and even Thor would you believe. Thor is currently pregnant, and he’s worse than an old woman the way he goes on about it. His sweet Orin must have the patience of the saints.” 
 
    Silvanus smiled, the warmth in his heart increasing. The Fates hadn’t forgotten any of them, hadn’t written them off as useless nobodies. Instead, they were strengthening the immortal lines in the fabric with mates to give the gods purpose. “One can only hope, that Thor’s wee one doesn’t learn how to throw lightening bolts until he understands what the word ‘no’ means. I haven’t seen Thor in decades. I must make a point of sending them my congratulations on his mating and the new arrival.” 
 
    “He still has about four months to go. You have plenty of time.” Sei took a drink and then put down his glass. “But I’m being unfair, burdening you with my problems when you came to see me about something specific. Artemas? I still can’t believe it. Are you sure you can’t petition to the Fates…?” 
 
    “Like you did?” Silvanus shook his head. “I was at my lowest ebb when the Fates granted me a visit. Our Eternal Mother has been crying for years. The beautiful world we crafted, so balanced in every way, is in a shambles. The laws against interfering meant my hands were tied. I begged the Fates to strip me from the fabric, but they claimed it was impossible.” 
 
    “You’re as old as time itself. Stripping your thread would leave huge holes in the tapestry, stretching back to the time it was first formed.” Poseidon looked horrified – all gods, regardless of who believed in them, knew how important the stability of the fabric of life was.  
 
    “So, the Fates informed me. That’s when they told me about mates, and how those of us who’d held their course, who had followed the rules, would be granted an eternal companion. Artemas is my promise, my gift from the Fates. I can not and will not forsake him, which is why I need your help. Tell me what I’m up against here, help me understand his plight, so I can soothe him.” 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, Poseidon grabbed his glass and the bottle of booze. “My mate is currently down in the club, overseeing things there. We won’t be disturbed. Come and take a seat. It’s a long story, and it ain’t pretty.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Perched high in the hills on the outskirts of Sydney Australia, Artemas sat on the edge of his porch, his legs swinging free, thinking about everything and nothing at all. Unlike his brothers, who preferred to set up their home bases in Greece or Italy, Artemas chose the other side of the world where urban development was slower, the air was cleaner, and he was less likely to run into any people. Particularly people he knew. Nosey gods like Poseidon for example who had no concept of personal space, or conversational boundaries.  
 
    Five days. Five long hot days he’d lingered in his home. Australia was in the middle of a heat wave, something that was unheard of under the sea. Wearing just a pair of shorts for modesty’s sake, and to stop the hot sun burning his ass, Artemas’s pale skin had tanned quickly. Without the need to wear his glasses, he felt more natural and freer than he had in a long time.   
 
    Every day went roughly the same. At first light he ran, his only accompaniment the calls of the brightly colored parrots native to the land. A brief breakfast was followed by mindless television watching, something that often stretched until late afternoon when Artemas went swimming in the local water hole he was fortunate to have on his land. He might have made a few adjustments to it, but not enough to raise the ire of his father. As in all aspects of his life, Artemas preferred to keep everything low key. Evenings meant another meal and when the stars started to appear in the night sky, Artemas would wander out to his porch, lie back and take in the wonder of the universe.  
 
    The one thing he didn’t do was touch Silvanus’s book that had pride of place in the middle of his coffee table. Oh, the book still glowed every time he was near it, but Artemas steeled himself against touching it, determined to stay focused on mindless pursuits. His initial desire to read and learn more about the elusive Silvanus was like a nagging itch that wouldn’t go away, yet Artemas was afraid. One meeting with Silvanus and Artemas knew he’d lose his finely honed control if he let the man get any closer. Reading about him, learning his thoughts… it would be a recipe for disaster. It was easier to torture himself with thoughts of what might have been, than take up the promise Silvanus offered – someone who would care for him.  
 
    “Time for a swim.” Artemas hopped up, refusing to give his thoughts any more room in his brain than necessary. “Swim, eat, maybe I’ll go out tonight.” A nearby parrot’s call sounded suspiciously like laughter, causing him to scowl. “I might,” he yelled. 
 
    The birds didn’t care, they never did. A long, long, time ago Artemas wished he could change into an animal or bird like both of his fathers could, but he soon learned wishing for things that couldn’t happen was a waste of valuable brain power. Besides, he had his Mer form. Feeling the water running over his tail would soothe his jagged nerves.  
 
    And the water did exactly that, for all of five minutes. “Poseidon,” Artemas sighed as he felt his father’s presence, “what are you doing here? This is my spot and you’re a long way from home.” 
 
    “You weren’t the only one needing the soothing caress from the water.” Poseidon flicked his tail, causing Artemas to jump as cold water met the hot skin on his torso.  His father was leaning against the water hole edge, not a care in the world, but Artemas knew this wasn’t a casual visit.  
 
    “Say what you have to say, and then leave me in peace. I got the book you asked me to retrieve for you. Now, I’m taking a holiday.” Artemas closed his eyes. Poseidon’s larger and more powerful shifted form had the knack of making him feel inadequate.  
 
    “Ah yes, that book.” Poseidon’s voice was deceivingly casual. “You didn’t think to let me know you’d met Silvanus at the auction?” 
 
    Damn that man, running to daddy, which simply confirms my suspicions. “I didn’t meet him at the auction, he stalked me when I left.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And nothing.” Artemas refused to open his eyes just to catch a glimpse of Poseidon’s knowing stare. “We met. He said I could borrow the book and he’d collect it when he was ready.” Bingo – my way out of this. “I can understand you worrying about it. From memory the two of you are very good friends. The book is on my coffee table. Help yourself. You can give it back to him seeing as you’re bound to see him before I do.” 
 
    “Artemas! I never pegged you for a coward.” 
 
    I can’t believe he used that word to describe me. “I am not a coward.” Artemas surged up, yelling just as loudly as his father. Keeping his balance through the swish of his tail he said scathingly. “I simply have no wish to see a man who smugly informs me he can go to any realm he pleases, and will see me when he damn well feels like it. I’m a grown man. I do what I want when I want, and I see who I please when I damn well please. It does not please me to see him now, or at any time in the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Poseidon eyed him calmly. “Are you still holding that petty grudge about me and Thoth? For fuck’s sake. You’re better than that.” 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with that.” But as Artemas said it, he knew his reaction against Silvanus had everything to do with that and Poseidon knew it. “Okay, have it your way. It’s got everything to do with the way you and Thoth turned my birth into a full scale feud. You knew he was married, but it didn’t stop you fucking him. He was an academic. He wouldn’t have known what hit him when you poured on the charm. He dumped me. He dumped me because his wife couldn’t stomach seeing him care for or show feelings for the proof of his infidelity.” 
 
    “She always was a narrow minded woman,” Poseidon scowled, probably thinking about her. “You’d think she’d loosen up a bit. Times were different then. We were all different then. Fidelity was nothing more than an abstract construct until the Christian religion got their hands on the masses. If Thoth had shown an ounce of the wisdom he was known for, he wouldn’t have married her in the first place. I was not the first man he bent over for and I wouldn’t have been the last.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” Artemas gritted his teeth as all the hurt from the past came flooding to the fore. “You knowingly seduced a married man on a bet, from Uncle Zeus of all people. I was the result. You weren’t there when Thoth’s wife was subjecting me to the hell of a thousand cuts, you were too busy getting your dick shined by a hundred other people. And then, when Thoth finally took his nose out of a book long enough to realize what was happening, what did he do? Stand up for me? Fight for me? Let his wife know I was worth something? No. He dumped me on your doorstep, and we all know how fucking happy you were about that. Not! I was ten years old.” 
 
    “Which was considered nearly an adult at the time. Remember children were working from as young as five in the old days.” 
 
    Even now, he won’t admit what he did was wrong. “But I didn’t get put to work, did I?” Artemas raged. “If I had, at least I would’ve seen people aside from the hurt faces of your latest conquests when you kicked them out before the cum you covered them in dried. That was the only way I even knew you were home or that other people even existed. Thoth abandoned me, and you acted like I wasn’t even there. Even the Mer guards wouldn’t have anything to do with me, and why? Because you were fucking them too.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand….” 
 
    “That’s freaking great, because I don’t understand. I never did. Why was I even conceived? No, don’t answer that. I remember you telling me when I was twelve. You were a mistake.” Artemas could mimic Poseidon perfectly. “A mistake! And you’ve never let me forget it. Thoth couldn’t even be bothered to visit, even when his many wives left him. You were too busy screwing anything with legs or tails to care about raising your son. Never once, in the thousands of years of my existence have I ever felt I was worth more to you than a discarded condom.” 
 
    “If condoms were around then, you wouldn’t be here to have this conversation.” 
 
    Ouch. After thousands of years, Artemas should have known not to let his father’s sarcastic barbs hurt him. But they still did. Painfully so. Artemas pulled his pride around him like a cloak. He would not let his father see how badly his words wounded him. “We have nothing further to talk about, Lord Poseidon. In fact, I doubt we ever did. I would appreciate it, if you’d return that wretched book to your friend. He’s another one of your fuck buddies, most likely, so I have no desire to read his odes to you. Kindly inform him that I wouldn’t take one of your rejects as my mate if he was the last being in the universe.” 
 
    “Artemas, it’s not….” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear anything you’ve got to say. Do you ever wonder why I rarely date? Do you ever stop to come out of your own reality once in a while and consider how your behavior looked to your sons? Do you even want to know what I thought when I saw Silvanus for the first time and realized what he was supposed to be to me? Oh, great, I thought, another ancient being who’s only concept of fidelity is sticking to one brand of coffee for longer than a week. I deserve better. You never believed it, Thoth definitely didn’t, but I fucking deserve better and I’m not going to get that with your friend, so the pair of you can just fuck off and leave me the hell alone.”  
 
    Fortunately, his Australian hideout wasn’t the only one Artemas used. Translocating to the remote Fiords in New Zealand, Artemas rubbed his aching head, as he blinked back his tears. I fucking hate my life.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Back in Australia.  
 
    “There you go, you saw for yourself what I did to him in his own words,” Poseidon waved at the spot now vacated by his eldest son. “I didn’t know how to care for a child when he was little, I’m only learning how to do that now and it’s too late to make any difference to him. He won’t let go of his pain – he’s carried it too long, and while he carries it, he won’t ever accept you, or anyone else as a mate. I’m so sorry, my friend.” 
 
    “He’s never had anyone to prove to him he had any worth.” Silvanus shook himself free of the shadows. “Surprising in a way, given that he raised your other boys without complaint. He cares about them, surely?” 
 
    “He adores them.” Poseidon smiled at the memory. “He was forever reading them stories when they were little, tucking them up in their beds at night, cooking their meals even when he could’ve easily magicked up anything they needed. I like to think they’re all still close, even though Lasse and Nereus are mated now. But you can see now, why I thought it was a good idea for you to hear Artemas’s story, and his perception of it, for yourself.” 
 
    “You goaded him with your condom comment,” Silvanus observed wryly. “That had to hurt him.” 
 
    “It was necessary,” Poseidon did look troubled. “If I’d have just tried to talk to him about you or anything else, I would’ve been met with platitudes and been fobbed off. Artemas has built a shield around him ten miles thick. It’s only when he’s angry that the truth comes out and you heard it. I was a dick-shit dad. I should’ve insisted on Thoth visiting his son like Abraxas did. I should’ve spent time with him when he was young, teaching him values and letting him know he was cared about. But I was a lot younger then, and once he became an adult, I didn’t realize he was still hanging onto stuff from the past. Clearly, he has. I’m just sorry this is going to hurt you both. I never meant for this to happen.” 
 
    “The one thing none of us can do is rewrite history, my friend,” Silvanus said thoughtfully. “I’m thinking my decision to give him time to process the concept of having me as a mate was the wrong idea. There’s a good chance Artemas took my leaving as another rejection, and my comments about being able to see him whenever I wanted as high-handed and a means to control him. Maybe I should’ve been honest from the start and told him if I stayed in that hotel suite another minute, we’d have both been naked.” 
 
    “He would never have allowed that,” Poseidon shook his head. “I’ve never met anyone with such prudish ideas about sex than him.” 
 
    “It’s not prudish to want and expect fidelity. It’s just a concept many gods have an issue understanding.” Silvanus sighed, taking in the clean air, and the bush surrounding the water hole. “He has a beautiful home. I could be very happy here.” 
 
    “No wonder the Fates thought he was perfect for you,” Poseidon said, looking around as though seeing the land for the first time. “Not far from the sea, either. My friend, look, this isn’t easy for me to say, but I care for you and Artemas both. I just can’t see a mating between you working, not now. I’ll go to the Fates with you, if you like. I’ll explain the damage I’ve done to my son, and take full responsibility. Maybe they’ll find it in their hearts to give you another.” 
 
    “And reinforce to Artemas he’s not worthy? I’ve no intention of doing that. I do want him. I want him now more than ever.” Silvanus reined in his emotions. They were for Artemas, not his mate’s father. “Thank you for today, harsh as it was to hear his anger and pain, you’ve done what I asked and let me know what I’m dealing with. You go on home; your mate will be worried about you. Give your delightful twins a hug from me. I’ll be by again to visit and meet your mate once this issue with Artemas is resolved, I promise.” 
 
    Poseidon wavered, but as Silvanus hoped, the urge to go home was strong and he disappeared. Wandering along the trail, following the call of his book, Silvanus took strength from the tangled bush around him. It was land like this that was exactly as nature intended it – tall trees providing cover from the sun for the mess of smaller bushes and plants below. Birds, so many different varieties, sung and flew, chattering to each other, totally oblivious to him passing. Silvanus smiled as he heard a Kookaburra laughing from his perch on a nearby tree, and then slowed his step as a pair of fantails buzzed around him, curious as they always were. Artemas might not realize it, but he owned a slice of paradise on earth, and it was clear he respected it.  
 
    The house, when Silvanus finally came across it, was unexpected, but beautiful. Created from rough hewn stone, it blended into the surrounding area, a wide porch jutting out over a natural cliff in the landscape. Rugged. Sensible. Permanent. Those were the words that Silvanus thought of as he climbed the simple steps and opened the front door. Magical wards crackled over his skin, but after a moment they let him pass.  
 
    Inside, the simplicity and endurance themes continued. Comfy couches, thick rugs on re-purposed polished wooden floors. Huge windows made the most of the light and the glorious view. The one thing that struck Silvanus as totally out of place, was a large sixty five inch television that looked to be a recent addition. The carelessly slung remote on the couch, and the dip in the cushions indicated Artemas had spent his “holiday” trying to blunt his mind with daytime television.  
 
    “That poor unhappy soul,” Silvanus muttered as he strode across to where his book lit up, having sensed his return. “Has he touched your pages, read just one word of what I left for him?” It was clear from the uncluttered aura around his journal, that Artemas had not. And yet, he brought it with him, on this holiday of his, and it’s displayed, not hidden away in a drawer or a cupboard but placed in such a way he can see it from wherever he is in the room. 
 
    It wasn’t a lot to pin any hopes on, but in the absence of anything else, Silvanus decided the book’s position was a positive sign. Artemas hadn’t forgotten him which must mean he still felt their connection. “Stage two,” he said running his hand over the worn book cover. “It’s time to woo our man and show him his worth. And for that, I might need a little bit of help.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “How many times do I…. Oh, it’s you two.” Artemas grit his teeth as Nereus and Lasse came through the library door. Yes, he was back in the place he was most comfortable, his lack of desire to see his father outweighed by the need to ply his mind to something more interesting than the relationship habits of humans on television dramas. In Artemas’s opinion, any dramas were of the characters’ own making and could be resolved with a simple honest discussion. But then the programs wouldn’t be considered “drama” and an entire season would be over in thirty minutes. Hopefully, Nereus’ and Lasse’s visit wouldn’t bring any drama either.  
 
    “It’s not like you two to leave your mates and offspring,” Artemas managed a semi-pleasant tone, as he leaned back in his chair, resting his arms on the sides. “What did you need help finding this time?” 
 
    “Can’t we take the time to visit our brother, the man who raised us and made us into the demi-gods we are today?” Flicking his hair back from his shoulders, Nereus conjured a chair, sitting gracefully. Lasse followed suit, the pair of them grinning at him like idiots.  
 
    “What have you done?” Artemas remembered those looks back when Nereus learned to call the waters for the first time and flooded Poseidon’s throne room. Lasse wasn’t much better, although it was his father’s bed he’d flooded when he had a misguided idea that Poseidon would like breakfast in bed. Neither their father, nor his companion of the hour were impressed.  
 
    “Nothing at all,” Lasse said, his smile widening as he shared a look with Nereus. Two years apart in age, most of the gods lumped them together as twins, but Lasse was slightly bigger and broader than his brother, his hair lighter, and his beard a lot bushier than Nereus allowed his to grow. “Do we need a reason to come and visit our favorite brother?” 
 
    “A social call?” Artemas quirked his left eyebrow. “I can’t remember the last time that happened. Shall I pour tea?” He waved his hand, his papers and books on the large round table disappearing, replaced by a family-sized china tea pot, complete with sugar bowl and milk jug. “Or would you prefer something stronger?” A range of booze bottles from absinthe to whiskey ringed the table.  
 
    “We got to thinking,” Nereus said, leaning forward in his chair and resting his elbows on his knees. “We don’t think we ever let you know how much you did for us, when we first came to live here, and how much it meant to us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lasse nodded eagerly. “I mean, it was a scary time back then, for me and my brother. Taken away from the only home we’d known, left here in this huge castle under the sea. After spending all our time in the House of the Sun, it was really hard to be surrounded by water all the time. But then you came along. You’d never even met us before, but you were the one who tucked us in at night, read us bedtime stories until we fell asleep, and cooked our meals.” 
 
    Artemas moved around in his chair uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going. “Poseidon was and still is a very busy man. I couldn’t leave the two of you to flounder about by yourselves. You’d have got lost.” It’d happened to him a few times when he first came to live with his father.  
 
    “The thing is, no one ordered you to care for us. Dad never said, hey Artie, look after your brothers for me,” Nereus persisted. “You just did it, out of the goodness of your heart. We were two half brothers you didn’t know existed until we got dumped here….” 
 
    “I thought you’d made your peace with Abraxas for what he had to do at the time,” Artemas said sharply, remembering the thousand year grudge that stopped Nereus from being around when Abraxas visited every five years.  
 
    “I have,” Nereus said, holding out his hands in a gesture of peace. “We’re very close now and I’m glad for that too. But the fact still remains, you, out of all our kin, were the one who made us feel welcome, taught us how to shift for the first time into our Mer form, and made sure we had an education. I wouldn’t have been half the man I am today, if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “Or me,” Lasse agreed. “I know it was centuries ago, but me and Ner, we remember the kindness you showed us. I still recall the nights I lay crying for Abraxas, and you’d come in and just sit by me. You’d never say anything, you’d just stroke my shoulder and let me know I wasn’t alone.” 
 
    “You’d stay until we were fast asleep,” Nereus smiled. “You were there for me the first time I had my heart broken, and you were the first one to implore me to be safe when I used to take off with Sebastian to fight in the wars. Many a time, when I was away, I’d find a hidden box of home-made biscuits in my kit, or a short verse reminding me I still had family, even when I was hundreds of miles from home.” 
 
    “You’re the one who showed me how a good father should act,” Lasse said. “When our little one was born, I was a bundle of nerves, but I’d remember how you taught me to hold a young one, when we were raising Baby. I never held a grudge against Abraxas, as you know, but it was you who taught me what caring for a child was all about.” 
 
    Artemas swallowed hard, rubbing the place where his heart should’ve been. “Not that I don’t appreciate the sentiments, guys, but why are you telling me this now? All the things you mention happened fourteen, fifteen hundred years ago. You know I’ll always be here for you if you ever need help of any kind. We don’t need words to recognize the bonds between us. They’ve been centuries in the making.” 
 
    This time the look Lasse and Nereus shared held a tinge of guilt. “We’re worried about you,” Nereus said at last. “You shut yourself away, we never hear of you ever going out. I know you went to Poseidon and Claude’s party the night his twins were born, but you never come and see me and my mates….” 
 
    “Or me and Jason,” Lasse added. “The gift you sent Terra was beautiful, but she’s four months old now, already sitting up and trying to pull herself up on the furniture. She’s never had the pleasure of being held in your arms.” 
 
    Artemas immediately felt guilty. His brothers’ mates were blessings as was the child Jason bore for Lasse. “I’m sorry, I just…. There’s no excuse. You’re right. I should at least make the effort to visit you in Cloverleah Nereus, and you in Greece, Lasse. And I hear Thor’s expecting too. I haven’t even sent my congratulations to the happy couple. I’ll make myself a note, and visit soon, I promise.” 
 
    “We’re only worried about you because we love you, brother.” Artemas could see the honesty shining in Nereus’s blue eyes.  
 
    “We just want you to be as happy in love as we are,” Lasse added. “You’re not going to find that burying your nose in books all the time.” 
 
    Artemas’s heart ached as he thought about Silvanus. Two days he’d spent in Fiordland before curiosity won out and he translocated to his home in Sydney. Silvanus’s book was gone and only the scent of Jasmine remained. With no book to collect, Silvanus had no reason to seek him out again. Unable to handle the sadness the thought gave him, that Silvanus was no better than any other god he’d met, Artemas had retreated to the library under the sea. “I don’t think that sort of love is going to come for me,” he said, his voice thickening. “But believe me, I get by alone. I’ve been that way most of my life.” 
 
    “I don’t believe the Fates have forgotten you,” Nereus said as he stood up. Reaching into his leather jacket, he pulled out a small cloth covered parcel which he handed over the table. Before he even touched it, Artemas knew what it was. “The god known as Silvanus asked us to give this to you, sending his love alongside our own. Please, read it this time, brother.” 
 
    “You spoke to Silvanus? You know what’s in this book?” Artemas had to take it, his fingers gave him no choice in the matter. As soon as his skin touched the cloth, he could feel the aura of the book calling to him.  
 
    “We didn’t even look to see what was in the parcel,” Lasse laughed, standing next to his brother. “We figured it was a book, but then if Silvanus was going to court you, it was only right he respected your love for the written word.” 
 
    “Court me?” Artemas whispered. That was a totally different attitude to “I’ll know where to find you when I’m ready to see you.”  
 
    “It’s what mates do when their promised one is reluctant,” Nereus said easily. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?” 
 
    Artemas barely noticed his brothers disappearing from the library. A wave of his hand took care of the untouched beverages. Inhaling raggedly, Artemas placed the cloth bound book on the now clear table. His fingers shook slightly as he tugged at the plaited hemp ribbon, the cloth falling open to reveal the carving that had attracted his attention in the first place. Laying on top of it, written in flowing script, Silvanus had left a short note. All it said was, ‘You are worth everything.’  
 
    Tears prickled at Artemas’s eyes as he carefully opened the cover.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Silvanus watched from the shadows as his promise slowly read the words he’d written centuries ago. The book had been crafted during a time of change for him. Forests were well established, rolling green hills dominated all he could see. Human occupation was slowly evolving, but while the Mother was respected and revered among the population, Silvanus was barely mentioned in the prayers around the camp fires at night.  
 
    In a way it was fitting, Silvanus knew that. He was given guardianship over a small part of what the Mother controlled, and he took his duties seriously. Various populations around the globe were forming their own religions, giving rise to Gods like Zeus and Poseidon, Odin and Freya, Ra and Bastet.  At the time, prayer and belief gave rise to creation and a myriad of god-like creatures rose in accordance with the beliefs of their followers. Those gods in turn created others and so the cycle continued.  
 
    But no offspring stemmed from Silvanus and hadn’t done in all the eons he’d been alive. As he watched the flood of emotions flow across Artemas’s unguarded face, Silvanus allowed himself to dream for a moment. Long forgotten urges for a family surged through his mind; someone to come home to at night – having a beloved with him on those days when his heart broke at the damage done to his domain. It was all there, those dreams personified in the man currently reading his thoughts. Please let those words be enough.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, and something like that just wasn’t possible until they’d claimed each other, Artemas carefully turned the last page, and put the book down with a sigh. “Don’t you think it’s time to show yourself, instead of lurking in the shadows like you seem prone to do? For someone who’s domain thrives on the rush of four seasons, and the waxing and waning of sun and moon, being out in the open, you seem to spend a lot of time in the dark.” 
 
    “I’ve been alone for more centuries than I can count,” Silvanus moved away from the cover of the bookcase, stepping into the light. “Dealing with people, any person is difficult on a good day. I owe you a huge apology for the way I treated you when we met. I wasn’t sure how to voice it in a way that would allow you to see the truth in my words and actually hear me this time.” 
 
    “You write beautifully,” Artemas probably didn’t realize he still rested his hand on the book’s cover. Silvanus could see the connection and mocked himself for being jealous of it. “I… my reactions to you weren’t beyond reproach either. Please, take a chair.”  
 
    One appeared at Silvanus’s side and while it wasn’t as close to Artemas as he would like to be, Silvanus sank into it.  
 
    “Now,” Artemas said when he was seated, “can you explain why you decided to stalk me when I bid on your lovely book? I still don’t understand why you didn’t just zap this precious volume to somewhere safe?” 
 
    “It’s complicated and yet….” Silvanus rubbed his head and grinned ruefully. He’d already shared his heart with his promise through his book, now it was time to share some failings too. “I’m sure you’ll find this deathly amusing, but since the Fates told me about my promise,” Artemas’s lips tightened, but Silvanus continued, “I was struggling to find a way to meet that person.” 
 
    “So, you used your book as bait?” Artemas looked down at the object in question and quickly took his hand off it. “That was hellishly risky.” 
 
    “Not bait exactly. Look,” Silvanus ran his hand through his hair. “This was not how I imagined this conversation to go. Do you mind?” Waving his fingers, Silvanus created a small feast on the table between them. The freshest honey, a selection of meats, crusty bread straight from the oven, and enough sauces and pates to suit the pickiest of palates.  
 
    “I usually prefer cooking to hand waving,” Artemas smirked, but Silvanus was pleased to see him reaching for a hunk of bread, a plate and knife. I can provide for him. “The book,” Artemas prompted with his mouthful. 
 
    “Ah, the book.” Silvanus focused on piling a piece of bread with honey and slices of beef. Leaving it on a plate, Silvanus rested his elbows on the table. “I felt it, when the book was taken by the dark elves. That was roughly three years ago. I was….” Silvanus struggled to find the word he needed. “Conflicted, depressed.” He shrugged. “I’d given up on life. At the time, it didn’t really matter what happened to the book. No one else could read it. It wasn’t like it contained secrets of the universe. It was just the ramblings from my heart.” 
 
    Artemas shook his head, his eyes sad, but he didn’t say anything, stuffing a piece of bread in his mouth, forcing Silvanus to continue.  
 
    “As you’ve guessed, the connection between that book and myself is strong.” Silvanus didn’t point out Artemas was touching the book again. But Artemas surprised him.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s the book’s contents themselves. I think it’s the cover. You carved it.” 
 
    Silvanus considered that, agreed, but didn’t say so. He needed to get this next bit out so Artemas could laugh at him, and they could hopefully move onto more interesting things, like kissing. The way Artemas chewed so carefully was doing all sorts of things to Silvanus’s groin area.  
 
    “The Fates gave me their promise about the same time as the dark elves were taken out of action. I could feel movements from my book and a quick check showed that the man the elves had given it to, was in a desperate financial situation. He wasn’t necessarily a bad person, but his need for money gave the dark elves the hooks they needed to get him to do their bidding.” 
 
    “Which was?” Artemas was enjoying a slice of beef. His long fingers fascinated Silvanus. 
 
    “Chaos, I imagine.” Silvanus didn’t know. “What else do the dark elves do but try and upset the natural order of things.” 
 
    Swallowing, Artemas clicked up a napkin and wiped his fingers. “So, we have your book, which was stolen by dark elves, for purposes unknown, given to a desperate human who decided to sell it for as much as he could get. I still don’t understand why you bid against me. Any desperate man would be grateful for a couple of hundred thousand dollars, surely?” 
 
    “I didn’t bid against you.” Silvanus put down his knife and looked at his mate in horror. “Surely, you don’t think I’d do something as dishonest as try and push the price up?” 
 
    “But if you didn’t bid on the book, then who the hell did?” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Artemas had been finding the conversation surprisingly easy. There was no denying Silvanus’s presence; ancient godly powers filled the room far more effectively than Poseidon could ever manage, encasing Artemas in a warm glow he just wanted to snuggle into. The food was a nice touch, too. Artemas often forgot to eat. What he appreciated was that Silvanus didn’t fill the room with banquet tables full of delicacies that wouldn’t keep a squirrel alive. He went for simple wholesome foods that Artemas enjoyed.  
 
    Listening to Silvanus’s speak – Artemas was a sucker for a deep voice. It was no hardship, getting the man to talk. Silvanus was surprisingly candid. Artemas was warming to the man with every passing second. Parts of him were on board with having him already, but Artemas was used to ignoring his bodily demands. The auction bidding issue pulled him from the friendly warmth he’d been experiencing.  
 
    “Silvanus, who the heck was bidding on your book? I was sure it was you after you followed me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me. I don’t know how to use a computer.” Something else we have in common. “I felt it when you touched the book. You had it. I followed you. Does it really matter who else wanted it? They weren’t my promised one, you were. I knew that from the moment the book began to hum with life.” 
 
    This guy is older than dirt. Surely, he can’t be that dense about the ways of man. Artemas let out a long breath. “Silvanus,” he inhaled again and said, “My mate.” There. He’d said it. Lightning didn’t come from the clouds and the skies didn’t fall in. The beauty of the hope that filled Silvanus’s face outshone the sunrise. I’ve acknowledged it. Let’s move on. “Someone was prepared to pay one point six million pounds for a book with no provenance, no recognizable author, and in a language no one will ever be able to read. Doesn’t that sound strange to you.” 
 
    “You called me mate.” Silvanus voice had a suspicious hitch in it. “You’ve acknowledged our connection.” 
 
    Great minds think alike. Artemas tried to soften his concern, which wasn’t easy because worrying was second nature to him. “I knew you were my mate the moment I saw you and I admit, I have issues about that. Poseidon….” 
 
    “I did not and never have been intimate in any way with Poseidon. I’ve never been attracted to him,” Silvanus interrupted quickly.  
 
    “We’ll get your eyesight checked at some point.” Artemas shook his head, not letting on how relieved that simple statement made him feel. “Please, can we focus on the mystery bidder for a moment. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    The look on Silvanus’s face was pained. “I’ve been out of human affairs a long time, but I know about crazy. Who’s to say it wasn’t a random collector with more money than brains, who wanted the book because it was unique? Surely, you have met types like that before?” 
 
    The problem was, Silvanus was right. There were some people who heard the word “one of a kind” and just had to have it, no matter what it was, or how ridiculous the price. Artemas ended up paying more than he’d wanted on occasion to secure something he just had to have in his collection. Not that money was the object, for him at least. It was the principle that counted. But how to explain…? 
 
    “I’m worried about your book. You’re right, I know you are. I’ve met a lot of those rich entitled assholes in my lifetime, but it’s here,” Artemas pointed to his gut. “The worry is here and it’s not easing up.” 
 
    “We are a thousand leagues under the sea.” Silvanus waved his hand at the stone ceilings. “This place is warded like no other. Who could possibly gain entrance to Poseidon’s realm without an invitation.” 
 
    “You,” Artemas mumbled. “Orin, Thor’s mate, pops in and out all the time, he’s only half elf, but elves can traverse the realms at will. Other gods, Greek ones with a familial link to my father.” 
 
    “Ah, my promised one is a worrier.” Silvanus was suddenly pressed against Artemas’s side. Strong hands soothed his hair and removed his glasses. “I know you don’t need these. They make you look incredibly hot and normally, I wouldn’t have a problem with you wearing them. But I need to kiss you now and they’ll get in the way.” 
 
    “Kiss me.” Artemas meant the words as a question but Silvanus’s lips were on his before he had time to blink. Fuck me with a feather duster, this man knows what he’s doing. Refusing to be a passive recipient, Artemas curled his arm around Silvanus’s neck, and gave as good as he got. The kiss quickly turned heated, a clash of teeth, lips and tongues. Artemas was thinking about translocating them to somewhere more comfortable when Silvanus pulled away.  
 
    “Damn it! Don’t stop now.” 
 
    “Artemas.” Silvanus rested his forehead on Artemas’s shoulder, his body shaking with the force of his heavy breathing. “I swear, I want you more than anything in this universe. But we need to talk.” 
 
    “I think we’ve done more than enough talking.” Artemas tried to tilt Silvanus’s face in his direction but the bigger man wouldn’t move.  
 
    “We’re gods,” Silvanus panted.  
 
    “Yep, and consenting adults.” Artemas wanted to whine with frustration. Silvanus could not ply his lips with such ardor and then expect them to stop just because he was having a crisis of conscience. 
 
    “Gods, Artemas. Male gods. Think about the repercussions for a minute.” 
 
    Male gods. Male gods. Male gods. “Right. Thought about it…” And then bam, the implications of what Silvanus was trying to say hit Artemas below the belt. Not enough to give him a full on droop, but the urgency from minutes before weakened. “Pregnancy. Oh, my gods, I don’t know if I can do that.” 
 
    “You don’t want children?” Silvanus tilted his head slightly in his direction but Artemas couldn’t interpret the expression on his face.  
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I asked you first.” A ghost of a grin flickered around Silvanus’s lips.  
 
    “Having children should always be a mutual decision, not an accident.” Artemas closed his eyes. “No child should ever be labeled a mistake.” 
 
    “Oh, my promise, believe me, you were a mistake worth making. But I totally agree, even though that doesn’t answer my question. Artemas, if we do this….” 
 
    “I know, I know.” If Artemas thought his guts were churning before, that was nothing on how they felt now. “I have to be honest with you. I’ve never thought about children of my own. I’m not saying I don’t want them sometime in the future, but we’ve only just met. I’ve got baggage – truckloads of it and you’re still getting used to living in modern times.” 
 
    “And then, there’s always the question on who would be blessed with carrying our offspring.” The wry humor in Silvanus’s voice had Artemas opening his eyes. “We can always petition the Fates – ask them to wait before attaching another thread to ours if you so desire.” 
 
    “They’d listen to you?” Artemas wanted to slap himself for such a stupid question. Of course, the Fates would listen to Silvanus – they were probably related. “Do you think that would work?” 
 
    Silvanus nodded. “Contrary to your father’s belief, the Fates don’t spend their times trying to mess with the life threads they weave. But in the meantime, it means we’ll have to take precautions.” 
 
    “I’ve never known of a condom that could withstand the might of a god’s sperm,” Artemas said, thinking that creating one would be a good idea. Gods were awfully good at spreading their seed around.  
 
    “Even the strongest of wraps wouldn’t work with me,” Silvanus said glumly. “I carry the spark of creation in my powers. Whoever decided to bottom could end up pregnant from the very first time.” 
 
    Disappointment crushed Artemas’s heart. “I suppose you want to go then – seeing as we can’t fuck until we’ve had the all clear from the Fates.” 
 
    “What do you take me for?” Silvanus’s head came up sharply. “You have a lot to learn about me, my promise. Who said mates were only for sexual purposes? Who said fucking is the only option we can enjoy?” 
 
    “You mean…?” Artemas moved until his lips were almost touching his mate’s. 
 
    “I mean there a plenty of ways we can enjoy each other, my promise. Starting with this.” 
 
    Damn, those lips are going to become addictive.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Lips were often overlooked in the realm of erotic pleasures, but they had the power to render a person legless. Silvanus’s depression had rendered his cock useless except for its most basic of functions. The thought ‘food to a starving man’ came to mind as he and Artemas shared breath. Everything about his promise called to him on a cellular level. His roaming hands found no soft spots, Artemas was as sleek and powerful as an Orca and just as deadly to his self-control.  
 
    “Hold tight,” Artemas muttered against the skin of his throat.  
 
    As if he could let go. Silvanus was happy to go wherever Artemas wanted to take him, provided it had a flat surface. As their molecules solidified, Silvanus caught the scent of wattle trees, and the sound of a Kookaburra. Home, he thought, Artemas has brought me to his home.  
 
    The mattress under his back was soft, and as skin met skin, Silvanus realized their clothes had gotten lost somewhere during the trip.  Artemas rubbed against him, reminiscent of a cat starved for affection. Silvanus could totally relate. His whole body felt alive for the first time in centuries. But it was his dick demanding the most attention. Sliding his hand down the rippling muscles of Artemas’s back, Silvanus filled his hands with his promise’s rounded butt cheeks, pulling them so their cocks aligned, trapped between them.  
 
    “Never felt like this,” Artemas breathed as Silvanus felt a small nip on his ear. The sharp nip zipped through his nerve endings, shooting straight for his leaking cock. “Never felt as though I’d just explode if I don’t get off. You read about it, even dream about it on occasion, but feeling it… wow.” 
 
    You can still talk. Silvanus could barely manage a grunt in reply. But the sharp line of Artemas’s jaw called to him, and as he licked across it, his promise tilted his head, arching his neck. Silvanus didn’t have any vampire tendencies, but he trailed his mouth down the path offered, pausing to suck and raise a mark. Every suck on his mate’s neck caused Artemas’s hips to thrust and before long their abs were slick with precome and sweat.  
 
    Artemas’s fingers found their way into his hair. Those long slender strong fingers that had fascinated him from the start. A guttural moan tore from Silvanus’s throat and his thrusts quickened. Latching on to a fresh piece of skin on Artemas’s neck, Silvanus sucked and humped, man’s original instincts swamping his brain. Nothing but the urge to climax registered. Artemas cried out and Silvanus’s cock found extra slide in his promise’s come. He didn’t even try to hold himself back, his fingers probably leaving bruises on Artemas’s ass as his body shuddered in climax.  
 
    “Dico vobis, quia omni tempore.” Energy infused Silvanus’s body, heating him like an exploding sun. Just as he thought he’d die from the pleasure of it, Artemas was there, the cool of the water washing over him, soothing, claiming, saturating his very soul as he heard the words he’d spent eternity waiting to hear. “My mate.” Tears flowed down Silvanus’s cheek – the moment too beautiful to verbalize, too intense to hold inside.  
 
    Silvanus didn’t know how long they lay there, their breathing slowly returning to normal, their come and sweat cooling on their skin. It was Artemas who moved first, a small wince flashing across his face. “You’re hurt?” Silvanus instantly worried he’d been holding his promise too tightly.  
 
    “My brothers, when they claimed their mates, all mentioned being left with tattoos to mark the occasion.” Artemas wiggled his shoulders. “Would you check my back for me? My skin feels quite tight.” 
 
    “I have your mark over my heart.” Silvanus didn’t bother to hide his delight, his finger tracing over the leaping Orca escaping the waves. Tridents, with books entwined within the prongs framed the bright blue waves. But when he looked up, Artemas’s smile was tight. Oh right, his back.  
 
    Running his hand down Artemas’s torso, Silvanus invoked enough magic to clean them both. He didn’t need to actually touch to do it, but he figured it would take a while before he took the right to run his hands over his promise’s body for granted. Encouraging his mate onto his front, Silvanus covered his mouth with his hand.  
 
    “Is it that bad?” His head on one side, Artemas raised his eyebrows. “Don’t tell me, the Lord of the Sea decided to reenact the fall of Atlantis on my back in celebration of our mating.” 
 
    “Sei had nothing to do with the wonder on your back.” Taking his hand away from his mouth, Silvanus reached out, pushing his healing abilities through his fingers. “My promise, my mate, I swear, the Mother has blessed us both.” 
 
    “The blessed Mother watched us rubbing off on each other?” Open mouthed, eyes wide, Artemas looked so horrified, Silvanus laughed.  
 
    “She’s the Mother of all living things,” he said gently between chuckles. “If it wasn’t for sex, nothing would ever survive and thrive. But no,” he added as Artemas didn’t look any happier, “she is also aware of all living things, and she knows, almost as much as the Fates, how important you are to me. You have my word, mate. She would have felt our claiming, not seen it and when she felt it, she gave us her blessing.” 
 
    “The tattoo?” 
 
    “The Tree of Life in spring.” Silvanus shook his head in wonder as he gently traced over the design. “Long strong branches filled with budding leaves in a million shades of green. A solid sturdy trunk,” Silvanus ran his fingers down his mate’s spine, “even the roots are represented. Flowing across your lower back, rising slightly up your hip bones.” 
 
    “So, the image isn’t obscured by my mer form, I imagine.” Artemas snuggled into his pillow. “You have a magic touch, my mate. Don’t stop now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    What does one do with another person when they’re not having sex? Artemas crawled out of bed, his muscles reminding him it’d been probably years since he’d expended so much energy in one night. Silvanus was sprawled across the mattress, his naked skin gleaming under the bright morning sun. His generous mouth was slack, the occasional snore something Artemas felt he could get used to.  
 
    The passion, the need for connection was still thrumming under Artemas’s skin, but he wasn’t his father. Sex was an occasional pleasure, not a full time occupation. I’ll make breakfast, he decided as he made his way to the bathroom and took care of business there. A nice breakfast, maybe some more talking, and then….  
 
    That’s where Artemas’s brain shorted out. All his life he’d been a solitary being, except for those times when he raised Poseidon’s children. Having another adult want to spend time with him… Artemas wasn’t sure what they could do. It wasn’t as though he was adventurous like Thor or Lasse, and he didn’t have a pack to do things with or for like Nereus did.  
 
    Consumed with his thoughts, it took a moment for him to realize his kitchen was already occupied. “Honestly, Sei, haven’t you got something better to do than come here and gloat. Your mate is going to think you’re out trying to get fucked again at this rate.” 
 
    “You forget the time zone differences.” Poseidon smirked. “My beloved mate has already been thoroughly worn out, and is sleeping peacefully. And why wouldn’t I come to offer my personal congratulations on your mating? You are my son, even though you often prefer to forget that piece of information.” 
 
    Artemas immediately felt guilty. Silvanus had explained, in between their bouts of frottage, and blow jobs, how Poseidon had confessed to his lack of parenting skills and how upset he was by their history. “I never meant to make you feel I was ashamed of being your son. I just would’ve wished for a different upbringing, if it’d been my choice to make.” 
 
    The smirk slid off Poseidon’s face so fast, it was as though it had never been there. “Would it help, if I said that I wish I’d made better choices with you too? I was a shit dad. I’ll be the first to admit it. In my defense, and it’s pretty lame but has to be said, I didn’t realize how bad I was until after the twins were born. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Confused, Artemas struggled to look his father in the eye. In one respect, just hearing the words he’d waited thousands of years to hear, did make him feel better. But the apology sounded wrong, coming from Poseidon’s mouth. Not because it wasn’t genuine, but because a god with Sei’s power should never apologize. “It means a lot to me, that you’ve said that now,” he said, managing not to stammer. “I admit, I seem to have the ability to hold a grudge, longer than humanly possible, but for what it’s worth, I’ve always been proud to be your son and I do think mating with Claude and having the twins has been good for you. Made you more human,” he added with a small twist of his lips.  
 
    “Human, bah,” Poseidon scoffed, but the twinkle was back in his eyes along with the grin. “My mate would tell you we’re supposed to hug now, or some such thing. Wolves are incredibly huggy-feely types. Is that something you’d want from me?” 
 
    “A hug?” Artemas considered it and then shook his head. “We’re not that type of family. I did know, I’ve always known you cared about me in your own way. I’m sure it was never easy being you, especially in the last fifty years or so, but I do recall on several occasions, you mention how proud you were of my work to others.” 
 
    “No one believed anyone with your brains came from my loins.” Poseidon chuckled. Tilting his head on one side, Poseidon studied him. Artemas became conscious of the fact he was only wearing a pair of briefs and tried not to squirm. “You don’t have a tattoo on your chest like your mated brothers, but I felt the claiming resonate through the waters.” 
 
    “I thought you were responsible for the mated tattoos. Silvanus has one on his chest.” Artemas figured it was a good thing if Sei was asking about it. Hopefully, it meant his father hadn’t been rating his sexual performance while he was being claimed. “I have one on my back. Silvanus said it was a gift from the Mother herself.” 
 
    Poseidon quirked an eyebrow. “Well, turn around and let me see. I can’t imagine what the Mother might see fit to bless you with.” He twirled his hand and feeling terribly self-conscious, Artemas turned. It wasn’t that he was ashamed of the tattoo. It was just having his father eying his body wasn’t something he was used to.  
 
    “Holy fucking hell!” Poseidon’s outburst was not what Artemas expected. “How dare she do that to one of my sons.” 
 
    “What on earth are you getting upset about? So, it’s not the sea?  Big deal. Silvanus is wearing your trident and a depiction of the waves and he’s a god of the land.” Annoyed, Artemas twirled back around, moving past his father to the coffee pot. “Obviously, I can’t see it myself, but Silvanus was genuinely moved when it appeared. It’s a depiction of the tree of life in springtime. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “It’s not a depiction of the tree of life in springtime.” Poseidon enunciated every word as though it was a curse. “It is the tree of life.” 
 
    Artemas rubbed the spot between his eyes. “I know, it’s a tattoo of the tree of life. A fitting tattoo when you think of it, given that my mate was one of the gods who aided the Mother when time began. Having never seen the tree personally, I don’t know how accurate the tattoo is, but Silvanus recognized it instantly.” 
 
    “Of course, he’d recognize it.” Poseidon was still fuming, something Artemas was ill equipped to handle without a coffee. Unable to wait until the machine had run its cycle, Artemas waved himself a fresh cup. “Silvanus is one of a mere handful of beings who have actually seen it.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Artemas curled his hands around his coffee mug, taking a grateful sip. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen mention of the location in anything I’ve read before.” 
 
    “At the moment, it’s sitting on your back,” Poseidon snarled.  
 
    Choking on his mouthful of coffee, it took Artemas a moment to respond. “That’s a tattoo on my back, father. Not a living tree and definitely not the one tree whose health determines the state of every living thing.” 
 
    “How else do you think the tree manifests itself?” The roar of the sea powered through Poseidon’s words. “If it was planted somewhere, anywhere, some asshole would come along and chop it down, ending all life as we know it. Or there’d be some idiot would decide to light a fire under it, or god forbid, use the branches to make that fire. Even in the wilds of your precious Australia, or New Zealand, if the tree of life was rooted there, someone would still be able to find it and do it harm.”  
 
    There was an awful lot of commonsense in what Poseidon was saying. “Who?” Artemas wet his lips and tried again. “Who carried the tree before me?” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “The Mother.” Silvanus strode in, ignoring Sei completely, making his way over and taking a long kiss from his lover’s lips. “Mmm, that coffee tastes delicious mixed with you. Can you zap me up a cup?” 
 
    Wordlessly, Artemas handed him a cup of coffee, his eyes filled with questions. Silvanus felt a shaft of guilt. He should’ve talked to his mate the night before, but the tree was an unexpected complication, easily forgotten when Artemas’s bare ass was on display.  
 
    “Sei, did you always stir up so much shit when we were younger?” He asked, turning so his arm was nudging Artemas’s shoulder. “You’ve got a mate of your own. What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “I was congratulating my son on being claimed by his true mate,” Poseidon’s lip curled. “I didn’t know the Mother was going to take my son away from me and the only world he’s known, when it happened.” 
 
    “You do talk some rubbish sometimes.” Artemas’s tension was strong enough to touch. Silvanus needed to find a way to defuse it. “What makes you think, that simply by carrying the tree of life on his back, that Artemas won’t be able to do the things he already does?” 
 
    “A tree can’t live in salt water!” Poseidon roared.  
 
    “There’s life in the sea,” Silvanus shot back, hurt and annoyed one of his oldest friends was being so pig-headed. “You see it yourself every time you’re at home. Things grow in the sea, creatures live in the sea. How can you think for a second the tree of life has no place there too?” 
 
    “I know what happens when something meant to flourish on land meets the salt of the sea.” Poseidon’s frame grew before his eyes, taking on the form that terrified sailors for eons. “Our domains are divided for a reason. Why do you think Nereus and Lasse came to live with me, when their father Abraxas was devoted to them? They had my blood in their veins. They couldn’t live without the sea. Now you’re condemning my oldest son to the same fate?” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a crash and a boom, and a massive wolf appeared in the kitchen, complete with snarling teeth.  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Silvanus shook his head. “I suppose that’s your precious mate come to defend you against whatever’s made you so angry, Sei. Son of Fenrir, put your bloody teeth away, or I’ll send you back to where you came from so fucking fast, your teeth will spin.” 
 
    The growls lowered to a mumble, but the teeth didn’t go away. “Babe,” Poseidon seemed surprised. “How on earth did you get here? You’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “He is the son of a god, father,” Artemas said wearily. “One can only imagine, he felt the strength of your emotions, and his wolf instincts took over and led him here. Leaving the twins unattended I suppose.” 
 
    “There’s a full pack looking after your siblings,” Poseidon said quickly, putting his hand on the snarling wolf’s shoulder. “They are never left unattended and that’s not the argument we’re having here. I want to know how you’ll go swimming in your Mer form, with that bloody monstrosity on your back?” 
 
    “The same as he always does.” Silvanus was looking forward to seeing his mate in his true element. Swimming in a lake just wasn’t the same as diving beneath the ocean. “The Mother has carried the tree of life since it first grew from a tiny seedling. Her back has bowed with the weight of it, over the countless millenniums that have past since that day. Artemas is a powerful god in his own right, and the Mother knew I would cherish him for all time. Who better to carry her legacy?” 
 
    “Demi god,” Artemas said quietly. “I’m only a demi-god not a true god like you and my father.” 
 
    “Bull shit,” Silvanus said bluntly. “You recited your lineage to me yourself. Artemas the Librarian, son of Poseidon, Greek God of the Sea, and Thoth, Egyptian God of the Moon, Magic and Writing.”  
 
    “True,” Artemas agreed. “But the son of a god is called a demi-god.” 
 
    “Only if that god messes with a mortal,” Silvanus countered. “You are a product of two of the oldest and most powerful gods in existence. That makes you a god in your own right.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” There was a cute wrinkle running the width of Artemas’s forehead. “I don’t have a domain, I don’t have power over anything. I’ve never been worshipped by any group or cult. I am sure all of those things are necessary if you’re going to be called a god of something.” 
 
    “The definition of a god….” Silvanus started to explain but Poseidon interrupted him.  
 
    “I don’t give a shit what my son’s designation is in the hierarchy of things. I want to know how you’re going to get that damn tree of my son’s back. His domain is under the sea with me and his brothers.” 
 
    “You know I have more affiliation with Thoth, than you, father.” Artemas sighed. “My magic and quest for learning has always been my passion. Nereus has more affinity for the sea than I do and so does Lasse. If Silvanus says I can still swim in my Mer form, under the waves, then I believe him and that’s all I need. Weren’t you the ones who said Tony and Athena would rule when you retired?” 
 
    “That was a joke, and couldn’t even be considered for at least two millennia.” Poseidon looked close to tears, which just wasn’t possible, was it? Silvanus had never seen his friend so emotional. “You’re my oldest son. You spend so much time in my domain. Surely, you had to know….” 
 
    “That you are, and always will be the lord of the sea,” Artemas broke in gently. “I never aspired to your position. It was enough for me to be known as your son. If the great Mother has deemed me a suitable carrier for the tree of life, then there must be a reason for it. I don’t need to know what that reason is. Please, take your mate and go home. Maybe next time we meet, you can be happy about our mating.” 
 
    “I… I… fuck it.” The smell of salt spray lingered in the kitchen as Poseidon and Claude disappeared. Silvanus noted the tenseness in Artemas’s shoulder, and the tight line of his lips. The hurt coming from Artemas flowed through their bond leaving a sour taste in Silvanus’s mouth.  
 
    Putting down his cup, Silvanus pulled his mate close, encouraging him to lay his head on his shoulder. The energy from Artemas’s tattoo recognized him, crackling gently along the skin of his forearms as they rested around his mate’s back. This was why the Mother had blessed them this way – because of Silvanus’s connection to the earth, and to the Mother. It was just a damn shame, Poseidon didn’t see it that way.  
 
    “I’m not very good with words,” Silvanus said slowly, stroking down Artemas’s back. “I can sense your feelings, but I can only imagine how hurt you must feel inside.” 
 
    “It’s Poseidon’s way.” Artemas’s voice wavered. “That is what makes him such a powerful god. He is driven, focused and thinks only in terms of costs and rewards for his beloved sea. I had hoped… his words earlier… I truly believed I meant something to him.” 
 
    “He cares more than he lets on.” Silvanus prayed he wasn’t lying to his mate. “You saw his concern, his fear of what might happen if you were no longer able to enjoy the sea and his domain.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe he’s annoyed because you insisted I was a god, which puts me on a par with him.” Artemas’s kiss on his neck was like the brush of a butterfly wing. “Let’s eat. The complex puzzle of Poseidon’s mind is not the type of thing to be discussed on an empty stomach. Not when you wore me out so thoroughly last night.” 
 
    “There is so much more I want to do with you,” Silvanus promised, and then he sighed as he remembered. “I think, if you can stand it, a visit to the Fates might be in order before we deal with the issues from your father.” 
 
    “You can just drop in on the Fates?” Artemas chuckled. “What am I saying. Of course, you can. I have so much to learn about the man I’ve been claimed by.” 
 
    “And we have a thousand lifetimes to do it in.” Silvanus’s stomach rumbled, but he pushed his thoughts of sustenance aside. Kissing his new mate, until he could no longer feel the hurt through their bond was a far better way of passing the time.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Artemas ran his thumbs under his suspenders and pushed his glasses more firmly onto his nose. It felt strange, wearing something other than shorts as he had for the past week, but one did not visit the Fates with bare legs and flip flops. His charcoal gray suit pants were crisply pressed, his pale blue shirt was equally starched, and his suspenders had black leather ends, matching his highly polished shoes.  
 
    As he settled the jacket over his shoulders, Artemas accepted the clothing for what it was. His armor. His shield against the world and their judging ways. No matter how powerful Silvanus might think he was, Artemas always knew he was the unwanted, illegitimate child who resulted from a hook up done on a bet. Thoth’s only reason for carrying him to term was probably so as not to anger the very people he was about to see. Thoth had perhaps hoped for more offspring, which he went on to have with at least three wives Artemas was aware of. He didn’t throw any of them away, Artemas thought bitterly.  
 
    “You look amazing. Are you ready to go?” Turning, Artemas saw Silvanus was dressed more simply than he was although he still cut a commanding figure. Navy blue dress pants had been teamed with a plain white linen shirt which had been left open at the neck offsetting Silvanus’s natural tan. A simple leather tie kept Silvanus’s hair off his face complementing the casually elegant look. Artemas wondered if he was overdressed.   
 
    “You look pretty good yourself.” Artemas managed a terse smile. “Is it okay to say I’m nervous? Some of my personal rantings against the Fates weren’t complimentary when I realized the gods were being targeted with true mates.” 
 
    Striding across the room, Silvanus took his hands, which was helpful because it stopped Artemas from fidgeting. “The Fates don’t spend all their time, rearranging the tapestries just to take revenge on petty grievances. I’m sure everyone has cursed them at one point in their lives. What many people don’t realize, and I include most gods in this, is that the Fates’ overriding concerns are about the tapestry as a whole. They see the bigger picture, and they often have to make challenging decisions to keep the flow of life going.” 
 
    “When Claude first claimed Poseidon, father swore black and blue the Fates only did it because he sunk Atlantis.” 
 
    “I remember that time,” Silvanus chuckled, “and no, the Fates weren’t happy about that because of all the lives that were lost, suddenly becoming dolphins instead of men. The hole in the tapestry caused by that event would have been huge. But even so, Claude and Sei’s mating was not a curse on either of them, and neither was mine to you. You are my promise from them, something I will spend eternity being grateful for.” 
 
    “For someone who claims he doesn’t have a way with words, you do have the ability to make me blush,” Artemas said, looking down at their joined hands. Silvanus was solid, dependable. Artemas could feel it through their bond. “Shall we do this then? Although, I confess, I’m unsure how to ask the Fates to leave off giving us children. The idea of talking about procreation prevention with the beings responsible for the length of a person’s thread, is not something I ever thought I’d have to do.” 
 
    “We can only ask, respectfully, and with an open heart,” Silvanus said gently. “They know our histories. I’m sure this is just a formality.” 
 
    Trusting his mate’s word, Artemas inhaled slowly as his molecules broke down and they translocated.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Silvanus was a rare visitor to the Fates’ realm, although when the world was new, there was a lot more interaction among the pantheons. As their bodies reformed in the glade favored by the sisters, he could see they’d been expected. Instead of the bubbling cauldron and the tapestry draped across the knees of three women of very distinct ages, the sisters had chosen to come together as one look. In this form, they were ageless identical triplets, clothed in simple white shifts that seemed to flow around them, despite Silvanus feeling no sign of a breeze.  
 
    “Silvanus. Artemas. Why did you seek an audience with us today?” It was disconcerting, watching three mouths work, when only one voice was heard.  
 
    “My ladies.” Silvanus bowed deeply and noticed Artemas did the same. “I came to give thanks for the promise you gave me. My mate graciously allowed me to claim him and has been gifted with carrying the Tree of Life from our blessed Mother. We came to ask, if it was possible to forestall any possible offspring for a while, until we’ve had a chance to bond more fully. With him carrying the tree, and the life force I have, any coupling of an intimate nature could result in a pregnancy we don’t believe we’re emotionally ready for yet.” 
 
    “No one is emotionally ready to become a parent.” Once again, all three spoke with one voice. “Even those who plan and scheme and pray for a swell in their belly, are ill-equipped to deal with the offspring when they arrive. It is the nature of life and one that individuals can learn a lot from.” 
 
    “My ladies,” Artemas bowed low again, although his back was ramrod straight. “I know full well you are aware of the hesitation I had in taking any mate and yet Silvanus was put in my path anyway. I’m not upset with your choice for me. Once Silvanus and I had a chance to converse, claiming was a natural progression from there. But with both of us being in the god line, there are certain elements in our intimate relations we don’t risk doing, because of the risk of pregnancy. It is not that I don’t want children one day – I cared for my brothers for years when my father couldn’t. But it’s not something I can see us doing right now.” 
 
    “What about Silvanus’s wishes? Aren’t they important too?” The Fates asked. “He has waited countless years before you were even a speck on the horizon of life, to have a loving partner and children of his own. Would you deny him that wish? Are you so intent on your selfish ways, you would break Silvanus’s heart every day you are childless?” 
 
    “Wait. What? No.” Silvanus felt as though he’d been slapped around the face. Artemas’s face was white. “You have no right to guilt my mate this way. That’s not how things are at all.” 
 
    “We speak the truth, do we not?” The Fates’ expressions didn’t flicker. “Or do you forget our meeting when you begged to be released from the tapestry because you didn’t have the partner and children you craved? You wept with the loneliness of your existence, and swore you couldn’t go on until you had a mate and babes in your arms.” 
 
    “I did that, I know that. But things have changed,” Silvanus said desperately. “My mate has issues with his own parents, and has spent a lifetime alone. How can you expect him to raise a child when he still feels abandoned by Thoth? How can you consider blessing us with offspring of our own, when only this morning Poseidon hurt him yet again? I know what I asked for. I know what’s in my heart, but I would never push my mate into something he wasn’t ready for.” 
 
    “So, it’s true.” Artemas’s tone was devoid of emotion. “Your promise from the Fates was a package deal. A mate and children. That’s why you were given a male from the god line.” 
 
    Silvanus couldn’t lie. “That is what I asked for, yes, but Artemas, the moment we met, you talked honestly about how you felt regarding mating and children. I respected that. I do respect that. Why do you think we’re standing here now?” 
 
    “Because you wanted someone else to tell me what you could not.” Bitterness tinged Artemas’s words and their bond. “Because you are the higher being, your rights come first. The Fates themselves have confirmed it. You came into existence first, you’re the older and more powerful entity. The Fates ignored my wishes completely and bound me to you, with the full expectation of me providing you with the bundles of joy you long for. They probably thought I’d be grateful for the attention. Well, you’ll all be disappointed.” 
 
    Artemas raised his arms, and for a split second Silvanus could see his resemblance to Poseidon. That was reinforced when Artemas spoke. “Hear me speak, for I am Artemas, son of Poseidon and Thoth. An illegitimate half-breed of the Greek and Egyptian pantheons who was conceived on a bet between Zeus and his brother. I have lived with this damning legacy for millenniums, confronting my lack of worth every single day of my existence. No more. I will not be treated as though my wishes don’t matter. Do what you have to do ladies, I don’t care. I refuse to be coerced in this way and if that means staying away from Silvanus, then so be it. I am not a rent-a-womb. I am not a puppet to be abused in this way. I am a god and I will not allow this to happen. Weave your threads, cut mine, if that is your wish, lord knows my heart broke at the treachery I’ve witnessed here today.” 
 
    “Artemas, no.” Silvanus tried to hold him, but Artemas pushed him away. “Please, we can work this out.” 
 
    “There is nothing to work out. The Fates have spoken. My life meant so little to them, they just assumed I would breed for their design and your pleasure. Well they can cut my thread. Remove my existence from the tapestry. I would rather cease to exist than be coerced in this way. The promise you were given was clearly not me.” 
 
    “Artemas, NO!” Silvanus’s roar shook the trees, but it made no difference. Artemas disappeared in a defiant mist of salt spray that settled over the glade. “How could you?” Silvanus clenched his fists as he faced the sisters who’d expressions still hadn’t changed. “You knew before we got here what we wanted. I assured Artemas this was just a formality, that you would gladly resist from adding threads to our newly formed bond until we were ready. The only reason I wanted this audience was to give thanks in person for ending my lonely days. And you’ve stripped it all away. With one ill-placed comment you’ve destroyed the promise you made to me. What did I ever do to deserve this?” 
 
    The three faces glanced at each other, their bodies immobile except for the gentle swaying of their gowns. “It appears we made an error in judgement,” they said finally. “The tapestry needed expanding as the earth population grows, and we have urgent need for more god threads to strengthen the weave. The depths of Artemas’s insecurities and lack of worth is something he’s kept well hidden from us. We believed him to be like his father, Poseidon, and that he would settle into his role once he realized what was expected of him.” 
 
    “He is nothing like Poseidon and you of all people should have known that.” Silvanus’s heart could barely function. All he wanted was to go to Artemas and beg forgiveness – to kiss his lips until the man smiled, and assure him of his eternal love and devotion. But what would be the point? Silvanus knew it would be hopeless trying to convince his mate the children concept didn’t matter, when the Fates themselves told Artemas he’d been paired off purely because he could bear children.  
 
    “We cannot remove him from the tapestry.” The Fates seemed agreed on that point. “His influence on his brothers is too welded into who they are. His logic, his reasoning, the findings he’s made over his existence are all valid parts of a whole that can’t be undone. Even if we had all the gods’ threads we needed, we couldn’t remove Artemas’s from what we’ve done so far. The only thing we can do is break the mating and pair you with another.” 
 
    “How could you be so callous?” Silvanus couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Is that the only reason you considered giving me a mate at all – so I’d conceive more threads for your weave? I thought our history deserved better than that. How the hell do you expect me to raise children with someone I can’t share a heart with? What would happen to Artemas if the mating is broken?”  
 
    Silvanus wasn’t sure he could stomach the idea of ever being with another person, now he’d met the son of the sea. Even if he walked the earth alone for eternity, Silvanus would never forget the warmth of Artemas’s rare smiles, and the heat of his body writhing against his. “He matters in this,” Silvanus continued angrily. “Don’t you get it? Artemas is the only one who’s important here. It’s bad enough you’ve devastated him already. I won’t allow you to hurt him any further.” 
 
    “Ah.” The three voices sighed. “You love him already, which is what we’d hoped for.” 
 
    “I do.” Silvanus knew it in his soul. The times he’d spent watching his mate unobserved. The fragileness of Artemas’s confidence, covered in a hardened shell. The dreams the man held in his damaged heart and had never voiced to another being. Artemas was perfect for him, there was no mistaking that. “You will not separate us. I will not allow it. There are plenty of other gods who’d readily have more offspring to provide the frame of your weave. Most of them wouldn’t know what a condom was if one bit them on the ass.” 
 
    Was that a lip twitch? Silvanus wasn’t sure, but he hadn’t finished.  “You admit you made a mistake and for that you owe us a favor. You are going to ensure Artemas and I do not form another life together until we tell you we’re ready. I don’t know when that will be, and I don’t care. I’m going to go and grovel, beg, and do all I can to show that man he’s worthy of being loved. Because he is. He is worthy of respect and love, and you should’ve proved that to him when I brought him before you.” 
 
    “Your favor is granted. You have our deepest apologies. We will not interfere again.” The three women disappeared as one, leaving Silvanus alone in the glade. At any other time, the greenery around him and the lilting call of birdsong would have soothed his soul. But for now, all he could think about was finding Artemas and he knew that wasn’t going to be easy. Up to this point, Artemas had never known Silvanus was looking for him, which was why Silvanus had been able to stalk him as he had done. But with his magic and the power from the tree of life, it wouldn’t be hard for the son of Thoth and Poseidon to hide himself, if that was his intention.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Artemas. By the fates, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve come through a tornado backwards.” Orin put down his book and jumped up from his chair, as Artemas looked around stunned. For some random reason, he’d translocated to Thor’s apartment in Manhattan.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said, touching his head, wondering if he’d hit it on something. “I wasn’t thinking. I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere.” That was an understatement, one he would examine later. “I won’t disturb you any further. Enjoy your afternoon.” Artemas pulled himself together to disappear again.  
 
    “Wait.” Orin grabbed his arm. “I haven’t seen you looking so upset since my book tried to zap your ass. Sit for a minute. Thor is resting, we won’t be disturbed. Please.” 
 
    Something about the “please” touched a part of Artemas’s soul. He was shattered. Raw emotions coursed through his body – anger, pain, but mostly deep searing hurt. His thread couldn’t be cut, he knew that. And he doubted the Fates would rip his thread from the tapestry. It was the thread of the gods’ lives that formed the main frame for the weave all life depended on.  
 
    But if anyone could break a mating, it was the Fates. Any minute now, Artemas expected to feel a void where the humming presence of his mate lurked deep in the back of his brain. He expected the faint prickle of energy he was getting used to on his back to dissipate. For less than twenty four hours he’d felt what it was likely to be truly connected to someone. And now… it was in the hands of the Fates.  
 
    “Come and talk to me about it. I’m guessing you came here because we’re friends and you look like you need one. You know I can keep a secret.” Orin sat in the seat beside him and took his hand. Artemas’s instinct was to pull away, but he didn’t want to be rude. Orin’s bright and sunny nature brightened the library under the sea many times. Although, he hadn’t seen the man for over a month, Orin still acted as though Artemas popping into the apartment was a commonplace occurrence, although it was the first time he’d been there. Artemas realized outside of his family, he didn’t have anyone who accepted him so readily, which meant Orin was right.  
 
    “I had a fated mate,” he said haltingly. “For fifteen hours and thirty two minutes I had a wonderful mate who seemed to understand me. And now he’s gone. I left him.” 
 
    “Oh, Artie,” Orin’s arms encircled his waist and Artemas found himself the recipient of a hug. “You tell us who he is, and I’ll get Thor to bash some sense into him.” 
 
    “I can do my own bashing, thank you.” Artemas patted Orin’s arm awkwardly. “It’s not as though he even did anything wrong. I just… I just… I can’t be what he needs. I can’t be the person he was promised.” And fuck, if that wasn’t the most painful thing of all.  
 
    “Talking in riddles is fine for the ancients, but we’re in modern times,” Orin said pertly. “I’m going to need more details than that. Explain.”  
 
    And to his surprise, Artemas found himself opening up and telling Orin everything. Tracking down Silvanus’s book, which Orin expressed jealousy over, the stalking on Silvanus’s part, which Orin thought was romantic, their claiming and how they couldn’t do some things, Artemas wasn’t specific, and finally the meeting with the Fates.  
 
    “Damn those Fates,” Orin shook his fist at the ceiling, his lips curled in a snarl reminiscent of his sand cat form. “They knot people together, willy-nilly without any thought about if the couple have got major differences in the way they want to live their lives.” 
 
    “The mated couples I’d met so far all seem happy enough,” Artemas pointed out, trying to be fair. “I suppose that’s why I let down my guard and Silvanus walked into my arms. But we talked about children, before the claiming. I let him know then I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be ready. At least not in the foreseeable future. Now all I can think is that he lied to me about being prepared to wait just to make his claim on my body, and only took me to the Fates so they’d tell me I had no choice.” 
 
    “From what you’ve said, the ancient one Silvanus isn’t like that. I mean, people change their minds. I’m not saying Silvanus doesn’t want kids. Clearly, when he went to the Fates initially and they promised him a mate, children would’ve been important to him as part of the package. But who’s to say he didn’t change his mind later when you two finally talked?” 
 
    “Why would he?” Artemas knew how unimportant he was in the scheme of things. “He knows my history; how insignificant I am in the grand tapestry of life. To him, I’m probably just an introverted librarian who’d be so fucking thankful someone noticed me, I’d gladly give up my ass and become a brood mare for him anytime he liked.” 
 
    “Cut that out.” Artemas rubbed his arm where Orin had slapped him. “Having children or not is a personal choice and if you aren’t ready to have them, then that should’ve been respected by Silvanus and the Fates.” 
 
    “The Fates don’t seem to care about free will or personal choice,” Artemas said bitterly. “I mean look at Poseidon, having twins at his age, and what about Thor? You said yourself the big man didn’t want children and now he’s taking an afternoon nap because you got him up the duff.” 
 
    “We’re not unhappy about it,” Orin said quickly. “Admittedly, it was me who always wanted kids, and Thor… well, he’d never really thought about it, and he doesn’t like snotty noses. For some reason he seemed to think all kids had them as part of their genetics. But it’s not as though any child of a god is going to get sick, so he’s got no worries there. We were there, did I tell you? When Jason gave birth to his and Lasse’s daughter. Well, me and Jason were there for the difficult bit, along with Bastet. Thor and Lasse didn’t come in until after the gory stuff was done.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure I’m on the other side of the planet, or in a different realm when Thor is due.” The whole idea of childbirth was a totally alien concept to Artemas, and he wanted it to stay that way. “The thing is, in a way the Fates were right. Who am I to stop Silvanus from having his dearest wish?” 
 
    “You’re his mate, so you have every right,” Orin said simply. “I’m sure there are couples all over the world, who are going through this very same situation. One half of the pair wants to procreate and the other one doesn’t. The thing is with children, a new life that a couple is responsible for, for a long time, you can’t change your mind once the baby is born. You did the right thing. You told Silvanus your position before you allowed him to claim you. He accepted your decision. That was his choice. You’re not obligated in any way to change your stance on this, regardless of what the Fates might think or say.” 
 
    “Then why do I feel so guilty?” Artemas slumped further in his chair. “When I think of all the good Silvanus has done since time began, and how he’s held off from ever having offspring before, why should the needs of a half-breed bastard be more important than his?” 
 
    “I’m going to get Thor to thump you in a minute,” Orin said, raising his tiny fists. The picture was so comical, Orin’s perfect features scrunched up in what he probably thought was a vicious expression, his fists held up in a boxing stance, Artemas wanted to laugh. But he didn’t, because in Orin’s kind and loving way, he was trying to be supportive.  
 
    “The circumstances of your birth might not have been ideal,” Orin continued, shaking his fists, “but from the moment you took your first breath, your rights mattered. If the people in your life up until now were too stupid not to realize that, then that’s their loss. But the one thing we should expect from our mate is unconditional love and acceptance. You have every right to be proud of who you are, and don’t you forget it.” Orin slowly lowered his fists into his lap, eying him sideways.  
 
    Artemas swallowed the lump in his throat. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “Although, this is all probably moot anyway. The Fates are the only beings in existence who can break a mating. I’m surprised I can still feel Silvanus through our bond.” 
 
    “I’ve never met Silvanus,” Orin said. “I never ever dreamed that gods as old as time still roam the earth. I always imagined them sitting on clouds somewhere, puffing a pipe and complaining about the good old days.” 
 
    “If you didn’t know who he was, you’d swear Silvanus wasn’t a day over thirty.” With the most gorgeous smile, Artemas remembered.  
 
    “Bah, this lack of aging thing can get boring sometimes,” Orin said with a wave of his hand. “One day we’re actually going to meet a god who looks his age, or at least like a hunky silver fox. But any way. What I was trying to say, is that I doubt Silvanus would allow the Fates to break your bond. Think about it. He has lived longer than our mind can comprehend. Putting off having children, for five years, ten or even a hundred years won’t be a big deal to him, not when you have eternity spreading out in front of you.” 
 
    Artemas had to admit he hadn’t thought about things from that perspective.  
 
    “This, this here and now is just a blip in time, a tiny blink, a grain of sand in the lifetime of one like Silvanus. Why wouldn’t he put off having kids if it will make you happy? Nope.” Orin sat back, folding his arms across his chest, a satisfied smile on his face. “I think you’ll find this is all a storm in a teacup as my precious mate would say. You’ll see. Silvanus will come groveling, real soon if he knows what’s good for him, and then you can have hot smoochy kisses and all the make-up sex you could ask for.” 
 
    “Like you and Thor.” Artemas grinned.  
 
    “My mate adores me because I understand his need to thump people,” Orin said smugly. “Why do you think he’s taking a nap now? The silly fool took on half of the elven guard in one go this morning, complete with baby bump. A training exercise they all called it, but I call bullshit. Those stupid elves wanted to try and take him down, but they lost, again. I can fully imagine Thor doing the same thing in six months’ time, with our little one curled up asleep in a back pack.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” Unfortunately, Artemas could see the same thing. Thor was reckless, had more energy than a live volcano, and lived to avenge wrong doing and prove his strength.  
 
    “I accept my mate the way he is, as he does me.” Orin leaned closer and whispered. “He even has me reading to our bump in bed at night. He wants our young one to be strong and brainy.” 
 
    Artemas could imagine that too, and he felt a pang where his heart should be. He wasn’t ready for children, he knew that, but the type of closeness Orin described was something he’d wanted his whole life. Would Silvanus really come for him? Would he genuinely accept Artemas’s need to get used to having a partner first, before children were thrown in the mix? How long would it be before they fucked each other anyway and to hell with the consequences? Artemas wasn’t sure, but he knew he wasn’t going to find the answer to his questions, sitting in Thor and Orin’s living room. “We’ll meet up for dinner soon,” he said, patting Orin’s knee. “I have some thinking to do. Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “Any time.” Orin’s smile lit up the room, as Artemas disappeared. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    I think this goes beyond a bouquet and chocolates. Silvanus looked down at the beautiful array of flowers he’d collected. A gorgeous blue chrysanthemum to indicate love and loyalty, bright purple gladiolus signifying strength. The yellow tipped freesias were a blast of passion and joy, while the deeper blue hydrangea hopefully conveyed his emotional understanding. Three bright yellow sunflowers graced the center of it - a symbol of Silvanus's loyalty and adoration for his mate. It was beautiful, without the fluff. Strong, simple flowers conveying a wealth of emotions.  
 
    “But it won’t be enough.” Silvanus knew that. He had no doubts Artemas was intelligent enough to read the language of flowers, but even though his mate carried the tree of life on his back, he wasn’t of the land. He was a creature of magic, with salt water running through his veins. Silvanus thought back to what he knew about Thoth. Wisdom! Silvanus clicked his fingers. Show your mate you respect his quest for knowledge. Of course.  
 
    Leaving the bouquet on a stone stand in his precious glade, Silvanus translocated. The harsh bitter heat of the Egyptian desert sand blanketed him immediately, seeping into his pores, shortening his breath. About fifty miles to his right, Zosime, Jason’s sister, known worldwide as the Sphinx stood guard over the Great Pyramids, resting place of the pharaohs. But Silvanus was looking for something a little less well-known.  
 
    Casting his mind back thousands of years, Silvanus looked around, making sure he had the right place. Moving ten paces to the right, he crouched down, burying his hands in the scorching sand. “Reveal,” he commanded, stepping back and watching as the sand rolled away. Slowly stone forms appeared, giant columns strewn about, knocked over by the combined weight of grains smaller than a pin head. Steps carved out of granite appeared as more sand moved, leading to a large marble hall. Silvanus quickened the pace of the moving sand causing other details to appear. A courtyard, bench seats carved from now petrified wood, large stone jars which made Silvanus smile.  
 
    “I knew you were around here somewhere,” he chuckled. Spreading his arms in a large half circle, Silvanus protected the site, keeping it from prying eyes, drones, and preventing the sand from returning. Now all he needed to do was get back to his glade and find some suitable words to encourage Artemas to view his gift.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Surrounded by words and I don’t know what to say. Artemas was back at his father’s library, but for once, the table he worked at was bare except for a solitary piece of paper and a pen. He was attempting a letter to Silvanus – it seemed like the polite thing to do, but for now the unmarked paper mocked him.  
 
    Artemas spoke and read almost ten thousand languages, old and new. He’d read every book, scroll, and manuscript in his father’s library and many more besides. There wasn’t any scrawl on a piece of paper, parchment, or rock he couldn’t translate, and yet when faced with writing a simple apology for his mate, Artemas couldn’t think of a single thing to say.  
 
    A loud ding heralded the large crystal sphere that appeared on the table in front of him. Artemas eyed it warily, recognizing the crest on the sphere’s stand. “Uncle Zeus, I’m busy.” 
 
    “Busy moping by the looks of things.” His uncle’s deep voice rang out from the sphere. “I expected Silvanus to be with you. Your father couldn’t wait to tell me the news yet another one of his sons were mated. But no matter, you’ll do. I have a job for you.” 
 
    The last time I did a job for you, I got myself into this mess, Artemas thought bitterly, but of course, one didn’t slang off at a senior family member. “What can I do for you?” He asked politely instead.  
 
    “Such manners,” Zeus’s chuckles echoed around the library. “I know you didn’t get those from your father, not on our side of the family anyway.” 
 
    “Uncle Zeus,” Artemas warned. The last thing he wanted to encourage was more long-winded complaints from one brother about another. “Busy, remember? Just get to the point of your call.” 
 
    “You really need to lighten up a bit more, Artie,” Zeus grumbled. “But still, seeing as you insist. My minions have been reporting someone is searching for you, or rather, they are looking for Mr. Klaxon, the human cover you used at Sotheby’s. I wasn’t overly concerned at first – I thought maybe you’d finally got yourself laid and someone was being pushy about a second run at your dick. But it appears, whoever this person or persons are, they are getting rather persistent about talking to you. What happened when you secured your mate’s book from the auction?” 
 
    “There was someone bidding against me, which is why the price was far higher than it should’ve been.” That nagging feeling Artemas had in the back of his neck the night of the auction returned. “I originally assumed it was Silvanus himself, but he assures me he has no use for computers and the person bidding did it anonymously online. Silvanus believed, when I shared my concern, it was just some crazy person who wanted the book because it was a one-of-a-kind.” 
 
    “Well, it seems they aren’t happy they can’t find you,” Zeus warned. “Numerous messages have been left with your cover number, each one getting more urgent than the last. Someone, unfortunately I can’t find out who, is trying to trace the credit card number you used at the hotel. My hackers are working on it, but whoever this person is, is damned clever.” 
 
    Yes, Zeus had hackers and IT personnel, and he ran a call messaging service that allowed gods like Artemas to provide phone numbers for human business. Artemas never had a phone, saw no need for one, as his dealings with humans were infrequent enough. But out of all the gods, Zeus embraced the new technologies and insisted his minions trained on every available device that came out.  
 
    “Will I need a new persona?” Artemas asked. Doing something like that would make returning to Sotheby’s an impossibility for fifty years, but that wasn’t a huge sacrifice. He could always glamor himself if there was something really important he wanted.   
 
    “I don’t give a damn on how you present yourself to the human world. You can have a dozen personas if you like. I want to know who this damn person is,” Zeus thundered. “No one, but no one tries to hack my system and get away with it. Find out why they want that damn book, or you, and put a stop to their digging.” 
 
    Letting out a long breath, Artemas glanced at the empty piece of paper waiting for him, and then at the crystal sphere that was now glowing bright red. Zeus always had a flare for the dramatic. “Please ask one of your minions to set up an appointment with this person, whoever they are. Meeting at the hotel might be the most opportune idea, seeing as that person knows I’ve been there before. I’m sure your customer service team can make excuses for me about why I haven’t returned their calls – something vague about my traveling would work.” 
 
    “He may have to be silenced.” A thread of Zeus’s power sent sparks out of the crystal ball. “Most people who lose out on an auction accept it with good grace and move on. Admittedly, Silvanus’s book is a rare one of a kind, but when it comes down to it, it’s a sheaf of paper bound in a prettily carved cover, the contents of which can’t be read by any mortal.” 
 
    Artemas thought back to when he saw the cover for the first time, and how drawn he was to it. But that was because he and Silvanus were mates. In theory, no one else would experience a similar connection. Certainly no one at the auction house seemed moved by it at all. “I’ll meet the person at a time of his choosing,” he said abruptly. “Please ask your staff to keep me informed. I will get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “It goes without saying, you won’t take the book with you,” Zeus warned.  
 
    His jaw tight, because if there was one thing he couldn’t stand, was someone treating him like an idiot, Artemas said “goodbye” and flicked the orb back to its master, his mind in a turmoil. Have the Fates already chosen another mate for Silvanus? But no, he could still feel the buzz of his connection with his mate in his mind. And besides, that line of thinking wasn’t worth following anyway. Whoever wanted the book bid on it well before Artemas and Silvanus met.  
 
    So why?  Leaning back in his chair, Artemas pondered the reasons why someone would be almost frantic to contact him over a random auction item. There were fanatics in any sentient species – collectors who would do anything to gain control of the item they desired, even resorting to stealing it. But most normal people would accept their loss and move on. A paranormal person may feel they could wait another decade or two and see if the book showed up at an auction again…. Artemas had come across a few vampires like that. But then… Nothing about the situation made sense and as Artemas sat alone in the silent library, he felt the loss of Silvanus even more. The man seemed so calm and easy to talk to.  
 
    As if in response to his thoughts a giant bouquet of flowers suddenly appeared on his table, beautifully arranged in what looked like a genuine Ming vase. Artemas hesitated to touch the quality card attached to the vase with a dark blue ribbon. Was this the modern equivalent of a brush-off? A bunch of flowers for saying “thanks for the rub off, have a nice life?” 
 
    It wasn’t as though Artemas had enjoyed a relationship in the past century or so. In fact, if he was pushed to think about it, he wasn’t sure he’d had a connection to anyone significant in three hundred years at best. Five maybe. Artemas shook his head, clearing his thoughts. If the note was a brush off, it was in direct contrast to the message from the flowers, and who would send flowers to someone they were breaking up with? 
 
    I’m going salt shaker crazy, Artemas thought as he untied the card from the beautiful display. Just seeing his name in Silvanus’s elegant script made his heart skip a beat. Flipping the card over, Artemas read.  
 
    My dearest Artemas,  
 
    I have never been prouder than when you stood up to the Fates and let them know your true worth. While I’m mortified beyond belief that my own foolish actions caused the situation, I am praying that you won’t hold my words and actions, done before we ever met or I knew of your existence, against me.  
 
    I have a gift for you. Something that I hope will convince you of the honesty and sincerity of my emotions. Unfortunately, it is not something I can deliver, or something you can actually own. But can I tempt you to visit a place no eyes have seen in thousands of years? 
 
    The co-ordinates are below. I’ll be waiting there, your loyal, and loving mate,  
 
    Silvanus.  
 
    There were some numbers underneath Silvanus’s name. Artemas closed his eyes, imagining his mate speaking those words in his head. The note was more than he could’ve hoped for, but it left him with so many questions, not least of all, the idea of sex between them.  
 
    Yes, from a logical perspective, Artemas knew many gay men had long term relationships without ever having anal sex. Some men just didn’t enjoy it and that was understandable. A relationship was worth far more than where a person could stick his dick. He’d enjoyed previous similar liaisons in the past. But they were never meant to be long term.  As a god, Artemas always had the aging issue to contend with when he hooked up with humans.  
 
    But this was different. Silvanus and he were joined for eternity – or at least Artemas assumed they were. There was nothing in his mate’s note to suggest Silvanus agreed to the bond being broken, and surely, if Silvanus was keen to stay bound to him, the Fates wouldn’t ignore his wishes. Just like Orin predicted, Silvanus had come begging Artemas’s pardon and offering gifts instead. That little cat will be unbearably smug when he finds out, Artemas thought with a wry grin.  
 
    He couldn’t help himself though, thinking about sex again. It was a valid concern. The urge to claim his mate in every way had been unbearably strong at times during their one night together. Silvanus carried the spark of life, Artemas was carrying the very Tree of Life itself. One tiny sperm droplet, with more determination than the others, and either one of them could end up pregnant. History was littered with stories of unwanted pregnancies because a bloke used the infamous “I’ll pull out” statement, and while Artemas didn’t think the same thing would apply to men, with Silvanus’s genetics and his “mating mark” he wasn’t so sure. For all he knew, swallowing after an explosive orgasm could cause a pregnancy if the right forces aligned. Add in the Fates’ desire for more permanent threads for their tapestry, and he was fucked and not in a good way.  
 
    Artemas idly traced Silvanus’s words with his finger. Truth was, he was torn. Artemas had never felt such an instant connection to anyone in his life – Thank you fates and your damn mating concepts – and yet, the threat of pregnancy was very real and any time they were together they couldn’t help but be intimate. It was all part of the mating bug.  
 
    Should I? Shouldn’t I? Damn, but Silvanus already knew how to tempt his curious nature. To see a hidden place, something secret that no man has seen in centuries…. It was so tempting. Too tempting. Cursing himself, Artemas snatched up his jacket and the note and disappeared from the library.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    As soon as he felt the tingle in his bond telling him Artemas had arrived, Silvanus waved his hands, covering the table he was sitting at with a high tea fit for royalty. He’d quickly realized, when he first appeared back under the dome he’d created, that he could have a long wait. Artemas came across as a cautious man who tended to over think things. The card and flowers were a step in the right direction, but Silvanus wasn’t silly enough to think Artemas would just come flying into his arms. He could hope, but it wasn’t likely to happen.  
 
    Fortunately, one thing Silvanus had been blessed with was endless patience. He set up a table, a couple of comfortable chairs, and a shade umbrella to cover it all – his wards couldn’t block the rays of the sun. Then he’d settled down, breathing slowly, taking in the life of the desert.  
 
    Back when Silvanus was young, the Western Desert was filled with grasses and scrublands, supporting a wide variety of life. Now, if one just took in the scenery at a glance, all a person would see was sand, sand, a few sandy rocks, and more sand. But that didn’t mean the desert was a barren place. Silvanus liked to think it was more dormant rather than dead, and truthfully when the rare rains did fall, greenery would sprout from the most unlikely of places.  
 
    In the meantime, insects scuttled about, completely unconcerned with Silvanus’s wards. Glancing up, Silvanus saw a larger than life falcon, lazily catching the currents. He tensed momentarily, wondering if another godly being would disturb his tryst. Falcons were more typically found around the Nile and across the Eastern desert, and this bird was bigger than most. But after a while, the bird flew away, and Silvanus relaxed again.  
 
    And now the sun was hovering low in the horizon and Artemas was standing just feet from the table, his eyes wide. “By the fates, what is this place?” 
 
    Getting to his feet, Silvanus swept his arm, pointing to the door of the only structure uncovered. “Welcome to the library of Amun-Ra, unseen by human eyes since, oh, about 5000BC.” 
 
    “Amun-Ra didn’t have a library.” Artemas’s voice was hushed as he looked around. “He was associated with many things including my father Thoth, but, my gods, are you sure?” 
 
    “I was around when it was built,” Silvanus grinned. “Thoth might have been the one ascribed by mortals as the creator of laws, magic and wisdom, but Amun-Ra wasn’t a slouch when it came to putting things on paper, rock, pyramids, and anything else he could think of. He was a collector, a hoarder if you will. Surely, you’ve been to his temple in Karnak.” 
 
    “Frequently.” Artemas was taking everything in. “But in all I’ve read, all I’ve studied over the years… Ra and a library, honestly?” 
 
    “One of the first ever made,” Silvanus assured him. “Scholars today would tell you Alexander the Great’s library at Alexandria would be the oldest in these lands, but he wasn’t the first. He wasn’t even close. The Ebla library in Syria was much older as was the Ugarit library also in Syria. But from when man first started inscribing marks on rocks, there has always been someone else beside him wanting to preserve those squiggles.” 
 
    “But surely,” With his hands up, Artemas gave the impression of wanting to dash up the stairs, and also move closer to Silvanus. “A building like this would’ve been found before now. The shifting sands, the huge increase in curiosity about all things Egyptian. How could it remain hidden and what on earth could it contain?” 
 
    “The how is simple. Ra never intended these items be found and as you say, the sands do a marvelous job of keeping things hidden. As for what is in it,” Silvanus shrugged and then went for a smile. “Why don’t we go inside and find out?” 
 
    “Are you sure we can?” Artemas looked so eager, but he couldn’t let go of his innate cautiousness. “I don’t want to disrespect another god, especially one associated with Thoth.”  
 
    “I doubt even Thoth knows of it’s existence.” Taking a chance he’d be rebuffed, Silvanus closed the distance between them, placing his arm on Artemas’s shoulder, turning him towards the stairs. “Ra’s not a bad guy, and when Thoth broke the curse he put on Nut, allowing her to have children, their father son relationship was strained to put it mildly, despite what was written about it. I’m not saying Thoth did the wrong thing, however, Ra wouldn’t have shared this with Thoth, purely and simply because Thoth would’ve taken it as his own. You, on the other hand, being Ra’s grandson…. Ra sends blessing on our mating.” 
 
    Artemas covered his hand with his mouth and shook his head. “You know, in all my years of existence, I never once considered the great Ra was my grandfather. I mean, I know he was the father of the Egyptian pantheon, and I knew he was Thoth’s father, but I’ve never met him, I have only studied about him as much as I do any of the other Egyptian gods. My affiliation, because I lived under the sea with Poseidon, has always been with the Greek gods.” 
 
    “The Mother and I used to joke you guys should really all try to get along with each other,” Silvanus chuckled remembering the high teas he shared with the Mother, much like he hoped to share with his mate. “But come. Ra was more than happy to let me show you his collection as a gift celebrating our mating. But it comes with a limited time frame. When the sun rises again, this place will be buried again – somewhere else I imagine.” 
 
    So that’s how I get my mate moving. Dangle the written word in front of him, Silvanus thought as he followed his mate into the darkened interior of Amun-Ra’s library.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Artemas was truly stunned at the thoughtfulness of Silvanus’s gift. He knew very little about Ra, writing off the god as the Helios equivalent – despite the god being the ruler of the sun and all the gods in the Egyptian pantheon. But as he stepped inside a room untouched by light for over five thousand years, he felt a tingle of recognition, an awareness of family and of coming home.  
 
    The wards, he realized. The wards recognize me as Ra’s family. Unsure what to think about that, Artemas looked around. Obviously, given the age of the collection, it wasn’t as though he’d see books lined up on wooden shelves. But his eyes gleamed in the dim light, nonetheless. Tablets of various sizes, some of granite, some marble and still others of crumbling sandstone, were placed around a room roughly twenty yards squared. On the walls, Artemas recognized hieroglyphics, depicting Ra, with the sun disc on his head, and others showing his human form. Artemas recognized the nose – it was one he saw every time he looked in the mirror.  
 
    Silvanus clapped, and more light appeared, allowing Artemas to see more clearly. “See here,” Silvanus joked, pointing to a particular tablet covered in symbols. “I wrote this one myself. Ra had been having a bad day. I think it was not long after Thoth came into existence, actually. He decided, for goodness knows whatever reason, to try and encourage an Ibis to drink wine. The whole scene was hilarious, and I did my best to capture it.”  
 
    “It’s so hard to comprehend,” Artemas said, kneeling by the stone Silvanus indicated, running his hands lightly over the carvings. “How you’re older than my father, older than my grandfather even, and yet you were fated to be with me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t be happier,” Silvanus’s teeth glistened. “But look here, here’s a story Ra wrote himself, about a meeting with the Mother. She was not impressed with him at the time, but Ra, being the god he was, refused to allow himself to be shown in a negative light when he recorded the meeting afterward.” 
 
    Sure enough, as Artemas looked, he could see the tree of life bent, as though worshipping the sun. “No wonder he hid that away,” Artemas chuckled. “I can’t see the Mother being pleased with that.” 
 
    “There’s so much more to see. Take your time,” Silvanus encouraged. “Read them all, if that’s what your heart desires. Perhaps, when you’re finished, you might join me for a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Silvanus,” Artemas flexed his fingers, and then quickly stilled them. “You have no idea how precious this is to me. I can’t even….” 
 
    “Search, read, enjoy yourself,” Silvanus broke in kindly. “I’ll be waiting when you’re done.” 
 
    Artemas watched as his mate strode out of the silent hall, until he was out of sight. I must do better by that man, he thought as he turned back to the waiting stones.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The sky had been dark for hours when Silvanus finally saw Artemas leave the library hall. He’d busied himself, while waiting, thinking about how best to broach the uncomfortable topic of the favor he’d wrested from the Fates. Given it was such a sensitive topic for Artemas, Silvanus didn’t want to put his foot in it again. But as he’d thought, and watched the stars appear in the clear night sky, he decided all he could be was honest with his mate and take the consequences as they fell. Hopefully, reading some untouched stones would put his mate in a good mood.  
 
    With the sun gone, the night air was chilly, and Silvanus had a fire pit roaring, along with fresh food. Doubting his mate had eaten since breakfast, Silvanus arranged plates of meats, salads, a hearty stew favored by the Mother, along with breads, cheeses and a carafe of wine he’d made himself. Artemas smiled, a genuine one this time as he saw all the food, but instead of taking his chair, as Silvanus expected, he came around the table and crouched by Silvanus’s legs, resting a warm hand on Silvanus’s thigh.  
 
    “You are truly an incredible man,” Artemas said softly. Silvanus was struck by the sheer intensity of his mate’s eyes. “I know of no other who would accept my disrespectful outburst, and then take the time to find a gift that truly spoke to the heart of who I am. Saying thank you seems so inadequate at times.” 
 
    “I meant it when I said you meant the world to me.” Silvanus laid his hand over Artemas’s, slowly rubbing his thumb along his mate’s fingers. “You should know, when I spoke to the Fates originally, I was in deep despair. I truly didn’t see the point in my existence anymore. And when the Fates asked what could be done to give me a change of heart, I spoke rashly, without thinking, demanding a mate and children of my own. When I met you, saw you for the first time looking so self-contained and haughty, bathed in the guiding lights from the Fates, I knew in that instant, if you’d be mine, that my life would never feel empty again.” 
 
    “The children idea,” Artemas bowed his head. “No matter how much my heart longs to give you all you desire, at this point in time I’d be lying to myself if I agreed to them. Even if it means losing you, even if it means our bond is broken, all I can offer is the truth, and honestly, I don’t think our relationship could stand the strain of that lie if we went through with it.” 
 
    “You’re entirely right.” Silvanus nudged Artemas’s chin up with his fingers so he could look him directly in the eyes. “Which is why I did not and will not lie to you. The Fates have promised no more interference. If and when we decide to try for children, it will be on our say-so, not theirs.” 
 
    “You commanded the Fates?” If it wasn’t for Silvanus’s finger under his chin, Artemas’s mouth would have dropped open.  
 
    “I reminded them they owed us a favor, considering they’d damaged our brand new relationship and hurt you deeply in the bargain. Unfortunately,” Silvanus debated whether to confide more, but Artemas deserved the truth. “The Fates believed you to be a lot like Poseidon, and felt when faced with an unwanted pregnancy, that you’d just settle down and get used to the idea.” 
 
    “I have lost track of the number of half-siblings I might have.” Artemas shook his head. “Even the four sons Poseidon supposedly raised, were left for the most part without guidance. Only now, millions of years into his existence has Sei finally learned what it means to be a parent with the birth of his twins. There are no children attributed to my name. I would never be that careless, so how could the Fates not know that?” 
 
    Silvanus had wondered the same thing himself, but he wasn’t about to tell Artemas the Fates made a mistake because he kept such a large part of his thoughts and desires of the heart secret. Now was the time for coming together, not forcing old wounds. “They admitted their mistake,” Silvanus said, “and granted us a favor in return. No matter how we indulge in our intimate relations, no thread will be attached to our bonding until we advise the Fates we’re ready to try. I have their word on that.” 
 
    “So, we can do anything without consequence?” The side of Artemas’s lip turned up. “That has to be the most unusual form of birth control I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    Chuckling, Silvanus pulled Artemas to his feet, and then wrapped his arms around his mate’s waist, resting his head on Artemas’s belly. Strong slender fingers brushed through his hair, and Silvanus breathed deeply, enjoying the moment for what it was. Far in the distance was the cry of a jackal, and somewhere closer a random breeze swooshed through the sand and made it dance. The only light came from the stars above, and not a man-made sound could be heard. It was a perfect moment – a split second in time when nothing mattered except holding his mate close and enjoying the quiet.  
 
    Until it was rudely interrupted. Artemas’s stomach chose that moment to make its needs known, loud gurglings sounding under Silvanus’s ear. Looking up, Silvanus could see the hint of blush on his mate’s face. “Will you enjoy a meal with me?” He asked, taking the chance and running his hands down over Artemas’s ass. “There’s plenty of food here, and we don’t have to risk being disturbed by anyone.” 
 
    “The perfect date.” Artemas’s teeth gleamed in the firelight. “And when the food is done, will you take me somewhere equally safe, so we can finally claim each other in every way?” 
 
    “We could do that here.” Silvanus’s cock started to plump up just thinking about it.  
 
    But Artemas shook his head. “If you think I’m getting sand in my privates, you can think again. You must have somewhere in mind, that’s a little less grainy?” 
 
    Silvanus thought of his glade. As a god of the land and forests, he didn’t need a home. He could perch on any tree branch and sleep the sleep of the dead. But his mate was used to more comfort and it would take a very big tree branch to hold them both, and support them with the acrobatics Silvanus had planned. “I have the perfect place,” he promised, lightly tapping Artemas’s butt. “But let’s eat first, before that stomach of yours deafens me.” 
 
    “You should eat too.” Artemas’s grin took up his whole mouth now. “I have plans that require you to be your energetic best.” Dropping a quiet kiss on Silvanus’s head, Silvanus felt rather than heard a whispered “Thank you.” Taking his seat, Artemas flicked a napkin over his lap and lifted one of the food covers. “Hmm, lamb, my favorite. Should we have some music do you think?” 
 
    And so it was, just like a scene in a romantic movie, Silvanus found himself on the best date of his life. Wine flowed, music played softly in the background, and even the desert seemed to sigh as the two men talked, laughed, and played footsie under the table. Safe in their little cocoon, it was easy not to notice a glaring pair of eyes watching them from a safe distance away.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “This space is beautiful. How is it, no one has ever found this place? Are we even on earth anymore?” Filled with good food, relaxed thanks to the wine and sparkling conversation, Artemas was happy to give his hand to Silvanus at the end of the night and allow him to transport him wherever the man wanted to go. A private tranquil glade was the last place he expected to find himself, and Artemas looked around, stunned at how peaceful it all seemed. His tattoo prickled with energy as though recognizing a synergy with the life in the glade.  
 
    “This place is a trick of light and time.” Silvanus moved behind him, his chest solid against Artemas’s back. “A present from the Mother when land became in short supply. Technically, we’re in Africa, but this is a slice of what the world used to look like before man took control. There is no place you could drive to, or fly over, and find this glade. It’s set apart. A part of the world, but not, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “Like Poseidon’s domain.” Artemas leaned back, secure Silvanus wouldn’t let him fall, putting a bit of a grind in his ass as it met a substantial bulge. “Do you spend much time in the world, as it is now?” 
 
    “Not as much as I should, most likely. I’ve thought about it many times.” Silvanus’s breath was warm on his ear. “Maybe offering my time as a park ranger, or a wilderness guide, but….” 
 
    “It would be difficult, getting involved on a personal level with an environment you’re so passionate about.” Artemas understood. He stayed in touch with the human world often enough to know what fork to use for dinner and how to blend in with a crowd. He spent centuries studying historic places and artifacts, purely because history was easier to handle than every day dramas.  
 
    Turning in his mate’s embrace, Artemas draped his arms around Silvanus’s neck. He’d discarded his jacket while eating dinner, and he could feel the heat of Silvanus’s exposed forearms searing through his shirt on his lower back. “I feel as though I’ve known you forever, yet logically we’ve barely met.” 
 
    “Another construct of time and space,” Silvanus dropped his voice and Artemas could feel his stare on his lips. He licked them. “The heart isn’t bound by the ticking of the clock, or the sweep of the tides. Our souls expand to encompass all eternity, across time and space. What may be mere days in human terms, can be a lifetime to the soul. Our minds, so intricate, complex and diverse may think one thing, but it is our heart and soul that know the universal truth.” 
 
    “Which is?” Artemas did some lip-looking of his own.  
 
    “Which truth do you want?” Silvanus chuckled. “That a soul knows it’s mate from the moment they perceive them in any being or species? It’s just some have fallen out of the habit. That love has no boundaries – there isn’t a specific time for someone to fall in love, a magic number of days, weeks, or even years that two people should be together before that magical construct comes alive? Or maybe you want to know that I love you, and feel as though I have my whole life, even though this is only the second time you’ve been in my arms like this?” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” And Artemas did. He might not be able to verbalize his feelings as well as his mate, but he could show those same feelings in a meeting of mouths. Silvanus’s lips still tasted faintly of the wine they enjoyed, but the flavor added a piquancy to his natural taste. The kiss quickly became heated, and Artemas could feel it – that urgency from Silvanus conveyed in the tension of his muscles.  
 
    He wants me, and why Artemas was surprised, he wasn’t sure, but he could feel it in every plunge of Silvanus’s tongue and the tight grip of his arms. If arousal was a storm, the lightening involved would take down a city.  
 
    “Tell me there’s a bed,” Artemas snatched his lips free, panting for breath. “A patch of grass, moss, the trunk of a tree. I don’t care.” 
 
    “You’ll have a bed.” Silvanus’s eyes were almost black, his lips a bright red slash, his nostrils flaring. “And we’ll both be naked. Now.” A surge of power, maybe it was because of where they were, but Silvanus seemed stronger, his powerful aura electrifying and when Artemas found himself on his back, without a stich of clothing on, he wasn’t going to complain.  
 
    “I will worship every inch of your body through the ages. Later.” Silvanus’s voice had deepened to a rumbling growl. “But I have to be in you now. Please.” 
 
    In me? Artemas froze. He knew it’d been coming, knew it was inevitable since he’d seen Silvanus in his British hotel room. But being on the receiving end took a lot of trust. Can I? Will I? Fuck it, just do it. He nodded, a brief thought preparing his body for what was to come. “Shall I turn over?” 
 
    “And make me miss the chance of watching your beautiful face when you come apart?” Silvanus shook his head, a pillow appearing from thin air. “Lift up.” 
 
    So damn exposed. Such a vulnerable position to be in. But buoyed by the lust he could see in Silvanus’s eyes, and the heat of his own arousal Artemas dutifully lifted his hips, the pillow slightly cool on his ass. Closing his eyes, he spread his legs, and then had the ridiculous image of a hapless virgin on a wedding night from olden times flash through his head. I’m no virgin, although as he felt Silvanus probe him with fingers, rumbling his approval at the slick softness, before replacing those fingers with the blunt end of his cock, Artemas felt like one.  
 
    Breathe damn it. Artemas prayed none of his reservations showed on his face. He was as horny as a buck rabbit. Silvanus was his mate and while Artemas hadn’t really thought about the ramifications of that word in the past, at least in relation to sex, he was going to let this happen….. No. There was no “letting” about it. Artemas wanted this. They needed it. And as he felt Silvanus’s shaft shove past his outer muscles, Artemas forced his eyes open and his body to relax.  
 
    “There you are.” Silvanus loomed above him, supporting his weight on two sturdy arms. “If you don’t….” 
 
    “I do.” Artemas breathed out through his mouth. “I do, just… it’s been a very, very long time for me.” 
 
    “For me too.” 
 
    Artemas felt a warmth in his ass, and somehow, Silvanus was suddenly buried deep inside of him. No pain. No uncomfortableness, just a sense of fullness that resonated deep inside of him. “Your magic?” 
 
    “My powers. It’s not as though I’ve got a magic button on the end of my dick.” Artemas’s heart lightened at the humor. “Is it so bad, being joined with me like this?” 
 
    “No.” Even as he said it, Artemas could feel the truth of that one word in his heart. “We were meant to be like this. Now move, you big lug, and make me fly.” 
 
    Okay, maybe he shouldn’t have used the word “fly” because Artemas couldn’t ever remember the act of sex making him feel as though he was soaring through the skies. But Silvanus took him at his word, rolling them onto their sides, his hands roaming, his lips breathing caresses over Artemas’s skin everywhere he could reach. His hip movements were slow, deliberate, as if he was savoring every thrust. Artemas hooked his top leg over Silvanus’s hip, moaning as Silvanus deepened his thrust.  
 
    “You. Will. All. Ways. Be. Mine,” Silvanus thrust each word, the pace hypnotic. Artemas tried to take the time to commit the whole thing to memory – the scents, the sounds of the birds around them, the feel of sun on his naked skin. Every minute detail – he wanted to remember everything about the experience as though it would be his last time, but he couldn’t think.  
 
    Each slide of Silvanus’s cock in his ass forced him to stay in the moment. Every drag out made him anticipate the next thrust. The only thing Artemas could feel was the need to come, and through it all, the only thing that registered at all was the power of Silvanus’s body and the look in his mate’s eyes.  
 
    “Mine,” Silvanus growled, with a particularly well-aimed thrust. Whether it was the zing to his prostate, the intensity of that single word, Artemas didn’t know or care. He came. Untouched, unheralded. His body tensed and his balls unloaded. The massive tattoo covering his back seemed to hum and a sense of well-being flooded his body. Silvanus groaned long and loud, his hips stuttering to a stop, his release sending even more heat to Artemas’s insides.  
 
    He floated, or at least that’s what Artemas thought he was doing. Maybe this was as close to flying as a person got when they weren’t born with wings. His mind was adrift, his body awash with pleasure. Somehow, he was in Silvanus’s arms, his release on his belly smushing between them as Silvanus was under him, over him – it was as if the man wanted to burrow under his skin, and Artemas would let him. Hell, he never wanted the moment to end. Closing his eyes, Artemas followed the waves in his mind. He was flying.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Silvanus would purr if he had the physical abilities to do it. Artemas’s head was relaxed on his chest, his cock still resisting the urge to slide from his mate’s body. Now the edge of his passion had dulled, all Silvanus could feel was a deep overriding sense of contentment. All around them, life in his little glade went on. Birds sung, insects and rodents foraged. Somewhere to the left of him a bear was snoozing in the sun, apparently unfazed by the noise of their lovemaking.  
 
    In theory it was night time, but the glade was attuned to Silvanus’s wishes. He hadn’t been lying when he told Artemas he wanted to see his face as he took him for the first time. And it was worth it, seeing Artemas’s hesitation morph into pleasure.  
 
    Taking one last look at Artemas’s features so relaxed in sleep, Silvanus settled down, closing his eyes, allowing the glade to settle into dusk and then nightfall. There was a disapproving grunt from the bear who’d been enjoying his sun, but soon the night creatures came forth, going about their business. Confident Artemas would be demanding his turn at topping when he was rested, and secure in the knowledge that none would disturb them in his realm, Silvanus slept.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Time seemed to lose all meaning in the glade and Artemas couldn’t remember ever feeling so content. During the daylight hours, Silvanus took him over his realm – sharing the secrets of a land hidden from time. There was so much to see. Flowing brooks teaming with fish, who seemed to leap out of the water to say hello when Silvanus approached. Tall trees, some of them over a thousand years old stood in lofty splendor protecting the undergrowth below. From one particular hill top, rolling green grass paddocks stretched as far as the eye could see. Artemas remembered a particularly sexy afternoon, having sex in a cave while rain and wind howled outside.  
 
    What surprised Artemas was the diversity of animal species they found. On one of their walks they carefully skirted a mama bear with a cub, an animal Artemas was sure wasn’t native to Africa. But Silvanus shrugged, blushed a bit, and mumbled something about liking them. Just as Poseidon filled his realm with creatures usually found scattered across the globe, so Silvanus chose to share his space with animals he felt a fondness for.  
 
    Evenings were spent eating, drinking, and sharing stories. Silvanus was an avid listener, and could often provide added insight when Artemas explained about some of the archeological digs he’d been on. In turn, Artemas learned his mate was a dab hand at fixing things with his hands, absorbing the stories Silvanus told like a sponge.  
 
    The one thing they didn’t discuss was other gods. Artemas hinted at the troubles he had with Thoth and Poseidon, but refusing to go into detail and changing the subject if their names were mentioned. Silvanus was friends with everyone, refusing to take sides in conflicts no matter who was involved. When Artemas asked what he did during the Great War, which saw countless gods pitted against each other, Silvanus gave that shrug of his, and simply said he’d spent that time with the Mother.  
 
    It was so easy to forget life outside the glade. Artemas didn’t bother with his glasses, he didn’t even comb his hair. Wearing a pair of shorts and nothing else, he and Silvanus explored, laughed and loved each other whenever the mood took them. Which was why, when another orb from Zeus arrived while they were enjoying lunch one afternoon, Artemas was angry.  
 
    “You have no right to intrude in Silvanus’s glade, Uncle. This is a private sanctuary.” 
 
    “You wanted an appointment with the asshole who keeps trying to track you down. It’s been rescheduled three times over the past two weeks. It’s about time you pulled yourself off Silvanus’s cock long enough to address this issue.” 
 
    “It’s been two weeks?” Artemas mouthed at Silvanus.  
 
    “Time passes differently in my realm,” Silvanus said with a touch of growl in his voice. “Surely, nothing is more important than our bonding, whelp.” 
 
    Whelp? Artemas covered his mouth to stifle his laughter. Silvanus was one of the few beings that could get away with calling the mighty Zeus names.  
 
    “A thousand pardons, Ancient Silvanus.” Zeus turned on the charm. “It’s only a trivial matter, but my nephew did promise he would take care of it for me. An afternoon out of your time, that’s all. It concerns the individual who bid against Artie in the auction for your book. He’s being persistent and I’m concerned usual methods of disposing of him might attract unwelcome attention from certain parties.” 
 
    Zeus meant the Fates. Since the laws were enacted, preventing gods from interfering in mortal affairs, the Fates took a very dim view of unexpected deaths. Every individual’s thread length was calculated to provide the most color, and strength to the weave. Zeus was probably worried if he fucked up in the Fates’ eyes, he could end up with a mate, just as Poseidon had done. Artemas could have told him being mated wasn’t the curse so many single gods believed it was, but he was more keen on getting his Uncle to go away.  
 
    “When is the appointment, Uncle?” Artemas sighed, looking down at his shorts. The thought of putting a suit on seemed a foreign idea in Silvanus’s home.  
 
    “An hour from now at the Café Royal Hotel. Mr. Klaxon and guest has been booked in the Dome Penthouse rooms for the next week. I told them you didn’t need a butler or maid service, but that should be enough time for you to conduct your business, don’t you think?” 
 
    “A simple room for a night would have been plenty.” But Artemas accepted the gift for what it was. Zeus was trying to make amends and Artemas had often wondered what the view from one of the two Penthouse balconies would be like. “We’d better go, if we’re to arrange luggage and check in before this person arrives. Did he give a name?” 
 
    “Melrose Jackson from California, so he said.” The anger returned to Zeus’s voice. “The fact that my minions can’t find any reference to anyone of that name anywhere in the human systems will tell you something.” 
 
    “He’s not likely to be human.” Looking across at Silvanus he saw his mate was already tidying away the remains of their lunch. “We’ll be there, Uncle. Tell your minions to keep us updated if you do learn anything important.” 
 
    “I’ll drop in and tell you myself.” Zeus’s voice took on a seductive tone. “I’d forgotten how sexy your mate’s legs were.” 
 
    “Uncle!” Artemas smashed his hand down on Zeus’s orb causing it to shatter. Seconds later the shards of crystal all disappeared. “He’s as infuriating as Poseidon.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s lonely?” Silvanus suggested, calm as he always was. Artemas found himself pulled to his feet, snug in Silvanus’s embrace. “This hotel sounds very grand if it has a penthouse. I might need your guidance on improving my wardrobe.” 
 
    “You look perfect the way you are,” Artemas said, taking in his mate’s tousled hair and tanned features. “Your tan is going to stand out in London,” he added, tracing his fingers over Silvanus’s cheek bones. “Winter was just setting in when your book was auctioned. It’ll be cold.” 
 
    “Not with you in my arms, it won’t be.”  
 
    Artemas lifted his lips for a kiss, but inside he worried. Silvanus said himself he didn’t spend a lot of time around people. After the quiet of the glade, or even Artemas’s Australian home, London was going to be bustling, noisy and nothing like the peaceful natural environments Silvanus preferred.  
 
    I’ll send this guy packing and then we’ll disappear again. Just because Zeus paid for the room for a week, didn’t mean they had to stay there. We can stay one night for appearances sake, and then home. Although, where that home would be, Artemas wasn’t sure. He liked to think he could be romantic, and just say it didn’t matter so long as Silvanus was with him. Unfortunately, his brain wasn’t wired that way.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Silvanus knew Artemas was worrying about him. It was in his mate’s nature, and in a different time and place, he’d have said worrying was unnecessary. He might be god of the trees and lands, but he wasn’t a barbarian. He could scrub up as well as the next person if necessary.  
 
    Which Artemas might have noticed, if he wasn’t flapping about making sure they had designer luggage, clothes and shoes. “Black, blue, no dark gray looks far more understated.” Artemas waved his hands over two suitcases. Flipping them open, he checked the contents. “Damn it, toiletries.” A bag appeared. Artemas frowned and then waved the case closed again.  
 
    “You’re not dressed,” he said, finally noticing Silvanus watching him. “Suit, shoes, tie…. Red, I think, no maybe a lighter lilac color. A watch which has to be a gold Rolex. Shoots, did I remember to change the color of your handkerchief? Let me look.” 
 
    Sighing, now completely covered in a suit, Silvanus opened his arms and did a twirl. “I will do and for your information, I could’ve done this myself.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Artemas was visibly trembling. “It’s just, it’s the little details people notice that can make you stand out in a crowd. Although,” Silvanus watched as Artemas looked him up and down, “You’re going to stand out anyway. You look like a movie star.” 
 
    “I think you’ve worried enough,” Silvanus said calmly. “Take my hand, time to find a taxi, I think. Or no, what about a limousine?” 
 
    Before Artemas could open his mouth, because chances are a limousine was over the top in his mate’s opinion, Silvanus transported them, using a wrinkle in time, to ensure a long gleaming limousine slotted into London traffic as if it had always been there, complete with driver. A two minute drive later, and they pulled up outside of the hotel.  
 
    “I won’t embarrass you,” Silvanus whispered as the driver came around and opened the door for them. “Have some faith.” 
 
    Sliding across the seat, Artemas got out of the limo, nodding at the driver, doing up his jacket buttons. Silvanus noted the precise moment Artemas’s armor was in place. It was when he put on his glasses. “Please bring the bags into the lobby,” he said to the driver, his head held high. “Silva, oh, damn it.”  
 
    Silvanus quickly stepped out of the limo, taking Artemas’s hand. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What do I call you?” Artemas whispered as they strode through the opened doors and into the lobby. “You’ll need ID to sign in here.” 
 
    “Silva Forest,” Silvanus said, quickly magicking the necessary ID into his pocket. “Don’t worry so much.” 
 
    “Computers can track anyone,” Artemas hissed. Then his face cleared into the aloof expression Silvanus hadn’t seen since they’d claimed each other as he faced the reception desk. “Good evening. I apologize for the late arrival. Mr. Klaxon, and er, Mr. Forest. We have the Penthouse reserved.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Klaxon. I have all the paperwork here.” 
 
    Check in, despite Artemas’s concerns was a breeze. The receptionist accepted Silvanus’s ID without a blink. Within minutes they were in the elevator, being whisked upstairs. Doing the best impersonation of a bored businessman as he could muster, Silvanus waited until the porter had been tipped and the suite door closed before taking Artemas into his arms again.  
 
    “Don’t muss the suit,” Artemas grumbled, although he relaxed into the hold. “Where did you get a British passport and driver’s license? Can you even drive?” 
 
    “Probably as well as you can,” Silvanus chuckled. “Just don’t ever ask me to get on an airplane. I have to draw the line somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, my gods yes,” Artemas screwed up his face. “Being locked in a tin can with a hundred other people is not my idea of a good time.” 
 
    Dropping a kiss on Artemas’s well-groomed hair – Silvanus was missing the casual look already – he pulled away, going over to the small bar tucked into the corner of the room. “Drink?” He offered, holding up a very nicely aged whiskey. “I imagine our appointment will be here shortly.” 
 
    Artemas nodded, dropping down onto the curved couch. “It worries me, not knowing what type of being this person is. I mean, you heard Zeus. If the person who wants your book was paranormal or human, Zeus would have found him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t leave much else. It could be another god, or demi-god maybe. There’s enough of them around.” Silvanus poured two double shots of whiskey into square cut crystal glasses, thinking about the falcon he saw when they were in the desert.  
 
    “If this person is a god, then they would know about you,” Artemas said thoughtfully, taking the glass Silvanus offered him. Sitting beside him, Silvanus nodded.  
 
    “In theory, yes. While I’m not wildly popular, most gods and demi-gods know of my existence. Although, if I recall, Zeus and Poseidon were worried I hadn’t been seen for a while, so it’s possible someone thought I’d ceased to exist. But have you ever thought maybe it’s not the book they’re after? Maybe they just want to talk to you.” 
 
    Anything Artemas might have said was interrupted by the discreet trill of a phone. Reaching over, Artemas answered it. “Yes, yes. What was the name again? Yes, I see,” he said quietly, “send him up.” 
 
    Putting the phone back on the cradle, Artemas sat back again. “We’re about to be visited by a Mr. Crane. Ring any bells with you?” 
 
    “I thought Zeus said the man looking for you was using the name Melrose Jackson.”  
 
    “And Zeus also said there was no way that was the guy’s real name,” Artemas looked just as worried as Silvanus felt. “It could be this guy has been sent by the illusive Jackson to check me out?” 
 
    “If this Mr. Crane is not a god, he won’t have a clue who either of us are,” Silvanus pointed out. “It might be best to keep it that way.” 
 
    “I agree.” Artemas leaned back on the couch. “Coping with a human meltdown when they learn the ancient gods exist is such a bore.” 
 
    “You… you haven’t, have you?” Silvanus was stunned. Then he noticed the tiniest twitch on the side of Artemas’s mouth and chuckled. “I can’t believe it, you’re teasing me.” 
 
    “Ah well.” Artemas’s cheeks were pink. “All this mystery over one auction item. Yes, I know the book’s vitally important to you, but I have happily not thought about it for two weeks. I just want to find out what this guy wants and send him on his way.” 
 
    They both tilted their head as they heard the elevator ding. Silvanus got to his feet. “I’ll get the door. Let’s see what this guy has to say for himself.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Artemas didn’t bother getting to his feet as Silvanus let Mr. Crane into the suite. It was immediately apparent the man was human. A rather flustered human, with a shock of bright red hair, carrying a bulging briefcase. “Are you Mr. Klaxon?” he asked, tilting his head to look up at Silvanus who was a good eighteen inches taller than him. “No, no, that can’t be right. You’re not the man I saw at the auction.”  
 
    Crane looked around, his eyes widening when he spotted Artemas. “Mr. Klaxon, I am so pleased to finally get to meet with you,” he said hurrying over, swapping his briefcase from under one arm to the other so he could hold out his hand. “I’m Mr. Lazarus Crane, at your service.” 
 
    “Charmed, I’m sure.” Artemas quickly shook the hand offered, and waved to the single seat facing the couch. “Perhaps you could take a seat and tell me why you’ve been plaguing my office with calls.” 
 
    “No one would tell me where you were.” Crane fussed about, getting himself seated, leaving the brief case on his lap. His suit was crumpled as though he’d slept in it, and Artemas thought he spotted a ketchup stain on the man’s tie. “I mean, all they would say is you were traveling, but if they’d told me where you were, we could’ve met weeks ago. I would’ve come to you, anytime.” 
 
    “I’m still failing to see what we have to talk about Mr. Crane,” Artemas smiled as Silvanus sat right next to him, despite the size of the couch. “I take it you were at the Sotheby’s auction I attended a while ago?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Crane beamed, and then his face fell. “Although, I doubt you’d have noticed me there. I wasn’t bidding on anything. I had hoped to get the book, you see, but the opening bid was ridiculously high, and it just got worse from there.” 
 
    Artemas reminded himself Crane was human and wouldn’t understand Artemas’s disinterest in money. “The amount paid was higher than expected,” he agreed. “But if the opening bid of one hundred thousand was too expensive for you, surely you’re not here to try and buy the book off me when I paid two million pounds for it?” 
 
    “Heavens no, our little institution doesn’t have a budget like that.” Opening his briefcase, Crane pulled out a pile of papers. “I’m hoping you’ll lend it to me,” he looked up, his eyes wide, “for study purposes of course.” 
 
    “Lend it to you?” Artemas flicked a glance at Silvanus, who seemed to be trying to suppress a grin. “It’s a book, Mr. Crane….” 
 
    “Oh, please call me Lazarus.” The man looked up from his papers, his eyes now covered with round spectacles.  
 
    Artemas’s jaw tightened. “It is an old book, Lazarus, with no provenance, written in an ancient language no one has read about before, clearly a journal of some kind. I fail to see what there is to study.”  
 
    “Then why did you buy it?” 
 
    Crane’s challenge took Artemas by surprise. “I found the cover fascinating and I have a fondness for one of a kind items. You’d agree, there’s nothing like it anywhere else.” 
 
    “Definitely.” Crane shuffled his papers. “I’ve done countless searches. Your book is one of a kind.” 
 
    “Mr. Crane, if you’ll excuse the interruption,” Silvanus said. “Why do you have such a passionate urge to study my friend’s book? Is it something to do with the institution you mentioned earlier?” 
 
    “The Center for Enlightenment? Yes.” Crane smiled proudly. “Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of a number of organizations with similar names, usually providing holistic spa and de-stress services,” Artemas said drily. “Perhaps you could be more specific.” 
 
    If Crane was put off by Artemas’s tone, he didn’t show it. “Our place is entirely different,” he said excitedly. “We, that is my colleagues and I, came together when we realized we have a common goal.” 
 
    “Which is?” Artemas’s tension must have been showing, because Silvanus surreptitiously nudged his hand.  
 
    “To prove the existence of ancient gods of Rome, Egypt, India, Greece and the Norse gods. Now before you say anything,” Crane held up his hand, although Artemas had no intention of interrupting. “I know you probably think we’re some crackpot group who have too much time on our hands, but the proof is there if you look for it.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the hieroglyphics, paintings and other such things found in ancient sites in Greece and Rome for example?” Artemas asked. “Because I have been at those sites, and have seen that evidence for myself, but nothing I’ve ever seen suggests the entities you describe exist beyond the minds of the relevant cultures at the time.” 
 
    “Pah. Hieroglyphics,” Crane waved his hand. “What we have is far more conclusive than the scribblings of ancient man. Our friend, who has to remain nameless for privacy’s sake, but our friend has had a vision. He knows the gods exist.” 
 
    “A vision.” Artemas and Silvanus exchanged glances. This could either be a real concern, or the biggest laugh in history. “Is there anything you can tell us about this vision?” 
 
    “Oh, it was marvelous to hear him talking about it.” Crane clasped his papers to his chest, his head tilted to look at the ceiling. “Hang on, I have the notes about it right here.” He shuffled through his papers. “He said, and I am quoting now, ‘The glorious hall was made of marble, with columns over a hundred feet high. Large openings in the walls revealed scenes of nature more beautiful than anything on earth. The sky was a brilliant shade of blue with barely a hint of cloud’.” 
 
    “Sounds like the guy was a bit of a romantic,” Silvanus muttered.  
 
    Crane glared. “If you don’t mind, there’s more. ‘And in this hall were beings far bigger and more magnificent than any human walking the earth. The men were tall, broad shouldered with ageless faces, emanating wisdom and light. The women were equally tall, with an ethereal classical beauty unrivaled by any other on earth. They were all clothed in white robes – short for the men, long for the women, held in place over the shoulder with glistening jewels, their waists cinched with golden belts’.”  Crane lowered his papers. “Well, what do you think about that?” 
 
    “I’m wondering if your visionary friend has ever watched the movie, Percy Jackson and the Lightening Bolt Thief,” Artemas said gently. “Only the scene described sounds very reminiscent of the climatic scene when Percy faces the gods.” 
 
    “You can mock,” Crane said angrily, stuffing his papers in his brief case. “I should’ve known a business man like yourself can’t see what’s right under your own noses.” Silvanus coughed, probably to mask the laughter. “Movies like Percy Jackson are based on fact. The gods did walk among us. They still do. There are demi-god children all over the place, full of powers they have to keep hidden, emotionally traumatized by the gods who abandoned them.” 
 
    Crane didn’t know it, but he was right on one score – the ancient gods did roam the earth and they had the morals of an alley cat. Poseidon was a classic example. But there hadn’t been an incident of a demi-god born in well over eight hundred years.  
 
    “Mr. Crane, Lazarus,” Artemas said, “I apologize if you feel I’ve made a mockery of your ideas. But you have to admit, a single vision is not exactly concrete proof in a modern world.” 
 
    “Over two billion people follow the teachings of the Bible, and don’t question it’s sources, provenance or even if the people who wrote it were sane at the time,” Crane said bitterly.  
 
    Touché. “There have been extensive research studies on both the contents of stories contained in the Bible and the men who wrote them,” Artemas said smoothly. Then it clicked. “Is that why you want my book? Because you think it will help prove the existence of ancient gods?” 
 
    “I saw that book before it was auctioned,” Crane said fiercely, brushing back a lock of his hair from his face. “I held it in my hands. I studied the carvings on the cover. There is no way something that detailed, that magnificent, could have been created with the tools or skills of anyone in the age before Christ. How did something in wood survive so long without a scratch or a mark, if it wasn’t protected by a god? Why is it written in a language no scholar on earth can read, unless it was written by a god?” 
 
    “Your last question points to the biggest issue you have. No one can read the contents of the book. Believe me, Mr. Crane, I have invested thousands of dollars, approaching scholars in universities all over the world, trying to find someone who can decipher it. Their conclusion, and I hesitate to say this, but their conclusion is that the book itself is an elaborate hoax. Oh, the cover is real enough, or at least as old as the carbon testing indicates,” Artemas added as Crane opened his mouth in protest. “But the contents are most likely a huge hoax. There are no points in the language in the book that relates to any known language at all.” 
 
    Instead of being angry, Crane looked excited. “But that’s great. Your research proves my point exactly. Don’t you see, if the language used in the book was made up, it would still show language markers relevant to the prime language of the perpetrators. It’s impossible for anyone to write consistently in a language that doesn’t exist. Which means this one does exist and as it’s not known among us mere mortals, it has to have come from a god. An old god.”  
 
    Artemas let out a long, slow, controlled breath. He didn’t realize he was squeezing Silvanus’s fingers until the man gently squeezed back.  
 
    “Mr. Crane,” Silvanus said firmly, “What is it you intend to do with the book, if Mr. Klaxon allows you to study it?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Mother, save us from overzealous fools with their fanatical ideas. Silvanus didn’t have a problem with Artemas lying about the book’s authenticity. It was a good idea. But Crane was more than a cute redhead in a bad suit, he was clever too, and that made him dangerous.  
 
    “What is it you intend to do with the book, if Mr. Klaxon allows you to study it?” He said again.  
 
    “Duh, dude,” Crane shook his head. “No disrespect but you’re not from around here, are you? You answered your own question. I want to study it. That’s why I’ve been trying to get in touch with your friend.” 
 
    “But you don’t need to see the book to study it, do you?” Silvanus ignored the insult. “I bet you took photos of the pages when you examined the book at Sotheby’s. If your only objective is to try and decipher a language no other scholar in the world can read, then you can do that from the photos, surely.” 
 
    “It’s not the same.” Crane’s cheeks turned the same color of his hair. “Besides, my friends at the Center haven’t seen it. Maybe my friend can get another vision by touching it.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Artemas interrupted. “Are you suggesting I’m going to let you take my book away to some undisclosed place, to be pawed over by your friends all in the name of studying? I’m not a lending library. That book cost me over two million pounds including commission.” 
 
    “Well… er… uhm…” It was clear that was what Crane was hoping. “Ah, but you said yourself your experts claimed it was a hoax, so it’s not really worth anything at all.” 
 
    “It is to me,” Artemas said firmly. Standing up, he buttoned his jacket. “I apologize for wasting your time, Mr. Crane, and I have the utmost sympathies for what you’re trying to achieve….” 
 
    “Wait.” Silvanus touched Artemas’s hip to gain his attention. We need to find out who this person with the visions is. The slightest twitch of Artemas’s lips let Silvanus know his mate had heard him which, was something they could have a lot of fun with, at a later time. “Mr. Klaxon is understandably protective of his collectible works, and will not, under any circumstances simply lend it to a random person off the street. I’m sure you can understand that.” 
 
    “We’re an established non-profit organization,” Crane said, pulling his jacket tight around his middle. “Many collectors loan their works out to researchers all the time.” 
 
    “That may be the case, but this book is a one of a kind, and impossible to replace should it become damaged or lost, wouldn’t you agree?” Silvanus wasn’t entirely sure Crane was honest in his motives.  
 
    From the way Crane’s eyes darted quickly to one side and then the other, Silvanus had a sinking feeling getting “lost” was exactly Crane’s intention with the book if he could take it away. “I have a suggestion,” he said, hoping Artemas would agree. “Why don’t you take another look at the book here, tomorrow. You could even bring your friend who had that first vision along too, if you like. That way, you can take any additional photos you need to further your studies, and your friend can handle the book under supervision. That’s a fair compromise, don’t you think? Shall we say, eleven o’clock?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if my friend can make it.” Crane wouldn’t meet his eyes. It probably didn’t help that Artemas was still looming over him, glowering.  
 
    “That’s fine, we’ll just expect you then, shall we?” His smile firmly in place, Silvanus kept his voice and breathing even.  
 
    “Look,” Crane looked around, as though hoping to see the book. “My friend doesn’t travel much. Barely at all in fact. Seeing as you have the book here, why I don’t I take it overnight, and bring it back to you tomorrow at eleven? My friend can’t just produce a vision on a whim. It takes time, he has certain rituals he goes through and he can’t do that here, in front of you two. He’s a very private person.” 
 
    I bet he is. Silvanus was getting more suspicious of this “friend” with every passing minute. He stood up, nudging his shoulder against his mate. “Then he’ll have to miss out I’m sorry. This is a one time offer. You can see the book tomorrow at eleven if you want, in this suite, with us present. Your friend can come, or not, that’s up to him. Now, if you don’t mind, my friend and I have other appointments.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Crane got up, but it was clear he didn’t want to leave. He was moving slower than a sloth on Sundays. “Mr. Klaxon, please, just let me borrow the book for one night,” he begged as he inched towards the door.  
 
    “Mr. Forest made a generous offer, one I’m not certain should’ve been made in the first place. You seem to forget, that regardless of its lack of provenance, the book is still an extremely expensive item that would be impossible to replace. I am not in the business of lending out works I’ve paid for, on a whim to anyone, let alone someone with absolutely no credentials from a respected research establishment.” Artemas said crisply. “Your persistence will only take you so far, Mr. Crane. Don’t push your luck.” 
 
    Crane must have realized he was beaten, but it was still another two minutes before Silvanus heard the ding of the elevator. Waiting another thirty seconds, he poked his head out of the door, making sure the annoying man was gone. “Well, that was interesting,” he said, making sure the door was firmly latched again. “Do you fancy some dinner? We could go out.” 
 
    “There’s something not right about our friend, Mr. Crane.” Artemas’s nostrils flared. “It’s times like this I wish I was a shifter. I’m sure he reeked of deceit. I just couldn’t smell it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell me Nereus, Lasse, and Poseidon are all mated to shifters? I’m sure one of that lot could come for a quick visit if they were asked.” 
 
    “I’m in no mood to deal with Poseidon and his mate right now.” 
 
    “Your brothers then.” Having witnessed the scene between Artemas and his father, although put on for his benefit, Silvanus could understand his mate’s reluctance. “I’m sure either one of them would come if you called. You’ve done so much for them in the past.” 
 
    The look, almost bewilderment, passed over Artemas’s face and was gone as soon as it appeared. “My dear mate,” Silvanus said, reaching out to cup Artemas’s face. “Is it such an alien thing for you to ask help from one of your family?” 
 
    Artemas swallowed hard. “There’s a nice restaurant downstairs if you want to eat there, or we could go out and see what we can find.” 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk and see what we come across,” Silvanus said with a nod. Clearly his mate needed time to think, and Silvanus had already learned pushing the stubborn man did no good at all. “I feel rather partial to lobster tonight. What do you think?” 
 
    “Lobster’s a good idea,” Artemas said quietly.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
    Artemas barely noticed the sumptuous surroundings of the restaurant Silvanus took him to. A quick scan of the menu, and he simply said, “I’ll have whatever he’s having,” when asked for his order. Silvanus, to his credit, didn’t pester him, or ask him what was wrong, which was a good thing. Artemas wasn’t sure he’d be able to tell him.  
 
    Ask for help from my family? Yes, it was an alien concept as Silvanus called it. His family members came to him for help, not the other way around. Any information they needed, he was happy to oblige. Well, not strictly happy. He was usually in the middle of something else, and he’d get annoyed at being interrupted. But he always did what he could when he was asked anything. 
 
    A plate appeared in front of him, and automatically he picked up a fork and stabbed some of the contents. His brain registered something gooey, not unpleasant, but he couldn’t tell anyone what he was eating if asked. Artemas was struggling, trying to remember the last time he’d asked anyone for help.  
 
    He didn’t ask family – he’d always been the older, academic brother and it’d always been important that he be there for his brothers. He’d never needed to ask them for anything. The few friends he’d made over the years… nope, Artemas couldn’t remember asking them to do anything for him either. He was a god; a magical being with salt water in his veins. But I can’t smell a fucking lie.  
 
    “Artemas, babe.” Artemas looked up when Silvanus spoke, noticing his plate was empty. “There’s no need to think about this quite so hard.  If you think having a shifter handy tomorrow is a good idea, I could ask if one of the people I’ve been with before could attend. I’d have to go get….” 
 
    “Been with how?” Artemas felt his eyebrows meet in the middle. “You mean intimately? You would… you….” Artemas opened his mouth and then quickly closed it again, remembering where they were. “That won’t be necessary, thank you very much. I’ll get in touch with Nereus.”  
 
    Lasse and Jason would probably be more amenable, but they would have their new daughter in tow and Artemas didn’t want children around men like Crane. Actually, Orin would have been an option too, with his little sand cat genetics, but Thor was likely showing by now and that wasn’t something Crane needed to see either. He’d probably have Thor encased in a glass bubble in a lab somewhere before any of them could blink. ‘Exhibit A’ in his desperate desire to prove gods existed.  
 
    Still seething about Silvanus’s blasé comment about the people he’d been with, when the lobster arrived, Artemas forgot all about manners and cracked the shell with his bare hands. One mouthful and he knew his meal was a lost cause. The lobster was overdone and not even the garlic butter side could help. Wiping his fingers roughly with his napkin, he threw it down on his plate and stood up. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to take care of a few things. I’ll see you back at the hotel in a few hours.” Artemas was aiming for an impassive face, but he had a feeling his glare was still lurking.  
 
    “Artemas, please. Sit down and finish your meal. We can discuss whatever’s bothering you when we get back to the hotel, together.” So calm, so collected, even a hint of amusement in Silvanus’s eyes. Artemas clenched his fists.  
 
    “You originals are all alike,” he hissed quietly so no one else could hear. “I expected better of you, but it was just my luck to be disappointed, again. Later.”  
 
    Not waiting to see if Silvanus would respond, Artemas marched to the nearest rest room. He could translocate from one of the stalls. He’d planned on using telepathy to speak to Nereus, but decided it was just as easy to go to Cloverleah in person. Focusing on the Crane issue was a far better idea than wondering what type of shifter Silvanus had fucked last, and leaving the restaurant was a politer option than throwing his meal in Silvanus’s face. Because all Artemas wanted in that moment was to wipe that smug condescending look off the older god’s face.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “Will your companion be coming back to finish his meal?” Silvanus looked up to see the waiter with his hand hovering near Artemas’s plate.  
 
    “No, thank you. He was called away on business,” Silvanus said quickly. It was clear his mate wasn’t coming back from the bathroom. “You’re welcome to clear the table and get me the check please.”  
 
    “Was the lobster not to your liking? Only I can get you a fresh plate, if you require?” 
 
    The service was excellent, even if the same couldn’t be said for the food. Wiping his mouth carefully with his napkin, Silvanus shook his head, as he placed the napkin on the remains of his meal. “That won’t be necessary, but you might wish to inform the chef that he’s overcooking the lobster by about two minutes. The check please.” 
 
    “Oh no.” The waiter’s face flamed bright red. “Please, sir, allow me to call the manager immediately.” 
 
    “I’m on a time constraint. I’m quite happy to pay for the meals we’ve ordered. I just need the check.” Silvanus made a point of meeting the young man’s calf brown eyes. “Now, please.” Silvanus didn’t approve of using persuasion on innocent humans, but in this case, it was going to take an act of god to get his willing waiter to override company policy.  
 
    “I’ll get the check.”  
 
    Ten minutes later, Silvanus was standing outside the restaurant, inhaling diesel fumes and smoke and the lingering smell of cheap perfume. London always was smelly, he thought fondly, as he meandered down the road, his hands in his pockets, no fixed destination in mind. He soon found himself in a residential area. Thank goodness for London’s preoccupation with green spaces. Silvanus found himself a park bench. The houses were all two and some of them three levels high, shrouded by high walls, thick fences and large wrought iron gates. Very upmarket and therefore, very quiet.  
 
    It didn’t take long before Silvanus’s thoughts wandered from the scurrying of squirrels and the faint hoot of an owl. It’s not easy being an eternal being sometimes. He sighed. Over more centuries than he could count, he’d watched London grow from a handful of huts around the Thames to a thriving, bustling metropolis and that was before the Great Fire in the middle ages. In another thousand years, who was to say what would be in the spot he was sitting now. There was a good chance, all the land for miles around would be flooded, or frozen, or… Silvanus didn’t know.  
 
    But it’s that line of thinking that’s got you in the shit with your mate, he scolded himself firmly. Because to him, his sexual encounters were nothing but a night, two at the most and set against the concept of eternity, those nights were nothing more than a blink. And yes, Silvanus had stayed friends with many of them, respectful and even pleased when his one time lovers found their true mates. It’s just the type of guy I am.  
 
    His sigh was loud in the silent night air. But as the hairs on the back of Silvanus’s neck prickled, he realized he was not alone. “Mr. Crane,” he said, catching the sneaking man by surprise as he turned around and leaned over the back of the park bench. “Please tell me you weren’t following me?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” Crane pulled on his tattered pride like the shabby duffle coat he was wearing. “I’m staying with friends, over there,” he pointed to a house on the other side of the green. I noticed you arriving and thought I recognized you. Is Mr. Klaxon back at the hotel?” 
 
    “He had a few business dealings to take care of. Come and sit with me, Mr. Crane. I confess I was intrigued by your ideas about the ancient gods. I’d like to hear more if you have the time.” 
 
    “It’s very chilly.” Crane looked pointedly at Silvanus’s lack of coat. “You could come back to the house with me, and meet some of my friends.” 
 
    “I’m heading off shortly myself. I just wanted to enjoy one of London’s lovely green spaces,” Silvanus said easily. “I wouldn’t want to disturb your friends, and it’s fine, if you don’t want to talk to me, that is. I imagine you’re judged quite harshly for your ideas from other less enlightened individuals.” 
 
    “You have no idea. It happens all the time,” Crane said, running around and perching on the edge of the bench.  
 
    Got ya.  
 
    “No one seems to want to believe in a higher power anymore. I mean, attitudes like your Mr. Klaxon’s are so typical of the ignorance among the business classes of things beyond spreadsheets and monetary value.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” Silvanus conjured a handful of blades of grass in his hands. They shimmered vibrant green as he held them close so Crane couldn’t see them.  
 
    “The book Mr. Klaxon has is a classic example of it.” Clearly Crane had held a grudge for a long time. “He doesn’t want it. He bought it and paid a ridiculous sum of money for it, keeping avid scholars like myself out of the running when it came to owning it by pushing the price up. I mean, he said himself he just liked the cover. And yet that book could contain the secrets of the universe, and he wouldn’t care, because all he sees it as, is a collectible piece to be thrown in a vault somewhere with the million others he probably has.” 
 
    Silvanus nodded to show he was listening.  
 
    “Why can’t scholars like myself and my friends have access to it? Why is it all the truly interesting finds throughout history are commandeered by the catholic church, hidden under the Vatican, or housed in dingy basements of secret collectors with more money than brains. I truly believe that book is the key to what me and my friends have been looking for.” 
 
    “But tell me, Lazarus, can I call you Lazarus?” Silvanus waited until Crane nodded eagerly before continuing. “Say that book is the key, say it does contain the proof you’re looking for, and you know that the ancient gods from folklore and myth are real. What do you do with your knowledge?” 
 
    “Do?” Crane’s eyes widened. “Could you imagine how amazing that would be? To see the ancient gods wield power once more – Zeus ruling the skies, Poseidon surging up from the seabed. New temples could be built, old ones restored. The world would be at peace again. No more wars, no more famines. Pollution banished with a flick of a trident. Everyone would have a home, and land, and crops would be plentiful. The gods could be in charge of their domains again and we would all prosper.” 
 
    “You’re assuming people would believe in them if they came back.” Silvanus wondered where Crane was getting his ideas from.  
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if the people don’t believe. Don’t you see,” Crane leaned forward. “Man has mucked up. We’re descended from animals. We were never meant to have complete domain over the earth. We don’t know what to do with it and now whole ecosystems are disappearing and people are starving.” 
 
    “So, these gods are meant to what, exactly? Appear in the skies in a hail of fire and lightning, smiting all those who don’t fall to their knees?” Zeus might get a kick out of that, for all of five minutes.  
 
    “Can’t you see it now?” Clasping his knees, Crane stared up at the sky as if he expected to see a god any minute. “All those ignorant, wasteful, rich, arrogant assholes would be reduced to nothing but dust. In the space of one hour, the earth could be how it used to be – lush, green, peaceful.” 
 
    Yeah, I had dreams like that too kid, once. “And what about all the world’s technologies?” Silvanus asked. “If the land were to return to the way it once was, there’d be no computers, televisions, cell phones, nuclear weapons, electricity. Economies would collapse, governance would go back to feudal states, the entire population on earth would be reduced to agricultural pursuits to feed the millions of people alive today. Indoor plumbing would be basic at best.” 
 
    “Why would we lose all that we’ve already gained?” Crane looked as though he’d never considered the idea. “There’s no need for any of us to be uncomfortable. We’ve come too far as a species to go back to living in huts and getting water from the communal well. The gods can learn to adapt to new technologies. That’s what me and my friends would help them with, among other things of course.” 
 
    “You’d help them?” Silvanus shook his head in disgust. The grass in his hands felt dry and brittle – Crane’s lies had caused that. “Sounds like all you’re looking for is a free ride. You haven’t said anything about worshipping the gods of old, giving them the respect they deserve. You’re talking about a utopia where no one gets sick, no one goes hungry, but none of you have to change the way you’re living now. You just expect the gods to come down on your bidding, restore the earth to the way it was, and everyone can go back to the same destructive habits that caused the problems in the first place.” 
 
    Standing up, Silvanus straightened his jacket. “I’ve got news for you kid. That was done once. Read your bible and look at the story of Noah and his Ark. If you want to believe in Poseidon with his trident, and Zeus with his thunderbolt, then it’s not much of a stretch to believe in the Christian god who sent a flood and wiped out everyone but Noah and his family, is it? That same god sent a rainbow promising all people it would never happen again. And think about this, when you’re talking to your friends. If the gods are real, like you’re so desperately trying to prove, then logic dictates they have seen the way the earth is now, and seen what man has done with it. They were cast aside, forgotten, their temples left to crumble into the dust, and you think they’d come back now and help you? Read your myths a little more closely. There’s not a god from any pantheon who would help those who don’t believe.” 
 
    “But me and my friends do believe.” The stupid thing was, Silvanus could see Crane meant it. Unfortunately, the human’s desire to find the gods had nothing to do with worshipping them and everything to do with exploiting them.  
 
    “And you’re counting on you and your friends being the only ones who believe, aren’t you? You’re hoping the gods will elevate you, give you powers so you can live like kings, priests, favored helpers, rulers like the pharaohs of Egypt? Dictators with a god at your back making sure no one disobeys you? I hardly see how any of that would benefit mankind. If you really wanted to do something for the planet, there are a million other ways of doing it.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be like that. By letting the gods back into their domains, every person on earth would benefit from their existence.” 
 
    “Letting the gods back into their domains? You keep believing the lies you’re telling yourself,” Silvanus said harshly. “Just don’t expect anyone else to have the same ideas, including the gods you want to treat as nothing but a tool for your own selfish ideals. I’ve had enough of this conversation. Good night.” 
 
    Striding away, all Silvanus wanted was to find somewhere private and translocate back to the hotel. With luck, his beloved Artemas would be there, because if there was ever a time Silvanus needed a hug, it was now. The blades of grass in his hand had shattered to dust, proof of Crane’s duplicity. The only thing Silvanus couldn’t work out was if Crane was working alone, or if something else more sinister was going on.  
 
    “See you at eleven,” Crane called out. Gritting his teeth, his fists clenched, Silvanus ignored him and kept walking.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Two 
 
    Due to the time differences, it was mid-afternoon when Artemas landed in front of the house Nereus shared with his mates, Teilo and Raff, in Cloverleah. There was no one else around, although Artemas guessed someone would come to check him out. He’d felt the tingle of the wards as he passed through them. The Cloverleah pack wasn’t on lockdown anymore, thanks to the demise of the dark elves, but one of their own was still missing, and so it made logical sense that the pack would still be protective of each other.  
 
    Striding up the short porch, Artemas knocked sharply on the door. He heard barking, lots of barking, and someone was yelling at whoever to be quiet. “Oh, my goodness, it’s you.” Raff’s face split into a huge smile as he opened the door. “You didn’t have to knock. We don’t stand on ceremony here. Come in.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” Artemas had only met Raff once before at Poseidon’s and Claude’s house warming party. It was Lasse who told him about the pack of little ankle biters Raff adored. Artemas eyed his expensive shoes. “I’ve no desire to be bitten.” 
 
    “My babies won’t bite you.” Raff’s laughter filled the air as he opened the door wider to let Artemas pass through. “Killer will growl a lot and make out he’s trying to intimidate you, seeing as you’re an alpha figure, but he’s all noise.” 
 
    The door entered straight into the living area, and sure enough, the floor was littered with small furry bodies. Only one, an apricot colored poodle was on his feet, snarling and showing tiny pointed teeth. “That’s Killer, I presume.” The pooch wasn’t big enough to make a decent mouthful for the kraken.  
 
    “Yes,” Raff beamed. “Isn’t he adorable? He’s very protective of me. Did you want to speak to Nereus?” 
 
    “Is he home? I… er…. I need to ask you all a favor. You and your other mate too, of course.” 
 
    “Teilo and Ner are out the back training.” Raff headed across the living room, and through the kitchen. “They don’t like me to train. Neither one of them want to hit me with anything as they’re too scared of hurting me, which means I win any bout every time, but I don’t learn anything. It’s easier to do some baking while they are busy.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that bother you, them not wanting to help you learn to protect yourself?” Raff was a small man, with a tight build and a cute sway in his hips. But Artemas knew he was a wolf shifter, and probably more than capable of fending off a human attack.  
 
    “There are enough warriors in this family,” Raff said with a smile that didn’t seem to stop. “Teilo has been fighting his whole life, he was an assassin before he came here. And Nereus,” Raff chuckled. “He’s a demi-god, fighting all those wars back in the days when all you needed was a sword in your hand. But, between you and me, he’s awfully fond of my baking, so when Teilo casually mentioned he thought Nereus was getting teeny tiny love handles over his hips….” 
 
    Artemas surprised himself by laughing. “I can imagine Nereus didn’t take it very well.” Known as the “sexy” one of the brothers, Artemas could imagine Nereus having a fit.  
 
    “That was a week ago,” Raff confided as he opened the back door. “I’ve been entertained with sweaty chests and rippling biceps every day since.” 
 
    “And in the meantime, you still keep baking?” There was a smart brain behind that pretty face.  
 
    “But of course. See for yourself. My men are worth watching.” 
 
    Looking out, Artemas agreed the scenery was nice enough. Nereus and Teilo were evenly matched, with Nereus only slightly taller than his mate. With long hair and bronzed skin glistening under a winter sun, they were the epitome of the warrior classes of old. Using long poles, rather than swords they weren’t holding back with their thwacks. Their laughter, when one of them blocked a hit, was the only thing letting an audience know they weren’t serious.  
 
    “You’ve sweated enough,” Raff yelled, causing both men to stop what they were doing instantly. “Artemas is here. He wants a favor.” 
 
    “For my brother, it’s already yours.” Throwing his stick to the ground, Nereus strode over, his hair flying around his face. Artemas flinched as broad arms were slung around his waist, but he submitted to the hug with as much grace as he could muster.  
 
    “You’re awfully sweaty,” he observed, wrinkling his nose.  
 
    “You should train with us sometime. It would be a lot of fun. You used to be quite handy with a sword from memory,” Nereus laughed as Teilo came over to greet him. He, thank goodness, just held out his hand to be shook. “Come inside and have some of Raff’s delicious baking. Tell us your story, and how we can help.” 
 
    Turning to go back inside, Artemas heard a gasp. “What’s wrong?” He asked over his shoulder, trying to see his back. “Did you leave dirt on my suit or something?” 
 
    “Artie,” Artemas felt his collar being tugged down. “Why didn’t you tell us?” Nereus sounded hurt.  
 
    “Tell you what?” Artemas was wearing a suit. Yes, he’d loosened his tie, and opened the top button of his shirt, but Nereus was the last one to get at him for dressing down.  
 
    “You’ve got what looks like tree branches growing up your neck,” Teilo observed quietly. “Not the normal sort of thing for a merman to wear.” 
 
    “Up my neck? That’s not possible.” But as Artemas put his hand on the back of his neck, the tingling there let him know the tree of life was spreading up his damn neck. “Oh hell, it’s my mating mark. I was blessed with the Tree of Life from the Mother herself. It’s obviously decided to grow.” 
 
    “You mated with the Mother of all living things?” Raff’s eyes were about to fall out.  
 
    “I mated Silvanus, ancient god of the trees and woodlands, who is also the right hand of the Mother,” Artemas said wearily. He did wish he could stop missing the man every time they were apart. “Can we sit down? It seems my story is going to be a bit longer than anticipated.” 
 
    “Your mate’s not with you, so I take it things aren’t going well,” Nereus’s arm was like a dead weight on Artemas’s shoulder as he walked with Artemas into the living room. “Is this part of the favor you wanted to ask?” 
 
    “Sort of, maybe.” Artemas glared at Killer who was now lording over the couch. The tiny dog didn’t move and just showed his teeth. “Is it possible to get a cup of tea and somewhere to sit where I’m not going to lose a chunk of my ass?” 
 
    “Oh Killer, that’s not a polite way to greet visitors.” Raff swooped in, plucking Killer up from the couch cushions and cradling him in his arms. “Be nice to Uncle Artie, or he won’t give you any treats.” 
 
    The dog alternated between licking Raff’s chin, and snarling at Artemas, but at least Artemas could sit down. The other dogs didn’t move, although Artemas noticed the fluffy one Lasse had gifted to the triad on their mating was keeping an eye on Killer. As soon as Killer had his feet on the ground again, he sauntered over and plonked himself, so he was lying half on the fluffy bundle.  
 
    “Aren’t they cute together,” Raff sighed. When Artemas raised an eyebrow, Raff flushed and hurried into the kitchen.  
 
    “I would dearly love to send our little canine pack to the bottom of the sea some days,” Nereus kept his voice low. “But it would break Raff’s heart, and that is not something I’ll ever do.” 
 
    “You’re as bad as Raff,” Teilo scoffed, perching on the arm of Nereus’s chair. “Who was it who spent half an hour fussing over Buddy when he had a splinter in his paw?” 
 
    “While you remain aloof, secure in your wolf’s superiority,” Nereus’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Don’t think I don’t notice you dropping scraps of food under the table when Raff’s not looking.” 
 
    “Shush,” Teilo whispered urgently, glancing in the direction of the kitchen. “You know Raff is watching their diet.” 
 
    “I think someone has got two alphas wrapped around his little finger,” Artemas observed quietly, but inside he felt a pang. He and Silvanus shared the same kind of closeness until he’d spoiled it with his pissy attitude.  
 
    Raff came in bearing a huge tea tray, putting a stop to any domestic conversation. Over tea and beautifully made scones, Artemas explained about how he met Silvanus, and the warning from Zeus about Melrose Jackson. “Speaking of warnings,” he said, looking around, “How come none of the pack enforcers came running when they heard the break in the wards?” 
 
    “All the magic users got together and tweaked the wards so we can now tell who’s popping in,” Raff said proudly, stroking Nereus’s arm. “With various fae dropping in to see Jax and his mates, and representatives from the djinn calling around at all times of the day or night, not to mention the elves demanding time with their battle lord, it was easier than staying on high alert all the time. A lot more relaxing too.” 
 
    “Right.” That made sense, at least to Artemas. The Cloverleah pack had the most diverse membership ever known in pack circles. It was that diversity that led to the fight with the dark elves, and that same diversity and concentration of powers that meant the men had to be careful about who they interacted with. Artemas had heard, although he hadn’t seen him personally, there was even a dragon living with the pack now. 
 
    “So, you’re saying the person who came to visit you at the hotel, wasn’t this Jackson character, it was a human called Crane?” Teilo asked, and Artemas was grateful for him getting the conversation back on track.  
 
    “Yes, the Melrose character wasn’t mentioned at all.” Artemas went on, explaining about how Crane wanted to bring back the ancient gods, and how he felt the book was a key part of it. 
 
    “Orin’s got the only book who can summon the gods,” Nereus said thoughtfully, stroking down his beard. “And you say there’s nothing in Silvanus’s journal that could be used against the gods?” 
 
    “Not in a spell casting sense, no.” Artemas rested his elbows on his knees. “The book does have an energy. It called to me when I first saw it. Hell, it jumped into my jacket when I got close to it. But I think that’s because it recognized me as Silvanus’s mate. Crane never mentioned feeling any energies from it, but then we don’t know if anything he’s said so far is true.” 
 
    “This character with the visions could be paranormal,” Teilo warned. “I’m not saying humans can’t have visions, but for all we know it could be a demon stirring up trouble like that guy, who was it, who was experimenting on the shifter children?” 
 
    “Roland Poindexter,” Raff said helpfully. “But he wasn’t possessed, he was just evil and using Vassago’s brother to help him. The possessed guy was Pelham, remember? He was possessed by Vassago’s friend. Vassago might be able to tell if the guy’s possessed, if he saw this vision guy.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if the vision guy is going to turn up,” Artemas said quickly. “I don’t think there’s any point in involving the pack at this stage. Crane has got some weird ideas, but he’s still human. If he caught wind that a whole range of other paranormals existed, there’s no telling what he and his friends would do.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just tell him you and Silvanus are gods already, and aren’t interested in his scheme?” Raff asked.  
 
    “Being a god or demi-god is like being a shifter, babe,” Nereus said gently, smiling down at his mate. “We don’t ever disclose who we are unless it’s absolutely necessary. It’s all part of the non-interference law. If people knew gods and demigods were more than myths and legends, then it would change the shape of human consciousness, which would be seen as an interference.” 
 
    “Shame. I would’ve paid good money to see Crane’s face when he realized he was trying to con two of the gods he was so keen on finding.” Raff leaned back against Nereus’s arm. Artemas noticed Teilo was resting on Nereus’s shoulder. That nagging pang under his ribcage came back.  
 
    “Speaking of which, I’d better get back to my mate.” Artemas stood up, smoothing down his pants. “Would you come? Would it be too much of an imposition? It’d only be for an hour or so.” 
 
    “Eleven o’clock London time?” Nereus asked.  
 
    “Yes, maybe fifteen minutes before. You can meet Silvanus,” If he’s there, “and we can come up with a cover story then.” 
 
    “You already told the guy you’d be getting security for the book,” Teilo said, flexing his biceps. He and Nereus hadn’t bothered with shirts. “I can do that. Nereus is your brother who’s dropped in for a family visit, and Raff is our little cutie along for the ride.” 
 
    Artemas was humbled at how quickly Teilo and Raff offered to help. Nereus, well, he’d kinda hoped Nereus would be on board, but it was the shifter senses he and Silvanus needed. “I don’t know how to thank you. If you can find someone to look after your furry friends, you’d be welcome to stay in London for a few days, at my expense of course. We’ve got plenty of room in the suite Zeus booked for us.” 
 
    “You don’t know how surreal this all is.” Raff squealed and clapped his hands. “A chance to go to London, staying in a suite the god Zeus himself booked. It’s like a dream.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you wanted to travel, little one,” Teilo said as Nereus got up.  
 
    “Come on, bro, I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    Don’t say anything, just don’t say anything. Artemas had purposefully kept the conversation firmly fixed on the issues with Crane and the book. He wasn’t ready to talk about his mating. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready to talk about how he was fucking up his mating. But, of course, Nereus had to ask.  
 
    “So, what’s the deal with you and Silvanus?” Nereus leaned on the porch railing. “Most mates can’t bear to be apart from each other.” 
 
    “I walked away from him for a while. I needed space. I told him I’d be back,” Artemas resigned himself to the conversation, leaning on the railing alongside his brother. “It’s the second time I’ve done it, when I’ve been angry or upset. He’s going to think I’m a right diva.” 
 
    “There’s no harm in getting some space if you’re angry and want to cool down,” Nereus said evenly. “I’m sure Silvanus must feel intense emotions as well, at times. You wouldn’t begrudge him the space and time to walk things off, would you?” 
 
    “Silvanus is the kindest, most gentle and calmest person you could ever hope to meet.” Artemas couldn’t help the touch of bitterness in his voice. “Do you know, when he mentioned bringing in a shifter to help, he had no problems letting me know he’d slept with the person, and then when I got angry about it, all he said to me, oh so calmly, was that we could talk about it when we got back to the hotel.” 
 
    “You were jealous,” Nereus said, “I can understand that.” 
 
    “Jealous?” Artemas wanted to protest, to tell his brother he was wrong, but the words choked in his throat. He and Silvanus were eternal beings. Sure, Silvanus was older than him, but after ten thousand years or so, no one kept track of birthdays. It made perfect logical sense, that any being that old would have had a myriad and multitude of sexual partners. Artemas hadn’t been a virgin when they met, so why did he get so upset hearing about Silvanus’s conquests – or meeting them? “I didn’t think I was the jealous type,” he said, knowing they were lame before the words came out of his mouth.  
 
    “I wasn’t either until I met my mates.” Nereus half turned, looking Artemas straight in the eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with showing your emotions. You didn’t throw anything at him, you didn’t lash out at him or use your powers, and truthfully, what Silvanus said was insensitive and probably hurt you. But the secret to any good relationship is communication. Being claimed doesn’t automatically guarantee a smooth and hassle free relationship. You both have to work on it.” 
 
    “I have issues,” Artemas said, turning away to view the scenery. “Big ugly issues older than you. They don’t make this mating business any easier.” 
 
    “Is that why you didn’t want to meet your mate?” Nereus asked, and it was a fair enough question.  
 
    Artemas nodded, wondering how much to tell his brother. “It wasn’t easy, growing up by myself in Poseidon’s domain. Thoth, that’s my other father, dropped me off when I was ten. His wife didn’t want me around. Unlike your other father, Thoth didn’t make any attempts to see me after that. Poseidon was too busy to care what I was doing. I used to spend most of my time in that library of his. The day I found that, when I was exploring, was one of the happiest I remember.” 
 
    “Thoth?” Nereus frowned. “He’s the Egyptian god of magic, isn’t he? You know, when I think of it, no one ever mentioned who your other father was, or even that he was male.” 
 
    “There’s no point in talking about an asshole who was never around.” Artemas let out a long breath, trying to shake off the agitation he was feeling. “Anyway, it’s ancient history. But, I guess, being dumped and then ignored just made me less trusting when it comes to personal relationships.” 
 
    “Fuck, Artie,” Nereus arms were solid around him, Nereus shaking into his neck. “How come we didn’t know any of this? Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    Patting Nereus awkwardly, Artemas said, “I was responsible for you and your brothers. You wouldn’t have learned to tie your shoe laces if I wasn’t around, let alone read and write. I am thousands of years older than you. I’ve got broad shoulders. I wasn’t going to dump my troubles in your lap, just because you got old enough to shag the mer guards.” 
 
    “You always knew what me and Lasse were up to.” Nereus chuckled. “Despite the waywardness and neglect from father figures, you grew into a man who taught me and Lasse the meaning of responsibility and what it meant to be loved. Baby…” his voice trailed off.  
 
    “Baby is a work in progress,” Artemas said firmly. “Remember, he’s younger than any of us and still has a lot to learn.” 
 
    “You were always the fair one.” Nereus straightened up, his blue eyes so like Artemas’s own, intense and overwhelmingly kind. “Don’t ever underestimate what you did for me and Lasse. We were lost babes in a strange world, and you were our only guiding star growing up. I have and always will look up to you, and I’ll never forget all you did for us.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Artemas was uncomfortable taking compliments. “Someone had to make sure you didn’t trash Father’s library.” Inhaling sharply, he added, “I’d better get back. I imagine Silvanus is back at the hotel by now, wondering where I am. He’s like that.” 
 
    “He seemed very much in love with you when he came to talk to me and Lasse before you guys even claimed each other. You just need to learn to talk to each other, I’m sure.” 
 
    Love? Silvanus had mentioned the word once or twice, but Artemas wasn’t sure. Either way, they were mated now, and he needed to get his shit together. Silvanus had never been unkind, always pushing for Artemas to know how much he was cared for. Letting things get uncomfortable, simply because he’d had a moment of insensitivity was a foolish thing to do. With a small smile at his brother, Artemas disappeared.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Three 
 
    The hotel shower’s water pressure wasn’t enough to loosen the tightness in Silvanus’s neck. All the way back to the hotel, all Silvanus could think of was people like Crane summoning gods, using them for his own gain – him and his so-called friends. Crane honestly believed he was doing the ancients a favor, ‘letting’ them have the right to domains they’d had control over since before man walked the earth. The ‘no interference rule’ had a lot to answer for.  
 
    Silvanus remembered a time when there weren’t rules like that in place. Gods from all pantheons walked among humans; ate with them, drank with them, and yes, slept with them too. They were worshipped, revered, and yes sacrifices were made to them, but it was a different time. Human sacrifices to gods were surprisingly rare, despite subsequent research suggesting otherwise, and the gods genuinely cared for the people in their domain.  
 
    The problems stemmed from the Great War. Many of the deities were out of favor with humans by then. They got bored, started fighting among themselves. Countless innocents got caught in the crossfire and many of the mythical monsters of old were destroyed.  
 
    It was a useless, senseless waste of life, and Silvanus had been proud to represent the Mother at the council that finally determined all gods were forbidden to interfere in human affairs. They could tend their domain – Hades still looked after the spirits in the Underworld, and Poseidon still watched out for men at sea, Helios still rode the chariot that pulled the sun each day, but direct interference in crops, accidents, weather patterns and the countless other problems humans seemed to blame on the gods was stopped. Mother Nature was the only being entitled to redress any imbalances she saw on the planet.  
 
    And then Crane came along with his half-baked ideas, with no respect, knowledge, or caring about what the gods had gone through. Immortality could be a curse; Silvanus knew that from his own experiences. He wasn’t the first god to petition the Fates for the right to cease to exist. But without the gods providing the frame for the tapestry which all humans were woven into, there would be no life as Crane and others like him knew it.  
 
    “Stupid ingrate.” Silvanus punched at the shower tiles, his anger seething hot. Wave a trident indeed. The solution to man’s problems could be found in the humans themselves. The gods believed it, the Fates were counting on it, bringing into life those humans who would finally make a positive difference. People like Crane wanted an easy answer – they were the same people who blamed the gods for their misfortunes without ever wondering if they were simply suffering the consequences of their own choices.  
 
    Just as quickly, Silvanus’s anger passed. His knuckles throbbing, he sank to his knees, the shower water washing away his tears. “Fucking hell, why do any of us bother?” It was so hard, soul achingly hard to just let life proceed the way it did. Every time a tree was felled, Silvanus felt a tear in his soul. New tree plantings helped to heal those tears, but there were far more cuts than new life. As for the land… Silvanus knew it would be a long time before his beloved pastures would be able to breathe and grow the way they were meant to again.  
 
    “Silvanus?” Silvanus jerked up his head, quickly wiping any remaining tears away. But Artemas had already seen, and totally disregarding his suit, plunged into the running shower with him, crouching down, pulling Silvanus’s head to his chest. “By the Fates, what’s wrong? Please tell me it was nothing I said or did to cause you to weep this way.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you.” Silvanus’s throat was choked up. “I’m sorry I upset you to the point you wanted to leave, but I met Crane, after… you know, after.” Reaching up, he took a chance it would work, brushing Artemas’s temples with his thumbs, projecting the whole scene at the park. The way Artemas stiffened, and then the air charged with electricity around them, let him know Artemas could see it all.  
 
    “That sanctimonious bastard.” When Silvanus was finished, Artemas sank down onto the tiles beside him. Reaching up, Silvanus turned off the water although his mate’s suit was already ruined. “Does that shit have any idea the pain Poseidon goes through every time there’s another oil spill leaking into the ocean, killing his creatures? Does he give a shit that Hades is so overworked and stressed over the levels of pure hatred that infect his domain every day? Has Crane ever given a thought for Thanatos whose heart breaks every time he collects a young soul so black it has no chance of redemption? And that’s just the gods I know about. You, you and your love of the trees and the land. Do people like Crane have any idea how much they hurt you?” 
 
    “It’s why we are being given mates,” Silvanus said, pleased he and his mate were on the same page about Crane at least. “To help us shoulder those burdens, to give us someone to hold close when the pain gets too much to bear. The gods have seen how things will come to pass, the Fates believe mankind will turn themselves around. But there is no easy path. It was never going to be easy and I fear it will get worse before it gets better.” 
 
    “People like Crane don’t make it any better,” Artemas said bitterly. And then his faced cleared. “Do you think there’s a god behind all this? Not the destruction of earth of course, but this business with Crane?” 
 
    “It’s possible, I suppose, but who?” Since his self-imposed exile, Silvanus hadn’t kept up much with what was going on with other gods.  
 
    “Think about it. Those gods who thrive on chaos. Loki comes to mind, Odin too. They wouldn’t be the only ones though. Wait a minute, wait a minute. Poseidon told me one of the gods was interfering with one of Claude’s brothers, trying to stir shit up when they first met. Claude’s the son of Fenrir.” Artemas tapped his forehead as he thought. “Nope… nope, that was Odin too, apparently. Damn it, but there must be others.” 
 
    “Is it so hard to think Odin or Loki would be behind this?” Silvanus knew both gods, and didn’t think they were bad as such, they just got bored easily and liked to stir shit up.  
 
    “I was kinda hoping it was someone else,” Artemas said, looking almost shy. “Thor and I have become sort of friends since he mated with Orin, and he’s Lasse’s best friend, and Loki’s brother. Odin, being Thor’s father… well, you can see I was hoping it was a god from another pantheon completely.” 
 
    “It could well be.” Lord knows there were hundreds of gods and demigods. “Or it could have nothing to do with the gods at all. Maybe it’s a demon causing all this.” 
 
    “Teilo suggested the same thing, or maybe it was Raff. I’m not sure, but any way, they did mention that possibility. Silvanus, I’m sorry for leaving you the way I did. I shouldn’t have let my jealousy get the better of me.” 
 
    “This is going to sound ridiculously smug,” Silvanus reached for Artemas’s hands, “but I’m quietly pleased that you care enough for me to be jealous over, although I am deeply sorry that I was insensitive enough to suggest you actually meet someone I’ve been close to before. That was uncalled for, and I’ll….” 
 
    “Continue being you. A calm, generous, kindly ancient god, although,” Artemas looked up at the tiles Silvanus smashed, “thankfully also prone to anger and despair. I was beginning to worry that you would never be emotionally impacted by anything. That sort of perfection is hard to live up to, or live with.” 
 
    “I’m impacted by you,” Silvanus let his voice deepen. “I clearly don’t do a very good job of showing it, but I’m impacted by you every minute we’re together, and none of the thoughts I have about you could be considered calm. You stir my emotions like none other, ever, and that I promise you.” 
 
    “You have the same impact on me.” Artemas leaned closer and Silvanus met him halfway. Peace from Artemas’s gentle kiss flushed out his aggravation, swiftly followed by the heat of lust. With a single thought, Silvanus translocated them both, naked, dry and on the bed. Oh, my mate, you are absolutely everything to me, he thought as he let Artemas take over their lip lock.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Four 
 
    Whenever you’re near, all my aches disappear. Artemas loved on his mate, desperate for his actions to show what he couldn’t find the words for. Seeing Silvanus in tears, in tears, resurrected the caring genes Artemas had packed away when his brothers had grown. But now wasn’t the time for thinking about brothers, or fathers, or even that asshole Crane. Now, his mate needed him to love him, and while Artemas wasn’t sure the words would mean anything if he could say them, he could show his mate how much he was adored.  
 
    Silvanus’s chest was a thing of beauty. Smooth like silk, tanned and adorned with two flat, darker pebbles that tempted Artemas’s tongue. Silvanus hadn’t been worshipped much, back in the days when those things happened, but Artemas could worship him now, and he did.  
 
    Long lathes of his tongue covered every inch of Silvanus’s skin. Sweet nibbles, nothing too painful, dragged rumbling moans from Silvanus’s throat. Artemas’s fingers sketched sigils, signs, and ancient words from a language long forgotten, over muscles that trembled under his touch. A strong suck over Silvanus’s left nipple had the man throwing his head back on the pillows, arching his neck, his veins thrown into relief, as though begging for Artemas’s mouth.  
 
    He had to oblige. Crawling over Silvanus’s body, Artemas sucked hard enough to bring up a bruise, moved slightly and then did it again. Silvanus’s fingers were leaving bruises of their own on his hips, and Artemas thrust and rubbed his throbbing cock against his mate’s torso.  
 
    “I need you in me,” Silvanus rasped, as his legs widened. “Please. I need to feel you, I need to know….” 
 
    “Are you…?” 
 
    “Already done. Artie please. I need something to anchor me to the here and now.” Silvanus spread his legs wider and Artemas wasn’t going to refuse. He’d barely topped since their first time with anal, preferring to writhe under Silvanus’s touch. But there was a desperation coursing through Silvanus’s muscles. Artemas could feel his need crackling the air around them.  
 
    Silvanus arched his back for him when Artemas grabbed a pillow. As soon as it was under his butt, his mate pulled his knees to either side of his chest, exposing himself beautifully. “Damn, Silva.” Artemas swallowed hard. To see someone so big, so strong and so powerful, offer himself up with so much trust. “I do not deserve you.” 
 
    Fortunately, his cock didn’t give a damn about worth, being deserving, or anything else at that point. There was a hole winking in his direction, and he wanted in. Taking the time to check that Silvanus was indeed stretched and slick, Artemas slathered his own cock with conjured lube, lined up, and gave a gentle thrust, planning to follow through with his ideas of a gentle loving on his mate.  
 
    Silvanus had other ideas. Heels pushed on his back, forcing Artemas to fall forward, his cock fully encased in incredible tightness, his chest aligned with his mate’s. “You look incredible like this.” Artemas reached up, brushing Silvanus’s hair from his sweaty face. Eyes darkened with lust, lips twisted as Silvanus’s body adjusted to the invasion. A new feeling blossomed in Artemas’s heart – one he couldn’t name, or think about because Silvanus wasn’t finished with him yet.  
 
    “Move mate. Pound me into the mattress, fill me with your seed. I want to feel you for days.” 
 
    A primal need, unlike anything he’d felt before, filled Artemas to the core. Pushing himself up so his hands rested on either side of Silvanus’s head, he pulled his hips back and slammed them forward again. A harsh cry, like a bird in the desert sky filled the room, as Artemas did it over, and over, and over again.  
 
    Nothing mattered in that moment – not his fathers, his brothers, the book or Crane. All Artemas could think of and feel was Silvanus’s pleasure. Usually so quiet during sex, Silvanus moaned, groaned, thrashed about, and roared to the ceiling, teasing Artemas’s instincts, causing him to set up a punishing volley of thrusts.  
 
    But he couldn’t last like that. His cock was a simple thing with simple desires. Clutch it, stroke it, and it hardened and shot. Artemas wanted Silvanus to come with him, he needed it more than his next panted breath. Calling on his magic, Artemas wove it around Silvanus’s bobbing length, teasing him, touching him, coaxing his mate’s orgasm out.  
 
    With a fierce roar that shook the light fittings, Silvanus’s whole body tensed as he climaxed. The clench of his ass muscles around Artemas’s cock was all he needed, and he bit back a sob of relief as his balls emptied deep inside his mate. The tree of life shimmered and shuffled across his back, and there was a part of Artemas’s brain that meant to ask Silvanus about that. But for now, all he could do was slump on his mate’s sweaty chest, too exhausted to move any further. Silvanus’s arms came around him, stroking his back and Artemas closed his eyes. Silvanus could take care of the cleaning side of things. He needed a nap.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Oh, my mate, my beautiful strong beloved mate. Silvanus’s heart sang as endorphins flew around his body. He felt a wave of magic flowing between his fingers and the markings on Artemas’s back. Tracing softly so as not to awake his now sleeping mate, Silvanus found the new shoots, the tentative branches reaching out as they slowly spread, across Artemas’s back, around his sides, and even up his neck. Silvanus smiled as he used his own powers to gently encourage and bless the new growth. I knew there was a reason why the Mother blessed Artemas with the tree. Finally, a sign the earth is moving in the right direction.  
 
    Silvanus knew he’d have to explain to his mate what was happening. The tree of life was a living organism in its own right with immense power. But in the past hundred years, it hadn’t grown at all, remaining dormant, even dying off in a few places. The Mother was tired, like all beings there was a limit to what she could do and how she could affect change. But now… now there was hope, hope for him and Artemas as a couple, and hope for the world in general.  
 
    Cleaning the pair of them with a well-placed thought, Silvanus removed the pillow from under his ass, and stretched his legs, Artemas still cradled in his arms. The silence broken only by their breathing, and a quiet hum from the tree, Silvanus let himself fall into a deep sleep.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Five 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, I can’t believe we’re in London.” A loud happy squeal pulled Silvanus from his deep sleep. Raising his head, he looked around. Artemas was gone. The bedroom was empty and fortunately Artemas had thought to close the door. Our visitors must have arrived, he thought, stumbling out of bed and into the adjoining bathroom. A quick pee, a splash of water on his face, and Silvanus was dressed in a suit similar to the one he’d worn the day before.  
 
    Opening the door, the first person Silvanus looked for was Artemas. The French doors to the patio deck had been flung wide, letting in a cold draft. Through them, Silvanus could see Nereus showing his mate Raff the landmarks they could see from the balcony. The young man’s excitement was tangible, and Silvanus smiled at his enthusiasm.  
 
    “I thought you might need this.” Artemas was there, by his side, his suit immaculately pressed, his glasses firmly in place. In his hand, a large mug of chamomile tea.  
 
    “You are an angel.” Silvanus grabbed the hand holding the cup. “Have you been up long?” The cup of tea smelled divine, but Silvanus gave all his attention to his mate.  
 
    “Not long.” Artemas’s smile was shy. “I had a good sleep, but the last thing I wanted was these three seeing us in bed.” 
 
    “Three?” Scanning the room, Silvanus spotted Teilo in the kitchen, his mouthful of cupcakes. “I see Raff brought baking.” He remembered being plied with lemon slices when he’d gone to see Nereus in his bid to woo Artemas.  
 
    “It’s his thing and it makes him happy.” Artemas inhaled slowly. “Are we okay?” he asked quietly.  
 
    “More than.” Silvanus smiled. Leaning forward, he watched Artemas’s face carefully for any signs of hesitation. He wasn’t sure what his mate’s feelings were on PDA, but Artemas met his lips softly, keeping things chaste enough for company while sealing a promise of more to come later.  
 
    “I was thinking,” Artemas said, pulling back and making sure Silvanus was holding his tea, “we should probably have the book here, if Crane is coming.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that,” Nereus said, coming in, his small mate tucked under his arm. Raff’s cheeks were bright red, and his eyes sparkled. Silvanus could see why the son of Poseidon was smitten. “Is there any way you can replicate the book, so Crane doesn’t get his hands on the original?” 
 
    “I doubt I could,” Silvanus took a sip of his tea, letting it soothe him. “I wrote that book thousands upon thousands of years ago. I barely remember what was in it. The cover was carved more recently, but even then, it was still a very long time ago and Crane already has detailed photos of it.” 
 
    “I memorized the words inside,” Artemas said, leading Silvanus to the couch and sitting close. Teilo came out of the kitchen and joined his mates on the other couch. “But the cover was more elusive. It was almost as though it was a living thing, and anytime I think of it, the picture changes.” 
 
    “The book was showing off for you.” Silvanus shook his head. “It is a living thing, in that I infused it with my energies as I was carving it.” 
 
    “That makes it all the more important to keep it out of Crane’s clutches,” Teilo growled. “If this vision person you talk about has connection with the gods or other magic users, there’s no telling what they could do with a power like that. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Can I?” Silvanus didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what Artemas intended. As soon as he nodded the book appeared in Artemas’s hands.  
 
    “Can you feel anything coming from it?” Artemas held it up so the other three could see.  
 
    “It’s amazing.” Teilo reached out, as if to touch it and then thought better of it.  
 
    “No, no, it’s okay,” Silvanus said quickly. “You can touch it. In fact, I’d be happy if you did. If my book is throwing out energies to anyone and everyone, then it’s no wonder Crane wants it so much.” 
 
    Artemas seemed reluctant to give it up, but he handed the book to Teilo, who took it almost reverently. “The carving is incredible.” Teilo ran his hand over the ridges and curves of the wood. “But I’m not a magic user. I can’t feel anything but wood.” 
 
    “Let me.” Raff reached over Nereus’s lap, and gently took the book. Like Teilo, Raff stroked the cover and then opened it up to a random page, running his finger along the words. “It hums.” Raff seemed delighted with that. “It’s really faint, but if you trace the ink, it’s like it’s humming to you.” 
 
    “The ink would’ve been berries, wouldn’t it?” Artemas asked.  
 
    “Berry juice mixed with the juice from crushed yam roots.” Silvanus nodded. “There was nothing remarkable about the berries used, or the yams.” 
 
    “What about your intent when you wrote the book?” Nereus asked. He was holding it now, and like Teilo had, was stroking the cover. “I can feel something, but I couldn’t tell you what it was. Just that the book has energies of its own.”  
 
    Silvanus shifted slightly in his seat, his ass still faintly aching from Artemas pounding him the night before. “I was lonely,” he said, unsure if he wanted to bare his soul to others, even if one of them was Artemas’s brother. “The world as we know it had settled by that time. Humans were starting to explore and spread over the land. The words were more a record of how far we’d come at that point, and how I felt, watching others join together and raise families of their own. It was nothing really, just musing, jotting down thoughts I’d hope one day to share with my own significant other.” 
 
    “They are beautifully written words,” Artemas said quietly. “I’m glad there’s no one left alive who can read them anymore.” 
 
    The phone on the table by Silvanus’s side started to ring. Everyone froze for a minute, then Artemas leaned over and picked up the receiver. “Yes… I see… Yes, that’s fine. We’ve been expecting them.” 
 
    Putting down the receiver, Artemas grimaced. “Mr. Crane and two of his associates are on their way up. It seems he convinced some of his friends to come along after all.” 
 
    Silvanus tensed, looking at the book in Nereus’s hands. “I can’t sense any other beings from the god line within a ten mile radius of us. I think we have to trust that between the five of us, we can cope with anything Crane has stuck up his sleeve.” 
 
    “Raff, babe, do you think maybe you could….” Teilo asked quietly as Nereus put the book carefully on the coffee table. 
 
    “You’re not sending me to the bedroom,” Raff pouted, folding his arms across his chest. “So, unless the next words out of your mouth are ‘make some tea’ you can shut up now.” 
 
    “Tea won’t be needed,” Artemas said firmly, standing up and buttoning his jacket as he headed for the door. “We’re not going to do anything to encourage them to stay longer than is absolutely necessary. Once they’re gone, Silva and I will take you all out for lunch. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Breakfast for us,” Nereus laughed, leaning back and putting his arm around Raff’s shoulders. “You keep forgetting about the time zone differences.” 
 
    Silvanus didn’t hear whatever Teilo said next. He watched as Artemas opened the door and then took a step back as a cloud of black evil smoke poured through the door.  
 
    “Magic users,” he hissed, as Nereus and Teilo jumped to their feet.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Six 
 
    Artemas reeled from the frontal attack, but not for long. Waving his hand in front of his face just enough to clear the smoke, he pulled on his magic, all thoughts of maintaining his image as a professional businessman forgotten. “Is that the best you’ve got?” He snarled, waving his arms in a large circle to ensnare the three men lurking in the hallway and yanking them hard, pulling them into the room.  
 
    “Artemas, babe, are you all right?” Silvanus was there, by his side faster than a blink, his eyes flashing.  
 
    “I’m fine. It’ll be a cold day in hell when someone with some fancy smoke tricks can fucking fool me.” 
 
    “Can we eat them?” Raff was bouncing up and down behind Nereus and Teilo trying to see. Those two were doing a very good impression of a wall, trying to protect their young mate. “They tried to attack you, can we eat them?” 
 
    “Eat them, beat them, I don’t give a fuck. But I want answers first. Well?” Artemas crossed his arms and looked at the snared trio. “What the hell do you three think you’re playing at?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Crane yelled trying to get free of something he couldn’t see. “It was George’s idea.” 
 
    “What magic is this?” A tall, slender, dark-haired man was also doing his best to escape the invisible bonds. The third culprit appeared stunned, his mouth working but no sound coming out. The dark haired man fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a small gold cross. “Be gone dark magic users. No harm can come to me while I’m under the protection of our lord.” 
 
    “Really?” Nereus laughed. “You’re invoking a Christian god you don’t believe in, to save your useless hide, when you came in here wielding dark magic yourself? That’s a crack up, that is.” 
 
    “No, no, it wasn’t dark magic,” the dark haired man protested. “Melrose said….” He snapped his mouth shut as Crane kicked his shin.  
 
    “The elusive Melrose Jackson I presume.” Artemas shook his head. “Of course, you do realize that’s not his real name and that he’s tricking you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh no, you’re mistaken.” The dark haired one stopped struggling. The mute one still seemed to be having troubles working out where he was. “The man is a scholar of the highest caliber. He has degrees in ancient archeology from Eton, Cambridge and Oxford. He showed us.” 
 
    “Degrees like this?” Artemas waved his hand and a fistful of papers appeared. “Eton, Cambridge, Oxford and oh, yes, mustn’t forget Harvard.” He let the papers fall to the ground. “You’ve been duped. All three of you. Why did you attack us?” 
 
    “How did you…?” Dark haired boy, Artemas figured he must be George, tried to fall to his knees, apparently wanting to get closer to the fallen papers. But Artemas’s bonds wouldn’t allow it, causing him to be stuck in the awkward position of legs bent, but neither up nor down. “If they’re real….” 
 
    “They are.” Artemas had degrees from every major learning center in the world, and some most people had forgotten. “You haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    “We needed the book,” Crane said. “Horace had another vision, didn’t you Horace?” He dug the mute man’s ribs with his elbow, but the guy still didn’t say anything. “We were warned you would try to stop us taking it, which is why George got some magical spells from Mel… our benefactor. We were told they would work on anybody.” 
 
    “I fail to see how you can justify attacking us, to take something that doesn’t belong to you.” Silvanus clicked his fingers and the book appeared in his hands. “This doesn’t belong to you. Just because you’ve seen it once, doesn’t give you the right to take it.” He ran his fingers over the carvings, transported back, momentarily, to a far easier time.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” Crane yelled, straining to get close. “Horace, Horace, wake up, you bumbling fool. Can’t you feel it? Can’t you see what I meant about how special the book is?” 
 
    “What are you feeling?” Artemas cast a quick look at Silvanus who seemed just as curious as he was.  
 
    “It’s glorious.” Crane looked as if he was about to burst into song. “Joy, passion, excitement. Like my heart is going to burst with happiness. Can’t you feel it? How can anyone not feel how wonderful life is when they’re near that wondrous book. You must let me have it. You must let me take it. I have to have it.” 
 
    “Silva?” Artemas looked at his mate, a horrible thought seeping into his mind. “Please tell me he’s not… we’re not… he can’t be…. Mate?” He whispered the last word. 
 
    “No. No.” Silvanus shook his head so fast, his hair flew wide. “Definitely not. Nothing like that, I promise you. It’s the wood, I think. It’s the wood that’s calling to him.” 
 
    “He’s the book’s mate?” Nereus and Teilo came closer, and they all kept their voices low. Crane was still rhapsodizing about the blessed book. George was trying to work out how they were still tied up and Horace was now mumbling under his breath.  
 
    “That’s not possible.” Silvanus shook his head. “The book doesn’t live. It contains my energies, but it’s not a living breathing thing.” 
 
    “Is it possible that red haired man has a thing for trees?” Raff asked, looking up at Teilo for reassurance. 
 
    “Didn’t there used to be creatures that lived in trees?  What were they called, dryads? I think I read about them once.” Teilo didn’t sound so sure.  
 
    “There are dryads, yes,” Artemas quickly flicked through his mental files trying to think of all he knew about them. “Greek mythology, but they rarely left their trees. Did the tree your cover came from have a dryad, Silva?” 
 
    “Of course, most of the trees at that time did. She gifted me the branch the cover came from.” 
 
    “Could that red-headed idiot be descended from one, somehow?” Nereus asked.  
 
    They all looked in the direction of the captives who were doing their best not to show they were trying to eavesdrop.  
 
    “I’ll check.” Raff went to move closer to Crane, but Teilo pulled him back.  
 
    “I’ll do it. Hang on.” Striding over, Teilo circled the group, his head slightly tilted, his nostrils flaring. Coming up behind Crane, he leaned over the bindings and inhaled.  
 
    “Hey, what the fuck?” Crane tried to move away but he couldn’t. “Are you sniffing me? You’ve got some drool-worthy muscles, dude, but you’re not my type. I prefer people with boobs not brawn.” 
 
    “Ach, you’re breaking my heart,” Teilo scoffed, wandering back to the others. Artemas noticed Raff put his arms around his mate as soon as he got close, throwing a glare at Crane.  
 
    “Well?” Artemas was getting impatient.  
 
    “Not human. I can smell something paranormal. It’s really faint, and I’ve never scented anything like it before. I had to get real close because that George has got something nasty smelling brewing in his jacket.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you know, if Crane had dryad in him?” Nereus was looking at Silvanus, who was still looking between Crane and the book he was still holding.  
 
    “I didn’t think to look for any of the signs. It’s been a long, long time since they were commonplace,” Silvanus said. “Look, I don’t think we can talk about this with them here, especially if that other one has got more spells on him.” 
 
    “That fucking George.” Artemas fumed. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s second hand spells. The other thing I can’t stomach is badly made second hand spells.” Striding over, he plucked George from his bonds and grabbed his leg. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing to me?” George yelled as Artemas turned him upside down and shook him. “Don’t! No, you can’t do that.” His voice turned into a scream as two clear spheres with swirling smoke fell from his pocket. “You’ll kill us all. Damn it, you don’t know what you’re doing. You’ll kill us all.” 
 
    With a flick of his hand, Artemas had the balls swirling in the air, before they disappeared. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, man you have to tell me how you do that? Where did they go? Are they hiding behind your ear?” 
 
    “That’s the magic taken care of,” Artemas said, letting George fall to the ground and walking back to the others. “What are we going to do with them now? Wait.” He did a double take. Crane and Horace were standing shoulder to shoulder, still in their bonds but their eyes were blank.  
 
    “Get the tree.” Crane and Horace said with perfect synchronization. Artemas looked behind him, expecting to see Silvanus holding the book, but when his mate moved over to the window, book in hand, Crane and his friend were still focused on him. “Get the tree. Get the tree. Get the tree.” Unbelievably the two men were trying to shuffle towards him.  
 
    “Er… guys, this is starting to get creepy. You know damn well I can’t zap them.” Artemas backed up a bit. George stumbled to his feet, rubbing his head, but within seconds, he too was moving towards Artemas like a zombie.  
 
    “Get the tree. Get the tree. Get the….” 
 
    “What the fuck, are they tranced?” Nereus leapt between the advancing men and Artemas, but they didn’t stop, and rather than hit them, Nereus had no choice but to move aside before they mowed him down. All the while, chanting the same thing, over and over again.  
 
    “I can’t get hold of them,” Teilo snarled, swiping at Crane and Horace with his clawed hand, but it was as if they weren’t even there. They were. Artemas could see and hear them clearly. But nothing Nereus or Teilo was doing would stop them.  
 
    Raff came running in from the kitchen, waving his cakes in the air like someone trying to attract a dog with a treat. “Cupcake, get your lovely cupcakes here?” 
 
    “Yum, cupcakes.” George broke ranks and moved towards Raff, but then he jerked as if he’d just walked blindly into a mirror. Within seconds he’d turned around, his arms outstretched. “Get the tree, get the tree.” Artemas was running out of room. He could translocate but he wouldn’t leave Silvanus behind, or his brother and his mates.  
 
    Diving over the couch, in a perfectly executed roll, Silvanus stood upright, spreading his arms. In seconds there was a beautiful oak tree standing where Silvanus had been.  
 
    “Look,” Raff yelled, pointing at the beautiful oak. “There’s your tree.” 
 
    “Silvanus, no.” Artemas wasn’t about to let his mate be hurt. But the men did stop, Crane sniffing much like Teilo had done earlier, and Artemas hoped for a second the men had been diverted. But then the blankness came over the three faces again as they walked right through the bloody tree. Right through my mate. 
 
    “They’re being controlled by another god,” Nereus yelled, grabbing his mates’ hands. “I think it’s time to make a strategic retreat.” 
 
    “My place, Australia.” Artemas reached over, slapping Crane’s grabby hands away as he curled around Silvanus’s trunk. “I hope this fucking works,” he said as he translocated, taking hopefully both of them, away.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Seven 
 
    “Don’t you ever do that to me again.” Silvanus broke out of his tree mode to find Artemas clinging tightly to his middle, a sheen of tears in his eyes. “They walked through you, they walked right through you as though you weren’t even there. Fuck, please tell me you’re all right.” 
 
    “Babe, Artie, I promise, I’m all right.” Silvanus had never seen his mate come apart so intently. “I was just trying to divert them away from you. Someone must know you’re carrying the tree of life.” 
 
    “Okay, can we have a bit of a catch up here,” Teilo said angrily. Nereus was holding onto his shoulders and he had Raff tucked under one arm. “What the fuck just happened? Why, if you could bind them up the way you did, couldn’t you just zap those assholes to kingdom come, or wherever the hell idiots like that end up? Why the hell couldn’t I slash them? Why aren’t they all dead? You’re all gods for fucks sake. We ran away from them like frightened mice.” 
 
    “It’s because we’re gods, we couldn’t do anything,” Silvanus said quietly, leading his mate to the nearest chair. The sweet scent of Jasmine and Wattle filtered through the windows, so much nicer than the smog of London. Sinking into the chair, he brought his mate onto his lap, holding him close. Artemas was still shaking and wouldn’t even look at his brother and the others.  
 
    “Teilo, babe, we’ve had this discussion before, remember?” Nereus urged Raff and a grumbling Teilo into a chair. “It’s the same when the dark elves hit. We can’t use our powers to take a life. We are not allowed to interfere in human affairs or paranormal.” 
 
    “But those men attacked you. Can’t you defend yourselves?” Raff’s eyes were wide, although Silvanus noticed they drifted towards the kitchen most often. He guessed the tiny wolf shifter liked to keep busy in times of stress.  
 
    “That’s what Artemas did when he bound the men with his magic,” Silvanus said, stroking his mate’s short hair. “We weren’t to know for sure another god was involved.” 
 
    “We suspected it though.” Nereus shook his head. “Damn that was freaky watching those guys walk through you as though you weren’t there.” 
 
    “I’m still not understanding this shit.” Teilo’s wolf was in his eyes – fuming. “If a god can come along and take over those three bodies and use them like zombie puppets to get to Artemas, how come you guys couldn’t do anything in return. You’re all on the same side, right? You all follow the same rules.” 
 
    “Short answer, no to being on the same side.” Silvanus shook his head. “In theory, all gods are bound by the same rules that were made in the council held after the Great War. Doesn’t matter which pantheon you belong to, or who you’re related to. Gods and demigods have been forbidden to interfere in man’s affairs. It was the Fates idea really. They were tired of having to patch the quilt of life every time a god ran amuck. Which is why we couldn’t just kill those three men, zap them anywhere, or cause them too much harm. Unless it was their natural time to die, the loss of their life would cause a hole in the tapestry, which would also happen if we translocated them somewhere else.” 
 
    “It could’ve been their time to die, in which case we’d be doing the Fates’ work for them,” Teilo grumbled.  
 
    “If it is their day to die, a brick will likely fall on them on their way out of the hotel, or they’d get run over by a taxi cab,” Nereus said firmly. “We can’t be seen to be having a hand in that.”  
 
    “Unless we throw the damn brick ourselves.” Teilo seemed to be having trouble settling down, and Silvanus wasn’t sure if it was because of their current location, or that he was annoyed his claws didn’t do the job they were designed for. Wolf shifters never backed down from an attack, which is probably what rankled Teilo the most, although Raff didn’t seem angry. 
 
    “Guys, guys,” Raff said, almost pleading. “You’re missing the point here. Someone is after Artemas, and from all that chanting going on, it must be because of the tree on his back. Who would do that, and why?” 
 
    “Who would know I carried the tree, apart from the Mother?” Artemas asked, pushing himself up, and wiping his hand over his face. “You, obviously, Silvanus. Poseidon saw it. My brother and his mates all know, but none of them would tell anyone else. So, who else is linked to the tree and would know if it had moved?” 
 
    “In theory, no one.” Silvanus sighed. “The tree of life is special, different from other tools used by gods. Take Thor’s hammer for example. No one else can use it, except maybe Orin. Just as no one can use Poseidon’s trident, or Zeus’s lightening bolt. They are tools, used by the god concerned to focus their power. They’re not needed. Poseidon can rule the waves quite happily without his trident, but they are a focal point of power.” 
 
    “And you’re saying the tree’s not like that?” Nereus asked. “I’m quite young, in terms of present company. Who owns the tree – who uses its powers?” 
 
    “I don’t know a lot about it.” Silvanus struggled to think of a way to explain. “The tree contains its own powers. It’s not a tool, but it’s not a god either. The Mother carried it since the beginning of time, and all I was taught from when I came into being was that the health of the tree was critical for the health of all life on earth.” 
 
    “But it was growing.” Raff looked puzzled. “Isn’t that what Ner saw when he spotted the leaves above your collar, Artemas?” 
 
    “It is growing,” Silvanus said when Artemas didn’t answer. “That’s a positive sign for all life anywhere. For many years the mother worried the poor tree would die off completely.” 
 
    “What would happen then?” Raff seemed to have forgotten the earlier danger, enthralled with the story.  
 
    “If the tree dies, then life ceases to exist on earth in any form. All of the gods will cease to exist, because there will be no one who remembers their names, where there was once life, there would be a void.” Silvanus looked at Artemas in shock. His mate seemed to be staring off into the distance, his eyes devoid of any expression. Even his voice sounded strange.  
 
    “Artemas?” Silvanus gave his mate’s shoulder a small shake. “Are you still with us?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” Artemas looked at Silvanus as if he was the one who’d just spaced out. “I was just trying to think of any god who’d benefit from controlling the tree, and I can’t think of anyone. For as long as I could remember the tree has been off limits to anyone and everyone. No being, to my knowledge before meeting you, knew where it was, although hundreds of scholars speculated about it. As you said, it’s not as though it can be used as a tool by a god or a magic user. It’s a tree. It grows. For the moment, it’s growing on me, but as it’s not heavy, and doesn’t seem to sap my strength at all, it doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Okay, well that was just double spooky,” Nereus said, trying to laugh. “But, if the person who was using those idiots at the hotel as puppets, wasn’t after the tree – let’s assume the tree was used as an identifier rather than anything else – then who the hell has got a grudge against you, Artie?” 
 
    “Most people ignore the fact I exist, unless they want to pick my brains for something, and it’s not as though I’m overly social with gods or humans,” Artemas scoffed.  
 
    “You haven’t got any ex-lovers, gods or demigods you might have been close to at one point, who got upset when you two broke up?” Silvanus didn’t want to ask, but it was the most logical thing he could think of.  
 
    The look Artemas gave him could strip paint off the walls. “I made a point of never fucking other gods,” he said tartly. “For one thing, none of them could stay faithful to save their life, and for the other, in most cases, daddy dearest had been with them first. You are the only god-figure I’ve been close to in that way. Any long term lovers I had were human and as the last time I was in such a relationship was over three hundred years ago, it is safe to assume that person is now dead.” 
 
    Oops. Silvanus hid the wince he felt. “I’m sorry,” he said, “But I had to ask.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of your lovers?” Artemas slid off his lap and started pacing the floor. “You’re the one who said you stay friendly with anyone you’ve slept with, and that they weren’t all human. There’s a good chance one of them could be alive and holding a grudge because I came along and am wearing your mark.” 
 
    “Er, guys, this is getting a bit intense and personal,” Nereus interrupted, looking a bit uncomfortable. “You’ve still got that lake, right, Artie? How about I take my mates down there and set up a picnic. You guys could come along when you’ve had your little chat.” 
 
    Artemas nodded stiffly, and Silvanus waited until they were clear of the door before he answered his mate. He was sure he heard Raff say something about, “We’re in Australia? Really? This is so cool, the way you guys all zap around,” but any response was too quiet to be heard.  
 
    “Artemas,” Silvanus kept his voice calm and low. “This is not the time to be arguing about past lovers.” 
 
    “You brought it up.” 
 
    “And I did that because we have to eliminate any god we can from all of this. Babe, someone wants you, and no one I’ve ever been intimate with has the power to manipulate Crane and his friends the way we saw back at the hotel. My lovers were shifters, the odd vampire or two, no one with any powers.” 
 
    “Vampires and shifters, well that’s very reassuring.” Artemas wore his contempt like a mask. “It doesn’t get us any closer to finding out who wants me taken and why. I am not a sociable person. Anyone who knows me will tell you that. You’re the Mr. Nice Guy who stays friends with everyone he meets. Is there any god you’ve rebuffed, who might be miffed we’re mates?” 
 
    Silvanus had been flooded with offers from gods to share a bed, the trunk of a tree, or in one instance, a boat. But that had been thousands of years ago, and he’d never taken anyone up on their offer. He’d hardly say anyone had been miffed about his refusal. It was more a case of “Your loss,” called over someone’s shoulder as they wandered away to find someone else more willing. He wasn’t going to mention that to his prickly mate though. “There isn’t anyone I can think of,” he said, choosing his words carefully, because he would not lie. “The issue we have, that we both seem to be ignoring, is that very few gods, or people for that matter, know you carry the tree on your back, and that we’re mated. Those facts alone do whittle down the suspect pool.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” Artemas seemed to be thinking rather than glowering now, which was easier to deal with. “If you think about it, all the major heads of the pantheons have the ability to watch all life, at any time, or at least spy on those elements they want to focus on. Consider Helios when he climbs the sky every morning, or even Hades in the underworld. Thor could probably do it too, seeing as he’s quite high up in the Norse hierarchy. Its just most gods can’t be bothered to do it.”  
 
    “That doesn’t make this process of elimination any easier.” Rubbing his chin, Silvanus thought about all the gods he knew. Unfortunately, that didn’t help, because he knew most of them personally. That was one of the curses of an everlasting life, and a small group of people who shared the same immortality trait. “Poseidon couldn’t be behind all this, could he?” 
 
    Artemas’s face gave an imperceptible twitch at the sound of his father’s name. “Dad is many things, including petty minded and vindictive at times, but if he wanted to say something to me, he’d be standing here in front of us both. Besides, Poseidon travels with the scent of the sea. He wasn’t pulling the strings on the two humans and the part dryad in the hotel room.” 
 
    “You can smell the essence of the gods when they’re around?” Now we might be getting somewhere.  
 
    “My magic senses it. It’s why I always know when someone from the god line is near. All I could smell in that hotel room was more magic, not mine.” 
 
    “Well, that has to narrow the field down a bit.” Silvanus felt a shaft of hope. “There can’t be many gods of magic beside you and Thoth.” 
 
    “A lot of gods have magic aside from their powers,” Artemas said. “I can think of more than twenty of them, off the top of my head, including Thoth, Odin, Loki and Hermes. Then there’s Anulap, Heka, Nanabozho, and Marduk. If you want to go back further still, you could add the old man from Aboriginal fables known as the Bluetongue Lizard, or Enki from Sumeria, even Veles, one of the Slavic gods is known as a god of magic.” 
 
    “But how many of them know you personally rather than by reputation?”  
 
    “Odin and Loki, I suppose, and I’ve had a few discussions with Heka over the years, but nothing recently.”  
 
    Silvanus noticed Artemas didn’t mention Thoth at all. “Despite your friendship with Thor, we can’t discount either Odin or Loki being behind this. If it is one of those two, it’s good in that they won’t want to do you any harm, and are probably messing with you, but they can’t be ruled out.” 
 
    “I’ll need to speak to Thor before I approach either of them,” Artemas said firmly. “My friendship with him is still new, but he’s been my brother Lasse’s wingman for centuries. I won’t go accusing either of his kin, without speaking to him first.” 
 
    “And that’s the fair man I know and love.” Silvanus smiled. “Do you think we have time for a meal first? I swear, with all this zapping about I’ve forgotten what meal we’re due to have next.” 
 
    “We’ll have a late supper with my brother and his mates before we go.” Artemas came forward, slowly and Silvanus held open his arms for Artemas to sink into. “Thank goodness for daylight saving or they’d be having their picnic in the dark.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun, too. Remember our picnic in the desert?” Silvanus reminded him.  
 
    “Yeah, but out here, you have to watch for mosquitoes,” Artemas chuckled. “They get really hungry this time of night, and imagine what one of them might do, hyped up on god or shifter blood?” 
 
    Silvanus could imagine it, and they both chuckled about mosquito shifters and the damage they could do, as they headed down the track to Artemas’s lake. When Artemas asked for permission to zap him with a bug repellant spell, Silvanus smiled his approval. Stand-offish he might be, more of a worrier than he should be, but Artemas cared for him deeply in his own way. It was going to be a long time before Silvanus forgot the sight of his mate with tears on his face – tears he’d cried for him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    “Artie.” Orin came running from the kitchen in their Manhattan loft apartment, his hands covered in flour. “Look at you, all tanned and happy.” Artemas braced himself for the inevitable hug. “And this hunk you’ve brought with you must be Silvanus, original ancient god of the trees and woodlands.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Artemas was shocked. “I don’t remember mentioning names the last time I was here.” 
 
    “You did.” Orin grinned. “Besides, I know of all the gods, remember? Are you staying to dinner?  Please say you’ll stay. Since Lasse and Jason have had their daughter, we don’t see them as nearly as often as we’d like, and Thor doesn’t like other unmated gods dropping in.” 
 
    “Well.” Artemas looked at Silvanus who gave an imperceptible nod. They had just eaten, and now thanks to time zone differences they’d be eating again, but Artemas reminded himself sandwiches was not a true meal, and whatever Orin was making smelled delicious. 
 
    “Come and sit at the kitchen table and keep me company. I’m making bread.” Orin kept up a steady stream of chatter as they walked through the loft. “Thor is out getting wild mushrooms from the Black Forest, would you believe? Honestly, that man is harder to keep track of than a flea on crack. He’s supposed to be taking things easy, but will he? No siree. I said he could zap us the mushrooms if he needed them so badly, but no, he had to go out and pick them himself. Sit, sit.” 
 
    Artemas sat on the chair Silvanus pulled out for him, casting a smile of thanks in his mate’s direction. By the time Silvanus was seated, Orin was pounding a lump of dough like it was on fire and he was trying to put it out.  
 
    “Has Thor been keeping well, apart from getting restless?” Artemas asked. “How long does he have to go now?” 
 
    “About three months by my reckoning, but with God babies you can never tell. The genetics are half mine, and sand cats only gestate for sixty odd days. With the size he is… short answer is, we don’t know.” Orin brushed the hair off his face with his forearm – his hands still covered in flour. “I’ve got to tell you, when Thor finally got over the shock of him being the one who would carry our child, he was really good about it. Oh, he still wanted to do all the things he did before like rock climbing and white water rafting. Nothing stops my man when he’s determined, but now he’s showing and growing bigger every day….” 
 
    “Everything is all right with you two, isn’t it?” Artemas leaned on the table, concerned for his new friends. “I mean he had to know it was inevitable he’d develop a bulge at some point during the pregnancy.” 
 
    Orin looked around as though worried he’d be overheard. Leaning over the dough he whispered, “You might not know this about him, but Thor’s vain. He’s never had to worry about being fat before. Last week, Lasse and Jason brought their little one over to join us for lunch. Thor was shirtless and wearing sweatpants because he can’t fit his tight leathers anymore. Everything was fine until Lasse made a beached whale comment, and Thor just disappeared and didn’t come back for two hours.” 
 
    “That was a tactless thing for Lasse to say, especially when it wasn’t that long ago that Jason was the one with the bulging belly.” Artemas reached over, taking Silvanus’s hand. He hadn’t considered Thor’s pregnancy when he said he needed to talk to the Norse god. Knowing how badly Silvanus wanted children of his own… Maybe I should have just faced Odin and Loki and called Thor on the phone about it later.  
 
    “Lasse was only teasing Thor, the way they’ve been teasing each other for thousands of years. Admittedly, usually it’s Thor doing the teasing, or getting Lasse into trouble, but Thor’s a bit sensitive about his weight right now. There, that should do it.” Orin shaped the bread into a mound, slipped it onto a tray and put the tray into the oven under the counter top.  
 
    “Now, I wonder where that mate of mine could’ve gone. Knowing him, he’s decided to cross paths with a bear or something and wants to prove his masculinity. I can’t wait for this pregnancy to be done, to be honest. But enough about me and my problems. Is this a social call, or did you need some help with something? Oh, my gods, I can’t believe I haven’t offered you two a drink. Non-alcoholic I’m afraid, as no alcohol for Thor, but I have tea or five different juices.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Artemas reached over the table and tugged Orin into a chair. “You’re looking tired, Orin. Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    “Have a word to Chronos and fast forward life by about three months? The baby would have to be out by then.” Orin’s smile dimmed. “I love my mate, you know I do. If I could carry this baby for him, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I just wish sometimes that Thor wouldn’t be so hung up on looks, or how strong he has to prove himself to be. Everyone knows how strong he is. He doesn’t have to keep pushing himself to prove it to anyone who gets in his face. But now we can’t be out and about among humans, his agitation has gotten worse and I’m not sure how to cope.” 
 
    “You talk to him,” Silvanus said gently, opening his mouth for the first time since they arrived. Orin seemed to visibly calm at the sound of his voice. “You cuddle up with him at bed tonight, and you remind him that while the Thor of old was the stuff of legends, the man you fell in love with is the man with the courage and inner strength needed to bring a new life into the world. It’s not an easy thing to do for anyone. But every single birth is cherished by the gods and the Fates. His delivering that new life is his mission now, and let him know how much you trust him to win at this, the same he has any other challenge he’s faced.” 
 
    “That is so beautiful.” A single tear rolled down Orin’s face. “I will. I’ll tell him tonight. Thank you so much Silvanus.” 
 
    Sitting back, Artemas listened as Silvanus gave Orin more tips for helping make Thor’s pregnancy go smoother. It was easy to forget that Silvanus was also the original god of hearth and home, and that meant fertility and pregnancy too. But there were words in Silvanus’s pretty speech, like courage and inner strength, that pierced a hole in Artemas’s confidence. Does he see me as weak because I don’t want to have children yet? 
 
    Logically, Artemas knew he shouldn’t take anything Silvanus said to Orin personally. As more gods found their mates, even more demigods would be born. Artemas didn’t have to be one of the crowd to appreciate how important a new life was. Not for the first time he wondered if he was being selfish, demanding his mate wait before they had children. With his head giving him no peace, Artemas was really happy when Thor appeared in the kitchen, his hair mussed, a long scratch down his forearm and a dirty bag of mushrooms in his hand.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late, lovely,” Thor said, his smile wide as he gave Orin a kiss on the top of his head. He dumped the mushrooms on the counter.  
 
    “What was it this time? Bear, wolf, mountain lion?” Orin asked, holding onto Thor’s bicep. Artemas got the idea the young sand cat shifter would have rather hugged his mate around the waist, but that was currently impossible. Thor was huge.  
 
    “Demon, or make that three demons,” Thor scowled. “Sprung up out of the forest floor within minutes of me arriving. They won’t be showing their face on earth for a long while.” 
 
    The look of worry across Orin’s face was so fleeting, Artemas barely noticed it. “At least you’re all in one piece,” Orin said, and Artemas knew his brightness was a put on. “Go and have a shower while I pull this bread out of the oven. Artie and Silvanus are staying for dinner.” 
 
    “I don’t need a shower, when a wave of my hand will do. So, you’re the god who broke Artie’s dry spell.” Thor chuckled as he reached over the table to shake Silvanus’s hand. “I have to confess, I haven’t seen you since the council after the Great War.” 
 
    “Our domains have little in common. It seems your life has been good to you. Congratulations on your mating and your expected children.” Silvanus shook Thor’s hand, but didn’t get up. Artemas reminded himself Silvanus was the older and more powerful god and didn’t need to show respect, even to someone like Thor. Thor didn’t seem to mind though, taking a seat, suddenly clean, and the scratch on his forearm disappeared.  
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t notice the use of the plural for child there, Silvanus,” Thor said easing his bulk into a chair. “But I’ll ignore it for now. I’m sure this isn’t a purely social call. Artie had never been here before until he met you and now it’s twice in a matter of weeks.” 
 
    Artemas felt his cheeks flush, remembering the first time he’d translocated to the Manhattan loft without realizing it. “Have you seen your father or brother Loki lately?” He asked, not wanting to discuss his previous visit, or meltdown, with his mate.  
 
    “I can’t remember the last time I saw Loki.” Thor rubbed his chin. “Two, three, maybe four hundred years ago. I can’t be sure. To be honest, I thought he’d turn up like a bad penny when this happened,” he waved at his belly, “but so far, I haven’t heard anything from him. As for Odin…” Thor sighed.  
 
    “Our last meeting wasn’t pleasant. Odin took Orin purely to try and force my mate to use the god summoning spell. Orin didn’t of course,” this time Thor’s look at his mate was tinged with love, “he’s got very strong ethics about that sort of thing. Odin was at the meeting of the gods to discuss the summoning spell Orin possesses, but he and I didn’t talk then. I was too busy trying to contain Lasse’s nerves and get the meeting over and done with so he wouldn’t have a stroke.” 
 
    “Jason wasn’t allowed at the meeting and neither was Orin,” Artemas explained to Silvanus. “Jason gave birth while the meeting was in progress.” 
 
    “Where were you at that meeting, Silvanus?” Thor asked. “I thought it was mandatory for all the gods had to attend.” 
 
    “I was observing proceedings with the Mother,” Silvanus said in his calm measured way. “Many of the gods, like Zeus, Odin, and Jupiter get agitated when they’re reminded they aren’t one of the originals. The Mother decided back before you were born that the originals would not interfere in pantheon politics, which is why Chronos, Chaos, and the Fates weren’t there either.” 
 
    “You didn’t miss anything,” Thor scoffed. “My Orin has got far too many principles to go using a spell he doesn’t believe in, but it must have taken four hours before the other dunderheads got the message. Thank goodness for Poseidon, that’s all I can say. Hearing Nereus describe his father being under the influence of the spell and dancing like a chicken was the highlight of the meeting.” 
 
    Artemas chuckled, as did Orin and Silvanus. But they were getting off track. He waited until Orin placed a huge roast, a platter of vegetables, the freshly baked bread and a large jug of gravy on the table, before asking, “Is Odin in the habit of keeping a check on non-Norse gods?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so.” Thor plucked a carving knife out of the ether and decimated the roast in seconds. Neat slices were passed around, along with the vegetables and gravy and it wasn’t until they were eating that Thor went on.  
 
    “Dad’s always been a funny cuss. I’m not saying he wouldn’t be keeping an eye on what the other gods are doing, but he might. He has those birds of his, and the wolves, and they collect information from all over the globe. He hates to miss out on anything.” 
 
    “Is there any reason, that you can think of, where he might be interested in my mating with Silvanus?” Artemas took a forkful of succulent roast and chewed will Thor considered his answer.  
 
    “Not that I can think of, no.” Thor shook his head. “It’s not anything about you personally. The thing about dad is that his whole world revolves around him. I can’t see why he’d be interested in your mating when nothing about it benefits or detracts from him.” 
 
    “Even though it’s Silvanus I’m mated to?” 
 
    “Meh, maybe because Odin likes to think he’s the king of the gods, where in fact Silvanus is stronger and older.” Thor tilted his head from side to side as he chewed. “Maybe, but there’s nothing in it for him. No edge, no threat, nothing for him to gain any leverage out of it.” 
 
    “Does that still apply if you throw in the fact the Mother blessed me with the Tree of Life as a mating mark?” 
 
    Thor’s dropped fork clanged heavily on his plate. “Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “The Mother grew weary with her burden and blessed Artemas with carrying the tree in her stead,” Silvanus said quietly. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how long Odin has been looking for that damn tree? His whole life, that’s how long.” Thor’s hair swung wildly as he shook his head. “He’s argued it was a myth, he’s scoured every inch of the globe and beyond looking for it. He begged the Fates for the right to search their domain, sure it was being hidden there. Are you telling me the blessed Mother of all life was carrying it on her back all this time, and now she’s given it to Artie?” 
 
    It was the way Thor said his name that got Artemas riled. “There’s nothing wrong with my carrying the tree,” he said hotly. “I am as powerful as you, if not more, I just don’t throw my weight around like you do. Brawn isn’t the only currency among the gods, my friend. I am the product of two very powerful gods, and while the circumstances of my birth weren’t ideal, you have no right to presume the Mother made a mistake with what she did.” 
 
    “Artie, no, you misunderstood,” Thor said as Orin made a small sound of distress. “I’m just shocked, stunned….” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m worthy,” Artemas said flatly.  
 
    “It’s not that at all.” Putting down his fork Thor looked at Artemas, meeting his eyes squarely. “This isn’t about powers or strength. I don’t know if you’re stronger than me, and I don’t care either way. You have always been spoken of with respect among the others I talk to, the only complaint being most other gods barely know anything about you at all, because you keep to yourself. That’s not what this is about.” 
 
    “Then explain yourself whelp.” Artemas was surprised to hear anger in Silvanus’s voice. “From what you’ve said so far, you’re insulting both the Mother and my mate. Carrying the twins won’t save you from my wrath.” 
 
    “Twins?” Orin’s happy cry cut through the tension at the table. “Did you hear that, babe. We’re having twins. Oh, my goodness, I’m going to need double of everything.” 
 
    “Twins is a better option than the idea I was carrying an octopus,” Thor grumbled. “Some days it’s like I have got hands and feet prodding me everywhere.” 
 
    “Congratulations on your good fortune,” Artemas snapped. “Now what’s all this about Odin and me carrying the Tree of Life?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Nine 
 
    Silvanus could feel Artemas’s pain and concern as though it was his own. While it would seem likely now that Odin was the one manipulating Crane and his friends to go for his mate at the hotel, he would reserve judgment, as he always did, until he heard what Thor had to say.  
 
    “You have to understand what it was like for me growing up.” Thor took Orin’s hand, holding it tight. “Oh, I didn’t have an abusive childhood or anything else like that, but my father’s hall was not the softest of places to live, and after my mother disappeared, I was expected to rough it with Odin’s soldiers, and was treated like one of the men from when I was eight. It wasn’t until I proved myself at fifteen, that father started taking an interest in me personally.” 
 
    “Which relates to what you were saying about your father only interested in what benefits he could achieve from a relationship.” Artemas nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “To Odin, the Tree of Life was like the holy grail was to the Christians. Every culture, every religion mentions it in some form or another and always has. But there was never anything tangible said about it. It was as though the tree itself was an illusion, rather than an actual sprouting tree, but Odin was obsessed with either finding it, or disproving it’s very existence.” 
 
    “Obsessed is a strong word,” Silvanus observed quietly. “What use would the tree of life, or even proof of its existence be to Odin?” 
 
    “Honestly?” Thor looked around, and even up at the ceiling, before he met Silvanus’s eyes. “He’s like a kid who can’t have a specific toy. I mean the tree of life gives gifts of many forms, depending on who’s teachings you read. You know I don’t read that much, and even I’ve heard of the different legends. But to hear Odin speak of it, the tree of life is the cradle of all existence. The fact he could never find it, when so many documents, papers, and religious texts speak of it, has been like a rose thorn dug into his heel. It nags at him constantly.” 
 
    “But how would he know I had it?” Artemas persisted. “The only people who knew outside of the Mother and Silvanus, is Poseidon, Nereus, and his mates. If he’s been looking for a physical tree all this time, he’s hardly going to believe the mass on my back is anything more than a tattoo.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how my father knows the things he does,” Thor said sadly. “All I can recall is the countless times he sent out his ravens following one lead after another. The nights he’d get drunk with his men, railing against the latest reports, or religious text that claimed so much power for a simple tree. He has covered every inch of this earth a million times, and many of the realms beyond, and still he searches for it. I believe, and this is just an opinion mind you, that the reason Odin roams now is because he still hopes one day to find it.” 
 
    “That is uncomfortably sad, for some reason.” Silvanus rubbed at his chest with his free hand. He still had a fork in the other one.  
 
    “Surely, Odin realizes, with all his knowledge and all his powers, that the tree could never be used by any god?” Artemas didn’t sound very happy either. “Odin has everything he needs and more. He can go anywhere, do anything, have anyone around him he wants. He has no need for the gift of life, or knowledge, or even creation. When it’s all said and done, despite its significance to life over all, the tree is just a tree.” 
 
    “I don’t know what more I can tell you,” Thor said, picking up his fork again. “I’ve never claimed to understand my father, let alone his motives for the things he does. The only thing I can think of, is that the tree is the one thing in existence he couldn’t find and so it’s become like a quest for him, a quest he’s pursued for thousands of years.” 
 
    Silvanus was worried and he was sure Artemas could feel it through their bond. Obsessives weren’t people who thought about the consequences of their actions. If Odin knew about the tree though, wouldn’t he have been more inclined to take Artemas himself, instead of using humans to try and trap him? 
 
    “What would happen to Odin, do you think,” Orin asked quietly, as the others picked at the lovely meal, “if he found the object of his mega-obsession and it wasn’t what he thought it would be?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean,” Silvanus replied. “Are you referring to the fact the tree isn’t an actual tree with roots in the ground?” 
 
    “No, although, I suppose that could be part of it. But if Odin’s searched for this thing for eons, then what happens when he finds it, tattoo or not?” 
 
    “Are you worried about what happens to Odin when the quest ends?” Artemas seemed to be thinking about it.  
 
    “Yes, but no. Oh, I don’t know.” Orin put his utensils down, pushed his plate to one side and leaned his elbows on the table. “This doesn’t sound like Odin to me. He sent Viking warriors after me, when he took me – it seems so out of character for him to use humans the way you described. He had to know Artie would get away. If this has been a quest for as long as my mate can remember, then why isn’t Odin here, ripping your shirt off and demanding to see the proof of the tree’s existence?” 
 
    “He is a trickster,” Thor reminded them, forcing his words past the roast he was eating. “But, you’re right, precious. Odin has legions of warriors at his disposal. Using humans like zombies, especially with the tree chanting thing, is not his style.” 
 
    “Orin has a point,” Silvanus agreed, thinking about what he knew about Thor’s erratic father. “Whoever this god was, he didn’t want to show his face, or give us any idea about his identity. Odin would never shirk or hide from another god, not even me. He’s more likely to arrive in a shower of feathers, fur, and lightning than skulk in the shadows.” 
 
    “But if it’s not Odin, then that only leaves Loki.” Artemas sighed. “I didn’t think Loki had the power to influence humans like that.” 
 
    “Another good point.” Thor belched loudly and then excused himself. “Loki has the power of verbal persuasion, but unless he’s been learning new tricks since the last time I saw him, he can’t force a person to do something against their will through magic. Sorry, I should have mentioned that earlier, but I thought you were fixated on Odin.” 
 
    “I wanted it to be Odin,” Artemas admitted, rubbing his head with his hand. Leaning behind him, Silvanus rubbed at the tight knots in his shoulders. “Odin is a known issue. Loki, not so much, but if it’s not either of them, then I’m left with a myriad of different gods I have barely anything to do with, wondering who the hell has been spying on me.” 
 
    “Or Silvanus,” Thor said. “What we need to do, is come up with a plan to flush this guy out, whoever he is. Then we bash ‘em.” 
 
    Silvanus noted Orin’s wince. This really has to stop. “Thor, my old friend, can I have a word with you somewhere private please? It’s about your bump. No, there’s nothing wrong,” he added when Orin’s wince turned into alarm, “I just want a chance to examine you, if I may. It’s not as though you’ve been to a doctor. I might be able to give you some idea on when they will be born. Orin can keep Artemas company, if you don’t mind. It will only take five minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t need no one poking at my belly. I’m as strong as I ever was.” 
 
    Silvanus bit the inside of his lip. Calling on his power, he pointed down the hallway. “Now, Thor.” 
 
    Muttering under his breath, Thor levered himself up and headed for the hallway. Silvanus was sure he heard something along the lines of Geriatric tree hugger, but he kept any response to himself. Orin was going to age beyond his years with worry before the twins were born at this rate, and if Silvanus could stop it, or help in any way, he was going to. Thor would have to just learn to jump when he was told to.  
 
    Following Thor down the hallway, Silvanus closed the door of the spare room Thor led him too. Thor lumbered across the spacious room and perched gingerly on the edge of the large bed.  
 
    “I wanted to speak to you alone for a reason,” Silvanus purposefully stayed close to the door, unwilling to crowd his friend. “You and I have known each other for a long time. Do you want to tell me why you’re behaving like an ass to your mate?” 
 
    “I’m not acting any differently to the way I always do.” Thor scowled.  
 
    “Really? Then tell me my friend, what is it you’re fearful of right now and don’t you dare say ‘nothing’.” 
 
    Thor’s glower intensified. “I’ve only felt fear three times in my life, and in all of those cases my mate was involved. None of those times are any concern of yours. You had no right abusing your power, and using it on me, in front of Orin and Artemas.” 
 
    “Stand down, this isn’t a fight,” Silvanus said softly. “I’m trying to help you and while my methods might be rusty, my heart is in the right place. Thor, your babies’ births are imminent, possibly within the next week. I’m asking you, no telling you, it’s time for you to change the way you respond to things around you.” 
 
    “I fight – fists, feet, or swords. It’s who I am.” 
 
    “And which one of those will you use when your little one is crying in the middle of the night?” 
 
    The confusion on Thor’s face was genuine. “I’d assume the little one was hungry and give them a bottle.” 
 
    “And what if that bottle doesn’t help stop the crying? What if the baby cries harder?” 
 
    Thor at least seem to give it some thought. “My precious Orin will know what to do,” he said finally.  
 
    “Will he? Or will he be so tired, and so consumed with worry, because his mate has insisted on gathering mushrooms and fighting with demons, again?” 
 
    “Orin understands me, he’s the only one who does.” Silvanus wasn’t sure who Thor was trying to convince. “He knows how important fighting is to me.” 
 
    Thor’s large hands were cradling his belly. Silvanus was sure his friend didn’t even realize he was doing it. There was a big heart under all that bluster. “Thor, you’ve guarded your domain, and your people your whole life. It’s time to start thinking about what you can do closer to home.” 
 
    “I’m in my home, this is our home, mine and Orin’s.” 
 
    “I know it is.” Silvanus inhaled slowly. “And now you need to spend more time here. You’re about to embark on one of the longest and most difficult challenges of your life, but the most exciting too.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you had seer skills.” Thor patted his belly. “As soon as I’ve had these little ones, I’m yours for whatever challenge you set me. I’d go now, but you did mention I am due to give birth any day.” 
 
    Silvanus’s fingers twitched with the urge to slap Thor around the head. “I’m not giving you a challenge. You’re giving birth to two challenges who are going to keep you busy for fifteen, eighteen, twenty years or more. Your challenge is going to be keeping them fed, warm, loved, and protected. This flitting off and fighting outside monsters has got to stop.” 
 
    “I can’t help it if demons just happened to be where the best mushrooms could be found.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to go and pick the bloody mushrooms yourself.” Silvanus exploded. “Do you have any idea what one tiny demon scratch could’ve done to your babies if those demons had got your belly instead of your arm? Demon scratches are poisonous. How would you have felt if you’d hurt one of your unborn children? How could you have justified bringing home bloody mushrooms when you tell your mate one of your blessed children has been poisoned in the womb? Think about it, man. You’re not stupid so stop acting like it.” 
 
    Thor was silent for so long, Silvanus thought he was being ignored. But when he did speak, Thor sounded so unsure. “Fighting the monsters is all I know. It’s how I show my love – my strength is what my mate loves. If I’m reduced to diaper duty and burping babies, how will my mate love me then?” 
 
    “Oh, Thor.” Silvanus realized, that to Thor, it was a truly legitimate concern. “Orin will always love you, I have no doubt about that, and he doesn’t love you because you’re the strongest god there is – he loves you because you’re Thor, his mate. He admires your fidelity, your caring and yes, your courage too. But most of all, he cherishes the love you have for him. He’s safe with you, and that has nothing to do with how big your biceps are.” 
 
    “They’re pretty big.” Thor flexed his arms, and Silvanus smiled.  
 
    “Maybe so, but think about a different scenario. Orin loving you every time you let him sleep, while you take care of crying babies in the middle of the night. He’s going to love you when you both take an exhausted five minutes to cuddle on the couch together when the twins are finally asleep. It takes huge courage and immense strength to face a challenge like raising newborns. Fortunately, you know all about challenges my friend, and I know you’re up to the job.” 
 
    “What if…” Thor nibbled on his bottom lip. “What if my enemies hear of my having children and try and take them from me. Won’t I have to fight then?” 
 
    “Of course, but Thor, your reputation is solid, my friend, and the monsters you’ve fought recently you’ve gone looking for. I’m sure the demon fight while searching for mushrooms was no coincidence.” 
 
    Thor’s cheeks reddened.  
 
    “The other monsters in your life are long dead and no threat to you anymore. But I know you, and if a threat does arrive, I can imagine you meeting it with a force you’re always known for, and you’ll win, probably with a babe in your arms. But for now, please think about Orin. He’s going to go gray before the babies arrive at this rate. He’s trying so hard not to say anything, and no, before you get upset, he didn’t say anything to me about it either. But I’ve got eyes in my head, and every time you disappear, can you think for a moment what that does to him?” 
 
    “I didn’t want him to know I was worried about anything. I was just trying to act like I always have.” 
 
    “And that’s what makes you a good mate, but Thor, think about how excited Orin looked when I let it slip you were having twins.” 
 
    “It’s pretty amazing news.” Thor smiled. “I didn’t imagine having two of them.” 
 
    “That’s the type of excitement you can share with him every day, a different type of excitement to what you’re used to admittedly, but just as fulfilling. Your babies’ first smiles, the first words, the first time they crawl across the room, or when they take their first steps. Those firsts only come once in a lifetime. Don’t miss out on them. Don’t be the type of father your father was. Your little ones will be so precious and will need you from their very first breath. Are you man enough to meet that challenge, or is demon fighting the best you can do?” 
 
    “I am man enough, you know I am.” Thor let out a long breath. “And don’t think, I don’t know what you’re doing. I understand what you’re saying and I’m only sorry I was such an egg to Orin that you needed to say any of this at all. I will give these babies the life they deserve, you have my word on that.” 
 
    “A few less demons, and a lot more cuddles will work wonders. But your word is enough for me. Now,” Silvanus pushed himself off the wall. “Lie that bulk of yours down on the bed, and lift your shirt. It’s been a long time since I’ve done any midwifery – let’s see if I’m still good at it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be your bloody guinea pig, man.” But Thor laid back, and Silvanus crossed the room, rubbing his hands together so they wouldn’t be chilled. New life. So very precious, he thought as he gently rubbed over the lumps and bumps on Thor’s stomach. And probably coming a lot sooner than you think, my friend. He smiled at the sparks of life that flowed towards his fingers. The force is strong in these two.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    “This is so frustrating.” Artemas and Silvanus had gone back to the hotel in London after their visit with Thor and Orin. Australia was mentioned, but Artemas didn’t want trouble bothering them there. Silvanus pointed out, quite reasonably, that Poseidon’s lair was a safe place, but Artemas was trying to deal with one problem at a time. It’d just be his luck the lord of the sea would be in residence with his mate, and Artemas wasn’t in the mood to listen to his father’s prejudice against his mating mark.  
 
    So, the decision to go back to the hotel was made, based on the idea that someone needed to check on Crane and his cronies, and besides, Zeus had already paid for it. But when they arrived, there was no sign of Crane and the others, or any indication they’d even been there. Only a waft of magic in the air remained.  
 
    “This whole business can’t be because of the tree, surely?” Silvanus of course, was being his same unflappable self. Artemas was ready to hit someone. “No one knows I’ve got it, except those people we trust. If it’s remained hidden since the dawn of time, then how the hell does someone know I’m carrying it around now?” 
 
    “Someone’s clearly been watching us.” Silvanus was in the small kitchenette brewing some tea. “Did you notice anything out of place, when I took you to Ra’s library? Any indications a god was present who shouldn’t be?” 
 
    Artemas stopped pacing long enough to throw a look of confusion at his mate. “You think Ra’s behind this? That’s ludicrous. For one thing, I didn’t even appear on Ra’s radar until I mated with you. Secondly, he has no interest in the tree. Furthermore, if he did want the damn thing, he’d be down here now, trying to use his magic to take it off my back.” 
 
    “Which he can’t, because it’s my mating mark,” Silvanus said calmly. He walked over, handing Artemas a mug of something that smelled delicious, and then took a seat. “I don’t suspect Ra, no, what I asked was did you scent the presence of any god other than Ra when we were at his library.” 
 
    Artemas forced himself to think back. It’d been the perfect first date. Silvanus’s wards and Ra’s magic stopped anyone from seeing into their little bubble… human eyes that is. He frowned. “You think someone was watching us that night? We remained fully dressed until after we left. Even if there had been someone out in the desert, they wouldn’t have seen anything except two men enjoying a meal.” 
 
    “I don’t think this person is after the tree.” Silvanus sipped from his cup and Artemas did the same. “The more I think about it, the more I think the tree’s energies were simply a way for this god, whoever he is, to focus his minions on something tangible. Crane and the others know nothing of the tree. They were there for a totally different matter.” 
 
    “Yes, your book, and don’t think that Crane is going to forget about that either.” 
 
    “Maybe, who knows? There’s no telling what this god’s interference in Crane and his friends’ brains might have been.” Silvanus seemed so relaxed, sipping his tea, his legs crossed at the ankles, in contrast to Artemas who couldn’t seem to get his thoughts in order. And we all know why that is, don’t we? Artemas couldn’t get the picture of a contented pregnant Thor out of his mind.  
 
    “We need to look at the bigger picture,” Silvanus continued. “Someone was watching you when you bid on my book, and they were bidding against you.” 
 
    “The opposing bid was online, and if it was a god doing that, like me, they wouldn’t have stopped at two million pounds. Money means nothing to a god.” 
 
    “Maybe the point wasn’t to win the book, simply make you pay more for it than you needed to.” 
 
    “Again, that doesn’t make any sense.” Artemas put down his cup before he threw the contents all over the room. “No one knew I was going to buy the book except Poseidon and Zeus.” 
 
    “I think someone has been watching you for a long time. I think that someone is jealous of you.” Silvanus raised his eyes and smirked at Artemas. He actually smirked and no, Artemas wasn’t going to be dissuaded by a pair of sensual lips.  
 
    “You are totally bonkers, you know that? Bonkers.” Artemas took up his pacing again. It was better for their relationship than throwing something at his smug mate. “You’re supposed to say nice things about me, we’re mates and that’s what mates do. But in case you’d forgotten, I’m the unwanted bastard son who was conceived on a bet. I turned up at the recent council meeting, that everyone was supposed to attend, and most people outside the family didn’t even acknowledge me. I have no domain; most mortals don’t know I exist. How the hell could anyone be jealous of me? Except for being mated to you, of course, because you are a big catch in god circles.” 
 
    “Was a big catch. I’m now taken,” Silvanus said firmly, “and in the past one hundred years no one’s bothered about me either. No, this is about you personally and there’s one person you seem to keep forgetting in our list of possible suspects. Thoth.” 
 
    “Thoth!” Artemas spat the word from his mouth as if it were cursed. “Thoth has most likely forgotten I even exist. Since I was ten years old, he’s never once spoken to me, got in touch, or to my knowledge even mentioned my name. I was nothing more than physical proof of an episode he’d rather forget.” 
 
    “And yet, he has all the attributes we’ve been looking for in our suspect.” Silvanus seemed pretty damn keen on making his point. “He is the god of magic in the Egyptian pantheon, so he’d have the skills to influence Crane and the others. He has an intense love of books, just like you do, which means he was probably notified my book was going to be auctioned, and he might have tried to bid on it himself. There was a bird flying over the site of Ra’s library, before you arrived. It was too big to be normal, and I admit, once you arrived, I forgot all about it. But there was no reason that couldn’t have been Thoth or one of his messengers. If he has been keeping an eye on you, he’d know about the tree because it sends out very strong energies a magic user could easily sense if they came within a hundred yards of you. I think we’re dealing with Thoth.” 
 
    “No!” Artemas shook his head so violently his eyes spun. “Thoth doesn’t hate me and he’s certainly not jealous of me. He’d have to think about me for that to happen. Don’t you get it? Ten thousand years, and he’s never been in touch with me once. It’s not him. I won’t believe it.” 
 
    “Why?” Silvanus asked simply. “Is it really easier for you to convince yourself Thoth has never thought of you in all this time, than to imagine he’s jealous of you?” 
 
    “You think anything about Thoth is easy for me?” Artemas felt as though a dam was cracking open in his chest. “To say he was jealous implies he has feelings towards me. You have no idea how many years I spent waiting for him to get in touch, or come and see me. The digs I went on, and the years I spent in Egypt, hoping in some way he’d know I was interested in him and his heritage. Years I spent doing that. Hundreds and thousands of years I kept hoping, but finally I had to accept it. He didn’t want me.” Artemas’s voice rose. “He never fucking wanted me. How can anyone, god or mortal, do that to their son? How could he?” 
 
    Artemas was crying. He didn’t realize it until he felt the dampness on Silvanus’s shirt under his cheek. His mate was holding him tightly, as though he was special, as if he was someone worth holding onto and the flood of negatively and lack of worth poured out through Artemas’s tears, purging his soul. Silvanus was like the tree on his back – solid, dependable… his. Artemas didn’t know how long he spent sobbing out his heartbreak onto Silvanus’s broad shoulders, but Silvanus didn’t waver, even when Artemas felt as though his knees were going to collapse. 
 
    “Come. Sit down.” Silvanus led him over to the couch he’d vacated. “Your tea went cold. Shall I reheat it for you?” 
 
    Suddenly, Artemas started to laugh. He felt freer, lighter, he could breathe easier than he ever had before. And his mate was offering him a hug and some tea. It was adorable, and so quintessentially Silvanus. “I’d love some,” he said, still chuckling. “Thank you.” And he wasn’t just thanking Silvanus for the tea, something his mate’s smile told him, he understood.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Silvanus knew his mate’s breakdown was long, long, overdue and he didn’t like that he was the one to trigger it. But all through their meeting with Thor and Orin, when Thor explained what he knew about his father, Silvanus kept thinking he was missing something. It was too easy to blame tricks and pranks, and even harmful doings on the likes of Odin and Loki. Yes, they both had a reputation for being annoying at the best of times, but their targeting of Artemas didn’t make sense. So, when Orin said he didn’t think it was Odin, and Thor confirmed it couldn’t be Loki, Silvanus’s mind turned to the one god Artemas refused to discuss.  
 
    Thoth.  
 
    As soon as he set all the puzzle pieces in his head around Thoth’s name, it made sense. Thoth did have a connection to Artemas, and while Artemas might not realize it, that man was too arrogant, and too full of pride to not keep an eye on what his son was doing. He probably always had.  
 
    The Thoth of legend was a kindly wise man, who solved the issues, the other gods in his pantheon couldn’t solve. But Silvanus had seen firsthand how different Thoth was, behind closed doors. The Mother had asked him to watch the god, many eons ago, when he interfered with time and nature. The Mother had been worried Thoth was getting ideas above his station, although he seemed to settle down once Ra’s worshippers fell away.  
 
    And that was always Thoth’s problem, Silvanus thought as he set about making fresh tea for his mate rather than reheating the old cup. Always jealous of Ra’s position, always discontented with his own. This was why Silvanus thought Thoth was after his son. Artemas always focused on the negative sides of his conception, never realizing that a domain did not a god make. Artemas was the product of two powerful entities. While other demigods were usually the product of a god and a lesser being, Artemas was one of the very few who came from two strong god lines – The Egyptian Ra and Poseidon from ancient Greece. 
 
    Making up a tray, including some of the lovely biscuits the hotel provided, Silvanus went back through into the living room to see Artemas staring out of the window. “Isn’t it strange,” Artemas said as he reached out to take the cup Silvanus offered him, “how we gods can be a part of everything and go anywhere, yet so rarely find our place in the world.” 
 
    “Possibly because while we have ties to the world, we were always meant to hover above it. The world is man’s domain, when it’s all said and done.” Sitting down, Silvanus looked out of the same window, wondering how his mate interpreted the view.  
 
    “I’ve always loved different countries for their history.” Artemas spoke quietly, and he seemed a lot more mellow since his emotional outburst. “Even though we’ve lived through it, I’ve always been fascinated by what was left behind. Simple things, not the treasures, but the daily life aspects like pots and tools. I used to wonder about the people who owned them, how they lived their daily lives and what they thought about as they went about their days.” 
 
    “Have you ever lived as a mortal?” Silvanus had, back when the land was new, and humans were just exploring their potential. It had been fun, living in the forest, for a while, until things got crowded.   
 
    Artemas shook his head. “Not in the, putting down roots, buying a house and living in a village concept, no. The closest I got was my house in Australia and even then, I’ve never met my neighbors. Even when I had been interested, when I was in Egypt, life was so hard for the common man and it wasn’t as though I could set myself up in the ruling houses then. I struggle, watching other people struggle, and as someone with godly powers, I would have wanted to fix things….” 
 
    “Except the non-interference law would stop you.” Silvanus nodded.  
 
    “Later though, more recently, I went to universities, I studied and got qualifications, although I always used to translocate back to Poseidon’s at night. The closest I got to actually living among mortals was when I used to go on digs, all over the world, keen to study the history of the people who came before. I felt a part of things then, for a brief time. I loved sitting around a campfire at night, in some remote region, listening to the humans around me, laughing on the inside about some of their ideas about what they’d found.” 
 
    “It’d been hard not to educate them about their mistakes,” Silvanus observed. 
 
    “Not really, no. I mean, just because we’re gods and have lived for what might seem like eternity, doesn’t mean we know everything, right?” Tilting his head, Artemas smiled at him. “I can’t believe I didn’t know this about Thoth.” 
 
    “That he could be jealous?” Aha, now we’re coming to the point of this conversation.  
 
    “That he even thought of me at all.” Putting down his empty cup, Artemas leaned back, and Silvanus quickly got rid of his own cup so he could cuddle his mate. “He never once looked at me, you know.” 
 
    Surely, that can’t be right.  
 
    “I mean, he might have done when I was a baby,” Artemas continued, “but from my earliest memory, his head was always turned away from me. I guess, because he was an old god, he imagined his wife would look after me. I can’t imagine how he felt when he realized he was pregnant. I know his wife wasn’t at the time, so what does that tell you about him?” 
 
    “She wasn’t likely to want to have intimate relations with him while he was pregnant.” 
 
    “Maybe that was why he was always in a bad mood.” Artemas sighed. “She was not a nice woman. I hope she was nicer to her daughters than she was to me.” 
 
    “You came through it though,” Silvanus ran his fingers along Artemas’s strong jaw. “You came through it, and learned from the mistakes of both your fathers, meaning you were the perfect father figure for your brothers when they came along.” 
 
    “They were so unsure of themselves,” Artemas shook his head remembering with a small smile. “I remembered how I felt when I was left on Poseidon’s door step – or rather in his main hall. A palace with no windows, no visible staff, walls rearranging themselves to suit Poseidon’s moods. It was a weird and strange world. The only thing I remember Poseidon doing was taking me out into the sea for my first time. I saw a different side of him then. He loves his water, and every creature in it.” 
 
    “Sounds like Poseidon did more than Thoth ever did.” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” Inhaling sharply, Artemas got up and turned, sinking back down so he was straddling Silvanus’s lap. Silvanus’s cock immediately noticed. In that moment it seemed like forever since he’d last felt his mate’s body around him. With all their time zone hopping, he was struggling to remember what day it was. “I’m going to face them, both in their homes. I’m going to stand in front of Thoth and demand he look at me, and when I’m done with Thoth, I’m going to Poseidon, and I’m going to let him know it’s about time he was proud of me.” 
 
    “And I promise, I will be right by your side.” Silvanus’s cock was bent to the point of pain, but his heart warmed with the conviction and strength in Artemas’s eyes. “Do we have to go right this minute?” he asked with a slight hump of his hips.  
 
    “No,” Artemas grinned, a pure and almost boyish smile that lit up his face. “There was something else I wanted to do first.” 
 
    Please, please, please… yes. Silvanus groaned as Artemas threaded his fingers through his hair, and leaned down for a kiss.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty One 
 
    Artemas stared up at the house he was born in; house being a relative term. Like all gods, Thoth preferred a mansion, his dwelling covered in carvings and hieroglyphics indicative of the homes of pharaohs long ago. As soon as they arrived, Artemas knew Thoth was responsible for the upset at the hotel. The magical signature that hovered around the air was unmistakable. “Do we know if he’s still married?” Artemas asked as they made their way up the too-big steps. His stomach was full of butterflies.  
 
    “The mighty Thoth has managed to piss off all three of his wives,” Silvanus said, keeping pace beside him. “It would seem, after Ra elevated him to overseeing the dead in his name, Thoth gave his wives all the record keeping work Ra ordered done, preferring to keep his head in a book. Combine that with the fact that out of three wives, he only managed two children, despite the wives being prolific with others, and one would suggest he spent far too much time with the esoteric side of life, ignoring the basic instincts and passions that make a marriage work.” 
 
    “I’m just glad they won’t be here.” Artemas hesitated by the giant door, wondering whether to knock or not. He could still feel the effects of the primal passions he and Silvanus had enjoyed the night before and fueled by that reminder, that he wasn’t a kid anymore, he opened the door without knocking and strode in as if it was his right.  
 
    Nothing had changed. It was exactly as Artemas remembered, only grubbier. Long corridors lined with overcrowded floor to ceiling bookshelves, flowed at all angles off the central room. Artemas used to think the house layout was a depiction of the sun and its rays – another way Thoth tried to match himself with his father Ra.  
 
    In the center of the ‘sun’ was a giant orb measuring several feet high. It was said, although Artemas didn’t know how truthful it was, that the orb contained the hub of Thoth’s magic. Rumor had it, Thoth was so magically powerful, his powers couldn’t be contained in a human form, which was why the orb was necessary.  
 
    As a small child, Artemas remembered being hit regularly, anytime he got within a few feet of the huge thing; apparently it was fragile and not something a child should be near. But the orb of his childhood crackled with energy, bolts of light used to spark along the surface of it as if it was a living thing. Now the glass was dark, murky, and Artemas couldn’t feel any energy from it at all.  
 
    “Gloomy place.” Silvanus was looking around, no expression on his handsome face. “If I couldn’t read Thoth’s energies here, I’d have said this place had been deserted for centuries.” 
 
    “Thoth wasn’t one for housework.” Artemas ran his hand over the dusty orb, surprised when a flicker of light followed the movement of his hand. “This place is dying. The magic’s fading.” 
 
    “Magic can’t die.” Silvanus’s tone was firm. “It’s a living force; it’s something that needs nourishment, yes, but it can’t die. Was this the seat of Thoth’s power?” He pointed to the orb. Artemas’s hand was still resting on it, a gentle glow surrounding his fingers.  
 
    “I was told it was.” Artemas stroked the dirty glass gently. “This used to be….” 
 
    “Who dares enter the domain of Thoth, Master of the Balance, Lord of the Divine Body?” A loud voice thundered overhead.  
 
    Artemas yelled at the ceiling. “It’s your son, Artemas the Librarian, mate of Silvanus, heir to Poseidon. Show yourself, you old fart and stop hiding behind your theatrics. I demand an audience!” 
 
    “Who are you to demand anything of me?” A tall skinny figure drifted along one of the corridors, dressed in a white flowing tunic that had seen better days. As Thoth got closer, Artemas could see he’d taken on the visage of an old man, his beard straggly, his gray hair a tangled mess. This was not the father he remembered, although the eyes and nose were unmistakably his.  
 
    “You were nothing but a colossal mistake made in a moment of weakness,” Thoth sneered as he wafted into the main room. “How dare you breach my walls and sully my home.” 
 
    Silvanus started towards the old man, but Artemas put out his hand, stopping him. This was his fight. “I dare because you endangered humans trying to get to me. Do you honestly think I wouldn’t recognize the magical signature you left all over our hotel room in London? You certainly wanted to attract my attention then. So here I am, standing before you. What the hell do you want with me?” 
 
    “You owe me.” Thoth pointed at him as he moved closer, his finger almost skeletal in appearance. “My wife left me because of you. You stole that precious book from me at the auction, and then you had the audacity to mate with a god older than time. Everywhere I go, everyone tells me how great Artemas is, how intelligent, how clever, how strong. Ra opened his library to you, something unseen for eons, even by me. How dare that privilege go to the wasted fruit of my loins.” 
 
    “Your spunk might have splashed on the floor, but Poseidon’s wasn’t wasted.” Artemas could feel his power and anger rising in equal parts.  “He was the one who raised me, not you. You were too timid, hiding behind your wife’s skirts, to ever face your responsibilities like a real man. I can see now, why Poseidon wouldn’t touch you except on a bet.” 
 
    The shock on Thoth’s face was very real. “It was no bet. He… he… Poseidon wanted me. He pursued me. He claimed over and over he was smitten by my beauty and had to have me.” 
 
    “Zeus bet him three diamonds the size of my fist that Poseidon couldn’t get into your pants in a week. He won the bet in two hours. You were panting for it, begging for something your wife couldn’t give you and you couldn’t drop your pants fast enough. Zeus and Poseidon laughed about that for weeks afterwards, so I was told. The skinny scholar no one wanted, pussy-whipped by his wife. Your coupling with Poseidon was a joke, and guess what, I’m the punchline.” 
 
    “No!” Thoth’s face scrunched up, going an alarming shade of red. “I won’t have you take my memories of Poseidon from me too, you worthless vermin. I was adored by millions, courted by everyone far and wide. Every god paid dearly for an hour of my time. Even the mighty Ra faded in the background when I was around.” 
 
    “What kind of delusional world are you living in?” Artemas couldn’t believe how unhinged his father sounded. “Ra retired, he didn’t fade into the background. He did what any other normal, well-adjusted god would do when worshipper numbers fell, and found himself something else to do. He didn’t wallow, like in this crypt to past glories, or let himself go, like you clearly have. For fuck’s sake, haven’t you ever heard of a cleaning cloth?” He swiped at the glass orb, holding up his fingers to show the dust.  
 
    But Thoth wasn’t looking at the dust on his fingers – his eyes were riveted by the flickers of the light on the orb. “You’ve got my magic,” he snarled, his face twisted in rage. “Not only are you kissing up to Ra, but you’ve stolen my magic.” 
 
    “I’ve never stolen a thing in my life, and certainly not from you.” Artemas’s snarl was deeper and a lot more effective, because Thoth took a step back. “You’re the one with loose morals. You’re the one who couldn’t stay faithful to anyone and then chucked me away, your flesh and blood, as if I was worth nothing. A son. Your magic.” He held up his palms as if weighing each and then dropped them again. “Why do I think you’ve thrown that away too?” 
 
    “I came into being as the most powerful magic user in all existence,” Thoth roared, his body growing bigger, until his head touched the ceiling. But the mass wasn’t solid. It was flickering in and out as if the picture was faulty on a television screen. “I am the god to end all gods. You will kneel before me.” 
 
    “Why should I?” Artemas folded his arms across his chest and stared up at the man who birthed him, conscious of Silvanus’s silent presence behind him. “You interfered with human lives, something the Fates forbid. You haven’t even bothered to acknowledge my mate and show him the respect he deserves because you’re too full of your own delusions. I won’t kneel to you, I have never kneeled in front of another person before, unless I was having some fun while I was down there.”  
 
    Artemas risked a look over his shoulder and winked at his mate, before turning back to Thoth. “You are nothing more than Ra’s lackey and not a very good one at that. You’re nothing to me, do you understand? I thought your approval was worth striving for, but I look at you, and all I see is a pitiful excuse for what a god should be. You’re pathetic.” 
 
    “You dare defy me?” Thoth raised his hands, and Artemas felt the air around them crackle, and a sharp wind flew down the corridors towards him and Silvanus. As it hit, Artemas brushed it away as if it was nothing, holding up his own hands as a shield for him and his mate.  
 
    “My turn,” he grinned as he sent out his senses, calling on the water, as much a part of him as Thoth’s magic. While the house was dusty, there was a lot of water in Thoth’s domain – streams running hidden under the parched grass, pipes bringing water into the house. Artemas called it all – every drop – the tree on his back lending him energy, pushing the water towards his target. “Deny this,” he yelled as windows burst and doors flew open, water surging into Thoth’s home in a torrent.  
 
    Thoth’s image flickered and wavered as he tried to summon the energy for another spell. But the water was relentless, powerful and strong, and for the first time in his life, Artemas felt the true meaning of what it was to be Poseidon’s son. This was Poseidon’s power at its epic best and Artemas controlled it effortlessly. His feet fell out from under him, his legs changing, his tail holding him buoyant as the waters rose. Grabbing hold of Silvanus’s hand, Artemas created a bubble so his mate wouldn’t get wet. He laughed as his hair turned green and fell in waves down his back. His shirt split, falling off his arms, and still he grew until he was bigger, wider and far stronger than the mighty Thoth would ever be.  
 
    Thoth gasped as the water hit his face, his size shrinking as the power necessary to hold his spell receded with the waters. In just a few minutes, the water was gone, soggy papers and soft puddles all that was left. And Thoth was back to his normal size, lying like an old man, on his side, struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Who is kneeling now, old man?” Artemas let his shift flow over him slowly, until he and Silvanus were standing on the floor once more.  
 
    “How? How?” Thoth’s eyes widened as he took in the trails of branches that were now covering Artemas’s shoulders. “Oh, my gods, you stole the tree of life – that’s how you defeated me.” 
 
    “My mate is powerful in his own right,” Silvanus rumbled, “and you’d do well to remember who you’re addressing. The tree is a gift from the Mother of all things, bestowed to Artemas on our mating. To slander Artemas is to insult me and the Mother.” 
 
    “And me,” another voice sounded behind them. Standing in the doorway was Poseidon, but he wasn’t alone. “I told you, Ra-baby, that god of yours has run amuck and you need to do something about him fast. I knew as soon as I felt my son summon the waters, the other half of his genetics was up to no good.” 
 
    “He be-spelled humans and took away their free will,” Artemas said harshly, refusing to let his heart care for the god cowering on the floor. “He spied on me and Silvanus, and claimed I stole his magic and the tree of life. His soul is wracked with jealousy and bitterness, his mind is failing, and his powers are weak which can only mean he’s dabbling in the dark side.” 
 
    “Oh, Thoth, you really need to get yourself a hobby or something,” Ra said sadly, picking his way over the debris on the floor. Ra’s human form was of a slender young man, with gilded skin and a large golden dome floating above his head. In contrast to his elaborate headwear, he was wearing blue jeans and a polo shirt. 
 
    Thoth looked up, worship in his eyes. “Ra, Poseidon, you came. I knew my lover and my father wouldn’t desert me in my time of need.” 
 
    “We’re not here for you.” Ra’s tone sharpened. “You dared to interfere in the life of my grandson, and the son of one of my oldest friends. You’re ignoring the god Silvanus as though he was nothing, when without him our world wouldn’t exist. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Nothing?” Thoth finally seemed to remember where he was and who he was talking to. Pushing himself off the floor, he tried to straighten his soggy robes and brushed his hair off his face with his hands. “My lord Ra, my lover Poseidon, it is a great honor. I… er… I wasn’t expecting you. I’ll er… just let me clean out the trash, and we can take tea.” 
 
    “Trash? You consider me and my mate trash?” Stalking over to where Thoth stood, Artemas poked him hard in the chest. “Look at me. No, damn it,” he added when Thoth turned his head away, “look at me and acknowledge me as your son. The man who bested you this day.” 
 
    “This person’s delusional,” Thoth said with a shaky laugh, peering around Artemas’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen him before in my life, and as for his accusations, well, surely Ra, you can see how ludicrous they are.” 
 
    “You never saw me?” Artemas refused to let his voice break. “You’ve done nothing but watch me for years. Sticking your nose in, interfering, letting your jealousy build and your hatred grow until you broke the fundamental law all gods hold dear.” 
 
    “You should never have been born!” Thoth screamed, spittle coating his beard. “The book to summon the gods was meant to be mine, the book of Silvanus should be in my library, not yours, visiting Ra’s library should have been my privilege, not given to an illegitimate brat like you. I petitioned the Fates for Silvanus, he should have been my mate, not yours. I am the only being worthy of carrying the tree of life, not you!” 
 
    There was stunned silence. Ignoring his lunatic father, Artemas turned to Silvanus. “Thoth was meant for you?” 
 
    “Never.” Silvanus shook his head. “My petition to the Fates was very clear. I would not take on a god who’d been married before, let alone three times. If he petitioned them, then he did that after we claimed each other and the Fates in their wisdom ignored Thoth, just as they have always done. Thoth and I have barely had anything to do with each other over eons of existence, something I’m thankful for after today’s display.” 
 
    “You would have loved me best,” Thoth said silkily, and Artemas swung around to see Thoth doing his best to hold onto his younger visage. There was a freshness and innocence in the younger face, but much like his godly form, Thoth couldn’t hold it for long.  
 
    “Oh dear.” Ra shook his head, seeing the struggle Thoth was going through. “You have been messing with shit you had no right to touch, haven’t you? Is this my fault? Is the fact I was a stern father the reason you ignore your son?” 
 
    “I didn’t want him.” Thoth wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes, not even his father’s. “Poseidon fucked me one time and then never came near me again. Even when I called him to take the wretched boy, he sent Zeus to collect him. Poseidon couldn’t even look at me after that one time.” 
 
    “Probably because I never wanted you in the first place,” Poseidon said, his tone almost bored. “I only went near your ass to get those diamonds. But I got something far more precious than diamonds out of the deal. I got my son, Artemas the Librarian.” 
 
    Poseidon appeared right in front of Artemas, blocking his view of Thoth. “The person who birthed you is a weak and inconsequential nobody, who can’t look at you because when he does, he can’t help but see what a good, honest, and decent god you are. But I see you,” he said, reaching out and touching Artemas’s temple. “I might not have always been around when you were young, but I see you, I feel you, and I am damn proud of you. I always have been.” 
 
    “But, but…” Artemas didn’t know what to do or say. So, he said the first thing that came out of his mouth. “My mating, you were so disappointed in me.” 
 
    “Not disappointed, shocked.” Poseidon chuckled as he rested his forehead on Artemas’s chest. “All I ever wanted your entire life was for you to be happy, and then, when it happened…. Ugh, Claude tore strips off my ass for not even bothering to congratulate you. So, you carry the tree. Big deal. You can still summon the waters, and do it damn well. What I should have said, was congratulations, and welcomed Silvanus into our family. I don’t get everything right, but don’t ever doubt I care about you, because you are the son of my heart, you are my first and that will never change.” 
 
    “I’m your first that you know of.” Artemas patted Poseidon’s shoulder awkwardly.  
 
    “Let’s not get into semantics. That always seems to get us into trouble.” Straightening up, Poseidon’s smile lit up his face. “The tree’s growing, it’s bigger than it was before and that is all down to you and the love you share with your mate. It hasn’t done that in a very long time. I see good things in the future of our world, and that of the mortals.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t grow much further.” Artemas peered at the new leaves sprouting on his shoulder. “One day I might try and get out of bed and find my feet rooted to the floor.” 
 
    “That will never happen,” Silvanus said, his voice gruff as he wrapped his arms around Artemas’s naked waist. “And if it does, we’ll just stay rooted together.” 
 
    “Rooted together.” Poseidon slapped his thigh and rolled over laughing. “I can’t believe it Silva, you made a joke. Mating must be good for you.” 
 
    “It’s the best thing that could ever happen to me.” Silvanus was totally serious, even more so when he turned his attention to Ra. “You know the laws, ruler of the gods. You know Thoth must be sanctioned for what he did to those humans.” 
 
    “He will be sanctioned for a lot more than that.” Ra’s voice was surprisingly deep for someone who looked so young. “He will be punished. Seeing as he wanted to see it so badly, I’m thinking of confining him to my library for the next thousand years or so.” 
 
    “Didn’t that place rebury itself the morning after we were there?” Artemas asked.  
 
    “Yes, and it will remain that way,” Ra said simply. He bowed his head low to Silvanus. “Blessings on your mating, Silvanus god of living things. May your journeys seem lighter with my grandson by your side. And don’t forget, we do a Sunday roast every week. You’re both invited anytime.” Touching his hand to Thoth’s shoulder, and not even looking at the bedraggled god, Ra and his captive disappeared.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting.” Poseidon stretched his arms and yawned. “If you two are all right, I think I might head home and see what my beloved is doing. It must be bedtime somewhere around the world.” 
 
    “Sei, Dad.” Stepping out of Silvanus’s arms, Artemas struggled to find his words.  
 
    “I see you, son of my heart.” Poseidon sketched a quick salute. “I always have, I always will.” He disappeared, just like Ra and Thoth had done.  
 
    “Do you feel any better now?” Silvanus asked softly, holding him by the shoulders and pulling him back into his warm embrace.  
 
    “I feel….” Artemas took in a huge breath. “I’m not sure what I feel about Thoth any more, but my heart is settled where Poseidon is concerned, and I met Ra, so the day wasn’t a total bust.” 
 
    “You know I see you too, right?” 
 
    Looking up, Artemas lost himself in Silvanus’s loving eyes. “And I see you too, my love. Take us home, or at least back to the hotel. I suppose we’d better check up on Crane and his friends before we decide what to do next.” 
 
    “We can do that tomorrow.” Silvanus’s voice was full of promises Artemas knew he could keep. “I found myself strangely aroused by your merman form. Do you think that tub at the hotel would hold us both if you’re in that form?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Artemas chuckled. “But I know a wonderful place that will. Hold on tight.” Which was a silly thing to say, because Artemas knew in his heart, his mate would never let him go.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty Two 
 
    “Mr. Klaxon, Mr. Forest, it’s very good of you to allow this meeting.” Silvanus let Crane and his two associates through the door of their hotel suite. Just like the first visit, Crane was clutching his briefcase, but George and Horace appeared like any other students who were down on their cash but trying to make a good impression.  
 
    “I’d like to introduce to you, two of my associates, George Cumin and Horace Jacobs.” Crane waved a hand to indicate his friend. “We’re from the Center of Enlightenment Society. Perhaps you’ve heard of us?” 
 
    They have no recollection of meeting us before. Silvanus couldn’t believe it.  
 
    Which means Thoth must have collared Crane at the auction when he was trying to get your book. They’ve been influenced for longer than we thought, although it seems to have stopped now. Artemas showed nothing on his face, except a polite interest in the new arrivals.  
 
    “Come in and make yourselves comfortable,” Silvanus said, indicating the seats at the small dining table. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “Well, my friends and I.” Crane blushed, his cheeks rivaling his hair in color. “You’re probably going to think this sounds silly, but we’re on a quest to prove the existence of ancient gods. We believe studying the book you won at the auction, Mr. Klaxon, might help us achieve that goal.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting hypothesis you’re trying to prove,” Artemas said gravely. “Have other objects or studies led you to believe you’re onto something?” 
 
    “We’re very strong believers in the unseen elements of the world, Mr. Klaxon,” George, the magic user said smoothly. “I myself, have studied many ancient magical texts and have had some limited success in replicating some of the spells found in them.” He brushed a piece of lint from his pants, as though being modest about his achievements.  
 
    “You must have extensive language knowledge then,” Silvanus made it sound as if he was impressed. “There aren’t many scholars who can read the ancient texts as easily as they were written. Mr. Klaxon and I are both collectors of ancient artifacts and even we struggle to interpret some of the markings at times.” 
 
    “Interpretation is such a relative term,” George said airily. “One doesn’t need an extensive knowledge of any language to gain an understanding of the gist of what the writer is saying.” 
 
    “I’d be very careful of that, if I were you,” Artemas warned, shooting a look at Silvanus. “Magical texts and spells often rely on the exact literal translation of words used to receive the desired results.” 
 
    George looked as though he was going to argue, so Silvanus cut in smoothly. “What is your talent in this endeavor, Mr. Jacobs?” He asked Horace. “Are you a student of ancient languages too?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Horace looked surprised anyone noticed him. “I see things, Mr. Forest. Things other people don’t usually see. It’s not easy to understand, if you’re not familiar with the unseen world like we are….” 
 
    “I probably understand more than you think.” Silvanus couldn’t resist a smirk at Artemas who seemed to be clutching the side of his chair, his lips pressed tightly together in suppressed laughter. “Anyhow, you came about the book, is that right? Obviously, we don’t leave valuable objects lying around in a hotel room, but we were able to find a scholar who could translate much of the writings inside. We thought you might be interested.”  
 
    He handed a folder that had been left on the table over to Crane who took it eagerly. Opening it hurriedly, his mouth moving as he silently scanned the words.  
 
    “As you pointed out,” Silvanus nodded at George, “translation is relative to a person’s experience and knowledge, however it would appear the book was nothing more than a gardening journal of sorts. Our experts couldn’t determine an age of the writings themselves, but they imagined it to be of a later era than the carbon dated cover.” 
 
    “This is a bust, guys,” Crane said to his friends, holding up the type written notes. “Tips on how to propagate plants, bushes, and vegetables. The only remotely interesting thing in here is a spell to improve fertility and I’m not sure if it’s related to harvests or people.” 
 
    “I’d be very careful who you were around if you ever tried it out then,” Artemas couldn’t hide his smirk. “Silva, didn’t you have one more gift for our friends before they leave?” 
 
    “Yes. One moment.” Going through into the bedroom, Silvanus hid behind the half-closed bedroom door and drew on his magic. A pot appeared in his hands, with a small oak sapling growing in it. Caressing the leaves, Silvanus blessed its future growth, before walking back into the living room carrying it carefully.  
 
    “Mr. Crane, I realize you might have been disappointed in the contents of the book you were looking for, but where I come from, we give gifts of plants. There is so much destruction in the world’s natural environment, me and my family do our best to encourage regrowth one tree at a time. This young thing is an oak, well-suited to living in your country. I hope you’ll accept this gift and treat it well.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Crane dropped the papers, and reached out his hands, clasping the huge pot to his skinny chest. “Mr. Forest, Mr. Klaxon, you’ve both been very generous with your time, and your gifts. We’ll take our leave, and thank you.” 
 
    There was a bit of a kerfuffle. Crane couldn’t carry his pot, the folder, and the briefcase, but a few sharp words to his friends, and they were finally out of the door. “That,” Silvanus said, leaning on the door, after they were gone, “Is how we should’ve handled things the last time.” 
 
    “That,” Artemas laughed as he strode over to meet him, “is how we handle humans who aren’t being influenced by evil gods.”  
 
    Silvanus sighed as Artemas’s arms slid around his waist with a familiarity that was comforting and arousing all in one go. “Do you think more of Crane’s dryad nature will come out, now he has a tree of his own to care for?” 
 
    “The most that will happen is he’ll become protective of it,” Silvanus said. “The dryad part of his lineage is very weak. I think the only reason he reacted to my book’s cover so strongly is because the wood came from a dryad owned tree.” 
 
    “Well, it was nice to have a peaceful end to something for a change.” Artemas sighed as he rested his head on Silvanus’s chest. “What did you want to do now? It’s probably time we booked out of this hotel and went back to a semblance of normal life.” 
 
    “We need to go to Thor’s and Orin’s shortly. The Fates sent me a message this morning, asking me to oversee the birth of his twins.” 
 
    Artemas was quiet for a moment, and Silvanus wondered if it was something he should do alone. But he should have had more faith in his partner. Rising his head slowly, Artemas met his eyes. “Do you think less of me because I’m not ready for us to have children of our own yet?” 
 
    “This is about what I said to Thor, isn’t it, about courage and challenges?” 
 
    Artemas nodded.  
 
    “I never said those words to be a reflection on you. In honesty, they had nothing to do with you. Thor was upsetting his mate and was, frankly, too thick to notice, and it was because, inside he had a fear he wouldn’t be ‘enough’ for his mate if he gave up other parts of his life. You and I are totally different. We have an agreement to wait, and I’m fine with that. I haven’t had nearly enough time with you alone to enjoy the different parts of our lives together yet and it could be decades before I have.” 
 
    “Decades?” 
 
    Silvanus chuckled. It was just like his mate to want to put a time line on everything. “The word was used as an illustration of time, nothing more. All you need to know, is that I love you the way you are, and I trust you love me the same way. If we’re meant to have children, then we’ll know when the time is right. In the meantime, my life is complete with you in it.” 
 
    “As is mine.” Artemas raised up on his toes slightly, pressing a kiss on Silvanus’s chin.  
 
    “You do have to remember though,” Silvanus warned, before he got distracted. “Part of my nature is to be involved with the creation of new life. The Fates usually handle god births, but this time they honored me with the duties, and I’m proud to be chosen for this. Any birth is a celebration and it’s been many, many, years since my skills have been called on this way.”  
 
    “The Fates probably asked you to do it, because they didn’t want to face Thor’s cussing as he gives birth. I understand it’s not a peaceful event.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” Silvanus’s searched his mate’s face for any further doubt. “So, you don’t mind coming with me? Witness the birth of two new demigods?” 
 
    “You’ve done so much for me,” Artemas’s voice was husky and he rolled his hips against Silvanus’s own. “You stood by and let me handle Thoth on my own. You trusted me enough to let me fuck you under the sea. You listened when I expressed my concerns about Crane and his friends, helping me come up with a plan that worked for everyone concerned. Now it’s time for me to show you support in what you do, and who you are and it’s something I’ll do gladly.” 
 
    “I really hope you weren’t attached to this suit of yours,” Silvanus groaned as Artemas’s hips applied more pressure. “Thor can wait a few hours. I have a strong urgent need to see if we can break this hotel bed before we leave.” 
 
    “You can do that with a wave of your hand,” Artemas laughed. “That doesn’t have to take a few hours.” 
 
    “It will the way I want to do it.” Reaching up, Silvanus loosened Artemas’s tie, drawing it over his mate’s head and dropping it on the floor. “Want to save your shirt?” 
 
    Artemas held his gaze as Silvanus grabbed the collar of the fine pale pink shirt and ripped it down the middle, buttons pinging everywhere.  
 
    “What else have you got?” Artemas winked.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty Three 
 
    “You are not coming near me with that fucking knife,” Thor roared, his big hands cradled around an even bigger belly. “I swear if you come one step closer, original god or not, I’m throwing my damn hammer at you.”  
 
    “Thor,” Silvanus said patiently as he made the knife disappear, “We’ve been here for half an hour now. You know it’s time. How do you expect to give birth to these babies, if you won’t let me near you?” 
 
    “I’m not giving birth,” Thor said smugly. “Carrying them is one thing, but these babies are going to just appear, dressed in onesies and smelling sweet, or they can stay where they are.” 
 
    “Babe, don’t you think you’re being a teensy bit unreasonable?” Orin asked. He was sitting by Thor’s bedside, his hand on Thor’s shoulder. “Silvanus says that it’s time for the babies to be born. How did you think they were supposed to come out?” 
 
    “I told you, precious,” Thor ignored Silvanus, and Artemas who was lurking by the door, completely. “I’ll just go to sleep like I always do, and when I wake up, our little twins will be curled up between us, looking adorable. It’ll happen any day, you just wait and see.” 
 
    “Yep,” Orin shook his head. “That’ll be a no. You have to give birth, and as you don’t have the necessary openings, they have to come out through a cut in your belly.” 
 
    “They can be born with magic.” Thor pouted. “I’m a god, for fuck’s sake. These babies can just translocate themselves out of me.” 
 
    “They’re not going to know where they’re translocating to.” Glancing at his mate, Silvanus saw Artemas had conjured himself a chair. “The first rule of translocation is knowing where you’re going first. If they get it wrong, they could end up being stuck in a wall somewhere and we’ll never find them.” 
 
    “Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that, Artie.” Thor paused. “I’ll magic them out myself.” Thor twitched his fingers over his belly and then frowned, and twitched again. “They can’t be ready to come out. Nothing happened.” 
 
    “Did you ever stop to think that there are some things a god can’t do, and one of them is male gods can’t give birth by themselves?” Silvanus could feel the energies emanating from Thor’s stomach. Those little ones were being born within the next few hours, if he had to knock Thor out to do it. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “And you’re welcome here,” Thor said in a sickly sweet sarcastic voice that didn’t fit him at all. “But keep your fucking knives to yourself.” The snarling was much more Thor’s style. 
 
    Silvanus sighed. “Fine, have it your way. The only other way I can help you give birth is to change your internal organs and give you a vagina. Of course, that’s an extremely long and painful way of giving birth, as any mother will tell you, but if you’d rather….” 
 
    “You’re not touching my cock, either.” Thor tried to reach under his belly to protect the region concerned, but he couldn’t reach. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to.” Silvanus shook his head. “However, seeing as a vagina would have to go roughly where your balls are currently sitting, and I’m not a hundred percent sure how long….” 
 
    “You’re not touching my equipment! I swear I’ll strike you down with every inch of lightning I can muster if you do anything to my cock.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Silvanus clicked his fingers, and a chair appeared next to Artemas’s. Strolling over, he made himself comfortable, reaching out and taking Artemas’s hand in his.  
 
    After a long moment, Thor asked, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Waiting.” Silvanus magicked up mugs of coffee for himself and his mate. “Did you fancy anything to eat?” 
 
    Artemas shook his head, trying so hard not to laugh.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? I’ve already told you, you’re not coming near me with a knife and you’re not getting rid of my cock.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Silvanus sniffed his brew and took a sip.  
 
    “I mean it,” Thor didn’t like being ignored. “There has to be another way to give birth. I’m sure Poseidon didn’t go through this shit when he had the twins.” 
 
    “Poseidon has a small silvery scar along the bottom of his belly,” Artemas said quietly. “He was told it was a reminder of how precious new life was. He wears it like a badge of honor. Apparently, it’s a huge erogenous zone for him and Claude, or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen Poseidon with a scar,” Thor scoffed.  
 
    “Believe it,” Artemas said. “Like you and Orin, him and Claude were a god/shifter pairing and there was no way of knowing what skills the twins would have when they were born. He had a magically enhanced c-section just like anyone else would have if they didn’t have the right biological bits to give birth.” 
 
    Thor didn’t look so confident now. “I really hope at least one of the twins is like you,” he said to Orin quietly.  
 
    “It won’t really matter if the twins are healthy, will it?” Orin smiled. “The problem I’m seeing is, how long can the babies survive in that belly of yours, before they get too scrunched up to grow anymore. They could be stunted, and then there’s the matter of their little lungs. Their lungs can’t grow and develop the way they should, if they can’t breathe air, and for all your hot headedness, I don’t think there’s any air pockets in your belly.” 
 
    “Now, you’re being silly.” Thor chewed the side of his lip.  
 
    “Am I?” Orin patted his shoulder, fondly. “It’s the cycle of life, babe. You tried your magic and they didn’t come out. The magic behind giving birth is as old as time itself, and a lot older than you, so I’m not surprised it didn’t work. Thor, please. Can’t you let Silvanus do what he needs to do? I want to hold our babies. I want to count fingers and toes and press kisses on their cute little faces. I want to feed them, and dress them, and….” 
 
    “All right!” Thor sounded irritable, but then he grinned. “My mate could make the highest mountains fall with his pleading. But no body modifications. I’ll take the knife.” 
 
    “If you’re sure you’re ready.” Silvanus was tempted to spin things out a little longer, but that wouldn’t be fair to the babies Thor was carrying. Handing his coffee mug to Artemas, he leaned over and brushed his lips against Artemas’s cheeks. “This won’t take long.” 
 
    Standing up, Silvanus clicked for his knife – an extremely thin and very sharp blade with a wooden handle that molded to his fingers perfectly. Orin’s eyes widened as he got closer. “Is there anything we need first?” He squeaked. “Clothes, blankets, bottles, a first aid kit?” 
 
    “Don’t panic, little one,” Silvanus said gently. “This won’t hurt Thor, and it’ll be over before you know it. But the blankets are a good idea. Do you have any handy? Not your best ones, because they won’t be perfectly clean when they come out, but something soft so you can both hold them.” 
 
    “I’ll go get some. Love you.” Giving Thor a quick kiss, Orin scuttled from the room.  
 
    Waving his hand over Thor’s belly, Silvanus muttered quietly under his breath, a spell he hadn’t used in centuries. Thor’s sagged head went back, and a sleepy grin came over his face. “I feel good,” he drawled. “Real good. Get on with it, Silva, before my precious comes back.” 
 
    That’s what I’d intended to do. Under the laws of the Fates, god births couldn’t be witnessed by non-god peoples, even the god’s mate. Silvanus made an exception for Artemas as they were mates, and Artemas was a god in his own right.  
 
    Moving quickly, he rested his hand on the lower swell of Thor’s belly, sending out a spell that would numb the entire area. His cut was swift and sure, and within seconds he had the head and back of the first newborn in his hands. Lifting gently, he checked the sex, and then laid the baby on Thor’s bare chest. Another small grope in Thor’s insides, and the second child greeted the air with a lusty wail.  
 
    “Both boys,” Silvanus said, his voice rough with emotion. He couldn’t help it. Weddings and births got him every time. “You have two fine sons, Thor. You have every reason to be proud.” Resting the second son next to the first, Silvanus called on the final spell, the one to remove the placentas and seal the cut on Thor’s belly. The wound stitched together, with barely a hint of blood remaining and just in time. Orin came flying into the room.  
 
    “I heard, I heard… Oh, my gods, Thor, we have babies. Beautiful babies.” He hurried over, reaching down to stroke Thor’s face. “Are you all right? Did it hurt? Can I get you anything? You are so brave, and I love you so much.” 
 
    “Look at how tiny they are.” Thor seemed awed by the two babies cradled by his biceps. “I can fit them both on my chest.” 
 
    “A minute ago, they were both in your belly,” Orin laughed, tears in his eyes, as he wrapped the squalling one up in a blanket and picked him up. “Look at you, all mouth all ready. We know who you’re going to take after.” 
 
    Silvanus took the other blanket and draped it over the one left on Thor’s chest. Thor looked up, his smile splitting his face. “Thank you,” he mouthed.  
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” Silvanus asked, more moved by the scene than he let on. “If you need me and Artemas for anything, just call.” He tapped his head.  
 
    “It’s going to be a huge adjustment,” Thor said quietly, looking down at the baby now asleep on his chest. “I haven’t been this happy since Orin agreed to my claim.” 
 
    “You’re going to be an amazing father.” Laying his hand on the baby’s head, Silvanus blessed him and then turned to find the other one. To his surprise, Artemas was huddled by Orin’s shoulder, his finger caught in the baby’s tight little grip. For a moment, Silvanus’s heart tightened. Thor wasn’t the only one who’d make a good father. But then Artemas looked up, his smile gentle, his eyes sparkling with happiness, and Silvanus reminded himself he had the one thing that mattered.  
 
    “Ready to go home, love? We’ll leave this little family to get to know each other.” Moving closer he blessed the second child, who stared at him with Thor’s eyes.  
 
    “Call me if you need anything,” Artemas said, carefully disengaging his finger from the baby’s grip, and taking Silvanus’s hand. “You’re a very lucky man, Orin Green.” 
 
    “I know,” Orin said simply, walking slowly, so he could crawl up on the bed next to his mate. Thor immediately lifted up his arm, so Orin and his precious bundle could snuggle underneath. “Don’t be strangers, okay?” 
 
    “We won’t.” Silvanus focused on his mate. “Where to?” 
 
    “Can we go to the glade? I’d just like for it to be us for a bit, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Your wish….” Holding Artemas’s hands, Silvanus took one last look at the family unit. Thor and Orin were counting fingers and toes, their love wafting off them like a cloud. Perfect. Closing his eyes, he took his mate home.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Oh, this is the life. Artemas stretched, his limbs languid from the sun. He’d felt awkward when they’d first arrived at the glade, sure Silvanus was going to mention something about wanting children of his own, or asking if the birth had triggered any paternal feelings in him. But all Silvanus had done was love him often, and when he did speak of the babies, who were adorable, it was simply passing comments about how much sleep the new parents might be getting.  
 
    In turn, Artemas shared some of the stories he had, raising his brothers and as he did, Artemas realized he had hidden a fundamental part of himself over the years. Raising Nereus, Lasse, and Baby hadn’t been a chore, or a duty. It’d been fun - exhausting, but fun. Artemas hadn’t had much of a chance to talk to anyone about those days before, but he often had Silvanus rolling around laughing at some of the antics the boys pulled as they grew up.  
 
    Those talks settled something deep inside of Artemas. He knew he wasn’t ready to raise his own children yet, but he did think it was a decision he’d be ready for over time. The fact that Silvanus didn’t push him, or try and subtly change his mind played a huge part in that.  
 
    Rolling onto his side, Artemas looked to where his mate was sitting in the classic meditation position. His eyes closed, the gentle breeze playing in his hair, his chest a deeper bronze than it’d been before thanks to their lack of need for clothing, Silvanus seemed at one with the outdoors. The calmness he emanated soothed the jagged edges of Artemas’s soul, and healed the ragged tears in his heart.  
 
    As if he could feel his eyes, Silvanus opened his. “Is there something you need, my loving mate?” 
 
    “No, just admiring the view.” Artemas felt his cheeks heat. “It’s so peaceful here.” 
 
    “It is,” Silvanus said, rising to his feet. “Unfortunately, we can’t stay here forever. Someone is demanding access, although, I’m not sure who.” 
 
    Artemas sat up, looking around. “Who would dare try and reach us here? This is your private domain. It’s bad enough Zeus keeps zapping things to us for us to trip over.”  
 
    Okay, it’d only been one time. Zeus had been pleased with the Crane outcome. Melrose Jackson turned out to be one of the many alias’s Thoth had used in his day, and with that man currently enjoying Ra’s library because he couldn’t go anywhere else, Zeus’s life was peaceful again. He had sent a mating gift as a thank you. The state of the art computer system was still sitting in its box. Silvanus’s glade had no electricity or access to the internet.   
 
    “We did promise we’d go and visit Lasse and Jason,” Silvanus reminded him, “And Nereus sent you word we’re invited for dinner as did Ra. It’s beautiful, staying here with you, and I’d love nothing more than to do that for all eternity, but keeping up with family ties is important too. I can’t hide you away here forever.” 
 
    “You can if I let you.” Lying back, Artemas ran his hands down his chest, resting them on the top of his thighs. His cock twitched in anticipation. “I’m never bored when you’re close to me.” 
 
    Silvanus’s chuckle resounded around the glade. “As much as I’d love to take you up on your offer, this message sounded urgent. Whoever it was, was pushing hard against my wards. I could feel it when I was meditating.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll get dressed.” Artemas looked down at his half-hard cock. “But we’re addressing this issue later.” 
 
    “Never doubt how much I love and want you,” Silvanus said seriously. His sexy limbs were now covered in navy pants and a blue shirt open at the collar. Black shoes and a black belt completed his casual look. Opting out of his suits for a change, Artemas mimicked his mate, although his pants were black and his shirt a pale lilac shade. He clicked his fingers, his black rimmed glasses appeared. 
 
    “You never did tell me why you wear them,” Silvanus said, moving closer and taking them out of Artemas’s hand. “You don’t need them, and yet you seem to prefer wearing them anytime we are in the company of others.” 
 
    “It’s part of my look, I suppose.” Artemas shrugged. “Nereus was always the good looking one, Baby was the sexy one, and Lasse was the fun brother. I was known as the academic. I guess I wanted to look the part.” 
 
    “You look incredibly sexy in them.” Opening the frames, Silvanus slid them over Artemas’s ears. “I might have a geek fantasy we could play out later.” His warm breath brushed along Artemas’s cheek.  
 
    “Are you going to dress up like a bad ass, and ravage me over the table in Poseidon’s library?” Artemas felt his smile widen. The answering gleam in Silvanus’s eyes let him know his mate loved the idea. “Come on, let’s see this person whoever it is, so then we can get down to more important things like us.” 
 
    “I have a waiting room – a place between realms. I directed the messenger there.”  
 
    “Isn’t it weird the person was so persistent but couldn’t tell you who they were?” 
 
    “I’ve learned among gods, nothing’s weird anymore. Take my hand, babe. We’ll meet them together.” 
 
    Sliding his hand into Silvanus’s comforting grasp, Artemas waited for his molecules to dissipate and reappear. Silvanus’s waiting room was understated, decked in wood panels and large windows showing a view of ferns and trees. The room held just two small couches, a small coffee table, and a water feature bubbling in the corner. But it was the figure slumped in the corner of one of the couches that held Artemas’s attention.  
 
    “Baby, bro, what on earth are you doing here?” He quickly scanned his youngest brother. He didn’t seem hurt, but there were tear track marks down his beautiful face and his eyes were puffy and red-rimmed.  
 
    “Artie, thank the Fates you came.” Baby jumped up and threw himself into Artemas’s arms. “I had nowhere else to go, I didn’t know who else to turn to. Artie please, you have to help me.” Breaking down in a flood of more tears, Baby couldn’t say anymore.  
 
    Holding his brother firmly, stroking down his slender back, Artemas looked over Baby’s blond curls to see Silvanus looking concerned. He knew without asking, that any trouble Baby had gotten himself into, he and his mate would handle it together.  
 
    “I love you,” he mouthed to Silvanus, as he patiently waited for Baby to pull himself together and let him know what the hell was going on.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    If you’ve got to the end, thank you so much. I do hope you enjoyed the story. I am not sure if Baby will be the next book in this series, although it is quite likely. However, Hades is getting agitated, although he didn’t show up in this story, and Ra for some reason seems to think that having a mate would be a fun idea. So, we will have to see who yells the loudest in my head lol.  
 
    Those of you who follow me on social media know I’ve lost a lot of income lately due to the efforts of pirates. At one point I seriously thought I was going to have to give up writing my stories and get a “real” job. I decided to cut my expenses instead at this point, but for those of you who spent your hard earned money on my story – you have my deepest thanks. Writing is the only income I have, so it means the world to me. 
 
    If you feel inclined, please leave a review at your place of purchase. I wanted to make you smile and hopefully I’ve achieved that, and reviews really do help sell my books to new readers.  
 
    Love is a powerful emotion – I believe it can overcome hate. So, if you get the chance, take the smile I gave you and share it with someone else   
 
    Hug the one you love,  
 
    Lisa xx.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    About the Author 
 
    Lisa Oliver had been writing non-fiction books for years when visions of half dressed, buff men started invading her dreams.  Unable to resist the lure of her stories, Lisa decided to switch to fiction books, and now stories about her men clamor to get out from under her fingertips. With over fifty MM true mate titles to her credit so far, Lisa shows no sign of slowing down.  
 
    When Lisa is not writing, she is usually reading with a cup of tea always at hand. Her grown children and grandchildren sometimes try and pry her away from the computer and have found that the best way to do it is to promise her chocolate.  Lisa will do anything for chocolate. 
 
    Lisa loves to hear from her readers and other writers (I really do, lol).  You can catch up with her on any of the social media links below. 
 
    Facebook – http://www.facebook.com/lisaoliverauthor 
 
    Official Author page – https://www.facebook.com/LisaOliverManloveAuthor/  
 
    My new private teaser group - https://www.facebook.com/groups/540361549650663/  
 
    And I am now on MeWe – you can find my group at http://mewe.com/join/lisa_olivers_paranormal_pack  
 
    My blog - (http://www.supernaturalsmut.com)  
 
    Twitter – http://www.twitter.com/wisecrone333  
 
    Email me directly at yoursintuitively@gmail.com.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books By Lisa/Lee Oliver 
 
    Please note, I have now marked the books that contain mpreg and MMM for those of you who don’t like to read those type of stories. Hope that helps   
 
      
 
    Cloverleah Pack 
 
    Book 1 – The Reluctant Wolf – Kane and Shawn 
 
    Book 2 – The Runaway Cat – Griff and Diablo 
 
    Book 3 – When No Doesn’t Cut It – Damien and Scott 
 
    Book 3.5 – Never Go Back – Scott and Damien’s Trip and a free story about Malacai and Elijah 
 
    Book 4 – Calming the Enforcer – Troy and Anton 
 
    Book 5 – Getting Close to the Omega – Dean and Matthew 
 
    Book 6 – Fae for All – Jax, Aelfric and Fafnir (M/M/M) 
 
    Book 7 – Watching Out for Fangs –Josh and Vadim  
 
    Book 8 – Tangling with Bears – Tobias, Luke and Kurt (M/M/M) 
 
    Book 9 – Angel in Black Leather – Adair and Vassago  
 
    Book 9.5 – Scenes from Cloverleah – four short stories featuring the men we’ve come to love  
 
    Book 10 – On The Brink – Teilo, Raff and Nereus (M/M/M)  
 
    Book 11 – Don’t Tempt Fate – Marius and Cathair  
 
    Book 12 – My Treasure to Keep – Thomas and Ivan  
 
    Book 13 – is on the list to be written – it will be about Wesley and yes, he will find his mate too, but that’s all I can say about this one for now  (Coming soon) 
 
      
 
    The Gods Made Me Do It (Cloverleah spin off series) 
 
    Book One - Get Over It – Madison and Sebastian’s story  
 
    Book Two - You’ve Got to be Kidding – Poseidon and Claude (mpreg) 
 
    Book Three – Don’t Fight It – Lasse and Jason  
 
    Book Four – Riding the Storm – Thor and Orin (mpreg elements [Jason from previous book gives birth in this one]) 
 
    Book Five – I Can See You – Artemas and Silvanus (you just read it) [mpreg elements – Thor gives birth in this story] 
 
      
 
    The Necromancer’s Smile (This is a trilogy series under the name The Necromancer’s Smile where the main couple, Dakar and Sy are the focus of all three books – these cannot be read as standalone). 
 
    Book One – Dakar and Sy – The Meeting 
 
    Book Two – Dakar and Sy – Family affairs  
 
    Book Three – Dakar and Sy – Taking Care of Business – (coming soon).  
 
      
 
    Bound and Bonded Series 
 
    Book One – Don’t Touch – Levi and Steel 
 
    Book Two – Topping the Dom – Pearson and Dante 
 
    Book Three – Total Submission – Kyle and Teric 
 
    Book Four – Fighting Fangs – Ace and Devin 
 
    Book Five – No Mate of Mine – Roger and Cam 
 
    Book Six – Undesirable Mate – Phillip and Kellen  
 
      
 
    Stockton Wolves Series 
 
    Book One – Get off My Case – Shane and Dimitri 
 
    Book Two – Copping a Lot of Sin – Ben, Sin and Gabriel (M/M/M)  
 
    Book Three – Mace’s Awakening – Mace and Roan 
 
    Book Four – Don’t Bite – Trent and Alexi  
 
    Book Five – Tell Me the Truth – Captain Reynolds and Nico (mpreg) 
 
      
 
    Alpha and Omega Series 
 
    Book One – The Biker’s Omega – Marly and Trent 
 
    Book Two – Dance Around the Cop – Zander and Terry 
 
    Book 2.5 – Change of Plans - Q and Sully  
 
    Book Three – The Artist and His Alpha – Caden and Sean 
 
    Book Four – Harder in Heels – Ronan and Asaph 
 
    Book 4.5 – A Touch of Spring – Bronson and Harley  
 
    Book Five – If You Can’t Stand The Heat – Wyatt and Stone (Previously published in an anthology) 
 
    Book Six – Fagin’s Folly – Fagin and Cooper   
 
    Book Seven – The Cub and His Alphas – Daniel, Zeke and Ty (MMM) 
 
    Spin off from The Biker’s Omega – BBQ, Bikes, and Bears – Clive and Roy  
 
    There will be more A&O books – I have had one teasing my brain for months, so stay tuned for that one.  
 
      
 
    Balance – Angels and Demons 
 
    The Viper’s Heart – Raziel and Botis  
 
    Passion Punched King – Anael and Zagan  
 
    (Uriel and Haures’s story will be coming soon) 
 
      
 
    Arrowtown 
 
    A Tiger’s Tale – Ra and Seth (mpreg) 
 
    Snake Snack – Simon and Darwin (mpreg) 
 
    Liam’s Lament – Liam Beau and Trent (MMM) (Mpreg)  
 
    Doc’s Deputy – Deputy Joe and Doc (Mpreg) 
 
      
 
    NEW Series – City Dragons 
 
    Dragon’s Heat – Dirk and Jon  
 
    Dragon’s Fire – Samuel and Raoul  
 
    Dragon’s Tears – (coming soon) 
 
      
 
    Standalone:  
 
    The One Thing Money Can’t Buy (Book 1 of Custom Solutions – a new series coming soon) – Cari and Quaid.  
 
    Bound by Blood – Max and Lyle – (a spin off from Cloverleah Pack #7) 
 
    The Power of the Bite – Dax and Zane 
 
    One Wrong Step – Robert and Syron  
 
    Uncaged – Carlin and Lucas (Shifter’s Uprising in conjunction with Thomas Oliver)  
 
      
 
    Also under the penname Lee Oliver 
 
    Northern States Pack Series 
 
    Book One – Ranger’s End Game – Ranger and Aiden 
 
    Book Two – Cam’s Promise – Cam and Levi  
 
    Book Three – Under Sean’s Protection – Sean and Kyle – (Coming soon) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





