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Chapter One
 

Thunder boomed and lightning crackled across the sky. There was a moment of breathless silence, as if creation were gathering itself, and then the deluge started. Fat drops of rain hit the pavement like tiny bombs and exploded, and in a matter of seconds, the gutters ran high with water. The humans on their way home from work huddled under umbrellas and folded-up newspapers as they scurried past the windows of Made in Heaven matchmaking service, while Eros watched, grimly amused.

The god of love rather enjoyed seeing the mortals in his charge struggle with life’s little inconveniences.

He hadn’t always. Once upon a time, he’d been full of the milk of human kindness and had wanted nothing but good for everyone. Especially the mortals—poor, pitiful creatures with their weak bodies and finite lives. They deserved what little happiness they could grasp in the short time allotted to them.

But that was before the love of his life, beautiful Psyche, had called him a workaholic and run off with some overdeveloped Viking warrior with braids and more brawn than brains. Some Norse godling without a thought in his head except fighting all day and fucking all night and then getting up to do it all over again the next morning.

Ungrateful wench. And after everything Eros had done for her, too.

He lifted the bottle of ambrosia-laced wine and took a deep swallow as he watched a tall young man under an oversized umbrella hurry past the window.

Well, it would be the last time he made that mistake, anyway. Never again would he get emotionally involved with a human. It just wasn’t worth the trouble.

You spent years of time and effort pursuing them. You let work fall by the wayside, so people and animals didn’t fall in love, mate, or marry, while the earth grew dry underfoot. You braved the Underworld for them, you woke them from infernal sleep when they stupidly opened the box they were explicitly told not to, and you lowered yourself and went crawling to mighty Zeus himself to ask for help in making them immortal, just so you could keep them with you forever. And then, after just a few thousand years, this was how they repaid you. By whining that you worked too much and didn’t love them enough before they left you for someone else.

Mortals. Couldn’t live with them. Couldn’t—unfortunately—live without them.

On the opposite side of the street, a sweet-faced young woman came out of the door to the dog bakery and stepped into the rain. Within five seconds, her soft brown hair was sodden and clung to her head like seaweed, while the thin T-shirt molded to her breasts in a way that would have brought a mortal man to his knees.

Eros scowled. She was late today.

Had she come out a minute earlier, he could have made sure the man with the umbrella—Harry Mitchell from the accounting firm down the block—offered to protect her from the rain. Once Harry got a good look at that T-shirt, chances were Eros wouldn’t even have to intervene. Now there was nothing he could do, at least not without exerting effort or possibly setting down his glass of wine… Neither of which held the slightest appeal.

But Harry must have reached the subway stop on the corner by now, so Annie Landon was on her own. And he had missed another opportunity to make a match.

Eros took another swig of wine and turned from the window as the door to the outer office opened. A sleek brown head popped through and a perfect nose wrinkled in disapproval.

“Drinking again?” Ari said. “Do you really think this is the time and place to celebrate?”

Eros shrugged. “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

Ariadne, office manager of Made in Heaven and the minor Cretan goddess of the labyrinth, was not amused. She opened the door all the way and stepped through, slender hands on her hips. “It’s five o’clock here. That’s not the point. I feel like every time I see you lately, you’ve got that bottle in your hand.”

“It’s usually a different bottle.”

For added measure, Eros lifted today’s bottle to his lips and drained it. When he lowered it, Ariadne was still there, but now she had closed the door to the outer office and was leaning against it.

“Don’t you think you should lay off the ambrosia, Ross? You don’t even use a glass anymore. Much more of this, and I may as well go to work for Dion.” Her voice was less disapproving and more concerned, at least.

“It’s human wine.” Eros crossed the room to drop the empty bottle in the recycling bin he had installed after his drinking reached Olympic levels, before planting his butt in his ergonomically correct chair. Live a few thousand years and you start to appreciate the little things. Ariadne stayed where she was, her back against the door. Eros continued. “It’s grape juice, basically. But if you want to join Dion and his band of drunks, I can’t stop you.”

He tilted the chair back and put his Italian-leather-shoe-clad feet on the desk. Ariadne’s eyes narrowed.

“You know I can’t. Dion and I don’t get along. And I like working for you. At least I like it when we actually do work. What I don’t like is watching you sit around the office all day, draining bottle after bottle of ambrosia. And don’t bother denying it, because I know you sneak it in there.”

Eros shrugged. So what if he did? Human wine didn’t affect him, so if he wanted to get a little groove on, he needed something stronger. And a few drops of ambrosia never hurt anyone. It wasn’t like he’d die of alcoholism, after all. He was a god. Immortal. Any liver damage he caused just righted itself overnight.

“That’s not the point,” Ariadne said again, and Eros realized he must have spoken the words out loud and didn’t even realize it. That wasn’t a good sign. “Ever since that tramp Psyche left you for what’s-his-name—”

“Erik.”

“How could I forget? Erik and Psyche. Gods.” She shuddered. “Anyway, ever since she left, you’ve been moping around, drinking too much and hardly sticking your nose into anyone’s business. You do know that things are bad out there, don’t you? Divorce statistics on the rise, marriage stats plummeting, and the environment going to Hades in a hand basket? Floods, droughts, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions?”

Eros made a sound he thought she might take for confirmation. Sure, he’d known things were deteriorating. The sexual revolution and all that. But if the earth was starting to change, that wasn’t good. That hadn’t happened since he fell in love with Psyche and was too preoccupied to tend to business.

Ariadne continued, shaking her head in exasperation. “Silly mortals; they think it’s their fault. They’re making battery-operated cars and holding earth summits to try to reverse the damage. When what they should be doing is yelling for you.” She grinned.

“There’s a little more to it than that…” Eros tried, but he couldn’t help returning her smile. “What can I do for you, Ari? Time to leave for the day?”

Ariadne nodded. “A few of us are going out for drinks. I thought, if you’re going to drink anyway, you might want to join us.”

Eros tilted his head. “At Dionysius’s Bar?”

“For my sins,” Ariadne said.

“I thought you didn’t like Dion.”

“I don’t.” Her voice was dry. “Brita, on the other hand, likes him a lot. I think she’s considering bagging herself a god.”

More like shagging a god, Eros thought, but he didn’t say it. What the Cretan goddess of hunting, Britomartis, did on her own time was none of his business. And he’d long ago given up on keeping Dion from sleeping around. He loved the guy—they went back millennia—but there was no denying the god of wine and debauchery was a dog. If Brita expected anything beyond a trip upstairs to Dion’s bachelor pad, she was bound for disappointment.

Still, it couldn’t hurt to keep an eye on things. There wasn’t much wine left upstairs anyway. He might as well stop by Dion’s with the girls and have a proper drink. In a glass. Get drunk with company instead of alone for a change. “Oh, all right. Fine. I’ll come.”

“I’ll wait for you. That way you won’t change your mind.” Ariadne made for the door. “I’ll let the others know to go ahead.”

Eros nodded. He waited until she’d gone into the reception area and closed the door behind her before he took his feet off the desk and headed for the adjacent bathroom. Being a Greek god was all well and good, but it didn’t mean he shouldn’t put his best foot forward when he went out.




  




Chapter Two
 

It was hopeless.

Annie sat on the toilet seat and put her elbows on her thighs and her chin in her hands, staring morosely at the inside of the stall door. Lose Weight Effortlessly, one of the ads there said, accompanied by a picture of a woman in a bikini who didn’t have an ounce of fat on her and probably never had.

She wouldn’t have a problem finding a man.

However, Annie didn’t look like a supermodel. Not tall enough, not thin enough, not beautiful enough.

Sure, she could stand to lose a few pounds. Maybe even more than a few. But there was nothing she could do about her height—it was what it was, a respectable five feet four inches—and trying to boost it with heels just made her feel—and possibly look—stupid.

Maybe that was the problem. The stupid heels.

She stuck out a foot, turning it from side to side.

The shoes did look good—and considering the money she’d spent on them, they damn well should. They were made from patent leather, fire-engine red, with crazy high stiletto heels and a thick sole that gave her a total five extra inches of height. When she walked, her more than ample ass shimmied the way she’d been told a man would like. Her foot was bent at a hideously awkward angle, though, throwing all her weight—including those extra fifteen pounds—forward. Her toes were screaming at her, and by the time tonight was over, they would probably be permanently deformed.

Amazing, the lengths a woman would go to get a guy.

And it didn’t even work. She’d been here for thirty minutes, sitting at the bar with her fuck-me shoes on display, sucking in her stomach in the tight dress, and no one had even offered to buy her a drink. Nuts.

She wasn’t bad looking. At least no one had ever run screaming from the sight of her. Her hair was an average medium brown, and her face was pretty unremarkable, really. She had a nose, a mouth, and eyes—blue—in the usual proportions and places. Her nose was perhaps a bit on the small side compared to her mouth, but no one had ever complained before. Her shoes were hot, and her dress was black, which was supposed to be sexy, right? And the deep V neckline certainly did its best to emphasize her assets.

So what was the problem?

Why was it that in the past thirty minutes, no one but the bartender had flirted with her, and he flirted with anything in a skirt?

It was her first time here. This little hole-in-the-wall bar was only five or six blocks from her apartment, but she hadn’t ever really noticed it before. It wasn’t like she was in the habit of going out drinking alone, after all.

The door to the restroom opened, and for a moment Annie could hear the buzz of voices from the bar. Annie saw a flash of hot pink and a flash of dark blue move past the crack in the door and heard the clicking of heels on the concrete floor. The newcomers didn’t seem interested in the stalls. They made directly for the mirror above the sink, chattering animatedly.

“I can’t believe you actually got him here!” one woman said. She sounded like she might be the one in the hot pink. Annie imagined a Paris Hilton type busting out of a skimpy dress; someone who’d wear the kind of shoes Annie had on right now, but who knew how to walk in them.

“He needed to get out,” another voice said. It was crisp and precise, with a slightly indulgent undertone, and Annie imagined a cool brunette, maybe someone slightly older or at least a lot more self-possessed. The navy blue. She wore—Annie ducked down and snuck a quick peek under the stall door—black pumps. Not too pointy, nor too high. Perfect business attire. She’d probably come here straight from work. The pink was wearing sandals. Sky high and wrapped halfway up her calf.

The navy blue continued. “It’s been eons since that witch left him, and all he’s been doing is drinking and ignoring business. It’s time he snaps out of it.”

“It has been a long time,” the pink agreed, her voice muffled as if she were putting on lipstick. “He needs to just get over her.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“But do you really think bringing him here was a good idea? A bar? This bar? You know Dion; if anyone can turn someone into a raging drunk, it’s him.”

“I know,” the self-possessed one agreed coolly. “But at least there are other women here. Who knows? Maybe he’ll get laid and move the hell on.”

The hot pink chuckled. “Bad enough when he hides in his office all day sulking. How do you plan to get Dion to lay off him, though, Ari?”

“Oh, he’ll listen,” Ari said grimly. “Dion and I understand each other.”

The hot pink sighed, a bit wistfully. “You’re lucky.”

Ari sighed, too, but not wistfully. It was more like a snort, really. A derogatory snort. “He’s a womanizing bastard whose job it is to peddle wine and debauchery. You’ve watched him in action for long enough to know what he’s like. He flirts with every woman who comes in here and ends up in bed with a good number of them.” Her voice gentled. “I’m sorry, Brita. I know you like him. But I’m right, and you know it. He’s a dog. You might get him to bed, but he’ll never be faithful to you. You’re better off looking for someone else.”

“I don’t want anyone else,” Brita said stubbornly.

They must be talking about the bar owner—and bartender—Annie had met outside. She didn’t know that she could blame the invisible Brita, actually. The man was definitely gorgeous. Tall, dark, and handsome—Greek American, like so many of the men in the neighborhood—with shoulder-length black hair and the kind of primal magnetism that probably made women drop their panties as soon as he looked their way.

She’d had a few lustful thoughts about him herself, if truth be told. Most women probably did. And he must want them to; otherwise, why would he walk around in tight leather pants and a shirt open almost to his navel, showing off a half acre of smoothly tanned muscle?

If he’d offered her a trip upstairs, she might have taken him up on it. It was why she was here, after all. And it had been a long time since she’d had great sex—or any sex, really—and he looked like he could deliver. But he wasn’t her type. She preferred her men more clean-cut. The bartender—Dion?—was a bit intimidating. And now that she knew Brita was out there, wanting him—and Ari sounded like there might be a bit of history there, too—Annie definitely wouldn’t touch him with that proverbial ten-foot pole. Even if he was the best-looking man in the place tonight.

“So what are we going to do, Ari?” Brita asked.

“We’re not going to do anything. He’s a big boy. When he’s ready, he’ll move on,” she replied firmly.

“But shouldn’t we introduce him to someone? Try to help him out?”

“He doesn’t need help,” Ari said. “If there’s one thing he knows how to do, it’s meet women. Get real, Brita. He’s a god. And not a jackass like Dion.”

Brita muttered something Annie didn’t catch, and then Ari spoke again. “Honestly, I don’t care if he gets laid tonight or not. I just want him to pay attention to work. It’s been tough, trying to keep the agency running on my own all this time.”

“You’ve done a great job,” Brita said.

“Thanks, but I’ve just barely managed to keep us afloat. Ross is the one with the gift. It’s not the same when he doesn’t run things. I want him back.”

“I still say he needs to get laid,” Brita said.

“If you can get him laid, be my guest. It won’t hurt, and it might help. Me, I just want to shake him up enough that he stops brooding and moves on. It’s been long enough.”

Annie heard the clicking of heels and saw a flash of navy blue pass the crack in the door. “Coming?” Ari asked.

“Hang on a second. If we’re not here to make sure he gets laid, what are we here to do?”

“We’re here to have fun. He needs to loosen up and remember that life isn’t over just because he got dumped. And if he finds someone to give his confidence a boost while he’s at it, so much the better.” Ari’s voice became a bit less brisk. “But you just worry about keeping Dion company, okay, Brita? I’ll take care of Ross.”

“He’s not going to find a woman with you hanging on his arm,” Brita pointed out. “People will think you’re involved.”

“Any idiot can see we’re not,” Ari retorted. “But fine. I’ll find someone else to talk to.”

“I think I saw Silenus out there when we walked in.”

“I’m sure you did. Randy old goat.” But Ari sounded fondly amused rather than judgmental. “Don’t worry, Brita. It’ll be all right. Just focus on Dion.”

“I’ll be happy to,” Brita said, with a smile in her voice.

As the door opened and closed behind the two of them, Annie sat up straight. She’d always been told that eavesdropping was wrong, but you sure did learn some interesting things sometimes.

Sounded like somebody was in need of a little no-strings recreational sex. Somebody else, that was. Someone other than Annie.

Ross?

Maybe they could have no-strings recreational sex together? She wasn’t looking for Mr. Right tonight. It was more like she was looking for Mr. Right Tonight. And a recently divorced “Greek God” in need of a confidence boost sounded like just what the doctor ordered. All she had to do was go out there, find Ari and Brita—navy blue with black pumps or hot pink dress—and then deduce from there who the “Greek God” might be.

And then pick him up.

All right, so that part might be a bit more difficult. It wasn’t like she had much experience. But it wasn’t impossible.

She could do this.

Determined, she opened the stall door and headed out into the restroom. A quick look in the mirror, a fluff of her hair—boring brown, but nice and clean after that drenching with rainwater earlier—a last check that her dress covered her butt the way it was intended and that there was no toilet paper stuck to her kick-ass shoe, and she headed out the door into the bar.

Operation Greek God was officially launched.


  




Chapter Three
 

Damn, the place was loud.

Eros looked around the inside of Dionysus’s bar and wondered what had possessed him to agree to come here tonight. All he wanted was to go home, put his feet up, and drink in peace.

And then he remembered. Ariadne. Brita. And the fact that there was nothing to drink at home.

Right.

That wasn’t the case here. Ever since he’d walked in, Dion had kept his glass filled. Every time Eros took a drink, the glass magically filled itself up again. He had no idea how Dion did it, because he’d swear the other man’s hand was nowhere near the glass, but every time he looked, there it was: full to the brim.

Oh, well. Wasn’t like he’d get drunk, after all. It took a lot more than a few glasses of mortal wine for that, even ones liberally laced with ambrosia.

So he just lifted the glass, toasted Dion, and tossed back the entire contents. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.” Dion swiped at the bar with a wet rag. “If you want shots, I’ve got tequila.”

“This is fine.” Eros put the wine glass back down on the counter and kept his eye on it. “I like wine.”

“Sure.” Dion nodded. “Another?”

“Not right now.” The glass was still empty.

“Been a while,” Dion said.

“Sorry.”

Dion shrugged. “No problem. I imagine you haven’t felt much like company.”

Eros lifted his gaze from the—empty—glass to give Dion a no shit glare. “You get that insight from watching Oprah?”

Dion laughed and leaned an elbow on the bar. “You sure you don’t just miss a warm body in your bed at night, Ross? Plenty of those to be had.”

Sure. The bar was full of them. But it was more than that. He’d loved Psyche. She had completed him, or he’d thought she did. Right until she walked out the door. And now that she was gone, Eros felt lost. What good was a god of love who couldn’t keep his own wife satisfied?

“I think you oughta get back on the horse,” Dion said, and brought him back to earth.

“Horse?”

“Saddle. You know what I mean. Find a woman and remind yourself what you’ve been missing.”

Eros shook his head. “I’m never getting involved with a mortal again.”

“I’m not saying you get involved with her,” Dion said. “You tried that. It didn’t work.” He shook his head. “We’re gods, man. We’re not meant to stay with just one woman.”

Right.

“You gotta spread the gift around, know what I mean? Every woman deserves a night in the sack with a god.”

“Sure.” Whatever. “But I’m the fucking god of love, Dion. What’s the world coming to, if the fucking god of love just wants to get fucked?”

“Seems to me you already did,” Dion said.

“You know what I mean.”

“Sure. And you know what I mean.” He leaned both elbows on the bar and faced Eros squarely. “You need to crawl outta that pit you’ve dug yourself into and start living again. And you don’t feel much more alive than when you’ve got a woman under you, with her legs wrapped around your waist and—”

“Enough,” Eros growled, lacing his voice with just a bit of that I am a god and you will obey now tone he’d learned when the world was a lot younger than it was now. He’d never met a mortal who could resist obeying, but Dion, being Dion, just grinned.

“Been a while, hasn’t it?”

Eros shrugged. “Time is relative.”

“Right.” Dion shook his head. “I’m telling you, man. Find a woman and use her to forget the bitch. She never was worthy of you.”

There was something in Dion’s voice, something that caused Eros’s eyes to narrow reflexively. He could hear the threat lacing through Dion’s words, even without him consciously putting it there. “Tell me you didn’t fuck my wife.”

Dion hesitated, and Eros clenched his fist on the counter, hard enough that his knuckles showed white. If he’d been holding the glass, it would have shattered into pieces. If he’d been holding any piece of Dion, he might have shattered bone, as well. “Damn you, Dionysus. Tell me you didn’t fuck my wife!”

“I didn’t fuck your wife,” Dion said, then added, “But she wanted me to.”

Eros didn’t—couldn’t—speak, and after a few seconds, Dion continued. “It wasn’t too long before she left. But like you said, time’s relative.”

Sure.

“She came in one night. Sat at the bar. Drank wine. Told me how you were never home anymore, and she was lonely.”

Dion grabbed the same rag and wiped the same nonexistent spot on the bar again. Avoiding Eros’s eyes. “She didn’t come right out and ask me to take her upstairs, but it was pretty clear what she wanted. Not like I haven’t had it happen before.”

No. Women came around with boring regularity to throw themselves at Dion. They’d been doing it for millennia. Eros just hadn’t thought his own wife had been one of them.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Nothing to tell,” Dion said.

Maybe. And maybe, if Dion had told him, Eros wouldn’t have believed it anyway. He was the fucking god of love. His wife wouldn’t go to someone else for sex.

Except it seemed she had. Twice. He picked up the wineglass and tossed back the contents, realizing only after he did it that the damn glass was full again. Or had been.

“It doesn’t have to be a mortal, you know,” Dion added, back to telling Eros he needed to get laid. In Dion’s world, there wasn’t a problem created that couldn’t be solved by drinking and wenching.

“Sure.”

“We do have a few other types coming in here, too. Like those two.”

Dion watched appreciatively as Ari and Brita emerged from the hallway that led to the restrooms in the back. They’d disappeared back there as soon as he and Ari arrived earlier; Eros figured they wanted to fix their makeup and talk about him.

Ari was still wearing the navy blue suit she’d had on at work all day, with her hair pulled into the same no-nonsense knot at the back of her head. Brita had changed into a hot pink dress barely bigger than a bathing suit, with strappy sandals on those long, tanned legs. With her masses of blond hair falling over her shoulders, the Cretan goddess of hunting looked like every mortal’s wet dream, and Eros wasn’t surprised to see most of the men in the room were watching her with glassy eyes. Harry Mitchell was back in the corner, he noticed, a familiar face in a group of other men, all of them staring.

Even Dion, damn him, was looking at the two with more than his usual amused attitude.

“Leave my girls alone,” Eros growled.

Dion glanced at him, and after a moment, the dark look in his eyes faded. He smiled faintly. “Your girls are safe from me.”

“No one’s safe from you.”

“They are,” Dion said, with a nod that made his hair escape from behind his ear and fall across his face. Maybe that’s what Psyche had liked about him. His hair. Erik the Norse godling had long hair, too. Eros glanced in the mirror. His own black curls never grew longer than two inches. It was one of the benefits—and drawbacks—of being a god. No barber bills. Never getting older. Never changing.

Dion added, “Ariadne won’t let me within five feet of her, and Brita isn’t my type.”

“You have a type?” Eros asked.

Dion laughed, but said, “Fuck you.”

“No, thanks. I have a type, too, and you aren’t it.”

“No,” Dion agreed, “we all know what your type is.” Movement in the hallway to the restrooms caught his attention, and he added, “Here it comes now.”

Eros looked over in time to see another young woman slip into the bar. Shorter than his girls by a bit, she had soft brown hair in a halo around her head, and she was dressed in a black dress that plunged low over a pair of rather attractive breasts. She was pretty, but in an average, human sort of way. Sweet face. Big eyes, soft lips, pert little nose. Decent figure inside the black dress. And a pair of bright red shoes on her feet that immediately put any man—mortal or immortal—in mind of fucking.

“Wonder if I could talk her into keeping those on?” Dion mused.

It wasn’t until she’d taken a couple steps into the room that Eros recognized her. Too busy looking at her shoes, probably. Or maybe it was just that she didn’t look like herself. Usually when he saw her, she was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, with her short brown hair neatly combed, not tousled as if some man had had his hands in it. And she always moved quickly on comfortable shoes; she didn’t undulate across the floor, hips swaying.

What was she doing here? This wasn’t the kind of place sweet Annie Landon should be visiting. Not with the likes of Dionysus manning the bar.

“She hasn’t been here before,” Dion said, his eyes on her. “I think she’s looking for company.”

Eros didn’t even try to keep the growl out of his voice. “Leave her alone.”

Dion glanced at him. “Why? She isn’t one of yours.”

“Yes, she is.”

“You hiring mortals now?”

“Not that way. I’ve been trying to set her up.” Without really trying. But thinking about trying. Watching her. Thinking that she needed a man in her life, someone who’d appreciate her. She looked like the kind of woman it would be easy to appreciate. In a lot of different ways.

“Ah,” Dion said. “A client. Or a charity case?”

“Don’t call her that. She’s lonely.”

“I have the cure for that.” Dion smiled.

“She’s also looking for love. Not a quick trip upstairs to your bed.”

She wasn’t the type for something like that. But most women found it hard to resist Dion when he turned on the charm. Poor Annie Landon wouldn’t stand a chance.

“I could invite her into the snug behind the bar and take her against the wall if you prefer,” the god of debauchery said.

“I’d prefer,” Eros replied, his voice tightly controlled as he tried not to imagine just that, including those legs with the damn red shoes wrapped around Dion’s waist, “that you keep your hands off her. Along with every other body part. Not to mention your filthy mind.”

Dion grinned, and Eros added, “That one, and my girls. That’s it. It isn’t a lot to ask. You can have any other woman you want.”

“Of course I can,” Dion said.

“You know what I mean. Leave mine alone. Including her.”

“If you say so. So who are you gonna set her up with? Or are you thinking of keeping her for yourself?”

“Him,” Eros said, gesturing to Harry Mitchell, still gaping at Brita. She noticed him and Dion watching her and sent them a bright smile. Eros reflexively smiled back, but she only met his gaze for a second before sliding past him to Dion.

Dion didn’t notice. He tilted his head, still contemplating Harry. “The asshole whose tongue is hanging out?”

“All their tongues are hanging out,” Eros said fairly. “Brita has that effect.”

Although obviously not on Dion. The god of wine turned back to him. “Why would you pair that sweet little thing with a guy who’d give his entire year’s salary to get in Brita’s pants right now?”

“I think she likes him. I’ve watched her when he comes into the bakery. She smiles. And it’s not like he has a chance with Brita.”

“No,” Dion admitted. “But that seems a bit unfair, Ross.”

“Why? She’s mortal. He’s mortal. Brita’s immortal. And not interested in him. It’s obvious the two of them would make a better match.”

“When you put it like that,” Dion said, although he didn’t sound happy about it. “Are you sure I couldn’t just…?”

“I’m sure.” If Dion went anywhere near Annie Landon, even for a quickie in the snug behind the bar, he’d just ruin her for everyone else. Especially someone like Harry. Dion was a god, after all, if an annoying one. “Leave her alone. I’ll deal with her.”

He looked away from Dion and across the bar, just as Annie turned their way.




  




Chapter Four
 

Him.

It had to be.

Annie had stood in the doorway from the hall to the bar for a couple of minutes trying to find the “Greek God” without much luck. She’d recognized Ari immediately, although the young woman didn’t look much like Annie had imagined. From Ari’s crisp, businesslike manner, Annie had pictured someone a bit older, humorless, and severe. But Ari looked no older than Annie herself, and although she was dressed in a dark suit with her hair pulled back into a tight chignon, she didn’t look stern. The suit draped over a perfect figure, with long legs and softly rounded hips—no junk in Ari’s trunk—and the rigid hairstyle only served to emphasize the exquisite beauty of her face. She was over in the corner talking to an older man, probably the Silenus they had mentioned, and when she smiled at him, she was so pretty Annie was honestly surprised the bar didn’t erupt in gasps of admiration.

Brita was playing pool; her hot pink dress easy to spot, even in the semi-darkness of the bar, and she was no less beautiful than Ari, with thick blond hair and a perfect figure. Every time she bent to take a shot, every man in the room stopped what he was doing, often mid-sentence, even with a glass or bottle halfway to his lips, to gape.

Annie recognized Harry Mitchell from the accounting firm down the street among the group in the corner. He’d come into the dog bakery a time or two, and Annie had always thought him handsome, although right now he looked ridiculous, with his mouth hanging open and his eyes threatening to pop out of his skull.

Brita’s opponent was male, but there was nothing remotely godlike about him. He was short, stout, and balding; just exactly the right height to bury his nose in Brita’s cleavage. He couldn’t possibly be the man the two women had been talking about.

As Annie—and the men—watched, Brita sent a ball skimming across the felt to slide neatly into the corner pocket. She looked up with a triumphant smile, one directed toward the bar. Annie turned that way, and that’s when she saw him.

The “Greek God.”

It had to be.

He was talking to the bartender—Dion?—and if Annie had ever seen a man who looked more like a Greek god, she didn’t know when. Unless it was Dion himself.

But where the bartender’s sex appeal was almost too much for comfort, this man—Ross?—was more classically handsome. He looked like an old statue come to life, carved in marble by a long-dead master.

His hair was short, tightly clustered black curls clinging to a perfectly shaped skull, just long enough to brush his collar in the back. Unlike Dion, with his leather pants and soft poet’s shirt, Ross was dressed in average, everyday business wear. The crisp white shirt, open at the neck, fit snugly across his shoulders, and the dark slacks draped long legs and what looked like an outstanding ass. He had a matching suit jacket negligently draped over the stool next to him. And the face—good Lord, the face! That might as well have been carved in marble, too, with its high cheekbones and strong jaw, plus a mouth that looked like it was made specially for kissing. Soft and firm at the same time, and perfectly shaped.

Annie knew she was staring, but she couldn’t help it. He was gorgeous. Mind-blowingly beautiful. The best-looking man she’d ever seen. Even Dion paled by comparison.

She couldn’t possibly try to pick him up. Dumped or not, lonely or not, there was no way he’d look twice at her. Not a guy like him.

And that’s when he did just that. Caught her eye and held it for a moment, before his gaze drifted south. She could feel him linger on her breasts and then on her shoes for a second before coming up to meet her gaze again.

She was on her way across the floor before she had any inkling that she was moving. It was like he’d shot an arrow straight across the room and into her, and now he was reeling her in.

The chair next to his was empty—not the one with the jacket on it, the one on the other side. She scooted up, her cheeks flushing as both men turned to look at her. “Hi. I’m Annie.”

Her voice came out breathy, Marilyn Monroe–style. Not because she was trying to sound seductive, but because the dual attention of the two best-looking men she’d ever seen was literally taking her breath away.

Up close, they were both too handsome for words. She’d already gotten an eyeful of Dion when she’d sat at the bar tossing back Cosmopolitans earlier, but his friend… Wow.

Just wow.

“Hi,” he said now, in a voice like melting chocolate, the perfect complement to those deep brown eyes surrounded by the longest, darkest, most luxurious eyelashes she’d ever seen. Most women would happily sell their souls for lashes like those. “I’m Eros.”

Eros. Not Ross.

“Like the Greek god?”

He smiled, those perfect lips curving, and Annie forgot to breathe. “Yes. Exactly like that.”

“Wow. I mean… Nice to meet you. I’m Annie.” She stuck out a hand.

He took it, his own hard and warm. “I know. You said.”

She had?

Oh, yeah. She had.

Way to go, Annie.

“And I’m Dion,” the bartender said, appropriating her hand for himself. Instead of shaking it or even just holding it the way Eros had done, he lifted it to his lips. And instead of merely kissing it—at least it seemed that way—he brushed his lips over her knuckles, lingering for a bit longer than strictly necessary. Not that she minded, really. It wasn’t something anyone would mind. Although Eros seemed to. He scowled at Dion, who grinned and let go of Annie’s hand, albeit not without a wink. “Who are you having, sweet cheeks?”

Who was she having?

As she blinked, unsure how to respond, Dion grinned. “Another Cosmo?”

“Please.” A shot of liquid courage might not hurt. The little bit of nerve she’d started with had flown out the window as soon as she’d made it within drooling distance of Eros. And after what she thought she’d heard Dion say, she’d take any help she could get in gaining her equilibrium back. She’d already managed to wedge her foot in her mouth, and at the moment she was too worried about saying something else stupid to dare say anything at all. Yet if she didn’t speak, she’d never talk him into going home with her.

“Here you go, sugar lips. Drink up.” Dion placed the pink concoction on the bar in front of her. Annie took a cautious sip and managed, just barely, to keep from coughing. He’d gone heavy on the vodka and triple sec and very light on the cranberry juice, and the result was that the Cosmopolitan had a bit more kick than the two she’d already had.

“Thank you,” she managed.

“The pleasure’s all mine.” He gave her another grin and slid a glance in Eros’s direction. The other man was stonily looking straight ahead. Obviously he was less than pleased about her showing up. Maybe Ari was right and he wasn’t ready to move on. Or maybe he’d been hoping for someone prettier. Annie took another swig of the Cosmo and avoided Dion’s glance.

Everything was quiet for a moment, until the bartender cleared his throat.

“S’cuse me a minute,” he said. “I see someone I know. I’ll be right back.”

He walked away. Annie watched as he headed across the floor, hips rolling and muscles moving smoothly under the thin fabric of his shirt, before turning back to her drink and to Eros, who said, “Stay away from him.”




  




Chapter Five
 

A sip of the Cosmopolitan must have gone down the wrong way because she started coughing. And kept coughing, even after he patted her back. She was firm but not bony, her skin warm through the black dress.

Eventually, she waved him off and got herself under control. When she looked up at him, there were tears in her eyes. Pretty eyes. Blue. “What did you say?” she croaked.

“He isn’t your type.”

She cleared her throat. “And I suppose you are?”

“No.”

The word was out before he realized what it sounded like, the rejection too quick and too definite. She blinked, almost as if he’d hit her, and hurt flashed in her eyes.

Idiot. Giving himself a hard mental kick, Eros added, “Dion’s a womanizer. All he’s looking for is a quick fuck.” She blinked again. This time it was probably his language. She seemed like a nice woman, red fuck-me heels not withstanding, so maybe he should watch his mouth. “He’s not the type you’re looking for.”

“How do you know what I’m looking for? Maybe a quick—” She faltered, then forged ahead. “Fuck is just what I want.”

It was adorable, the way her cheeks colored. “You blush when you say fuck,” Eros said. “Trust me on this. Dion’s not what you want.”

She opened her mouth but seemed to reconsider, because she closed it again. “I assumed you were friends.”

“We are. I’ve known him since the beginning of time.” No joke, even if it sounded like one. “That’s how I know exactly what he’s like.”

“You don’t know me,” Annie pointed out.

“Sure I do.”

She blinked. And reached for the Cosmo to take another sip. Dion must have mixed it stronger than usual because he could see her cheeks heat. The tip of her tongue came out to run along her top lip. “How?” she asked.

He moved his gaze up to her eyes, forgetting for a moment what they’d been talking about. “Excuse me?”

“You said you know me. How?”

Oh. “You work in the dog bakery on Steinway. My office is across the street.”

“The law office?”

He shook his head and watched the realization dawn in her eyes. They widened. “The matchmaking agency?”

He nodded. And waited for her to speak. When she did, it wasn’t what he’d expected to hear. “Unusual job for a man. But I guess with a name like yours, you didn’t have much choice.”

Not really, no. Although not for the reason she imagined.

She added, “How come I haven’t seen you before?”

“You haven’t worked there very long.”

“Two years.”

Well, yes. In human terms, that was a long time.

“I don’t get out much.” Eros shrugged.

She nodded sympathetically. Opened her mouth and then seemed to think better of it. Her cheeks colored again.

“What?”

She shook her head. And took another sip of the Cosmo. And coughed.

“Maybe you should go easy on the drinks,” Eros said.

She swiped at her eyes again. “Because I can’t hold my liquor?”

That. And: “Because Dion seems to have mixed that one with rocket fuel. I don’t want to have to carry you home and pour you into bed.”

There was a beat of silence where all she did was stare at him, while Eros wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

“I thought you said I wasn’t your type,” Annie said eventually.

“Actually, I said I wasn’t yours.” Although she wasn’t his, either. Another mortal. Innocent, fragile, impressionable, beautiful…and tipsy. No way. “But someone has to make sure you get home safely.”

“I can take care of myself,” Annie said. “I’m twenty-eight years old. I’ve been on my own a long time.”

Not as long as he had. And twenty-eight years—that was barely more than a blip of time.

“Besides, I’m not ready to leave yet.” She turned away from him and picked up the glass for another sip. A more cautious one this time.

“That’s fine. I’m not, either.” And if he played this right, he wouldn’t be the one taking her home and pouring her into bed, anyway. It wasn’t like he wanted the job, after all. “So what are you looking for?”

He picked up his own glass and swirled the wine around. It was full again. How was Dion doing that? He wasn’t even here. He was—Eros twisted on the barstool to scan the room—over there, talking to Silenus and Ariadne. Or talking to Silenus while looking at Ariadne. Len seemed oblivious to the tension, grinning up at his foster son, but Ariadne eyed Dion the way she would a piece of chewing gum stuck to the bottom of her shoe. A piece of unpredictable chewing gum that might at any moment jump up and adhere itself to some other part of her.

Eros shook his head. One of these days he’d have to deal with those two. He’d put it off for a while—centuries—hoping they’d work things out on their own, but it looked like that wasn’t going to happen, and his intervention would be needed after all.

“What do you mean?” Annie said, drawing his attention.

“Excuse me?”

“What makes you think I’m looking for something?”

Oh. “You’re here.” A single woman, drinking alone in a bar at night. In the middle of New York. Getting more and more tipsy every minute. “I assumed you were looking for company. That’s what most people want when they go to a place like this.”

Especially the ones wearing clingy dresses and red shoes that screamed, Take me now.

She tilted her head to look at him. “Is that what you’re looking for? Company?”

Eros hesitated. “I guess. Like I said, I haven’t gotten out much lately.”

She nodded.

“I was sick of staring at the same four walls. And I’d run out of wine.”

She smiled. It was a small smile, but it was genuine.

“My wife left me.” He wasn’t sure why he said it. Except…he wanted her to know that when he’d turned her down earlier, it wasn’t because of her. That flash of hurt in her eyes had stayed with him, and he wanted to make sure she knew it wasn’t her there was something wrong with, it was him. “I’m not ready to get involved with anyone else yet. But a couple of the girls from the office were going out tonight, and they asked me to come along. I guess they thought I needed a change of scenery.”

She nodded. “What happened?”

“Happened?”

“With your wife. Why did she leave?”

“She found someone else,” Eros said.

“You’re kidding.”

The comment must have fallen out of her mouth without thought—or maybe the Cosmopolitans were loosening her tongue—because she looked mortified. She clapped a hand over her mouth and stared at him over it, her eyes enormous. Eros chuckled.

“She said I worked too much and didn’t pay enough attention to her.”

Annie took her hand off her mouth. “Did you?”

“Maybe.” Being the god of love wasn’t a nine-to-five job. And Psyche had never really understood that. “She didn’t have a career of her own.” And she hadn’t been much good at the matchmaking.

The thought felt disloyal, but Psyche had been a bit self-absorbed, he realized. There hadn’t been a lot of concern for anyone but herself. Just look at how she’d opened Persephone’s box to take some of Aphrodite’s beauty for herself. That infernal sleep he’d woken her from as a result was really no more than she’d deserved. “I guess maybe she got lonely.”

“I’m sorry,” Annie said, and Eros looked over at her. She seemed sincere.

They sat in silence for a few moments. Eros finished his wine. “So what are you looking for?”

“Here?” She flushed. “Why?”

“So I can help you get it.”

“How can you help me get it?”

“It’s what I do,” Eros said.

She thought about that for a second and seemed to find it acceptable. “I guess I wanted some company, too.”

“What kind of company?” She didn’t answer, and he added, “Are you looking for love? Or just sex?”

She looked startled.

“I don’t do sex,” Eros said, and caught himself. “I mean, I do. Personally, I like sex a lot.” Damn Dion. Looked like the god of debauchery had been a bit heavy-handed with the ambrosia, too, not just the liquor. “But I’m a matchmaker, not a pimp.”

“Oh.” Annie flushed. “I didn’t think… I mean… I’m sorry. Meeting Mr. Right would be nice, I guess. But to be honest, tonight I’d settle for Mr. Right Now.”

Eros nodded. He’d met a lot of people like that. Back in the old days, it used to be mostly the men who thought that way, while the women invariably wanted love and marriage. These days, it was both genders looking to get laid. “See that guy over in the corner? The one with the brown hair and glasses?”

“Harry Mitchell,” Annie said.

“You know him?” That’d make his job easier.

“He works down the street. He’s come into the bakery a few times. He owns a schnauzer.”

Better and better. “He’s here looking for someone, too. Maybe you should go over and introduce yourself.”

She shot him a look. “With all due respect, Eros—”

“Call me Ross.” They’d all shortened their names to go with the times. Classical Greek names stood out these days. Here in Astoria, the largest Greek settlement outside Greece, there were a lot of people—mortals—with given names like his and Dion’s. But most of them had American names or nicknames, too. Ekaterina became Kathy and Athena became Tina. Adonis called himself Donnie and Thaumas was Tom or Tommy. Alastor was the only one who’d kept his name intact, and Eros suspected there were people who thought the minor god of vengeance was Scottish.

“Ross,” Annie said obediently. “With all due respect, I don’t think he’s looking for me. He seems to have his eye on that gorgeous blonde over there.”

“She isn’t interested in him,” Eros said. “She wants Dion.” Gods help her.

“I don’t think Dion wants her,” Annie answered. “He seems more interested in…” She stopped for a second. “That pretty girl in the blue suit.”

“Ariadne. She has too much sense to fall for the likes of Dion.”

Annie slanted a sideways glance his way. “Are you sure about that?”

He’d like to think so. But no, he wasn’t. Much as Ari would like to pretend it wasn’t there—and much as she wanted Eros, and everyone else, to believe she couldn’t stand Dion—it was fairly obvious that something was going on between the two of them, or had at some point in time.

But how did Annie know, when she hadn’t even met his girls?

“I overheard them talking in the bathroom earlier,” she admitted when he asked, looking sheepish. “They didn’t realize I was there.”

“You eavesdropped? On Ari?” He almost laughed out loud when he saw the guilt on her face. She must have noticed, because she squared her shoulders.

“I was there first.”

“Sure.” Eros got his face under control. “What did they say?”

“First, you give me a hard time for eavesdropping and now you want me to repeat what I heard?” She smiled at him. “The brunette—Ari—was telling the blonde that she shouldn’t expect anything from Dion. That the most she could expect was a—” She flushed again, but nonetheless threw his words back at him. “A quick fuck and nothing more.”

“What did Brita say to that?” Not that he couldn’t guess.

“She said she wanted him anyway.”

Of course she had. “Where did you get the idea that something’s going on between Ari and Dion?”

“The way she talked about him,” Annie answered readily. “Her tone of voice. And the way she’s looking at him right now.”

Eros turned. Brita had joined the group, and she was smiling up at Dion, pawing at her masses of golden hair. He grinned back at her, obviously not averse to flirting with the stunning blonde, and Silenus was watching, a smirk on his face. But Ari’s attention was on Dion, and her pretty face was unguarded, her eyes soft and vulnerable. Until he turned to her, and then she gave him her usual sneer.

“Right.” Eros turned back to Annie. “Good eye. Have you ever thought about going into matchmaking?”

“Me?” She laughed. “I can’t even find a man for myself. How am I supposed to find one for anyone else?”

“My wife left me,” Eros said. “That doesn’t mean I can stop being who I am.”

She tilted her head. “You could. I mean, there’s no law that says you have to keep running a matchmaking service.”

Not in her world. But in his, it was who he was, who he’d always be. The Greek god of love who couldn’t keep his wife happy.

Eros shook his head to dislodge the thought. “Let’s talk about Harry Mitchell.”

“I don’t see why we should,” Annie protested. “I’m telling you, he isn’t interested in me.”

“And I’m telling you, you should go talk to him. Brita’s busy with Dion. Harry’s all alone.” His drinking buddies had gone off to toss darts haphazardly at a board in the back, while Harry was left to hold down their corner table and to gaze, moonstruck, at Brita.

“I don’t know…,” Annie said.

“C’mon.” Eros gave her his best smile. “What do you have to lose?”

“My self-respect?”

“I’m not saying you should go throw yourself at him.” In fact, if there was one thing he didn’t want to see, it was sweet Annie Landon pretending to be a vamp to get Harry Mitchell to take her to bed. “Just go say hi. Remind him who you are. Smile. You have a great smile.”

“I do?” She smiled, surprised and pleased.

“Of course.” Everyone had a great smile. Smiles in general were great. Although hers was especially nice. She had a wide mouth, slightly too big for her pert little nose, with plump lips and even, white teeth. “You’re beautiful when you smile.”

“Really?” She blushed.

Eros smiled back. “Yes, really. Now go get him.”

“If you say so.” She slid off the barstool, a bit unsteady. Her skirt got caught, and for a second he was treated to a tantalizing display of soft, smooth thighs before she yanked it down, her cheeks flaming.

“Nice,” Eros said blandly, and got another smile for his trouble. She turned toward Harry, but seemed to think better of it, because she swung on her heel and grabbed her Cosmopolitan off the bar. She tossed back what was left of it and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. And then she squared her shoulders and set off across the floor, wobbling just a bit on the high heels. Eros watched her for a second to make sure she wasn’t about to fall, and then he turned away, to keep an eye on her progress in the mirror behind the bar.




  




Chapter Six
 

That hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped, Annie reflected as she made her careful way toward the table in the corner where Harry Mitchell sat.

Not that she’d thought she’d had a real chance of walking out of here with Eros—Ross, she corrected herself. Funny how the Greeks kept giving their kids the old mythological names. Eros, Dionysus, Ariadne, and Silenus. What kind of parents named their son Eros, for God’s sake? It was practically an invitation to bullying.

Although he seemed to be doing just fine with it. And had turned it into a business. Good for him.

Anyway, she hadn’t really expected anything to happen between them. Not after he told her about his wife and that he wasn’t ready to move on. She’d already suspected that from eavesdropping on Ari and Brita’s conversation in the bathroom.

But she’d enjoyed talking to him. She felt like they’d made a connection of sorts. She certainly hadn’t expected him to foist her off on someone else. Not after he’d been so adamant about her staying away from Dion.

Was it something she’d said?

Or was it just that he’d taken a close look at her and decided that Dion was out of her league, along with Ross himself, and Brita, and for that matter Ari? While she, and the bespectacled, averagely handsome Harry were perfect for each other?

Well, fine. She’d always thought Harry was fairly good-looking anyway, long before she met Ross. If she could convince Harry to forget Brita and go for her instead—and that was a bit of a tall order, she had to admit—that’d be fine with her. She didn’t need a Greek god to keep her happy. An average American guy was just fine. And they didn’t come much more average—and averagely handsome—than Harry Mitchell.

Harry looked up and saw her when she was still a few yards away. And then he watched her come closer, his eyes behind the glasses moving from her face—a bit too quickly for Annie’s taste, but all right—down to her breasts, where they lingered a little longer than strictly necessary, to her hips, to the hem of her dress, and finally to the red patent leather shoes. And then up again, stopping in the same places. By the time he got to her face, Annie dredged up a tentative smile. Only to have him turn away dismissively.

Her steps faltered.

Surely Eros didn’t expect her to continue, after such a rude rebuff?

She glanced at him over her shoulder. But he wasn’t even watching. Dion had made his way back to the bar, and the two of them were talking. Ross had his back to the room, and Dion’s attention was on him, not on what was going on over here in the corner.

Annie thought about heading for the door and never coming back. But she’d left her coat on the barstool next to Ross’s. She’d have to go back for it, and if she did, he’d ask her what had happened. And she’d have to tell him that she’d given up without even talking to Harry. He probably wouldn’t be moved by the fact that the guy had looked at her and then had stopped looking at her. When she put it like that, it sounded lame even to her.

She gathered her courage and swung back into motion. And this time she didn’t stop until she was standing right in front of Harry. Or what would have been right in front of him if he’d been looking straight ahead. He wasn’t. His head was twisted at what looked like an uncomfortable angle so he could stare at Brita. She and Ari were sitting with the older man, Silenus, at a nearby table, playing some sort of tabletop game, and Brita’s skirt had crept up almost to her crotch, while her neckline had dropped to where it left very little to the imagination, and Harry, along with every other man in the room—save Ross and Dion, and Silenus himself—was staring at her, glassy-eyed.

Annie had to clear her throat twice before Harry looked up. And then he appeared blank, as if he had no idea who she was or what she wanted.

Smile.

She could almost hear Eros’s voice. The grimace she came up with didn’t have much in common with the smile he’d complimented earlier, but it was the best she could do. “Hi.”

Harry blinked. No return smile, no return greeting. Just a blink.

“You’re Harry, right?”

She waited for him to respond or at least nod, but when several seconds passed and he didn’t, she added, a little desperately, “I’m Annie. From the dog bakery on Steinway Street?”

His face cleared. “Yeah. Sure.”

Thank you.

“I haven’t seen you lately. I hope everything is okay with…” Gah, what was the name of the schnauzer? “Fiona?”

“Fiona’s fine,” Harry said, and glanced over his shoulder at Brita. His gaze seemed to get stuck there, almost as if she were some sort of ocular flypaper, and Annie had to clear her throat to get his attention back on her.

“You should bring her by sometime. I’d love to meet her.”

“Who?” Harry said.

“Fiona. Your schnauzer.”

“You wanna meet Fiona?”

“Sure. I love dogs.” She smiled. Brightly.

“You do?” Harry said.

“I make the dog biscuits, remember?”

“Oh. Right.” He looked over his shoulder again.

“I’d be happy to walk her sometime, if you needed it.”

“What?” Harry said, without taking his gaze off Brita.

“Fiona. If you ever needed help with her.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

“So you’ll bring her over to the dog bakery sometime? And let me meet her?”

“Who?” Harry said.

“Fiona. Your schnauzer.”

“What about Fiona?”

He was either slow-witted or the sight of Brita actually blew every coherent thought out of his head. Annie decided she might as well eschew subtlety, since it was wasted on him anyway. “I was wondering if maybe you’d like to take Fiona to the dog park sometime.”

“I take her to the dog park all the time,” Harry said.

“I thought maybe we could take her there together.”

“Together?”

Annie nodded.

“You and me?”

“If you’d like.”

“No,” Harry said, “I don’t think so.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry,” Harry said, without sounding like he meant it, “but you’re not really my type, you know?”

“I’m not?” She wasn’t Brita, certainly, but then again, Eros had said Harry didn’t stand a chance with Brita. Brita wanted Dion, and Harry, though reasonably handsome, certainly couldn’t compare to the bartender’s rock ‘em, sock ‘em sex appeal.

“Sorry,” Harry said. “I mean, you seem nice enough, and you’ve got a pretty face and all, and I think Fiona would like you, but personally I like my women a little less meaty, you know what I mean?”

Meaty?

It was hard to get the words out around the ball of anger rising in her throat, but she managed. “Did you just call me fat?”

He mumbled something unintelligible and turned back to the Brita show. For a moment, Annie contemplated seeing whether it was actually possible to stab someone to death with a stiletto heel, but then she thought better of it. The hassle would be incredible. The blood and the police. Dion would probably ban her from ever coming back to the bar, and that was if she managed to stay out of jail. It felt like justifiable homicide, but chances were the police wouldn’t see it that way. And what would be the point? Harry couldn’t help it that he didn’t find her attractive. He didn’t have to be mean about it, but it wasn’t his fault she didn’t look like Brita.

He’d already stopped looking at her—at least he hadn’t been deliberately cruel; he wasn’t watching her maliciously to see if his jabs made her bleed—and was back to staring, googly eyed, at Brita. Annie took a breath and, before the tears gathering in her eyes could overflow and roll down her cheeks, turned on her heel and stalked toward the door to the outside, the only thing on her mind getting away from Harry before anyone realized what was going on.

…
 

“That didn’t look good,” Dion said.

Eros shook his head. Dion had had a better view of the proceedings than he had; Dion had actually been looking right at Harry and Annie while Eros watched in the bar mirror. But the outcome of the conversation had been hard to miss. She’d done her best; he’d give her that. She’d chattered. She’d smiled. She’d persisted, even while Harry had had a hard time keeping his eyes off Brita. But whatever he’d said to her that last time had obviously been too much. Eros had watched her spine stiffen, the way she’d done when he’d been too quick to reject her earlier, and it had taken everything in him not to stalk across the floor and grab Harry Mitchell by the throat and squeeze the life out of him.

“She’s gonna need a shoulder to cry on,” Dion said, looking around. “I’ll find someone to cover for me, and—”

“Over my dead body.”

“You’re immortal.”

So? That didn’t mean he couldn’t be killed. “I don’t want you anywhere near her. The last thing she needs is you sweeping her off her feet tonight and forgetting her name by morning.”

Eros stood and reached for his jacket. “This is my fault. I told her to go talk to that asshole.”

“Way to go,” Dion said. “And you call yourself the god of love?”

No, he didn’t. Other people did. “I’ll be back.”

“No, you won’t. Not tonight, anyway.”

Maybe not. It was getting late, and he didn’t know where Annie lived. “Make sure my girls get home safe.”

“Your girls are immortal goddesses,” Dion said. “They’ll be fine. Brita can take care of herself, and I pity any man who tries to make time with Ari.” His voice was light, but the undertone was a lot darker than Eros was used to hearing from that quarter.

“You know,” he told his old friend, “one day we’re gonna have to talk about that.”

“Over my dead body.”

“You’re immortal, too.”

“Whatever,” Dion said. “While you’re standing here sticking your nose into things that aren’t any of your business, that sweet little thing is outside, crying her eyes out. If you’re not gonna go console her, I will.”

“I’m going.” And not to console her. At least not the way Dion had in mind. But he could make sure she got to where she was going safely, and that she didn’t catch a cold. And he could listen to her and let her rip into him for suggesting she should offer herself to Harry in the first place. She probably needed someone to scream at, and a bit of flagellation was just what he needed. He’d been an idiot.

He lifted her coat and bag from the back of the stool she’d been sitting on and turned to the door.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Dion threw after him.

Eros tossed the god of debauchery a jaundiced look over his shoulder. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Just remember I warned you,” Dion said.

Yeah, yeah. Eros shot a last glare at Harry Mitchell, who seemed to have no idea he’d offended anyone. His attention was still fully on Brita, his mouth open and his eyes glazed. Eros imagined sinking his fist into Harry’s face and watching the blood spurt, and then he shook the vision off and headed toward the door. First things first.




  




Chapter Seven
 

He hit the door hard enough to almost get caught on the backswing, fully expecting to see Annie right outside on the street. But when he looked left and right, she was nowhere to be found. The sidewalk was deserted, except for a couple young men in hooded sweatshirts walking away from him. They weren’t carrying a screaming woman, so clearly Annie wasn’t with them.

He raised his voice. “Annie?”

How had she managed to flag a cab so quickly?

He should be grateful if she had, he supposed, since she’d be warm and dry and safe and on her way home. But she’d need her wallet to pay the cabbie and her keys to get into her apartment, and he had both in his hand, inside her purse. Or so he assumed. There hadn’t been anywhere in that dress to hide a wallet and a set of keys.

“Annie?”

And he couldn’t quite imagine her running fast enough to get out of sight this quickly. Not in those shoes. They’d looked fantastic, but they must be hell on the feet. And she’d already been a bit unsteady. No way had she managed to make it far enough away that he couldn’t see her.

“Annie!”

Nothing. But mixed with the soft fall of the rain and the wet hiss of the cars going by a half block away on Broadway, he could hear a rhythmic thumping from the alley.

The torrential rain from this afternoon had stopped, but the air was still misty, the drops soft and so light that they shimmered. In the dark, with the streetlamps reflecting off the tiny droplets decorating her short brown hair, Annie looked like an angel. She was standing in front of a tower of empty cardboard boxes with liquor logos on the sides—the remains of Dion’s inventory—and she was rhythmically and savagely kicking the crap out of one of them. He wasn’t sure whether the moisture on her face was tears or rain or maybe perspiration, or some combination of all three, but either way, his heart twisted. “Annie?”

She didn’t answer, just stopped what she was doing. For a moment she stood there, head bowed and hands fisted, and then she turned to face him. And yes, they were tears. Her eyes were brimming over. As he watched, they overflowed and two fat teardrops slid down her cheeks. “Bastard,” she said.

“I know. I’m sorry.” He thought about putting his arms around her—she looked like she could use the comfort—but he was afraid she might maim him if he got too close. She didn’t just look lost and hurt, she looked beyond pissed, too.

“Not you. Him.” She glanced at the bar, and from the heat of her glare, he was honestly surprised the brick wall didn’t turn into rubble.

Good. At least it wasn’t him she was angry with. “We can go back inside and I can hit him, if you want,” he offered.

“Not tonight. I’ll spit in his coffee next time he comes into the bakery instead.”

She wrapped her arms around herself, as if she only now realized how cold it was. “Right now I just want to go home.”

“I’ll walk you there. I brought your things.” He took a step closer to wrap the coat around her and helped her get her arms through the sleeves. When she didn’t reach for the bag, he draped the strap awkwardly across her shoulder. “Where do you live?”

She rattled off the address. At least she was sober enough to remember where she needed to go. Good. And it was only a half dozen blocks. The walk would do her good and the chilly rain would clear her head. He put a hand under her elbow and tugged. “Let’s go.”

She went, teetering along next to him through the rain, swaying, her crazy heels clicking on the wet pavement and the water droplets collecting on her shoulders and hair.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said after a block. “I can make it home on my own.”

“It seems the least I can do. I was the one who told you to go talk to him.”

She nodded, so obviously she thought Eros owed her, as well.

“I take it it didn’t go well?”

She snorted. Or maybe it was a sniff. Hard to tell. But it sounded more like a snort. “Some matchmaker you are.”

Definitely a snort. And directed at him, not Harry. “What happened?”

“I told you,” Annie said. “He isn’t interested in me. He called me…” She swallowed noisily. “Meaty.”

Meaty?

Eros stared at her. “Are you sure he didn’t say pretty?”

Annie sniffed again. This time it was undoubtedly a sniff. “He said meaty. That he likes his women—can you believe that, he actually said ‘his women,’ like he has so many of them?—a little less meaty. He thinks I’m fat.”

“You’re not fat,” Eros said.

“Sure I am. Harry said so.”

“Harry’s an idiot.”

She slanted a look at him. “You’re the one who told me to go talk to him.”

“I’m an idiot, too.” And if Harry had been standing in front of him at that moment, Eros would have yanked the mortal’s tongue out of his mouth until it was long enough to wrap around his neck, and then he would have strangled him with it. “You’re not fat. Or meaty. You’re—”

“Chubby.” She pulled the sides of the coat apart and squinted down at herself. “I probably look like a sausage in this dress.”

Eros dragged his eyes away from the fabric dipping low over her breasts. “You look great. And you’re not chubby. You’re—”

“Overweight,” Annie said. “Obese.”

“You’re not obese!” Gods. “You look exactly the way you’re supposed to look. Like a woman. A beautiful woman.”

“If I looked like Brita,” Annie said stubbornly, “Harry would like me.”

No doubt. However— “Harry doesn’t know Brita. If he did, he might not like her anymore.”

Not that the Cretan goddess of hunting was unlikeable. She wasn’t. But there was a lot more to her than the T&A Harry noticed, and he might not find all parts of her equally fascinating. Including her crush on Dion.

“I don’t think he’d care,” Annie said. “As long as she looks like she does, he wouldn’t care what her personality was. He’s a man.”

She had a point. Harry was definitely the lowest common denominator of human. However—

“Not all men are like that. Some think personality is more important than looks.”

She glanced at him, and he added, quickly, “Not that there’s anything wrong with the way you look. Or your personality. Or anything about you.”

And not that he had any room to talk. He’d fallen in love with Psyche because of her looks. If he’d taken the time to get to know her, maybe he’d have realized she’d get sick of him and leave.

Or maybe he hadn’t had a choice, he reminded himself. It was those damned arrows’ fault. If he hadn’t accidentally pricked himself in the middle of going about his business, he might not have fallen for her at all.

“We’ll find you someone else,” he told Annie.

“I don’t want anyone else,” she answered, with the obstinacy of a drunk. “I want Harry.”

“You didn’t want Harry earlier.”

She stuck out her bottom lip. “Now I do. I want him to look at me the way he looks at Brita.”

Tall order. Brita was a goddess. Mortals reacted differently to her than they did to one another. “I’m not sure I can manage that.”

The lip started quivering again, and Annie’s eyes filled with tears. “Fine,” Eros said, much against his better judgment. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.” Immediately she was all smiles again. It seemed the walk through the rain was having the opposite effect than the one he’d wanted. Instead of getting less drunk, she seemed to be getting more so. She was clinging to his arm now, wobbling in the crazy shoes, and one of her breasts, heavy and soft, was pressed against his arm through the layers of clothing.

Harry really was an idiot. Surely he knew—had to know—that he didn’t stand a chance with Brita. Only a blind man could avoid noticing the way she looked at Dion, and whatever else Harry was—the idiot—he wasn’t blind.

Or maybe he was, if he didn’t notice Annie standing right in front of him.

She was a whole lot more than he deserved, the jackass. But if she wanted him, Eros would do his best to get him for her. It was the least he could do, after encouraging her to humiliate herself.

Although how the hell he was going to stop Harry from hurting her feelings again, he had no idea. Short of striking the man dumb.

“This is it.”

Annie slowed her steps outside one of the many brownstone apartment buildings dotting this part of Astoria. Eros looked up at it. “This is where you live?”

She nodded. “Top floor. You wanna come upstairs? Have a cup of coffee or something? I think I may have a bottle of wine somewhere.”

“I don’t think I’d better.” She was looking very pretty standing there in the rain, with her eyes unfocused and her lips parted and her face dewy from the moisture in the air. Not to mention the dress plunging dangerously low over her breasts, and those red shoes. And then there was the knowledge that she’d gone out tonight looking for Mr. Right Now.

He might not be able to offer her anything else, but he could definitely be Mr. Right Now.

She nodded, as if it were what she’d expected, and turned away, letting go of his arm. Only to stagger and almost fall before he could catch her. “Whoa.”

“Whoa.” She smiled up at him, her pupils dilated and her breasts mashed against his chest. He was pretty sure she had no idea what she was doing. “I think I’m a little tipsy. What do you think?”

He thought she was a whole lot more than just a little tipsy. “I think maybe I should make sure you get up the stairs. It’s a long way to the top floor. Especially in those shoes.” And the last thing he wanted was for her to fall and roll back down. She’d break her neck. Or at least both those pretty ankles.

Annie nodded with the solemnity of the very drunk. “A hundred and fourteen steps. I counted.”

“No elevator?”

She shook her head, and the small action made her wobble again. Eros firmed his grip on her arms. “Do you have your keys?”

She dug in her bag. After a few tries, she managed to fish out a keychain she dangled in front of him triumphantly.

“Thank you.” He took the keys from her and kept them in one hand while he wrapped the other arm securely around her waist. “Up you go, then.”

She moved obediently up the three steps to the front door, where it took him a minute to find the right key to fit in the lock. When they were inside the building, he steered her to the bottom of the staircase and stopped, looking up.

He glanced at her. “Are you sure you can do this?”

“‘Course I can.” She got her foot onto the first step and tried to follow with the rest of her body, only to topple backward, right into his arms. “Oops.”

Oops was right. “To hell with this,” Eros said, and scooped her up. She squealed and kicked, and he added, “Don’t make this any harder than it is. Just be quiet and I’ll have you upstairs in a minute.” He started climbing.

“I’m too heavy,” Annie said.

“No, you’re not. You don’t weigh much at all.” He was a fucking god. He could carry weights a lot heavier than Annie Landon. “Although it’d be easier if you didn’t squirm.”

“I’m not squirming,” Annie said.

“Yes, you are.” Her movements had tossed her skirt high up on her thighs so he was treated to a lovely display of slender calves, soft knees, and thighs with just enough padding to make a welcoming cradle for a man. Not to mention those shoes, which were taking up a lot more real estate in his head than he wanted them to. He put on a little extra speed and got to the top floor a bit more quickly than a mortal man would have been able to. Hopefully she was too drunk to realize it.

“Wow.”

When he put her down in front of her door, she gazed up at him, her eyes huge and shiny with admiration. “You’re really strong. You’re not even breathing hard.”

Sure he was. Although not from exertion.

“I told you. You’re not heavy.” He moved her back a step. “Here. You just stand right there and hold up this wall while I find the key.”

She nodded obediently. It took a moment, and felt longer, to sift through the various keys on her ring, but eventually he had the door open. “There you go. Home, safe and sound.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

But she didn’t move.

“You can stop holding up the wall now,” Eros said.

“It’s not gonna fall?”

“It won’t. I promise.” Gods, just how drunk was she?

She nodded but didn’t make a move for the door. Just stood there, leaning on the wall, chewing on her bottom lip and looking at him. So he did the only thing he could do. Reached for her arm and tugged. “C’mon. It’s time to go inside.”

She came along, as docilely as a child. He closed the door behind them and looked around.

Like most apartments in New York, Annie’s was small. They were standing in a tiny entry with a small galley kitchen through a doorway to their left. She had hung a beaded curtain in the opening, and the beads clicked together in the draft he had created when he opened the front door. A small living room was ahead, with a smaller bedroom and a tiny bath in the back. The furnishings were eclectic, fun, a mixture of styles and colors, while the walls were painted a neutral off-white.

“Nice place.”

“Thank you,” Annie said, looking around as if she’d never been there before.

“Let me get your coat.” She probably wouldn’t think to take it off on her own.

“Thank you.” She stood quietly and let him pull the jacket from her shoulders and down her arms. There was a rack with a few hooks to the right of the door, and he hung it there. When he was finished, she was still just standing there looking around.

He did the same. “This is it, right? Your apartment?”

“Sure.” She glanced at him. “It looks smaller with you in it.”

Funny, the walls were closing in on him just a bit, too. He ran a finger under his collar. The place smelled like her, like sugar and vanilla, and it was difficult to catch his breath. He glanced at the door. “I should probably go.”

She nodded. “Thank you for walking me home.”

“You’re welcome.”

But he didn’t walk to the door, and she didn’t look away from him, and her eyes were big and soft, her expression wide open and vulnerable. Her lips looked soft, too, and so did the tops of her breasts, that he could see above the neckline of the dress. She was standing too close. Just close enough that he could bend and capture those lips with his own.

So he did, against his better judgment.




  




Chapter Eight
 

Holy cow.

She had read books in which the heroine dribbled like cooked spaghetti to puddle at the hero’s feet, but Annie had never expected to be on the receiving end of that kind of kiss herself. A kiss was a kiss was a kiss, in her experience. Some men were better at kissing than others. Some were too grabby, while others didn’t know how to use their tongues properly, and a few just sort of stood there, leaving her to do most of the work and hoping she’d tacitly clue them in on what she liked in the process.

Ross didn’t do any of those things. He was in total control from the second his lips found hers, and he seemed to know instinctively what she liked. The kiss was light, his lips soft and undemanding, giving her the chance to push him away if she wanted. When she didn’t—what, am I crazy?—the tip of his tongue came out to lick at the corner of her mouth, and that’s when Annie’s knees turned to Jell-O, and she had to latch onto Ross’s lapels with both hands to keep on her feet.

She hadn’t intended it as an invitation, but she wasn’t about to complain when he wrapped both arms around her waist.

He was stronger than she’d anticipated. She was pretty sure Harry would have had a problem hauling her up five flights of stairs, but Ross hadn’t even been breathing hard when they reached the top. The arms that wrapped around her now were hard through the layers of fabric, and so was the rest of him.

Oh, God. So is the rest of him.

She was plastered against him from thighs to chest, and there was no mistaking what was poking her in the stomach.

Maybe he was more ready to move on than he’d thought he was. Or maybe he was just looking for a bit of a diversion, to help him forget his ex-wife for an hour or two.

Either way, it was fine with her. Annie had gone out hoping to find someone to spend some time with, and if Ross wanted to deliver, she wasn’t about to turn him down. It wasn’t every day a girl had the chance to spend the night with a Greek god. So she melted against him, opened her mouth under his, and ran her hands up to his shoulders and from there into his hair, to run the springy curls through her fingers. He tasted of red wine and spicy male, and something else, something she couldn’t place, otherworldly and intoxicating. He tasted of sunshine and starlight and warm winds, all things she couldn’t eat or drink, with maybe a bit of honey mixed in for good measure. Warm and sweet and crisp and exciting, all at the same time. It made her head spin…or maybe that was Ross, too.

Here they were, still upright and fully dressed, and it was already the best sexual experience of Annie’s life.

When she pushed her hands under the suit jacket and shoved it off his shoulders, he removed his arms from her waist for a moment to shrug it off. She waited for him to ask if she was sure about this—it had happened awfully quickly, and after he’d told her he wasn’t ready to get involved, too—but he didn’t say anything, just tilted his head the other way and went back to kissing her.

So he didn’t want to talk. Fine.

Annie busied herself with unbuttoning his shirt and tugging it out of his waistband. He was perfectly made, his skin like warm silk against her palms, and once she had pushed the crisp shirt off his shoulders to puddle at his feet, she touched every part of him she could reach: his trim waist, the hard muscles of his back and stomach, his broad shoulders and strong arms. He groaned when her fingers brushed over a taut nipple, and she absorbed the sound into her mouth, dizzy and delighted that she could give him pleasure.

So far, he had seduced her with only his mouth, with his smell and taste and the cleverness of his tongue, but now his hands slipped down her back to pull her closer. She could feel his hips tilt and the hard ridge behind his zipper nudge her. It had been a while, but she recognized the movement for the question it was. Are you sure you want this?

She rubbed back against him. Yes. God, yes!

“Wrap your legs around my waist.”

His voice was uneven, breathless and rough like velvet, causing goose bumps to trickle across her skin.

I’m too heavy, Annie thought, and did it anyway.

She thought he’d carry her to bed, that he’d want to put her down as soon as possible, but he didn’t. Instead he moved her up against the wall, the plaster cool against her back and the heat of him against her front. When he bent his head to run his mouth across the swell of her breast, she shivered, her fingers tightening in his hair. The feel of his tongue dipping into the cleft between her breasts caused her whole body to arch. He groaned again, his breath hot against her skin, as the movement pushed her against him, right
there, where they both wanted to be joined—

Through the blood pounding in her ears, Annie heard him mutter something in a language she didn’t understand. Greek?

Probably. She was just about to ask him what he’d said when he lifted his head and looked at her, his eyes almost black and swirling with heat. “Sorry.”

“For what?” Whatever it was, he could feel free to keep doing it.

“Can’t wait any longer.” He didn’t pause for her answer, just turned from the wall with her still in his arms and carried her through the living room into the bedroom.

He put her on the bed and stopped only long enough to shuck pants and underwear before following her down. She heard the crinkle of a condom wrapper. It was dark in the bedroom, and he hadn’t turned on the lights, so she wasn’t able to get a good look at him, but judging from the size of the equipment pressed intimately against her, it wasn’t because he was ashamed. He had nothing to worry about.

She, on the other hand…

The feeling of his hands on her thighs, skimming the dress up to her hips, distracted her from her need to record her own inadequacies. When he hooked his fingers in the lace of her panties and tugged, she arched her hips to help him pull them down.

He pushed her thighs apart then, and although she knew he couldn’t see her in the dark, it was still a little embarrassing to be so exposed. She didn’t know him very well, after all, and there were those extra fifteen pounds…

But then he touched her—his fingers slipping through her wetness, briefly, too briefly, making sure she was ready for him, just for a second or two—and Annie felt her body clench around his hand, as if trying to hold on to him. He murmured something, still in Greek, his voice soothing, even as he pulled his hand away.

“Please…”

“Shhhh. I know.” He positioned himself between her thighs. Annie felt the hard bulk of him at the entrance to her body, and as he pushed forward, she had to focus on keeping her body soft and welcoming; the intrusion was strange and almost a little painful after so long.

It felt like an eternity—two inches forward, one inch back—before he was buried inside her, and even then, a tilt of her hips and a different angle caused him to gasp and slide a crucial inch farther in. And then he was lodged deep inside her, and the whole world narrowed to just him and her and what was happening between them. Each thrust of his hips sang through her, spiraling the tension in her body ever tighter, pushing her higher and higher…until she finally broke and—gasping and clutching him—let him take her over the edge and soar with her through time and space, before drifting gently to rest in utter bliss.

…
 

Dion was right. There really was nothing like having a woman under him, with her legs wrapped around his waist and her soft body cradling him, to reaffirm that he was alive.

She was still wearing those red shoes, by the way, and if Eros were the type to kiss and tell, he’d make sure Dion knew it. Yes, sweet Annie Landon could indeed be talked into making love with her heels on.

Not that the question of taking them off had come up. She was still wearing her dress, too. And everything else except her panties. Those he’d managed to get rid of. But only because he had to, to get to what he wanted.

Gods, he’d come close to taking her against the wall in the hallway. What was wrong with him? How much ambrosia had he had? He’d just meant to kiss her.

Or he hadn’t really even meant to do that. He’d just intended to walk her home, and to make her feel better after that jackass hurt her feelings. But she’d looked so sweet standing there, tipsy and swaying a bit, with those big eyes unfocused, and those soft lips and soft breasts and red heels. And once he started, it was difficult to stop. Her lips tasted like she smelled, like sugar and vanilla, sweet and warm and delicious, and one taste wasn’t enough. He needed more. And more. Until he was unable to think of anything but hiking up her skirt and taking her right there, against the wall.

And that was when he’d come to his senses, or at least managed to gather what little wits he had left. It had been a long time for her. (Much longer for him, of course, but his perception of time was different.) And she deserved better than that. It was something Dion would do.

Hades, it was what Dion had threatened to do: take her into the snug behind the bar and push her up against the wall.

Dion was the god of debauchery. That kind of thing was fine for him. But Eros was the god of love. When he took a woman to bed, he took her to bed. He didn’t take her in her hallway, three steps from the front door, with her shoes still on, because he couldn’t control himself.

Not that she seemed to be complaining. She was lying beneath him, boneless and spent, with her cheeks still flushed from her climax and her lips swollen from his kisses.

She probably thought he couldn’t see her. From what little he already knew about her, he imagined she preferred it that way. But he was the child of Nyx and Erebus, and his night vision was excellent.

And she was lovely. Not perfect, like Psyche. But soft and warm and open and giving.

And almost asleep.

He levered himself off her, only to have her turn her head on the pillow and blink up at him.

“Go to sleep.” He layered his voice with a heavy dose of I am a god so obey me now. Seeing in the dark wasn’t the only benefit of being the son of Night and Darkness. He was almost as good as Hypnos when it came to putting people to sleep. She nodded obediently and closed her eyes again. Eros went to pull the blankets up over her, and he hesitated. There wasn’t much he could do about the dress—he should have gotten her out of it earlier, and it wasn’t like he could just snap his fingers and have it be gone; he was a god, not a magician—but at least he could take her shoes off.

She twitched a bit when he did, and he couldn’t resist running a finger along the sole of one foot to test his theory. His lips curved as he watched her try to pull away from him, even in sleep. She was ticklish. He’d have to remember that—except he’d never be here with her again. Not like this.

This was a one-time thing. It had to be. She was mortal, and he was done with mortals. It was a chance he couldn’t take again. No matter how soft the mortals were or how sweet they tasted.

So he pulled the blankets all the way up to her chin and made sure not to look at her again as he made his way out of the bedroom.




  




Chapter Nine
 

He stopped in the hallway to pick up his jacket and shirt from the floor—making sure he didn’t dwell on the memory of her hands sliding across his skin and her fingernails raking down his back—and shrugged them on, before making sure the door latched behind him. He buttoned the shirt on his way down the five flights of stairs he’d carried her up earlier, and by the time he was back outside on the street, he looked like nothing had happened.

Or so he thought, until he walked up to the bar at Dionysus’s and Dion took one look at him and grinned. “How was it?”

Eros shot him a dark look. “None of your business.”

“Sure,” Dion said. “Just tell me one thing. Did you make her keep the shoes on?”

“Fuck you.”

Dion chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes. So why aren’t you there, reclaiming your manhood and sticking it to the bitch?”

Eros felt himself bristle. “Don’t call her that.”

“Not Annie,” Dion said. “The bitch who left you.”

Oh. Much better. “What’s the point? She’ll never know.”

“You could tell her.”

No, thanks. “I don’t care if I ever see her again. Let what’s-his-name have her.”

“I’m sure he already does,” Dion said. “Right now, probably.”

Probably. From what Eros knew about the warriors of Valhalla, they were pretty much only interested in two things, and they spent all day doing one and all night doing the other. And because the idea bothered him just a bit, even after what he’d just done himself, he put it out of his mind before it could lodge there and bother him more.

Instead, he looked around the bar. “Harry around?” Things had slowed down some in the time he’d been gone. He couldn’t see Harry anywhere, although Brita was still there, probably hoping to end the night with Dionysus. The rest of his office staff had joined her: Iris, the pretty little goddess of rainbows, in a flowing multicolored chiffon blouse, and Carrie—Carya—goddess of the walnut tree, in a pair of jeans that would have made Harry weep. Ari was over at the corner table talking to Silenus and—he assumed—keeping an eye on Brita. Or on Dion. If the Cretan goddess of hunting attempted to go upstairs with the god of wine at the end of the night, the minor goddess of the labyrinth would probably have something to say about it.

Dion nodded. “He left a few minutes after you walked out. Why? Were you gonna hurt him?” He looked delighted at the prospect.

The thought had crossed Eros’s mind. However— “No. Annie told me she wants him. I’m gonna get him for her.”

Dion tilted his head and contemplated him. “What did you do wrong?”

“Nothing,” Eros said. “It was before.”

“Before you showed her paradise. You did show her paradise, right?”

Eros shrugged. “She seemed to enjoy herself.”

“Not exactly the rousing confidence I was hoping for,” Dion said, “but it’ll do. So you took this woman home and nailed her, and she let you, and even kept her shoes on while you did—”

“That wasn’t deliberate.”

“Sorry to hear it. Even so, what makes you think she still wants Harry?”

“She said she did,” Eros said.

“Before you fucked her. And seeing as you’re the fucking god of love, when you fuck someone, they stay fucked, right? They don’t want anyone else afterward.”

“Will you knock it off with the fucking?”

“When I’m dead,” Dion said, and added, “which will be never, since I’m immortal.”

Eros growled, and Dion continued. “But I’ll stop saying it. You walked Annie home. You took her upstairs. Knowing you, you probably carried her. She was pretty drunk when she walked outta here, so she might have needed some help walking. You stayed there long enough to take advantage of her. She kept her shoes on. Very hot shoes. Not to mention, you’re the god of love. I think you can assume she’s over Harry Mitchell.”

“Maybe I don’t want her to be over him.”

Dion leaned his elbows on the bar. “Why not? She seemed nice. Nice ass, nice boobs, nice mouth. Very nice shoes.”

“Are you trying to make me angry?”

“Why would I do that?” Dion grinned. “You’re thinking too much, Ross. Just enjoy her.”

He had. He just didn’t want to do it again. Or rather, he wanted to so much that it was probably better if he just fixed her up with Harry and was done with it. “You just said I took advantage of her.”

Dion shook his head. “You didn’t. You’re the god of love. She would have rolled over for you even if she hadn’t been drunk. Besides, you had quite a bit of ambrosia.”

Maybe. But the fact was that she had been drunk, and he’d known it. He’d known she wanted Harry, and he had seduced her anyway. “I’m scum.”

“No, you’re not,” Dion said. “You’re a god. The usual rules don’t apply.”

“They should. Just because I have an unfair advantage doesn’t mean it’s okay to go around seducing drunk mortals.”

“Oops,” Dion said calmly, “and here I’ve always thought it did.”

Yeah, yeah. “She’s gonna hate me tomorrow.”

“Nah,” Dion said. “She came here looking for action. You gave it to her. She knew the score.”

Maybe. But it didn’t make him feel any better. “What do I say to her tomorrow?”

“Why ask me?”

Because Dion was the one with the experience, while Eros had been a one-woman man until that one woman left him. He had no idea how the singles scene worked in this century, or in this millennium, for that matter.

“Just help me out, Dionysus. Or I’ll say no the next time you ask me to fix you up.”

“When have I ever asked you to fix me up?” Dion started, his voice laced with offense. “You do love. I do debauchery.”

“Fine. But if you ever change your mind and decide you actually want love and not just dirty sex, you’ll be SOL unless you help me now.”

Dion heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Avoid her. That’s what I’d do.”

“Easier said than done.”

Or maybe not. She’d worked across the street from him for two years, but tonight was the first time they’d spoken. If he made a point of never going outside when there was a chance she might be there, and on the off chance that she might be embarrassed enough about what had happened to avoid him…it could work.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” Dion said.

…
 

Annie woke up feeling pleasantly warm and relaxed, her body languid and her muscles almost indecently loose.

She was fully dressed under the blanket—minus her shoes, which was a bit strange, perhaps—but she felt great.

Until she opened her eyes and the bright morning sunlight sliced her retinas like twin razor blades.

“Owww!”

Her body might feel good, but her head didn’t.

What happened last night?

She flipped over on her back, her body still pleasantly loose, and threw an arm up to cover her eyes. And thought about it. After a few seconds it all came back. Dionysus’s bar. The Cosmos. The conversation with Eros. Throwing herself at Harry Mitchell and having him turn her down, quite rudely. Kicking the boxes in the alley. Hanging on Ross’s arm the whole way home, and having him carry her upstairs to her apartment because she was too drunk to make it on her own.

God, how mortifying! Cheeks flaming, she flipped over and hid her face in the pillow. She’d been drunk, she’d been maudlin, and she’d made a fool of herself not just in front of Harry but in front of Ross, too. The only thing that could have made it worse was if she’d vomited. And she was pretty sure she hadn’t done that.

At the moment, however, she was thinking about it.

It was all a bit blurry, thanks to the Cosmos, but after he carried her upstairs—and without breaking a sweat, too—she must have thrown herself at him, because she was pretty sure she could remember kissing him. She’d kissed him a lot, for what seemed like a long time. If she remembered correctly, and it wasn’t just wishful thinking, he was a very good kisser, and he’d tasted like no one she’d ever locked lips with before.

And hadn’t she undressed him, too? She thought she could remember that at some point, she’d had her hands on his skin. Her palms remembered the feel of it, the heat and softness.

Was that why she was sans her underwear? She was wearing everything else she’d started out with—minus the shoes, and minus her panties.

Had she actually seduced the poor man last night? After he’d told her he wasn’t ready to move on from his divorce, too?

She was fairly certain something had been consummated. There were really only two things that could have made her body feel like this, so floaty and relaxed, and one of them was a heavy-duty session of really good sex. It had been a while since she’d had one of those—years—but she remembered the way it made her feel.

The only other possible explanation was prescription drugs, and she knew she hadn’t taken any of those. They wouldn’t have mixed well with the Cosmos. If she’d paired drugs with Cosmos, especially the Cosmos Dion mixed, a hangover would have been the least of her problems this morning.

So yes, they’d had sex. And then he’d left. He must have, because—she looked around—he wasn’t here. Besides her, the bed was empty, and it didn’t look like anyone else had been in it, really. The rest of the apartment was quiet, and small enough that she would have heard him if he’d been around. The shower was silent, and so was the kitchen. She was definitely alone.

Well, good. After embarrassing herself like she had, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to face him again.

Although she did owe him an apology. He’d been nice enough to walk her home last night. He’d done his best to cheer her up after Harry rebuffed her. He’d even carried her up five flights of stairs. The least she could do was bake a batch of cookies and give them to him as a thank-you.

His wife had left him; it had probably been a while since anyone baked him cookies.

And maybe she could drop them off in the reception area of his office; that way she wouldn’t actually have to face him. She had to go to work anyway in—she glanced at the clock ticking a bit too loudly on the bedside table—just over two hours.

That was just enough time to whip up a batch of dough and stick a tray of cookies in the oven, before taking a shower and self-medicating with half a bottle of aspirin and black coffee.

Groaning, she rolled over and dangled her feet off the side of the bed.

Two hours later, she was upright, moving down the street, and almost back to normal. Her body still felt nice and relaxed, but the banging headache more than made up for it. The aspirin and coffee hadn’t done as good a job as she’d hoped, and she’d had to resort to wearing sunglasses, even though it was overcast and a bit gloomy. It wasn’t raining, but the sky looked like it was thinking about it.

The way to work ran past Dionysus’s bar, and she slowed her steps as she approached. But it was closed this early in the morning, the door firmly locked and the neon signs turned off. Which took care of her idea of going in to ask for a hair of the dog that bit her. It was probably just as well, actually, because she wasn’t sure she trusted Dion. He was a friend of Eros’s—Ross had said they’d known each other forever, and she did trust Ross; at least she was pretty sure she did—but Dion had mixed those Cosmos a lot stronger than any others she’d ever had, and she had a feeling he’d put something else in them, too. Something more potent than alcohol.

Although if he were going to drug someone, he probably wouldn’t have chosen Annie. And anyway, why would he, when he could have any woman he wanted simply by crooking his finger?

At any rate, the bar was closed, the door closed, and the windows dark, so it didn’t matter. As she rounded the nearest corner and headed down Steinway Street, a part of her—the small, cowardly part—wondered whether perhaps the matchmaking agency might be closed, too. That would be preferable, in a way. Part of her didn’t want to see Ross again. It would be awkward. She was pretty sure last night had included things that would embarrass her if she could remember them.

If she’d thought there was a chance she might be able to get away with never seeing him again, she’d totally try. She hadn’t seen him in the two years she’d worked across the street from him, true, but now that they’d met—now that they’d done the horizontal mambo—she’d probably stumble over him every time she turned around. Every time she stuck her nose outside the door, there he’d be. Accidentally, of course. And it would probably be just at those times when she was either hung over, or sweaty from work, or running late, or when she had spilled lunch on her shirt or it had been a while since she’d washed her hair.

No, much better just to get it done now, and then forget about it.

With a little prayer—God, if you’re up there, please let me get through this with at least the shreds of my dignity intact—she pushed down the handle and leaned on the door.




  




Chapter Ten
 

The door opened more easily than she’d expected and she practically fell into the room. The only thing that would have been worse was if Ross had been there to see her. Thankfully, he wasn’t. The reception area was full of people, but none of them was Ross.

A huge desk took up space in the middle of the room, and the sleek Ariadne sat behind it. She was wearing deep brown today, a suit several shades darker than her hair, which was twisted into that elegant chignon at the back of her head. Up close, her face was even more beautiful than Annie had imagined.

“Can I help you?” she said.

Annie looked around. The reception was elegant, with hardwood floors, cream-colored walls, and tall ceilings. It had a classic feel, with Greek columns outlining the door into the rest of the building, where—she assumed—Eros’s office, along with a bathroom and maybe a kitchenette—were located. There were a lot of green plants, but the only decoration other than that was a marble statue in a corner of a winged god with a bow and arrow. Someone had covered the god’s private parts with a sticky note saying Do Not Remove.

Annie’s lips twitched. It was probably Eros—the real Eros; the Greek god—and someone, maybe Ari, insisted on keeping him there as a joke. The sticky note must be a concession to Ross’s—the man’s—vanity.

Along one wall stood a long, sleek sofa, also cream colored. Three women sat side by side on it, looking exactly like models at an audition. Long legs crossed at the knees, slender feet in high-heeled shoes jiggling, gorgeous faces. The women didn’t even look like they were wearing makeup save for a smear of lipstick; how did they manage to look so good? They turned toward Annie with identical expressions of curiosity.

One was the stunning Brita from last night. The young woman was slightly more appropriately dressed today, in a business suit whose flaming red color and short skirt did a fine job of emphasizing her long legs and gorgeous curves. Next to her sat a strawberry blonde with a delicate face and huge turquoise eyes, dressed in a beautiful silk dress with all the colors of the rainbow and then some, while a gorgeous brunette in a bright blue dress topped by a black jacket rounded out the collection.

Annie smiled weakly. “Hi.”

They all smiled back, and the effect was like being hit between the eyes with a sunbeam. Exhilarating and painful all at the same time. She could just imagine how poor Harry Mitchell must feel.

“Can we help you?” Ari asked again, and Annie turned toward the desk.

“I…um… Is Ross here?”

There was a pause while all four women looked at one another. Annie couldn’t quite interpret the looks flying among them, but she was afraid they might be saying something like hag alert or incoming; batten down the hatches.

“He’s still upstairs,” Ariadne said, pushing her chair back from the desk, “but I can go get him—”

“No!” If he was upstairs and out of easy reach, that was just fine with Annie. Leave him there. Maybe he was still in bed. She’d overheard Dion say Ross owned and lived in the building.

The mental picture—all that soft skin and hard muscles warm against crisp white sheets—distracted her for a moment. Until Ari got to her feet. “I’ll just—”

“No. Please.” He wasn’t here. There was no need to disturb him. None at all. Put off the inevitable. “I…um…I met him last night at Dionysus’s bar?”

She didn’t know why she phrased it as a question when it was exactly what she’d done and she knew it.

Ari nodded. “I saw you talking.”

Right. “He…was nice enough to walk me home. To make sure I got there safely.”

“I see,” Ari said, while out of the corner of her eye, Annie could see the other girls exchange glances.

“I just wanted to…um…thank him.” She put the cookies on the desk, right on top of a stack of files, where the grease would probably bleed through the paper bag and stain the folders at any moment. Way to go, Annie. Ruin the man’s work.

Ari looked from the bag to Annie, question clear in her eyes.

“Cookies,” Annie said.

Ari blinked.

“I work in the bakery across the street.”

“The dog bakery?” The question came from one of the other women. The one with the dark hair and blue dress. Her perfect lips were twitching.

“Was he a dog?” the strawberry blonde added, giggling.

“No!” God, no. Flushing, Annie added, “They’re lemon coconut cookies. With…um…sugar crystals.”

All three women were laughing now, and even Ari was smiling. “Just let me get him downstairs for you.”

“No!”

Ari halted, mid-movement, and Annie added, “Please. I don’t want to disturb him. Just give him the cookies when he comes downstairs. Whenever that is. I’m already running late, and…um…”

“Of course.” There was understanding in Ari’s voice, a bit more than Annie had expected, and she wondered if the other woman hadn’t figured out that she’d really prefer not to see Ross face to face, at least not until she’d gotten a bit more distance on what had happened.

“I’ll make sure he gets them,” Ari said, sitting back down behind the desk and moving the bag of cookies off the files. They’d already left a stain on the top file, but Ari didn’t say anything about it. “Who shall I tell him they’re from?”

“I’m Annie Landon. I…” She stopped herself before repeating that she worked across the street. She’d already said that.

Ari nodded. “It’s nice to meet you, Annie. I’m Ari. This is Brita, Carrie, and Iris.”

All three smiled. Among the four of them, it was a little like watching the cast of Sex and the City 2, the remake.

Maybe she’d imagined sleeping with Ross last night. Maybe it had been wishful thinking. If he had these women walking around his office every day, what could he possibly see in someone like her?

But even as the thought crossed her mind, she heard his voice in her head. You look exactly the way you’re supposed to look. Like a beautiful woman.

He’d sounded sincere. He’d been sincere. He’d taken her home and made love to her, and his response to her body hadn’t been feigned. Nobody could feign that reaction.

She smiled, more confidently now. “Just tell him I said thanks for making me feel better last night. I’d better go. Time to…um…” She gestured over her shoulder, to the dog bakery.

“I’ll let him know you were here,” Ari promised. “I’m sure he’ll stop by to thank you later today.”

Great. Suddenly she couldn’t wait to see him again. She walked out with a big smile on her face.

…
 

“Gift for you,” Ariadne announced.

Eros looked up from the papers on his desk. It had taken him forever to get himself together this morning. It must have been the unexpected exercise last night. It had been so long since he’d had sex, maybe the pleasure had been too much for him.

What was it they said, use it or lose it? Obviously he needed to use it more, and not let it go decades between each time.

At any rate, his muscles felt pleasantly relaxed, and his brain was clearer than it had been in a long time. He felt great. At least until Ari started in on him.

The conversation didn’t seem difficult when it began. She simply walked into his office, told him she had something for him, and put a stained paper bag in the middle of his desk. Then she stepped back and folded her hands, waiting.

He squinted at the bag. “What is it?”

“Open it and see.”

Eros quirked a brow but reached for the bag. The contents shifted a little and rubbed together with a sort of scratchy sound. They smelled—he breathed deeply—nice. Back in time, in the superstitious Middle Ages and beyond, strange things had occasionally shown up on his doorstep, but this probably wasn’t anything too bad. At least it didn’t smell like dead rat.

He unfolded the flap, pulled the sides of the bag apart, and peered in. Nothing jumped out and hit him in the nose, either.

He looked up. “Cookies?”

Ariadne nodded.

“Why? I didn’t do anything to you.”

“They’re not from me.”

“Who…?” He stopped when he realized who must have dropped them off. They smelled like her, he realized. Warm and sweet and delicious. “She brought me cookies?”

Ari nodded. “Baked them herself, from what I understood.”

“Why didn’t you come get me?” He was planning to fix her up with Harry Mitchell, sure. But he’d slept with the woman last night. It would have been courteous to accept her cookies in person.

“She didn’t want me to,” Ari said, and Eros blinked, feeling unreasonably let down. “What did you do last night, Ross?”

“Nothing,” Eros said automatically.

“Sure.” She looked around and headed for the same chair she’d occupied yesterday, in front of his desk. Once she was seated with her knees demurely crossed, long legs on display and hands folded in her lap, she added, “She said you walked her home?”

He nodded.

“Is that all you did?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

Ari didn’t answer. “I saw you talking to her at the bar last night.”

“She was out looking for a good time. I thought I’d intervene before Dionysus took her upstairs and lifted her skirt.”

As soon as he said it, he realized that maybe the words were ill advised, but by then it was too late to call them back.

“He would.” Her voice was cool and disdainful, as if the god of wine meant nothing to her. As if he were nothing more than a thorn in her side. Which he probably was, but Ross was beginning to suspect that he was a bit more than that.

“About Dion…,” he said.

“I don’t want to talk about him,” she retorted. “Don’t duck the question.”

“I wasn’t—”

But maybe he had been. The idea of discussing Ariadne and Dion’s relationship, or lack thereof, was a lot more appealing than discussing his own encounter with Annie. “What question?”

“Is that all you did?”

There was no point in lying. She’d know if he did. They’d been around each other for thousands of years, and she understood him better than Psyche ever did. Maybe that should have clued him in.

“I wanted to keep her away from Dion,” he said. “He’s not what she needs.”

“He’s not what any woman needs,” she answered promptly. “Mortal or immortal.”

Right. He leaned back on the chair. “I’ve been aware of her for a while. Annie. She works across the street. In the dog bakery.”

For some reason, Ari’s lips twitched. “I know. She told us.”

“Last night was a fluke. She was tired of waiting and she went out to find some company. But what she really wants is someone to love. Someone who loves her.”

“Don’t we all?”

Eros hesitated, watching her, and then decided to ignore the remark. Later. “I think she’d be happy with Harry Mitchell from the accounting firm down the street.”

Ari’s eyes widened. “The one with the glasses, who always stumbles over his tongue whenever Brita is around?”

Eros shrugged.

“I saw Annie talking to him. Was that your idea?”

He nodded.

“Stupid.”

“I didn’t know that when I suggested it.”

“You should have known.” She shook her head. “You’re the god of love, Ross. Couldn’t you see that after drooling over Brita for an hour, he wouldn’t be kind to another woman? And especially one like Annie.”

Eros bristled. “There’s nothing wrong with Annie.”

“Of course there isn’t. She’s cute. And nice.”

Better.

“And mortal.”

Not so good.

“What Harry wants,” Ari said, “is a goddess. What you tried to foist off on him was a baker of dog biscuits.”

“There’s nothing wrong with dog biscuits.”

“Of course there isn’t.”

“He has a dog. A schnauzer.”

“Wonderful,” Ariadne said, lips twitching. “Listen to me, Ross. He wanted Brita. You offered him Annie. You should have known it wouldn’t work out.”

When she put it like that, maybe he should have. It was just that he’d sat there with her, and enjoyed her company, and enjoyed looking at her—those soft lips, soft skin, and soft breasts—and he couldn’t quite understand how Harry could have looked at her and not seen what he saw.

“He was rude to her.”

Ari nodded sympathetically.

“She was crying.” And taking her anger out on Dion’s empty liquor boxes.

“So you thought you’d comfort her?”

“No!” He hadn’t. Not at first. Not the way Ari made it sound. “I like her. And what happened was my fault. I told her to go talk to Harry. When the jackass was rude to her, she ran out without her jacket and purse. It was raining and I was afraid she’d get sick. Plus, I didn’t want her to get all the way home and realize she couldn’t get in.” Or for that matter walk all the way there by herself. In the middle of the night, with no coat and unsteady on her feet. Anything could happen.

He added, as the clincher, “Dion said he’d go and offer her a shoulder to cry on.”

“He would.”

“I thought, better me than him.” At least he saw Annie as a bit more than an open pair of legs in red heels. While Dion probably didn’t remember her name anymore.

“So what happened?”

“I walked her home. She cried. I carried her up to her apartment. Dion mixed our drinks too strong.”

“He does that.” Ari nodded. “Did you carry her to bed, too?”

“None of your business.”

“You can just say yes,” Ariadne said. “It means the same thing.”

“No. It means that it’s none of your business.”

Ari changed tactics. “She baked you cookies.”

“It’s what she does.”

“What she does is bake dog biscuits.” Her lips twitched again.

“These aren’t dog biscuits,” Eros pointed out. He slipped his hand into the bag and brought out a cookie. And lifted it to his face and inhaled deeply before he bit into it. The flavors exploded on his tongue. Sugar, vanilla, lemon…the cookie tasted like Annie.

“Good?”

He nodded, pushing the bag toward her. “Want one?” With his mouth full, his voice was muffled.

“No, thanks.” She got lithely to her feet.

“You don’t have to worry about your figure.” Like him, she was immortal. Unchanging. She could eat whatever she wanted and never gain or lose a pound.

“I know,” Ariadne said. “But she baked them for you. You should enjoy them.”

He was enjoying them. “She isn’t still here, is she?”

Ari shook her head. “Just dropped off the cookies and said she had to go to work.” She turned toward the door and then hesitated, turning back. “What are you going to do, Ross?”

“Enjoy the cookies.”

“About Annie.”

“I’m gonna fix her up with Harry.”

She stared at him. “You’re joking.”

Of course not. He never joked about matchmaking. “They’re perfect for each other. She bakes dog biscuits. He has a dog. And they’re both looking for someone.”

“He’s looking for Brita. And she—”

“Told me yesterday she wants Harry. I’m gonna make sure she gets him.”

“She said that?”

He nodded. Yes, indeed.

“Are you okay with that?”

“Of course. One mortal was enough.” More than enough. “I’m not interested in taking on another.”

Ari muttered something.

“What?”

“Nothing. So what’s the plan?”

“I’m not sure yet. Any ideas?”

She folded her arms and leaned against the doorjamb. “If she already wants Harry, half the battle’s won. You just have to make sure that Harry wants her.”

“Right.” Piece of cake.

He got to his feet. “I’m off to talk to Harry.” And maybe stop by the dog bakery on the way. It would only be polite to thank Annie for the cookies in person.

“Leave her alone,” Ari said, as if she’d heard him. Surely he hadn’t said that out loud, too?

“Why?”

“If you’re setting her up with someone else, she doesn’t need to see you. And besides, I don’t think she wants to. She was very adamant that I not call you so you could receive your cookies in person.”

“Oh.” That was a bit…deflating, but never mind. He was setting her up with Harry, so it didn’t matter how she felt about him.

Except…this wasn’t about his performance last night, was it?

He’d been a little bit rushed, perhaps. It had been a while, after all. And once he started kissing her, tasting that sweetness, he’d had a hard time slowing down.

All right, so he’d admit it: he’d fallen a bit short of divine. But if she were destined to end up with Harry Mitchell anyway, she’d best get used to mortal—imperfect—lovemaking. It wouldn’t do any good to spoil her with what she couldn’t have.

“Something wrong?” Ari’s face was as gentle and lovely as always, so Eros had probably imagined that malicious undertone to her voice.

“Nothing. Wish me luck.”

“Of course.”

But he noticed that she didn’t actually do so.


  




Chapter Eleven
 

The dog bakery was empty when the door across the street opened, so Annie had a perfect view of Ross as he came out, and plenty of time to just stand and stare at him. He stopped for a second on the sidewalk to talk to someone inside, and Annie squinted and made out Ari’s dark suit and sleek coiffure in the open door. The other three girls had left just about fifteen minutes after she’d dropped off her bag of cookies. That was how long it had taken them to thoroughly dissect her clothes, her hair, her cookies, and whatever had happened between her and their boss last night, she supposed. And now they were off doing whatever it was matchmakers did these days.

The whole concept was a bit strange, she had to admit. What would compel a gorgeous guy in his prime—and Ross looked like he might be around thirty, maybe—and a handful of gorgeous women—ditto—to work as old-fashioned matchmakers? Any one of those women could have made a fortune as a fashion model or an actress. And Ross… If he could make a go of such a strange business as matchmaking—and he didn’t look like he was hurting for money, not if he owned the building he worked and lived in, not to mention that the suit he’d been wearing last night had probably cost as much as her entire wardrobe—why hadn’t he gone into something more…normal? Surely matchmaking wasn’t so lucrative that he couldn’t do better in some other line of work?

Maybe he enjoyed what he did. Unless you were talking about cyber-dating, there didn’t seem to be a lot of call for matchmakers these days. But if it was a family business, maybe a few decades or even a century old, then it made more sense. Maybe that’s why his parents had named him Eros. He could be a Junior or a Third.

Across the street, he said something—probably good-bye—to Ari, who closed the door. He turned to walk down the sidewalk, but no sooner had he stepped past the windows of his own business, out of sight of anyone inside, than he slowed his steps. Heart beating, Annie watched as he stopped and turned toward her—toward the dog bakery—and hesitated.

Was he coming to talk to her?

It looked like he might be thinking about it. And a part of her wished he would. She’d have to deal with him sooner or later. The other part wasn’t sure she wanted him to.

He stood for a moment and looked in her direction, and she was pretty sure she saw his hands clench. But then he shook his head. Maybe he wasn’t sure he wanted to see her, either.

Maybe he hadn’t liked the cookies. She hadn’t used a recipe, just sort of tossed things together this morning, trying to—all right, she’d admit it—capture the taste of him. The sunshine, the starlight… She’d thought they’d tasted pretty good when she’d tried one, if not quite as good as Ross, but maybe he didn’t like coconut. Or lemon. Or cookies.

With a physique like that, he probably didn’t eat cookies.

Who was she kidding? Ari and her friends didn’t keep those figures by eating cookies, either. That was why Harry Mitchell would have fallen at Brita’s feet if she had deigned to talk to him yesterday, while Annie got nothing but insults for her trouble.

Men.

She scowled as Eros turned away from the dog bakery and made his way down the sidewalk away from her. The sun peeked out from the cloud cover just long enough to light up the tight curls on his head and make them shine. Annie turned away from the window as the bell above the door rang, admitting Mrs. Papadopoulos and her pug, Nikos.

…
 

Eros felt like a coward walking away. But what was he supposed to do? Yesterday had been a one-night stand. He wasn’t interested in another, and Annie wasn’t, either. She was mortal, and he was done with mortals. He wasn’t Harry, and Harry was who Annie wanted. So the best thing to do, for everyone concerned, was just to leave her alone and make sure she got what she wanted.

Namely, Harry.

Which was why Ross was on his way down the street to talk Harry into asking Annie to dinner. Once Harry gave her a chance, Eros just knew he would realize what he hadn’t seen last night: that Annie was beautiful, and sweet, and intelligent, and easy to talk to, and a very good kisser…

All right, so the idea of Harry figuring out that last one didn’t particularly fill him with the warm fuzzies, any more than the idea of Annie wrapping her legs—in those red shoes—around Harry’s waist did. But if Harry was whom she wanted, then all those things were inevitable.

Harry was a lucky man. Now Ross just had to make sure Harry realized it.

Ten minutes later, he was back where he’d been last night, wanting to hit the man.

“That’s it,” Harry said with a smirk, laying down his ultimatum. “Otherwise I won’t do it.”

Ross focused on unclenching his hand and flexing his fingers. “I’m a matchmaker,” he informed Harry coldly, “not a pimp.”

The words sounded familiar, but it took him a second to place them. Then he recalled: it was the same thing he’d told Annie last night.

“I don’t expect her to put out,” Harry argued. “I mean, she can if she wants to, but I just want to get to know her. Dinner and drinks. In a restaurant. That’s all. I swear.”

Eros hesitated. He hated the idea of agreeing to blackmail, but he really needed Harry to agree to his plan.

“I’ll even have her home by midnight,” Harry added. He grinned, probably thinking it made him look boyishly cute, when in reality, all it did was make Eros itch to drive his fist into Harry’s face to wipe off the stupid grin.

He resisted the temptation again. “I’ll have to talk to her. She works for me, but that doesn’t mean I can order her to go out with you. It isn’t part of her job description.”

“If you want me to ask out Annie,” Harry said, and folded his arms across his chest, “you’d better find a way to work it out.”

“Fine.” He’d just offer Brita a bonus. She could buy a new dress with the money. And it wasn’t like anything would happen to her, after all. Harry was too far gone to do much more than gawp stupidly at her, and if he tried anything, the goddess Britomartis could turn him to stone with a glare. If anyone came away from the date with damage, it wouldn’t be Brita.

“Tonight,” Harry said. “And then I’ll take Annie out tomorrow.”

Eros shook his head. “No way. You take Annie out tonight, and if you don’t piss me off, I’ll set you up with Brita tomorrow.”

Harry looked at him, hazel eyes shrewd behind the glasses. “I don’t trust you. You set me up with Brita today, for tomorrow. When that’s done, I’ll ask Annie out. And I still get Brita if Annie says no.”

“She won’t say no.” She wanted Harry, after all. Although the more Eros saw of the man, the less he could understand why.

“I still get Brita tomorrow,” Harry insisted.

Eros shook his head. “Can’t do that, Harry, old buddy. If you know you have a date with Brita tomorrow, you have no incentive to make Annie agree.”

There was a pause as they both contemplated the stalemate. Not surprisingly, Harry broke first. Being immortal had its benefits, not least in the view of the passage of time.

“Call her,” Harry said. “Get her to agree to go out with me tomorrow if I can get Annie to go out with me tonight. Or I won’t do it at all.”

“Fine.” Chances were, after spending dinner with Annie, Harry wouldn’t care about Brita anymore anyway. Problem solved. “But it’s just dinner and drinks. Nothing more. And only if you get Annie to agree.”

“I’ll get her to agree,” Harry said. “You just make sure Brita’s on board.”

Right. Eros pulled out his phone and dialed Brita’s number. And because he figured the conversation wasn’t going to be pretty, he switched into classical Greek to lay out the problem.

After he had, there was silence on the other end of the line. “You want me to spend my Saturday night with Harry Mitchell?” Brita asked eventually, her voice dangerously calm.

Eros nodded, although he knew she couldn’t see him. “Please.”

“Give me one good reason why I should.”

“I’ll pay you. Triple.”

“That’s a reason,” Brita said, “but it isn’t a good one. Triple of nothing is still nothing.”

True. “I’ll pay you. A lot.”

“That’s better. But it still isn’t good. And anyway, I don’t need your money.”

“It’s for Annie.”

There was a beat. “The sweet little girl with the cookies?” Brita said.

Gods, had everyone been there this morning? “She’s not a girl. She’s twenty-eight.”

“I’ve been around for millennia,” Brita answered. “So have you. Twenty-eight is very, very young.”

True. “She wants Harry Mitchell. He refuses to go out with her unless you’ll go out with him.”

“At the same time?”

“Of course not. Annie today, you tomorrow.”

“So I’m what, his reward for good behavior?”

“Something like that.”

Brita’s voice was dry. “I see.” There was a pause. “Why does she want him if he doesn’t want her?”

“She’s a mortal. They’re strange.”

“Right.” Brita thought for a moment. “You really think they’re made for each other?”

“I do.” There was a tiny voice in the back of his head trying to get his attention, but he ignored it.

“So there’s a chance that he’ll go out with her tonight and decide he doesn’t want to go out with me tomorrow?”

“There is.” And Eros was keeping his fingers crossed for just that outcome. After all, he’d been watching Annie for months now, without letting her know of his interest—and somehow that admission made him feel vaguely stalker-y, but never mind. As soon as he’d gotten to know her, even just a little bit, sitting in Dion’s bar last night, she’d knocked him for a loop. Suddenly she was all he could think about. And if she could do it to him—the fucking god of love—surely she could do it to a mere mortal like Harry.

“Fine,” Brita said. “I’ll do it.”

“Thank you.”

“But you owe me.”

“Whatever you want,” Eros said. And modified it to, “Within reason.”

“We’ll talk,” Brita said. “Tell him he can pick me up at the office at seven o’clock tomorrow.”

“Fine.” He dropped the phone in his pocket.

“Well?” the accountant asked. “What did she say?”

“You can pick her up at the office at seven tomorrow night.”

“Really?” His voice actually broke with excitement.

“Yes, really. Now it’s your turn. Ask Annie to dinner.”

Harry squinted at him. “If you like her so much, why don’t you ask her to dinner?”

“She doesn’t want me,” Eros said, his teeth clenched. After all that, Harry had damn well better follow through on their deal, even if Eros had to drag him to Annie’s dog bakery by his shaggy hair to get it done.

The mortal grinned. “She wants me instead?”

“So it seems.” Which was fine with him. She wasn’t his type. Too mortal. Let Harry have her.

If he hurts her again, I’ll knock his teeth out the back of his throat.

“Cool,” Harry said.

But maybe she’s changed her mind. Maybe she’ll say no. “Let’s go.” He made to rise.

“I have to wait until lunch,” Harry said. “I can’t just leave.”

“I’ll wait with you.” Eros leaned back on the uncomfortable visitor’s chair, folding his arms across his chest and settling in for the duration. Lunch was only an hour away. He could make it. And make Harry’s life uncomfortable at the same time.

Harry sighed and pushed his rolling chair back. “Fine. Let’s just get this over with.”

“That’s the spirit,” Eros said and handed him his jacket.

…
 

The doorbell jingled again a few minutes before noon and Annie looked up, expecting to see another of the old biddies from the neighborhood, with a poodle, a pug, or possibly a shih tzu tucked under one arm. Instead, she saw the broad shoulders and bespectacled face of Harry Mitchell grinning at her over the counter.

“Oh.” What business did he have smiling, after the things he’d said to her last night? “Good afternoon, Mr. Mitchell. What can I do for you?”

Harry’s smile slipped a bit. “I thought I told you to call me Harry.”

Not as far as she could recall. However, there was no point in arguing about it. “What can I get you, Harry?”

“Two peanut butter bones,” Harry said. “For Fiona.”

“Sure.” Annie reached for a paper bag, thinking snidely that she hadn’t thought he wanted them for himself.

“And a date.”

A date?

She stared at him, her hand stilled with the tongs hovering above the bone-shaped dog biscuits. He managed another smile, although this one was more like a grimace. “I’ve been thinking.”

Annie resisted the temptation to ask him if it had hurt. She went for the peanut butter bones and dropped them into the bag.

“I guess I was a little bit”—he hesitated—“rash last night.”

Rash?

“I’d had a bit to drink and I guess I wasn’t as…nice as I could have been.”

No kidding. Annie thought about telling him she forgave him but decided it was too soon for that. Especially as she hadn’t gotten the impression he’d been drunk so much as that he’d simply been unforgivably rude. Instead she folded down the flap on the bag and put it on the counter in front of him. “A dollar seventy-five, please.”

Harry fished in his pocket. “I thought maybe you’d give me another chance.”

“Another chance to do what?”

He smiled. It was a pretty good smile, for a total jerk. “To meet Fiona.” He put two dollars on the counter.

Annie reached for them. “You want me to meet your dog?”

“You asked to meet my dog,” Harry said.

She had. And telling him at this point that she’d only used the dog as an excuse to talk to him probably wouldn’t help. Besides, she liked dogs. She gave him his quarter back and capitulated. “I’d like to meet Fiona.”

“Really?” He sounded surprised and not exactly gratified. Maybe it was the shock of having her accept his invitation. “That’s great. How about tonight?”

“Tonight?” For having given her the impression yesterday that he’d never want anything to do with her, he sure was working fast.

“Are you busy?” He sounded relieved. “If you’re busy, it’s all right. We can just put it off until some other time.”

“No,” Annie said, wondering what on earth was going on. One second he asked her for a date, tonight, as soon as possible, and the next he sounded as if he didn’t care if they had to put off their dinner indefinitely. “I’m free tonight.”

“Oh.” It took him a second, but he rallied, and even managed a passable smile. “Great. How about I pick you up around seven thirty?”

“That would be fine.” A bit late, but maybe he had something to do beforehand. Maybe he had to walk Fiona. She could wear her red heels again and a different dress than last night. Something a bit more casual, since she’d be making the acquaintance of a schnauzer at some point.

“What’s your address?” Harry asked.

Annie gave it to him and watched him type it into his phone. “Great,” he said again, without sounding like he meant it. “I’ll see you at seven thirty, then.” He reached for his bones.

Annie nodded. “See you then.”

And then she watched him walk out, looking a lot like a man on his way to the guillotine. Feet dragging and broad shoulders slumped.

Weird. He sure didn’t look like a man who had just asked a woman he liked out on a date and gotten a positive response. From all indicators, he looked like someone who didn’t want to go.

Annie waited until the door had closed behind him and the jingle from the bell had died down. By then Harry was out of sight, down the sidewalk. She slipped out from behind the counter and opened the door a crack to peer down the street.

There he was, half a block away. Standing with his back to her. Talking to someone.

He was both tall and broad-shouldered, and he was standing right in front of his companion, so it was difficult to get a good look at the other man. But after a few seconds, Harry turned sideways to sidle past, probably to continue on his way back to the office. Annie’s eyes narrowed.

What was Ross doing talking to Harry? She’d told him what Harry had said yesterday in the bar. At least she was pretty sure she had, even if the Cosmopolitans had made everything that happened last night a bit blurry. Was this his idea of setting things right?

God, he hadn’t gone to Harry and told him that she’d slept with him—with Ross—last night, had he? Surely he wasn’t the kind of guy who kissed and told?

Because if Harry had asked her out just because he thought she’d put out at the end of the night, he had another think coming. And so did Ross.




  




Chapter Twelve
 

“How did it go?” Eros asked.

Harry shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”

He guessed? “Well, did she say yes?”

Harry smiled. “Of course she did.”

Of course.

Damn. A small part of him—a small, unworthy part—had thought maybe she wouldn’t. Had maybe even hoped she wouldn’t. After the way he’d spoken to her yesterday, the fact that Annie still wanted Harry was an annoyance to Eros.

Although he had to admit that even if Harry had been a perfect sweetheart, the fact that she wanted him still would have been annoying. She’d slept with him—Eros—last night. She wasn’t supposed to want anyone else after that.

Then again, since he didn’t want her, either, it was just as well that she did want someone else. So what if his feelings were a tad bit bruised? He’d get over it. She was just another mortal. He’d met plenty of those and she wasn’t anything special.

“Excellent,” he said, pleased to hear his voice was steady. The urge to punch Harry in the nose was practically gone, too. “She seemed happy?”

Harry shrugged.

“She didn’t seem happy?”

“How am I supposed to know?” Harry asked.

“You spoke to her. Couldn’t you tell whether she seemed happy to go out with you or not?”

“I guess she did. She said yes, right?”

So Harry had led him to believe. “Did she smile?”

Harry shrugged.

“C’mon, man. You stood there and looked at her. She has a great smile. It lights up her whole face. Surely you remember if you saw it.”

“No,” Harry said.

“No, what? You don’t remember? Or she didn’t smile?”

“I don’t think she smiled. But if you think she’s got such a great smile, why aren’t you asking her out yourself?”

Eros ignored him. They’d already been over this, and he wasn’t going to say it again.

So she hadn’t smiled. Was that good or bad? Was she still angry with Harry because of last night? Maybe she was waiting to see how the date went before she made up her mind whether to forgive him or not?

“Where are you taking her?”

“None of your business,” Harry said.

Fine. He was probably being too pushy anyway. And perhaps it was better if he didn’t know the particulars. If he knew, he might be tempted to go to the restaurant to see how the date progressed, and then Annie might see him, and she might suspect that he’d had something to do with talking Harry into asking her out, and he didn’t want her to realize that he’d had any part in it. Much better just to leave her to Harry. Harry was whom she wanted. They’d be fine on their own.

Somehow the thought didn’t give him much pleasure. He shook it off. “When are you picking her up?”

“Seven thirty. Her place.”

Good. Eros nodded. “You’ll make sure she has a good time, right?”

“Of course,” Harry said, sounding insulted. “I know exactly where to take her. She’ll love it.”

“Great.” Nothing to worry about, then. He could go home tonight, open a bottle of wine, and put his feet up. It was all taken care of. Annie wanted Harry, and by the end of the date, Harry would be halfway in love with Annie, too. He couldn’t avoid it. She was pretty, and sweet, and fun to talk to, and she had great legs, not to mention great taste in shoes…and maybe by the end of the evening, those legs with those shoes would be wrapped around Harry’s waist, the same way they’d been wrapped around his own yesterday, and Harry would be the one with her ass in his hands and his mouth down the front of her dress—

“So tomorrow I get Brita, right?” Harry interrupted, just as Eros’s inner monologue was getting interesting. It was probably a good thing, since the direction of Eros’s thoughts was giving him great pause. In fact, the look he directed at Harry was dark enough that the mortal took a step back and lifted his hands.

“Whoa. It was just a question, man.”

“Yes. If you take Annie out tonight, and show her a good time—” Although not too good, or Eros would be tempted to do something about it. “You’ll get to take Brita out tomorrow.”

“Seven o’clock, right?”

Eros nodded.

“Great.” Harry rubbed his hands together.

“But first you have to take Annie out.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Harry waved it away. “I’ve got it covered.”

“Good. I’ll leave you alone to get things set up.” He wasn’t sure how much longer he could look at Harry and not succumb to the temptation to hit him.

“Set what up?” Harry said.

“You’re going to dinner, right? Don’t you need reservations?” Somewhere with soft music and tinkling fountains and romantic lighting. The sort of place a man took a woman like Annie. A limo, or at least a cab for the ride there. She shouldn’t have to take the subway. And maybe a bouquet of flowers to hand to her when he picked her up?

“Oh,” Harry said. “Yeah. I guess I do. Thanks.”

“No problem. Just make sure she has a good time.”

“Sure,” Harry said. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.”

He headed down the sidewalk whistling. Eros scowled after him before crossing the street and heading back to his own place of business. And he made very sure not to look across the street at the dog bakery on his way past, just in case Annie should see him and call his name.

He was just about to duck through his own doorway into the agency when he heard her voice. “C’mere, sweetie.”

The tone—so warm and coaxing—was like an arrow to the groin. The tiny hairs at the back of his neck rose, and farther south, something else stirred.

He looked over his shoulder and saw…nothing. The outside of the bakery was empty, and there was no one within twenty feet of him.

“Annie?”

“That’s right,” she cooed, her voice dripping with sweetness and honey. “Come and get it.”

Come and get what? And where the hell was she? He’d be there in a heartbeat, no problem—anything she wanted to give him, especially in that tone of voice, was fine with him—but he had to find her first.

Her voice continued, as much of a verbal caress as he’d ever heard. “What a good boy you are! That’s it. You want more?”

“Annie!”

There was a scramble, and then her head popped up behind the row of garbage cans at the entrance to the alley, her hair disheveled and a streak of dirt on one cheek. “Ross?”

He took a step closer. “What are you doing?”

She hesitated, face flushed. And then she seemed to make a decision. “Come and see.”

It wasn’t delivered in the same come-hither tone she’d used earlier, but he’d take it. The way he was feeling right now, he’d take pretty much anything she wanted to dole out. He stepped around the trashcans to where she was. And stopped. “Oh.”

“Isn’t he beautiful?” Her eyes shone.

“Um.”

“He” was quite possibly the homeliest dog Eros had ever seen, and given his millennia of walking the earth, he’d seen more than his fair share.

And yeah, maybe he was exaggerating, but this dog would never win any prizes for beauty.

He was about the size of a small fox, but his legs were short and his body shaped like the sausage Annie had likened herself to last night. But unlike Annie, who went in and out in all the right places, the dog really was barrel-shaped. He had a broad head, a square snout, and big ears, one of which stood straight up, bat-like, while the other flopped over on itself. His eyes were big and worried—one brown, one so pale blue it was almost white—and his tail was long and almost naked. The very tip of it twitched back and forth. Hard to tell whether it was a wag or just a nervous tick.

Annie was kneeling on the ground a few feet away from him, with what looked like a biscuit in her hand.

“What are you doing?” As if he couldn’t guess.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Annie said, turning her attention back on the dog. “C’mere, sweetheart!” She waved the biscuit enticingly and added to Eros, over her shoulder and in her normal voice, “I saw him when I came to work this morning. I left him a cookie.”

“A cookie?”

“One of yours,” Annie said. “Sorry. I figured he needed it more than you did. He must have eaten it, too, because it’s gone now. But I wanted to see if I could get him to take a biscuit.”

“I’m sure he’d be happy to take a biscuit.” Who wouldn’t? Especially if it came with that melting voice.

She shot him a look. “I saw you talking to Harry earlier.”

Shit.

“I was civil,” Eros said.

“You didn’t threaten him or anything, did you?”

“Of course not.” He did his best to sound insulted, while he tried to determine whether anything that had transpired between him and Harry could be deemed a threat. “Why would I do that?”

“Because yesterday you asked me if I wanted you to hit him,” Annie said, her attention on the dog. “He asked me out.”

“He did?”

She glanced up at him. “Didn’t he tell you? You spoke to him.”

Right. For a second his mind spun, and then he settled on a story. “He wanted my advice.”

“About what?”

“You,” Ross said.

“Me? Why?”

“Because I run a matchmaking service. And because he’d noticed us talking yesterday.”

“What kind of advice?” Annie wanted to know.

“He regretted being so harsh last night. He’d had too much to drink and wasn’t thinking straight—felt bad about it all night. Couldn’t get you out of his head.”

It was impossible to tell from Annie’s expression whether she believed him or not. But her attention was on him now and not on the dog. Sensing it, the dog crept closer, picked the biscuit out of her hand, and retreated a few feet with it. “Good boy,” Annie said, and folded her hands in her lap while the dog crunched. “Did you believe him?”

“What’s not to believe?” She’d damn near taken up permanent residence in his own head; it was no stretch to believe that someone else could have thought about her all night, too.

There was silence for a moment, only broken by the dog’s chewing. “I said yes,” Annie said.

He already knew that, but hearing it still annoyed him. “He told me.”

The annoyance must have shown in his voice, because she tilted her head back to look at him. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Yes! “Why would I mind?”

“No reason,” Annie said, her cheeks warm. “I mean, last night was a fluke, right?”

“Sure.” A fluke he wouldn’t be repeating, now that he’d stuck her with Harry. Somehow he took no pleasure from that knowledge.

“You’re still on the rebound. Not ready to move on yet.”

“Right.”

“Right.” She got to her feet, startling the dog. It skipped back a few paces, limping.

“Something wrong with his paw?” Eros asked.

She nodded. “I just haven’t been able to get close enough for a good look yet. Maybe when I leave work tonight. Or tomorrow morning. If he’s still here.” She brushed off her jeans. They fit very nicely, he noticed.

“You aren’t taking him home with you?”

“No-pet policy,” Annie said. “I’ll lose my apartment if I bring home a dog.”

“So you’re just gonna leave him here?”

She bristled, and the look in her eyes—the mingled hurt and longing—cut him straight to the heart. “It’s not because I don’t want him, Ross. I do. I just can’t afford to lose my apartment. It’s rent controlled. I’ll never be able to find another one I can afford.”

Right. “I’ll make sure he’s taken care of tonight,” Eros said.

She blinked. “Really?”

“Sure.” It had been a few centuries since he’d had any kind of a pet. You got attached and then it died, and when you’d been through it a few hundred times, it got old. “It’s my building. I can put anything I want into it.”

“Wow.” She just watched him for a second, while the shine in her eyes warmed him all the way to the core. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I like dogs.”

“Me, too,” Annie said and glanced over her shoulder. “I’d better…”

Go back to the bakery. “Thank you for the cookies.”

She smiled. “You’re welcome. I like to bake.”

Right. “Have a good time tonight.”

The smile dropped. “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

He was sure she would, too. Once Harry got to know her, he’d realize what he’d been missing.

Maybe Harry would like the dog. Obviously he didn’t have a no-pet policy where he lived if he had a schnauzer. Somehow, Eros couldn’t quite bring himself to suggest it, though. So he just watched Annie as she made her way across the street, weaving between the cars waiting for the light to change, before he turned to the dog. “Let’s see what we can figure out.”




  




Chapter Thirteen
 

Her first clue that this wasn’t going to be her dream date—other than the clues rampant in the conversation when Harry had asked her—was when he was fifteen minutes late picking her up.

Annie was ready and waiting by seven twenty, just in case he was early, and by a quarter of eight, she was ready to channel Fiona and chew up the furniture.

Had he forgotten the time? Maybe he’d gotten caught up in work and hadn’t realized it was so late? Work emergency? Hard to imagine what that might be for a CPA, but she supposed it was possible.

Or maybe he’d had some sort of accident on his way here? Hit by a runaway yellow cab, maybe, and now he was on his way to the hospital with a broken leg?

Or maybe the whole thing had been an elaborate joke. What Ross said had made sense, sure, but it was quite a turnaround from the way Harry had acted last night. Maybe he had decided to have some fun with her. Some sort of bet, maybe, with a few of his friends. Maybe they’d seen what happened. Maybe he’d bet someone that he could talk her around today and get her to agree to go out with him, and then he’d stand her up and make her feel even more stupid.

Would he do something that low?

She didn’t like to think so, but she honestly wouldn’t put it past him. He’d been pretty awful to her last night.

Really, what had she been thinking to even agree to this date? Oh yeah, looking for Mr. Right. If he stood her up and made a fool of her, she had no one to blame but herself.

When the buzzer finally rang at almost ten till eight, she wasn’t sure whether to answer it and tell Harry to go to hell or to pretend she wasn’t here and that she was the one who had stood him up.

In the end, common courtesy won out. She hit the button for the buzzer. “Yes?”

“Sorry I’m late,” Harry said. “It was Fiona’s fault.”

Right.

“Are you ready to go?”

Annie looked down at herself. High-heeled red shoes; black skirt; red, white, and black blouse… She could either put him in his place and refuse to go out with him or grow up and not let getting dressed up go to waste. “Sure.”

“I’m waiting,” Harry said and disconnected.

What a charmer.

Annie took her time putting on her coat and checking her lipstick in the mirror, before grabbing her purse from the hook by the door and her keys from the table and heading out the door.

When she got to the bottom of the stairs and looked in the direction of the front door, Harry was nowhere to be seen. It had taken her a couple minutes to navigate the five stories on the crazy stilettos, but surely he hadn’t gotten tired of waiting and left?

She opened the door into the misty dusk. “Harry?”

“Over here,” Harry said. Annie turned in the direction of his voice. He was over in a corner of the courtyard, along with a small whitish shadow that was busy investigating the bricks in the wall.

The courtyard floor was bricked, too, and she navigated it carefully. “Fiona, I presume?”

Harry hadn’t gone to much trouble for their date, she was annoyed to see. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a windbreaker. He filled out the jeans nicely, though, and she had to admit he did look pretty good in casual clothes—more so than he did in the mismatched jacket and pants he wore to work. Not all men could look like Ross in a suit, after all. It would be unkind of her to compare the two. Not when poor Harry didn’t have a hope of measuring up.

“Yep,” he said now. “You said you wanted to meet her.”

She had. Mostly to get a conversation started yesterday. She hadn’t expected him to bring Fiona on their date, however. If she’d known, she’d have dressed in something more comfortable.

“Ready to go?” Harry said and tugged on Fiona’s leash. The small schnauzer turned obediently and trotted toward the street, tail swaying.

“Sure,” Annie said and followed. Maybe he didn’t live too far away. Maybe they were on their way there to drop Fiona off before going to dinner. Maybe he was simply killing two birds with one stone.

“So where do you live?” she asked breathlessly after a block. They’d kept up a pretty good pace until now, with Fiona in the lead, running left and right to sniff fire hydrants and tree trunks and interesting stains on the walls. She pulled Harry behind her by the leash, while Annie brought up the rear, moving as quickly as she could on the red heels. It might have been nice if Harry had slowed Fiona to a walk and perhaps even offered Annie his arm, but he made no move toward either. She’d been looking at his back the whole way. Good thing his jeans fit well.

He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Oh. I live the other way.” He rattled off an address that, indeed, was in the opposite direction and a full ten blocks away. Obviously they weren’t going there. At least Annie hoped they weren’t. She wasn’t sure whether her shoes—or her feet—could survive the trip.

They were a couple blocks from the East River by the time Annie felt certain she knew where they were going. When Harry stopped at the wiener stand outside the entrance to the dog park, she was dismayed but not surprised. When he turned and asked her, over his shoulder, what she wanted on her dog, she was even able to answer him civilly.

“Everything, please.”

“Chopped onions?”

“Yes, please.” The more the better. Hopefully that would dissuade him from any thoughts of kissing her tonight. If he tried, she wasn’t sure she could be responsible for the consequences.

Harry turned away. Annie went back to looking at the dogs frolicking in the green grass. Fiona pulled on her leash and whimpered.

They ended up on a bench along the fence, where they could watch Fiona run and play but where they wouldn’t be overrun by dogs smelling dinner. Harry handed her a hot dog with everything and a Diet Coke—one he hadn’t asked her if she wanted. Annie really preferred the high-octane stuff—the aspartame gave her a funny aftertaste—but she thanked him as politely as she could while she reflected that he was really going all out tonight. Why, this date might set him back a whole eight bucks! Not to mention that the covert insult to her weight seriously rubbed her the wrong way.

She waited for him to start talking to her—he had asked her out, after all, not vice versa—but when the silence lengthened and he didn’t speak, she said, “Fiona looks like she’s having fun.”

Harry nodded.

“How long have you had her?”

“Two years,” Harry said, around his hot dog.

“Is she your first, or did you grow up with dogs?”

Fiona was Harry’s first.

“Did you always want one?”

“I heard chicks like dogs,” Harry said.

Annie blinked. “Is that so?”

“Well.” Harry shrugged. “Look at you.”

Point taken.

The conversation lagged after that. Harry didn’t seem interested in finding out more about Annie, and since she didn’t want to do something regrettable, like hitting him over the head with the remains of her hot dog if he said anything else she didn’t like, Annie left him alone. After ten minutes or so, Harry whistled for Fiona and they headed home. They had only a block left to go before they arrived at Annie’s apartment building when she broke the silence. By then her feet were screaming in agony and she was past the point of caring about maiming Harry. “I saw you talking to Ross earlier.”

Harry didn’t look at her, although she thought she saw his cheekbones turn a shade darker. “Who?”

“Eros. The Greek guy from the matchmaking agency across the street.”

“What about it?” Harry said.

“Was this his idea?” He’d said it had been Harry’s but now she wondered. Harry might be socially backward and he might really have asked Ross’s opinion on how to approach her, but if he’d been sincere, oughtn’t he at least to have tried to talk to her? His behavior tonight had come across as rude and disinterested more than awkward but sincere.

“It wasn’t mine,” Harry said with unflattering promptness.

Great. “Ross asked you to ask me out?”

Harry shrugged.

“How much did he pay you?” Enough for a hot dog and a Diet Coke?

“Nothing,” Harry said.

“Surely you didn’t ask me out out of the goodness of your heart.” He’d made his views of her pretty plain last night. God, how stupid did she have to be to have believed he meant what he’d said earlier? “What did you get out of it?”

If he’d said, “Dinner with you,” she might have forgiven him. When he said, “Dinner with Brita,” it was all she could do not to stop, take one of her shoes off, and stab him in the heart with the heel.

“I see.” Her voice was half choked. With anger, not tears; hopefully Harry realized it.

“Sorry,” Harry said without sounding it.

“I’m sure you are.” Although not as sorry as Ross would be, once she got through with him.

They reached the corner where they’d have to turn to get to her apartment, and Annie stopped. “I’ll walk the rest of the way by myself.”

“I’ll be happy to—” Harry began.

“Thanks for dinner.” Annie smiled tightly.

Harry didn’t answer, but he did look guilty, so maybe there was a small part of him that realized what a jerk he had been.

“Have a good time with Brita. I hope you’re nicer to her than you’ve been to me.”

“I will be,” Harry said, which just put the icing on the cake. Annie thought of a reply that would have reduced him to a puddle of grease on the ground, but it would have reduced her to tears at the same time, and she was damned if she was going to cry in front of him, even if they were angry tears, so she kept her mouth shut.

“Good night.”

She turned and walked away without giving him a chance to respond. After a half a block, when she threw a quick glance over her shoulder, he was nowhere in sight.

Probably couldn’t get away from me quick enough. Bastard.

It wasn’t his fault, though. Or not entirely his fault. He’d made his feelings clear last night. It was her own stupidity that had allowed her to believe he’d changed his mind today.

That and Ross, who apparently had put Harry up to this.

If she should kill anyone, it should be him.

What the hell had he been thinking? He’d slept with her last night; where did he get off trying to fix her up with someone else today?

Talk about not being able to get away from her quick enough.

It was still early. She should go give him a piece of her mind right now. Along with a piece of her stiletto. Get right up in his face and tell him exactly what she thought of him and his misguided attempts to match make. Threaten to sue him while she was at it. For mental anguish. Take him for everything he and his precious matchmaking agency were worth.

Mind made up, she hobbled past the entrance to her own building and kept going.




  




Chapter Fourteen
 

Eros poured himself another glass of ambrosia, put his feet back up on the table, and toasted the photograph of his ex-wife, propped against the wine bottle, as the strains of Beethoven filled the air.

Sometimes he missed the old days, when everyone knew who he was and gave him the respect and worship he was due. There was no sitting alone at home back then. And he missed the old country, with its olive groves and sunshine and blue ocean. Fresh air to breathe and real dirt under his feet. None of that in New York.

Then again, the old country wasn’t doing so well these days, and the last few centuries had brought some pretty decent innovations, too. Air conditioning. La-Z-Boy technology. Surround sound. And Ludwig van Beethoven.

Life was good. He had all of the above, plus a bottle of very good wine. And he was getting over Psyche. He’d gone home and pulled out a couple of the old snapshots, just to see how he felt. Imagine his surprise when he realized he could look at them—at her—without wanting to kill her (or the Viking) and without wanting to get drunk. Another point in his favor: he wasn’t going overboard on the ambrosia. Most nights, he’d have polished off a bottle or two by now, while this was only his second glass.

Putting Annie and Harry together tonight had been a stroke of genius. After spending the evening with her, there was no way Harry would be back for his date with Brita tomorrow.

Sure, Brita was gorgeous. But she was far beyond Harry’s ability to handle. Immortal Cretan goddesses didn’t take shit from anyone. While Annie was sweet. Pretty. Soft and warm and welcoming. And as soon as Harry spent any time with her, he’d see it.

Yes, Eros had done a good thing. Even if the idea of Harry spending any time at all with Annie—especially any time between Annie’s thighs—made his stomach clench.

He reached for the glass of ambrosia and took a sip to make himself feel better. And then another, for good measure. He was just about to take a third when a shrill buzz cut through the air and interrupted the dulcet tones of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. Downstairs, a dog barked hysterically.

Who the hell came to visit at—he checked the clock—nine thirty at night?

Someone impatient, obviously. When he didn’t teleport downstairs to open the door, whoever was down there leaned on the buzzer and kept leaning.

“I’m coming!” Eros called over the sound of the doorbell and Beethoven as he made his way down the stairs in his sock-encased feet. “Just hold on!”

He expected Ari, since of everyone he worked with, they had the closest relationship. Maybe Brita, if Dionysus had done something to piss her off. Or Dion himself. It was Friday night and the bar would be hopping, but Dion might have left Silenus in charge for thirty minutes to come drag Eros out of what the god of debauchery thought of as sulking. In Dion’s opinion, drinking in private was a missed opportunity.

What he didn’t expect was Annie. A disheveled Annie, with her brown hair in disarray, her cheeks flushed, her lipstick gnawed off, and her eyes shooting daggers at him. “You!”

So much for soft and sweet and welcoming. He took an instinctive step back. “What?”

She followed him in and jabbed him in the chest with a finger. Hard. Good thing she didn’t have long nails, or it would have really hurt.

“How dare you bribe Harry to ask me out?!”

“It wasn’t really a bribe.”

“Yes, it was! He said you promised him a date with Brita if he’d go out with me!”

“It was more blackmail than bribe,” Eros said, and immediately wished he hadn’t spoken when Annie’s eyes flashed dangerously.

“It was his idea?”

“Of course it was.” Had she really thought Eros would sink that low?

Then again, from her point of view, he was the SOB who’d set her up with someone else—using bribery, no less—the morning after taking her to bed himself. If that wasn’t the behavior of the biggest jerk in the world, he had no idea what he could have done that would have been worse.

“I hate him,” Annie said.

“I’m sorry.”

“I hate you, too. You shouldn’t have done that.”

No, he shouldn’t. He should have realized Harry was too much of a moron to be able to pull off something like this. And now Eros had hurt her again, when it was the last thing he wanted to do.

She’d clearly made an effort to look nice for Harry, too, while the bastard probably hadn’t even noticed. She was wearing the red shoes again, and a black skirt with a little ruffle that swirled around her knees, and a silky shirt that draped over her breasts in a way that made his mouth dry.

She was swaying, which was as good an excuse as any to reach for her. To steady her, he told himself, nothing more. “Did you have too much to drink again?” His voice was rough, and he had to clear his throat. She still had her coat on, but he could feel the slipperiness of the soft blouse through the fabric.

“My feet hurt,” Annie said.

No wonder, when she wore those crazy shoes. “No Cosmopolitans tonight?”

She shook her head. She wouldn’t look at him, just kept her eyes on the second button of his shirt. “He took me to the dog park.”

What?

“And bought me a hot dog and a Diet Coke from a street vendor.”

“I’ll kill him.”

“No,” Annie said.

No? She still wanted the bastard? Even after this? “Why not?”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

Of course it was. Harry was supposed to show her a good time. Not take her to the dog park and feed her wieners.

“You shouldn’t have made him ask me out,” Annie said. “You knew he wasn’t interested. He said so.”

Yes, but— “I thought, if he could just get to know you, see how great you are…”

She shook her head. “He wants Brita, not me. Stupid idiot.”

No argument. And he wasn’t even sure whether she was talking about Harry or himself, but he agreed either way.

“My feet hurt,” Annie said again, so Eros did the only thing he could think of: lifted her and headed upstairs. This time she didn’t even argue about her weight and his ability, just let him.

He put her down on the sofa. “Let me take your coat.”

She peeled out of it—a bit awkwardly, since she was sitting on part of it. He tossed it on the back of a chair and placed her handbag beside it. Then he gave her his glass of wine—“You look like you need this more than I do”—before keeling beside the sofa and reaching for her foot.

She moved it out of his way, her cheeks warm. “What are you doing?”

“You said your feet hurt. I’m going to take care of you.” He didn’t wait for her to argue, just snagged a foot and slipped the red shoe off, then did the same with the other one.

Annie wiggled her toes, so she must feel relieved by the lack of footwear, even if she wasn’t about to admit it. And when he reached for her foot and ran his thumb along the arch, digging into the tense muscle there, she practically melted.

“Oh. Wow. That’s…”

“Just relax. Enjoy.”

He took her foot into his lap and went to work. She had lovely little feet. Plump toes, with nails painted the same glossy red as the shoes sitting next to him on the floor. Elegant high arches. Soft skin. With feet like those, she should always go barefoot.

“You don’t have to…” Annie tried, but it was a token objection at best, since she didn’t make a move to take her foot out of his hands.

“It’s the least I can do. It’s my fault you walked all the way to the dog park and back.”

“No, it isn’t.”

But she was snuggling into the sofa, both feet in his lap, her eyes half closed, practically purring.

Eros hid a smile. “Just enjoy, Gatoula.”

“Gatoula?”

“Kitten. You sound like one.”

“Oh.” She flushed but didn’t move. After a second, however, she stirred. “Where’s George?”

“George?”

“The dog. You said you’d take care of him.” There was accusation in her voice; clearly she thought he’d lied about that, too.

“He’s downstairs in the office. The stairs were too much for him, with his bad leg. And I didn’t want to upset him by picking him up and carrying him.”

She squinted at him. “Really?”

“Yes, really. He has a blanket to sleep on, and a bowl of water, and he’s warm and dry. We can go downstairs so you can see for yourself if you want.”

“No,” Annie said.

“No?”

“I trust you.”

She did? Good.

Eros busied himself by petting her feet and imagining how he could best kill Harry Mitchell tomorrow.

“You don’t have to keep doing that,” Annie murmured after a few minutes.

“I don’t mind. And it seems the least I can do, when it was my fault you went out with that jackass and got your feet hurt.”

He looked up at her from where he was sitting on the floor. She looked almost as boneless as she had last night, when he’d left her on her bed. She’d forgotten all about keeping her legs demurely crossed and was sprawled on his sofa with her eyes half closed and her skirt hiked halfway up her thighs.

The part of him he’d managed to keep in check until now woke up with a vengeance.

Want!

Can’t have, he admonished himself.

Harry doesn’t want her.

He would. Annie wanted Harry, so Eros just had to come up with the right incentive to make Harry want her back.

She’s here now. Harry hurt her feelings. She needs comforting.

She did. Someone should comfort her. It just shouldn’t be him.

You comforted her yesterday. And received home-baked cookies for your trouble.

Some trouble. Besides, that was yesterday. Today was…different.

Or—was it? She’d wanted Harry then, too. He’d known it. And he’d seduced her anyway. And she certainly hadn’t seemed to mind.

He ran a hand up her calf. Up to the knee and back down. Watching her face while enjoying the softness of her skin under his palm. She sighed a little and wiggled her butt deeper into the cushions.

No, she didn’t seem to mind.

He could comfort her again tonight. Take her mind off Harry for a bit. It was just sex, after all. Good exercise. He had some time and lost opportunities to make up for. And he could make sure she knew how desirable she was. He could sleep with her tonight and fix her up with Harry tomorrow. No problem at all. Wasn’t like he wanted her for himself, was it? She was mortal. He was done with mortals.

Just as soon as tonight was over.




  




Chapter Fifteen
 

Annie felt so limp and relaxed that at first she didn’t even notice what Ross was doing. His hand on her calf was just an extension of his hand on her foot earlier. Soothing, comforting, relaxing.

Until that hand slipped past her knee to her thigh, and then she was feeling a bit less relaxed. And so, judging by the look on his face, was he.

He was up on his knees now, his eyes glittering when he looked at her. His skin was flushed and his nostrils flared.

He was gorgeous. And—by the looks of him—very turned on.

Annie swallowed. “Ross?”

He smiled. “You can say no.” He pulled a condom out of the end table drawer and held it up.

Not in this lifetime.

She nodded her head and watched his smile widen as he tossed the little packet onto the couch. Then he bent and pressed a kiss to the inside of her thigh, several inches above the knee.

Holy God. Annie’s breath caught in her throat, and her entire body tightened. For a second, she thought her head might explode.

He didn’t do it again, though, just skimmed both hands farther up under her skirt, pushing the fabric with them. Until he could cup her buttocks in his hands. “Come down.”

Down?

She scooted closer to him, until her butt was on the edge of the sofa and he was kneeling between her thighs.

Oh.

Oh, God.

When he leaned in, her breath went again, and the feel of his mouth against the silk of her panties had her ass coming off the cushions.

He chuckled. “Relax.”

“I was relaxed.” Until he started doing this.

“I just want to taste you. I didn’t get a chance to yesterday.” His mouth came back, and Annie clenched her hands in the fabric of her skirt and did her best not to pass out from the sensations.

It was over far too soon. Apparently he did just want to taste her, and not do anything else, because it was just a minute or two before he removed his head from between her thighs and instead popped a button or two on her blouse so he could nuzzle her stomach.

Eventually he made his way up to her breasts, encased in tight red lace.

Her breasts were one of her better features, Annie thought. Her booty might be too big, and her thighs might not be as toned as she’d like, but a few extra pounds did go a long way toward creating the kind of cleavage men enjoyed. Obviously Ross was a breast man. She had suspected as much when he went for hers last night, and this clinched it: his eyes positively smoldered.

He looked up at her.

“Please,” Annie said breathlessly. He probably wasn’t looking for permission, but it couldn’t hurt to let him know what she wanted.

He smiled and leaned forward to run the tip of his tongue along the edge of one scalloped cup, leaving a trail of cool wetness in its wake, before closing his lips around one tight peak and suckling through the lace.

“Oh. Oh, God…”

Her hips arched reflexively, and she wove her fingers through the tight curls at the back of his head to keep him in place.

He chuckled. He reached down between them to touch her through the moist silk.

“Oh!”

Staying on the sofa was a lost cause. Annie braced her bare feet and pushed against his hand, wanting—needing—more.

He obliged by slipping a long finger past the silk and into her. Deep inside, to where she was already spasming helplessly, desperate for release. The intrusion of his fingers—first one, then two—was beyond perfect, and she could feel moisture pooling between her legs, sliding down to make his fingers slick and slippery.

He murmured his appreciation against her breast, and the vibration, coupled with the way he moved his fingers and the heel of his hand pushing hard against her—right there—tipped her over the edge. She clenched around his fingers, eyes opening wide as the orgasm ripped through her.

“Oh! Oh, God! Ross…!”

He smiled as he watched her ride the crest, his eyes glittering, moving his hand in just the right way and with just the right amount of pressure to make the climax last forever. When he finally let her come down, she was limp and boneless, sprawled on his beautiful leather sofa with her skirt twisted around her waist and her blouse unbuttoned, with her bra wet, her panties soaked, and any dignity she’d started with gone.

…
 

“Beautiful,” Eros murmured, and Annie glanced up at him, startled. “You’re beautiful when you come apart.”

“Thank you.” But she didn’t look like she believed him. She looked embarrassed, her cheeks flushed and her eyes downcast. She was plucking at that black skirt, as if she itched to pull it down to cover herself.

Over his dead body. As far as he was concerned, she shouldn’t just spend her life barefoot, she should spend it naked. Sprawled on his sofa, wet and open and well loved.

His.

He reached out and trailed a fingertip down her thigh, enjoying the shiver that resulted. When she moved to close her legs, he shook his head. “No. Let me look at you.”

She subsided, but only for a second or two. Then she opened her mouth again. “Ross?”

“Yes?”

“What about you?”

He smiled, eyes on the wet silk between her thighs. “Don’t worry. I’ll get what I want. First I want to make sure you’ve gotten what you need.”

“I have.”

“You sure?”

She nodded. Earnestly.

Eros grinned. “Glad to hear it. In that case…” He leaned forward and blew against the wet fabric, watching her shiver, before reaching up under her skirt to pull the scrap of silk down her thighs. Baring wet curls and soft pink petals, drenched in cream.

Beautiful.

Annie flushed. “I thought you said—”

“I said I’d get what I wanted. And I want you. Any way I can have you.”

He looked up at her and saw the implication take root. Her eyes widened. He smiled. “Now hush and let me enjoy.”

He pushed her thighs apart and leaned in, stroking his tongue through her wetness.

“Oh!” Annie squeaked, her hips arching off the sofa.

So responsive. He did it again, feeling her shiver under his hands. She whimpered, tossing her head.

“God, Ross, I can’t…!”

“Just for a minute.” He wanted to be inside her just as much as she wanted him there. But he wanted to taste her properly first, without the silk of her panties in his mouth. Just her: fresh and clean and delicious.

He brought her as close to the edge as he could without tossing her over before he sat back on his heels, watching her. She was flushed, panting, with shudders running through her body and those big eyes liquid with desire. For him.

He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to be inside her, right now.

He fumbled with his zipper, hands shaking. The relief of being able to free his straining member was beyond anything he could imagine. He was so hard it was painful. And he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything in his long, long life—and the thought stunned him for a second, before he pushed it aside to think about later.

Right now the only thing that mattered was Annie.

Annie, spread open before him, wet and warm and welcoming.

Annie, with her eyes intent on him, the tip of her tongue coming out to lick her lips, as if she imagined she could taste him.

His dick surged at the idea as he rolled on the condom, and he bit back a groan. When he positioned himself at the entrance to her body and pushed inside her wetness, she moaned, too.

“Oh! Oh, Ross…”

He loved that she said his name. She might want Harry, but at the moment, he was the one bringing her pleasure, the one whose name she called.

“Again.” He reinforced the request with another thrust, harder and deeper.

“Oh! Oh, God! Ross…!” She clutched at him, her eyes blind.

She was so close to the edge that all it took was a few strokes to push her over. And he was right there with her, just as desperate for release, so he followed right behind. As soon as he felt her clench around him, her body dissolving into spasms, he let go of the little bit of control he still retained and flew over the edge himself, holding on to her as he soared.

Holding on to her as he landed, still holding on to her as he collapsed, his chest heaving and his face buried against the softness of her skin.

…
 

There was a photograph on the coffee table.

Annie hadn’t noticed it earlier in the excitement of everything that had happened, but as she came down off her orgasmic high, and as she was sprawling there half naked, with her arms around Ross’s shoulders and his face hidden against her stomach, his breaths deep and steady and warm against her skin, she couldn’t help but notice it, propped up against the wine bottle.

A woman with long brown hair curling around her shoulders and the most exquisitely beautiful face Annie had ever seen. Never mind Ari and Brita and Iris and Carrie. Never mind every supermodel who’d ever graced the cover of a fashion magazine anywhere in the world. Never mind the combined Miss Universes for the past ninety years or however long the pageant had been going on.

Standing next to the woman in the photograph, they’d all look average.

And to add insult to injury, she was naked. Or naked to the waist, anyway, which was all Annie could see. Of course her breasts were perfect, too.

Was this Ross’s ex-wife?

No wonder he was having a hard time getting over her. She looked like the kind of woman a man might carry a torch for for quite a long time. The kind of woman a man might never fully get over.

It explained a lot, she realized, aware of a sinking feeling in her stomach, right below where his head rested.

This—tonight—hadn’t really been about her at all. Ross had been sitting alone drinking wine and listening to music and looking at risqué pictures of his ex-wife when Annie arrived. He’d already been horny when she knocked on his door. It hadn’t been her he’d wanted so much as release and a substitute for what he no longer had.

He might have tried to seduce any woman who happened to walk into his orbit tonight. It just so happened that she was the lucky one.

Congratulations.

“I should go.”

She wasn’t aware of having said the words out loud until he lifted his head from her stomach to look up at her, his arms still wound around her waist and his eyes sleepy under long lashes. “Already?”

She forced a smile. “It’s late.”

“Not that late.”

“I have to work in the morning.”

“It’s a shorter walk from here,” Eros said, which certainly was true. She could roll out of bed at ten to ten and still make it to work on time.

“I have to take a shower and change.” She was sticky, and so was he. And although a part of her loathed the idea of washing away the scent and feel of him, another part didn’t want the reminder of what they’d done.

“I have a shower you can use. I’ll join you.”

He winked. Annie managed another smile even as tears pushed against the backs of her eyes. She had to clear her throat. “I really think it would be better if I just went home. I doubt your clothes will fit me, and I can’t go to work in this.”

She picked at the silky blouse and ruffled skirt.

“Oh.” He looked disappointed, as if he’d really wanted her to stay. Maybe his wife was someone who liked to go all night. Or maybe he was just trying to make up for lost time.

For a moment she was tempted to tell him she’d stay, just for another chance to make love with him, but common sense reared its head. He didn’t really want her, any more than Harry did. She was just convenient, like she’d been convenient last night. And he’d keep using her until she made herself unavailable. Or until he got tired of her and found someone else, someone more like his ex-wife. And she wasn’t sure she could handle that. Easier to put a stop to things now, when she was the one who could walk away.

He moved off her reluctantly, and Annie got to her feet. Her skirt dropped down to cover her nakedness, and buttoning her blouse didn’t take long, even with fingers that shook. In no time at all, she’d stuffed her feet back into the red shoes—they made her arches scream in agony, but it wasn’t like she had a choice; she couldn’t walk home barefoot—and shrugged on her coat. Meanwhile, Ross zipped his pants and straightened his shirt. He looked good enough that she almost regretted her decision to leave, especially when he gave her a look from those melting brown eyes along with a smile that curled her toes inside the uncomfortable shoes.

“Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay? I’ll make it worth your while.”

No doubt.

“I really should get home.” Away from him, before she could fall even deeper under his spell.

He nodded, as if he realized he couldn’t change her mind. “I’ll walk you there. Just wait a second while I find a pair of shoes.”

“No.” The word was out before she had thought about what to say, an instinctive rejection, and something flashed in his eyes. She wasn’t sure whether it was hurt or anger, but either option made her feel like something Fiona might have left on the bottom of her shoe. She forced another smile. “There’s no need. It’s just a few blocks, and you look tired.”

“Not that tired,” Ross said, and wiggled his eyebrows.

Annie smiled. “You know what I mean. You’re here. You’re comfortable. I’m the one who crashed your night. There’s no need for you to walk me home. It isn’t far. It isn’t that late. And I can always catch a cab.”

He nodded, seemingly accepting of her decision. And why not, when she wasn’t really who he wanted? “You’ll be at the bakery tomorrow?”

She nodded. “No rest for the weary. People buy dog biscuits on Saturdays, too.”

“How about stopping by the office tomorrow night? Say, seven?”

Annie blinked. “Why?”

“Dinner,” Ross said.

Oh. He wanted to take her to dinner?

A tiny hope lit inside her. Maybe she’d misjudged him. Maybe she wasn’t just convenient.

She smiled at him, and he smiled back. “You’ll be there?”

Annie nodded.

“Good.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, his lips soft and warm. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Be careful walking home.”

“Sure.” She felt the kiss all the way down the stairs, and all the way down the street and around the corner and the rest of the handful of blocks home. She could still feel the pressure of his lips by the time she had crept up the last flight of stairs to her own apartment, the red shoes in her hand now instead of on her feet, and when she collapsed into her own bed—the same bed where he’d made love to her yesterday—that kiss still stayed on her cheek like a brand.




  




Chapter Sixteen
 

The apartment seemed colder and a little lonelier after Annie left. Eros really would have liked for her to stay, although he could understand why she wouldn’t. Once again he’d taken advantage of her and seduced her when she was down and unable to resist. Yesterday, she’d been tipsy. Tonight she’d been exhausted, angry, and in need of comfort—and he’d taken her mind off Harry Mitchell by rubbing her feet and stroking her thighs and licking her…

He shook his head to dislodge the memory. Better not go there. She’d gone home, and he wasn’t getting any more tonight.

If she’d stayed, he could have carried her to bed, laid her down, and stripped her clothes off—might be nice to make love to her without anything between them for a change—and kissed her and tasted her and buried himself inside her and felt her quake and shudder under him…

Yeah, better not go there. That wasn’t happening again. Next time, it would be Harry stripping her clothes off and kissing and tasting and—

He needed another drink. He reached for the bottle and realized that the picture of Psyche was still there, leaning against it.

Way to go, shit-for-brains!
He’d just made love to Annie while his ex-wife was watching.

His almost naked ex-wife.

Instead of lifting the bottle, he lifted the picture and looked at it, preparing himself for that old clutch behind the ribs…and feeling a bit surprised when it didn’t come.

She was still as stunning as ever. The most beautiful woman the world had ever seen.

Forget Helen of Troy. He’d seen her, and Psyche blew her out of the water.

She was naked in this picture. Why?

And then he remembered. Vacation to the Greek Islands. It had been winter in New York, and his wife had been cold. Frigid, too. Holding back until she got what she wanted. Which was for him to forget work for a while and take her to the beach.

That’s where she’d met what’s-his-name, wasn’t it? Apparently Valhalla wasn’t quite paradise enough for Erik, because he’d gotten away to Greece for a few weeks to bask in the sun. And had picked up Eros’s wife while he was at it. She’d never been quite the same after that vacation, and it wasn’t too long after that that she’d up and left.

He had met the guy while they were there. Big and muscle-bound, with long blond hair and a bunch of scars. Not the pretty-boy type he’d thought his wife would go for.

Ex-wife. And Erik was welcome to her. Her and her perfect breasts.

He put the picture down and closed his eyes, picturing red lace and soft, pale skin overflowing in his hand. Pictured Annie, warm and sweet and coming apart in his arms. So vulnerable. So mortal.

Tomorrow, he’d fix her up with Harry. And make sure it stuck. Bring out the big guns. She deserved it.

But tonight, she was his. He’d give her up when he had to—mortals belonged with other mortals, no matter how soft they were and how sweet they tasted—but for a few more hours, he could pretend that when she stopped by the office tomorrow at seven, it would be him who’d get to enjoy her and not Harry Mitchell.


 

“Have you lost your mind?” Ari demanded.

Eros shook his head, hands steady as he cleaned and polished his weapon. It had been a long time since he’d had occasion to use it, and it needed a bit of attention before it would be ready to fire. Hopefully he hadn’t lost his aim. “Of course not.”

It was the next morning, and he’d been up early. Feeling better than he had any right to, considering what he was doing today. When Ari walked in, he was already at his desk, planning and preparing.

The minor goddess of the labyrinth glared at him, hands on her hips. “This isn’t the old days, Ross. You can’t just go around shooting people.”

“It’s just Harry,” Eros said. And after the way Harry had treated Annie the day before, he deserved a whole lot worse than what Eros had planned for him.

She shook her head. “Not even Harry. Especially Harry.”

“Annie wants him.”

Ari snorted. “So you’ll shoot him and bag him and drag him back to toss at her feet, like a caveman? Is that it?”

Something like that. He looked back down to the golden arrow he was polishing to a high sheen. “He’ll be at the office at seven to pick up Brita. Annie will be there at seven for dinner.”

“Dinner with
you,” Ariadne said.

“All I have to do is shoot him. You make sure Annie is the first woman through the door, and he’ll forget all about Brita.”

“Don’t you think he might turn and run the other way if you greet him with a cocked bow?”

Perhaps. “Maybe I’ll just scratch him instead. A quick jab somewhere out of the way.” That worked, too, as he knew too well.

Ari watched him for a second without speaking. He could feel it, but he didn’t look up. Eventually she asked, “Does Annie know what you’re doing? Or does she think she’s going out to dinner with you?”

Annie probably thought she was going to dinner with him. After last night, she wasn’t likely to agree to go out with Harry again. Not unless Harry groveled. Which he would, once Eros poked him in the ass with the golden arrow.

“Won’t she be disappointed?” Ariadne asked.

Eros shook his head. “She doesn’t want me. She wants Harry.”

“How do you know?”

“She told me she wanted Harry that first night at Dion’s.”

Ariadne tilted her head to look at him. “But she was drunk, wasn’t she?”

“Tipsy.” Beautifully tipsy, unsteady on her feet, and clinging to him, all big eyes and soft lips and lush curves.

“How do you know it wasn’t just the Cosmos speaking?”

He didn’t.

“She still slept with you after that,” Ariadne reminded him. “That doesn’t sound like she wants someone else.”

Sure it did. She’d slept with him last night, too. But it was his fault, not hers. He’d taken advantage of her. He was the fucking god of love. How was she supposed to resist?

Ari contemplated him in silence for a few seconds before saying, “I take it the date with Harry didn’t go well last night?”

He grimaced. “He made her walk to the dog park so he could exercise his schnauzer, and then he bought her a hot dog for dinner.”

Ari’s perfect lips twitched once before she caught herself. “I’m sorry. I know it isn’t funny. But how can you think she still wants him after that?”

Because she’d been upset about it. She’d practically cried. And besides— “She said she wanted him.”

Ari threw her hands up. She turned toward the office door, as if she were thinking of going out into the reception to leave him alone, but then she must have thought better of it, because she turned back around. Finally she went over and sat in the chair in front of his desk. “Why are you doing this, Ross?”

He glanced up at her. What kind of question was that? “It’s what I do. I’m the fucking god of love, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” Ari said, “you are, indeed, the fucking god of love.”

The expletive sounded even worse coming out of her mouth, and Eros winced. She added, “And I’m very happy that you’re taking an interest in work again. It’s been difficult to keep things running on my own. Good thing we’re not dependent on the income.”

Right.

“But I can’t help but wonder why you’re so determined to put Annie and Harry together when it’s obvious they’re not into each other.”

“She said she wants—”

“I don’t really care what she said,” Ari interrupted. “You can’t always trust what people say. I think it’s more important to consider what they do. And what Annie did was go home with you. And have sex with you. And bake you cookies. And go back to you after Harry hurt her feelings a second time.”

“Because she was angry.”

“I’m sure she was angry. I would have been angry, too. And I might have shown up at your doorstep to give you a piece of my mind. But I wouldn’t have slept with you again just because I was angry with Harry. Especially considering that it was your fault.”

“Yeah, well, I’m the—”

“Fucking god of love.” She nodded. Eros winced again, and her voice gentled. “When have you ever used that to get women?”

Never. He’d only ever wanted Psyche, and she’d only ever wanted him. Until the Viking came along and tossed his braids at her, anyway—or so he’d always thought. Although now it seemed like maybe she’d wanted Dion, too, and possibly any number of other men. And gods.

At any rate, there had never been a reason to use who he was to get laid.

“I leave that to Dionysus,” Eros said. And immediately wished he hadn’t when he saw the expression that crossed Ariadne’s face.

“Right.” She clamped down on the emotions his quip had stirred up.
Later, Eros promised himself. “Dion isn’t above using any advantage he has to get what he wants. But you’re not Dion. You wouldn’t trick her. And besides, you haven’t told her who you are, have you?”

“Of course not,” Eros said. And he wouldn’t. There was no need, because tonight he’d set Harry straight once and for all, and after that, Annie wouldn’t care about anyone else. She’d have Harry. Harry would have her. And Eros would be back in business as the neighborhood matchmaking genius. At some point, he might even find another woman who was soft and sweet and who tasted of sugar and vanilla. An immortal this time, so he could actually have her for longer than a night. Or two.

Good luck with that. Goddesses weren’t sweet. They were goddesses. Even Ari, for all her vulnerabilities, could be as haughty as the rest of them.

“You said you wouldn’t use the arrows anymore.”

“Yes, but look what happened when I stopped. You had to run the agency by yourself.”

She rolled her eyes. “That had nothing to do with the arrows. That had to do with you brooding and drinking too much ambrosia.”

Point taken.

“I’m just concerned that you’re making a mistake.”

Eros leaned back in his chair and contemplated her. “What kind of mistake?”

She hesitated. “You must have liked Annie, to go to bed with her.”

Pretty and soft, with a taste of sugar and vanilla… “So?”

“So why are you so quick to fix her up with Harry?”

He opened his mouth, and she lifted a hand. “If you like her, why are you trying to foist her off on someone else? It can’t be just because she told you she wanted him.”

Eros hesitated. “She’s a mortal.”

Ari nodded. “While you’re the—”

“Don’t say it.”

“God of love. Immortal. Timeless. I’m not arguing with that. But there are a lot of them out there. The mortals. It doesn’t have to be him.”

“She wants him. And I want this settled quickly.”

“Because…?”

Because the idea of Annie with Harry bothered him more than he wanted to admit. And before he got any more attached than he already was, before he started to think of her as solely his, before he started believing that there could be something between them other than a few hot and heavy moments in bed…and on the sofa…and up against the wall, he needed to see her settled with someone else. No matter how sweet she was.

“Because I like her a little more than I should.”

“I think this is a mistake.”

“But you’ll help me, right?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not really. I suppose you could step in front of Annie on the way through the door and have Harry fall madly in love with you instead.”

She shuddered. “No, thank you.”

Then it was settled. “He’ll probably be early. He’ll be eager to see Brita.”

“Annie will probably be early, too. And she’ll be eager to see you.”

Eros ignored her. Or tried to. “If he gets here first, we’ll tell him that Brita will be right out. Meanwhile, you’ll keep her busy in the other room until Annie arrives.”

“And if Annie comes first?”

“Then you’ll keep her and Brita busy in the other room until I’ve stabbed Harry with the arrow. Then you make sure Annie is the first one of you he sees.”

“I have a feeling I’m going to regret this,” Ariadne said.

“She’s mortal,” Eros answered. “He’s mortal. She said she wants him.”

“And I think you’re protesting a bit too much.”

Maybe. “Just do it.”

She stood. “I will. I don’t have a choice. You’re my boss; I have to do as you say. But I’d like to register my claim to say ‘I told you so’ afterward.”

“It won’t come to that.”

“Of course.”

But he could tell she didn’t believe him. She closed the door gently behind her, and Eros went back to readying his bow and arrow, and planning just where he’d stab Harry Mitchell.




  




Chapter Seventeen
 

The afternoon seemed to last forever, probably because Annie couldn’t wait to close the dog bakery and go home.

She needed to buy a new dress. Nothing in her closet was special enough for a date—an actual date—with Ross.

All right, so she knew he liked her, at least a little bit. Or at least he liked making love to her.

Yes, it was probably because she was convenient. She’d pretty much thrown herself at him in the bar two nights ago, and yesterday she’d shown up at his apartment. Just when he was feeling horny, too.

But asking her to dinner was different. That meant—without him actually saying it—that he wanted to see her again.

She definitely needed a new dress. And enough time for a shower and makeup and to dry her hair…and maybe she should buy a new set of underwear, too. Something extra special. If the last two nights were anything to go by, it was quite likely they’d end up in bed again. Or on the sofa. Or up against a convenient wall. And he had seemed to like that red lace a lot.

As people and dogs came and went, and as bowls of dough turned into biscuits and trays went into and came out of the oven, she replayed the last part of last night in her head and tried to imagine what tonight might bring.

Candlelit dinner for two in some romantic out-of-the-way place? She was confident she didn’t have to worry about a hot dog on a bench in the dog park. A walk home through the misty autumn night? Like two days ago, except this time she wouldn’t be tipsy. She wouldn’t be crying over Harry, either. It would be romantic instead of maudlin and embarrassing. And when they got back to her place, she’d invite him up, and one thing would lead to another…

Or maybe he planned to eat in. With—or without—Annie as the main course.

Just the two of them, on the sofa in his apartment. The same sofa where he’d blown her doors off last night.

She imagined him feeding her tidbits of something decadent—pâté or stuffed grape leaves or even figs—his fingers depositing each tiny, tasty morsel between her lips and his dark eyes watching as she chewed and swallowed, before bending his head to kiss her…and then she’d be on her back on the sofa with him on top of her, her legs wrapped around his waist while he thrust into her…

She fanned her flaming cheeks. Boy, the oven was hot today.

At five o’clock, she was out the door like a shot. The dress she found in a boutique down Steinway a block or two cost more than she had to spend, really, but Ross was always dressed so nicely, and she didn’t want to look like a poor relation next to him. She wanted him to see her and think she looked pretty. That she looked like someone he wanted to take home and undress slowly before making love to her all night long.

The blue dress went a long way toward accomplishing that. The bodice was tight and low cut—he was a breast man, after all—while the skirt skimmed her hips and swirled around her thighs. Not short enough to look cheap; not long enough to look dowdy. She added a pair of strappy sandals because they were on sale and made her legs look longer and leaner. It was a bit late in the year for sandals, but she’d suffer the chill because they looked so good.

She rushed through her shower and took her time drying her hair and rubbing lotion onto her body, thinking about Ross’s hands and Ross’s mouth on her skin. The new lingerie was midnight blue, satin and lace, and she thought she might not mind so much if he actually got around to taking her dress all the way off this time and stripping her down to just these panties and this bra. They made her look good enough that she’d feel almost comfortable standing in front of him in nothing but her underwear and shoes.

And then she slipped the dress over her head and stood back from the mirror and fluffed her hair, examining herself critically.

She’d do. She’d never look like Brita—or Ari or Iris or Carrie—but she looked as good as she ever had. The dress fit well, the shoes made her legs look great, and her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were sparkling with anticipation. If she didn’t know better, she’d say she looked like she was in love.

The thought floored her for a second—surely it was too soon for that—but if she hadn’t fallen in love with him, she had at least managed to develop the mother of all crushes in just two days.

And it wasn’t just the sex, either. She genuinely liked him. He was a nice guy. He was fun to talk to. He was caring. Just look at the way he’d rescued George.

Although the fact that he was tall and dark and ridiculously handsome certainly didn’t hurt. Nor did the fact that he could play her body like a violin.

But that was the least of it. Even if they didn’t end up having sex, she still couldn’t wait to see him. The thought of spending time with him, just sitting and talking, was enough to make her heart beat faster. She just wanted to be with him and hear his voice. See his smile and the warmth in his eyes when he looked at her.

She glanced at the digital readout on the alarm clock beside the bed. It was a little earlier than it should be, maybe. He’d said seven; she could sit down and watch TV for a few minutes before she headed out, just so she wouldn’t look too eager.

On the other hand, she didn’t want her dress to wrinkle in the back before he could see it, and besides, he already knew she liked him. If she showed up for dinner a few minutes early, it wouldn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know. Grabbing her coat and purse from the hallway, she headed down the stairs.

She hesitated for a second outside his building. When she saw that the stairway leading up to the apartment was dark, but that there were lights still on in the office, she tried the door there first. Maybe he was ready early, too, and had come down to do some work while he waited.

The door was open, and in spite of the late hour—surely the office had to be closed at ten minutes to seven on a Saturday night?—Ari was at her desk, still dressed in a trim business suit with her hair in its usual no-nonsense knot. She looked up when Annie walked in, but although she smiled, there was a visible line of tension between her brows.

“Something wrong?” Annie asked. “It isn’t Ross, is it?”

“No, no. He’s fine. He’ll be down in a minute.” Ari smiled. “Just a minor work emergency.”

“Oh.” Matchmaking services had emergencies?

Well, yes. She supposed they did. She’d dropped an after-hours emergency of her own in Ross’s lap last night, and he’d handled it with aplomb.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

Ari hesitated. “As a matter of fact…”

“Yes?”

“Why don’t you come into the back for a minute.”

It was Annie’s turn to hesitate—what if Ross showed up while she was gone?—and Ari added smoothly, “We’ll hear Ross when he comes downstairs.”

“Of course.”

“This way.” Ari gestured her through the door in the back, and Annie followed Ariadne down a hallway leading to the back of the building. Doors on either side opened into other offices, as well as a powder room and, all the way in the rear of the building, a kitchenette. The lights were on, and Brita sat at a table nursing a can of Coke. The real thing. Harry probably wouldn’t give her a hard time about it.

She looked up when the two of them walked in, and for a moment her face bore the same expression Ari’s had earlier, tension sharpening her features. Then she smiled. “Annie. Nice to see you.”

“You, too.” Annie looked around. Over in the corner, the dog was chewing on a nylon bone. His tail thumped when he saw Annie, and he abandoned the toy and his folded-up blanket to make his way over to her. His limp was less noticeable today, and he also looked better overall. He was clean, his fur shiny, and his eyes bright. Annie bent to run a hand down his back. “You’re both working late.”

“I have a date,” Brita said.

“I don’t,” Ari added.

Annie smiled, even as she recalled that yes, Brita had a date with Harry. That was why Harry had suffered through her—Annie’s—company last night, so he could go out with Brita tonight.

“He’s not a bad guy,” she offered, since Brita looked less than thrilled about the prospect.

Brita shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. We’ll find something to talk about.”

If Harry could talk at all. He might spend the entire date just staring at Brita with his eyes bugging out of his skull.

Annie reminded herself that it wasn’t Brita’s fault that she was gorgeous. It wasn’t like the other woman worked at it. She hadn’t even dressed up, but was wearing jeans, boots, and a green sweater. Of course she looked fantastic, but she didn’t look like someone who was ready to go out with the man of her dreams.

Maybe that had been Annie’s mistake yesterday. Maybe she should have greeted Harry in jeans and sneakers and a sweater. The walk to the dog park and back would have been a lot more comfortable then, and she might have felt more…empowered, if she hadn’t dressed to try to impress him.

“I’m sure he’ll be here any minute,” Ari said, even as they heard footsteps in the outer office. “There’s Ross, I think.”

Annie could feel a blush creep into her cheeks, and she kept her ears peeled for the sound of footsteps in the hallway, but none came. Meanwhile, Brita looked her over from head to toe and back. “You look nice.”

“Great shoes,” Ari added.

“Thanks.” Annie looked to where the silver straps crisscrossed her ankles. “It’s a little cold, but I thought it would be worth it.”

“Oh, definitely.” Both women nodded.

“I used to have a pair of shoes a lot like that,” Brita added. “Without the heels, though. We didn’t wear heels like that back then.”

Back…when? Brita couldn’t be any older than Annie. If anything, she looked a year or two younger.

She looked up in time to see Ari frown and Brita’s eyes widen, as if the blonde had just realized she’d said something she shouldn’t have. Annie was just about to query when the door to the street opened out in the reception area. George’s ears pricked up.

“That must be Harry,” Ari said, even as Harry’s voice reached them, faintly, from the front room. George emitted a faint growl, and Annie put her hand on the dog’s soft head.

“Is she here?”

Ross answered, but too softly for Annie to hear what he said. There was a pause, and then a yelp from Harry, followed by a curse.

What on earth?

“What the hell?” Harry bellowed, his voice laced with anger.

“That’s our cue,” Ari said.

Brita nodded. She stood as smoothly as she did anything else. Annie really wanted to push past both of them and rush into the reception—Ross was out there, and she couldn’t wait to see him—but Harry was here for Brita, and it seemed only polite to let her go first.

Her thoughts must have shown on her face, but Ari looked at her and smiled. “Go ahead, Annie.”

Annie glanced at Brita, who smiled, too. “After you.”

She didn’t mind if she did. Leaving the other two in her wake, Annie crossed out of the kitchen and headed down the hall. To the reception, and to Ross.




  




Chapter Eighteen
 

It had been a lot easier to jab Harry with the arrow than Eros had thought it would be. The mortal had been so focused on Brita and looking around the front office for her, that a herd of elephants could have snuck up behind him and he wouldn’t have noticed. All Eros had to do was tell him that Brita was in the kitchen and wait as Harry headed for the door to the back. At that point, it was a simple task to poke him in the ass with the golden arrow on his way past.

“Oww,” Harry yelped and swung on his heel. “What the hell?”

Eros smiled benignly. “Something wrong?”

“You poked me in the ass!”

Ross let the benign smile slip in favor of a forbidding expression. He laced his voice with enough of the imperious I’m a god so you better watch your mouth unless you want me to knock your teeth down your throat, puny mortal tone to make lesser men quake in their boots. “Absolutely not. I don’t swing that way.”

Harry blushed, of course. “I didn’t mean—”

He heard footsteps in the hallway, and Harry forgot all about Eros, and the gaffe, and the arrow stabbing him in the rear. He turned toward the door eagerly. Eros sidled over to the wall to plant the arrow in a flowerpot, point down, where it couldn’t hurt anybody else. Harry’s posterior seemed fine, and of course there was no blood visible against the navy wool.

Yes, the man had dressed up for his date with Brita. Eros was pretty sure that hadn’t happened for the walk to the dog park with Annie yesterday, and for a moment he felt a stab of anger along with a tiny jab of guilt. Harry had seemed sincerely taken with Brita, all without Eros’s help. The god of love wasn’t really supposed to mess with people’s emotions after they’d fallen in love on their own. Always assuming Harry was in love, of course, and not just in lust.

Annie stepped through the door into the office, and he forgot all about Harry and what he should and shouldn’t have done.

She was beautiful, her cheeks flushed and her eyes shining. Her blue dress was soft and shiny, with a tight waist and a swirly skirt. No red shoes, but the silver sandals were no less sexy, and let those sweet little toes with their glossy polish peek out.

Eros really liked her toes. One of these nights, after another foot massage, he’d like to kiss each one of them individually and make sure she knew that every part of her was sexy to him, before he made his way up her legs, underneath her skirt, and…

Her gaze skimmed right past Harry to him, the blush in her cheeks deepening when she met his eyes. She could probably tell what he was thinking. But gods, could she blame him, when she walked in here looking like that?

“Annie!” Harry said, and that’s when Eros realized—with a feeling that hit him like a sucker punch to the most vulnerable part of the gut—what he’d just done. What he’d lost.

No, not lost: thrown away with both hands.

Annie turned to Harry, her eyes wary. “Hello.”

His voice was hushed, almost reverent. “You look beautiful!”

She blinked. “Um…thank you?”

Her voice was uncertain, and who could blame her? Harry had been a jackass to her the past two nights, making her feel both undesirable and unwanted. She had to wonder what he was up to now.

Ari and Brita slipped out of the hallway behind Annie. Harry glanced up for a second—no more—and didn’t seem to care. He moved his attention back to Annie. “Are you ready to go?”

“Go?”

Ari glanced at Eros, but it wasn’t I told you so that was in her eyes. It was sympathy. It was too much to deal with, and he looked away, to Brita, who was watching Harry and Annie with an expression he couldn’t quite decipher.

They should all be pleased to be back to work, happy that they’d put two deserving mortals together, yet none of them was cheering. Ari looked concerned—about him?—while he probably looked jealous, and Brita…was that wistfulness in her eyes?

“To dinner,” Harry said.

Annie hesitated. She glanced first at Brita and then at Eros. “Um…aren’t you supposed to go to dinner with Brita?”

“Brita?” Harry glanced at her. A very quick glance, as if he couldn’t keep his eyes off Annie for very long before they were drawn back. Eros remembered that feeling from when he’d accidentally made himself infatuated with Psyche all those years ago. That debilitating obsession, the inability to think about anyone or anything else. The blindness to everything around him.

Annie nodded.

“I want to go to dinner with you,” Harry said.

“But Brita…”

“I’m sure Brita won’t mind.” Harry turned to her. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Brita shook her head. Harry turned back to Annie. “See?”

She nodded. “Um…” Her gaze sought out Eros’s. “I think I was supposed to go to dinner with Ross, actually.”

Except he wasn’t dressed for dinner, and she realized it. The look she gave him was half surprised, half hurt. It cut like a knife.

“I’m sure Ross won’t mind, either,” Harry said, looking at him. “Do you, mate?”

Eros hesitated. Yes, he minded. He wanted Harry far, far away from Annie. He wanted her for himself. Those blue eyes gazing at him with adoration, that sweet smile lighting up her face when he came into the room. Not Harry.

But this was his own stupid fault. He’d been so determined to put them together, so hung up on the fact that she was mortal and needed to be with another mortal, that he’d brought this on himself. He couldn’t go back on it now. It was too late.

“Of course not.” The words threatened to get stuck in his throat, but he got them out.

“Great!” Harry turned back to Annie, beaming. “Let’s go!”

She hesitated. Looked at Eros. Looked at Brita. Looked at Ari, maybe hoping that Ari’s cool head might prevail. When Ari didn’t say anything, Annie looked at Eros again, with her heart in her eyes. “Ross?”

She didn’t want to go out with Harry. She wanted to go out with him. And for a second he thought about letting her. Fuck Harry and the golden arrow. He’d made a mistake. Grab Annie and keep her.

But he couldn’t. He might want her, and she might want him, but in the long run, this was better. For both of them. She was mortal, he was a god. Their relationship wouldn’t last. She’d get older and he…wouldn’t. He’d been this way for millennia, and he’d always be this way. Immortal, unchanging. He could keep her for a few decades, maybe, and watch her grow old and then die, but that didn’t hold much appeal. And there was no alternative. He couldn’t crawl back to Zeus and ask for another mortal-to-immortal conversion just because his first love had left him. It had been difficult enough to convince the big guy the first time. Zeus had told him point-blank he was making a mistake, that she wouldn’t last, and he’d been right.

Annie was better off with Harry. They could grow old together. They could have children who grew up and grew old. They could have grandchildren who did the same. It was the way of the world. The mortal world. It was better that way. For everyone.

He forced a smiled. “It’s all right. Go with Harry.”

Annie looked at him long enough to make him squirm inside. And then she nodded and turned to Harry.

He grinned. “I have reservations at this great place. You’re gonna love it.”

He offered his arm, and Annie took it. They walked toward the door together, until Harry skipped—actually skipped—ahead to open it for her. Annie might be less than thrilled about going out with him, but he seemed almost delirious.

She passed through the door, out into the night, but not before she’d shot Eros a last glance over her shoulder. Then the door closed behind them both, and she was gone.


 

Silence reigned in the office after the door closed. It was Ariadne who broke it. “Are you all right?”

Eros looked at her. She was within her rights to tell him he was a stupid shithead who shouldn’t be allowed outside without a keeper, but she didn’t.

He nodded. “I’m fine.” Liar, liar, pants on fire.

“You did the right thing,” she said. “They’re mortals. They belong together.”

Thank you. He knew that.

“She’ll grow to like him,” Brita said. “He may have been a jerk to her when they first met—”

Not to mention last night.

“—but he seemed really happy to be with her tonight. He’ll make her happy.”

He probably would. Even if Eros didn’t like the idea of that at all.

“Every woman wants to be adored,” Brita added. There was an undertone to her voice that made him wonder, but he was too wrapped up in his own thoughts to want to pursue it at the moment. “As long as he looks at her like she can do no wrong, she’ll be happy.”

“Sure.”

It was for the best. He knew it was. It just felt wrong.

“We should go out and get a drink,” Brita added. When he and Ari both looked at her, she continued. “To celebrate that we’re back in business.”

Right.

“You just want an excuse to go throw yourself at Dion,” Ari said, her voice tired. It was such a rare occurrence—Ariadne was usually so cool and crisp and businesslike—that both Eros and Brita looked at her with surprise. She avoided Brita’s eyes and faced Ross, petulant. “Well, she does.”

“So?” Brita said, tossing her mane of blond hair. “I’m single. He’s single. We’re both immortal. It could work.”

“If you don’t mind sharing him with half the women in New York.”

“She has a point,” Eros said. “Dion doesn’t have much staying power.”

Brita shrugged. “So are you guys coming or not?”

The goddess of the maze shook her head. “Not tonight. I’m not in the mood.”

“Boss?”

“I think I’ll pass, too,” Eros said.

Ari turned to him. “You should go.”

“I’d rather stay home.” And drown his sorrows in peace.

She sighed. “I know you. You’ll sit upstairs and stew, and come Monday, we’ll be back where we started. No, thanks. You’re going out tonight, if I have to drag you there myself. I’ll go if you’ll go.”

“I’m not going to make you do that. I’ll be fine at home.” He wanted to be home. Where no one counted the number of glasses of ambrosia he drank. Maybe he’d bring George upstairs with him for company. The dog was a lot less skittish now than he’d been yesterday.

“We’ll all go,” Brita said. “I need a drink. It’s not like I really wanted Harry—”

Eros turned to her, brows lifted and ambrosia forgotten temporarily.

“—but it’s a very strange feeling, you know, when a guy who’s been stumbling over his own feet every time he sees you suddenly looks at you like you’re something stuck to the bottom of his shoe.”

“It wasn’t that bad…,” Ari tried, and Brita swung on her.

“I love you, Ari, but you don’t know what it’s like, okay?”

Ariadne opened her mouth to answer, and Brita barreled right over anything Ari might have had to say. “Every time we go to Dionysus’s, I do my best to catch his attention, and all he does is stare at you. Now, I know Harry’s not Dion, and it’s not like I really want Harry. He’s nice enough, but he’s mortal, right? And mortals belong together. Annie’s welcome to him. I’m happy for her. But once in a while it’s nice to have a guy looking at you like that. Even if he’s a mortal CPA with glasses and a bad haircut.”

There was silence after Brita stopped speaking. Then Ari cleared her throat. “They all look at you like that.”

“No, they don’t,” Brita said stubbornly. “Harry was special.”

Riiight. Eros shook his head. “Let’s go get a drink. I think we could all use one.” He’d make sure Dion mixed his strong. And if anyone could come up with a lot of good reasons why Eros shouldn’t mourn the loss of a mortal girl—even one who tasted like sugar and vanilla—it was the god of debauchery. “Just let me go upstairs and get my jacket.”

“We’ll wait,” Ari said.

…
 

Annie glanced sideways at Harry. He was beaming at her.

Bizarre.

The whole thing was just too strange for words.

When they’d walked out of the matchmaking agency, there had been a cab waiting at the curb. Harry had opened the door for her, with what was almost a flourish, and held out his hand to help her in. Then he’d slid in next to her and told the cabbie to head for Manhattan, and what Annie knew was supposed to be the best French restaurant in the five boroughs. From what she had heard, it was hideously expensive and it was notoriously difficult to get reservations there. She could only imagine how hard it must have been to wrangle a table on a Saturday night.

He’d obviously gone all out for his date with Brita. Restaurant reservations, cab, suit and tie…

It was a nice suit, too. The kind of suit Ross might wear. He didn’t look as good as Ross in it—nobody looked as good—but he looked good enough. He’d even made an effort to tame his hair, albeit without meeting with a lot of success. It was thick and wavy and a sort of medium brown, not that different from her own, but at least he’d washed it and brushed it so it lay in shining waves on his head. He had a dimple, as it turned out. She’d never noticed. Probably because he’d never really smiled at her. And when he did smile, he was quite handsome. Not to mention that the admiring look in his eyes gave her a tiny little flutter under her breastbone. Not the kind of flutter she got when Ross looked at her with those dark eyes of his, but a pretty good flutter nonetheless.

It might be the only kind of flutter she’d get from here on out.

What on earth had happened at the office?

She’d been there to have dinner with Eros. Or so she’d thought. But Eros hadn’t seemed ready to go to dinner with her. Not unless he really had planned to dine in, with her as the main course.

And Harry had been there for dinner with Brita. She knew that. Brita knew it, too. So why had he suddenly taken one look at her—at Annie—and decided he wanted to have dinner with her instead?

The Harry she knew would never choose her over Brita.

So was this some sort of joke?

Or was it Eros’s doing, once again? He was the one who had talked Harry into asking her out yesterday, and it had been a miserable fiasco. Had he decided to make up for it by making Harry take her out tonight instead?

That yelp they’d heard just after Harry walked in…had that been Ross threatening the other man?

If so, he shouldn’t have bothered. It wasn’t like she really wanted to go out with Harry anymore. She didn’t need a makeup date. She’d gotten over his rejection in the bar Thursday night, or at least she would have, if she hadn’t had to keep seeing him. It would have been better for Ross to leave well enough alone, especially after he’d restored her confidence in his own special way. There was no part of her that wanted any part of Harry.

But maybe it was just Ross’s way of letting her know things were over between them. They’d had a one-night stand, and the next day he’d fixed her up with Harry, as sort of a consolation prize. Only that hadn’t worked out well, and she’d showed up on his doorstep. So he’d slept with her again—and why not, when she made herself so available?—and now he was back to trying to fix her up with Harry. Letting her down easy? Trying to get her interested in someone else so he’d have an easier time getting away from her?

Well hell, it wasn’t like she had any plans of pursuing him. The only reason she’d gone looking for him yesterday was to tell him off for Harry’s behavior and his part in their fiasco of a date. He was the one who had carried her upstairs and taken her shoes off and rubbed her feet and kissed her thighs.

And after this, he could forget about that ever happening again. She certainly wouldn’t be knocking on his door anytime soon.

And meanwhile, there was Harry. Beaming fatuously at her in the back of the cab. Dressed, pressed, and on their way to the most exclusive restaurant in New York.

It was like she was Annie in Wonderland, having just taken a tumble down the rabbit hole, to a place where everything was turned on its head.

Was he sincere, or was he playing with her? Was he afraid of what Ross might do to him if he hurt her feelings again? Or had he bolstered himself with a lot of Dutch courage before his date with Brita, and now he was drunk as a skunk and suddenly she looked a lot better to him?

He didn’t sound drunk, and she didn’t smell alcohol on his breath. He’d had no problem pronouncing the—French—name of the restaurant with what sounded like a passable accent. He was smiling at her, with admiration gleaming in his eyes behind the glasses. “You look beautiful, Annie.”

“Thank you,” Annie said.

“I’m so glad you agreed to go out with me again.”

“You’re welcome.”

“You’ll like tonight better than yesterday, I promise. I mean, I know you said you wanted to meet Fiona, and you suggested that we could take her to the dog park together sometime—”

Yes, she had, hadn’t she? Idiot.

“—but I shouldn’t have made that our first date.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “Although it’ll be a great story to tell our grandkids, don’t you think?”

“Sure,” Annie said faintly, as her head spun.




  




Chapter Nineteen
 

Dionysus’s Bar was hopping. Eros had thought things were noisy on Thursday, but they were nothing compared to what the place was like tonight.

Brita got right into the swing of things, of course; that seemed to be the goddess’s recipe for kicking the blues. She sashayed over to a couple of mortals playing pool and finagled her way into the next game. By now, they were probably both trying desperately to lose, just so they could get her in quicker. Meanwhile, Eros and Ariadne snagged a couple of stools at the bar and waited for Dion to notice them.

The god of wine and debauchery had found himself a woman to woo, and they watched, idly, as Dion smiled and flirted. Or at least Eros watched idly; Ari’s jaw was tight and her eyes were stormy.

The mortal was beautiful, but then Dion’s women always were. Tall and slim, with long legs, high heels, a short dress, and brown hair cascading over her shoulders. She looked a bit like Ari might, if the Cretan goddess of the labyrinth ever let her hair down and dressed like she was 25 instead of 2,500.

Eros tilted his head and thought back through the mists of time, brows furrowed. They’d known each other a long time, even if they hadn’t always been as close as they were now. After so many of them, the millennia sometimes blurred. But Ari used to be less uptight than she was now, didn’t she?

Granted, all the women looked loose in the old days. The tunics they all wore left very little to the imagination. The fabric was thin, almost transparent, and they didn’t always bother to wear a strophion underneath, either. Not to mention that the right side of the garment, from shoulder to ankle, was sometimes left open, baring soft skin and womanly curves.

Back then she hadn’t had a choice. It was what everyone wore, so she did, too. But surely he remembered, from some time in the not too distant past, an Ariadne who looked less severe than she did now? In the late 1960s and early 1970s, she’d walked around barefoot and braless holding placards saying Make Love Not War along with the rest of them, hadn’t she?

“What’s going on with you two?”

She glanced at him. “None of your business.”

“You remember who I am, don’t you?”

“The…” She hesitated and decided not to go there. “God of love. It’s still none of your business.”

“I can get him for you.” The arrows worked on immortals as well as mortals; no one knew that better than him. He wasn’t supposed to use them that way—that was one of the rules—but for Ari, he’d make an exception. And Dion had been screwing around even more than usual lately; someone should stop him.

“No, thanks.” Ariadne’s voice was steady. “I don’t want him.”

Eros nodded. “In that case, you should probably stop staring at him.”

She shot him an outraged glare. “I’m not staring!”

“Not right now. But you look at him all the time. Even Annie noticed.”

Ari bit her lip. “About Annie…”

He should have known better than to bring up Annie. Not only because Ari would use it to change the subject, but because he didn’t want to talk about her. “None of your business.”

“So it’s okay for you to ask me about my love life, but it’s not okay for me to ask you about yours?”

“You have a love life?” a new voice murmured nearby. “Something you’d like to share with me, gorgeous?”

Ari’s face congealed. “No. I wouldn’t like to share anything with you. Especially my love life.”

The god of wine turned to Eros with a plaintive look—and a smirk that was almost, but not quite, hidden. “She’s so cruel.”

Eros shrugged. “You done with your latest conquest enough to be able to give us something to drink?”

“Sure,” Dion said easily, with a dismissive glance at the young woman she wouldn’t have appreciated, had she seen it. He got a glass and a bottle of white wine out, to pour Ari her usual. The goddess of the maze avoided the ambrosia and drank her wine neat, like a mortal would drink a soda. “Where’s Annie?”

“None of your business,” Eros growled.

“On a date with Harry,” Ari said and reached for her glass.

“Ah. Better make it a double.” Dion pulled out the ambrosia and poured. Eros wanted to insist he didn’t need it—especially not a double—but the truth was, he was looking to get drunk tonight. Maybe that way he could stop imagining her smiling at Harry, and kissing Harry, and making love with Harry.

Dion put the glass down in front of Eros. “How’d you manage to fuck that up so badly in just three days?”

Eros growled but didn’t answer, just tossed back half the contents of the glass in one swallow. The concentration of ambrosia and hard liquor was strong enough to set his throat on fire and bring tears to his eyes.

Dion turned to Ari. “What happened?”

She shook her head. “I have no idea. I thought things were going well. She baked him cookies.”

“Oh-ho!” Dion’s eyebrows crept halfway up his forehead. “What did you do to deserve homemade cookies, bro?”

“None of your business,” Eros growled.

“I think we can both guess,” Ariadne said primly. “Then last night, he set her up with Harry.”

“The jackass? Why?” Dion looked at him like he’d lost his mind.

“She’s mortal. He’s mortal. They belong together.” And it annoyed him that Ari was able to mouth the words right along with him before turning back to Dion.

“It didn’t go well. Harry took her to the dog park and bought her a hot dog for dinner.”

“Oh, man!” Dion shook his head. “What kind of idiot does that to a pretty girl?”

“An idiot like Harry Mitchell,” Ariadne said. “So of course she ended up with Ross again last night.”

Dion nodded approvingly. “More cookies today?”

“Hardly. This morning he comes down the stairs with the bow and arrows.”

Dion turned to him. “Have you lost your mind? I thought you weren’t gonna use those anymore.”

“Changed my mind.”

“Why? That sweet little thing couldn’t have scared you that much.”

Actually, she had. Or the fact that he wanted her had. That he could see a future where he made love to her every night and woke up every morning—or at least some mornings—to fresh-baked cookies.

And if his mind could go there after only two days, he couldn’t imagine what it would be like to spend the rest of her life with her, and then have her be gone. Somehow he suspected the loss of Annie would be even more devastating than the loss of Psyche. That after thirty years, he’d miss her more than he missed Psyche after three thousand. And that was the really scary part. Especially after just two days.

“She’s mortal. She needs to be with another mortal.”

“You didn’t used to be such a stickler,” Dion said.

“I learned my lesson.”

“Right.” Dion nodded. “Well, I hope you’re happy. You had a chance at something good. Some of us never get a chance like that.”

Ari muttered something, and he glanced at her and added to Eros, “Some of us never get a second chance. You did. You screwed up with Psyche, and you got a second chance with Annie. What kind of idiot would you have to be to throw it away?”

The kind of idiot who couldn’t imagine falling in love again, only to lose her in a few decades.

Except it might already be too late for that, if the ache in his chest were any indication.

He lifted his glass again. “Leave me alone. Go back to the hussy. Just make sure you keep the drinks coming.”

“She’s actually a very nice woman,” Dion said mildly. “An elementary school teacher.”

Ari snorted and Dion glanced at her. “Don’t knock it, sweetheart. We’re not all happy to be alone.”

“We’re not all happy to change partners the way some people change undergarments,” Ariadne shot back and slid off the barstool. She picked up her glass. “Excuse me. I’m going to sit with Silenus.”

They watched her walk away, her back ramrod straight.

“Good going,” Eros remarked.

Dion shot him a look. “Not sure you have any room to talk, bro. What the fuck happened?”

“I told you. She’s mortal. She—”

“Scared the mess out of you, didn’t she?”

Yes, she had.

“Here,” Dion said, and put the bottle in front of him. “Knock yourself out.”

“Thanks.”

“If you get too drunk to walk, I’ll pour you into a cab at the end of the night.”

“I won’t be too drunk to walk.” Just too drunk to think. Or remember. He reached for the bottle.

“Enjoy,” Dion said and walked away, to let him drown his sorrows in peace.

…
 

The French restaurant was everything Annie had imagined and more. The food was outstanding, the service even better, and the company…the company wasn’t actually bad, either.

What a difference from last night!

She still couldn’t quite figure out what had happened between then and now, but it seemed as if Harry was actually sincere in his desire to want to be with her. He asked her questions about herself and seemed genuinely interested in her answers, and he did his best to entertain her with stories about his family back home in Ohio and about Fiona. He didn’t bat an eye when she ordered pâté a foie gras as her appetizer, just smiled fondly as he watched her devour it, and after the main course—seared duck breast with dried cherries and port—he even encouraged her to order dessert.

After a while, she forgot to wait for the other shoe to drop.

And he kept giving her compliments. Telling her how beautiful she looked, how smart she was, what a great smile she had, and how amazed and grateful he was that she’d agreed to go out with him tonight, especially after the way he’d disappointed her last night.

“What about Brita?” she asked at one point, as they were lingering over coffee and crème brûlée.

Harry’s brows drew together. “What about her?”

“I thought you were going out with her tonight.”

He shook his head. “Oh, no. I mean, maybe I was. I can’t really remember. After I saw you—have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?—I knew I didn’t want Brita; I wanted you. I have no idea why I didn’t see it earlier. It was like…” He hesitated, searching for the right words. “Like lightning struck me from a clear blue sky. I looked up, and there you were. Like an angel. And I knew there’d never be anyone else for me.”

His eyes were—amazingly—completely sincere behind the glasses. They were practically gleaming with sincerity. Or was that gleam something else?

Annie leaned closer. Something wasn’t right here. Had Ross hypnotized Harry? Or drugged him? Shot him up with roofies or something, so he’d be pliable, and then told him he wanted Annie, not Brita?

What would happen when the hypnosis—or the drugs—wore off? Would he still want her? Or would he revert to being the same jerk he’d been for the past two nights running?

It wasn’t something she could ask him, she supposed. He probably had no idea he was doing it.

No, she needed to talk to Ross.

Tomorrow morning. Before she saw Harry again.


 

They took a cab back to Queens. It dropped them off outside Annie’s apartment building.

“I’m going to walk home from here,” Harry said when she looked at him.

“But it’s raining.”

He grinned. “It’ll help to clear my head. I feel drunk.”

He wasn’t. He’d only had a glass or two of wine with dinner.

“It’s the company,” he added, fumbling for her hand. “You make me feel this way.”

Sure.

She glanced from Harry to the door and back, wondering if she ought to invite him upstairs. For coffee or something else. Did he expect her to?

“I want to see you again,” Harry said. “As soon as possible. Are you free for brunch tomorrow?”

If she kept this kind of dining up, she’d end up as big as a house. At the same time, it was impossible to say no when he looked so sincere. “Sure.”

He smiled, big and relieved. “Great. Is nine too early?”

“It’s fine,” Annie said and waited for him to let go of her hands.

He didn’t. “I don’t expect you to invite me in. It’s too soon for that. And I want you to know that I respect you.”

Right.

“But…” He blushed. “Would you mind if I kissed you good night?”

He was actually asking for permission?

Clearly he was, because he just stood there, watching her and waiting, his eyes warm behind the glasses.

“Um…”

She thought about saying no. It would serve him right, after the way he’d treated her before. But he seemed so nice now, and so determined to make her believe he really liked her. He wasn’t Ross, but Ross didn’t seem to want her. Still not over his ex-wife, she supposed. She and Harry might have a shot. She’d have to kiss him eventually; it might as well be now. At least she’d figure out, sooner rather than later, how he affected her.

“Sure.”

She tilted her face up and waited for his to descend. His eyes fluttered closed just before his lips found hers, so she closed her own, too. His lips were soft, undemanding, but not unpleasant. They didn’t awaken any kind of desire to rip off his clothes, but then it wasn’t that kind of kiss.

His lips seemed reluctant to let go, but when he stepped back, he was smiling. “Thank you. That was nice.”

“Thank you,” Annie said primly. “For everything.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow at nine.”

She nodded. He headed down the street before she turned to the front door, fumbling with her keys.




  




Chapter Twenty
 

The scuff of a shoe on the bricks behind her came out of nowhere. She hadn’t heard anyone approach and hadn’t realized she wasn’t alone. Her heart felt like it jumped up into her throat and continued to beat there. For a second, she thought about pushing the door open and escaping inside, hoping whoever was behind her wasn’t near enough to be able to follow…but then she heard his voice.

“Annie.”

“Ross?” She turned and squinted into the darkness.

Yes, it was him.

He.

Whatever.

That heart in her throat made it awfully hard to get words out. “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you.” He came a step closer, into the light, and she saw that he was dressed in just the same white shirt and dark slacks as earlier. No jacket, in spite of the rain and the chill in the air. The shirt was wet across the shoulders, and raindrops sparkled in his hair where the light caught them. He looked a little less suave than usual, and not just because he was wet and almost bedraggled, or because she knew he’d stood outside in the rain waiting for her to come home—but because of the look in his eyes.

The words were out before she’d had time to consider them. “You’ll catch a cold out here. Come on upstairs and I’ll get you a towel and something warm to drink.”

She pushed open the door. He smiled. “I’ve never had a cold. But I won’t say no to a drink.”

From the looks of him, he’d already had several. “You’re kidding, right? You’ve never had a cold?”

She held the door until he’d walked past her into the hallway. “I’ve never had a lot of things,” he said softly.

She wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but she didn’t ask, just let the door close behind them both. He didn’t offer to carry her up this time, maybe because tonight, she suspected he was drunker than she was. It wasn’t anything about the way he spoke or even the way he moved—he was as graceful as always, like a big cat, barely leashed power hidden underneath smooth movements—but his eyes glittered and…well, he was here. Standing in the rain outside her apartment building.

The question was, why?

…
 

“Did I tell you how beautiful you are tonight?” Eros asked when they were upstairs in her hallway and she’d shrugged out of her coat without waiting for his help. His reflexes were shot to Hades tonight—the result of that bottle of ambrosia he’d enjoyed at Dion’s before coming over here.

She glanced at him, and the look in her eyes was difficult to decipher. Wariness, mixed with a hint of hurt, and maybe some embarrassment. And a smidgeon of defiance. “You didn’t. But Harry did.”

Ouch. He winced, but he couldn’t blame her. He deserved that.

She brushed past him into the kitchen, and he turned to stare after her, once again just a beat too slow to anticipate her next move.

“Coffee or tea?” She reached for the kettle on the stove and went to the sink to fill it with water.

Tea sounded good, but coffee would probably be more helpful. The ambrosia had made his head muzzy. Then again, that was the effect he’d been going for, so maybe he shouldn’t ruin it by getting rid of the buzz too soon. “Tea.”

She nodded and put the kettle on to boil. That done, she pulled a mug out of a cabinet, a teabag and sugar out of another, and a spoon out of a drawer, and put it all together on the counter. The mug had doggie paw prints on it.

Finally, while the water heated, she turned to him. “What are you doing here?”

He wasn’t entirely sure himself. He just knew that he’d sat at Dion’s for a couple hours, drinking ambrosia and watching the god of debauchery sweet-talk the kindergarten teacher while Ariadne pretended not to care and while Brita, who usually did her best to catch Dion’s attention, spent the time playing pool. Maybe she had changed her tactics. Feigned indifference seemed to work for Ariadne, after all. While Dion wooed the teacher, he kept shooting glances into the corner, where Ari sat with Silenus. The teacher probably assumed he was making sure the bar business ran smoothly, but Eros could tell who it was who drew Dion’s attention.

They were idiots, and as soon as this was over, he’d deal with them. But first he had his own problems to fix. And overindulging in ambrosia didn’t seem to be the answer, because no matter how much he drank, he still couldn’t get Annie out of his head.

Eventually he’d just walked out of the bar, intending to go home and sleep. He’d give Morpheus a call and make a trade: some form of hook-up at some point in return for the gift of sweet dreams, and maybe that way he’d be able to forget the mess he was in, at least until he woke up again. But somehow his feet seemed to have a mind of their own. It wasn’t even a conscious decision, but before he knew it, he was halfway to Annie’s building, and by then it seemed a shame to turn back.

He’d been hanging out in the courtyard, tucked away in the shadows, for a half hour or so by the time she came home. He would have been willing to wait longer—he would have waited as long as it took—but he still didn’t really know why he was there. He just wanted to see her. Needed to see her. To make sure she was all right. That Harry hadn’t hurt her feelings again.

Lame excuse. Harry was head over heels, and Eros knew it. Such was the power of those damned arrows.

The teakettle whistled, and Annie turned away from him to take it off the burner and pour the boiling water into the mug. “Go have a seat in the living room,” she told him over her shoulder. “I’ll be there in a minute. I think I have some cookies somewhere…”

If there was one thing he didn’t need, it was more of her cookies. They tasted like her, and he had a hard enough time getting the taste of her out of his head. But he didn’t say so, just padded into the living room and sat on the couch.

She followed a minute later, with his mug in one hand and a plate of cookies in the other. The same kind of cookies she’d given him the other morning. Lemon and coconut and sugar. His mouth actually watered at the sight.

She handed him the mug, and his fingers brushed hers as he took it from her. Immediately a blush flooded her cheeks and she took a step back. “Let me get you a towel.”

She escaped—there was no other word for it—in the direction of the small bathroom. Eros leaned back on the sofa and sipped his tea.

When she came out again, the blush was gone—she’d probably splashed cold water on her face—and she was carrying a fluffy white towel, which she set on the cushion next to him. Then she walked to the other side of the table and curled up in the chair there. And watched as he used the towel to rub the rain out of his hair. When he moved to unbutton his wet shirt, he could see her swallow, but she didn’t stop him.

He draped the shirt over the arm of the sofa and used the towel to dry his shoulders and chest. Then he put it on the arm of the sofa, too, and grinned at her across the table. “That’s better. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Her eyes were a bit glassy, he thought. At least that power over her was still his.

“So how was your date with Harry?” He took the warm mug between his hands and watched as the glassiness went away at the mention of Harry’s name.

“Fine.” She looked down, demurely, to where her fingers were busy pleating the silk in her lap. Her eyelashes made shadows against her cheeks.

“He didn’t say anything rude tonight?”

She shook her head. “He was a perfect gentleman.” And then she looked up, her eyes as direct as a knife to the gut. “What did you do to him, Ross?”

The mouthful of tea went down the wrong way, and he coughed. By the time he was finished, she was still looking at him, waiting for him to answer. Damn.

“I didn’t do anything to him.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He tried to laugh. “What are you suggesting? That I threatened him into asking you out? ‘Take Annie to dinner and be nice to her, or else’?”

She shrugged, but blushed.

“I didn’t threaten him. He asked you of his own free will.” Sort of.

She nodded. “He acted like he did. But he didn’t act normal. That—” She gestured to the window and, he assumed, to Harry, now halfway home. “That wasn’t the same Harry from last night and the night before.”

“I should hope not.” He took another sip of tea.

“You did something to him. We heard him yelp when he walked into the office earlier.”

Shit. “He stubbed his toe on the marble statue.”

“Sure. Did you drug him? Hypnotize him?”

Gods, no. What did she think he was, some sort of gangster? “Would you believe I stabbed him with a golden arrow and made him fall madly in love with you?”

There was a beat of silence. “No,” Annie said, although she didn’t seem a hundred percent sure.

Enough of this. “So he was nice to you?”

She perked up. She even smiled. She had a great smile. “He was wonderful. Very attentive. Very complimentary. He took me to the best restaurant in Manhattan and he wants to take me out again tomorrow. For breakfast.”

Wasn’t wasting any time, was he? “Why didn’t he just spend the night if he was so eager to see you again?”

Annie flushed. “He said it was too soon.”

Great. Not only had Harry been wonderful, attentive, and complimentary, but he was a gentleman, too. While Ross was the rat bastard who’d taken advantage of her tipsiness that first night to practically take her against the wall in the foyer. With her shoes on.

And then what she’d said registered. “He said?”

She shrugged.

He breathed carefully through his nose. “Would you have gone to bed with him if he’d wanted?”

“Not sure,” Annie said.

Not sure?

He clenched his fists, and then carefully unclenched them again. What was that Dion had said…was it just two days ago? You’re the fucking god of love, right? When you fuck someone, they stay fucked.

He’d fucked her. She shouldn’t be considering going to bed with someone else. Not less than twenty-four hours later.

“Why would you do that?”

She blinked at him, probably surprised at the edge in his voice. It surprised him a bit, too, honestly. “Why wouldn’t I? You’ve made it pretty clear you’re not interested.”

He had?

“You said it from the start,” Annie reminded him. “You’re on the rebound. Not ready to get involved. And you’ve been working overtime to try to fix me up with Harry. That’s a pretty good indicator you don’t want me yourself, wouldn’t you say?”

It probably seemed that way.

And he didn’t, he told himself. He didn’t want her. Shouldn’t want her. Couldn’t have her for more than a few decades, and that wasn’t fair to either of them.

“You’re right.”

Her face fell a little at that. Maybe she’d hoped he’d tell her the truth, which was that he wanted her more than anything he could imagine right now, more than he should, and it was all he could do not to crawl right across the coffee table to lift her skirt up and bury his face between her thighs.

The thought must have shown on his face, because she shook her head. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Whatever it was you were thinking of doing.”

“You didn’t mind yesterday.”

“That was before I saw the picture of your ex-wife,” Annie said, a residual blush staining her cheeks. “I can’t believe we made love while your ex-wife was watching.”

“It was a photograph.” He’d never have made love to her while anyone was watching. Least of all Psyche. “She couldn’t actually see us.”

“But you could see her.”

“I didn’t look.” Once Annie got there, she was the only thing on his mind. It was as if Psyche had never even existed. “And anyway, it was a lifetime ago.” Longer than Annie had been alive, in fact, although he probably shouldn’t tell her that. It would only complicate things.

“It’s my fault,” Annie said. “You told me from the start you weren’t ready. I slept with you anyway. And I don’t regret it. You were great.”

“Thank you.”

“But I can’t do it again. If this thing with Harry has any hopes of getting off the ground, I can’t keep sleeping with someone else.”

There was a bad taste in his mouth. “You want it to get off the ground?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t think I’d like him, not after the way he talked to me for the past two nights. And I have no idea what changed. It seems almost magical.”

Or divine.

“But if it isn’t drugs or hypnotism—”

She glanced at him; he shook his head.

“Then he actually seems like he’s serious about me. He told me how our first date, at the dog park, would be a great story to tell our grandchildren.”

Grandchildren?

“And since you’re not interested in a relationship,” Annie said, twisting the metaphorical knife in the metaphorical wound she’d just dealt him, “I figure my best shot is with Harry. Now that he likes me, too, I think we have a chance of making things work. At least I want to see how it all goes.”

It was hard to get the words out, but he managed. “I understand.”

“Thank you.” She smiled at him, so beautiful his heart clenched, and for a moment, it was all he could do just to look at her.

Until he came back to himself and remembered she wasn’t his to look at. She belonged to Harry now.

He got to his feet and reached for his wet shirt. “I guess that’s it.” The wet fabric clung to his now-warm skin like the clammy embrace of a Nereid. Annie watched for a moment, and then looked away, blushing. The fact that he could still make her blush like that probably shouldn’t give him as much satisfaction as it did.

She walked him to the door and stood there for a second looking up at him. “Thanks, Ross. This wouldn’t have been possible if it weren’t for you.”

Right. Eros, Greek god of love. Master of matchmaking.

What a joke.

He forced a smile. “Happy to help.”

She smiled back. “How much do I owe you?”

“Let’s just say this one’s on the house.” He ducked out the door because he couldn’t stand to look at her anymore. “Good night, Annie.”

Her voice floated after him. “Good night, Ross. Be careful out there.”

Sure. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to prematurely derail his immortal life.

“I’ll see you around.” In his thoughts. For the next millennium or two.

He headed down the stairs. If he put on a burst of superhuman speed, he’d be three floors down by the time the door latched behind him. Maybe it wouldn’t sound so final.

…
 

Annie listened to the receding footsteps, heard them echo against the walls. He was moving fast, almost a bit too fast. Hopefully he wouldn’t fall on his way down, especially as he seemed to be a little under the influence.

When she couldn’t hear him anymore, she crossed to the window in the living room and peered down through the dark and the rain, in time to see Ross cross the courtyard five stories below. He passed through the gate onto the street and disappeared down the sidewalk, and Annie sank onto the sofa, her teeth in her bottom lip.

What had that all been about?

Surprising enough that he’d been here, waiting for her. More surprising how he’d looked when she saw him. Wet, bedraggled, not at all the suave Greek god type she was used to seeing.

Of course, he pulled off wet hair and wet shirt with the same aplomb as he pulled off everything else. And when he’d taken the shirt off…well, she’d almost swallowed her tongue.

Was he checking up on her? Making sure she’d had a good time? That Harry had been nice?

She could understand that, she supposed. He’d put them together. It was natural that he’d want to make sure he’d done a good job. That the client was satisfied.

He’d just seemed so…so haunted. Like, after all the effort he’d made to put her and Harry together, he wasn’t happy that they seemed to be working things out.

But it was probably just the sex. Sleeping with a woman for two nights in a row and then having her go out with someone else…well, it was likely to mess with a man’s head. It would have messed with her head, if he’d been the one going out to dinner with another woman. Especially one who clearly adored him, the way Harry suddenly and inexplicably adored her.

And it was Ross’s own fault, wasn’t it? She’d have been more than happy to hang around and wait for him to get over his ex-wife. She liked him. A lot. And she would have enjoyed finding out whether there could be something more between them once he was ready to move on. Obviously he didn’t feel the same way, or he wouldn’t have been so quick to fix her up with Harry.

So yeah, he had only himself to thank. And she had a date to get ready for. Tomorrow morning. With Harry.

Pulling herself to her feet, she went to take her dress off and get ready for bed.

…
 

Harry Mitchell lived a dozen blocks from Annie’s place, and in the opposite direction of Eros’s own building. It took him less than ten minutes to get there. It was a Saturday night, and New York was the city that never slept, but out here in Astoria, it was usually pretty quiet. Between the rain and the late hour, the streets were fairly deserted, and the few people who were out and about didn’t seem to notice that he moved with more than human speed as he made his way down the sidewalks.

He’d been a little concerned that maybe Harry had gone out somewhere after dropping Annie off. In fact, he’d called Dion to make sure Harry wasn’t whooping it up at the bar, but the god of debauchery had told him no; the place was hopping, but Harry wasn’t among the mortals gracing them with his presence.

“You all right, man?”

“I’m fine,” Eros said. “I just want to talk to him.”

“Not gonna beat the crap out of him?”

Eros gritted his teeth. “He hasn’t done anything wrong. Annie’s happy. I just want to find out where he stands.”

“You know where he stands,” Dion said. “He’s crazy about her. If anyone knows how those damn arrows work, it’s you. You spent years pining for that bitch you married and years mooning after she left you. That’s how Harry feels about Annie.”

Fuck. “I just want to talk to him,” Eros said. “Just in case something went wrong. Just in case—I don’t know—the dose wore off or something.”

“Dose? What dose? It isn’t ambrosia, man. It doesn’t wear off. How many years did you dote on the bitch?”

Millennia. “I just want to talk to him.”

“Uh huh.” Dion’s voice was dry. “Come by the bar after you’re done, Ross. You’ll need another drink by then. And some company.”

He probably would. Although he didn’t give Dion the satisfaction of hearing him say so. Instead he hung up the phone and took the stairs to Harry’s apartment two at a time.

When he first knocked on the door, Harry seemed surprised to see him, but that was soon lost in excitement. “Come in, man! What a great day, huh?”

“Sure,” Eros said and stepped across the threshold into Harry’s place. Down on the floor, Fiona sniffed his shoe and gave a sharp yip.

“You have a dog?” Harry asked.

Eros blinked. “Actually, I do.”

“What kind of dog?”

Small. Brown. Barrel-shaped. “Just a dog. You know. Four legs and a tail.”

“Sure,” Harry said. “Fiona’s a pure-bred schnauzer. So what can I do for you? Wanna sit down? Have a beer? Shoot the breeze?”

Not really. “I just spoke to Annie.”

“Oh, man!” Harry’s face lit up. “I’m so glad you kept at me about that. I know it took a while, but I’m totally onboard now. She’s great!”

Yes, she was. “She said she had a good time tonight.”

“She did?” Harry’s eyes behind the glasses were lit with something resembling religious fervor. “Man, that’s great! Because I did, too. I had a really, really great time. She’s so easy to talk to. And so pretty. Wasn’t she gorgeous tonight?”

Yes, she was.

“I can’t believe she’s interested in me,” Harry burbled. “I mean, I know I’m nothing special. But I can take care of her, you know. I make good money. And I’ll make sure she has everything she wants. But she could have anybody! She’s so great, anyone would be lucky to have her. I can’t believe she wants me!”

Eros couldn’t, either. “So what are your plans now?”

Harry stared at him. “Are you kidding?”

“Annie said something about breakfast?”

“Brunch,” Harry corrected. “Champagne brunch. At the Plaza Hotel.”

“Champagne?”

“Can’t drop the ring into just anything, can I?” Harry smiled.




  




Chapter Twenty-One
 

For a second, it was as if the world tilted. “Ring?” Eros said.

“Here.” Harry waved him into the living room and over to the table, where he picked up something small and dropped it into Eros’s hand. “It used to be my mother’s. You think she’ll like it?”

He waited eagerly while Eros examined the offering, sparkling on his palm.

Annie would probably love it. It was a slim gold band with a square cut diamond, and the thought of seeing it on Annie’s finger—Harry’s ring, Harry’s badge of ownership—made bile rise in his throat. “You’re asking her to marry you?”

“Of course,” Harry said, taking the ring back and beaming at it.

Eros clenched his fists inside his pockets. “Isn’t that a little…rash?”

Harry looked at him as if he thought Eros might have lost his mind. “I’ve found the only woman I’ll ever love. What’s the point in waiting?”

When he put it like that… “Aren’t you afraid she’ll think it’s too soon?”

Harry obviously hadn’t thought about that, because his eyes looked worried behind the glasses. “You think she will?”

“You’ve only been on one date.”

“Two.”

“But the date last night didn’t go very well.”

“Fiona liked her,” Harry said. “And she liked Fiona.”

“I’m just not sure it’s a good idea to propose so soon. You haven’t known each other very long.”

“Two years,” Harry said. “I’ve been going into the bakery for two years to buy dog biscuits. Annie’s been there that whole time.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s smart to propose to her after two dates.”

Harry thought about it. “You’re the expert, I guess.”

Some expert.

“But I don’t see that it can hurt. I mean, she can say no if she wants to. If she does, I’ll just wait until she’s ready. But what if she says yes?”

“What if she does?”

“Then I get to marry her,” Harry said. “Right away. And we’ll be together forever. Mr. and Mrs. Harry Mitchell.” He beamed.

“Lovely,” Eros said, his voice half choked. “I hope you’ll be very happy.”

Harry grinned and slapped Eros’s back on their way to the front door. “I’ll make sure you get an invitation to the wedding. Best man or something. After all, this wouldn’t have happened if it hadn’t been for you.”

No, it wouldn’t. He had only himself to thank.

Idiot.


 

By the time he made it back to Dionysus’s bar, it was late enough that the place was winding down for the night.

Dion must have gotten what he wanted from the school teacher—or she’d gotten what she wanted from him—because she was nowhere to be found. Dion was behind the bar, and so was Silenus, lending a hand with the cleanup. It was just the immortals who were left in the place. Ariadne was sitting at a table in the corner with Iris and Carrie, while Brita was hanging out at the pool table. Alastor, the minor god of vengeance, and Adonis were playing a vicious game of pyramids, and the goddess of hunting was cheering them both impartially. It was impossible to tell whether she planned to go home with the winner or whether she was just having fun.

When Eros came through the door, everything stopped for a moment. Alastor straightened with the pool cue in his hand, and Silenus stopped wiping the counter. Ariadne, Iris, and Carrie all turned to look at him.

Adonis broke the silence with a grin. “Hiya, Ross. You wanna play?”

Eros shook his head. “No, thanks, Donnie. I’m just gonna get a drink.” Or ten.

“Sure.” The Greek god of male beauty nodded sagely. “You let me know if you change your mind, okay?”

“I’ll do that.” He turned his attention to Dion, who was already bringing out a bottle of ambrosia.

“What’ll it be, friend? Wine or shooters?”

“Shots. No. Never mind. Just give me the bottle.” He reached for it.

Dion held on. “Wait a minute. What happened?”

“He’s proposing,” Eros said. “Tomorrow morning. Over champagne brunch at The Plaza. He has the ring and everything. It belonged to his mother. Now give it to me.” He wrested the bottle out of Dion’s hand and lifted it to his mouth.

Dion took it back and filled a shot glass to the brim. “Here. Pace yourself. Isn’t that a little rash?”

Eros tossed back the shot and slammed the glass on the counter. “Fill it up again. Yeah, that’s what I said.”

“He didn’t agree?”

“He said,” Eros said, and tossed back the second glass of ambrosia, “that he’d make sure I got an invitation to the wedding. Since it’s because of me that he’s found the woman of his dreams.”

“Ouch.” Dionysus winced. Then he brightened. “That doesn’t mean she’ll say yes, though.”

“Sure it does. She told me she’d enjoyed sleeping with me, but she couldn’t keep doing it. Not if she wanted this thing with Harry to work out.”

“And does she?”

“She says she does. Since I was stupid enough to tell her I wasn’t ready to move on.”
Idiot. He resisted the temptation to thunk his head against the bar, but just barely.

“You win.” Dion relinquished the bottle. “Knock yourself out.”

“Thank you.” Eros set to work getting good and drunk. Drunker.

Over the next hour, while he was busy accomplishing that goal, the place emptied out. Alastor and Adonis finished their game and left, taking Iris and Carrie with them. Brita joined Ariadne in the corner and so did Silenus, after the cleanup was done. Eventually the minor god of drunkenness headed upstairs to bed, leaving the four of them alone. And that was when Ari and Brita came over to the bar and took up position on either side of him, while Dion leaned his elbows on the counter and just watched Eros determinedly trying to drink himself into oblivion.

Nobody said anything. They just watched.

Eventually it got to be too much. “Somebody got something to say?”

“We’re just waiting for you to slide off the stool,” Brita said, “so we can catch you and take you home.”

He shot her a glare. “I’m not gonna fall off the stool.”

“Clearly you’re not drunk enough yet. Maybe you need help.” Dion brought out another shot glass and filled it up for himself. He lifted it—“To Harry”—and tossed back the contents.

Eros growled. “I don’t need help. And we’re not drinking to Harry.”

Dion filled the glass up again, and filled Eros’s while he was at it. “What are we drinking to? Annie?”

Definitely not. “I don’t care about Annie,” Eros said and took the shot. The ambrosia burned all the way down to his stomach, or maybe that was just the lie scoring the inside of his chest.

The statement was so blatantly untrue they must all have been dumbstruck that he had the gall to utter it, because no one spoke. They just looked at him. And because he couldn’t handle the sympathy in their eyes, he focused on the ambrosia. “I need a bigger glass.” He wasn’t getting drunk fast enough. He was going for oblivion, and it wasn’t coming.

“Why don’t I just hit you over the head with the bottle?” Dionysus suggested, reaching above his head for a lowball glass. “It’ll knock you out sooner. And you’ll wake up with a headache tomorrow either way.”

“This is more fun.” He took the glass and grimly filled it up. But before he could lift it to his mouth, Ari’s cool fingers wrapped around his wrist and stayed his hand.

“Ross.”

“What?”

“Instead of drinking yourself into a coma, why don’t you try to figure out a solution?”

“Solution to what?” He flicked her hand off and lifted the glass. “I did what the fucking god of love does. I put two mortals together.” He took a swallow of the ambrosia.

“And now you’re drinking yourself into a stupor because you want one of them for yourself.”

“I don’t want her for myself.” He threw back the rest of the ambrosia. It went down like cut glass, or maybe that was the lie, too.

“Why would he want her?” Dion said to Ari. “He’s already had her. Several times, from what I understand. She even kept her shoes on once. And she couldn’t have been that good, not if he’s been working this hard to set her up with Harry.”

He took a sip of his own ambrosia.

“Don’t talk about her like that!” Eros growled.

Dion glanced at him. “Why the hell not?”

“Because I fucking said so, that’s why!”

“Oh, sure,” Dion said. “You fucking say so, so we’re all supposed to listen? Who died and made you a god?”

“I’ve always been a fucking god, you fucking moron!”

“Right.” The god of wine and debauchery drew the word out sarcastically. “I forgot. You’re the fucking god of love. The
fucking
god of love. Who fucked himself over so badly the woman he wants is now gonna marry someone else. And you call me a moron?”

“You are a moron, you fucking idiot. Listen.” He tossed back what was left in the glass and slammed it down on the counter. “Three or four or five thousand years ago—who the Hades can remember anymore?—I scratched myself with that damn arrow and fell in love with Psyche. And you weren’t around then, so you don’t remember what happened, but between her and Aphrodite, they made things damn difficult for a while. Aphrodite was jealous because Psyche was so pretty, and nobody would give me what I wanted. It took years to work things out. Eventually, I got Zeus to agree to let me marry her, but it was against his better judgment.”

“What better judgment?”

“He told me it wouldn’t work out,” Eros said. “That gods were gods and mortals were mortals, and nothing good came from marrying them.”

There was a pause. “That’s rich,” Dion said, “coming from him.”

Eros nodded. Zeus had almost single-handedly sired the entire Greek pantheon, many of them—like Dionysus—with mortals. The demigod of wine and debauchery came by his proclivities honestly; his father had had a hard time keeping his tunic buttoned, too. “Anyway, he won’t let me make Annie immortal. I know that without asking. He said never again. And if Annie’s mortal and I’m a god, that’s not gonna work out very well. She’s better off with Harry. At least they can grow old together.”

“Looks aren’t everything…,” Ari began, and Dion turned on her.

“No offense, sweetheart, but I don’t think that’s what he’s saying. Remember that guy you thought you were going to marry? The one who dropped you off on that island and sailed off without you, after you saved his life?”

Ari’s face closed. “Yes.”

“Ended up marrying your sister, didn’t he? And they lived happily ever after—or as long as mortals live, anyway.”

Ari nodded.

“Imagine that he’d stayed with you. And while he got older and older, you stayed the same.”

“I wouldn’t care,” Ari said. “If I loved him, it wouldn’t matter what he looked like.”

“It’s not about the way he’d look,” the god of wine said. “That’s the least of it. Although imagine going somewhere with him and having people think he was your grandfather. Imagine Ross taking Annie out on their anniversary, and someone asking if he’s taking his grandmother out for her
ninetieth birthday.”

“I wouldn’t care,” Ari said stubbornly.

“You may not, but I bet Annie would. I bet she’d look at Ross—still young and handsome—and wonder if he didn’t wish he were with someone else. Someone younger. And I bet what’s-his-name would look at you and wish he’d just die, so you could get rid of him and move on. Because you deserved better. I know I would.” He shook his head. “Ross is right. It isn’t fair to either of them.”

He picked up his own glass of ambrosia and tossed back a good portion of the contents.

“But he loves her,” Ariadne protested. “It’s not right to leave her for Harry.”

There seemed to be no point in denying it. He loved Annie. However— “Harry loves her, too.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Brita said.

Ross turned to her. “Of course he does. I stabbed him with the damn arrow, and now she’s all he can think about.”

“That doesn’t mean he loves her,” Brita said.

He folded his arms across his chest. “How d’you figure that?”

“It’s obvious,” Brita said, glaring at him. “You were fine, right? Walking along minding your own business, and then you accidentally stabbed yourself with one of your own arrows and fell madly in love with Psyche.”

“Sure.” A very long time ago.

“Until then, you probably didn’t even know who she was, did you?”

He shook his head. He’d heard about her. Knew she was supposed to be the most beautiful woman in the world. That’s what had had Aphrodite so upset—that the mortals were hailing Psyche as more beautiful than she. So like the witch in the fairy tale, she set out to neutralize the threat. But instead, Eros had fallen for Psyche, too. Because of that damned arrow.

“If you hadn’t accidentally stabbed yourself,” Brita said, “do you think you would have fallen in love with her?”

Probably not. She’d been beautiful, sure. Mind-blowingly beautiful. But she hadn’t been very nice. Much too self-absorbed and jealous. Not really very bright. And ultimately unfaithful.

And if he hadn’t been so infatuated with her, he might have noticed some of the signs. They’d been there for him to see; he just hadn’t paid enough attention. He’d been too enamored with her beauty.

“The arrows don’t make people fall in love,” Brita said. “They cause infatuation.”

“So?”

“Harry is infatuated with Annie. He thinks he loves her. But he doesn’t really know who she is. He’s never had a chance to get to know her.”

He’d had his chance. But Brita was right: when Annie had offered Harry the chance to get to know her, he hadn’t been interested.

“So what you’re saying,” Eros said, “is that what he feels isn’t real.”

“It’s real. But it’s infatuation, not love. And it doesn’t last.”

“What do you mean, it doesn’t last?”

“Look at you and Psyche,” Brita said.

“It lasted. For thousands of years.” And that would be more than long enough for Annie and Harry.

“Sure,” Brita said. “You love Annie, right?”

He blinked. And then decided he may as well say it out loud. They all knew, anyway. “Yes. I love her.”

“Why?”

“Because…” What did he love about Annie? “Because she’s nice, and pretty, and fun to be with, and she cares about stray dogs, and we have great sex, and I can’t stop thinking about her, and I’m happy when I’m with her.” And after years of mourning the loss of Psyche, on top of years of being victim to her manipulations and mood swings, being happy again was wonderful.

“You know how I know you love Annie?” Brita said.

“How?”

“Because you’re willing to give her up because you think she’d be better off with Harry. You love her enough that you can do what you think is best for her. Even if you have to drink yourself into unconsciousness to do it.”

There was a moment of silence.

“So he loves her,” Dion said. “Now what? She still wants Harry. And Harry still wants her.”

“Maybe. But maybe she only wants Harry because she thinks Ross doesn’t want her.”

They sat in silence again. “She told me she wanted Harry,” Eros offered. “When I walked her home that first night. After he was so rude to her. She said she wanted him to look at her the way he looked at Brita.”

Everyone looked at Brita. “He does,” the blond goddess said calmly. “But that doesn’t mean she wants him, Ross. That just means she wanted revenge. He was mean to her, so she wanted him to realize how wrong he was.”

“Besides,” Dion added, “that was before you took her home and nailed her to the wall, right?”

“I never nailed her to the wall.” Although he’d come close.

“Excuse me,” Dion said. “What I meant to say was that was before you took her home and made tender, sweet love to her all night long.” He made a gagging noise.

Eros snorted. Dion grinned.

“We talked about this, man. You’re the god of love. And when the god of love sticks it to someone, it sticks. Right?”

Absolutely. In this case, the person who’d gotten stuck was him.

“You’re not helping,” Ariadne said. “Listen, Ross. Annie is crazy about you. She baked you cookies. And she came to the office tonight wanting to go out with you. She dressed up like that for you, not Harry. If she wants Harry now, it’s only because you made her believe you didn’t want her. So if you let her know that you do…”

“It’s not that easy,” Eros said.

“Why not?”

“I poked Harry with the arrow. What kind of immortal god would I be if I take his girl and leave him hanging?”

“So unpoke him,” Brita said.

“There’s no way to unpoke him.”

She looked dismayed. “From now on, he’ll always be in love with Annie?”

Possibly. “It could wear off, I guess. Psyche fell out of love with me eventually.”

“Harry doesn’t have a couple millennia,” Brita said. “And he shouldn’t have to suffer unrequited love just because you changed your mind. What happens if you shoot someone who’s already been shot?”

“I’ve never tried.”

“We’ll have to try now.”

Dion shook his head. “He won’t be able to shoot anyone. He’ll be too busy sucking face with Annie.”

Brita gave him a withering glance. “Remember me? Cretan goddess of hunting? I think I can manage to cock a bow.”

“I imagine you can manage to cock a lot of things,” Dion said, “but I’m not sure Ross’s arrows will work for anyone but Ross.”

“Fine.” Brita turned back to Eros. “You’ll go see Annie. Tell her the truth. About everything. Even the arrows and who you are.”

“She’ll think I’m crazy.”

“That’s your problem,” Brita said, not too sympathetically. “Once you’ve found out whether Annie wants you or Harry—because until we know that, it really doesn’t make sense to rock Harry’s world any more than it’s already been rocked—and you’ve finished sucking face, you’ll go find Harry and shoot him with the arrow.”

“Not sure Ross wants Harry in love with him, Britomartis,” Dion said.

Brita sent him another glare. “I intend to be there, too.”

“You want him in love with you?”

She shrugged. “We’ll be back where we were twelve hours ago.”

It was true. Harry had developed his fixation on Brita all on his own. Eros had upset the natural order when he forced the mortal to fall in love with Annie instead.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” he asked Brita.

“There are worse things than having a mortal crazy in love with you. I think I’ll survive.” Brita hesitated for a second before adding, “And it’s just for a few decades anyway. Then he’ll die and I’ll still be the same.”

There was a pause while they all thought about this statement.

“Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Ari said. Brita shook her head.

Dion snorted. “Speak for yourselves. From where I’m standing, I’m looking at an eternity of willing women.”

“Just as long as you’re not looking at me,” Ariadne shot back.




  




Chapter Twenty-Two
 

“So how do you want to work this?” Brita asked Eros while Dion and Ari glared at each other across the bar. “Ignore them.”

Easier said than done, frankly, especially with the way his head was starting to feel fuzzy, but he’d give it a try. “He’s proposing in the morning. I guess I have to get to her first.”

“No time like the present,” Dion said and removed his attention from Ari.

She shook her head. “Go home and take a shower, Ross. Clean up. Change clothes. Get a couple hours of sleep. You don’t want to wake her up in the middle of the night to tell her you love her. Not looking like you’ve spent the night sleeping in a cardboard box.”

He
did
want to wake her up in the middle of the night to tell her he loved her. Preferably while he was lying next to her in bed. But Ari had a point. He could see himself in the mirror behind the bar, and for a Greek god, he looked pretty ragged.

“You can shower here,” Dion offered. “I’m sure I can find something that’ll fit you.”

Eros looked at Dion’s tight leather pants and flowing shirt and shuddered. “No, thanks.”

“Not everyone appreciates the tacky,” Ari added.

Dion grinned at her. “I haven’t had any complaints.”

She rolled her eyes. Dion turned his attention back to Eros. “So we’ll meet outside Annie’s place at what? Eight o’clock? If Harry shows up while you’re talking to her, we can keep him occupied.”

“That’d be great.”

“No problem, bro. I’m happy to watch someone else tie himself down to just one woman.” Dion grinned. “Leaves more for me.”

Right. Eros got off the stool a little unsteadily. “I’ll make sure he gets home,” Brita said and took his arm.

Dion turned to Ari. “What about you, sweet cheeks? Wanna spend some time in my shower?”

“In your dreams.”

Dion smiled. “You better believe it.”


 

He made it home and in the shower before sunup, and even managed an hour or so of shut-eye before he had to get ready. A second shower helped with the muzziness, and then he had to take George on his usual errand around the block. The dog’s back paw had gotten much better since Annie had first found him in the alley, and for a moment, Eros thought about taking him along to her apartment as incentive. Look, we have a dog together! Please say you want me, too.

But then he thought better of it when he remembered that Annie’s building had a no-pets policy. If he got her evicted, she might use that as incentive to decide to move in with him. On the other hand, she might use it as incentive to accept Harry’s proposal, too. And that was too big a risk to take.

“Sorry, boy. You’ll have to stay here.” He ran a hand over the dog’s soft head and scratched him behind one ear. “But I’ll try to bring her back for you.”

George wagged his tail, letting it thump against the kitchen floor as his tongue lolled out. By the time Eros got to the courtyard outside Annie’s building, at eight o’clock sharp, Brita was already there. She had a bow slung over her shoulder, along with a quiver of arrows. His. He’d looked for them this morning and had been unable to find them, and now he knew why: the minor goddess of hunting had been afraid he’d forget to bring them and had taken it upon herself to make sure they got there.

Ariadne was with her, and after a few minutes, Dion showed up, too. In deference to the early hour and the fact that it was a Sunday, the god of debauchery had eschewed the leather pants in favor of black jeans and had buttoned his shirt almost all the way up his chest. He was still wearing leather, but only in the form of boots and a jacket.

They made quite the group, Eros imagined. All of them exceptionally good-looking, of course; they weren’t called Greek gods for nothing. Both the women were stunning, while Dion had been known to cause mortals to walk into walls. And Eros wasn’t too bad himself, if it came to that. If nothing else, he could offer Annie better-looking babies than she’d have with Harry.

Then again, disparaging Harry was probably not going to win any favors with her. Now that Harry had changed and she’d bought into the fact that he liked her, she was too nice to want to hear him criticized. And besides, looks weren’t everything.

At any rate, there was Dion in his leather and long hair, Brita in her Robin Hood getup with her bow and arrows, and Ari looking like a fashion model at her most unapproachable, with big sunglasses covering half her face and the rest of her mostly hidden in an oversized trench coat.

And him, in his usual expensive suit sans tie.

Dion looked him up and down and must have found him acceptable, because he said, “Ready, bro?”

Eros nodded. More than ready.

Dion rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“We’ll be right here,” Brita said. “If Harry comes while you’re up there, I’ll shoot him.” She brandished the bow and golden arrow.

Eros nodded. “Wish me luck.” He didn’t wait for an answer, just headed for the door. Located the buzzer next to Annie’s name and pressed it. And waited.

There was no answer.

Not even the second or third time he hit the buzzer.

“You think she’s still asleep?” Dion asked, frowning. He and the girls had joined Eros now, and they were all clustered on the top step in front of the door.

Ross’s heart was beating so hard he had a tough time getting the words out. “I don’t see how. It’s after eight o’clock. She was home before midnight.”

He peered in through the reinforced glass in the front door. There was no sign of anyone inside.

They all turned as a scuff and a gasp sounded in the courtyard behind them. Eros’s heart skipped a beat—Annie!—and then settled into its normal rhythm again when he saw that it was someone he didn’t know and had never seen before. A young woman, maybe twenty-two or twenty-three, bleary-eyed and in yesterday’s party dress, stumbling home from a night on the town. Her bloodshot eyes were fastened on Dion, who greeted her with a blinding smile. “Morning, gorgeous.”

She blinked. Probably speechless.

“You live here?” Eros asked.

She turned her attention to him, and her eyes widened. He could see the movement of her throat when she swallowed nervously. “Uh huh.”

“You know Annie Landon? Top floor?”

She nodded.

“She’s not answering her buzzer. I’d like to go upstairs and knock on the door. Think you’d be able to let me in?”

He gave her his best smile. It was at least the equal of Dion’s, and the girl looked like he’d hit her between the eyes. She was unsteady on her feet when she made her way toward them. Eros could hear Ari mumble something caustic to Brita, and he shot her a warning glance. The girl could get them inside the building. Ari could save her commentary on Dion’s habits for sometime when there wasn’t so much at stake.

The girl fumbled her keys out of her purse and took forever to choose one and insert it in the lock. Eros had to forcibly keep himself from taking the damn keychain out of her hand and doing it himself. When she finally pushed the door open, it was all he could do to wait for her to turn to him and beckon.

“Thank you.” He was through the door and up the first flight of stairs a bit faster than he should have been.

“Slow down,” Ari called after him. “You’ll fall and hurt yourself.”

Right. Or rather, wrong. But superhuman speed might tip someone off that there were Greek gods and goddesses moving around among them, and then all Hades would break loose. It had been one thing to be the god of love back when the world was young and the population small, but if every would-be lover in modern day New York realized he had the power to get them anybody they wanted, he’d never have a moment’s peace.

So he slowed down and made it to the top floor only a little before a normal mortal would have. And stopped in front of Annie’s door to smooth his hand over his hair once before he knocked.

There was no answer.

He knocked again and put his ear to the door. “Annie?”

Nothing.

“Annie!”

The door on the other side of the hall opened, and a disheveled head appeared. “What the hell’s going on? It’s the crack of dawn on a Sunday! Haven’t you ever heard that God rested on the seventh day?”

I
am
a god, Eros thought, but didn’t say it. “I’m looking for Annie Landon.”

The man, a disheveled musician type with a five o’clock shadow, scratched his shaggy head. “Gone,” he said.

“Gone?”

“Left about thirty minutes ago. I was on my way home. Passed her outside. Her and a guy with glasses.”

Harry.

Eros forced himself to sound calm. “Any idea where they were going?”

“Sorry, man. But she was dressed nice. Skirt and heels.”

Champagne brunch. Dammit.

“Thanks.”

“De nada, dude.” The musician type disappeared back into his own apartment. Eros took the stairs down three steps at a time, at warp speed, and burst out of the door into the courtyard. Three sets of eyes turned to him: Dion’s brown, Ariadne’s blue, and Brita’s bright green.

“She’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“With Harry.”

“Where?”

“The Plaza,” Eros said. “At least I think that’s what he said yesterday. Champagne brunch at The Plaza.”

Dion turned on his heel and headed for the entrance to the courtyard. “Let’s go.”


 

“I’m sorry,” Harry said, not for the first time, as he extended a hand to help her out of the yellow cab. “I know I said nine o’clock, but I just couldn’t wait to see you.”

“It’s all right. Really.” Annie smiled back. It was hard to be angry with a man who just liked you so much he couldn’t wait two more hours before seeing you again. Even if that meant that you’d had to scramble to put on clothes and hadn’t had a chance to do anything about makeup.

He’d rung the buzzer at seven thirty in the morning. She’d just been waking up; she hadn’t even had a chance to take a shower.

“I’m coming back from walking Fiona,” Harry had told her. “I thought maybe if you’re ready, you’d like to walk with me. And then we can go to brunch from my place.”

She’d hesitated, and he’d added, “I’m sorry, Annie. It’s just…I woke up thinking about you, and I couldn’t wait any longer to see you again. Please say you’ll come!”

It had been impossible to refuse.

Good thing she’d chosen her outfit for brunch last night before going to bed. It had been ready and waiting when she woke up—easy to throw on. And she did look pretty good in it, if she said so herself. The skirt was the same black ruffled one she’d worn to the date in the dog park—and to Eros’s apartment afterward—but instead of the red shoes and red blouse, she’d paired it with boots and a sexy V-neck sweater that showed a bit of cleavage.

“You look beautiful.” Harry had beamed when he saw her, and the admiration in his eyes behind the glasses made it clear that he wasn’t just saying so; he really meant it. What a difference a couple of days made.

“Thank you.” Annie ducked her head, smiling.

This was going to be all right. He wasn’t Eros, but really, no one was. And there was nothing wrong with Harry. He was a nice guy. Reasonably handsome. Good job. Flatteringly devoted.

And with no inconvenient ex-wife he was still hung up on.

So what if he didn’t make her stomach swoop when he looked at her? What if the look in his eyes didn’t make her weak in the knees, and the feel of his mouth on hers didn’t make her want to rip his clothes off?

That was just sexual attraction. It was what she’d gone out last week looking for—a hot guy to take her mind off her singlehood for a few hours—and Ross had certainly delivered. But that wasn’t something you could build a life on. Not with a man like him. And she wanted more than a one-night stand or even a fling. She wanted a relationship. She wanted a man she could grow old with. A man who was steady and stable and devoted and
there.

Not just one who’d rock her world for a few nights before he moved on to bigger and better.

She could do a lot worse than Harry Mitchell.

As he put a hand on her lower back, Annie looked up at him and smiled. He smiled back, his dimple popping into view and his eyes warm behind the glasses. “You’re gonna love this, Annie. I promise!”

“I’m sure I will,” Annie said and let him guide her through the big doors of The Plaza Hotel and into the lobby.






  




Chapter Twenty-Three
 

The driver pulled the yellow cab to a stop beside a tired-looking horse and carriage on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Central Park South and turned to Eros. “That’s twelve fifty, man.”

“Pay him,” Ross told Dion, since he was already in the process of opening the door. “And get there as fast as you can. I may need help.”

He didn’t wait for Dion’s answer, just headed across the four lanes of traffic at a dead run. You spend a few centuries in New York, and you learn to dodge people and vehicles. ‘Course, there were a lot more of them now than there used to be…

He made it to the other side in one piece and burst through the doors of the venerable Plaza Hotel, scanning the lobby for Annie. There was no sign of her.

He turned to the nearest employee, a tall, skinny man with a prominent Adam’s apple and very little chin. “Champagne brunch?”

The man swallowed. “Um…the Palm Court?”

“I don’t care what you call it. Where?”

The man pointed across the lobby.

“Thank you.” Eros headed in that direction, his heart beating double time in his chest. They were here; they had to be. What if he was too late? What if Harry had already popped the question? And what if Annie had already said yes?

Then it would be too late. He may have his faults, but stealing another man’s fiancée wasn’t one of them.

And what was he supposed to say to her?
I love you, I’m sorry I screwed up, please forgive me, sure. But those were the easy words. The part about,
See, I know it sounds crazy, but I’m really the Greek god of love, and I jabbed your boyfriend with a golden arrow so he’d fall madly in love with you, but I’ve just realized he’s not actually in love with you, he’s just infatuated, and the love that I feel for you is more important, and more real, because I came to it on my own, without any arrows… Well, that part wasn’t going to be quite so easy to communicate. She’d probably think he’d lost his mind. And then she definitely wouldn’t want anything to do with him.

As he pushed open the doors to the venerable Palm Court, recognizable from countless movies and films, Brita came up on the side of him. “Are they here?”

The goddess of hunting scanned the room right along with him, unmindful of the hostess trying to get their attention. Dion, coming in on the heels of Brita, sent her a melting smile. “Morning, gorgeous.”

“Oh.” She blinked, as if the sun had suddenly appeared, and reached up to smooth her hair. It seemed to be an automatic reaction in women who came face to face with Dion. “Um…table for four?”

“Looking for someone,” Eros said. “Pretty girl with brown hair, guy with glasses?”

“Oh. Um…” She blinked again, her eyes unfocused.

“I see them,” Brita said, her voice tight.

“Where?”

“Is he on his knees?” Dion added.

Brita sent him a look. Eros had no idea what was going on, or what had changed and why, but clearly the minor goddess of hunting was over her crush on the god of wine and debauchery. “Yes.”

What?
“Where?” Gods dammit, was he too late?

“There,” Brita said, pointing, “by the palm tree.”

Eros looked and saw them, his gut clenching with a mixture of desperation and pain.

Yes, Harry was on his knees. Or just getting up to take his seat again. Annie was smiling at him, that sweet smile that never failed to turn Ross’s insides to mush. It hit him like a knife, or a fucking arrow to the heart.
Mine.

“Is she wearing a ring?” His voice was tight.
Say no. Please say no. Have it be that she dropped her napkin or her fork and he just picked it up for her…

Brita squinted. “I can’t see one. Too far away. No, wait—”

Enough. “Fuck this.” Eros glanced at the hostess and at Ari, silent behind her oversized sunglasses. “Sorry. But let’s stop wasting time. Just give me the bow and arrow.”

Brita handed them over, and he lifted the bow and took aim, the golden arrow glinting with light from the tall windows.

“Don’t worry,” Dion told the hostess, who was looking from one to the other of them as if she suspected they’d escaped from the nearest loony bin, “it’s all part of the show.” He flashed another grin, and the hostess subsided into dumbstruck adoration. It was impossible to see Ari’s eyes behind the dark glasses, but Eros was sure they were rolling.

Brita was already on her way across the floor, weaving through the white-draped tables and potted palm trees, her appearance in stark contrast to the elegant and sophisticated Sunday best of the diners. A few people turned to look at her, the men with the same glassy eyes that the hostess was currently displaying toward Dionysus.

“Do it,” Dion said, as Brita made her way closer to the table where Harry and Annie sat. Eros couldn’t see Annie’s face, but he could see her hair, glossy in the light, and the back of a soft and fuzzy sweater that he bet was almost as soft to the touch as the skin underneath.

Harry looked up and saw Brita, and—gentleman that he was, at least in some situations—stood.

“Now!” Dion said, and Eros let go of the arrow. It zinged through the air with a high-pitched whine, over the heads of the other diners—almost getting lost in the elegant upsweep of a Park Avenue matron’s hair and narrowly missing a tuxedo-clad waiter—before hitting Brita in the shoulder.

Fuck.

“Oops,” Dionysus murmured, as the Cretan goddess of hunting stopped in her tracks. Eros lowered the bow, cringing.

After a second, she turned to look at him, and he felt the force of her glare all the way to his soul.
Moron.

“Sorry,” he mouthed. Brita scowled.

“Shit.” Dion’s hands flexed. “Guess we’re done for. Sorry, man. It was a good try, but—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Eros growled.

In front of them, Brita reached up to pull the arrow out of her shoulder. She turned to Harry with it in her hand. It looked like she hesitated for a second, before she lifted it and plunged it into Harry’s chest.

Eros held his breath. For a second, nobody moved. Harry’s eyes widened. He clutched his chest and staggered. In slow motion, his jaw dropped and his eyes widened. And then they rolled back in his head and he crumpled to the floor.

Someone screamed. It might have been Annie, although it didn’t sound like her voice. A few people got to their feet, and a buzzing spread across the room.

“Everyone remain seated,” Dion bellowed, hands cupped around his mouth to make his voice carry. “Everything is under control. No mortals were hurt shooting this scene. Please, stay calm.”

He and Eros, with Ari and the restaurant hostess trailing behind, set themselves into motion, pushing through the now-thronging breakfasters, rubbernecking and chattering, their gazes avid. Meanwhile, the hunting goddess Britomartis bent over Harry. When she stood up again, she had him flung over her shoulders fireman-style, much like Robin Hood with his steer. She made her way toward the doors, with apologies for the mortals whose heads she accidentally hit with Harry’s feet.

The hostess squeaked.

“Russian bodybuilder,” Dion told her,
sotto voce, as he accepted the bow and arrow from Eros. “She’ll be a big name one of these days. With that face and that figure—and the ability to throw a grown man over her shoulder and walk out with him—I’m sure she’ll have a long and varied career.”

Brita, close enough now to hear what he was saying, sent him a look full of active dislike as she maneuvered her way past with her burden. Harry’s eyes were closed, and he looked like he was out cold. Eros reached out and rescued Harry’s glasses, which dangled from one ear. Beyond them, he could see Annie’s face, wide-eyed.

“I’ll make sure they find a cab,” Ariadne told Eros, her voice cool and businesslike as always. “You’d better go talk to Annie. She might wonder what’s going on.”

No doubt. “Take these. He’ll need them when he comes to.” He handed her the glasses.

“I’ll go along,” Dion said, “and help Ari.”

She gave him a look, too, obvious even behind the dark glasses. “Ari doesn’t need help.”

“Sometimes Ari needs help,” Dion said. “Don’t forget who it was who rescued you from that island, sweet cheeks.”

“You got paid for that,” Ari said. “In full.”

“See, that’s where we see things differently. I think you still owe me. Big.” He winked at her, and then at the hostess. “She’s playing hard to get.”

The hostess sent Ari a look that said, plainly as words,
idiot. Dion grinned.

“Just get out of here,” Eros said. “I have things to do.”

Dion nodded. “We’ll wait for you outside, bro. There’s still that small matter of eternity to deal with.”

Gods, yes. He may have neutralized Harry, at least for the time being, and he was pretty confident in his ability to get Annie to see things his way, but he hadn’t given much thought to what would happen after she said yes. At the moment, she was still mortal and he was still a god, and that would cause problems down the road. Much sooner than he wanted it to.

“We’ll be out shortly.”

“We’ll be there,” Dion said. “Maybe I can talk Ari into taking a romantic carriage ride with me while we wait.” He smiled at her.

She sniffed and turned on her heel. Dion grinned at Eros and followed. Over Dion’s shoulder, he could see Brita passing through the doors into the lobby with Harry hanging over her shoulders.

He smiled at the hostess. “Sorry about the upheaval.”

She blinked. “No problem, sir. Are you…um…filming a movie?”

They were used to that here. And it would serve as well as any other excuse. “In fact, we are. I’m sorry if no one told you.”

“That’s okay.” She smoothed a hand over her hair. “Um…the gentleman’s all right, isn’t he?”

“Of course. In fact, if you go outside in the lobby, I’m sure you’ll see he’s just fine. He’ll be sitting up and talking. He just pretended to faint. Actors, you know.”

“Right,” the hostess said. “It looked like he was having a heart attack.”

Felt a bit like one, too, from what he remembered from all those millennia ago. “He’s fine,” Eros said again. “I promise. Just let me finish this scene with Ms. Landon, and we’ll be out of your hair.”

He turned to Annie. The hostess’s “Of course, sir” faded into the background as he met her eyes.

She got to her feet when he approached the table, her face and voice worried. “Ross? What’s going on?”

“Sit. Please.”

Now that the time had come and he actually had to do this, he wasn’t sure he had the words. He nodded to Harry’s empty chair. “May I?”

“Of course.” Annie sat down again and folded her hands in her lap, under the table. He couldn’t tell whether she was wearing Harry’s ring or not.

There were two champagne flutes on the table, both half full, and he grabbed the nearest and lifted it to the light. It was empty of anything but champagne.

“What are you doing?” Annie asked.

“Looking for something.” He reached across the table and lifted her glass. It was empty of anything but champagne and bubbles, too.

“In my champagne?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “I’m not budging from this chair until you tell me exactly what’s going on.”

She didn’t add,
and make it good, but it was implied.

“Sure.” But now that the time had come, he couldn’t find the words. It ended up being Annie who broke the silence.

“Is he all right? Harry?”

“He’s fine. Brita’s taking him home.”

She nodded, seemingly taking his word for it. “What did you do to him?”

“Nothing,” Eros said.

“It didn’t look like nothing. Did he have a heart attack?”

“Sort of. A little bit. Maybe.”

She wrinkled her brows. “What do you mean, sort of?”

“I shot him,” Eros said.

Her eyes widened. “Shot him? Have you lost your mind? With what? There was no blood.”

“Bow and arrow,” Eros said.

“I didn’t see any arrow.”

“It isn’t the kind of arrow you can see.”

She looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. But he’d been prepared for that, so it didn’t bother him. Much.

“Right,” she said eventually, probably deciding to humor him. “Why?”

“That’s the long story.”

“I have time,” Annie said. When he didn’t speak, she added, her voice soft, “Just tell me, Ross. I want to know. Please.”

Right. He reached across the table, palm up. After a moment’s hesitation, she put her left hand in his.

No ring. Good.

“He was planning to propose,” Eros said. Her eyes widened. “He told me last night.”

Her voice was faint. “Propose?”

“I couldn’t let him, okay? I know you’ve always liked him, and now he’s crazy about you, too…but it isn’t real.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, it isn’t real?”

“That’s where the invisible arrows come into it.”

“The invisible arrows. Right.” But she let him keep her hand. He ran his thumb over her palm and felt her shiver, before looking up into her eyes. Putting everything he had, everything he felt, into his gaze.

“This is going to sound a little bit crazy. But just bear with me. Please. I love you.”

Her eyes widened. “You…what?”

“I love you. I know it’s too soon, and I know I told you I wasn’t ready. We’ve only known each other a couple of days. But I love you. I couldn’t let you say yes to Harry.”

For a moment or two it seemed as if she’d lost her ability to speak. Then— “So you love me. And that’s real. But Harry wanting to marry me isn’t?”

“It’s the arrows,” Eros said.

“The arrows.” She shook her head. “You’re going to have to explain this. In terms I can understand.”

Easier said than done. Mortals these days weren’t prepared to hear that there were Greek gods wandering the earth.

He’d better start with the basics. “You know me, right? You know I’m real. I’ve kissed you. We’ve made love.”

She nodded, if a bit warily. Although her cheeks flushed.

“No question at all that I’m here, and I’m real?”

She shook her head.

“And you’ve met Dionysus and Britomartis and Ariadne. And Carya and Iris. They’re real, too, right?”

“Sure,” Annie said. “Seem to be.”

“Did you ever hear the story of Theseus and the minotaur? The labyrinth? The ball of yarn?”

“Of course.”

“Then you know who Ariadne is. Brita is the Cretan goddess of hunting. Dion, of course, is the Greek god of wine. Silenus is his foster father. See, Hera is the jealous type, so after Zeus knocked Semele up, Hera had kind of a fit and tried to kill Dion, so Zeus gave him to the rain nymphs of Nysa to raise. He ended up with Len, since Zeus couldn’t take care of him himself.”

She was staring at him with eyes so big that, for a second, he was afraid they’d come out of her head.

He shook his head. “It’s not important right now. The important thing is that I love you. Do you believe that?”

She nodded.

“I thought you wanted Harry. So yesterday, when he came to pick up Brita for the date I’d promised him, I jabbed him in the ass with a golden arrow. That was the yelp you heard. Ariadne made sure you were first through the door and Harry took one look at you and fell like a ton of bricks. That’s what I meant when I said it wasn’t real.”

He waited for her response. She nodded, her eyes still enormous. He had no idea how much of this she was processing, but at least she was still conscious and listening.

“I didn’t realize how I was going to feel. I’d been telling myself I wasn’t ready to move on, and that it wouldn’t work between us. I fell in love with a mortal once before, and she left me.”

“Mortal?” Annie squeaked.

“Psyche. The most beautiful woman in the world.” And a royal pain in the ass.

“You married Psyche?”

He nodded.

“So you’re…Eros?”

Yes, indeed.

“I feel faint,” Annie said.

No doubt. “Have some champagne. It’ll help. Did you order food yet?” He looked around at the bustling dining room.

Annie nodded, gulping champagne with one hand while holding onto his with the other, a bit like a lifeline. “I’m sure they’ll bring it soon.”

Hopefully Harry had ordered something he’d like. He turned to Annie. “Don’t worry about all of this right now, okay? We’ll figure it out. The important thing is that I love you. And I want to be with you. You and me and George. If you’ll have us. Me.”

She didn’t answer, and he watched her, sitting across the table from him, looking at him as if he’d suddenly grown an extra head. His heart sank. Maybe he should have pretended to be normal for a while longer, instead of shooting himself in the foot before she’d even said yes.

But she deserved the truth before she made any decisions. Forever was a long time and she might not be up for it. She was a mortal. The idea of being married to him for the rest of eternity might strike her as overkill.

He crossed his fingers in his lap and waited.




  




Chapter Twenty-Four
 

Part of her wanted to get up from the table and run screaming from the restaurant. Just get the hell out of there and damn the consequences. But of course she didn’t; you couldn’t behave that way in The Plaza Hotel.

And anyway, the other part just wanted to sit there and watch Eros. Watch the train wreck. Even if she’d probably end up battered and bruised at the end of it.

He was crazy. He had to be. Some kind of delusional schizophrenia, maybe. She’d heard there were people walking around thinking they were Napoleon or Jesus Christ. Eros thought he was…well, Eros. That he and his friends were the Greek gods of Olympus.

And they were all going along with it. They’d all been here. Harry was probably in on the joke, too. He’d pretended to like her, and then he’d pretended to be struck by some invisible projectile. He’d pretended to faint.

She wished she could believe Brita had only pretended to pick him up, but she knew what she’d seen. Everyone in the Palm Court had seen it. A slender young woman had picked up a full-grown man who outweighed her by at least fifty pounds and had walked out with him slung over her shoulder like he weighed nothing.

“How did Brita do that?”

Eros blinked, and she realized he’d been waiting for her to say something else. She couldn’t answer him, though. She had too many questions.

“She’s Britomartis,” he said. “Cretan goddess of hunting. She’s stronger than she looks.”

“Right.” She looked down at her silverware to avoid the expression in his eyes.

“We’re all a little…” Eros hesitated. “More.”

“More?”

He shrugged. “Stronger. Faster. More resilient. Immortal.”

Immortal. Right. She poked at the omelet. It looked delicious—smelled good, too—but the idea of putting anything in her mouth right now was unpleasant. Ross, meanwhile, was cutting into Harry’s French toast with every sign of enjoyment.

It helped to think of him as Ross. Eros was…too fraught with complications.

“So…how many of you are there? Running around New York?” Might as well discover the extent of his delusions right now.

“A handful,” Ross said. “There’s me and the girls. You’ve met Dion and you know who Silenus is. In addition to us, there’s Adonis and Alastor and Thaumas. Morpheus drops by once in a while. So do a few of the others. And Zeus and Hera live in a row house on Ditmars Boulevard.”

“Of course.” A bubble of slightly hysterical laughter rose in her chest, and she reached for her champagne. Zeus and Hera. Lived in a row house on Ditmars Boulevard.

“I’m not sure what to say to make this easier for you,” Eros said.

Annie shook her head. “You can’t make it easier. You think there are Greek gods and goddesses walking around New York. Running matchmaking agencies and bars and…and…”

“P.I. firms,” Eros said.

“P.I. firms?”

“Alastor’s a private investigator. Domestic cases, mostly. Cheating spouses. He’s the minor god of vengeance.”

Right. “And I suppose Adonis is a male model?”

“You’d think. But no, we have to keep a lower profile. It’s hard to be in the public eye when you never age. People start to wonder why.”

“Of course.” Maybe if she played along with him, he wouldn’t suddenly turn on her like a rabid dog. Not that he seemed crazy, actually. He seemed perfectly sane. Just like he always had. “I suppose George Hamilton is one of you, too?”

“I think George is probably a vampire,” Eros said. And laughed when he saw the expression on her face. “Relax. It was a joke.”

“Oh.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t worry so much about this. It isn’t important. Not right now. We can figure out the details later.”

The details. Such as the fact that he thought he was the immortal Greek god of love.

“The important thing is that I love you,” Eros said, his eyes terribly sincere. “I want to marry you. I couldn’t let you say yes to Harry. Eternity is too long to live with a broken heart.”

“Smooth talker,” Annie said.

He grinned, and his eyes lightened. “You do like me, don’t you? A little bit?”

“I like you a lot.” Even if he was as mad as a hatter.

“How about we make a deal? You ask me to do something. Something I wouldn’t be able to do if I were just a mortal. If I can do it, you’ll give me a chance.”

“A chance to do what?”

“To convince you that you need to marry me and not Harry,” he said. And added, pensively, “Not that Harry’s proposal is on the table anymore. He should be back to doting on Brita by now. If everything went according to plan, anyway.”

“Brita agreed to that?” And what was she doing, talking as if he’d actually been able to do what he said he’d done?

He smiled. “I think she missed him. He was driving her crazy, always mooning over her from afar, but when he stopped, I think she missed it. It was her idea to turn it back on herself.”

“That was nice of her.” Even if it hadn’t happened that way. Couldn’t possibly have happened that way. “Remind me to thank her.”

“She should be back at work tomorrow,” Eros said. “You can stop by and see her then.”

Sure. Or she could stay far, far away and thus try to save herself. Already she could feel his insanity creeping into her own brain.

The thing was, she wanted to believe him. If he was telling the truth—crazy though it seemed—he was sane. If he wasn’t…then she couldn’t marry him. And she really, really wanted to marry him.

She believed he loved her. There was no mistaking the sincerity in his eyes. Nor the desperation and desolation she’d seen last night, when she’d told him she wanted to make a go of it with Harry. He loved her. And she loved him, too. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. Making love in the hallway and on the living room sofa and in bed. Rescuing stray dogs. Baking cookies that tasted of lemon and sugar and sunlight. But she could only have that if she believed that he was what he said he was. An immortal Greek god.

“Is that why you taste like starlight and wind?”

He blinked at her, startled, and Annie blushed. “The first time you kissed me. I thought you tasted like starlight and wind and…and other things.”

He shrugged. “Probably. I’m a bit elemental. My parents were night and darkness.”

He said it so matter of factly, she could almost believe it. “My parents are school teachers. They live in Ohio.”

He smiled, and Annie added, “How old are you?”

“A lot older than you. But my perception of time is different. A day doesn’t feel like very much.”

“I’m noticing that, too,” Annie said, “the older I get. When I was a kid, a year felt like it was forever. Now it doesn’t.”

“And you’re only twenty-eight. Imagine what it’ll be like after a few thousand years.”

Imagine.

“So what kind of superpowers do you have? What can you do that a human can’t?”

“Pretty much the only thing I can do is make people fall in love,” Eros said. “That’s my gift and my job. And I need the bow and arrows for that.”

“Where are they?”

“I gave them to Dion. If he’s still outside, they’re there.”

Annie nodded. “Let’s go.”

“Really?” But he was already on his way up from the chair, French toast and champagne forgotten. He pulled a couple of bills out of his pocket and dropped them on the table—more than enough to cover the bill and tip.

“Yes. I love you, too. And I want to believe you. If you can prove it to me, I’ll marry you.”

He smiled. “Marry me, and I’ll prove it.”

“How do I marry you?”

“We go see Zeus,” Eros said.

“In the row house on Ditmars Boulevard?”

He nodded. “We bring a couple witnesses—Dion and Ari are outside—we tell him we want to get married, there’s a short ceremony, then we share a toast and it’s done.”

“No church wedding? No county clerk?”

“I don’t really exist,” Eros said calmly, putting a hand against her back to guide her across the lobby toward the outside, “so it’s difficult to do anything the normal way.”

“You exist.” And he was quite solid, thank you very much.

He grinned at her, as if he knew what she was thinking. Maybe he did. “You know what I mean. But let’s just worry about one thing at a time.” He stopped on the steps in front of The Plaza and looked around. “There’s Dion.”

Annie followed the direction of his gaze and saw the bartender from Dionysus’s Bar—or the god himself, if Ross was to be believed—hanging out by a park bench on the other side of the street, by the entrance to Central Park. A woman in an oversized trench coat with big sunglasses obscuring half her face was sitting on the bench, and it took Annie a few moments to recognize Ari under the disguise.

“I don’t see a bow and arrow,” she told Eros out of the corner of her mouth as they made their way across the street.

“They’re there. Next to Ari on the bench.”

Annie looked. There was nothing there.

“Morning, sweet cheeks!”

Dion greeted her with a wink as soon as they got close enough that he didn’t have to raise his voice. “Don’t you look delicious today?” That dark gaze slid over her from top to bottom with blatant appreciation.

Eros growled. “Mine.”

Dion’s lips quirked. “I guess you’ve decided who you’re having,” he told Annie, his eyes alight with amusement.

“She’s not having Harry,” Eros informed him. “And she’s sure as Hades not having you.” He turned to the bench. “Whether she’ll have me remains to be seen.”

He scooped something up from beside Ari. Something that wasn’t there. Insanity on his part or inability to see it on Annie’s?

The truth was, she just wasn’t sure anymore.

“Not sure you want him, huh?” Dion asked.

“Not sure whether I belong in the loony bin,” Eros answered. “So we’ll see what I can do to convince her.” He glanced around. “Where’s Brita?”

“She took Harry home,” Ari said. “We loaded them into a cab as soon as we got outside. He was still unconscious. She didn’t know where he lived, so she said she’d take him to her place.”

“I’m not surprised. Not with what happened.” Although Eros didn’t look like he was paying a whole lot of attention. He was glancing around. Then he nudged her. “Okay, Annie. Pick someone.”

“Pick someone?”

“If I do it, you can say I planted him. If you do it, you can’t. So pick someone.”

“Fine.” She looked around, too. “The short guy with the red hair and plaid jacket and the skateboard.”

“And who do you want him to fall in love with?”

Annie looked around again. “The model type coming the other way.”

Eros arched a brow. “Not very challenging. He’ll probably notice her anyway.”

He had a point. “Turn it around, then. Make her fall in love with him instead.”

“No problem.” He moved to cock an invisible bow, his eyes narrow and focused on the woman on the other side of the street, undulating her way down the sidewalk on four-inch heels. A second passed. Annie could see when Ross let go of the arrow—invisible or imaginary—by the way he moved.

He lowered the bow. The invisible bow. Annie watched as, across the street, the young woman stopped as if struck, much the same way Brita had stopped earlier. Her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed as her eyes lighted on the young man with the red hair. She watched him come closer, and when he was almost there, she said something to him. They were much too far away to hear what it was, but he heard her and stopped. And flushed, too, when he got a good look at the woman who had hailed him.

Eros lifted the bow again.

“What are you doing?” Annie asked.

He glanced at her. “Making sure it’s mutual. It’s no good otherwise.”

He let fly another invisible arrow. The young man jerked.

All four of them watched the conversation taking place across the street. It didn’t last long. A few minutes, and then the short young man and tall young woman went their separate ways. But not before they’d exchanged phone numbers. As they walked away from each other, both of them turned and looked over their shoulders at least twice.

And Eros turned and looked at Annie. She blinked up at him, too overwhelmed for the moment to be able to speak. Then— “You really did that?”

“You watched me. But if you’re in doubt I can do it again.” He turned and lifted that invisible bow. And pointed it straight at Dionysus. Who took a step back and lifted his hands.

“Hades, no. I’m much too young to settle down with just one woman.”

Ari snorted but lifted her hands, too, when Eros turned the bow on her. “Not on your life. I don’t want to spend eternity in love with either one of you.”

He turned to Annie, who told him, “I’m already in love with you. But feel free to shoot me if you think it would help.”

He hesitated. She could see it in his eyes. But then he lowered the bow. The bow she was starting to almost be able to see. “No. If you love me already, that’s better.”

“I love you already. Whoever you are.”

Dion snorted. “What do you mean, whoever he is? He’s the fucking god of love. And when he—”

“Thanks, Dion,” Eros interrupted.

Dionysus grinned.




  




Chapter Twenty-Five
 

The man Eros and Dionysus swore was the Greek god of sky and thunder, father of gods and men and overseer of the universe, lived in a two-story row house on Ditmars Boulevard. It was small and tidy, tucked away in a row of other small and tidy houses some six or eight blocks from Annie’s apartment.

It didn’t look like anything special. And the woman who opened the door for them—middle-aged with thick, dark hair pulled into a heavy knot on the back of her head and a beautiful if severe face—looked like any number of other women one might meet on Steinway Street. At least until Annie looked into her eyes.

They were dark, set under heavy, straight brows, and they looked straight through and into her soul.

“Annie,” Eros’s voice intoned from far away, “this is Hera. Hera, Annie.”

Annie managed a curtsey. It had been decades since she’d curtsied, not since she was a little girl, but something about this woman seemed to demand it.

“Is he in?” Eros added.

Hera nodded and stood aside to let them into the house. It was dark and smelled of spices.

Dion and Ariadne followed them across the threshold, Dion with a grin. “Looking good, Hera. Not bad for five millennia!”

Hera gave him a stony stare. So stony, in fact, that Annie wouldn’t have been surprised to see Dionysus actually turn to marble. But that must be one ability Hera didn’t have, because the god of wine just kept grinning as if nothing was wrong.

Hera’s face softened a little when Ariadne came in. “Ari!” She switched into something that was probably ancient Greek, or maybe Cretan, if there was a difference. Meanwhile, Eros took Annie by the hand and pulled her down the hallway into a room on the left, where a man sat in an easy chair watching a soccer game on a big-screen TV.

He grinned in greeting. “Ross! Good to see you!”

“Likewise,” Eros said and pulled Annie up to stand beside him. “This is Annie. Annie, this is Zeus.”

She smiled tentatively and wiggled her fingers.

The father of the gods looked much like any other middle-aged Greek man in Astoria. Zeus looked to be about as tall as Eros, a bit broader in the shoulders and slightly thicker around the middle, but with the same short-cropped curly hair and olive skin. And it was easy to see what had allowed him to cut a wide swath through ancient Greece in the old days, seducing goddesses, nymphs, and mortals alike. He was handsome, charming, and exuded sex appeal, from the sensual set of his mouth to the twinkling dark eyes that examined her with appreciation.

“Another one?” he asked Eros.

Eros squeezed her hand. “This one’s the last one.”

“That’s what you said last time, too.” The god of thunder looked beyond them to Dion, just coming through the doorway on their heels. “Dionysus.”

“Zeus.” Dion’s voice was cautious, just as Zeus’s had been. Maybe Ross really had told her the truth about Hera and Silenus and Dion’s childhood. And the resemblance between the two men was easy to see: the square jaw, the straight brows, the powerful build.

At this point, she wasn’t entirely sure what to think. About any of it. Back there in front of The Plaza Hotel, Eros had seemed to do what he said he could do. Two very unlikely people—a short, geeky redhead and a tall, willowy, drop-dead-gorgeous woman; two people
she
had pointed out—had taken one look at each other and exchanged telephone numbers, right there on Central Park South. Something had definitely happened to them, and she had a hard time believing it was coincidence. Ross couldn’t have known she’d pick those two. She’d done her very best to pick the two least likely people she saw.

And he didn’t act like he was insane. The others didn’t, either. They’d answered all her questions in a very matter-of-fact way. There’d been nothing strange about any of it, and no red flags…other than the fact that they claimed to be the old Greek gods of Olympus—and Crete, in Ariadne’s case—living it up in New York as bar owners and matchmakers and—God save her—private investigators.

And now here they were, in what was supposed to Zeus’s house, to see if he’d marry them.

On the upside, if it all turned out to be an enormous, elaborate joke, she wouldn’t really be married after all. Not in the eyes of the law. There’d be nothing to keep her from packing up her belongings and heading back to Ohio.

Only Ross.

Yes, dammit. Because, God help her, in spite of everything—in spite of that fact that he might be as nutty as a fruitcake or might be having a grand joke at her expense—she wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of her life with him. Whoever and whatever he was.

“We want to get married,” Eros said.

Zeus looked at him. And at Annie. And at Eros again. “You said that last time, too. We both know how that worked out.”

“It wasn’t real last time,” Eros said. “This is different.”

“That’s what they all say.”

Ross clenched his fist, the one that wasn’t holding her hand. “It was the damned arrow, okay? This time it isn’t.”

Zeus lifted a brow. “Come again?”

“The arrow. I poked myself with the fucking arrow and fell in love with Psyche. This time I fell in love without the arrow. That means it’s real.”

“Who told you that?” Zeus asked, interest coloring his voice.

“Brita.”

“Ah.” Zeus’s lips quirked. “The fair Britomartis. Where is she?” He looked around, as if hoping to see Brita appear out of nothingness.

“Taking care of a mortal I had to shoot,” Eros said. “Twice.”

“Had to?”

“Long story. I accidentally shot her, too, while I was at it. Annie and I want to get married.”

“Yes,” Zeus said, “I heard you the first time. Give me one good reason why I should marry you again? I told you last time it wouldn’t last.”

“It lasted three thousand years!”

“Yes,” Zeus said, “but three thousand years isn’t very long, is it? I should know. I’ve been married a lot longer than that.” The look he shot at the door intimated that they hadn’t all been happy years, either. Or even happy centuries.

“I’ll give you a reason,” Dionysus said, and his father turned to him, wariness in his eyes. “If you don’t, I’ll tell my evil stepmother about that mortal you were cozying up to in the bar last week. Remember her? Pretty young thing with brown hair and long legs? A kindergarten teacher?”

Zeus’s eyes flashed. “You threatening your old man, boy?”

“She came back last night looking for you,” Dion said. “And if you don’t marry Ross and Annie, I’ll slip Hera her name, address, and phone number on my way out.”

Zeus stared at him in a way that made Hera’s look from earlier seem almost loving, but Dion didn’t even flinch. “So,” he said, “what’ll it be?”

Zeus turned to Eros. “You sure this is what you want? You just escaped three millennia of ball and chain.”

Ross’s voice was steady. “I’m sure.”

“You?” Zeus looked at Annie. She nodded, not entirely certain she could trust her voice.

“Speak up!”

“Yes.” Her voice wobbled, and she had to take a breath and clear her throat. “I’m sure.”

“Fine.” He waved a hand. “You’re married.”

Ross smiled. Annie blinked at him. “That’s it?”

“What did you expect, girl?” Zeus barked. “Thunder and lightning? Confetti raining down?”

He waved a hand, and on the television screen, there was a deafening clap of thunder, and then rain pelted the soccer field.

Or maybe not rain. Tiny pieces of paper swirled through the air.

“I told you,” Eros said. “He’d ask a couple questions, we’d say a couple of things, and that’d be it.”

“But…” Surely it couldn’t be real, if all she’d had to do was say that she was sure?

“It’s what you make of it that matters, girl,” Zeus said. He glanced at Eros. “He trusts you. Don’t let him down.”

She shook her head.

“We’re going to need—” Eros began.

“Yeah, yeah.” Zeus leaned over and opened the cabinet under the TV. He fished out a wine bottle, but instead of handing it to Eros, he fixed the other man with a bright gaze. “How’s Brita doing, boy?”


 

“Brita’s fine,” Eros said, hoping he was right and that she wasn’t planning to strangle him with her bare hands tomorrow for accidentally hitting her with the arrow.

Zeus grinned. “Oh, she is. She certainly is.”

“Not like that.”
You old goat.

“Sure, sure,” Zeus said, nodding. “Don’t suppose you’d consider putting in a good word for me, would you, boy?” He winked.

No way in Hades. Except…if Eros refused, Zeus wouldn’t give him the ambrosia. And he needed it for Annie.

Zeus glanced meaningfully at the bottle in his lap, and Eros gritted his teeth. Hadn’t he messed around with Brita enough lately? Surely he didn’t have to pimp her out to the god of thunder, too, to get what he wanted?

“Did I happen to mention the pictures?” Dion asked into the silence.

There was a beat before Zeus breathed in and out through his nose. Loudly. “Pictures?”

“Of you and the kindergarten teacher.” Dion grinned, but it wasn’t a very nice grin. “I had Alastor wire the snug with hidden cameras and microphones. Just in case. Welcome to the twenty-first century, old man.”

Zeus scowled, but he seemed to know when he was beat. “There.” He shoved the bottle at Eros. “Take it home and celebrate. I’m sure you can think of something to do.”

Undoubtedly. “Thank you,” Eros said politely. He turned to Annie. “Ready?”

She nodded.

“See you around,” Dionysus said, and headed for the door, “Dad.”

Zeus didn’t answer. His attention was already back on the game.

…
 

They picked up Ariadne on the way out—sans the sunglasses now—and Eros couldn’t help but notice that her eyes were more bloodshot than he was used to seeing them, and also a bit puffy. Lack of sleep last night, like the rest of them? Or was something more on her mind?

“Gimme that,” Dionysus said as soon as they were clear of the row house and back on the sidewalk. He made a grab for the bottle.

Eros let go reluctantly. “Careful. That stuff’s invaluable.” And if they broke the bottle and the invaluable ambrosia dribbled into the sewer, he doubted he could talk Zeus into giving him another bottle. Dionysus’s blackmail would only take him so far. Once Zeus figured out that Dion would rather keep the knowledge to hold over Zeus’s head than share it with Hera, the threat would cease to be effective. And that was if the pictures existed at all, and Dion hadn’t made the whole thing up.

“That’s why I want it,” Dion said and lifted the bottle. “Hmm.”

“What?”

“Trying to figure out what it is.”

“You know what it is.”

“Yes,” Dion said, “but I don’t know what’s in it. And I want to know. If I can figure out how to bottle this stuff, we won’t have to go to dear old Dad every time we need some immortal juice.”

He had a point. “Can you?”

Dion shrugged. “I can try. Just let me pour some off when we get to your place, and Ari and I’ll go get busy.” He grinned at her.

The look she gave him wasn’t as stony as Hera’s, but it was getting close. “Someone has to check on Brita and Harry. You can get busy with someone else.”

“You wound me,” Dion said, clutching at his heart with his empty hand.

She snorted.

At the agency, they greeted George—now that Annie had mentioned George Hamilton, Eros couldn’t help but examine the dog for any resemblance, and rather to his surprise, thought he could see one—while Dion poured some of the ambrosia into a cup with a lid. “I’ll take this to Alastor,” he said, holding it up to the light and peering at it, “and see if maybe he can help me figure out what’s in it.”

Eros nodded. “Let me know how it goes.”

“Oh, believe me.” Dion grinned. “If I can pull one over on dear old Dad, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Thanks for your help back there.”

“Don’t mention it,” Dion said. “I live for the opportunity to stick it to people. In all sorts of ways.”

Right.

The god of wine departed with his ambrosia and with the minor goddess of the labyrinth, and Eros turned to his wife. “How do you feel?”

She blinked. “I’m not sure. We’re not really married, are we?”

“We are, actually. You haven’t changed your mind, have you? Because it’s too late if you have.”

She shook her head, although she was biting her lip. “I thought it would feel more…real.”

“It’ll feel more real once we toast,” Eros said and turned to the cabinet. “Here. Take the glasses.” He handed them to her—two champagne glasses, like the ones they’d left behind at The Plaza Hotel three hours ago. The ambrosia poured out in an amber stream, thicker than champagne.

“What is it?” Annie asked, watching with fascination and a bit of wariness.

Eros glanced at her. “Nectar of the gods. You had a sip the other night, remember?”

She nodded. “What’s so special about this bottle? Why did you need him to give you this one if you had your own?”

“This is the good stuff.” The stuff only Zeus had. And Dionysus, if he and Alastor managed to come up with the secret recipe.

“The other stuff was good, too.” Annie licked her lips, and he lost his train of thought for a second. Then she added, “What does it do?”

“You’ll become immortal,” Eros said.

She stared at him. “You know, that’s probably what that nutcase said about the Kool-Aid.”

She had a point. The world was full of nutcases, and the story he’d told her wasn’t something you heard everyday. No wonder she had a hard time believing.

He put the bottle down. “You’re right.”

“I am?”

“You don’t have to drink it. At least not right now. Maybe you should think about it. We’re married. We can stay married for the rest of your life even if you don’t drink.”

“The rest of
my
life?”

He nodded.

“But I’ll die, right? If I don’t drink? I’ll get older and eventually I’ll die.”

No way around that. “Yes.”

“While you stay the way you are.”

He nodded. If nothing else, she seemed to have come to terms with his immortality, even if she was still struggling with her own.

She glanced at the glass, her teeth sinking into the plumpness of her bottom lip. “What happens if I drink?”

“We stay married forever,” Eros said.

She shot him a quick look before turning her attention back to the glass again. “Forever?”

“Well…until the world ends or you decide to leave me, whichever comes first.” And gods, he wanted that. To spend all his days with Annie and all his nights making love to her, until the end of time.

But he’d take what he could get. If that was the next forty or fifty years, he’d take it and be glad. His days of making up anyone’s mind for him or her were over. This had to be Annie’s decision, and hers alone.

Even so, he couldn’t stop himself from adding, “I love you.”

She looked up at him, startled, before her lips curved. “I love you, too.”

“I just want to be with you. For however long you’ll have me.”

“Forever,” Annie said. She hesitated for another moment, and then she picked up a glass. And looked at him. “Now what?”

He took the other one and held it up. “Now we drink. To us. Together. Forever.”

“To us,” Annie said, and touched her glass to his. “Together forever.”

He lifted the glass to his lips and took a sip, watching as she did the same. It tasted just like the other ambrosia. With, perhaps, a little kick of something extra. Something like…anise seed? Licorice?

Whatever it was, it made Annie scrunch up her face and wrinkle that pert little nose. Ross could feel his lips curve. “Don’t you like it?”

“It’s all right.” She took another sip and made another grimace. “I liked the other kind better.”

“From now on, you can have the other kind.” He drained his glass and put it back on the counter.

“I don’t care,” Annie said. “If drinking this means I can have you, then I’ll drink it. Every day if I have to.”

She emptied her glass, too, and put it down on the counter next to his. “Now what?”

“Now,” Eros said, and caught her against him, “we celebrate.”

“How?” She was all big eyes and innocence, but he could tell she was laughing at him inside.

“Up here.” He boosted her up on the edge of the counter and stepped between her thighs.

“At least move the bow and arrows out of the way first,” Annie began, reaching out to do just that. And then those perfect lips formed a perfect
O
when she realized she could actually see them.

Eros chuckled. “Careful.”

She pulled her hand back. “Why?”

“Don’t want you to scratch yourself. You might fall in love with George.”

She glanced at the dog, wagging his tail at her from down on the floor. “I already love George.” She wound her arms around Eros’s neck. “I already love you, too.”

“Glad to hear it. I’ll put them in the closet later.” He skimmed his hands under her furry sweater and up. It
was
just as soft as he’d imagined, but nowhere near as soft as the skin underneath.

“Why?” Annie asked, arching into the touch.

“I put them there when Psyche left. Swore I’d never bring them out again. They’re nothing but trouble.” He pulled the sweater up and over her head, and looked at the midnight-blue bra he’d uncovered. “Did you wear that for Harry?”

She nodded, a guilty look on her face. He felt a flare of jealousy, until she added, “But I bought it for you. For our date yesterday.”

And he could have seen it then, if he hadn’t been such a coward. “Sorry about that. I was an idiot.”

“No argument here,” Annie said as he moved to cup her breasts. She pushed herself into his hands, her eyelashes fluttering. “He’s…oh, God…he’s all right, isn’t he?”

“He’s fine.” Eros bent his head to nuzzle her through the blue satin. “He and Brita are probably doing something very much like this right now.”

“You think?”

“Absolutely.” And he’d have to deal with them later. It was his fault that Brita was now, he assumed, as crazy about Harry as Harry had always been about her, and it was his responsibility to set things right.

But first, he had a brand-new wife and a wedding night to attend to.

“You know,” Annie said above his head, “I think Brita was right.”

“About?”

“It’s better to fall in love on your own.” She threaded her fingers through his hair, as if to make sure he couldn’t move from her breast. That was fine with him. He’d be happy to spend the next hour or two right there. Plenty of things he wanted to do. And he had an eternity with her; he could spend an hour on each of her breasts. It was no more than they deserved.

He was smiling as he went to work making love to his wife. The god of love had finally met his match, and this time, he knew it would last until time ran out and Mount Olympus fell into the sea.
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Covet romance with these new paranormal releases…

Deceiving the Witch Next Door
by Melissa Bourbon Ramirez

Reid Malone is hiding an illegal secret for his father and the key to his freedom lies with the eccentric Storie Bell. But Storie has a secret of her own. She’s a witch. She knows Reid wants something from her and she doesn’t trust him. If Reid’s not careful, he’ll find out exactly what happens when you try to deceive a witch...

Take it Like a Vamp
by Candace Havens

The only respite in vampire Nick Christos’s long days of governing the Supernatural Council is his sweet, but off-limits neighbor. When his crazy ex shows up, Nick must do more than worry about keeping his hands off Casey—now he has to keep her alive. But will she still want him when she learns the truth about who—and what—he really is?

Tall, Dark, and Divine
by Jenna Bennett

Annie Landon has given up on finding Mr. Right. Instead, she’s looking for Mr. Right-Here-Right-Now. Why not go for Eros, the Greek god of love? But Eros has sworn off mortals forever. Can a woman looking for love—and the matchmaking god who wants her to find it with someone else—have a shot at a happy ending, or will Eros’s golden arrows miss their mark?
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