
        
            
                
            
        

    
LIGHT OF THE SPIRIT


Book #4 of the Muse Chronicles

by
Lisa Kessler

[image: Logo]


Light of the Spirit – Copyright © 2017 by Lisa Kessler


Kindle Edition

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means. For information regarding subsidiary rights, please contact the Author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Visit Lisa’s website: Lisa-Kessler.com

Sign up for Lisa’s newsletter: goo.gl/56lDla

Edited by Double Vision Editorial, Danielle Poiesz

Cover design by Fiona Jayde Media

Interior Design by – BB eBooks

Vase Icon made by Freepik from www.flaticon.com is licensed under CC BY 3.0

Manufactured in the United States of America First Edition September 2017


Other Novels by Lisa Kessler


The Muse Chronicles

LURE OF OBSESSION

LEGEND OF LOVE

BREATH OF PASSION

LIGHT OF THE SPIRIT

DEVOTED TO DESTINY

The Night Series

NIGHT WALKER

NIGHT THIEF

NIGHT DEMON

NIGHT ANGEL

NIGHT CHILD

The Moon Series

MOONLIGHT

HUNTER’S MOON

BLOOD MOON

HARVEST MOON

ICE MOON

BLUE MOON

WOLF MOON

NEW MOON

The Sentinels of Savannah

MAGNOLIA MYSTIC

Stand Alone Works

BEG ME TO SLAY

FORGOTTEN TREASURES

ACROSS THE VEIL

[image: * * *]


Dedication


This one is for my grandmother, Natalie Webb, who has been a light for so many!

And also for my daughter Panda and her best friend Alyssa…Memories of filming your science project video still make me laugh!
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CHAPTER 1


Cooper Hanover took a seat in the back row of the small black box theater with no idea what to expect. In a million years, he never would have guessed he’d end up there.

What the hell was he doing at an improv comedy show? He usually spent all his time working and studying. He didn’t have spare time to waste on laughter. But Lia had visited him in the hospital when his own family hadn’t even shown up. It was her face he’d seen when he woke up in the ER. And before he was discharged, she gave him a ticket. So he needed to come see her show. It was the right thing to do.

She was also beautiful and kind, which didn’t hurt. The second she walked onstage, any concerns he had flew right out the window. He was exactly where he wanted to be.

Her dark-brown eyes still haunted his dreams, and her smile brightened the shadows in his soul. Her thick brown hair was cut short—but not too short—framing her warm features. Being near her somehow eased the burdens he carried on his shoulders every day, yet he barely knew her. No other woman had ever affected him the way Lia did. There was just something about her.

“Hello, everyone.” The spotlight embraced her as she shielded her eyes to peer out into the crowd. “I’m Lia. I lead the Make ’Em Laugh improv troupe, and we’re so glad you’re here tonight.” She dropped her hand to her side, her grin igniting smiles all around the room. “If you’ve never been here before, this is an interactive show. Your participation will make or break us.” She opened her hands. “Okay, so, can I get a type of animal?”

“Panda bear!” someone to his right offered louder than the others.

“Perfect.” Her eyes sparkled as she scanned the room. “And how about a show tune?”

“‘Hello, Dolly’!” someone in the front row shouted.

“Great one.” She glanced at the troupe to her right. “I’m feeling a kick line tonight.” She looked back to the audience and called out, “And an odd job?”

An older guy raised his hand. “A whittler.”

“Oh, I like that!” She turned to the troupe. “Let’s do this.”

The troupe carried a large trunk of props onstage, and Lia grabbed a stick, transforming it into an imaginary stalk of bamboo. Her body movements and facial expressions took on the wonder of a panda, while another troupe member kept a straight face while trying to teach the panda to whittle.

The lyrics of “Hello, Dolly” were quickly modified to “Hello, Panda,” and the unscripted, slapstick jokes flew until the walls shook with laughter. Cooper remained stoic in the back row, his attention laser-focused on Lia. It wasn’t that he didn’t think they were funny; it just took a lot to make him smile.

The scene finished, and the troupe bowed. When the applause died down, Lia stepped forward. “I need a member of the audience for this next skit.” She scanned the crowd until her gaze locked on his. Her expression brightened, and his gut twisted as she pointed at him. “I think I found my volunteer.”

Cooper shook his head, but she was already weaving through the audience toward him. When she reached his seat, her intoxicating scent swamped his senses. She smelled like lavender and sunshine. As if that damned smile alone wasn’t tough enough to resist!

He looked up at her, shaking his head. “Sorry.”

“I swear I won’t make you wear a chicken suit.” She chuckled, rolling her eyes.

Shit, he hadn’t even considered that. “Not my thing,” he tried again.

“It’ll be fun. I promise.” She smiled at him again, and the crowd started to cheer him on.

Dammit. He grudgingly stood as applause filled the theater. He never should have walked through that door. He wasn’t a spotlight kind of guy. As a paramedic in Crystal City, California, he helped people when they needed it most; he didn’t do it for gratitude or fame. It was a calling. So standing on a stage with a bunch of strangers watching was miles from his comfort zone.

Lia grinned up at him, and the thumping of his heart drowned out his inner monologue. Hell, she even coaxed a small smile out of him.

“Okay,” she started, “all you need to do is sit at this table, shuffle those cards, and read them aloud for us. Easy peasy, right?”

He wasn’t so sure, but he did as she’d asked.

She guided him to a card table with a stack of notecards and a stopwatch sitting in the center. He took a seat, and while he shuffled the cards, she turned to the audience. “There are ten situations on those cards. Each troupe member contributed two, so we don’t know what most of them will say. Our intrepid director—” she gestured to Cooper “—will call out the directions on the card and hit the stopwatch.” Her eyes met his. “Three minutes per scene.”

He nodded, his muscles unclenching a little. He could do this.

After shuffling, he flipped the first card and cleared his throat, projecting his voice through the room. “You’re passing through the sales booths at a fair, but you can only speak in song lyrics.”

The troupe members quickly took spots on either side of the stage, leaving Lia in the center. She grinned. “Hello again, hello.”

The first salesperson started barking out the amazing features of a Vitamix machine, and Cooper wondered how Lia would get herself out of it, but nothing rattled her. She tugged her empty pocket inside out and offered up a line from Pink Floyd’s “Money” without batting an eye, and she moved on to the next invisible booth.

Cooper almost chuckled. She never missed a beat, and when the timer went off, another troupe member took the lead in a new scenario until he finally reached the last card in the stack. When they finished the final challenge, Lia came over to the table and took his hand. Warmth crept up his arm as he stood.

“Let’s give a big round of applause to our volunteer!” she exclaimed.

He took an uncomfortable bow and went back to his seat to watch the rest of the performance.

When the show ended and the crowd dispersed, he waited as Lia helped clear off the stage. When she finally made her way up to him, she sat beside him, perched on the edge of the chair. “Did you enjoy the show?”

He nodded with an unexpected chuckle. “You guys were amazing.”

“Thanks.” With a playful spark in her eyes, she nudged his shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d ever walk through that door.”

He hadn’t, either. “Tomorrow I’m back on shift for the first time since the fire, so I figured if I didn’t come tonight, I might not get another chance.”

She and her friends had been renovating the abandoned theater across town, and an arsonist had nearly killed them all. After responding to the call, Cooper had finished the day in the hospital himself. For the first time in his life, he was dreading getting back in the rig.

Her expression softened, color flushing her skin. “I’m glad you came to the show.”

“Me too.” And he meant it. Lia had been the only sunshine in his life since that fire. And he wasn’t ready for the night to end. Not yet. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Can I treat you to a coffee or something?”

“That’d be fun.” She stood, smiling. “Let me grab my stuff.”

As she started down the aisle, Cooper shook his head and dropped his eyes to his shoes, huffing out a small laugh. He couldn’t believe he’d just done that. He needed to be up early tomorrow. He had no business going on a date. He raised his head as Lia neared the stage and instantly realized he had no regrets.

A woman approached Lia with a big grin. “Great show tonight, Lia.”

“Thanks, Selena. And thanks for running the lights for us!” She embraced the woman and turned her head left and right, clearly scanning the room. “Where’s Rafe?”

Selena chuckled. “Already in the car.”

Lia glanced toward the parking lot. “He’s really serious about making sure you get enough sleep, huh?”

Selena rested a hand on her belly. “I’m not even showing yet, but he says creating another human requires plenty of rest.”

“It’s sweet. You get going, then. Tell Rafe I loved his skit with the invisible dog. We made a lot of folks happy tonight.”

“Will do. See you tomorrow.” Selena waved and hurried out of the theater.

Lia headed backstage and came back a minute later with her bag slung over on her shoulder. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries.” He stood and followed her out, not having a clue what the hell he was doing. This whole night had been unplanned, and Cooper always planned everything.

When he left his place earlier tonight, he was just going out to grab a burrito, but when he opened his wallet to slide out a few bills, the ticket voucher she’d given him came out, too, as if someone was reminding him to see her.

Now he was glad he’d taken the hint.

The coffee shop was a block south of the improv club. Lia locked her bag in the trunk of her car and slid her cell into her pocket. When she turned his way, Cooper offered his arm. “Ready?”

She placed her hand on the crook of his arm. “Yes.”

While they waited for the light on the crosswalk, Lia squeezed his forearm. “Just so you don’t get the wrong idea, I’ve never gone to coffee with an audience member after a show before.”

“I hope I’m more than just an audience member.” He glanced her way, unable to bite back a smile. “We’re close. You’ve already seen me in a backless hospital gown.”

“True, but you never got out of bed while I was there, so it wasn’t like I witnessed an unintentional flashing.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “If I had known an unintentional flashing would’ve raised my standing with you, I would’ve gotten out of the bed.”

“Well, now you know. All my best friends are flashers.”

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so much. She was pure magic.

Lia stepped off the curb, grinning as they crossed the street. “Seriously, though…I was starting to think I’d never see you again after you left the hospital.”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind.” He opened the door to the coffee shop. “But I’ve definitely missed your smile.”

In response, she treated him to one that had his heart pounding as she passed by and got in line at the counter. He stood behind her, trying to focus on the menu, but having her so close again made it hard to think of anything else.

Once they finally ordered, he found a table in the corner and sat across from her. He rubbed the back of his neck, a burning sensation flaring to life. He should’ve put on some sunscreen before jogging on the beach earlier. Too late now.

“Until I met you, I didn’t know anyone could earn a living making people laugh.” He shook his head. “Okay, comedians in movies make plenty of money, but you know what I mean.”

“I wish making people laugh paid my rent.”

The barista called their names, and Cooper got up to retrieve their drinks. When he returned, Lia took her mug, her full lips curving into a sexy tease of a smile. “The improv troupe is my passion. My job is cutting hair at a salon downtown.”

He hadn’t been expecting that, but the more he thought about it, the more it fit. Lia was good with people, with making them laugh. Even him, and that was saying something. He took a swallow of his coffee. “Do you like it?”

She shrugged. “Usually, but it’s hard to change the world through perfect highlights and a stylish cut.”

A smile crept up on him. “You have big dreams.”

“Definitely.” She sobered. “But the fire set us back.”

The fire. His life had changed forever that day when she’d come out of the burning building with a two-inch gash on her forehead. There wasn’t even a scar there now. And he hadn’t stitched it… He remembered seeing her, his hands tingling as a strange pull drew him toward her, his heart stuttering. He didn’t know how else to describe it.

“How’s Reed?” he asked. The firefighter had been carried over to Cooper’s rig, his lung collapsed by a projectile from the fire. It punched a hole in his chest that should have killed him.

“He just started back at the station. It’s a miracle.” Her gaze met his, unspoken questions in her eyes.

Reed had made it back to work before Cooper, and Reed had been the one with physical injuries. Cooper’s had been harder to see. Even after being discharged from the hospital, he couldn’t face getting back into the rig. The fear sickened him. He’d never been afraid of anything before. Maybe Lia sensed it inside him.

After all, she had been there when Cooper had brought Reed back from the dead.

He set his mug down, rolling back his shoulders. “Glad to hear it.”

She reached across the table to touch his hand. “Did you ever get your memory back from that afternoon at the fire, before you lost consciousness?”

“No.” He ground his teeth, aching to tell someone the truth, but he didn’t. How could he? Reed’s heart had stopped and resuscitation efforts weren’t working. Lia had pleaded with Cooper to try one more time, but the paddles hadn’t shocked his heart into a rhythm. Reed was bleeding out.

And suddenly, blinding light had surrounded Cooper and entered his body, shooting through every vein and blood vessel. He had no rational explanation for it, even now, but somehow, he’d guided the light to the injured artery, closing the wound. Another pull came like the one he’d experienced when he’d healed Lia’s forehead, but the one while working on Reed had been ten times stronger, draining Cooper until he could no longer stand. According to his partner on the scene, he had lost consciousness and had a seizure.

In the hospital, none of the specialists had found a cause for his loss of function, and he couldn’t tell them what he’d experienced without sounding like a madman. Saving the firefighter had nearly killed Cooper, and he had no idea what had brought on the unexplained healing.

And tomorrow he’d be back in his rig saving lives. What if the light swamped him again? Would it kill him this time?

He stared into her eyes, memorizing the warm chocolate of her gaze. If tomorrow was the end, at least he’d go out with the memory of her face.

She lifted her hand away from his. “Well, whatever happened that day, both of you are safe. That’s all that matters in the end.”

Lia had stopped by to see Cooper a number of times while he’d been in the hospital enduring every test the doctors could throw his way. He couldn’t blame them. After the seizure, they’d wanted to check for a brain tumor, aneurysm, and epilepsy. Her visits were the only bright spots in long days of medications, scans, and visits from doctors. Since they’d finally discharged him a couple weeks ago, the only part of the ordeal he missed was seeing her.

And although the ordeal left him shaken, he’d do it all over again if she needed him without a single second of hesitation.

She ran her finger along the handle of her mug. “I was starting to think you sprang out of that hospital bed and got out of town.”

In truth, he’d been trying to put her behind him. When Lia had showed up the day he was being released from the hospital with her dark eyes full of hope and a ticket in her hand, he couldn’t refuse it. But Lia was also a reminder of the fire and the strangeness he couldn’t explain.

In spite of that, he’d kept the ticket, and tonight when he accidentally took it out of his wallet, he couldn’t resist seeing her again.

He cleared his throat. “You think really fast on your feet. It was impressive.”

“Thanks,” she said, then shrugged. “What can I say? I’m addicted to laughter.”

“There are worse addictions.” He chuckled, surprising himself again.

She sobered. “From what I’ve seen, you could use more of it in your life.”

He raised a brow. “There isn’t a lot of fun and games in my world.”


CHAPTER 2


Lia Youlos threaded her fingers through her hair as she stared across the table at Cooper. While he’d been stuck in the hospital, getting him to laugh had become a personal challenge, luring her back to his hospital room almost every day during his stay. There was something about him, something weighing him down, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

In the rare moments when he forgot himself, or whatever problem was dogging him, she caught glimpses of a different guy. He was trapped in there someplace.

She leaned in closer, her eyes locked on his. “I’ve lost two of my best friends since I came to Crystal City. We all came here to restore Les Neuf Soeurs, the Theater of the Muses. It’s what brought us together. But now two of them are dead and you were there when the theater went up in flames a few weeks ago. It would be so easy to curl into a ball and cry forever.” She sat back, crossing her arms, denying the tears that ached to fall. “I know giving yourself permission to smile again sometimes feels like a betrayal, but we have to keep going.”

Pain creased his brow as he reached for her hand. “How do you do it?”

She placed her hand in his, fighting to keep her voice steady. “You grab onto the happy memories and hold them tight. I try to picture the way they used to laugh at my stupid jokes.” Tears swam in her eyes. “And I try to remind myself that laughter heals.”

He stared at their joined hands, and she wished she could read his mind. She didn’t know him that well, but she’d witnessed his heroism first hand. Cooper was a good man. Broody, yes, but she could tell there was more to him than he let others see.

“I don’t think I told you how much your visits meant to me when I was stuck in the hospital. Knowing I might get to see you kept me from ripping my IV out and running away.”

She pressed her lips together for a second and lowered her voice. “I wanted to be sure you were okay.” She leaned in a little closer. “And making you smile was an irresistible challenge.”

He chuckled, shaking his head slowly. “I’ve never met anyone like you before. You’re beautiful inside and out.”

Heat flushed her cheeks, and she rolled her eyes as he squeezed her hand. She usually got laughs, but compliments were less familiar, leaving her a little off-balance and out of her comfort zone.

His blue eyes filled with a playfulness that had her heart fluttering. “Oh please. I watched you pretend to be a highway patrol officer who quacked like a duck tonight, and now you’re blushing?”

She grinned. “I’m in control onstage. It’s a totally different animal sitting across from a good-looking paramedic in a coffee shop.”

“I clean up all right.” He raised a brow. “It’s tough to impress a woman from a cot in a backless gown.”

She shrugged, struggling to keep a straight face. “I told you, unintentional flashing could’ve done it.”

“I’ll remember that.” Cooper laughed again and took the last sip of his coffee. “Thanks again for inviting me to your show. Sorry it took me so long to use the ticket.”

“I figured you were busy with rehab or something.” She slowly pulled her hand free of his to lift her own coffee cup. “I’m glad you’re all right. That seizure, or whatever it was, scared me. It’s probably for the best you can’t remember it.”

He didn’t reply, his expression unreadable. Whatever he was hiding, she wasn’t going to figure it out tonight. She glanced at her phone. “I should get home. I’ve got an early day tomorrow.” Her gaze met his. “I’m not ready to go, but I really should.”

He nodded. “Can I walk you back to your car?”

“I’d like that.”

The hint of a smile on his lips had her pulse racing through her veins. She wasn’t really ready for the night to end. Not yet.
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When they exited the coffee shop, Cooper reached for Lia’s hand. His fingers laced with hers like he’d been holding her hand for years. Being with her made it impossible to think about anything other than how much he wanted to be even closer to her. She quieted the fear that constantly whispered through his mind.

She looked up at him as they walked. “I hope this won’t be the last time I see you.”

He glanced back at her. “Not if I can help it.” It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her why he was dreading getting in the ambulance tomorrow, but then he’d have to tell her about the strange light. Until he had an explanation, he just sounded nuts.

Hell, maybe he was.

She stopped beside her car and faced him. Her gaze wandered over his face. “Thank you for everything, Cooper.”

“No.” He shook his head and, without thinking, brought his hand up to cup her soft cheek. “I needed this tonight.” He bent toward her, hesitating, giving her the chance to duck into her car. Instead, her full lips parted, her eyes on his as he leaned in closer.

“Lia! Thank gods! I can’t get the alarm system for the improv club to turn on.”

They both straightened, and Cooper turned around. A woman with long, dark hair and black-framed glasses came toward them, her mouth forming a perfect O as realization dawned. “Oh my god, sorry! I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Lia chuckled, glancing up at him with a knowing look. Damn, she was sexy as hell.

She focused on the other woman. “That’s okay.” She turned to him again. “Cooper, this is Clio. Clio, Cooper.”

She offered her hand. “I remember you. The paramedic from the fire. You saved Reed.”

He shook her hand with a nod. “Nice to meet you, Clio.” He peered at her leg. “How’s your ankle?”

“I’m upright, so no complaints.” She shrugged. “I’m still going to physical therapy a couple times a week, but I’ll be all right.”

“Good to hear it.”

“Well, I better get the alarm on…” Lia met his eyes. “I’m here every night Thursday through Sunday. Maybe I’ll see you again soon?”

“I’ll be back on shift most nights, but for you, I’ll figure something out.” He hadn’t flirted in so long, he was surprised he remembered how.

And there was that infectious smile again.

“Good.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. “Good night.”

“’Night.” He watched her go until she got inside the building.

Somehow, he would find a way to control what was happening to him, because he refused to let this be the last time he saw her smile.
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Lia woke up five minutes before her alarm and hopped in the shower. After a quick blow-dry and date with her flat iron, her curly hair was tamed into a straight, silky bob. She pulled on a pair of blue jeans and a green top, checked herself in the mirror, and headed for the kitchen.

Trinity was already munching on a protein bar and nursing a cup of coffee at the table. Lia took a mug out of the cupboard and smiled at her new roommate. Since their friend Erica had moved in with Reed, her fiancé, Trin had an empty bedroom and needed someone to chip in for rent. Lia’s apartment over the salon was noisy and constantly smelled like hair dye and perm solution, so when she heard Trin was looking for a new roommate, Lia didn’t hesitate to move in.

While all three of them were modern-day vessels for the Greek muses, Lia embodied the Muse of Comedy. Bringing out smiles and laughter came naturally to her. In fact, she ached to lift the spirits of those around her. Their joy charged her batteries.

But Trinity was the Muse of Melody, and many of her songs were far from joyful. She and Erica, the Muse of Lyrics—among other things—had been perfect roommates in that sense.

Trin smirked. “Okay, you are practically glowing. What the hell did I miss?”

Lia pulled out a chair with a grin. “Cooper came to the improv show last night.”

“And he is…?” Trin raised an eyebrow.

Although Cooper had worked on Lia and Tera after the fire—and had somehow brought Reed back from the dead—the rest of her muse sisters had been with the other EMTs, who had been working on Polly.

Lia swallowed the lump in her throat. “He’s the paramedic who saved Reed.”

Recognition lit Trinity’s eyes. “Ahh. And you like him.”

Lia nodded. She was the last person in the world to be coy or secretive. “He’s gorgeous—blond hair and bright-blue eyes, tall, chiseled jaw, and he helps people. What’s not to like?”

Trin set her mug on the table. “Seems like there’s a but coming.”

“Not really a but. More of an also.” She blew on the steamy surface of her coffee before taking a tiny sip. “He’s super serious and broody.”

“Perfect.” Trinity chuckled. “That’ll make you nuts, you know that, right?”

She gave her roommate a playful kick under the table. “He almost kissed me last night.”

“Almost?”

Lia pulled her hair back from her face. “Clio couldn’t get the alarm to set.”

Trin bopped herself on the forehead and grinned. “She was working late?”

While they rebuilt their beloved Les Neuf Soeurs, the theater that had drawn all the muses to Crystal City in the first place, Lia’s tiny, black box theater was acting as the meeting place for all her muse sisters to plan and rebuild their theater. They used to meet at Callie and Hunter’s place, but after the arson fire at Les Neuf Soeurs, none of them were comfortable luring the enemy to their homes. They had added security cameras to Lia’s small part of the strip mall where the improv club was, and they were all keeping a vigilant eye out for the fanatics in Kronos masks who had set the Les Neuf Soeurs fire—the Order of the Titans.

Since Callie, the leader of their muse sisterhood, had released the security footage from the fire to the police, the Order had kept their distance. Or maybe they thought burning the theater to the ground had already stopped the muses from their mission to inspire the world.

If so, the Order sorely underestimated them. After Polly’s murder, they had become more committed and motivated than ever before, and with the addition of Nate, Hunter, and Reed as Guardians, Lia had never been more confident that they would achieve their vision of reopening Les Neuf Soeurs and inspiring mankind in all aspects of science and the arts.

“Yeah, Clio has been burning the midnight oil.” Lia shook her head. “She’s convinced she can find the rest of our Guardians—or at least narrow the search—if she studies the lovers of the original mythological Greek muses.”

Trin raised a brow. “That theory might hold up with Callie and Hunter, and maybe even Erica and Reed, but Mel would never have fallen for Nate if he had a horn and a fish tail like Achelous. Melpomene had strange taste in men.”

Lia giggled. “Well, if you’re going to be literal, I guess not. But it can’t hurt to let Clio try, right?”

“Probably not.” Trinity glanced at the clock, then back at Lia. “You’re leaving for the salon early.”

“No salon today. It’s Wednesday, I have a date with my poker group at the Blessed Mary Village.”

“The retirement home?” Trinity got up and put her mug in the sink. “How do you keep smiling in a place like that with the women who never get visitors? Seems pretty depressing.”

“It’s not like that. Some of them still get visitors.” Lia shrugged. “I don’t know. I feel good when I hang out with them. They have so much knowledge and love to give. It’s lame to put them in a corner and wait for them to fade away.” Lia caught herself mounting her soapbox and toned it down a notch.

“How’d you find them?” Trinity crumpled up the wrapper of her protein bar.

“My mom had an aunt who lived there when I first moved to the West Coast from Chicago. She was my only friend when I got to Crystal City, and she introduced me to her poker group. After she passed away, I couldn’t just turn my back on my new friends. I cut and style their hair—a couple of them each week—and then we play cards.”

Trin chuckled. “So it doesn’t bum you out to see them there?”

“No. We laugh a lot, and if anything, they inspire me.” She grinned. “And when you can inspire a muse, you’ve got it going on.”

“True.” Trinity smiled. “I’m heading out to meet up with Erica. She’s got some new lyrics for me, so hopefully we can nail the final track on the new album.” She started down the hallway and stopped, turning back slowly. “So this Cooper… Could he be your Guardian?”

Lia rolled her eyes. “How would I know?”

“When are you seeing him again?”

“I’m not sure. We didn’t exchange phone numbers, but I told him when I’m at the improv club. Today is his first shift back since the fire, so I probably won’t hear from him for a while.”

“If he’s as smart as he is good-looking, he’ll be back.” Trin vanished to her room, leaving Lia with her memories of her almost-kiss.

She hoped she’d see Cooper again, but she wasn’t counting on it. There was something in his eyes, something dark. And though she ached to finally hear a belly laugh from his lips, she might not get what she wanted. The trouble with comedy was that you could put the joy and frivolity on display, but it was up to the audience members to let down their guards and laugh.

She couldn’t do it for him.


CHAPTER 3


“Hey, Coop. Welcome back, man.” Jerry took his hand and tugged him in for a quick hug.

“Good to be back,” Cooper said. He pulled away as another familiar face came out from the locker room.

“Damn my eyes, it’s Apollo!”

“Hey, Garcia.” Cooper shook his head and grabbed Steve’s hand. “You still need glasses, man.”

“It’s not my problem that you were chiseled from marble.” Garcia chuckled and slapped Cooper’s shoulder. “Doctor cleared you to join the working stiffs again, huh?”

Steve Garcia was a couple of years older than Cooper and about eight inches shorter. He’d given Cooper the nickname Apollo during Cooper’s first week with the unit. Apparently, Apollo was the only Greek god Steve could remember. Steve and Jerry had been partners as long as Cooper had been at the station.

“Yeah, I’m ready to roll,” Cooper said.

“Good timing, too.” Garcia glanced at Jerry. “Just got a call.”

“You guys can take this one,” Nick said as he came around the corner. “Let the guy get changed.”

Nick was Cooper’s partner on the rig and usually drove. Cooper was the Paramedic in Charge, meaning he took care of their patients in the back, among other things. Nick shoved Cooper’s shoulder. “I’ll go check the fluid and tire pressure on the rig.”

Cooper headed for the locker room to stow his clean clothes. After a long shift, a shower and clean clothes were heaven. He tugged on his navy-blue, department-issued tee and changed into his dark-blue cargo pants. Then he just stared at his combat boots.

He hadn’t put them on since the theater fire, and soot still covered the worn leather.

He made sure he was alone before reaching into his locker and picking them up. The scent of charred wood slammed him right back into the moment, staring into Lia’s eyes as she begged him to try one more time to save their firefighter friend. He replayed the rescue at the theater in his mind, as he had a million times.

The back of his neck had throbbed as he laced his fingers together and started compressions. One, two, three, and then the world had tilted.

He’d been blinded by pure white light with no visible source. It had flooded everything. His hands had burned, his skin had tingled, and then his heart had lurched, racing until he’d thought it might burst. Then came a strong pull, like his soul was being yanked free of his body and shot into the hole in the firefighter’s chest.

Cooper had found the tiny cut in the artery, focused the light, and suddenly, he’d dropped into darkness. He had awoken in the hospital hooked up to an IV.

When the doctor had asked him if he remembered what happened, he’d lied. What could he have said? Something had sucked away part of his life to give it back to the firefighter? And what about the cut on Lia’s head? Either she had superhuman healing powers, or that tingle he’d experienced in his fingers and the burn at the base of his skull were signs her wounds were taking from him, too.

He wished he could blame it on insanity, but they’d tested and scanned every inch of his head. No brain tumors, no lesions, nothing.

Cooper shook off the memory and headed out to the truck bay. He climbed inside the rig and opened the cabinets to check their supplies. Even though he’d been gone a few weeks, it all came back as easy as breathing. Gauze, bandages, hypodermic needles, swabs, intubation kits—he continued down his mental checklist until Nick finally peered into the back.

“All set? We’ve got a morning call to Holiday Ranch.”

“Yeah, we’re good here.” Cooper closed and latched the cabinet, then went around to the passenger side. Most mornings from seven to nine o’clock, they had calls from people who found a loved one or a neighbor unresponsive. Often, Cooper, Nick, and the other paramedics were too late to make a difference, but they showed up anyway, hoping they might be able to help.

He buckled his seat belt while Nick took the call on the radio. Cooper stretched his fingers. In the past two years, he’d missed a couple of days of work after twisting his ankle carrying the gurney down two flights of stairs, but he’d never been sidelined for a few weeks like this. This morning, he had wondered if he’d be rusty or slow, but maybe it was the sort of thing one never forgot. Doctors and surgeons got the glory, but it was paramedics who stabilized the trauma patients so the docs could do their work.

Cooper hoped to be an ER doc one day, but going to med school part-time was a long road. None of that would matter if he had another episode like he did with Reed McIntosh.

He flipped on the emergency lights as Nick rolled the rig out into the street. Cooper rolled his shoulders back, trying to ease the mounting tension.

Nick spoke without taking his eyes off the road. Cars pulled to the side to let them pass. “You okay, Coop?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” he lied.

“They ever figured out what happened with you at the fire?”

“Nope. Though not for lack of trying.” Cooper checked the GPS. Only a couple more blocks.

“Glad you’re okay, man,” Nick said, glancing over at him before locking his eyes on the road again.

“Thanks. Me, too.” But Cooper wasn’t sure he’d ever be all right again.

They rolled up to the Holiday Ranch Apartments and found Mrs. Hughes mumbling about her teddy bear, her head dropping against her chest in her easy chair. Her neighbor was sitting beside her, holding her hand. They’d been to Mrs. Hughes’ apartment a few times in the past three months.

Cooper and Nick left the gurney at the door. Cooper carried the medical kit with him and knelt at her side, examining her color. “Mrs. Hughes, what seems to be the trouble?” he asked.

She patted his hand. “Just dizzy, James.”

Her neighbor leaned closer. “James is her grandson. She’s been a little confused today.”

He nodded and took her vitals. “Looks like you’re dehydrated, Mrs. Hughes. I think we’d better get you over to the hospital so they can check you out.”

“Oh, that’s not necessary. I don’t want anyone to fuss over me,” she insisted.

“You’re worth it, Mrs. Hughes.” Cooper squeezed her hand. “We just want to be sure you’re feeling better.”

Nick came over with a bag of fluids and IV kit. “We’ll run you over to the hospital and you’ll be home before you know it.” He smiled at her and handed Cooper the supplies.

“Such nice boys,” she muttered, her eyes drifting closed.

Cooper took them, but he hesitated, taking extra time to search for a vein while he focused all his thoughts on the woman’s well-being.

Nothing seemed to improve.

How had he healed that gash in Lia’s forehead?

He narrowed his eyes as he tied the rubber strap around her upper arm. Nothing.

Maybe it had been a fluke?

Pushing the thoughts away, he concentrated on his job. He started a line, then he and Nick got Mrs. Hughes on the gurney. Cooper glanced back at her neighbor. “We’re transporting her to Crystal City Community Hospital. Does her grandson live nearby?”

“No.” Her neighbor’s walker scraped behind them. “I have her daughter’s number. I’ll let her know.”

By the time they lifted Mrs. Hughes into the back of the ambulance, she already seemed to be improving. She patted Cooper’s hand as Nick closed the back doors. “Did I have an episode?”

He shook his head, his lips curving into a gentle smile. “Nothing serious. I think you’re dehydrated, but we’re taking you to the hospital to get checked out, just in case.”

“Thanks, dear,” she said, closing her eyes.

She rested like that the entire way to the ER.

Once they got her admitted, Cooper and Nick changed the sheet on the gurney and wiped everything down with disinfectant. When they got back inside the rig, the next call was already coming in.

“Unit 10, medical call at Blessed Mary Village, room 450.”

Nick looked over at him. “Isn’t that where your grandmother lives?”

Cooper nodded. “Yeah.” He hit the emergency lights. “Not her room number, though.”

“Good.” Nick pressed the accelerator.
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Lia finished fixing Mrs. Mardas’s hair and held up a mirror. “Well?”

The elderly woman fluffed her short silver bob and smiled, her eyes twinkling. “I love it.”

Lia grinned and took off the styling apron. “Then I think it’s time for a round of cards, right?”

She helped Mrs. Mardas to the card table and swept up the clippings from the floor. Mrs. Mardas had a suite in the Village, so she hosted the afternoon card games. Lia took her spot as Mrs. Hanover dealt the cards.

Mrs. Spanos scooped up her hand and rolled her eyes. “You deal like crap, Agnes.”

“Don’t pick on the only non-Greek woman at the table,” Agnes Hanover retorted without batting an eye. “I can play poker with the best of them.”

Mrs. Mardas and Mrs. Zervos rearranged their cards, while Lia anted up a quarter. It was small stakes, but these women played like there was a championship purse on the line.

Cards and harmless verbal jabs were flying when a knock came on the door. Lia frowned and hopped up. “I’ll get it.”

She opened the door and found herself staring up at Cooper, who was dressed in his paramedic uniform. “Um.” Her jaw bobbed like a fish out of water for a second before her brain engaged. “What are you doing here?”

His face was every bit as shocked, but he managed to look ruggedly handsome instead of like a suffocating tuna.

“We got a medical call to this room.” He gazed over her head to the poker table behind her. “Did someone call for the para—Grandma?”

“Cooper!” Agnes grinned, and suddenly, Lia noticed the family resemblance—they had the same blue eyes. “Come in. I want to introduce you to Lia.”

Cooper’s partner pressed his lips together to keep from laughing.

Lia backed up, turning to her poker group. That twinkle she’d seen in Mrs. Mardas’s eyes earlier was now shared by every woman around the table.

“You were all in on this.” Lia struggled not to laugh.

Cooper knelt beside his grandmother’s chair. “This isn’t a game, Grandma. I’m working.”

“I know, Coop.” She patted his hand and pointed at Lia. “Lia is working, too. Or she was. She comes to fix our hair, and we roped her into our poker group. I called you over so you could meet her.”

His gaze locked on Lia’s, and heat crawled up her neck as she raised her hands. “I swear, I had nothing to do with this.”

Cooper’s partner stopped beside Lia and offered his hand. “I’m Nick, by the way.”

“Good to meet you, Nick.” She gestured to the poker table. “Apparently, this is my dating service.”

Cooper opened his medical kit and took out his blood pressure cuff. Agnes frowned. “I’m fine, honey.”

“You called in claiming to be short of breath. I’ve got to check your vitals.” He glanced at Lia and back to Agnes. “You’re lucky I don’t take you to the hospital. This isn’t a game.”

Agnes sighed while the cuff tightened around her arm. When he tore the Velcro free, she turned in her chair. “I’m sorry. You told me you were going back to work today, and Lia was coming over. I just wanted you to meet her and see you smile. Humor an old woman?”

He straightened up, shaking his head. “Good thing I love you, Gran.”

Nick rolled the gurney back into the hallway. “I’m going to load this back in the rig.”

“Okay, I’ll be right behind you.” He gave his grandmother a hug and crossed to Lia. “You didn’t tell me you played poker.”

She flipped her hair with a grin. “I’m a woman of mystery. Full of secrets.”

He almost smiled as he met her eyes and then focused on the poker group around the table. “Be careful, my gran deals off both sides of the deck.”

All eyes were on Agnes as her jaw dropped. “Cooper, I do not.”

He raised a brow. “You want me to keep your secrets, you need to call me on my day off.” He tipped his head toward the door as he looked at Lia again. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

In the hallway, his tone softened. “Is your grandmother at that table, too?”

She shook her head. “No. My family is in Chicago. My mom’s aunt used to live here. She inducted me into the poker group before she passed away.”

A crease formed in his brow. “And you still visit?”

“Every week.” She held up her hand, displaying where she’d snipped her finger earlier while cutting their hair. “I bleed for those women.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, frowning.

“Are you all right?” Lia’s smile faded as she lowered her hand.

Cooper caught it, bringing it back up for closer inspection. But his eyes were distant, faraway. Her finger tingled and warmed, and when she pulled away, the cut was gone.

She blinked, bending and straightening her finger. Her gaze lifted to Cooper’s face. “How did you…?”

“I don’t know.” A trace of fear flickered in his eyes.

Before she could say anything else, Nick poked his head through the door at the end of the hallway. “Coop, we got another call.”

“On my way.” Cooper looked at her and hesitated. “Maybe we can talk later?”

“I’d like that,” she said through the lump in her throat.

He took her hand, sending a sizzle of awareness up her arm as he inspected it one last time. His jaw clenched as he lowered her hand. “I’ve got to get back to the rig, but my grandmother has my number.”

She swallowed. “I’ll get it from her.”

He nodded and hustled down the hallway. Lia watched his back, casually searching for a crescent shaped birthmark—the Guardian’s mark. She didn’t see one, but it could be anywhere on his body. She glanced at her healed finger and back to the end of the hallway.

They needed to talk. Soon.
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“The police have released this security footage from the Les Neuf Soeurs fire,” the anchorwoman said. “There is a reward for any tips leading to the arrest of these masked individuals.”

Ted clicked off the television and stirred his coffee. He wasn’t interested in the reward money. As the heir to his father’s Belkin Oil stock, he had more money than he could ever spend. It was the new CEO, Mikolas Leandros, that he could do without.

After the son of a Greek billionaire took over his father’s company, the outsider also took the reins of the Order of the Titans. And after discovering Ted and the Order’s enforcer, Bryce, had started the fire at the theater, Mikolas had banished them from the Order. At first, Ted plotted to murder Mikolas, but as the days passed, he began to see a new path to retribution.

Since he’d discovered the identities of this generation of muses, the Order had managed to silence two of them permanently under Ted’s father’s leadership, but Mikolas shut down the plan, claiming murder would lead the police right to the Order’s doorstep.

Ted picked up his phone. After the fire, the muses did not back off their project, and they weren’t hiding. In fact, they were working with the police now. It was their security footage of the arsonists wearing black robes and golden masks of Kronos that was all over the news and the Internet.

They hadn’t admitted to being the reborn daughters of Zeus, though. Not yet, anyway.

He dialed the tip hotline. “I have information regarding the theater fire,” he said when someone picked up.

The female voice on the other end of the line didn’t ask his name. “What can you tell us?”

“Belkin Oil got a new CEO recently. He’s from Greece, and I’ve seen a gold mask like the ones in the video in the trunk of his car.”

He hung up the phone before they could ask anything else. He stared out the window with a thoughtful smile. That should give them enough to go poking around the new CEO. Once Ted led the police to Mikolas, he could regain control over the Order of the Titans, and under his leadership, they would finish the mission his father had started.

The Golden Age of Man was within his grasp once more.

Ted was back in the game.


CHAPTER 4


Cooper finished his shift without another unexplainable healing. After he and Nick parked the rig and took inventory, they hit the locker room for showers. Cooper washed his hair and scrubbed his hands, arms, and body as if he was going to be performing surgery any minute. They wore gloves when working on patients, but you never really knew what you were walking into, and he’d rather be thorough than discover he’d gotten MRSA or worse. He turned off the water and wrapped a towel around his waist before heading for the locker room.

Nick glanced over his shoulder. “So that girl, Lia… She was cute.”

“Yeah.” Cooper nodded, unsure where the conversation was headed. “She was in the theater fire. She came by to see me a couple times while I was at the hospital.”

Nick towel-dried his hair. “You gonna take your grandmother’s advice and ask her out?”

“My grandmother wanted us to meet.” Cooper pulled on a clean T-shirt. “Mission accomplished.”

“So you’re not going to ask her out?”

“I didn’t say that.” Cooper raised a brow. “Why?”

Nick shrugged and stepped into his blue jeans. “Just thought if you weren’t interested, you might pass me her number.”

Of all the guys in the unit, Nick was Cooper’s closest friend, so the hot wave of jealousy swelling in his chest surprised him. Just the thought of Nick putting his arm around Lia had Cooper’s muscles clenching tight. It made no rational sense. He barely knew Lia, and hell, now that she’d witnessed his crazy healing powers, she was probably too freaked out to consider going out with him again.

But none of that mattered. He wasn’t about to step aside without even trying. Something about her drew him in. It was as though the sun was finally shining on his face when she was near.

“Sorry, man,” Cooper said. “I’m calling her tonight.” He didn’t tell Nick he was actually counting on Lia to call him. He hadn’t had a chance to get her number.

Nick put up his hands in surrender. “It’s all good. Maybe she has a cute single friend.”

Cooper pulled on his pants with a crooked smile. “I’ll let you know.” And for the tenth time, he checked his phone. Still no missed calls or voice mails.

He stuffed his dirty uniform into a bag and closed his locker. “See you tomorrow.”

“Good to have you back, Coop.”

“Thanks, Nick.” He gave a quick nod and headed through the truck bay to the parking lot. As he approached his car, his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and got behind the wheel. “This is Cooper.”

“Hey, Cooper, it’s Lia from the geriatric-poker dating service.”

He chuckled. “Hi, Lia.”

“Was that a laugh?”

God, he could hear her smile in her voice, and even through the phone, it was beautiful. She infected him with a yearning he’d never known before.

But at the same time…it wasn’t new. Being in her presence made him feel more like himself.

Maybe he was nuts.

“I was starting to think you weren’t going to call.” He turned on the car and leaned his head back against the seat. “I’m heading to The Luna Brewery for pizza. Can I interest you in a slice?”

“Sounds good,” she said. “I can be there in a half hour, if that works.”

“See you then.”

Once they hung up, he set his phone on the passenger seat, and another rare smile curved his lips. Maybe tonight he’d actually get that kiss.
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“What do you think? Too slutty?” Lia draped a low-cut black top over her chest.

“No such thing.” Trin grinned. “But your cleavage might be a distraction.”

“Okay.” She held up another top with a boat neck. “What about this one? My boobs will be covered up, but a nice view of my shoulders?”

Trin nodded. “I like it.”

Lia tugged it off the hanger and headed for the bathroom. “I should’ve told him I’d be there in an hour. I didn’t realize I’d have such a quandary over what to wear.”

Trin followed, leaning against the doorframe. “You really do like this guy.”

“I don’t know him well enough to know if I like like him. But I damned sure want that kiss I missed last night.” She ran a brush through her hair and glanced over at Trin. “You should’ve seen him with his grandmother today. He’s got a good heart.”

“It also sounds like he’s got project written all over him.” Trin crossed her arms. “You can’t change people, you know. You said he’s serious, and we all know you’re not, so…”

Lia finished her lipstick and slipped it back into her makeup bag. “He’s not a project. He’s a mystery. There’s a big difference.” She walked past Trin to grab her purse and turned back to hold up a finger. “I had a cut on my knuckle today. He healed it.”

She came closer, inspecting Lia’s finger. “How?”

“I don’t know.” She lowered her hand. “He doesn’t, either.”

Trin’s eyes widened. “Better check for that Guardian birthmark.”

Lia chuckled. “I can’t exactly ask him to disrobe so I can inspect him for a crescent-shaped birthmark.” Suddenly picturing him naked in her head brought a grin to her lips. “On second thought, that’s not such a horrible idea.”

Trinity laughed, shaking her head. “Go eat some pizza with a cute guy. It can be that simple.”

Lia headed for the door. “I’ll text you later.”

She hopped in her car and made record time driving to The Luna Brewery. She was only five minutes late. Cooper already had a table far from the blaring widescreen televisions and a pitcher of soda with two glasses of ice.

He stood as she came over. “Thanks for coming.”

She smiled and took a seat across from him. “I never pass up pizza.”

“Note taken.” He raised a brow. “I’ll file that away for future reference.”

She clucked her tongue. “You might have a sense of humor somewhere in there after all.”

“Never said I didn’t. I just don’t put it out there for the world to see like you do.” He lifted the pitcher. “Wasn’t sure what you like to drink. Hope Dr. Pepper is okay.”

She held up her plastic tumbler. “You have good taste.”

He filled her glass and set the pitcher on the table. “I half expected you to bolt after what happened this afternoon.”

She took a sip of the soda, buying herself some time. Healing her finger had only been the tip of the insane iceberg she was about to dump on him. How could she ask about birthmarks and wax on about the Greek muses being reborn inside her and her sisters without him dragging her to the hospital for a psych evaluation?

Shifting in her seat, she swirled her straw around the glass. “Oh, I’m pretty sure we’re just brushing the surface of the crazy.”

His eyebrows rose. “What do you mean?”

She shrugged. “There’s a reason my geriatric-poker dating service has to find men for me.”

He shook his head, and light danced in the depths of his blue eyes. “You don’t need my grandmother and her friends to set you up on dates.” He took her hand, glancing at her healed finger as he spoke. “As I was leaving work, Nick asked for your number.” His gaze met hers, his lips hinting at a smile. “I didn’t give it to him.”

Her heart fluttered, but before she could scramble for something flirty to say, a waitress brought over a hot pizza. She set it up between them and glanced at Cooper. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Some napkins would be great,” Lia chimed in.

The woman plucked a stack from the pocket of her apron and placed them on the table. “Anything else?”

“I think we’re good,” Cooper said, and their impromptu company disappeared back into the kitchen.

Lia stared at the sausage-and-pepperoni pizza with extra cheese. Her favorite. “How did you…?”

“My grandmother told me this would make you happy.”

“Wow.” She chuckled. “She’s serious about this matchmaking thing. Has she done this to you before?”

“Never.” He pulled a slice of pizza free and put it on a plate for her, then grabbed one for himself. “She really likes you. I’m also supposed to get you a root beer float.”

“I’m going to kiss that woman next week.” She grinned and took a bite, humming with delight.

But Cooper wasn’t eating.

Her smile faded. “Are you okay?”

“No.” He lowered his voice. “And I think it has something to do with you.”

Here it comes…

She wasn’t ready. But seriously, would she ever be ready to tell an intelligent, heroic paramedic she might be his muse? Probably not.

She grabbed a napkin, wiping her hands. “How so?”

“I’ve been a paramedic for two years now while I’m working my way through med school, and I’ve never healed anyone with a touch before.” A flicker of fear flashed in his eyes. “Until you. How is that possible?”

She wasn’t exactly sure yet. “You also healed Reed. Heck, you brought him back from the dead.”

“And it nearly killed me,” he said.

Her jaw dropped. “You do remember.”

“What I remember can’t be real, Lia. None of this can be. I’ve been through every single medical test they could administer. I don’t have a brain tumor, and I’m not some magical healer, but we both know I never stitched up your forehead that day, and the cut on your finger today closed in a couple seconds.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “The only connection I can find is you.”

Lia blinked. His neck. He’d been rubbing it last night, too. He was probably stressed out.

But what if it was the birthmark of a Guardian? Nate, Hunter, and Reed all said their birthmarks burned when they found their muses. And when their muses were in danger…

“I’m not magical, either,” she said. Inspirational, yes, or at least she tried, but magic? Nope. She couldn’t even manage a card trick. She took a sip of her Dr. Pepper. “Tell me what you remember about working on Reed.”
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Cooper ground his teeth but then forced himself to speak. “He was gone. I couldn’t stop the bleeding. Whatever tore through his chest nicked an artery. I was going to call it, but you asked me to try one more time. I stared in your eyes, and I saw the pain.” He shook his head. “Even though I knew he was dead, I tried one last time, and when I did…” He ran a hand down his face. “This sounds even crazier saying it out loud.”

“You’re not crazy.” She was serious, no hint of a smile.

He cocked a brow. “And how do you know that?”

“I cut hair for a living.” Her dark eyes glinted with playfulness, easing some of his jacked-up nerves. “I see crazy all the time. You’re not it.”

He wished he could be so certain. His gaze locked on hers. “When I touched him, something, some part of me, slipped away. There was light everywhere, and I guided it into the wound to stop the bleeding, and then there was this pull, like all my energy or my soul or something was being drained and sucked into his body. I heard his heartbeat, and then everything went dark.”

He waited for her to laugh or sprint out of the restaurant.

Instead, she reached across the table to take his hand. “You were part of a miracle.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat and squeezed her hand. “I don’t know what to do with this. Why did it happen? And what if it happens again? It almost killed me.”

She leaned back in her chair. “We should go swimming.”

He frowned, a surprise burst of laughter escaping his throat. “Swimming?”

Color flushed up her neck and into her cheeks. “Sorry. That was in my outside voice, huh?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “I’m not sure how my deepest fear is connected to swimming, but…”

“It’s not.” She ran her fingers back through her hair. “I don’t know how to explain this so it only seems sort of crazy and not padded-room crazy.”

“I just admitted my soul was drained to save your friend. Top that.”

She laughed and something warmed inside of him. Her dark eyes met his. “Have you ever had a secret that involved other people, and you couldn’t share it without exposing them? I have to be really careful.”

He rubbed his forehead. “And swimming is going to help?”

“It might.” She popped forward in her seat and covered his hand in both of hers. “Tell you what? Come swim with me, and I’ll give you a free haircut.”

He laughed again before he could stop himself. “You don’t have to bribe me for a chance to see you in a bathing suit.”

She flipped her hair back with a twinkle in her eyes. “Is that a yes?”

“Sure. When?”

“After pizza.”

“You have a pool?”

“Yeah. You have swim trunks?”

“Not on me.” He couldn’t help but laugh again. “But I’m wearing boxers, will that work?” She nodded, and he picked up his slice of pizza. “This is the weirdest date I’ve ever been on.”

She grinned. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

And it was. He’d had plenty of dates and a handful of relationships in the past, but he hadn’t laughed this much since… Hell, he couldn’t even remember.
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Lia made Trinity swear to stay in the condo. If she was going to nonchalantly search Cooper for a crescent-shaped birthmark, she didn’t want witnesses. Lia stepped into the shallow end of the swimming pool, grateful it was heated, not that Crystal City had much in the way of seasons. It was almost always sunny, but fall nights like tonight were chilly.

The back door opened, and Cooper walked toward the pool. Lord. She prayed her jaw wasn’t hanging open. His broad shoulders were muscled—heck, all of him was covered in muscles—and his skin was tanned. On his bicep, he had a single tattoo of the caduceus, which symbolized medicine and healers.

She forced her eyes up to his face. “Come on in. The water’s fine.”

Instead of walking into the shallow end from the steps, he took two running strides and dove into the deep end. He was like a sexy bullet shooting through the water, breaking the surface right in front of her. Without thinking, she placed her hand on his chest.

He covered her hand with his and bent closer. “Is anyone going to come out needing you to set an alarm?”

“I’ll break their arm,” she said, her pulse racing.

He smiled as he closed the distance between their lips. His kiss was warm, soft, and knee weakening. She ran her hands up his chest, lacing her fingers around the back of his neck as his hands caressed the small of her back. The second her bare belly pressed against him, heat smoldered low inside of her.

Gradually, his tongue teased her lips, coaxing her to open for him. She moaned as she explored his mouth. He bent his knees, his hands sliding lower to grip the back of her thighs. He straightened, lifting her as she wrapped her legs around his waist. A rumble vibrated through his chest, and he tipped his head to the side, deepening the kiss until every inch of her ached for his attention.

She brushed her lips against his, her teeth catching his lower lip for a second before she made herself pull back. Blinking her eyes open, she gasped for air. “Okay. That was totally worth the wait.”

He brought one hand out of the water to cup her cheek and caressed her skin with his thumb. “Definitely.” He walked her over to the steps and sat down. Lia unwound her legs to sit beside him, and he rested his hand on her thigh. “Are you going to tell me why the sudden urge to have a swim?”

The birthmark. She’d totally forgotten. The man made her lose her mind.

She shrugged. “Just thought you’d look amazing in trunks.”

His head fell back, and she was finally treated to that belly laugh she’d been yearning for. She got up from the step, weightless in the water, and turned to face him. She straddled his lap, and he wrapped his arms around her without hesitation. It felt so natural. Like breathing.

“That was the laugh I’ve been waiting to hear.” She grinned as he met her eyes.

Cooper shook his head. “You’re right, you are addicted.”

“To hearing people laugh?” She nodded. “True story.”

His smile faded. “Why are you avoiding telling me the reason for the sudden pool party?”

“Because if I’m wrong, I’d be betraying my sisters, and I’d rather look completely insane than put them at risk.”

He sobered, a crease forming on his brow. “Does this have something to do with the fire? I saw the footage on TV. Do you know who the guys were in the masks?”

She shook her head. “Not exactly, but this isn’t the first time they’ve come after us.”

“Does your family have money?”

She blinked. No one had ever mistaken her for being rich. “No. Why?”

He glanced at the condo and back to her face. “You and your sisters were restoring a theater. I just figured a big family with enemies must have money.”

“Oh.” She pointed toward the condo. “Trinity and the others aren’t my biological sisters. We’re just really close. The family you choose and all that.”

“I see.” He nodded, his thumbs stroking her lower back. His touch was distracting to say the least. She might never get off his lap. His blue eyes pinned her in place. “Did one of those guys in masks try to hurt you?”

His voice was deep and even, but there was a fire in his eyes. He had to be her Guardian.

Please, Zeus. Cut this girl a break.

She leaned back, taking in his chest, his abs, lower…

He caught her chin, lifting her attention back to his face. “If you’re in some kind of trouble, you can tell me. Maybe I can help.”

“You’ve already healed me twice and saved my sister’s fiancé. I’m not sure I can ask for more.”

He shook his head. “I’m telling you, you can.”

Gods, she wanted to spill everything to him, but what if he wasn’t her Guardian? What if she actually got him to believe they were vessels for the Greek muses with a mission to inspire mankind toward growth, and then her real Guardian showed up with some sort of crazy ability like the others had?

But Cooper healed her. That had to be his ability.

He had also healed Reed, who was decidedly not a muse.

She wet her lips, searching for words. “I wanted to swim tonight because I thought I could look to see if you had a birthmark. Pretty smooth, right?”

The corner of his mouth curved into a lopsided smile. “Why are you looking for a birthmark?”

“Um…” She shrugged. “Just curious.”

“You’re a horrible liar.” He chuckled.

Her cheeks flushed with heat. “I was hoping I’d find a crescent-shaped birthmark on you someplace.”

The color drained from his face. “What?”

Oh shit. She’d finally crossed his threshold for insanity. But he didn’t get out of the pool. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I know it sounds nuts, but there’s supposed to be a man in this world for me, and he’s marked with a crescent-shaped birthmark. I was hoping he’s you.”

He pulled a hand out of the water, rubbing the back of his neck. “I think I need that haircut.”

“Huh?” She blinked, frowning.

“You said if I went for a swim, you’d give me a free haircut.”

“I did.” She nodded, completely confused. “You want it right now?”

“Yeah. Now.” He stood up, taking her with him.

She squeaked as he carried her up the steps and out of the pool. His face was unreadable.

He set her down beside the towels she’d stacked on the lounge chair. “You have your supplies here?”

She handed him a towel and wrapped herself in the other one. “Yeah. In the condo.”

“Good.” He toweled off and took her hand. His strong fingers threaded with hers, and butterflies exploded in her belly.

She stared from their joined hands up to his face. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Touché.” She led him through the back door and into the kitchen. Trinity was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she was already sleeping. Lia pulled a chair out for him. “Have a seat. I’ll go grab my kit.”

She came back with her tote of sterilized scissors and combs, and the apron she took to her poker group on Wednesdays. His gaze followed her every move. It was making her equally self-conscious and turned on. Ugh.

After she covered his bare torso with the apron, she pulled out her comb. “Your hair isn’t long. How much do you want me to take off?”

“Just a trim so it’s off my collar.”

“All right. Tip your head down forward—” Her words died as she stared at his hairline. She brought the comb up, running it through his wet hair with tentative strokes, her fingers trembling. Each stroke exposed a red, angry patch of skin at the base of his hairline.

“That’s my birthmark,” he said.

She came around and knelt in front of him. “It’s a crescent.”

“And it started burning the first time I laid eyes on you at the fire.” His gaze searched her face. “Now tell me what the hell is going on.”


CHAPTER 5


Cooper’s pulse rate was off the charts as he waited for Lia to speak. Usually science guided him, but since that damned fire, nothing made sense anymore.

Except her.

Kissing her in the pool, her skin against his, it was the first time in years that the emptiness in his soul vanished. She was the missing piece. He’d only been alone with her a few times, and already he’d smiled and laughed more than he had since…he didn’t want to think about it.

This wasn’t science, and it wasn’t realistic, but goddamn, it felt right.

“Cooper, I think you’re my Guardian.”

Her guardian? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Not like a legal guardian, like…” She sighed. “Okay, I’m going to start at the beginning, but you can’t leave until I get all the crazy out.”

“Nothing could be crazier than almost dying while bringing a guy back from the dead.” He pulled off the vinyl apron over his chest, and set it on the table, then crossed his arms. “Bring it on.”

“I’ll remind you later that you asked for it.” Lia gave a small smile, her damp hair in waves around her face. The curls were…familiar. He was definitely on the edge of madness. Maybe it wasn’t a brain tumor, but something was off.

She pulled out another chair. “While I was enrolled at the Chicago Beauty Exchange to get my cosmetology certificate, I started having these crazy dreams about Greece. My grandparents emigrated from there when my mom was little, so I wrote it off as my subconscious wanting to know more about my heritage.” She met his eyes. “Do you know who Thalia was?”

He raised a brow. “Should I?”

“She was one of the Greek muses, who were the nine daughters of Zeus. My parents named me after her. She was the Muse of Comedy. In all the stories, the playwrights would pray to her for inspiration, and the rule was that her plays always had happy endings. That’s why my mom chose the name.”

He took her hand. “She wanted you to have a happy ending.”

“That was her thinking, yeah.” Lia stared at their intertwined hands.

He lifted her chin so he could see her face. “You took after your namesake.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” She broke eye contact and pulled back from his touch. “I didn’t realize this would be so hard.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “So, I couldn’t shake the dreams. I kept seeing statues of Thalia with the comedy mask in her hand, and the Theater of the Muses, Les Neufs Soeurs, in Paris. I thought I was losing my mind.” She peered up at him from under her dark lashes. “Then the visions changed. I saw a run-down theater on the West Coast. After combing Google every night for weeks, I finally found it…in Crystal City.”

“The one that burned down…”

She nodded with a sigh. “Yeah.” She got up and went to the cupboard. “Want a glass of water or anything?”

He wanted something, but water wasn’t even close. “Nah. I’m fine.”

Her hips swayed as she moved around the kitchen, reminding him of how she had felt sitting on his lap in the pool. He adjusted the towel.

Lia came back over and sat down. “I don’t know how else to say this, but Clio, the one who interrupted us outside the improv club the other night?” He nodded, and she continued. “She’s a genius when it comes to history. She got her hands on some ancient Greek scrolls and found a prophecy involving the muses. The short version is that the nine daughters of Zeus are basically reborn each generation to inspire mankind.”

She stared at him as if waiting for a reaction, but he wasn’t sure what to say. “So you were dreaming of the prophecy?”

“No, Cooper.” She shook her head, no trace of her infectious smile. “I am the prophecy.”
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Lia held her breath, praying he wouldn’t run from the condo as fast as his legs could carry him.

His brow furrowed. “Wait a sec. You’re telling me you are the actual Greek Muse of Comedy?”

“Sort of.” She bought a little time taking a sip of her water. “I’m still me, but she’s inside my soul, too. I guess you could say I’m a vessel for her. She’s the reason I crave laughter. She needs it.” She chuckled, meeting his eyes. “It figures that out of all my sisters, I’m the muse of happy endings. I want to inspire people to laugh and embrace joy.”

“And why do you need a Guardian?” he asked.

He was taking this surprisingly well.

“The other half of the prophecy is that the gods have marked the Guardians and given them a latent ability that only comes alive when he finds his muse, to help us inspire science and the arts and move humanity forward. Our goal is to make the future brighter. But there are others who think the only hope for humanity is to unleash the Titans. They believe Kronos will bring back the Golden Age of Man. They worship him. And apparently, they think clean energy will slow down their drilling and somehow, we ended up on their most wanted list. Anyway, I think the Guardians are supposed to help us stay safe.”

Cooper rubbed the back of his neck again. “The day at the fire… Meeting you made this crazy healing thing happen.”

“I like to think it’s a cool superhuman gift from the gods, but yeah.”

He held up his hands, that flash of fear filling his eyes again. “I don’t know how to turn it off and on. I tried on a couple of calls today, but you were the only one it worked on.”

“We think we’ve figured out it only works to protect your muse.”

He stood up, running a hand through his hair. It was tough not to stare. Her kitchen just got much better looking.

Cooper faced her again. “What about what happened with the firefighter? How was that protecting you?”

“Maybe because I asked you to try again?” She shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

He paced her kitchen as she took another swallow of her water. “How can I live with knowing I could close his artery and pull him back to the land of the living, but not be able to do the same thing for someone in a car accident?”

She got up and took his hand. “Doctors can’t save everyone, either.”

He nodded and met her eyes. “Those guys on the security video, the ones in the masks, are they still a threat?”

“I hope not, but we’re done hiding from them. Mel’s Guardian is a police detective, and he’s working the case.”

“But if people find out that you think you really are the Greek muses…”

“We don’t think. We know. And yeah. It could get dicey.”

Cooper shook his head, looking out the window. “I think I need a little time to digest all this.”

Her chest tightened, but she nodded. “I know it seems crazy.”

“Understatement of the year.” He glanced at her. “You have my number if those masked assholes start bothering you?”

In spite of the ache in her heart, somehow he coaxed a smile to her lips as she muttered, “Masked assholes are the worst.”

He smiled back, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I do believe you.” His voice softened, just above a whisper. “You’re a bright light, Lia.” He came closer and brought his hand up to cup her cheek. She struggled not to snuggle in. “I’m not,” he finished.

She covered his hand with hers, searching his eyes. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. What you do every day…you save lives, Cooper. They may not laugh and applaud, but when they need you most, you’re there like the sun peeking through the storm.”

He pulled her close, and she slid her arms around his waist, closing her eyes. She had so many questions, but right now, words failed her.

He kissed her hair and stepped back. “I’ll call you soon.”

She nodded, and he went down the hall to change. Lia huffed out a breath and sank back into her chair. Cooper was a puzzle. She’d witnessed his selfless desire to help people firsthand, and he made her laugh with his gallows humor and curled her toes in the pool. The man kindled a hearty dose of passion in her, but part of him was shying away. She could almost feel him pulling back.

Maybe she’d dumped too much on him all at once. Subtlety had never been her strong suit.

He came back into the room in his street clothes. “Thanks for tonight.”

She stood up, suddenly feeling awkward and unsure what to do with her hands. “I’m sorry you’re being forced into all of this. I remember feeling like my life had been hijacked.”

He paused at the door and turned back. “How’d you get over it?”

“I quit my job at my aunt’s salon and told my family I was leaving Chicago for California. They were sure I was either on drugs or insane.” A bittersweet smile curved her lips. “I keep expecting them to come through the door to have an intervention, but my mom is still holding out hope I’ll meet John Stamos and bring him into the family.”

Cooper rubbed his chin. “You’re doing all of this to inspire the world?”

“Yeah.” She chuckled. “Maybe there’s a little insanity in me after all.”

“No.” He shook his head. “You’re brave.”

Without another word, Cooper walked out the door.
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“Mr. Belkin? Detective Malone is here to see you.” Marion’s voice rang through the intercom.

Ted frowned. “To see me?”

“Yes. He said it’s regarding an ongoing investigation.”

Shit. Ted glanced at his phone. He couldn’t duck the meeting without looking suspicious. Besides, his lawyer was just a call away if Ted needed him. “All right. Send him in.”

Detective Malone should have been coming to question Mikolas. Why was he at Ted’s door?

Recently, Ted had sent Bryce on an undercover operation to poke around Callie O’Connor’s home—she was the Muse of Epic Poetry—while no one was home. One of the scrolls Bryce took a picture of contained some sort of Greek prophecy about men called Guardians, who were marked by the gods to protect the muses.

The door opened, and there was Detective Nate Malone. Ted would bet every penny he had he was looking at one of those Guardians right now.

The moment the Order had gone after Melanie Jacoby, the Muse of Tragic Poetry, this detective had suddenly developed a sixth sense of some kind. Every move they made against the muse, he was right on their tail, forcing them to choose another target.

“Thanks for your time, Mr. Belkin.” The detective’s tone was anything but grateful. No doubt Malone had his suspicions, but there was no hard evidence regarding Ted’s connections to the Order.

Connections he no longer had.

Ted unbuttoned the cuffs of his dress shirt and started folding his sleeves up. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

“We got a tip about the arson fire at the theater and the new CEO here. I wanted to ask you a few questions.”

Ted looked up. “Shouldn’t you be talking to him?”

“My partner is upstairs with him now.” Nate’s eyes narrowed. “This is the third time threads of my investigation have led me to this building, but your new CEO was only in the country for this last one.”

Ted’s pulse quickened. He curled his toes in his loafers, forcing his facial expression to remain neutral. “Do I need a lawyer?”

Nate raised a brow. “That’s what I’m wondering.” He glanced toward the ceiling. “Must piss you off that some European guy is running your father’s company and not you.”

He’s baiting me.

“It’s disappointing, but it’s business,” Ted said. “I’m not sure what that has to do with your investigation.”

The detective shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’d be easy to frame him. Stash one of those gold masks in his trunk and place an anonymous tip to the hotline.”

Ted shot to his feet, his leather executive chair squeaking in protest. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but I think we’re finished here. If you have any more questions, you’ll have to contact my attorney.”

“If you think of anything that could help the investigation”—the detective laid a business card on the edge of Ted’s desk—“give me a call.”

He left the room, the door clicking shut behind him.

Ted pulled his hair back from his forehead and went to the plate glass window that overlooked Crystal City. The cops were trying to rattle him. He just needed to lie low until Mikolas was in custody, and then he could contact the members of the Order and resume his father’s mission to free the Titans from their prison and stop the muses.

Since Zeus imprisoned Kronos and his Titan brothers in the center of the earth, the Order had been trying to find a way to release them, to welcome back the Golden Age of Man. When Kronos reigned over the world, there was no war or hunger. The Order believed they could return to those days once the Titans were freed, but as centuries passed, they realized their goal would not be achieved without sacrifice.

Starting with the muses.

He went back to his desk and picked up his cell phone, pressed on Bryce’s name in his contact list, and waited for him to answer. “Hey. It’s Ted.”

“Hey, Boss. What’s up?”

“The police are sniffing around. I don’t think there are any ties between us, but be alert.”

“Will do.” He paused and added, “Any progress ousting the Greek?”

“Some.” Ted glanced toward the window. “Are you still keeping tabs on the muses?”

“Yeah. There’s a carpenter working on the site now. He got the foundation cleared and lumber has been delivered.”

“The carpenter’s not local, so I don’t have leverage to keep him from doing business with the muses, but one guy isn’t going to be able to rebuild the whole place alone anyway.” Ted and his father had been very careful in making the right connections so they could delay the construction of Les Neufs Soeurs as long as possible.

Bryce chuckled. “Hope not.”

Ted frowned. “You find this funny?”

“No, Boss.” His tone sobered. “It wasn’t you. Just watching the funny one—Lia. She just came out of 31 Flavors with a cone, and one scoop started to fall. She juggled it for a while, but it finally hit the ground.”

Ted stared at his phone. Damn. Good help was hard to find. At least Bryce was a strong, hulking guy, and the Order had done some mental conditioning to ensure his loyalty. He didn’t have to be smart; he just had to follow orders.

“Her full name is Thalia. I’m guessing she’s the Muse of Comedy just like her namesake,” Ted said.

Bryce’s footsteps sounded through the line as he spoke. “She’s been hanging out with that paramedic from the fire, the one the news reporters said had a seizure while he was saving the firefighter.”

“Could he be one of the Guardians I told you to look for?”

“Not sure how to tell.” Bryce sighed. “I don’t know what the mark looks like.”

Ted rapped his fingers on the desk. “Does he have a special ability?”

“Not that I’ve seen.” An engine started. “Oh, yesterday, Erica—the one dating the firefighter—went to a bridal store. A wedding must be coming.”

Another chance to get the muses all in one place. Maybe the Guardians, too. “Good. Keep me informed, and watch for the police.”

“Will do, Boss.”

Ted ended the call and set his phone aside. He couldn’t lose focus. First, he needed to contain Mikolas, then his attention could shift to silencing the muses.

He got up and left his office. When he reached the elevator, he glanced back at Marion. “I’ll be back in an hour.” Hopefully they’d have arrested the Greek on arson and attempted murder charges by then.

“All right, sir. Have a good lunch.”

Oh, he planned to…


CHAPTER 6


Cooper woke up a half hour before his alarm after a crappy night of tossing and turning. Every time he’d awoken, he had reached out for her, as if she were right beside him, only to remember that he’d never slept with Lia. So why was he so surprised to find his bed empty?

He was sick of his life spiraling into madness. Things used to make sense!

Grinding his teeth, he wandered into the bathroom for a shower. It was going to be a long goddamn day. Under the hot water, he tipped his head back and closed his eyes. Light burst behind his eyelids, weakening his knees. He crumpled onto the floor of the shower stall, his heart racing like a freight train.

The light moved, sentient somehow. Words came, echoing inside of his head, but they weren’t in a language he recognized. Gradually, shadows cut through the light in the shape of a man carrying symbols Cooper understood on some level—a laurel crown, a bow, and the sun.

Orange, yellow beams shot from the sun into the all-encompassing light, hot, but somehow the heat didn’t burn. It called to him. He lifted his hand, fingers splayed wide, aching to touch the sun. He couldn’t reach, stretching until he thought he might fall over, and finally, the light touched the tip of his fingers.

In an instant, he was back in his bathroom.

Cooper shivered even in the hot water, as he got to his feet. He checked his surroundings for any sign of the man made of light but found nothing. He finished his shower in record time and got out to towel off. His hands were still trembling.

If he hadn’t just had MRIs and CT scans, he’d fear he had a brain tumor. And somehow, the other options were even scarier.

Maybe he was having a psychotic break. Lack of sleep and slipping out of reality were both signs of mental problems.

He got dressed quickly, his mind spinning like a centrifuge filled with blood samples, struggling to separate reality and fantasy. The man made of light couldn’t have been real. He checked his fingertips for any sign of a burn, or proof he’d touched…whatever that was. If it was a mental breakdown, wouldn’t he have heard voices speaking a language he understood?

After brushing his teeth, he stared into the mirror, praying for clarity. Lia’s smile kept creeping into his mind. He reached behind his head, rubbing the birthmark hidden at the base of his hairline. The vision had to be connected.

Last night, his head had been swimming after Lia explained his role in this war he never realized was happening. Religion wasn’t a big part of his life. He tended to put his faith in science. Tangible, measurable proof were things he could believe in.

He walked into the living room and opened the slider to his tiny balcony. The sea air greeted him. Below, kids were giggling at the bus stop with no idea that the Titans of Greek mythology were still being worshipped today or that the Greek muses had been reborn inside a group of women, who were magically drawn to Crystal City. They didn’t know he had closed a cut in a man’s artery and brought him back to life without surgery. And none of them knew he’d just had some kind of vision in the shower that had knocked him to his knees.

Cooper gripped the railing. If he accepted all the craziness that was intruding into his reality, he’d have to let go of the life he knew, of order and science. Nothing about the vision, or the strange healings he’d been performing, could be explained or recreated in a lab.

He lifted his gaze to the sky. The sunlight fought the thick fog of the marine layer, and a single beam of light cut a path through the clouds, shining on the ground at the end of the street. Cooper stared at the circle, his vision blurring as the light took shape. A figure raised his hand toward Cooper.

“What the hell?” Cooper wiped his eyes, but the man remained.

A whisper echoed through his mind. I’m with you.

Cooper stumbled back inside the apartment, slamming the slider closed. He raked a shaky hand through his hair. “Fuck. Shit. Fuck—”

His cell buzzed, and he jumped so high he almost hit the ceiling. He fumbled to press “Accept.”

“Yeah?” he answered.

“Coop!” Nick’s voice came through loud and clear. “You okay?”

I’m miles and miles from okay.

“Yeah,” Cooper said instead. “What’s up?”

“Our shift started ten minutes ago. Just wanted to make sure you were coming in.”

Cooper glanced at the clock. “Dammit. Lost track of time. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Good. See you soon, man.”

Cooper put on a clean uniform and grabbed a set of street clothes for after his shift. As he was going out the door, he looked back at the slider again. The beam of light was gone.
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Once all the muses were seated around the table in the conference room of Lia’s black box theater, she locked the front door and joined them.

“Sorry, guys.” Mel checked her watch. “I know I called this meeting, but I’ve only got the sitter for about an hour, so I may need to leave early.”

The Muse of Tragic Poetry dwelled inside Melanie’s soul, but her life had been anything but tragic since Detective Nate Malone had come into her life. She was now a mother of two amazing kids while still teaching high school English. Lia kept expecting to see a superhero cape sneak out of the back of Mel’s shirt, but so far, no dice.

Callie leaned forward. “Is everything okay?”

Mel glanced around the table until her gaze landed on Erica.

The Muse of Erotic Poetry had nearly lost Reed, her firefighter fiancé, in the theater fire, and afterward, she had rallied the rest of them to get the police involved in hunting the Order of the Titans. It did put the muses at risk of being exposed as insane for believing the Greek muses lived inside them, but after losing Nia and Polly to attacks from the Order of the Titans, Erica convinced them the possibility of exposure was worth the risk.

“Nate is chasing a lead this morning.” Mel’s attention stayed focused on Erica. “They got an anonymous tip after releasing our security footage of the fire.”

Erica raised a brow. “This is good news, right?”

“Not sure yet.” Mel ran a hand through her hair. “Someone said they saw the new CEO of Belkin Oil with a gold Kronos mask in the trunk of his car.”

Lia frowned. “The leads always take us back to Belkin. So, the new Greek guy is taking over where Ted Belkin, Sr. left off?”

Mel shrugged. “Nate’s not convinced. His gut is telling him it’s a setup. He’s convinced that if the Greek billionaire is heading up the oil company and the Order of the Titans, he wouldn’t be so sloppy.”

Trinity stared at her hands. “He thinks it’s Ted.”

Lia looked at her roommate, wishing she could reach across the table and give her a hug. Trin had been in love with Ted Belkin in college. She’d confided in him when the muse dreams began, and now he wielded her secrets like a weapon.

Mel’s voice softened. “Nate was going to lean on Ted while his partner questioned the CEO. They have a warrant to check Mikolas’s car for the mask, but if they find it without his fingerprints on it, a good lawyer will be able to make sure nothing sticks.” Mel sighed. “Sorry it’s not better news, but I wanted to keep you all in the loop.”

Lia cleared her throat. “I have some news, too.”

All eyes turned her way. Cooper’s last words to her the night before still rang in her ears like a bad joke. Only he’d been far from joking.

“I found my Guardian,” she said. “He has the mark.”

A crease formed on Callie’s brow. “You don’t look relieved.” She was the Muse of Epic Poetry and took on the role as their leader like a second skin, but she was also an amazing psychiatrist. It was tough to hide anything from her.

Lia shook her head. “He didn’t take all the muse and Guardian stuff very well.”

Mel reached over to squeeze her hand. “He’ll come around. Nate freaked out, too. It would be tough not to.”

“The thing is,” Lia said, “I keep thinking about the fire, about when he saved Reed.”

“Cooper?” Erica’s attention shifted to Lia like a laser. “The paramedic? He’s your Guardian? I knew it!”

Lia met her eyes and nodded slowly. “Yeah, but from everything we know about the Guardians, their powers only work to protect their muse, right? He healed a gash in my head that day, but he also brought Reed back from the dead. I did ask him to try one more time, but he can’t seem to turn it off and on either, so I feel like there must be something we’re missing here.”

Clio pushed her glasses up and picked up her pen, jotting notes as she spoke. “I was researching potential candidates for our Guardians just to see if it might help us narrow down where or who they might be.” She shifted in her chair and glanced at Lia. “Thalia was with Apollo. He was the Sun God and the great healer. It would make sense that a paramedic would be your Guardian.”

Pain lanced through Lia’s head. Blinding light pierced her mind behind her eyelids. Images of paintings and statues of the golden god flooded her head all at once. He had blond hair, a muscular body, tan skin, and a healing touch.

She winced, rubbing her forehead.

Concern lined Clio’s eyes. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I don’t know. I think so?” Lia lifted her gaze to the others. “The mention of Apollo ignited some sort of sun bomb in my brain.”

Callie got up and went over to Lia’s side. “Maybe meeting the other Guardians would help him. Hunter loves to fire up the grill. At least then Cooper would know he’s not alone in this.”

“He asked for some space.” Lia forced a smile. “Turns out his grandmother is in my poker group on Wednesdays, though, so maybe she can give me some insight.”

Mel spoke up. “I’ll keep you all posted on Nate’s investigation, but he told me to remind everyone to be alert. Once the police start getting closer to the Order, there’s a good chance they’re going to try to lash out at us again.” Her gaze landed on Lia. “We’re going to need all the help we can get, so the sooner Cooper is on board, the better.”

After Callie gave a few updates on the Les Neuf Soeurs theater construction, Mel had to take off to relieve the babysitter, and the rest of the muses said their good-byes until Clio and Lia were the only ones left. Lia cleared the table, and Clio helped reconfigure the chairs.

“So, is Cooper nice?”

“Yeah.” Lia glanced up at Clio, a smile creeping onto her face. “But he’s sort of…complicated.”

“Complicated?” Clio rested a hand on her hip. “Like good complicated or…”

“I don’t know yet,” Lia admitted. “I don’t know him that well, but the time we’ve spent together has been pretty amazing. He’s got a good heart, he’s smart, and I love his grandmother.”

“But not him.”

Clio was the youngest in the group and by far the most romantic, probably from reading all the epic romances that changed history.

Lia chuckled. “It’s a little early for that.” She paused for a beat. “Have you ever been in love before?”

Clio tossed her ponytail over her shoulder. “I’m not a virgin, if that’s what you mean.”

“Not what I meant at all,” Lia said. “I mean, have you ever told a man you loved him?”

Clio paused and slowly shook her head. “No. There was a guy in college. We went out for a few months, but…I never said the words.”

Lia nodded. “Well, I have a couple times before, and it’s never happened after a couple of dates, at least not for me.” She patted her chest. “You have to trust the person before you offer them your heart.”

“But he’s your Guardian.”

“Yes, but he’s also hiding something.” Lia blinked. She hadn’t put it together before, but now it seemed obvious. “I thought he was worried about the sudden healings he was doing, but now I think there’s something more to it.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Trust goes both ways. He has to trust me enough to let me in, and last night”—her voice wobbled—“he shut me out.”

Clio took a step closer, empathy in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to press. I just thought…”

“I know,” Lia said. “The others fell in love with their Guardians.”

She nodded. “I thought you might, too.”

“Maybe someday. There’s definitely a spark there.” Lia draped an arm over Clio’s shoulder.

Her face brightened. “I knew it.”

“But he makes me work to get even a smile or a laugh out of him.”

Clio giggled, shaking her head. “That must make you crazy.”

Lia nodded. “At least I finally got a belly laugh out of him last night.”

“So there’s hope.” Clio raised a brow.

Lia’s lips curved into a smile as she nodded. “I definitely have hope.”
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Ted walked to his car, unable to wipe the smile from his face. He kept replaying the scene in his head. Standing at the window in his office, staring down at the parking lot below as the detectives helped Mikolas into the back of their car. The Greek had tipped his head up, his glare knocking Ted back a step, and then he was gone.

Inside the parking structure, he clicked his key fob to unlock the car.

A tall man stepped out of the shadows. “If you continue to push me, I will be forced to retaliate. I can promise you won’t enjoy it.”

Ted flinched but quickly buried his surprise. “They let you out already? Your daddy must’ve paid for an amazing lawyer.”

“They found a Kronos mask in my trunk,” Mikolas growled. “How do you think it got there?”

Ted shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you should be more careful.”

Mikolas shot forward and pinned Ted to one of the support columns, his fists gripping Ted’s shirt. “Don’t fuck with me. You’ve already cost me too much. I didn’t come all this way to hurt you, but if you get in my way again, I will.”

“What did you come here for?” Ted grabbed Mikolas’s wrists, trying to jerk free, but Mikolas didn’t let him go. “Because as far as I can see, you haven’t done a damned thing to help bring back the Golden Age of Man. Kronos hungers for freedom. What are you doing to make that happen?”

Mikolas pulled him forward, then slammed him back against the column, and finally released him. “The drill on the Oceanus rig has been repaired, and the public relations nightmare is almost behind us. As long as no more murders lead the police to our doorstep, we’ll continue on the mission.” A muscle clenched in his cheek. “Now back the fuck off, you whiny piece of shit. You’re a figurehead here. Nothing more.”

Ted glared at the Greek’s back as he vanished into the shadows. Asshole. Mikolas didn’t know who he was dealing with. Ted smoothed out his shirt. He got in the car and took out his cell phone. He pressed a couple of buttons to make a call.

“Bryce?” he confirmed. “It’s Ted.”

“Yeah, Boss.”

Ted checked his mirrors. “Give me something I can use.”

“The muses were all at that improv club again. Most of them left, so I was going to tail one of them, but then an ambulance pulled up. The paramedic just went inside. Maybe one of the muses dropped dead?”

They couldn’t be that lucky. Ted turned on the car. “Wait for me. That guy could be another one of the Guardians from that prophecy.”

“I didn’t see any marks, but I’ll stay here.”

“Thanks, Bryce.”

Ted hung up and drove out of the parking structure, half expecting Mikolas to jump out again. Thankfully, the Greek was nowhere to be seen. The CEO could threaten Ted all he wanted, but he didn’t have anything to leverage. He already banished Ted from the Order, and Mikolas couldn’t fire him from the company that bore his family’s name.

He headed toward the improv theater on the east side of town, an idea forming in the back of his head. His father’s extra Kronos masks were in a trunk at his place. He grinned. If he planned his next moves right, he could lead the police right to Mikolas’s door with so much evidence that even his rich, Greek father wouldn’t be able to bail him out.


CHAPTER 7


The front door to the improv club opened just as Lia turned out the lights. She spun around, expecting it to be Clio. Instead, Cooper’s broad shoulders filled her doorway.

“Lia? Can I talk to you?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Cooper came inside and Lia waved to Nick in the ambulance outside. She flicked the lights back on and walked Cooper over to the nearest two seats. She sat down. “What’s going on?”

“Hell if I know.” He sat beside her, his eyes haunted. By what, she had no idea. “I don’t have much time, but something happened this morning. There’s no one else I can ask about it.”

She shored up her emotional defenses. “Okay, shoot.”

He ran a hand through his hair and met her eyes. “First, I need to say I’m sorry I left the way I did last night. This is…big. I didn’t handle it well.”

“I get it.” She nodded, not allowing herself to touch him. “It’s not often that you get pizza, go for a swim, get a haircut, and then find out you were marked by the gods to protect one of the Greek muses—me.”

A smile tugged at his lips. “Can’t be a picnic for you, either. The Muse of Comedy should’ve been paired up with somebody funny. Instead, you got…me.”

She worried her lower lip, fighting to keep from smiling. “You’ve got a sense of humor in there somewhere, but you keep it hidden pretty well.”

He glanced at the door and then back to her. “I wish I had more time. I’m still on call.”

“How can I help?” she asked.

He reached for her hand, his touch sending a ripple of awareness through her. “I had a vision or something this morning.”

Lia frowned. She and her muse sisters had experienced dreams, not visions while they were awake. A chill shot up her spine. “Maybe it’s part of your gift. Nate, Mel’s Guardian, started to have visions after he met her. It’s called psychometry. You could have it, too.”

He winced. “Psych-what?”

“Psychometry. He can touch an object and get a vision about it.” She held his hand a little tighter.

“No. That’s not it.” He shook his head. “I was in the shower.” He swallowed, his gaze locking with hers. “I blinked, and light came at me from everywhere. There were statues of Thalia. She had the comedy mask in her hand, and then the light took the shape of a man and reached out to me.” He chuckled, but there was no humor in it. “Jesus, it sounds even crazier out loud.”

She gasped. Light. It made sense, in an insane kind of way. She’d had a flash of it, too, when the other muses met up earlier. “Apollo.”

He frowned, tensing. “Did Nick tell you that?”

It was her turn to be confused. “Nick?”

“Yeah.” Cooper glanced at the door and back to her. “Did he tell you Garcia calls me that?”

She blinked. “How did Garcia know?”

“You’re not making any sense.” Cooper groaned, rubbing the back of his neck again.

“Why does he call you Apollo?”

“It’s dumb.” Cooper shrugged. “Just a nickname. I came into the station all big, blond, and tan, and Apollo was the only Greek God he could remember.”

“Apollo was the God of the Sun, a healer.” She cleared her throat and added softly, “And he loved Thalia.”
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Before Cooper could process her words, his radio buzzed. “Sorry, Coop,” Nick said. “We got a call.”

“Shit.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “My head is swimming.”

“Mine, too.” She stood with him. “When are you done working?”

“I’m off at ten tonight.”

“Perfect. I was running out to get dinner, but I’ll be back here for rehearsal tonight. Come by the theater, and we can go back to my place. I’ll make you a killer ice cream sundae.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Ice cream is my favorite.”

“Your grandmother told me.”

He smiled. “You’re slick.” He took a few steps toward the door and stopped. “See you soon. Be careful.”

She nodded. “You too, Cooper.”

He glanced back at her as he opened the door. “I don’t understand any of this, but being with you…calms the storm. Thanks.”
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He jogged out to the rig and hit the lights as Nick drove away. His partner spoke without taking his eyes off the road. “You seem better.”

“Lia has that effect on me.”

Nick smirked while he made a right turn. “You like this one.”

“Yeah.” Cooper stared out the window. Baring his soul didn’t come easy. “I don’t recognize myself when I’m with her. She makes me laugh.” He shook his head. “I’ve never met anyone like her before.”

“Doesn’t hurt that she’s good-looking, either.”

Cooper chuckled, glancing at his partner. “Oh yeah. She’s beautiful without even trying.”
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Ted followed the petite assistant with jet-black hair into the library. She turned around, all business. “Pamela will be with you shortly.”

She exited the room, closing the large double doors behind her. He wandered to the north wall, running his finger along the shelf in front of the aged leather volumes. Pamela had expensive taste, and it apparently carried over to her books, too. First editions of Charles Dickens, Washington Irving, Percy Shelley, and Robert Louis Stevenson lined the shelf. Under a glass case was an ancient copy of The Iliad, and another housed a hand-lettered edition of the Bible.

He flinched when the door opened. Quickly composing himself, Ted made his way over to take her hand. “Hello, Pamela. You look stunning as usual.”

And he wasn’t lying. The mysterious, wealthy heiress had dated his father for a couple of years while Ted was in college. And while the years had weakened his father, Pamela stood before him unchanged. Her olive complexion showed no signs of wrinkles or discoloration, her dark eyes sparkled in the soft lighting of the library, and her cleavage in the red silk blouse was distracting to say the least.

She shook his hand and went to the wet bar in the corner, her shapely hips swaying in a hypnotic rhythm. “Why are you here, Teddy?”

He ground his teeth to keep from correcting her. He was hardly the twentysomething she’d known in the past, but he needed to win her over so he swallowed his pride. Pamela wielded power with a good majority of the members of the Order of the Titans. She could get him reinstated, maybe even get his leadership position back.

“I’m here about Mikolas Leandros.”

She turned to face him, forcing him to stop in his tracks. “The new leader of the Order?” A red, perfectly manicured fingernail poked into his chest. “Interesting. Why?”

He cleared his throat. “He banished me and our enforcer after the theater fire.”

“I’m aware. We watched the ashes of your masks and robes fly up to Father Sky.” She spun on her heel and went to the bar, turning over two glass tumblers. “He explained that you were reckless and have led the police closer to discovering us.”

“Tartarus is nearly opened. If we can silence the muses—”

“You want to continue your father’s mission,” she cut in. Her full lips curved into a seductive, barely-there smile as she removed the lid to the ice bucket.

“Yes,” he answered, probably too quickly. The last thing he needed was for her to decide Mikolas was right about his recklessness. He smoothed his hair back. “Mikolas doesn’t have the mettle to see this through. We can’t fail when we’re so close to the finish line.”

She dropped two ice cubes into each glass, her dark eyes meeting his. “Kronos.” The way she whispered his name was almost sensuous. “He will reward those who free him from his prison.”

“And I intend to be the one to open the door for him.”

She poured amber liquid over the ice and offered him a glass. “Why are you telling me this? I could go directly to our new leader with this conversation.”

“If you ever cared for my father, you won’t.”

Her eyes sparkled as she swirled her drink in the glass. “Do you think it was your father I cared for? Or his money?”

Hell if Ted knew, but he was fairly certain of one thing… “You were fond of his power.”

She raised a sculpted brow. “Smart boy.”

Ted took a sip of the drink and chuckled. “I’m hardly a boy.”

She came closer, looking up at him from under her thick lashes. “Are you a man now, Teddy?”

Pamela was a heady mixture of temptation and danger, and suddenly, his blood was pumping below his belt. “More of a man than Mikolas Leandros.”

She took another step toward Ted, her breasts almost touching his chest. Almost. Her voice was a throaty whisper. “Man enough to deliver Kronos into this world?”

“Fuck yeah.” He slid his arm around her waist and tasted her lips.

Her free hand slid up his chest, setting him on fire as he devoured her mouth. The sweet brandy mixed with something spicy, just beyond his recognition, something rare and ancient.

When she pushed him back one step, he already ached for her.

She ran her tongue along her teeth, sizing him up. “Bedding me is not going to free Kronos.”

“No.” He took another sip of the drink, praying the cool liquid might quench the fire she had just stoked in him. “But I have a plan. I need the Greek’s Mercedes tonight. I was hoping you could pay him a visit and keep him occupied.”

After he said the words, a vision of Pamela tangled in satin sheets with Mikolas filled his head, and he hastily added, “If you slipped some tranquilizers into his drink, we could use the car and leave it back at his place. He won’t even realize it was gone.”

“I could.” She finished her drink and set the glass on the bar. “But I want something in return.”

His pulse thumped in his ears. “Sure. What’s that?”

She came closer, her floral musk intoxicating. Rising on her toes, her lips brushed his ear as she whispered, “Make Zeus weep for the loss of his daughters. There is no greater pain for a parent.”

“Yes.” He nodded, trying to bury his eagerness. “We will. Just make sure Mikolas is knocked out.”

“Oh, he will be.” She went to the door leading out of the library. “You can show yourself out, no?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Once the door clicked, he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Holy shit. What the hell was he doing?

He ran a shaky hand through his hair. Pamela had been his dad’s mistress. Was she old enough to be Ted’s mother?

But more importantly, did he even care?

He finished his drink. No. He didn’t give a rat’s ass. Since he’d dated Trinity in college, no other woman had lit a fire inside him.

But Pamela just had.

She’d kindled an inferno.
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By the end of his shift, Cooper’s body ached, but his mind was pleasantly clear. There hadn’t been anything out of the ordinary on their calls today. A few weeks ago, he would’ve been hoping for the chance to save a patient, to get a heart beating again, but right now, ordinary was soothing.

Back at the station, Cooper showered and changed while Nick rambled on about his truck not passing the smog test and the cost of his catalytic converters being a racket.

Cooper was barely listening, though. Once he had his shoes on, he grabbed his bag. “Catch you later, man.”

Nick looked up. “Set your alarm this time. I’m not going to swing by your place and drag your sorry ass out of bed.”

“I’ll be here.” As he turned to go, Garcia was entering the locker room.

“Apollo! Save any lives today?” he asked.

Cooper’s nickname had a whole new meaning now, but he tried not to act any differently. He just shook his head. “Only transports today. No trauma.”

Garcia opened his locker. “Gotta come on the night shift with me. That’s where the action is.”

Every couple of months, they flipped schedules. Cooper would be back on nights soon enough.

He clapped Garcia’s shoulder. “Sorry, man. I’ve got a better offer tonight.”

Garcia chuckled and called after him, “Don’t break too many hearts, Apollo!”

Cooper sent a text to Lia to be sure they were still on, and then he pulled into the grocery store. He went inside and stared at the flowers. Why was he here? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d brought a woman flowers, but the idea that they might make Lia smile encouraged him.

What kind would she like? It was too late to call his grandmother, but that was probably for the best. He wanted to do this on his own.

He quickly wrote off roses. They were too serious. Next, he looked at a bouquet with purple flowers. They were pretty, but when he read the tag, he put them back. Forget-me-nots weren’t what he was looking for, either. Then he noticed a bouquet of sunflowers surrounded by a forest of daisies. He caught himself grinning. They were bright, like the sun. Like Lia.

Perfect.

He grabbed the flowers and went to check out when the back of his neck started to throb. Frowning, he paid and reached for his phone as he headed for his car.

He hit Lia’s number and held his breath.

“Cooper?” she answered.

Just hearing her voice relaxed him, but his birthmark was stinging now. What was it she’d said about the other Guardians’ birthmarks hurting when their muses were in danger?

“I’m on my way over now.”

“Oh good. I just finished with the improv group. I’m locking up.” Keys jangled in the background.

“I’m right around the corner. Can I pick you up?” he asked, trying to keep the concern from his voice.

“Um, okay. I do have my car, though.”

“I know.” His damned birthmark was burning up. Something wasn’t right. “Just wait for me. I’ll be right there.”
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Ted stayed in the shadows outside the improv theater as the Make ’Em Laugh marquis went dark. That was Bryce’s signal. Sweat ran down Ted’s face behind his father’s Kronos mask. The borrowed robe still carried his father’s scent, bolstering Ted’s commitment. Besides, he was only the distraction.

He looked toward her car. She wasn’t crossing the parking lot to it yet.

What the hell?

In the distance, on the other side of the lot, an engine revved. Bryce was ready.

So where was the Muse of Comedy?

Ted crept out of the shadows searching for something to draw her out. She ran a neat shop, he’d give her that. The Dumpster was locked, and he couldn’t even find a stray soda can to roll her way.

Shit.

Suddenly another car pulled into the lot, and Ted scurried back into the darkness. The car door opened, bathing the blond paramedic in light from the overheads. He had to be one of the Guardians.

Ted’s hands trembled as he fired a text off to Bryce.

Target is now the paramedic. Go.

The guy got out of the car, flowers in hand. He started for the door, and Ted stepped into the yellow glow of the streetlight.

The man froze, frowning. “Who are you?”

“The Golden Age of Man is returning,” Ted said. “Sacrifices must be made.”

A black Mercedes without its headlights on raced toward him. The paramedic spun at the last second, but it was too late. His body smashed into the windshield and flew over the car as Bryce plowed through the lot. He stopped the car by Ted, but he didn’t get in. Not yet.

A woman screamed, running to the fallen man. Tears streamed down her face as she looked over at the car. That was what Ted had been waiting for. She’d tell the police about the Kronos mask and the Mercedes.

The windshield was shattered and the front fender and hood were crunched from the impact. Ted got in the passenger side, and Bryce gunned it. They’d leave the borrowed, battered car back at the Greek’s place. The cocktail Pamela had given him should keep him sleeping until sunrise.

Maybe Detective Malone would wake him up.

Ted grinned and turned toward Bryce as he removed his mask. “Back roads. No one can see the damage to the car.”

Bryce nodded, handing Ted his mask. “Think he’s dead?”

“I don’t know.” Ted stared out the window. He’d spoken the line about sacrifices a million times. It was true: they did need to be made in order to free the Titans from their prison in Tartarus. But deep inside, he still couldn’t commit himself to killing. Death was something he’d never be able to wash off. Besides, Bryce was trained and conditioned for the job; Ted was the brains.

But knowing that didn’t make him any more comfortable. He ached to get home to a hot shower.

“We want him dead, right? So he can’t protect the muses?”

Bryce’s voice yanked Ted from his thoughts. “Doesn’t matter. We just want them to tell the police what the car looked like and that they saw the Kronos masks. The detective will have to check with Mikolas, and when they see his car, he won’t have an alibi. He’ll be done. I can take over Belkin Oil and the Order of the Titans, and we can finish what my father started.”

Bryce’s leather gloves squeaked as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “And my name will be up there with yours. We’ll be immortalized forever.”

Ted nodded. Bryce would probably not live to see that day, but Ted was keeping that knowledge to himself.


CHAPTER 8


The Mercedes peeled away as if the driver hadn’t just hit a man. She raced to Cooper’s side, scraping both knees as she slid on the pavement. “Cooper? Please be okay… Cooper?”

He groaned. Thank the gods.

“I need to call 9-1-1.” She patted her pockets. Her phone. Shit.

Lia scanned the dimly lit parking lot. Finally, she spotted it on the ground at the curb near the back of the theater. “I’ll be right back.”

She started to stand, but Cooper grabbed her wrist, the strength of his body heat surprising her. It didn’t burn, but it also wasn’t comfortable. She turned back to find him…glowing.

Lia dropped to her knees again, her heart racing. “Cooper? What’s happening?”

He didn’t reply. His eyes closed, and tremors in his muscles vibrated all the way up her arm. She glanced at her cell, wishing she could stretch far enough to reach it. Dammit.

Suddenly, her knees started to tingle. She shook her head, a tear spilling down her cheek. “No. Don’t you dare heal me while you’re nearly unconscious in my parking lot.”

His voice rumbled, his eyes were still closed. “Let me be your Guardian.”

“You come first, right now.” Her voice cracked as she noticed the blood seeping out from under his head. “I’ve got to call 9-1-1. Now.”

His eyes opened, and the light radiating from him intensified. “I can’t…contain…it… Too…much power.”

Cooper’s body shook, seizing the way it had when he had brought Reed back to life. Lia struggled free of his grip on her wrist, about to race for her phone, but Cooper went still.

Eerily still.

“Cooper?” She cupped his cheek. He was burning up. “Wake up, Cooper!”

He didn’t move. She stumbled to her feet and raced for her cell. With trembling fingers, she opened the screen and called 9-1-1.

“9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” the operator asked.

She knelt at his side again as Cooper stirred.

“Hit and run.” She gave them the address as she rushed back to his side. “He needs an ambulance.”

His eyelashes fluttered open, and his blue eyes met hers. “I’m okay.”

She shook her head. “No, you’re not.”

“They’re on the way,” the dispatcher said. “Can you find a pulse?”

“He’s conscious.”

“Keep him still until the paramedics arrive. He could have a neck injury.”

He rested a big hand on Lia’s thigh. “My neck is fine.”

She rolled her eyes and answered the dispatcher. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t move.” The line went dead. She looked at her phone and then at Cooper. “Great. My battery just died.”

He took her cell from her shaky hand. “We need to talk before the fire department gets here.”

“Okay.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “You were…you were glowing like a human nightlight.”

“I was?” He tried to look around. “Sorry about the flowers.”

For the first time, she noticed the daisies and sunflowers that were littered around her parking lot. “Were those for me?”

“Yeah.” He started to sit up, but she pinned his shoulders. “No moving, mister.”

He covered her hand with his. It wasn’t hot anymore. “I’m fine.”

“You were hit by a car, glowing, and burning up like the sun on a summer day. Then you had a seizure. None of those things equal fine.” A smile crept up on her. “You’re the paramedic here. You should know the definition of fine better than I do.”

He chuckled and winced. “Okay, I’m a little sore, but whatever was broken is mended now.”

She sat back on her feet. “You’re a horrible patient.”

“First responders always are.” He glanced at her legs. “How are you knees?”

She rolled her eyes. “I haven’t checked, but I’m guessing I won’t even have a bruise.”

“Good.” Sirens sounded in the distance. “We don’t have much time.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I think the light I saw today was Apollo.”

“Like the Apollo?”

He nodded. “Sounds nuts, but I think so.”

A fire truck pulled into the parking lot, followed by an ambulance, bathing them in red and yellow lights. “I don’t think he understands I’m human, but if I can’t figure out how to make him understand, he’s going to kill me while he tries to help.”

Lia glanced over at the fire crew and paramedics. “That’s why you were so hot.”

“I think so.” He swallowed. “How am I going to explain my broken skull being healed already?”

“Miracle?”

He groaned. “We work in science, not miracles.”

“You have a better answer?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You can’t tell them a Greek god healed you before they got here.”

The paramedics rushed over with a kit and a gurney. Lia stepped back to give them room as they went to work taking his vitals. Two police cars rolled in, and a uniformed officer got out and headed her way. Then a familiar face got out of the other car.

Nate instructed the officer to secure the crime scene and came over to her. “Are you all right?”

“Shaken up, but we’re alive, so I’ll put it in the win column.”

He looked at Cooper and the floral debris. “Your date?”

“My Guardian.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Does he know?”

“Yeah.” She shook her head. “I don’t think he realized how dangerous a job it would be.” She met Nate’s eyes. “He’s the paramedic who saved Reed at the fire. Seems his ability is healing.”

Nate dropped his voice low. “So he healed himself?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “He thinks he had help.”

Nate pulled out his notepad and jotted down a couple of things. “Tell me everything you remember.”
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Ted’s adrenaline rush hadn’t lessened much as he drove home. Bryce parked the Mercedes in Mikolas’s garage right where they had found it. They’d both been wearing gloves so there weren’t any fingerprints in the car, and they’d grabbed the Kronos masks before they left.

Everything had gone according to plan, except that they hit the paramedic instead of the muse. But maybe he was one of the Guardians from the prophecy. If they managed to eliminate a few more Guardians, it would be easier to get to the muses.

Either way, the mission was successful. Nothing would implicate him, and Mikolas could very well be in prison without bail by morning.

Ted parked his car and went inside.

“Is it done?”

He spun around to find Pamela in his kitchen. The lights were out, but she had a candle and two champagne flutes on the counter.

“How’d you get in here?”

She plucked a glass from the countertop. “This was your father’s beach condo while you were away at college. You apparently never changed the locks.”

He put his keys in the dish by the door and headed to the kitchen. He wasn’t sure if he was more unsettled or turned on by her surprise appearance in his condo.

“I didn’t realize my father gave you your own set of keys.” He took the second glass.

“Oh, he gave me whatever I wanted.” She took a slow sip of champagne, her dark eyes on his face. “I hope you’ll follow in his footsteps.”

“I’m not my father.” He knocked back a mouthful of champagne without savoring it, aching for the numbing buzz.

Her lips curved into a sexy smile. “I can see that.” She came closer, running a red fingernail up the buttons of his shirt. “Did you get me what I asked for? Is another muse dead?”

“Not yet. But once you encourage the Order to reinstate me as leader, you’ll have it.”

“You don’t give me orders.” She placed the crystal flute back on the marble counter, all traces of her smile gone. “I answer to only one being in this world: Kronos. No other.”

He moved in, sliding his free arm around her waist. He drew her to him, her curves igniting his senses like a wildfire. “We want the same thing, Pamela.”

Her breath teased his lips. “Do we?”

“Yes,” he whispered, aching to taste her.

Pamela ran her finger along his jawline. “Tell me.”

“The muses will die for killing my father.”

“And to punish theirs.” Her words were a caress, and then her lips fused to his.
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Cooper glared at the fluids dripping into the IV, but there was no escaping it for now. His miraculous recovery was already raising eyebrows. The less fuss he made, the sooner he’d get out of there.

Lia dozed beside his hospital bed. God, she was beautiful. If his birthmark hadn’t burned so much, he wouldn’t have made that phone call to ask her to wait for him. His gut clenched at the thought of that car hitting her instead of him.

Her heavy eyelids fluttered. She stretched, her breasts pressing against the fabric of her shirt. He glanced down at his hospital gown. Another part of him was apparently uninjured.

She propped one of her elbows on the edge of his bed, her chin resting in her palm. “We’ve got to stop having these hospital dates.”

He chuckled. “I told you I was fine.”

She reached for his hand with her free one. “Do you think they’ll let you go when the morning crew gets here?”

“Probably after morning rounds. I don’t have any broken bones and no sign of a concussion.”

She lowered her voice. “I called Callie while you were getting the MRI and told her about the visit from Apollo. She’s a psychiatrist for the Navy. Anyway, she thinks she could hypnotize you, and it might allow you to communicate with Apollo in a safe space.”

“Yeah, if he could give me fewer seizures, that’d be great.”

She lifted her head, her laughter sounded like bells chiming. Damn. He wished he were funnier so he could make her laugh all the time.

Lia grinned. “So you’re willing to give hypnosis a shot?”

“What do we have to lose?” He pulled her hand up to his lips, his gaze locked on hers. “Would it be breaking some Guardian rule to take you out on a real date? What do you like to do when you’re not making people laugh?”

Her expression warmed. “Well, I always look forward to playing poker with the ladies at Blessed Mary’s Village.” She bit at her lower lip. “And…”

“And?” He waited, slowly realizing that he wanted to know everything about her. Her favorite song, favorite color, all of it.

“And I love playing games,” she said.

“Like other card games?”

“All games.” A flush of crimson crept up her neck, coloring her cheeks. “But I get super competitive. So never mind. It’s probably not a good idea.”

He caught himself grinning. “I’m a pinball wizard.”

Her jaw dropped, a spark in her dark eyes. “I love pinball.”

“Then it’s settled. When they discharge me, we’re going back to The Luna Brewery for a pinball tournament.”

Her smile was dazzling as she rose from her chair and brushed a tender kiss to his lips. She drew back but not too far. “Winner gets—”

“This is all I want.” He pulled her back in for another kiss. Her lips were soft and addictive.

She took in a slow breath, her eyes meeting his. “And if I win?”

He caressed her cheek. “What do you want?”

“I’ll tell you if I win.”

He shook his head, baffled to find himself smiling again. “Guess I’ll never know, then.”

“You’re that confident you’ll beat me?”

He brought his other hand up behind his head. “Oh yeah.”

She crossed her arms, but she couldn’t hide the sexy twinkle in her eyes. “Pretty cocky, Mr. Hanover.”

“If we’re going to trash talk with last names, I need to know yours.”

She ran her hand up his thigh. “That’s Ms. Youlos to you.”

He caught her wrist before her hand could get higher, his blood pumping south at a rapid rate. “Ms. Youlos, you’re going to have the nurses racing in here to check my heart monitor.”

Her gaze wandered down to the tent his body was starting to pitch under his hospital gown. When her eyes met his, her voice dropped to a breathy whisper. “Maybe we can get your pulse rate up after I kick your ass at pinball.”

He shook his head, laughing. He hadn’t laughed so hard in a long time. “Hope you’ll still want to after I win.”

She brushed her lips to his forehead, treating him to an up close and personal view of her cleavage, and whispered, “We’ll both win, no matter what the score is.”

Damn. Maybe he’d let her win, just to end the game as quickly as possible.

He glanced at the clock, willing time to move faster. He couldn’t get out of there soon enough.


CHAPTER 9


Lia walked around the grounds of the hospital swinging her arms and stretching her back. She pushed up the sleeves of Cooper’s leather jacket. It was a nice day out. The morning air was crisp, and having his scent wrapped around her didn’t hurt, either.

The hospital chair had done a number on her muscles. She’d be fine never spending another night in one. Luckily, Cooper was supposed to be released this morning.

Lia slipped out with Cooper’s coat when the doctor came by on rounds. Hopefully he was giving Cooper his discharge instructions.

While she bent to touch her toes, she recognized the upside-down man coming toward her. She straightened up. “Hey, Nate.”

He looked at the main entrance to the hospital and back to her. “Are they letting Cooper go home?”

“Yeah, I think so. The doctors aren’t happy about it, but he doesn’t have any injuries for them to treat. None of them can believe it. They keep searching for something.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “Did you find any clues on the black Mercedes?”

“That’s why I was hoping I’d catch you here.” He walked toward a secluded bench, and she followed.

Lia took a seat. “Not sure what else I can tell you. I didn’t recognize the car.”

“We arrested the new CEO of Belkin Oil this morning.”

“What?” She blinked. “The Greek billionaire?”

“Yeah. A couple days ago, we picked him up off an anonymous tip from the security footage. He had a Kronos mask in his trunk. My gut said he was being set up, but when we followed up this morning, his car had a shattered windshield and damage to the front end consistent with striking a pedestrian.”

“So he’s picking up where Belkin, Sr. left off?”

“Looks that way, but…” He stared into the parking lot.

Lia frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He shrugged, meeting her eyes. “Call it a hunch, but he looked like hell this morning, and he walked us into his garage without a warrant. Why would he do that if he knew his car was smashed up?”

Lia looked down at her shoes. “You don’t think he was the one wearing the mask.”

“I don’t know what to think.” He crossed his arms. “He’s in a holding cell for now, calling his lawyer. The Crime Scene Unit is sweeping the car for evidence now. But regardless, I only have one suspect, and you reported two.”

“Right. One was driving and the other one got in the passenger seat.”

“Mikolas claims he was at home alone last night.” His gaze shifted to her face. “He could be lying, but he’s not an idiot. Why take me into his garage knowing he had no alibi?” He dropped his hands into his lap. “Just don’t let your guard down, okay? I’m not sure I have the right guy, and even if I’m wrong and Mikolas was driving, I’m still missing the second player in a mask.”

She nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

“Good.” Nate stood up. “Cooper’s our victim, so until I find the second Kronos worshipper, a black-and-white will be watching Cooper’s place. Hunter and Reed said they’ll tag team keeping an eye on your condo, too. I’ll keep you posted.”

Lia got to her feet. “Thanks, Nate.” She checked the automatic doors at the hospital entrance and added, “I think you should know, something is happening with Cooper. Something different.”

A crease formed on his brow. “Different how?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I think Apollo is trying to communicate with him.”

He rubbed his chin. “As in the Greek god?”

“I know it sounds nuts, but…”

He chuckled. “My definition of nuts has definitely expanded recently.”

Lia’s eyes widened as she lifted her arm. “Cooper was wearing this jacket last night.” Her gaze locked on Nate. “Maybe if you touch it, you’ll be able to get something.”

He shook his head. “I only get visions if it’s connected to Mel.”

“Cooper saved Reed at the fire, and that had nothing to do with me. I think the gods are getting involved here. Something’s changing.” She searched his eyes. “Please, just humor me.”

Nate sighed and came to her side. “Nothing’s going to…”

His words trailed off as his hand made contact with the sleeve. Nate’s face went blank, his gaze distant. Lia’s heart raced. She held her breath as she kept an eye on the glass double doors behind Nate.

Suddenly, he jerked his hand back, his nostrils flaring as he pulled in a deep breath. “Holy shit.”

“You saw something?”

He nodded slowly. “The accident last night, and there was a light—a blinding one. It sank into Cooper, healing him.” He raked his fingers through his hair, meeting her gaze. “And the one standing outside in the Kronos mask wasn’t the Greek.”

“How can you be so sure?”

He rolled his shoulders back like he was shaking off a nightmare. “He was a few inches shorter.” His tone softened. “There was a voice, too.”

“Did you recognize it?”

“No.” Nate shook his head, the color draining from his face. “But it whispered that the fire on the water opened the door.”

She frowned. “What fire? The theater?”

“I don’t think so.” His gaze locked on hers. “The only fire that happened on water recently was…”

“The Oceanus oil rig. Belkin’s off-shore drilling explosion.” Belkin Oil had been fined for drilling past the oil beds.

A chill crept down Lia’s spine. What if the door that opened was to Tartarus?

The big question was: Did anything get out?
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Ted looked up at the Belkin Oil building with a smile. It was his again. Mikolas Leandros’s arrest had been all over the news this morning leaving reporters pondering if Belkin’s new CEO had been driving under the influence of alcohol.

For now, the Greek was behind bars without bail.

And Ted was ready to take the reins of his father’s company at last. Soon he’d be the leader of the Order of the Titans again, too. Pamela was calling a meeting tonight to discuss his future. Finally, his life was getting back on track.

He got out of the elevator a few floors short of the roof and approached Marion’s desk. “Good morning. Did you see the news today?”

“Yes.” She lifted her head and peered at him over her reading glasses. “The press has been calling all morning. They want your statement.”

“They can wait.” He started for his office door. “We’re moving up to my father’s old office today.”

“Wait, sir.” She was on her feet. “Mr. Belkin…”

He dropped his hand from the doorknob. “What is it?”

The door opened before she could answer.

“We need to talk.”

His heart stuttered. He’d know that voice anywhere.

Marion sighed. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer, sir. Do you want me to call security?”

“No. Thanks, Marion.” Ted turned to find himself staring into Trinity Porter’s fathomless dark eyes. His mouth went dry as she walked back into his office. Ted followed, closing the door behind him.

Half of him wanted to touch her, the other half wanted to run.

She crossed her arms and raised a brow at him. “Disappointed I’m not dead?”

“No.” He got behind his desk without stumbling and sat down. “It’s good to see you again, Trinity.”

“Is it?” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re lucky I’m not a violent person. I know you were one of the men in the Kronos masks on the security footage of our theater. You chained the doors closed and set it on fire. Did you also try to run over my friend Lia last night?”

Although it was crystal clear she wasn’t happy to see him, just hearing her voice again was like a cool breeze in the desert, and seeing her face made him ache for her smile, to run his fingers through her hair. How had he walked away from her?

How had he clicked the padlocks closed on the chains around the theater door handles and watched Bryce launch Molotov cocktails inside?

He rubbed a hand down his face, reminding himself Trinity was the Muse of Music. She was the enemy. But years ago, that same voice had whispered that she loved him.

Pain lanced through his heart as he cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Like hell you don’t.” She shot to her feet, a flash of rage in her eyes. “I confided in you when I couldn’t tell anyone about the crazy dreams. I told you about the broken-down theater in Crystal City and my plan to go to California to find it.” Light danced in the tears she was clearly fighting not to let fall. “Now two of my dearest friends, my sisters, are dead.”

He struggled to keep his expression neutral. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“No.” She stormed over to his desk, leaning on the edge toward him. “You don’t get to be sorry for something you caused.”

“You’re not the only one hurting here. My father is dead, too.” He rose to his feet. “If you came to throw false accusations my way, then I’ll have to ask Marion show you out.”

“Wow.” Trin’s jaw slackened for a second, her gaze searching his. Finally, she shook her head. “He did it. Your father killed the only light inside of you, didn’t he? Filled you with his poison.” She turned and walked over to the door, then stopped and glanced back. “When I realized you were involved with your father’s Kronos worshippers, I didn’t want to believe it. And after the hit and run in Lia’s parking lot, I thought maybe I could reach you. But I’m too late. I see that now.”

“Wait.” He sat in his chair again and leaned back, grateful for the scratches Pamela had left down his back. The ache reminded him of his commitment. The muses would die, Zeus would be punished, and Kronos would lead mankind back to the Golden Age.

The betrayal in Trin’s eyes when she spun fully back around touched a nerve. She didn’t come any closer.

“You’re in danger here.” He pressed his lips together, collecting his thoughts as he met her eyes. “I can set up an account for you so you can leave town. You’ll have money. You can go to New York and get a record deal. Chase your dreams, Trin. There’s nothing for you in Crystal City but pain. The theater is a loss, the muses are dying, just walk away. Let me help you.”

“Fuck you, Ted.” Her hands balled into fists. “You seriously think you can buy me off to look the other way while you kill my friends?”

“No. I haven’t killed anyone. Can your ‘sister’ Callie say the same?”

Trin shook her head. “Your tyrant of a father died of a heart attack in the middle of trying to abduct, and probably kill, Callie. She didn’t murder him.”

“If she hadn’t hit him with that Taser, he’d still be here.”

“And would your life be any better?” Her head tilted to the side slightly. “You’re the one who dreamed of running away to New York. You wanted to be on stage. Do you remember any of that?”

“College fantasies. This is reality, Trin, and if you stay, I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe.”

“Then that’s a risk I’ll have to take. Unlike you, I don’t run out on people and use their secrets against them.” She reached for the door handle and turned back. “I’m sorry your father was such a fanatical bastard. What will you do when you’ve got blood on your hands and Kronos isn’t even down there? How will you sleep at night?”

He picked up a pen, gripping it tightly. “If you change your mind about leaving town, you know where to find me.”

“No chance.” She opened the door, walked out, and slammed it behind her.

Ted threw the pen down on the desk and leaned his chair back, staring at the ceiling. Dammit. She might not have evidence yet, but in her heart, she knew. Behind a mask, he could do what had to be done to further their cause, but Trinity just ripped it off, exposing him.

His cell phone rang. Pamela’s name lit up the screen, and he picked it up. “It’s Ted.”

“Good to hear your voice,” she purred.

He closed his eyes, allowing her to cast her spell. “I need to see you again.”

“Eager.” Her breathy laughter teased his memory of her riding his naked body. “But I have a lunch meeting with some of the members of the Order to lay the foundation for your reinstatement.”

“What about tonight?”

“I’ll see you then,” she whispered.

The line went dead.

He opened his eyes. His emotional footing was still tenuous, but he had to stay the course.

Sacrifices had to be made. Trinity’s dark eyes filled his mind. Dammit.

He got up and paced to the window. Below, she walked toward one of the visitor parking spots. She stopped, looking up at the building. The windows were tinted, though, so there’s no way she could see him.

But a secret part of him wished she could.


CHAPTER 10


Lia rang the bell at Callie and Hunter’s place. Cooper stood right behind her, his hand resting on the small of her back, setting all her senses on high alert. After Nate’s vision, Callie rescheduled her afternoon appointments so that Lia could bring Cooper by for a hypnosis session. None of them knew if it would work, but at this point, he was willing to try anything to find out what the god of the sun was so desperate to communicate.

Callie opened the door and smiled. She was five feet tall with her black hair in a pixie cut, but her spirit was at least six feet. She couldn’t be contained by her small frame.

She embraced Lia and stepped back, looking up at Cooper. “Good to see you again.” She offered her hand. “Thanks for your heroics during the fire at the theater.”

Cooper took her hand, shaking his head. “I wish I could have done more.”

The paramedics had gotten Polly’s heart beating again that day, but the damage had been done. She never woke up. Visions of Polly in the hospital bed surrounded by beeping machines threatened to drown Lia. She forced the memories back.

“Thanks for clearing your schedule for us,” Lia said.

Callie nodded and moved back so they could enter the house. “Not a problem. I hope the hypnosis will help us. No promises, though. I’ve only used hypnosis to help patients recover from traumatic events. There are plenty of articles out there from doctors who have used hypnosis for past life regressions, but I don’t think it’s ever been used to try to communicate with a Greek god before.”

Callie headed down the hallway to her office and waved to them to follow. Cooper laced his fingers with Lia’s, his thumb brushing over her knuckles as they walked. She looked up and found him staring at her.

“Whatever happens today,” he said, “I’m still kicking your ass at pinball tonight.”

Lia grinned and nudged him. “In your dreams.”

Her heart fluttered. Cooper had lightened the mood and coaxed a smile from her all on his own. There was definitely a sense of humor hiding below that serious exterior of his.

When they got into Callie’s office, Callie sat in a chair in front of her desk. She gestured to the small sofa along the wall. “You can have a seat.”

“I don’t need to lie down?” Cooper asked.

“Only if you would be comfortable that way. In my experience, most people are a little less vulnerable and more open to the guided hypnosis if they sit.”

“Works for me.” Cooper sat, and Lia took the spot beside him.

Callie had a spiral notebook on her lap. “Any questions before we start?”

Lia glanced at Cooper, and he surprised her with a wink. He focused on Callie. “Let’s do this.”

“All right.” Callie looked over at Lia. “You better go wait in the living room. I’ll call for you when we’re done.”

Lia nodded and did as Callie had said, trying not to obsess over everything. Should she have warned Callie about the way Cooper sometimes glowed? What if Cooper connected with Apollo again and had a seizure?

Ugh. She pulled out her cell and fired off a text to her roommate.

Hey, Trin. Cooper is out of the hospital. We’re over at Callie’s right now. What are you up to today?

Her phone buzzed in reply.

Just had a talk with Ted Belkin.

Lia’s eyes widened, her fingers fumbling on the phone keyboard.

You did what? Are you okay?

Trinity responded immediately.

No. I’m pissed.

Lia ran a hand through her hair struggling to piece together a reply that didn’t include Are you nuts? or You remember he’s part of the Order that’s trying to kill us, right? Finally, she picked up her phone again.

Come over to Callie’s.

Seconds ticked by like hours before her cell buzzed again.

On my way.

Lia pocketed her phone and went into the kitchen for a glass of water. Trin could’ve gotten herself killed. Why would she take a huge risk like that? He could have left her dead in a ditch someplace and none of them would have known.

Suddenly she understood why her mother used to rant whenever Lia would come home late.
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Callie’s voice faded into the background like a whisper in the back of Cooper’s mind, leading him down a dimly lit tunnel toward a room full of light. When he reached it, a man stood in a library with his back toward Cooper.

The man lifted his head as Cooper entered but didn’t turn around. He spoke in a language Cooper couldn’t understand.

“I don’t know what he’s saying,” Cooper murmured aloud, on some level remembering Callie was his guide.

Her voice whispered through his head. “Ask him to speak English. The library is in your mind. He can use the language found there.”

Cooper followed her instructions, and slowly, the man turned. Cooper dropped to his knees, shielding his eyes from the bright light. “Too much. Back it down.”

A deep voice replied, “You are human.”

“Yes.” Cooper spoke without lowering his arm from his eyes. “You’ve almost killed me twice with your power.”

“Rise, Guardian.”

Cooper stood, straightening to his full height and tentatively lowering his arm. Light glowed around the other man, but it was bearable now. Except the man wasn’t a man at all. Apollo walked around Cooper as if he was a new car being inspected by a prospective buyer.

When he stopped in front of Cooper again, he frowned. “Zeus chose a mortal to protect Thalia?”

“She’s human, too.” Cooper had no idea if he was speaking out loud anymore. He could’ve been worlds away from Callie’s office now. The library inside his head was all that existed.

He tipped his chin up slightly. “Do you know who I am?”

“I think so.”

The man crossed his arms over his broad chest, the light snapping with energy. “I am the god Apollo. I have come to help you protect her.”

“Your power is too much for my body. You’ll kill me.”

Apollo moved to the shelves of the library and withdrew a book. “Thalia lives again. Zeus vowed she would have a Guardian, but you are not a god.”

Cooper frowned. “None of the Guardians are gods.”

“There are immortals among you. We did not imprison all the Titans.” He opened the book and showed Cooper a photo of a…nymph?

Cooper glanced up from the book. “I haven’t seen her.”

Apollo set the book aside with a groan. “She has a human form now. She has been the driving force behind the Order of the Titans since their inception, directing the mortals, pretending to be one of them. She wishes to free her lover, Kronos, and punish Zeus for the death of her son with the Titan.”

Cooper rubbed his forehead. “How am I supposed to stop an immortal?”

The light intensified around Apollo. “The Guardians must protect the muses. Their destiny will be fulfilled. I saved you, and Erato’s Guardian, for this purpose.”

Reed. Erica must’ve been the vessel for Erato.

Apollo held out his hands. “You carry my healing power inside of you, but your mortality limits it.”

“I can’t help that.”

“I know.” He nodded, his hands balling into fists as he paced the room. “You must find the other Guardians and soon.”

“Why? What aren’t you telling me?”

Apollo placed a hand on Cooper’s shoulder. Visions flashed through his head so fast he couldn’t recognize them all. Fires, chess games, nursing homes, a temple in Greece, and guys in Kronos masks, but Apollo’s words were clear. “The door opened for a moment.”

Cooper jerked back. “What door? What are you talking about?”

“Protect the daughters of Zeus.” Fire flickered in Apollo’s eyes. “Kronos is among you.”
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Trinity pulled up to Callie and Hunter’s house, and Lia went out to meet her at her car.

“Are you insane?” Lia asked, not bothering with a greeting. “You went to Belkin Oil without telling anyone? What if he hurt you or—”

“Enough,” Trin interrupted. “I know it was stupid, but I had to try.” She closed the car door. “After Mel called to tell me what happened in your parking lot last night, I freaked out. I can’t lose another friend to these bastards.” She rested a hand on her hip. “I guess I thought if I could look him in the eye, maybe I could get him to see he was hurting real people, not muses but flesh-and-blood women. And one in particular who used to believe he loved her.”

Lia wrapped her arms around Trin. “I’m sorry.”

She returned the embrace, her voice muffled. “Waste of my damned time.” She pulled back, shaking her head. “The guy I knew, who ate up the spotlight singing at center stage, is gone.”

“Come inside, I’ll get you a glass of water.” Lia led the way into the house. “Cooper’s still with Callie in her office.”

Trin lowered her voice. “Finding out he’s a Guardian really messed him up?”

Lia chuckled, taking a glass from the cupboard. “God, I wish that’s all it was.”

Trin raised a brow. “What did I miss?”

“We’re not really sure of anything, but it seems like Apollo is trying to make contact with Cooper.”

“You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack.” Lia put the ice water in front of Trin.

She let out a half-hearted whistle. “Wow. Just when I thought our lives couldn’t get any weirder.”

“Right?” Lia sobered. “Hopefully Callie’s hypnosis will make possible for Cooper and Apollo to communicate before he short circuits Cooper’s brain.”

“That’s why he had a seizure at the fire, wasn’t it?” Trin asked.

“Probably.” Lia shrugged. “We’re not positive. Cooper has healed me a couple of times now, but Reed got yanked back from the other side. Cooper is pretty sure that wasn’t him. He was the vessel, but Apollo closed the artery and got Reed’s heart beating again.”

Trin took a sip of the water. “Apollo had kids with the original Thalia, right?”

Lia nodded. “Yeah.”

“Apollo realizes you’re…not exactly her?”

“I don’t know.” Lia glanced down the hallway. “The thing is, I’m more concerned with why Apollo is making contact. We have the prophecy and we’re finding our Guardians, but if he’s trying to help us, there must be more at stake than what we’re seeing.” She paused for a beat. “Think about it. After thousands of years, why else would a Greek god be getting involved now?”


CHAPTER 11


The library vanished as Cooper shot up from Callie’s sofa, suddenly back in her office and on his feet. He gasped for air, struggling to get a grip on reality.

Callie came to him, taking his hand. “Cooper? You’re safe. Can you hear me?”

He looked down at her and nodded. “Yeah.” His chest heaved. “Yeah. I’m good. I’m back.” He went to the door. “I need to get to Lia. Kronos is here. Not here, I mean, but in this world. Someplace.” Before Callie could say anything, he was hurrying down the hallway. “Lia?”

She walked out of the kitchen with her roommate at her side. “Cooper, are you okay?”

“Yes. I think so, but…” He shook his head. “Sorry. My brain is scrambled.”

Callie stopped behind him. “I’m calling everyone to come over. Maybe together we can make sense of everything.”

Cooper glanced at Trinity. “Can I talk to Lia alone for a second?”

“Sure. I’ll help Callie with the calls.” Trin and Callie headed for the office, and Cooper took Lia back into the kitchen.

She stared up at him, reaching to cup his cheek. Her touch was like a lightning rod in an electrical storm, focusing all his attention on her. He bent to taste her lips, needing to be sure this was real. Her fingers slid through his hair as she tilted her head, her tongue sliding slowly against his.

He held her tighter, crushing her body to his, wanting her as close as possible.

She broke the kiss with a breathless whisper. “Cooper, wait.”

He opened his eyes and rested his forehead on hers. “Sorry. Apollo warned me that Kronos is among us, and I came out of the hypnosis desperate to be sure you were safe. I was so relieved to touch you…I got carried away.”

Her eyes widened. “Kronos is free?”

“Apollo thinks so.” He brushed his lips to her forehead. “That’s why he helped me save Reed. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“When everyone gets here, we can make a plan.” She rose up on her toes and kissed him. Pulling back, her gaze locked on his. “But before you’re busy trying to remember names while you’re being peppered with questions, I need to tell you something first.”

He lost himself in her dark eyes. “What’s that?”

“Thank you.”

He raised a brow. “For what?”

“Saving my life, communicating with a god to help save my sisters…and for agreeing to a pinball challenge you have no hope of winning.” She grinned, and his heart pounded like a jackhammer.

He chuckled and lifted her off the ground, spinning her around as she wrapped her legs around his waist. “I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but no one has ever made me feel the way you do.”

She searched his eyes. “Confused, frustrated, scared, and in pain?”

“No… Happy.” He swallowed an unexpected lump in his throat. “Even though there’s danger on the horizon, I never knew I could feel this way. It’s like a piece of me was missing and you gave it back to me.”

She kissed him, slow and sexy enough to make his knees weak. He moved to the counter, setting her on the edge to steady himself. Her nails ran up the back of his neck, coaxing a groan from him.

The front door opened, and Lia chuckled against his lips before pulling back. “Company.”

He didn’t move. “Promise me that later tonight we’ll pick up where we left off.”

She smiled up at him from under her lashes. “Right after the pinball ass-kicking.”

He laughed, lifting her up and putting her back on the floor. “I hope your mouth isn’t writing checks your gaming skills can’t cash.”

She rolled her eyes. “You wish.”

He followed Lia into the other room as the woman who had interrupted their first kiss came over to hug her.

“Good to see you.” Lia pulled back and turned to Cooper. “You remember, Clio, right?”

He nodded and offered his hand. “How could I forget?”

Color flushed Clio’s cheeks, and she shook his hand. “Sorry about my timing.” She went over to the large table in the dining room. “You look great for a guy who just got hit by a car.”

Cooper took a chair beside Lia at the table. “Thanks. I can’t take the credit, though. Apparently, Apollo wanted to make sure I pulled through.”

Clio pushed her glasses up and removed a book from her bag. “I’ve been researching the partners of the original muses to see if I can narrow down where we might find our Guardians.”

Cooper stared at her book. “Can I see that?”

“Sure.” She handed it to him.

Cooper turned the pages fast, searching for the picture Apollo had shown him. “When Callie had me under hypnosis, Apollo took a book out of the library and showed me a picture of some kind of nymph.” He flipped a few more pages. “He said she loved Kronos and wanted to punish Zeus for the death of her son.”

Clio’s eyes lit up, and she reached for the book. “It must have been Philyra.” She turned a chunk of pages and then a couple more before spinning it around for him to see. “Is that her?”

Cooper’s pulse raced. Until now, it all seemed like a dream, but seeing the photo made it very real. The conversation with Apollo had really happened. Insane. He swallowed and lifted his gaze. “Yes. Apollo said she’s been behind the Order since they began. She wants to take the daughters of Zeus from him just like he took her son.”

Before Clio could answer, more women came through the front door. Lia was right about him trying to remember their names. He was struggling to keep up. There was Mel, but she was simple because he’d already met Nate and so had a connection with her. They also brought a baby and a bouncy big sister with them.

The girl with a head full of strawberry blond curls stared up at him with a gap-toothed grin. “I’m Maggie Malone. I used to be Keen, but Nate and Mel adopted me.”

Cooper chuckled and shook her tiny hand. “Great to meet you, Maggie.” He lowered his voice. “They’re lucky you picked them.”

Her eyes widened along with her smile as she looked up at her parents with a giggle. “He thinks I adopted you!”

Nate mussed her hair. “You did. You made me a dad even before your brother did.”

Maggie hugged each of their legs and ran down the hall.

Cooper smiled at Mel. “Good to finally meet you.” He glanced at the hallway where Maggie disappeared. “She seems like a great kid.”

Mel nodded with a warm smile. “She keeps all of us sane when the Order makes us think the world is on fire.” She sobered. “How are you feeling? Nate told me about the hit and run.”

“I’m recovered,” he answered. “No injuries. But I guess we’ll tell you all about that once everyone gets here.”

Lia introduced him to Erica next, who skipped shaking his hand and gave him a tight hug. “I owe you,” she whispered. When she stepped back, she pulled her fiancé forward. “You remember Reed, right?”

Cooper smiled and shook his hand. “Good to see you upright again.”

“All thanks to you, man.” The firefighter went with Erica to find a spot at the table.

Another woman Cooper didn’t know was seated between Callie and Trinity. She must’ve slipped in while he was hugging Erica.

When he sat down next to Lia, she whispered close to his ear, “That’s Tera. She’s the Muse of Dance. Talking isn’t her strong suit. She’s a little shy.”

He gave Lia a nod and glanced at Callie. “Is this everyone?”

“Almost.” Right on cue, the front door opened, and a guy in board shorts and a white tank came in.

He took the chair on the other side of Callie and kissed her cheek before facing Cooper. “Sorry I’m late. Had to wait for Scott to come in and watch the surf shop for me.”

“Hunter’s always late.” Reed leaned forward to see him and chuckled. “Don’t try to pin it on Scott.”

“Screw you, McIntosh.” Hunter grinned.

Cooper finally recognized him. This was the guy Reed had pulled out of the burning theater. Hunter and Reed reminded him of his unit at the station, and their banter helped Cooper relax in a room full of people he barely knew.

Callie gave Hunter a playful nudge. “Enough. We’ve got something big to talk about.” She looked across the table at Cooper. “Are you ready?”

He nodded, and Lia’s hand moved to his thigh. He glanced at her, encouraged by her warm smile. “I guess I should start at the theater fire.” His gaze wandered around the table. “When I first met Lia, something happened. My hands tingled, and the cut on her head closed up without stitches. Apparently, I’m her Guardian, and I can touch her and heal her injuries.”

“Do you know how you fixed me up?” Reed asked. “I’m not a muse.”

Cooper nodded. “Yeah, that part wasn’t me. I mean, it was, but…” He shook his head, trying to collect his thoughts. “Turns out, Apollo is more than just a nickname one of the guys at the station gave me.”

Clio scanned the table. “Apollo was the original Muse of Comedy’s lover and the father of her children.”

Cooper took the baton and ran with it, explaining how all-encompassing light had entered his body that day, moving through Reed’s wounds to stop the bleeding. Apollo’s power had nearly killed Cooper, but it had saved Reed.

“Since the fire, Apollo’s been reaching out to me to communicate, but always in Greek.” He met Callie’s eyes. “Today, Callie put me under some light hypnosis, and I could understand him.”

Clio’s eyes widened behind her black-rimmed glasses. “You spoke to Apollo, the god of the sun? Seriously?”

“Yeah. I think so. Anyway, he was surprised I was mortal. Apparently, when Zeus promised to protect the reborn muses, Apollo assumed the Guardians would be gods.”

Nate cleared his throat. “But why is he making contact now?”

Cooper’s voice dropped an octave. “He touched my shoulder and so many images flashed; it was hard to keep track, but he told me that Kronos is among us now. There was a flash from an explosion on an oil rig out in the ocean, then the visions flooded my head so fast. A circle of people in golden masks of Kronos, a temple in Greece, a line of chess tables in a park, and an old folks home. None of it made sense.”

Lia straightened up beside him. “The oil rig. It has to be the fire on the Oceanus.” She looked over at him. “Belkin Oil has an off-shore rig that had a fire recently. It killed a few employees, and Ted Belkin, Sr. got fined for drilling past the oil beds.”

“I had a vision this morning when I touched Cooper’s coat,” Nate jumped in. “A voice whispered about the door being open.”

Clio picked at her nail polish. “What if the explosion was Tartarus cracking open?”

Lia shook her head. “If something came out, especially a huge Titan, it would’ve been all over the news.”

Clio shrugged. “Maybe. But if Kronos has been trapped in the center of the Earth for a few thousand years, there’s a good chance he wouldn’t make a grand entrance, right? He can change his form in the blink of an eye. What if he chose to blend in until he understood this new age of humanity?”

Cooper nodded slowly. “And there’s the nymph. Apollo said she’s been trying to free Kronos ever since he was imprisoned.”

Clio looked around the table. “Kronos seduced Philyra. They had an affair, and his wife, Rhea, caught them in the act. But she was too late, and Kronos fathered Philyra’s child, Chiron. He was a centaur who grew into a sage advisor and became the trainer of heroes.”

She shook her head and stared at her hands. “Her son got a bad deal. The stories vary a little, but basically, Chiron was training Hercules, and after some wine, there was a fight with other centaurs. Hercules was shooting arrows, and accidentally hit Chiron with an arrow that had been dipped in Hydra’s blood. Chiron couldn’t heal himself. Parts of the story have been lost over time, but it ended with a trade—Chiron’s immortality for Prometheus’s freedom. Zeus accepted the bargain and Philyra’s son died.”

Cooper frowned. “What does Prometheus have to do with it?”

“Good question.” Clio pushed her glasses up. “He gave humanity the secret of fire, and Zeus punished him by chaining him to a rock. Every day birds pecked out his liver, but he was immortal so he never died. Since Chiron couldn’t heal himself, the pain was excruciating. He bartered the deal to make the pain stop.”

Clio paused. When no one spoke, she went on. “So Zeus’s son shot her son, and then instead of using his power to heal her son, Zeus allowed him to give up his immortality. She has every right to be bitter.”

Trin frowned. “And she’s had eons for the bitterness to fester. I guess it makes sense that she’d encourage the Order to come after us to get back at Zeus, but if she wanted to free Kronos, wouldn’t he go back to his wife?”

Clio shrugged. “Rhea actually teamed up with her son, Zeus. Kronos was so worried about the prophecy of his children being his downfall, that he ate most of them. Rhea saved Zeus, and when he was grown, she helped him imprison Kronos. If he finally broke free of Tartarus, he probably wouldn’t have any loyalty toward his wife. And maybe he really loved Philyra.”

Cooper sat back in his chair, resting his hand over Lia’s under the table. “If we can find this nymph, she might lead us to Kronos.”

“And then do what exactly?” Hunter was all business now, his expression grim. “Kronos isn’t just a god; he’s a damned Titan. What if he frees all his brothers? We may be Guardians, but we’re mortal. How can we possibly kill a god without dying ourselves?”

Cooper’s gut twisted. Hunter was right.

While Cooper’s head spun, Lia spoke up. “It’s not our job to kill gods or Titans.” She made eye contact with each person at the table. “We’re here to inspire humanity, and our Guardians are here to help us. It’s that simple and that complex. Apollo made contact with Cooper to warn us to be wary and watchful. And if Apollo is getting involved, he’s probably not alone. All those Olympians traveled together, right? For all we know, Zeus is hanging around someplace drinking a shot of tequila and arm wrestling with Hercules, and we don’t even know it.”

Damn. She was beautiful, intelligent, and in spite of the danger, she inspired a few smiles around the table.

“Technically, Hercules wasn’t a full-blooded god,” Clio muttered.

“Well, whatever, he could still be around.” Lia clicked her tongue. “We can sit here all day and make ourselves crazy, but I think we’ve already got enough of that on our plates.” Lia looked over at Nate. “Until last night’s hit and run, the Order had been pretty quiet since the fire. Maybe they saw the lumber deliveries at the site. The attack may have nothing to do with the doors to Tartarus opening.”

“She’s right,” Callie said. “We have to stay focused on our mission to reopen the theater. Inspiration is our calling, not battling immortals. But we do need to be careful.” She took over the conversation then, updating everyone on the carpenter’s progress.

Cooper listened intently, learning that Ted Belkin from Belkin Oil had threatened contractors and leveraged future contracts to keep them away from the Les Neuf Soeurs theater project. They’d been lucky when Mason Knowles rolled into town and agreed to work with them. Ted Belkin didn’t have any power over the new carpenter in town, but finding a crew hadn’t been fruitful. Nate, Reed, and Hunter were working to help during their off hours.

“I can swing a hammer a couple days a week, too. When I’m not running calls at the station,” Cooper offered.

“Thanks, man.” Hunter nodded in Cooper’s direction. “Another set of hands would help.”

When the meeting was finally adjourned, Lia leaned in close, her lips brushing his ear. “Ready for that ass-kicking?”

He chuckled. “Mine or yours?”

“Guess we’ll have to find out.” Her sexy smile had his heart pumping extra fast.

Lia stood, pulling him up with her. She looked around the table. “I’m starving, so we’re going to head out.”

They said their good-byes and slipped out to the car. Cooper pressed her against the passenger door, kissing her long and slow until she moaned into his mouth. Damn. Suddenly the last thing in the world he wanted was to battle her at pinball.

She pulled back, moonlight dancing in her dark eyes. “If you’re trying to make me go easy on you, it won’t work.”

His teeth brushed her lower lip. “No way. Just getting an early taste of my prize.”

She grinned. “I feel like I’ve already won.”

He kissed her once more, whispering, “I know I have.”


CHAPTER 12


The crowd at The Luna Brewery was already thinning by the time they placed their order. Lia glanced at the arcade room in the back and smiled. Other than a guy shooting zombies at a machine based on The Walking Dead, it was empty. Perfect. While she was eager to play pinball with Cooper, having an audience wasn’t what she had in mind.

Lia went over to the change machine and started to pull a five from her wallet. Cooper caught her hand.

“My treat.” He fed two fives into the machine and collected the quarters it spat out. “First, I need some tunes. Inspiration is important.”

Lia laughed. “I’m all about inspiration.”

“I’ve heard that about you.” His flirty teasing warmed her heart. Why didn’t he let this Cooper out more often? He went to the jukebox and perused the titles. “What kind of music do you like?”

“I’m pretty easy.” She skimmed the titles and pointed. “Okay, we need that one at the end.”

He looked her way with a smile that stole her breath. “‘We Will Rock You’ and ‘We Are the Champions.’ I like the way you think.”

She bumped him with her hip. “My victory song.”

“We’ll see about that.” He chuckled and started dropping in coins and pressing buttons. When the first song came on, he took her hand, walking her over toward the small arcade. He stopped in front of a Dark Knight pinball game.

She raised a brow. “I didn’t take you for a Batman fan.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

She wet her lips. “I like surprises.”

He dropped in quarters and stepped behind her, his lips brushing her neck just below her ear as he whispered, “Lucky me.” Cooper straightened up with a spark in his blue eyes. “Let’s do this.”

Lia’s heart was pounding with a heady mixture of arousal, adrenaline, and a hunger for victory. She’d never had this much fun on a date, and they just got here.

She pulled back the plunger and launched the silver, metal ball. Her eyes tracked its course under the glass as it bounced around, lighting up bonuses. She hit the ball with the flipper, squealing as it sailed back up into play.

The rest of the pizza parlor faded away as her focus narrowed to the game. She nailed the ball again, but out of the corner of her eye, Cooper lifted his shirt to wipe his forehead, exposing abs that would make even Batman jealous.

“What are you—” Before she could finish her sentence, the ball slipped past the flippers and into the hole at the bottom. Her jaw dropped. “You cheated.”

He shook his head, looking far from innocent as he pulled his shirt back down. “I was just wiping the sweat off my forehead. You’re really good at pinball.”

The twinkle in his eyes gave him away. Two could play that game.

She stepped aside, giving Cooper the player-two spot. He tugged the plunger back, and let the silver ball go sailing. The digital score soared higher and higher. When he was within ten thousand points, she picked up her mug and fished out an ice cube, tracing her lips with it while she watched the ball under the glass.

Suddenly it zipped right between the flippers. She lifted her gaze to find Cooper gaping. “Okay, that was playing dirty.”

She grinned, popping the cube into her mouth. “Oh please, have you not seen yourself shirtless?”

He chuckled, shaking his head and stepping aside to make room, his voice a rough growl. “I’ve never been jealous of an ice cube before.”

“All’s fair in love and pinball, right?” She yanked the plunger back and sent the ball sailing back into play. She racked up the points, making contact with the ball three times before Cooper moved behind her, his big hands sliding possessively up her back to knead her shoulders.

The damned ball vanished into the hole between the flippers, and she didn’t give a rat’s ass. Lia’s eyes drifted closed, and she relaxed into him. “So unfair.”

He leaned down close to her ear. “Want me to stop?”

“Oh gods, no.”

His chest vibrated as he chuckled. “My turn, right?”

“Yes.” She sighed and stepped aside.

Cooper took over, hitting the buttons on the sides of the machine. His forearms were tight, strong. She’d never been turned on by games before, but damn. She was going to have to grab the pizza to go.

When his score neared hers, she slid her hand under the back of his shirt, tracing her fingernails up his back. A muscle in his cheek clenched as he struggled to keep his eye on the ball.

She pressed against his back and whispered, “I need you.”

He turned around and wrapped her in his arms. “‘Bout damned time.” He fused his lips to hers, his tongue sliding into her mouth, teasing her senses.

“Hanover!”

He broke the kiss with a breathless chuckle. “I’m getting really sick of being interrupted.”

Lia grinned. “Let’s take it to go.”

“Your place or mine?”

“Yours. Clio doesn’t know where you live.”

“And I’ll take the phone off the hook.”

“I love the way you think.”

Love. It surprised her when it slipped out, but Cooper was already halfway to the counter to ask them to box up the pizza.

She waited, enjoying the view. Damn, he filled out his jeans perfectly. She couldn’t wait to get him out of them.

He came back with a pizza balanced on one hand and took hers in the other. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Once the pizza was in the backseat, he pulled her into his arms, kissing her until she wasn’t sure she could stand. She rested her forehead on his and whispered, “Who won the pinball game?”

His deep voice hummed against her lips. “If we call it a draw, we can have a rematch.”

Oh, she could love this man.

Maybe she already did.

He parked at the apartment complex and took her and the pizza upstairs. He walked her inside, closed the door, and put the box in the fridge. “We can reheat it later.”

“Good idea.” Lia slid her hands under his shirt, pushing it up his chest. He tugged it free and dropped it on the floor. Her gaze wandered over his chiseled chest, heat pooling low in her belly. Apollo had done a masterful job healing Cooper after the accident the night before. He didn’t even have a bruise.

Her eyes dipped even lower. His jeans looked uncomfortably tight. She reached to unbutton them, but he caught her hands. “My turn.”

He lifted her shirt, and she raised her arms so he could pull it free.

Oh crap. Suddenly, Lia remembered that she’d been leaving the improv the night before when the accident had happened and she’d gone directly to the hospital. She hadn’t been home to change.

She glanced down at her simple cotton bra and groaned. “Okay, I swear I have some sexy lingerie. This isn’t my get-naked-with-a-guy-for-the-first-time bra.”

Cooper shook his head, a barely-there smile on his lips. “I can promise you, it’s not your bra I’m looking at.”

She chuckled, rolling her eyes. “I can’t even remember what pair of underwear I’m wearing right now.”

He came closer, his warm torso scorching her cool skin as his gaze locked on hers. “It doesn’t matter. I swear you won’t be wearing it much longer.”

She ran her hands up his chest. “I’m good with that.”

He scooped her up and headed for the bedroom, stopping for just a second to mute the ringer on his cordless phone. She trailed hot kisses up his neck, enjoying the way his breathing deepened. He laid her on his bed and rested his body on top of hers.

His breath caressed her lips as he whispered, “I have never been so turned on in my life, and we’re not even naked yet.”

“Same here.” She stared up into his blue eyes. “But if we don’t get to it soon, I may have an orgasm with my pants on.”

He shook his head slowly, running a hand down her side. “Then I’d better get your pants off.”

He kissed his way down her chest, his teeth grazing the curve of one of her breasts as his hands slid the straps off her shoulders. She pulled her arms free, and he nuzzled the cup down until her nipple was exposed. He circled the hardened tip with his tongue, and she arched her back, her fingers tightening in his hair.

Gods, she really was going to have an orgasm with her pants on.

He moved lower, unbuttoning her jeans. He peered up at her as he lowered the zipper. “Lose the bra.”

She smiled, happy to oblige. Popping the clasps on the back, she dropped the ugly thing off the side of the bed. The hunger in his eyes made her forget she wasn’t wearing date-ready underwear. In fact, she’d never felt more desirable.

Thankfully, he slid her jeans and panties off together, saving her from whatever anti-sexy undergarments she’d been wearing. He dropped them over the edge of the bed and ran his hand up the inside of her thigh.

She was on fire, needy and aching for release. Her legs parted instinctively. “Get your pants off. I need you.”

His gaze locked on hers as his fingertip traced her opening. He wet his lips. “Not yet.” His fingers slid up to find her sweet spot. She gasped as he kissed his way up her leg. “Yeah. Let go for me.”

He rubbed her faster, his lips moving closer and closer. She writhed under him. “Don’t stop.”

“No way,” he murmured as his tongue replaced his fingers at her core.

She cried out his name as he took her over the edge, trembling. He pressed slow kisses along the juncture of her thighs until she started to relax, then he got up from the bed.

Her voice was reduced to a breathy whisper. “Where are you going?”

He stood up, unfastening the button on his jeans. “Now I’m the one about to lose it in my pants.”

His erection pulsed against the zipper, and suddenly, she was warm all over again. She lifted her gaze to his face. “Please tell me you have condoms.”
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Condoms. Holy shit, he would’ve forgotten. Hearing her cry out his name and seeing her sexy body rocking into him had blown his mind. She had blown his mind. He stepped out of his jeans and went into his bathroom, but not before he caught the desire in her eyes. She wanted him. And he fucking loved it.

He opened the medicine cabinet. Nothing. Dammit. If he had to go out for condoms with this raging hard-on, he wouldn’t be able to walk. He jerked open the drawer on the vanity and relief washed through him. He’d never been so happy to see a pack of Trojans.

He grabbed one of the foil packets and returned to find Lia lying on her side facing him, her head propped up in her elbow. Her naked body invited him to touch and taste her all over again.

His erection hardened even more as he came closer to the bed. “Found a condom.”

She smiled. “Good. I was keeping the bed warm for you.”

He lay down beside her and kissed her lips, savoring them. He opened his eyes and traced her curves with his fingertips. “I want this to last all night, but other parts of me want to see how fast I can make you forget your own name.”

Her grin had his heart racing. She rolled him over onto his back and took the foil wrapper from his other hand. “Maybe I can keep things slow if I’m on top.”

She straddled his legs, opening the condom while he looked up at her, memorizing every inch of her body. Her free hand moved up his leg, her fingernails teasing his balls until his erection jumped in answer. She gripped his shaft and stroked him as she slid the condom over him.

His eyes drifted closed, a moan escaping his throat.

She ran her hands up his chest, and he opened his eyes. Gripping her hips, he guided her over his erection. She lowered herself onto him, the warmth of her body making it tough not to roll her over and pound into her until he exploded.

“You drive me crazy,” he growled.

She leaned down, her breasts brushing against his chest. “It’s a good look for you.”

He grinned, chuckling as he wrapped his arms around her and fused his lips to hers. He’d been with plenty of women in his life, but he’d never had this much fun in bed. Smiling and laughing while having sex was a totally new experience.

She rocked her hips into him, teasing him with long, slow thrusts. He broke the kiss. “Sorry.”

“For what?” she gasped.

“This.” He held her tight and flipped her over onto her back.

She grinned, her hands sliding down to his ass. “You’ll have to make it up to me.”

He moved his hand between them, rubbing her in time with his thrusts. “Will this do?”

“Oh yeah.” Her fingernails dug into him as his hips picked up speed driving him even deeper inside of her.

Her inner muscles tightened around him, taking him right over the edge with her. He erupted and froze while colors danced at the corners of his vision.

She ran her hands up his back, her voice a breathless whisper. “Wait until I wear my sexy underwear.”

He laughed, catching his breath as he rested his head on her chest. “I think we just proved that you don’t need sexy underwear. I’ve never been so turned on.”

Her fingers slid through his hair. “I’m with you there.”

When he was fairly confident he could stand, Cooper got up and took the condom off. “Be right back.”

He dropped it in the trash and turned out the bathroom light. When he got back in bed, Lia snuggled into his arms. She fit perfectly, as if she was made for him.

She made him so damned happy.

And now that he’d had a taste of the joy Lia infused into his world, guilt lingered in the shadows of his mind like a golem, ready to overpower him and steal away this happiness. Being with Lia made it easy to forget the grief he’d carried for years.

And he didn’t want to forget it. He didn’t deserve to forget.

Pushing the dark thoughts from his mind, he closed his eyes and kissed her hair. “I know there’s chaos surrounding you and all your sisters, but right now, this feels right.”

“Same here.” She nodded and lifted her head. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you become a paramedic?”

He ran his hand along her back. “I already told you I’m working my way through medical school.”

“But why? Your grandmother told me you don’t have to work, that your schooling is paid for. Wouldn’t it be faster to go to school full time?”

Blood money. He’d never accept it. Memories of the last time he saw his sister clawed their way forward, hungry to consume him. It was his fault she never got to use her college fund. His fault she was gone.

He ground his teeth, grateful now that he had turned out the light. “Why does it matter?”

“It doesn’t. I’m just trying to understand you better.”

“I wanted to earn it.” That was true enough. “We should get some sleep.”

She kissed his chest over his heart. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“I know.”

She lifted her head. “Do you?”

He cupped her cheek. “I have some things to atone for. Can we just leave it at that?”

She searched his face in the dim light. “I won’t judge you.”

“Let it go.” He cleared his throat. “Please.”

“All right.” She lay down beside him, untangling her legs from his and leaving him feeling more alone than he’d felt in years.


CHAPTER 13


Light flooded the room as Lia woke. She squinted, stretching. She was sore in the best kind of way. Cooper lay dozing beside her, his arm around her waist. Gradually, the memories crept in. The good, and the not-so-good. He’d shut her out, but why?

To be fair, she probably shouldn’t have pressed so hard, and her timing could have been better, but she couldn’t help it. She was falling for Cooper Hanover, and she didn’t really know him. Not all of him. Not yet.

She carefully started extricating herself from his grip, but instead of breaking free, it tightened. “Morning,” he said.

She looked over her shoulder. “You’re awake.”

“Yeah. Have been for a while.”

She tried not to frown. There was no trace of the easy smile he’d worn the night before.

“I’ve got to get home,” she said. “I’m in desperate need of a shower and change of clothes.”

He nodded and slowly removed his arm from around her waist. She got out of bed and collected her clothes before disappearing into the bathroom. Standing in front of the mirror, she did her best to finger-comb her mussed hair, but her curls were winning. Ugh. She needed her flat iron.

She got dressed and helped herself to some of his mouthwash. That was as good as it was going to get. She opened the door and found Cooper sitting on the edge of the bed in a pair of running shorts and nothing else.

He looked up into her eyes. “I don’t want you to go while things are…weird between us.”

“I had a blast with you last night, Cooper.” She leaned against the doorframe. “But there’s this other side of you that I can’t figure out, and that makes me nervous.”

He stared at his feet. “I can’t let it go. I’ve tried.”

She walked over and sat beside him. “Let what go?”

He lifted his head, regret lining his eyes. “The guilt.” He shook his head. “You make me happy. Happier than I’ve been in a long time, but…I’m stuck in this…” He shrugged. “I guess part of me isn’t willing to let it go. It feels like I’d be letting her go. I can’t.”

She reached over to cover his clasped hands. “Who? An evil ex?”

He chuckled, but there was no joy in it. “Nah. Nothing like that. It’s a family thing.”

She wanted to shake him and tell him to stop speaking in riddles, but it wouldn’t work. Lia was a sucker for a project, but she’d been friends with Callie long enough now to know that “fixing” someone was impossible. Until he took the millstone off his neck, there was nothing she could do. He had to do it on his own.

She forced herself to move. “When you’re ready to talk, you know where to find me. I’ve got a date with the poker group today. Mrs. Zervos’s hair isn’t going to color itself.”

He got up. “Give my grandmother a hug for me.”

“Will do.” She stopped at the door and rose up on tiptoe to brush a kiss to his cheek. “No pressure, but I hope we get to have another date night. I’ll dig out my sexy underthings next time.”

An honest smile curved on his lips as he shook his head. “I don’t know how you can make me smile when I feel so shitty.”

She chuckled. “Muse of Comedy, baby.”

“The gods have a sick sense of humor pairing you up with me.”

She raised a brow. “Or maybe they knew you just needed a kick in the ass.”
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Cooper pulled into the parking lot of the theater. He hadn’t been to the site since the fire. His shoulders were tight as he walked across the grass where he’d treated Reed. No sign of Apollo, although that didn’t mean he wasn’t around.

The concrete foundation now had a few walls of framing jutting up toward the sky like a phoenix rising from the ashes.

Nate saw Cooper first and rose a hand. “Good to see you, Cooper.”

Hunter and Reed were over by the white MASON’S CARPENTRY truck talking to a guy wearing a tool belt.

Cooper approached Nate, tipping his head in the direction of the truck. “That’s the carpenter?”

“Yeah. Mason Knowles. He’s not from around here.” Nate chuckled. “He may be wishing he never headed west. He didn’t know what he was getting into with the muses.”

“Does he know the muses are real?”

“Nope.” Nate met his eyes. “No one does except the muses and the four of us.”

Cooper nodded. “Gotcha.”

The three of them came over. Reed grinned and pointed at Cooper. “Mason, remember Cooper from the fire?”

Now that they were closer, Cooper recognized him. “You’re the one who broke through the metal security door.”

Mason held up his hammer. “Had a little help.” His southern drawl was unmistakable. “Y’all ready to put up another frame?”

“Let’s do it,” Hunter said.

Mason pointed to a big, yellow bucket. “There’s some spare gloves in there.”

Cooper went over to grab a pair. When he came back, Nate was on his cell, frowning.

“You’re sure? Dammit. Okay. Don’t let him go anywhere until I get there.” He stuffed his phone in his pocket. “I’ve got to get over to the station. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He looked at Cooper. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure.” He followed Nate to his car, pulling on the gloves on the way.

When they were a good distance from the carpenter, Nate stopped. “They found some hair on both the front and passenger seats of the Mercedes that hit you. None of it belongs to Mikolas.”

Cooper crossed his arms. “So you were right. Someone else was driving.”

“We don’t know that, either, but it’s enough for his attorney to get him bail.” Nate raked his hair back from his face. “Every time I think we’re getting somewhere with the Order, we slide back.”

“Anything I can do?”

“Once he’s out, I’m going to put a tail on him, but keep an eye on Lia. If she was the intended target that night, they could go after her again. And if this Philyra is hungry for revenge for her son’s death, she’s going to be sure they don’t stop coming for us. Pair that with Ted Belkin blaming the muses for his father’s death, and it’s a recipe for murder.”

The thought of anyone hurting Lia had rage festering in his gut. “Lia’s cutting hair and playing poker at the Blessed Mary Village today.”

“Good. After we started airing the security footage, showing their Kronos masks to the world, the Order backed off for a while. I don’t think they’re eager to be exposed. They won’t attack in a public place.”

Cooper glanced at the three guys tipping the wood frame upright and then back to Nate. “Don’t forget the warning from Apollo. Kronos is among us now. And he could be anyone.”

Nate nodded. “Yeah, like we didn’t already have enough enemies in this shitshow.”

Cooper dropped his hands to his sides, a crease forming on his forehead. “When did this Mikolas guy come to town?”

“After Belkin, Sr. died. The board of Belkin Oil elected Mikolas Leandros to be CEO.”

“Was that after the oil rig exploded?” Cooper’s hands tightened into fists as he put the pieces together. Kronos.

“Dammit.” Nate’s shoulders tensed up. “You’re right. And this guy is Greek, too.”

“Would Kronos really allow himself to be tossed in jail, though?”

“Hell if I know.” Nate shook his head. “But I’m going to find out.” He turned for the car. “Keep your eye on Lia, and watch your back.”

Cooper jogged over to the theater, offering his shoulder to brace the framing while Mason attached it to the foundation. Cooper’s thoughts raced like a hamster in a wheel. He hoped the manual labor would help him get a grip.

Mason finished with the toggle bolts and stood up straight. “Should be steady now.”

Cooper, Reed, and Hunter cautiously took a few steps back. Nothing fell over.

Score one for the team.

Mason glanced at the parking lot and back to Cooper. “Nate’s got his hands full.”

Cooper nodded. “Yeah, he does.”

“Appreciate you helping out.” Mason slid the handle of his hammer through the loop in his tool belt and lifted his arm to wipe his brow. “We better make use of the sun while it’s up. This theater’s not going to build itself.”

Cooper embraced the hard labor. It took his mind off Kronos and whether or not he had tried to run over him with a car, or counting the minutes until he could see Lia again.
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“What do you mean he got out on bail?” Ted growled into his cell. “I thought you said Malone was a good detective.”

“M-Malone had h-him,” Ted’s inside man in the Crystal City police department stammered, “but the crime lab found DNA that didn’t belong to Leandros, so his lawyer convinced a judge to grant bail. He had to turn over his passport, though. He’s not going anywhere.”

DNA? But they wore gloves.

“I don’t care about his goddamned passport.” Ted rubbed the back of his neck. “What kind of DNA did they collect?”

The voice on the other end got quieter. “Hair. Why?”

Ted didn’t answer the question, instead saying, “If anything changes with the investigation, I want to know right away.”

“It’ll cost you.”

Ted rolled his eyes. “We both know I’m good for it. Keep your ear to the ground.”

He ended the called, pacing in front of the window in his office. Hair. How could he have been so stupid? They had taken off their masks in the Mercedes. The strap that held them in place must’ve taken some hairs with it. Shit.

Ted froze. Mikolas would suspect him. He needed to get out of the building. Ted hurried to the door, just as it flung open. An angry Greek filled the doorway.

“We need to talk,” Mikolas growled.

Ted shook his head, adjusting the cuffs on his shirt. “I’ve got an appointment.” He met the Greek’s eyes. “And you should probably make some phone calls to the board and the shareholders. Being thrown in jail twice in one week has them restless.”

Mikolas stepped inside and closed the door. “Pamela is helping you set me up.”

Ted’s heart began to race, his blood pressure skyrocketing. He struggled to maintain a puzzled expression. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You banished me from the Order.”

“Drop the act.” Rage pulsed off Mikolas, but he didn’t come any closer. “She came over to meet with me about my stance on handling the muses. Next thing I know, there’s a police detective at my door and a Mercedes that needs body work in my garage. It doesn’t take a genius to put the pieces together.”

“You don’t have any proof.” He cleared his throat. “Besides, Pamela was my father’s mistress. Why would she help me with anything?”

Mikolas’s voice dropped to a feral hiss. “They found hair in my car that didn’t come from my head. It won’t be long before they trace it to you.”

“If that were true, why are you warning me?”

“Because Pamela isn’t who, or what, you think she is.”


CHAPTER 14


Mrs. Zervos was well past her seventieth birthday, but she still had a thick head of hair. Gray hair.

Not anymore.

Lia handed her the handheld mirror. “Well?”

She fluffed her raven hair with silver highlights and smiled. “You’re a miracle worker, Thalia.”

Lia buffed her nails on her shoulder. “I do what I can.”

Cards shuffled behind them. “Ante up, ladies.”

“Deal me in. I’ll be there as soon as I finish sweeping up.” Lia brushed the hair into her dustpan while Mrs. Hanover dealt cards.

“Agnes must’ve dealt herself a straight,” Mrs. Spanos taunted. “She’s too eager.”

Agnes rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even looked at my hand yet.”

“See? She knows it’s good without looking.”

Lia chuckled. “Good thing I know you’re all friends, or I’d be worried I fell into a scene from Tombstone.”

Mrs. Zervos flipped her perfectly coifed hair. “There were no Greeks at the O.K. Corral.”

“That you know of.” Lia took her seat, enjoying the moment of silence while the geriatric poker group pondered her words.

She tossed in her quarter and picked up her cards. A stinker of a hand. Maybe Cooper hadn’t been joking when he interrupted their poker game and tipped everyone off that his grandma dealt from both ends of the deck. She glanced over at Agnes.

Cooper’s grandmother smiled. “How’s my grandson?”

Lia discarded four cards. “He cheats at pinball. Wonder where he learned that?” She winked as laughter erupted around the table.

Agnes gave her four more cards, not ruffled in the slightest by the playful jab. “Are you going to see him again?”

Lia reorganized her hand. “Hope so.” Her phone buzzed with a text from Cooper. “Speak of the devil…”

One of the ladies at the table crossed herself.

Nate had to let Mikolas go. There was DNA in the car that points to another driver.

Lia frowned and quickly fired back, Any leads on the guy driving?

Agnes cleared her throat. “Are you in or out, Lia?”

“Oh, sorry.” She laid her cards down. “I’m out.”

The game continued around her as another text came in.

They’re testing the hair, so maybe it’ll lead Nate right to him. Until then, we need to be really careful. Are you still at the Village?

Lia swallowed, her mind racing as she typed her response.

Yep. Poker group. Your grandmother says hi.

Agnes was keeping one eye on the game and the other on Lia.

Cooper’s name flashed again.

I’ll be working at the theater for another couple of hours. Can you stay there? I’ll swing by and pick you up.

She stared at the message, torn. Yes, she wanted to see him, but unless he was ready to open up, she was going to make them both crazy pressuring him to share. Secrets weren’t her thing.

Lia fired off another text.

I’ll be fine. Trinity’s at home tonight so I won’t be alone.

She set her phone on the table, ready to settle back into the game. She jumped when it buzzed one more time.

Probably wasn’t clear from my text, but I was coming by to pick you up for my own protection. I’m the one they ran over with a car.

Lia laughed, drawing all the attention of the poker group. “Sorry.” She glanced at Agnes. “Cooper can be funny when he lets himself be.”

She nodded with a knowing look. “He was a very funny boy.”

Was.

What the hell had happened to the Hanovers?

She picked up her phone.

In that case, come on over. I’d be happy to protect you.

She added a couple of beefy-arm emoji and a smiley face.

Her next hand was much better, and as the stakes rose, she settled into the game, allowing the mysterious Hanover family to fade into the shadows.
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Ted frowned and crossed his arms. “And who do you think Pamela is? I’ve known her for years. How long have you known her?”

“I know of her. She used to be a part of the Order of the Titans in Athens,” Mikolas said. “Fifty years ago.”

Ted chuckled. “Impossible. She’d be at least seventy years old by now!”

Mikolas rubbed a hand down his face, frustration in his eyes. “I’ve seen photos. She hasn’t aged a day.”

“It must be Pamela’s mother.”

“Or Pamela isn’t mortal.”

Ted wanted to laugh it off, but Mikolas was dead serious. Ted had watched his father age, but Pamela hadn’t. He’d written it off as a rich woman with a plastic surgeon on speed dial, but now…

Mikolas took a deep breath. “You’ve been helping your father drill into the Earth’s core to release an immortal Titan. Is it so hard for you to believe that the other immortals that weren’t trapped in Tartarus might still be around?”

Ted dropped into the chair. “So, what, you think Zeus could be walking the street of Los Angeles right now?”

“I have no idea, but if he wanted to, nothing would be able to stop him.”

Ted looked up at the Greek. “Do you think Pamela is a god, then?”

“I don’t know, but she’s not mortal like we are, and I want to know why she drugged me so you could steal my car to try to run over a muse.”

Ted stiffened. “I was home last night.”

Mikolas cursed under his breath. “This woman has been a part of the Order for decades, maybe centuries. She has an agenda, and whatever it is, it may not be what you think it is.” He glanced out the window and back to Ted. “I can make this investigation go away and reinstate you into the Order, but I’m going to want something in return.”

“What’s that?”

“Loyalty.”

Ted scoffed. “Fuck you. You stole my birthright. I’ll take you down myself. I’ve already started the ball rolling.”

Mikolas raised a brow. “Oh really? The detectives have the hair samples from my car. I presume they’re from you and that ‘enforcer’ of yours. And right now, your only ally is an immortal who could turn on you at any moment.”

“Pamela cared for my father, and she cares for me.” Ted was no longer sure if he was trying to convince Mikolas or himself.

“You’re not Greek, so you probably didn’t grow up with the gods the way I did, but if there is anything to be learned from mythology, it’s that gods are powerful, fickle, and vengeful. When she’s finished with you, you won’t even be a footnote in the history books.”

“If I’m so useless, why do you want to cut a deal with me?”

Mikolas almost smiled. “Because you’re my best chance to figure out who Pamela really is.”

“Why does it matter? If she’s on our side, we can’t lose.”

Mikolas’s expression darkened. “I had one purpose in this world, and the gods took it from me. As long as I have breath, I’m going to make them pay.”

“What purpose?” Ted stood. “You don’t care about freeing Kronos at all, do you?”

Mikolas turned for the door. “Think about my offer. Lucky for you, the victim survived his injuries. I can pay him financial restitution in trade for dropping the charges, and I’ll make certain the DNA evidence is ‘misplaced,’ but in return, you’ll swear a blood oath of loyalty. You have twenty-four hours to decide.” He glanced back and withdrew an unmarked envelope from his pocket. “And before you tell Pamela about this conversation, you should read this.”

Ted came forward and took the envelope. “Why would I believe any of this?”

“Because those documents are from your father.”
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Lia finished folding up the card table and put it into Agnes’s closet. “I’m heading downstairs.”

Agnes met her at the door. “Don’t give up on Coop.”

“No one’s giving up on anyone.” She took the older woman’s hand. “He just won’t let me in. There’s nothing I can do about that. I can’t force him.”

Agnes sighed. “I’m not getting any younger, and before I leave this world, I want to know my family has healed.”

Lia shook her head. “I think you’ve got plenty of years left.”

“I never dreamed it would go on this long.” She patted Lia’s hand. “You’re like a breath of fresh, joyful air. Tell my grandson not to blow it.”

Lia laughed. “Will do.”

She went to the elevator and pressed the “down” button.

“You a barber?”

She turned and smiled at an older gentleman with a brass cane and a purple hooligan hat. “Stylist. How could you tell?”

He pointed at her chest. “Still wearing the tools of your trade.”

She glanced down at her apron and shook her head as she reached around to untie it. “I forgot all about it.”

He jerked his thumb toward Agnes’s room. “Were you playing poker with the ladies down the hall?”

“Guilty as charged.” She folded up her apron. “You live here?”

“I visit. I’m thinking about moving in.”

She smiled again as the elevator door opened. “You’ll be a popular guy. I know lots of single ladies around here.”

He waggled his white eyebrows. “I’ll add that to the list of reasons to move in.”

“Are you going down?” She held the door.

He shrugged and came in. “I suppose so.” He offered his hand. “I’m Zack Vrontios.”

“My Greek is rusty… Thunder?”

He nodded as she shook his hand. “Not as rusty as you think.”

“I’m Lia Youlos.”

“Short for Thalia?” His watery blue eyes twinkled.

Her jaw dropped a little. “How did you—”

“Lucky guess.” He winked. “You’re Greek…so were the muses.”

His line of thinking made sense, but still…weird. “I don’t think anyone has ever guessed my full name before.”

The elevator reached the ground floor, and the door opened. She stepped out and glanced around the lobby.

Zack hobbled out with his cane. “Waiting for someone?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure when he’ll be here.”

Zack pointed into the game room. “Do you play backgammon?”

“Of course.” Lia grinned. “My Greek daddy insisted on a game every day until I finally beat him.”

“I was quite the player in my day.” He met her eyes. “Want to play while you wait?”

“Sure.” She went into the other room and sorted the black and white markers into stacks.

Zack sat across from her, propping his cane against the wall.

She pushed his stack toward him. “There you go.”

He grabbed a cup and dropped his dice inside, shaking it. He rolled an eleven.

“Not bad.” Lia smiled and shook her cup. “Damn. Ten. You’re up first.”

Zack moved his pieces and glanced her way. “Do you have a relative here?”

“I used to. My mom’s aunt. She passed away, but I kept going to her poker group.” She hopped two pieces around the board. “What about you? How did you find this place?”

“I’m crafty when I need to be.”

Before she could ask what he meant by that, the main doors opened. Cooper came down the hall toward them. Lia grinned as he approached. “Cooper, this is Zack. He’s considering moving here.”

Cooper reached for his hand. “Good to meet you, Zack.”

He grinned and pointed at Lia. “She’s a strong player. Thalia, the Greek muse, would be pleased.”

Cooper raised a brow. “I bet she would.”

Lia finished the game a close second to Zack. She stood up with a smile. “Thanks for keeping me company.”

“Thank you for the game.” Zack’s gaze moved to Cooper. “Take good care of her. She’s a treasure.”

“I agree.” Cooper took her hand and led her toward the double doors.

As they opened, Lia glanced back to the game room, but Zack was gone.


CHAPTER 15


Ted stared at the unmarked envelope while he ate dinner. He’d replayed his conversation with Mikolas at least a hundred times, but for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to open it. Maybe he just didn’t want to be lured to work with the Greek, or maybe he cared for Pamela more than he’d realized.

Or he simply didn’t want to read his father’s letter.

It was probably the latter.

Ted picked it up, tapping the corner on the table. He couldn’t put it off forever.

Taking a deep breath, he carefully opened the envelope and took out a stack of faded photographs of a group of people in sixties attire. He brought the picture closer, inspecting it. One of the women was definitely Pamela.

On the back of the photo, there was some writing in Greek. He set it aside. The next picture showed a circle of robed people near the Parthenon. He scanned the faces and found Pamela again. A Post-it was stuck on the back, which said, The Order, 1970.

He did the math in his head. The picture was almost fifty years old.

And Pamela hadn’t aged a day.

A chill crept down his back. His phone rang, her name lighting up the screen. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to take the call. Hesitating, he finally pressed “Accept.”

“This is Ted,” he said.

“Where are you?” Pamela purred. “I thought you needed to see me?”

He picked up the picture again. “Yeah. I just got stuck working on a project.”

“The others have agreed to welcome you back into the Order.”

“About that…” He dropped the picture on the table. “The police had to let Mikolas go. He may not be so eager to have me back.”

“I thought you had him handled.” Her voice was tight, her words clipped.

“I did, too.”

“We have to talk in person. Now.”

He swallowed. “I’ll be there soon.” He ended the call and carefully removed a folded note from the envelope Mikolas had given him.

Holding his breath, Ted opened it. His father’s controlled script was unmistakable.

Greetings to the Greek Order.

We have a woman requesting membership in Crystal City. She references being a previous member of your Order, so I’m writing for guidance in this matter.

Her name is Pamela Costas, and I’m enclosing her photo. She’s a philanthropist for Grecian historical charities.

Please inform me as soon as possible in regard to her status.

Ted Belkin

Belkin Oil Industries

It was dated fifteen years ago, but the enclosed photo could have been taken today. Not to mention the others from fifty years ago. No plastic surgeon could manage that level of agelessness.

His hand trembled as he withdrew the final document. Another handwritten letter from his father to Mikolas’s father.

Mr. Leandros–

There has been a delay in the special project on the Oceanus. I’m sure you’ve already seen the news reports about the explosion. I’m handling the media fallout, but I need your help with something. Two of the injured men claimed there was a blond female dressed in black at the control panel on the rig. When they approached her, they were paralyzed.

They’re both in shock, but the description they gave matches that of Pamela Costas. When I showed one of the men her picture, he identified her.

I never brought her to the Oceanus. I don’t know how she found it or how she got out here, but I’m concerned about her origins. Is there any chance that she is more than she seems?

Lastly, if anything happens to me, please send your son to California. My son will need his help to see our mission completed.

Ted tossed the letter aside.

His father hadn’t said a word about his suspicions about Pamela or his belief that Ted couldn’t free Kronos on his own.

Ted couldn’t even win his father’s approval from beyond the grave.

No, it couldn’t have been Pamela. The Oceanus rig sat a few miles offshore, and the location wasn’t on any public records. How would she have found it?

He drummed his fingers on his desk. If Mikolas was right and Pamela was…not human, then why would she be so anxious to bring back the Golden Age of Man?

Then it hit him. She’d mentioned that she only answered to Kronos. Maybe she didn’t give a shit about mankind. Maybe all she wanted was Kronos.

And the death of the muses.

He put the letters and photos back into the envelope and locked it in the bottom drawer of his desk.

He had too many questions and not enough answers. But maybe Pamela could change that.
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Cooper stood at the stove, flipping their grilled ham-and-cheese sandwiches, but he could feel Lia’s gaze on the back of his neck. He peered over his shoulder. “What? Did my grandmother tell you some embarrassing story from my childhood? For the record, I wasn’t streaking at the public pool. I got locked out of the locker room.”

“No, but now I want to hear all about it.”

He turned, spatula in hand. “So what’s eating at you?”

She shrugged. “Honestly, I’m trying really hard not to shake you. I had the same struggle at poker today with your grandmother.”

“Oh yeah?” He took out a couple of plates and put the sandwiches on them, then he grabbed a bag of chips and brought everything to the table. “You wouldn’t be the first person who wanted to throttle a Hanover.”

“It wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t like you both so much.”

He popped a chip in his mouth, trying not to crack a smile. “So you’re saying you might accept a rematch at pinball?”

She rolled her eyes, but her grin buoyed his spirits. “See? This is what makes me crazy. There’s this fun side of you that’s all smiles and laughs, and then there’s this switch that flips and you shut down. I don’t get it.”

The chip suddenly became a rock in his stomach. “So you’re saying there’s probably a reason I’m still single.”

She pointed her sandwich in his direction. “Exactly.” She took a bite of the sandwich and hummed. “Oh. Damn. You’re a sandwich master, too?”

“I try.” He sobered. “I care about you, Lia. I want to impress you, not dredge up the past.”

She set it back on her plate. “You’ve already impressed me, though. You practically have a Superman cape blowing in the wind behind you. You saved Reed, took a hit from a car meant for me, and don’t get me started on how amazing last night was…”

He hoped they could relive it again, but he didn’t get a chance to tell her that before she spoke again.

“But here’s the thing.” She searched his face. “The Muse of Comedy lives inside me and I’m still not happy all the time. It happens. I’m laying my cards on the table right now because I care about you. Heck, I slept in a hospital chair for you. But if I put my heart on the line, I don’t want only part of you. That’s not real, Cooper. If I’m all in, then I want to know all of you. When we laugh or when we cry, we need to be a team or I can’t play this game.”

He shifted in his chair, his gut twisting into knots. “Remember the night I came to the improv show? When you told me about losing your two friends?”

“Yeah. Nia and Polly.” She swallowed. “I think about them every day.”

“You said you sometimes feel guilty for being happy.”

“I did at first, but then I’d remember laughing with them. It reminds me that they wouldn’t want me to give that up. It’s one of the things they loved about me.”

She was right, but she was also stronger than he was. It was so much easier to lock the past in a chest and hide it in the attic. Opening it was too painful, and sharing the night he lost his sister with someone terrified him. What if she blamed him like his family did?

He stared at her beautiful face, at the wisdom in her eyes, and his heart thumped. If he wanted any hope of a future with her, he’d have to let her in, even if it meant reopening old wounds that never healed.

“I had a sister.” His throat went dry, his voice tight, but he forced himself to go on. “Sarah was the light in our family; everyone’s favorite person to be around.” He leaned back in his chair, struggling to put words together. “She was a year older than me with a bright future ahead. When she graduated high school, she already had her whole life planned out. She was going to go to Stanford in the fall.”

He ran his hand through his hair and clasped the back of his neck, meeting Lia’s eyes. “I got in a big fight with her the night before she was supposed to leave for college. I can’t even remember what we argued about now, but she left the house in tears.” He ground his teeth. “She went to grab a coffee, and on the way home, a drunk driver hit her head-on.”

Lia got up and went around to his side. “I’m so sorry, Cooper.”

“No.” He stood, shaking his head. “If I don’t get this out, I never will.” He went to the window and stared out at the sunset. “My family imploded after she died. I couldn’t handle knowing my last words to Sarah were in anger, and my mom blamed me for her death. We haven’t spoken to each other in years.”

“That’s not fair. You had nothing to do with the accident.”

He looked over his shoulder. “It was my fault she drove away that night.”

Lia came up beside him, her hand running slowly up his back. “Your grandmother said something tonight, about how you used to be a funny boy.”

He scoffed. “I was the class clown. No scholarships for me.”

Her brow furrowed. “Then why did she tell me you didn’t need to work? Your college was paid for…”

His eyes burned as he squinted into the sun. “My dad offered me Sarah’s college fund.”
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Lia had never met Cooper’s mother, and grief affected everyone differently, but blaming her son for the loss of her daughter made Lia want to punch something. Violence probably wasn’t going to help Cooper, though, so she channeled the frustration.

“Can you remember a time you made Sarah laugh, like really belly laugh until she cried?” she asked.

A vise tightened around her heart when he looked at her with so much pain in his eyes.

“She had to make a video for a science project once. It was about a fictional animal she had to make up, but she had to pretend they had just discovered it in the Amazon jungle. She’d planned everything out—charts, graphs, photos, even the soundtrack of music to play in the background.” A gentle smile slowly replaced the sadness that lined his face. “I was in charge of the music, but when she got to how her animal reproduced, I changed it to Barry White. It took her a second to realize what had happened.” He chuckled. “She laughed so hard her face turned red. My mom probably still has the video someplace.”

Lia took his hand. “Sounds like you were her bright light.”

He blinked, his gaze locking on hers. “What?”

“If she was a driven person, excelling in school and all, and your parents were saving up for her to go to a high-powered college like Stanford, she was probably stressed out most of the time.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. She didn’t complain.”

“But you were the one who made her laugh, right?”

He started to nod. “Usually.”

“She wouldn’t want you to punish yourself for being happy.” Lia squeezed his hand. “That was part of what she loved about you.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose and stared at the twilight sky. “I never thought about it like that.”

Lia swallowed the lump in her throat. “Your mom was hurting, and she was wrong. None of it was your fault.”

He pulled her into his arms, and she closed her eyes, holding him tight. His heartbeat was strong and slow in her ear. Time ceased to exist, and the world faded away.

“I’ve never told anyone before.” He kissed her hair. “My parents sold the house. It had too many memories. I didn’t go to the new house with them. My parents barely spoke to me, so I moved in with my grandparents for a year, before going out on my own with roommates. I never looked back.”

Lia looked up at him. “You’re a strong guy.”

“I survived.” He shook his head. “Until I met you, though, I’d forgotten how good it felt to laugh.”

She reached up to cup his cheek. “I’ll remind you if you start to forget again.”

He turned his head, pressing a kiss to her palm. “And I’m going to keep you safe.”

She smiled. “As I recall, you were the one who needs protection.”

The sound of his laughter melted her heart.
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Cooper bent down and scooped Lia up into his arms. Her squeals and mock struggles had him grinning all over again. All his scars, his regrets, and his ghosts had been brought into the light. Lia’s light. For the first time since the police had knocked on their door to tell them about the accident, he didn’t feel guilty for every smile—for being happy.

Inside his bedroom, he lowered them both onto his bed. He rested over her, staring down into her dark eyes. “I love you.”

He hadn’t expected to blurt the words out, and she didn’t reply. Her gaze wandered over his face. For a split second, he almost regretted saying it out loud, but he’d meant every word. She didn’t need to love him back to make them real.

Lia ran her finger along his jaw and whispered, “I’m glad. Because in spite of trying to protect my heart, I’ve fallen for you, Cooper Hanover.”

He grinned as she closed the distance between them, fusing her lips to his. Her fingers tightened in his hair, their tongues tangling together.

When she broke the kiss, her mouth curved into a sexy smile. “That was me telling you I love you, too.”

He ran his hand down her side, pulling her leg up beside him so his hips sank even closer to her. “Feel free to tell me again anytime.”

She rocked into him. “I think I could communicate better if we didn’t have all these clothes between us.”

He raised a brow. “I’m all for better communication.” She grinned and caught his bottom lip with her teeth. He groaned, grinding into her. “And I’m feeling a mighty need to communicate.”

She rubbed his rock-hard shaft through his shorts. “Then let’s lose the clothes.”

He got up and tugged his shirt off.

Lia was on her feet, too. Her top hit the floor, exposing a red, lacy bra. She caught him looking and smiled. “See. Told you I had sexy underwear.”

“They’re only sexy because you’re in them.” He pulled off his shorts and boxers, and took her into his arms. “And I can’t wait to get you out of them.”

“You haven’t even seen the bottoms yet.”

He forced himself to release her and sat on the edge of the bed, his erection pulsing with need.

She unbuttoned her pants and lowered the zipper. The anticipation was killing him. She turned around with her back to him and slowly shimmied the jeans down her hips, exposing her bare cheeks in her red, lacy thong.

He reached up to cup her ass, unable to resist the temptation. “You’re so sexy. And it’s got nothing to do with the damn underwear.”

She worked her hips into his hands, grinding slowly. He was going to lose it.

“Condom,” she whispered.

Fuck. He would’ve forgotten. Again. “Nightstand.”

She went to the side of the bed and bent over, treating him to an amazing view. When she came back over, he took the condom and tore at the foil. Once he had it on, he gripped her hips and turned her around again. He kneaded her ass and caught his fingers in the top of the thong, then slid it down her body. He ran his hands up the insides of her legs to the juncture of her thighs, exploring her folds until she moaned.

Yeah, he needed her. Now.

With her back to him, he guided her down onto his lap, enjoying the warmth of her body as he entered her. She ground into him as he grasped her hips, pressing kisses along the top of her shoulder to the base of her neck. Peering down her body, her breasts bounced inside of the lace cups with every thrust up into her. She braced herself on his thigh with one hand, while the other reached up behind her to tangle her fingers in his hair.

He nibbled at her neck, sliding one hand down her abdomen. “You feel so good.”

With his fingertips between her legs, he teased her in time with his thrusts. She rewarded him by rocking her hips, adding to the friction.

He needed to get even closer. “Turn around.”

Lia slid him free of her body for a second as she faced him and wrapped her legs around his waist. He sank back into her, staring into her beautiful eyes.

A sexy smile curved her lips, her voice a breathless whisper. “Better.”

He reached behind her, unclasping her bra and sliding it off. Her nipples were hardened tips, making his mouth water.

“Much better.”

His gaze remained locked on hers as he sucked her nipple into his mouth, enjoying the way her back arched into him. He moved his hand between them to toy with her as he ached for release, so near the edge. He turned his head, licking and teasing her breasts with his tongue.

Kissing his way up her neck, he growled, “Come with me, Lia.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed made it impossible for him to take it as fast as he wanted to, but Lia’s hips worked into his thrusts harder and faster until he finally exploded deep inside her. Lia’s head fell back, and she cried out his name, her orgasm milking him until neither of them could move.

Cooper’s heart raced, pounding in his ears as he kissed her chest, holding her tight.

Lia smiled, her face flushed with color. “You have amazing communication skills.”

He chuckled, his teeth grazing her skin. “And they are only for you.”

She pulled back to see his face. He wanted to memorize every line and angle, the emotion in her eyes as her smile faded. “I do love you.”

“I know.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “You brought me back to life.”

“You were alive.” She brushed a kiss to his lips. “You just forgot to enjoy it.”


CHAPTER 16


Ted rang the bell at Pamela’s estate, surprised when she opened her own door. “What happened to your…help?”

“It’s late. I sent them home.”

He stepped inside, trying not to stare. She really hadn’t aged. Not a single day in over fifty years.

Pamela led him through the ground level into her spacious kitchen. In the middle of the marble slab worktable were two champagne flutes and a bottle in an ice bucket.

“What are we celebrating?”

“Your rise as the leader of the Order of the Titans, of course.” She picked up her glass.

Ted wasn’t so quick to grab his. “What about Mikolas?”

“I will take care of him after you finish what you started.”

“And what’s that?”

She took a sip of the pink-hued champagne. “Kill the Muse of Comedy.”

Ted adjusted his collar. “It’s not that simple. The police are going to be looking for me. They found evidence in Mikolas’s car.”

“Not my problem.” She swirled the champagne in her glass. “Show me how devoted you are to the cause. Prove yourself, Ted.”

His heart raced as he straddled the chasm between Mikolas’s demand for his loyalty and for him to not kill the muses, and Pamela’s request for his devotion by taking their lives. Tricky.

But if his father had taught him anything, it was negotiating deals.

“I need something in return,” he said.

She raised a brow. “I’m getting you reinstated into the Order and giving you leadership and power. That should be enough.”

He shook his head. “I was going through some of my father’s things, and I ran across some photos.”

Was that a twitch under her eye?

She inspected her nails. “Photos of what?”

“One of them was of you, right after my mother died.”

“Yes.” Her shoulders relaxed. “He was lonely. I comforted him.”

Ted offered up a secret prayer that Pamela didn’t have mythical lightning bolts to attack him with. He cleared his throat and forced out the words. “Did my father know you’re immortal?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

Ted shrugged, hoping his nerves weren’t showing. “That photo was taken over twenty years ago. You look exactly the same.”

“I have good genes.”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “If I believe I can free Kronos, a Titan, would it be so difficult to believe others like him might be hiding in this world?”

Her brow furrowed, exposing a rare crease in her forehead. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting that before I get my hands dirty, you tell me who, or what, I’m working with.”

He was airborne so fast, he didn’t get a chance to scream. He smashed into the wall and crumpled to the floor, every part of his body aching. Her heels clicked across the tile as she came closer to him. He struggled to get his limbs to move, but they weren’t responding.

Had she broken his back?

Pamela knelt down beside him, but he could only see her perfectly manicured toenails in her strappy pumps. “I didn’t want to hurt your father and I don’t want to hurt you, but I will do what must be done to free Kronos.”

“You…hurt…my father?” he wheezed.

“Not on purpose. My venom paralyzes, but at his fragile age, I’m afraid it damaged his heart.” She mussed Ted’s hair as if he was no more than a pet. “When it wears off, you’ll get out of my house and you won’t return until the muse is dead.”
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Lia woke up to her phone buzzing. She scooted out of the bed and searched for her discarded pants. By the time she found her cell in the pocket, it had gone silent. She started back to bed, but then it vibrated again. Her mom’s picture lit up the screen.

She looked over at Cooper in the bed. Gods, he was cute when he was sleeping. She clicked “Accept” and hustled into the other room.

“Yeah, Mom,” she whispered.

“Why are you whispering?” Her mother’s voice was so loud, Lia held the phone away from her ear.

“The sun’s not even up yet. California is two hours behind Chicago, remember?”

“I always forget.” Her mother tsked. “You haven’t called in a few days. I wanted to be sure you didn’t join a hippie cult out there.”

Lia rolled her eyes, but deep down, it was good to talk to her mom. Her big family wasn’t keen on Lia moving so far away, but when push had come to shove, they’d finally supported her. Hearing her mom’s voice made her miss home.

She glanced at the bedroom door, thinking about Cooper and his broken family. She was damn lucky. “I’m not in a hippie cult yet, but I keep checking Craigslist.”

Her mom gasped. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

“It’s your own fault for naming me Thalia.”

“Comedy is not teasing your mother.”

Lia chuckled. “It is if she thinks you’d actually join a cult.”

“Pshhh. Anyway… How are you, baby? Any new men in your life?”

Lia’s jaw dropped, her eyes widening. “Oh, that was subtle.”

“What do you mean?” Gods, Lia could almost hear the halo twinkling over her mother’s so-not-innocent head.

Lia lowered her voice, her lips brushing her phone with every word. “Mrs. Spanos called you, didn’t she?”

“Can’t a mother make a phone call to check on her only child who moved thousands of miles away?”

“You’re a horrible liar, Mom,” Lia teased.

Her mother sighed. “She said you’re smitten with the Hanover boy.”

Cooper opened the bedroom door, naked and gorgeous even with his squinty eyes. Yeah, nothing on that man was boy-like.

Who is it? he mouthed.

She covered her phone. “My mom. Mrs. Spanos called her to gossip about my love life.”

He smiled, and her toes curled. Happy was an amazing look for Cooper. “Tell her I said hi.”

She grinned. “Go take a shower. I can’t talk to my mom while I’m looking at a naked man.”

“Lia? Are you still there?”

She uncovered the phone, watching Cooper’s perfect ass disappear into the bedroom. “Yeah. I must’ve had a weak signal.”

“I’ve never met Mrs. Hanover, but Maria said she’s a widow.” Lia waited for the other shoe to drop. “And that she’s not Greek.”

And there it was.

“Nope, she’s not.” Lia peeked out the window at the sky just beginning to lighten. “Neither is Cooper.” Before her mother could whine, she added, “He’s studying to be a doctor. He works as a paramedic.”

“A doctor? Your uncle Vidal was a doctor. I think he’s retired now. I should ask your father…”

Lia smiled. The distraction worked. Her mom took off naming every doctor and dentist in their family. Lia listened, soaking up the family love. Her mother oozed with it. Mom was the hub of the Youlos clan, and while Lia loved her life in Crystal City, she missed sitting in the kitchen while her mom updated her on every relative.

She didn’t miss getting pressured to marry a nice Greek boy and give her mother grandchildren, though.

Finally, her mother circled back. “His name is Cooper? What kind of name is that?”

“Not Greek.”

“Oh, stop it.” Her voice softened. “And you like this boy?”

“He’s a man, Mom. A good man.” Lia glanced at the bedroom door. “Remember the fire at the theater?”

“Yes. You sent me pictures. I thank the Lord every day that you got out safe.”

“Cooper was the one who patched up my head. He saved a firefighter’s life, too.”

Her mom was uncharacteristically quiet for a moment. “He’s a hero, Lia. I want to kiss him.”

Lia grinned. “I hope you’ll get to someday.”

“Someday?” Her mom huffed at the other end of the line. “Bring him home to meet your family, Lia.”

“Too soon, Mom. Plus, we’re really busy rebuilding the theater, and the salon is crazy, too.”

“Maybe I’ll come see you.”

Ah, her mother’s classic threat. Everyone in the family knew she’d never get on a plane. Lia smiled. “Just tell me when. I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

Her mother sighed. “I love you, baby. Tell that boy to take good care of my angel.”

Lia’s eyes welled with unexpected tears. “I love you, too, Mom. Talk to you soon.”

Soon after she set her phone aside, Cooper came out of the bathroom with wet hair and a towel wrapped around his waist. He frowned. “Are you okay?”

Lia nodded. “Yeah.”

He came over and sat beside her. “You miss your family.”

“Until I moved here, I could walk to my parents’, my sisters’, and my aunts’ houses. I took it for granted.”

“Maybe when things settle with the theater, we can save up some vacation time.”

Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. “We?”

His smile faltered. “Probably a dumb idea.”

“No, they’d love to meet you.” She grinned. “But they’d eat you alive.”

He adjusted his towel. “I held my own at pinball.”

“True.” She patted his leg. “I need to get back to my place and get ready for work. Hair isn’t going to cut itself. I have rehearsal at the improv club tonight, too.”

“Today’s my last day off before I go back on shift, so I guess I’ll run over and lend Mason a hand.”

Lia smiled. “Thanks for all your help. With everything. This has got to be weird for you.”

“Not as weird as worrying I’m going to touch someone and have a seizure. It’s a lot easier to process now that I know what’s going on, though, even if what’s happening is pretty out there.”

She leaned over for a kiss. “I better get dressed.”

He grinned, running his hand up her leg. “Maybe not just yet.”

She hummed against his lips as he laid her back on the sofa. “You’re a bad influence.”

He pulled his towel free and dropped it on the floor. “You complaining?”

She shook her head as he settled over her. “Not even a little.”

[image: * * *]

Ted’s entire back was discolored, bruised, and sore, but he didn’t think any bones were broken. It was a small miracle. Still he struggled to keep from limping out of the elevator.

He ground his teeth as he approached Marion’s desk. “Please call Mikolas. Tell him I need to see him right away.”

“Yes, Mr. Belkin.” She frowned. “Are you all right?”

“Bike accident. I’ll be okay.”

“Okay.” She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t press the issue.

Ted carefully sat behind his desk, wincing as his back came in contact with the chair. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place. If he didn’t give Pamela what she wanted, she’d already proven she could hurt him. Killing him wouldn’t be much of a stretch. And if he didn’t get on board with Mikolas, the police would be calling when they got the DNA test results from the car.

He was screwed either way.

But he had a plan. He had Bryce.

Bryce could finish things with the Muse of Comedy. Ted could pass him off as a loose cannon to Mikolas and, at the same time, tell Pamela that the enforcer was working under Mikolas’s orders.

Everyone wins.

Except the muse.

Trinity’s eyes filled his head. The muses were her friends. What would he do when Pamela demanded Trinity’s life?

He rested his elbows on his desk, head in his hands. How had everything spun so far out of control?

Marion’s voice came from the speakerphone on his desk. “Mr. Leandros is here for you.”

“Send him in.”

Mikolas came inside, closing the door behind him. “You look like hell.”

Ted didn’t bother to respond. He tossed Pamela’s pictures on his desk. “You were right. She’s not human.”

Mikolas sat down. “She did this to you?”

“Yeah.” Ted straightened up, or at least tried to. “She barely touched me, but I flew across the room so fast, I wasn’t sure what happened. Then I was paralyzed. Just like the men on the Oceanus. She mentioned something about a venom that causes paralysis.”

Mikolas leaned forward in his chair. “Are you ready to take an oath of loyalty now?”

“First, I want to know how you plan on handling Pamela. She wants the muses dead. If they’re not, we could be.”

Mikolas crossed his arms. “I keep my enemies close.”

“So she’s an enemy?”

Mikolas raised a brow. “She attacked you.”

“But she still shares our mission to free Kronos.”

Mikolas nodded slowly. “That doesn’t make her an ally.”

“She clearly has powers we don’t possess.”

“And an agenda we don’t understand.”

Ted sighed. “So what are you suggesting?”

“I’m saying we stay the course for now.” Mikolas steepled his fingers. “We keep Belkin Oil financially sound so we have the capital to continue to replace the drilling equipment as we get closer to our goal. Meanwhile, I will see if I can figure out Pamela’s true identity. Once we know who she really is, we should be able to find a weakness. All the gods had them.”

Ted glanced out the window. “She won’t be satisfied with your ban on killing the muses.”

“Then I’d better discover who and what she is so we know what we’re up against.” Mikolas stood. “I need your answer. Are you ready to pledge your loyalty?”

“You’ll make the police investigation go away?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll reinstate me into the Order?”

“Yes.” His gaze locked on Ted’s. “And you’ll help me control Pamela.”

The sensation of flying across the room rushed through Ted’s head. Was “control” even possible with an immortal? He didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. Pledging his loyalty to Mikolas meant he’d be back inside the Order. He’d be able to finish his father’s mission. And if he made it out alive, he’d be remembered for bringing back the Golden Age of Man.

His father would finally be proud of him.

He cleared his throat. “You have my loyalty.”

Mikolas smirked. “It’s not so simple. Be in my office at five o’clock, and we’ll make the oath.”

Ted nodded. “I’ll be there.”

Once Mikolas had left and the door closed behind him, Ted reached for his cell, wincing. He sent Bryce a single text.

Thalia must die.

Or Pamela would be sure he did.

Sacrifices, he reminded himself. Sacrifices.


CHAPTER 17


Lia finished her last appointment at the salon, cleaned up her station, and headed for the improv theater. The drive over was a blur. Between dreaming up new improvisation games to share with the audience over the weekend, she also couldn’t stop pondering her conversation with Cooper.

Was he serious about going to Chicago to meet her family?

He must miss his own. It hadn’t occurred to her at the time, but when she visited him in the hospital after the fire, she never ran into any other visitors. Agnes didn’t have a car. And now that Lia understood the family dynamics, his parents may not have even known he’d been admitted.

If the Hanovers weren’t ready to heal old wounds, she had more than enough family to go around. With the theater opening delayed indefinitely while Mason and the guys were rebuilding from the ground up, they wouldn’t miss her for a few days. She could reschedule her clients, and Rafe and Selena could run the improv for a week.

A visit back home was becoming a reality in her head.

Her family would be a lot for Cooper to handle, especially since his seemed so different from hers. He’d said his parents sold their house, but he hadn’t mentioned where they had moved. Maybe they weren’t even in Crystal City anymore. She’d have to ask Agnes.

She parked behind the improv theater and headed for the back entrance doing her best to ignore the stain of Cooper’s blood on the blacktop of the parking lot. Too late. She glanced around, suddenly wary, but the only other car was Rafe’s VW Bus.

Her tight grip on her nerves loosened as she opened the back door and went inside.

Time to get to work.
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Cooper’s shoulders ached as he finished driving another nail into the two-by-four framing. He had to give Mason credit, this was hard work. He wiped his brow and checked his phone. Lia was probably already at the theater for rehearsal. He’d be able to pick her up in a couple more hours.

Mason turned on the floodlights as the sun started setting, and Cooper frowned, rubbing the back of his neck. His birthmark throbbed and burned. Nate and Reed were at their day jobs today, but Hunter was over by the electrical, running the table saw.

Maybe Hunter would be able to tell him if it was a Guardian thing.

As he slid the handle of the hammer into his tool belt, Mason came over, inspecting the frame. “Lookin’ good, Coop. You ever want to change careers, you’d make a great carpenter.”

“Thanks, man.” Cooper straightened up. “But I like saving lives.”

Mason grinned. “Suit yourself.”

He started measuring lumber, and Cooper wandered over to Hunter. The retired Navy SEAL surfed every day, so he stayed in shape and still looked ready to defend the country at a moment’s notice.

Hunter lifted his head and popped out an earplug. “Hey, dude. What’s up?”

Cooper kept his voice hushed. “Does your birthmark ever burn? Mine feels like it’s on fire.”

Hunter’s smile vanished as he scanned the area. “It usually means your muse is in danger. Where’s Lia?”

Cooper’s adrenaline went into overdrive. “Fuck. She’s at the improv club.”

“That’s on the other side of town.” Hunter took off his gloves. “I’m going with you.”

Cooper was already jogging toward his car. “Gotta run, Mason. I’ll call you later.”

Mason nodded. “Thanks for the help.”

Cooper had his phone to his ear and the engine running when Hunter opened the passenger door. “You calling Lia?”

“Yeah. She’s not answering her cell.”

“Shit. Drive. I’ll find Nate.”

Cooper hit the accelerator, the tires screeching as they headed for the street. He was trained to keep a clear head and remain calm in the worst of emergencies, but his cool was long gone.

This was personal.

And if anything happened to Lia… Damn, he couldn’t even think about it.
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Marion was packing up when Ted exited his office. “Have a nice evening, Mr. Belkin.”

“Thanks, Marion.” He paused and added, “Why don’t you call me Ted?”

She smiled, her cheeks encroaching on her blue eyes. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ted.”

She went to the elevator, leaving him wondering where that had come from. But after working together for five years, it had seemed like the right thing to do.

Or he was just desperate for a good deed.

He glanced at the clock. Something far from good was happening right now.

Pushing the thought away, he grabbed the next elevator up to the top floor. When he reached the door to his father’s office, Mikolas called, “Come in and close the door.”

Ted did as Mikolas instructed, surprised to find him in his robe but no sign of the mask of Kronos. Mikolas gestured to his feet. “Kneel.”

Ted ached just looking at the floor. “I might not be able to get back up.”

“I’ll help you up if you need it.”

Ted sighed, groaning as he lowered his battered body to the carpet. He got to his knees, stars dancing at the edge of his vision.

Mikolas reached for something behind him and then was brandishing a dagger with a jeweled handle.

Ted frowned. “What the hell is that?”

“This is a charmed dagger, blessed by the gods. When it brings our blood together, an oath is forged. And if the oath is broken, a price is paid.”

“Wouldn’t a contract be more binding?”

Mikolas chuckled. “Your father instilled a passion for the Order’s mission without any tradition or foundation.” He lifted the dagger. “This blade is from my Order back home. It has been passed down through the Order to help us find those loyal to our cause.” He closed his free hand around the blade, wincing as he yanked it free.

Ted’s eyes widened, but he was too sore to jump to his feet. “Fuck. This is insane.”

“I told you I required a blood oath.”

“Yeah, but I thought it was a flowery, European way of saying a contract.”

Mikolas’s blood dripped on the floor in front of Ted. “Give me your hand.”

“I can’t do this.”

“You can, or you will go to jail. Your choice.”

Ted took a couple of deep breaths and offered up his hand. “This is nuts.”

Mikolas drew the blade across Ted’s palm so fast, he didn’t feel the cut right away. Then the Greek clasped his hand. A shockwave ran through their hands, making Ted wobble on the ground. “Shit. What was that?”

“The dagger has accepted our oath. It has united us together in this purpose.” Mikolas set the knife back on the desk and came around to pull Ted back up to his feet.

Ted’s pulse raced as he stared at the dagger. “When will it wear off?”

“Only the one who calls for a blood oath can end it. When we find out how to control Pamela, I’ll end our arrangement.”

Ted glanced at the clock. Bryce was probably already finished doing Pamela’s will. Would that break the pact? Technically, Ted didn’t do it.

But Bryce had gone on Ted’s command.

Shit.
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Lia walked through the back office and set her purse on the chair. “Selena?”

Nothing. Weird.

She entered the black box theater, and the spotlight came on, blinding her. “Rafe? Can you turn down the lights?”

Again, nothing.

A chill ran down her spine. Something was wrong. She bit back the urge to ask who was there, just as every person in a horror flick did before they died.

She spun around to run, when an unfamiliar voice called out, “Leave this room and your pregnant friend dies while her husband watches.”

Selena.

Lia faced the light again. “I’m not going anywhere. Let them go.”

“Not yet.”

Selena let out a muffled scream, and Lia’s stomach tied in a knot. She’d led the danger right to her troupe. This was her fault. She had to get them out. Judging by Selena’s voice, she was in the lighting room. And from the sound of it, Rafe was with her.

“What do you want?” Lia asked. “We don’t have much money, but it’s yours if you take it and walk away.”

The man’s chuckle echoed through the live acoustics. “If I wanted money, I would have robbed a bank.”

Her heart pounded in her ears. “Why are you here?”

“I came for you, but you already know that, don’t you?”

She racked her brain for some kick-ass escape plan that included saving her friends. But standing smack-dab in the middle of a spotlight made it tough to surprise anyone, and calling 9-1-1 would be pretty obvious. Besides, either option would cost Selena her life. Lia couldn’t risk it.

The beam of light started to slide up toward the house seats. “Stay in the center of the light, or she and her baby die,” the stranger warned.

Lia could hear Selena sobbing. At least she was still alive.

Lia walked forward, following it until the spotlight couldn’t move any higher. “Come into the booth.”

“Let them go first,” Lia called out.

“You’re in no position to make deals, muse.” He chuckled and rose to his full height in the lighting booth window. The gold Kronos mask had her heart racing. That mask now symbolized death. The same mask had been behind the wheel of the Mercedes that had hit Cooper. Her stomach retched being this close, adrenaline shooting through her bloodstream.

“Killing me isn’t going to stop the Les Neufs Soeurs from opening,” she said.

“Maybe not, but then I’ll only have six to go.” He turned side to side. “I thought the paramedic was your Guardian. Guess I was wrong.”

The Order did know about the Guardians. Now she just needed to live long enough to warn everyone.

The man came out of the booth and reached for her.

Something inside of her snapped. She wasn’t going to follow along like a lamb to slaughter. Her improv skits usually made people laugh, but tonight, she’d have to improvise in order to survive. She ducked under his outreached arm and slammed her fist into his groin with all the power she could muster.

He wheezed, stumbling backward, and Lia raced into the booth, slamming the door shut behind her and locking it. Selena and Rafe were lying on the floor with duct tape over their mouths and around their wrists and ankles.

Lia ripped the tape from their mouths. “He’ll break the glass and be in here any second.”

Rafe rolled on his side. “Pocketknife. Front pocket.”

She slid her hand inside and pulled out the knife. She popped the blade out and quickly sawed through the tape at Rafe’s wrists before handing him the knife. “I’m going to lure him away from here. Get Selena out and call 9-1-1.”

“No,” Selena whispered. “It’s too dangerous.”

Lia squeezed her hand. “There’s no other choice. If I go with you, he’ll come after me. Get away and call for back up. I’ll buy time until they get here.”

Her friend finally nodded. “Be careful.”

“I will.” Lia gripped the doorknob.

“Wait.”

She turned to find Selena rubbing her freed wrists and Rafe offering her his knife. “Take it.”

Lia grabbed the knife, imagining she must look like Peter Pan ready to battle Captain Hook’s sword with a tiny dagger. Part of her was tempted to laugh.

What the hell was wrong with her?

Her muse didn’t seem to grasp the gravity of their situation.

Lia opened the door, ready to attack, but the robed man was gone. She frowned, taking another step out with the knife clenched in her fist. Nothing.

She whispered to Rafe, “All clear. Get Selena out of here.”

He hustled his pregnant wife down toward the stage and the back door while Lia crept forward. Maybe when he’d realized she wasn’t going to go quietly into that good night, he had taken off.

A girl could hope.

[image: * * *]

Cooper ran two traffic lights, and he lost count of how many stop signs. Hunter had gotten in touch with Nate, and the police were on their way to the improv club. Maybe they were already there. When the sign came into focus, Cooper gave the car a little more gas.

As soon as they turned into the lot, he slammed on his brakes, barely missing Lia’s pregnant friend. He put the car in park and jumped out. “Where’s Lia?”

The man tilted his head toward the club. “Hurry. There’s a psycho in a gold mask. I need to get Selena out of here.”

The paramedic inside him was itching to check the woman’s vitals and make sure the baby wasn’t in distress, but Lia’s safety came first. “Get her to the hospital. Have them check her out. Sometimes trauma can bring on early labor.”

“I will.” He nodded. “Help Lia.”

“I’m on it.” He jogged toward the back door, but Hunter caught his shirt, his voice hushed. “I’m going around to the front to be sure he doesn’t try to get out there. Find something to protect yourself. Even a broken bottle is better than nothing. You won’t be any help to her in there without a weapon. And Nate’s on the way with fire power.”

Fuck. Hunter was right. Cooper was a healer. Going in armed didn’t even cross his mind.

Hunter vanished into the shadows and Cooper looked for…anything.

A wooden pallet was leaning against the back wall. It would have to do. He laid it on the ground and stomped through the top board, snapping it, then tore it free from the rest of the pallet. Nails jutted out of the end.

It would have to do.

He pulled open the back door and slipped inside.

[image: * * *]

Lia searched the green room and finally lowered the knife. He was gone.

The back door thumped closed, and she flinched. The Kronos fanatic had escaped. At least she was still alive, and hopefully, Rafe and Selena were miles away by now.

She stepped into the hallway, and something slammed into her so hard, she couldn’t make a sound. All the air whooshed from her lungs, and then the pain caught up. The mask came closer, her blood dripping from his knife. She flailed the pocketknife, slicing across his arm.

“You bitch.” He sank the blade into her stomach, and her legs gave out. He knelt down, burying his knife in her abdomen over and over as he whispered in her ear, “Your death inspires me.”

Her attacker finally backed off and turned to go.

Lia’s vision wavered, but it looked like Cooper was running toward her. He had a board or something in his hands. Everything played out in slow motion. Cooper hit her attacker in the head, and he dropped to the ground. Then Cooper was at her side.

His voice was so far away. She wanted to tell him she loved him, but words wouldn’t come. She was so tired. Light sparkled around her, embracing her, welcoming her. She stopped struggling for air and surrendered.
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“Dammit. Lia, stay awake.” Cooper pulled off his shirt, trying to put pressure on her wounds, but there was too much blood, too many stab wounds. Her shallow breaths wheezed out her side.

Fuck, the bastard had punctured her lung and probably perforated her stomach.

Sirens outside heralded Nate’s arrival. Cooper prayed the paramedics were with them. He slid his hands under her shirt and closed his eyes, welcoming the tingle and warmth through his fingers. His pulse raced. Would it work fast enough?

The wheezing stopped.

He opened his eyes. Her skin was so pale. He’d healed most of the stab wounds to her abdomen already, but he couldn’t keep up with the bleeding and lack of oxygen. He was losing her.

“No, no, no! Lia, you stay with me. Please, baby. Come on.” He tipped his head up to the heavens. “Apollo, if you can hear me, get your ass down here.”

Suddenly, the hallway was flooded with blinding light that pierced every shadow. Apollo. It had to be. Cooper tried to concentrate, his hands pressed against her side as he whispered, “She’s slipping away.”

A voice echoed through his head. “My power is too great for your mortal body.”

“I don’t give a fuck about myself.” Cooper’s voice broke. “Help me save her. Please.”

The light that filled the room slammed into his back, his skin absorbing it into his body. Cooper’s veins burned as if he’d been struck by lightning. He struggled to focus the light, to force it to her lung, but the harder he tried, the weaker he became.

Finally, Lia coughed.

Cooper’s heart fluttered. It was working. Sweat soaked through all his clothes, his muscles seizing as Apollo’s energy continued to drain him, pulling his life force into her body until he tumbled into darkness.


CHAPTER 18


Mikolas helped Ted to a chair and handed him a towel for his hand. The seconds ticked by, but Ted’s phone was still silent. Bryce was supposed to check in once the task was complete.

Something was wrong.

Ted stared at the Greek’s back. “Now that we’ve taken this oath, mind telling me how it works?”

Mikolas took off his robe, tucking it into a gym bag. “What do you mean?”

“Am I your slave now?” he asked.

“No.” Mikolas chuckled and started bandaging his hand. “You still have free will, but it will be painful if you try to break the pact between us.”

“So if I don’t help you nail Pamela, I’ll be in physical pain.”

“Yes. If you cross me during this endeavor, you’ll develop a visible, blistering burn along the flesh that touched the dagger, marking you as an oath breaker.”

Ted checked his hand. The bleeding had stopped. One less thing to worry about. His hand was sore, but no more than the rest of his body that Pamela had thrown across the room the night before. “And you’ll get the charges dropped for the hit-and-run.”

He nodded. “I already made a down payment to damage the DNA evidence. Tomorrow I’ll have my lawyer contact the victim and offer restitution.”

“Whatever Pamela is, she’s powerful. She didn’t hit me physically last night; it was more like a tidal wave of energy. It threw me to the other side of the room, and the ‘venom’ paralyzed me. I couldn’t move for about a half hour.”

“Good information to know.” Mikolas turned around. “If Kronos is freed, what do you think he’ll do first?”

Ted shrugged, staring at his wound. “I guess he’ll demand world leaders to bow to him. We’ll finally have world peace.”

“Or world war.” Mikolas leaned against his desk. “Do you think kings, presidents, and dictators would willingly hand over their power to a Titan without a fight?”

“They might fire a missile or something, but once they found out it had no effect, they’d have to surrender.” Ted shifted in his seat. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m trying to envision the Order’s goal fully realized, and Pamela’s behavior concerns me.” He stood up and grabbed his bag. “It seems she wants revenge against Zeus and a second chance with her lover, Kronos. Her commitment has nothing to do with bettering humanity. So I can’t help but wonder…” His gaze locked on Ted’s. “What does Kronos want?”
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Lia coughed, wincing as she cradled Cooper’s head in her lap and shouted, “We’re back here! We need an ambulance!”

Cooper’s body was still trembling, and his skin was burning up. He had to have called on Apollo. She blinked back tears. He knew another hit of energy from the sun god could kill him. Now all she could do was hope.

The paramedics rolled in a gurney, and a big guy knelt down with his kit. He frowned. “Apollo?”

Her heart stuttered as she glanced around the hallway. “Where?”

If he was still here, maybe he could heal Cooper.

The paramedic looked at Lia. “What happened to him?”

She blinked. This must’ve been the guy from Cooper’s station. It was his nickname. Her heart sank. “He had a seizure.”

The paramedic went to work on Cooper, his partner eyeing her. “You’re bleeding.”

How was she going to explain the healed wounds? “Opened an old injury. I’m okay.”

“We should take a look.”

She shook her head. “Please, just save Cooper.”

The big guy called out blood pressure numbers high enough to cause a stroke, an elevated heart rate, and a temperature reading that made the paramedic doubt that the equipment was working. Lia moved back as they slid a stabilizing board underneath Cooper and lifted him onto the gurney.

“Can I go with him?” she asked.

“Are you his…?”

“Girlfriend.”

The guy nodded. “Yeah, you can come with us.”

In the back of the rig, they hooked up an IV to give him fluids and placed an oxygen tube under his nose. It was hard to believe that a few hours ago, he was naked in her arms. She struggled to keep from falling apart.

“I’m Steve Garcia, and that’s Jerry up there driving. We work with Cooper.”

“He told me you call him Apollo.” She took Cooper’s hand.

Steve almost smiled, watching the heart monitor. “Coop’s a good guy.” His gaze met hers. “What the hell happened back there?”

“I was being attacked, and Cooper came to help me. I’d be dead if he hadn’t gotten there when he did.”

Garcia shook his head. “He’s got all the symptoms of touching a live wire or being struck by lightning. We’re pumping in cool fluids, but his body temperature is still too high.”

“I don’t think he was electrocuted.” But she couldn’t tell them what she really suspected. If Cooper did accept Apollo’s help to heal her… Gods, she didn’t even want to consider it.

The van pulled up at the ER, and the doors flew open. Doctors and nurses swarmed the rig as they rolled Cooper out, pulling his hand free of hers. Her heart clenched.

Don’t you dare die on me, Cooper.
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Clio came in the hospital room and handed Lia a stack of clean clothes. “How’s he doing?”

Lia shook her head. “I’m having déjà vu all over again. Hopefully it’ll work out like it did after he saved Reed and he’ll just open his eyes and be fine.” She glanced at Clio and raised a brow. “I thought Trin was bringing my stuff.”

“She’ll be by later.” Clio fidgeted with the zipper on her windbreaker.

Lia frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Clio sighed. “You won’t like it. I tried to talk some sense into her.”

“My night can’t get any shittier.” Lia crossed her arms. “You may as well lay it on me.”

Clio lifted her gaze. “She’s meeting with Ted…again.”

“Ted? As in Ted Belkin, son of the guy who almost killed Callie?” Lia stood up and winced, gripping her side. Damn. Apparently, she wasn’t completely healed yet. “You need to stop her. She thinks she can reach that guy, but she can’t.”

“He contacted her. Something about Guardians.”

“The guy who attacked me mentioned he thought Cooper was my Guardian. The Order definitely knows about the prophecy.” Lia carefully took her seat again. “Please tell me Trin told you where they were meeting. Get Callie and meet her there. She can’t be alone with him.”

Clio shook her head. “She wouldn’t tell me where she was going, just that it’s her fault the Order knows our names and that she needed to fix this.”

“So all we can do is wait?” Lia puffed out a frustrated breath. “I was wrong before. My day could totally get shittier.”

She pulled out her cell phone. She couldn’t find Trin, but Lia could keep her phone lit up until she answered.
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Ted checked his watch. If Trinity had gotten his e-mail, she’d be waiting at the coffee shop in an hour. But first he needed to settle things with Pamela.

Her assistant left him alone in her library over ten minutes ago, but there was still no sign of Pamela. Sweat rolled down his back. If this didn’t go well, he may not be alive to make the meeting with Trinity.

Finally, Pamela appeared in the doorway, her long blond hair pulled back into a tight bun. She walked in slowly, as though she hadn’t just made him wait almost fifteen minutes. She took a chair across from him, a cold glint in her eyes. “Is she dead?”

He cleared his throat. “She should be. Bryce stabbed her multiple times.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you send the enforcer? You promised me you would finish what you started.”

“And I did. I arranged for him to attack her when she was vulnerable.” He swallowed the lump in his throat and added, “The muses aren’t a threat anymore. Without any help from contractors, their theater is months away from opening. We’ll reach Tartarus before they ever open their doors. We don’t need the murders bringing the police to our door.”

She raised her hand, and he tensed, readying himself to fly across the room, but it didn’t come. She inspected her nails. “Hunting the muses to stop the theater from reopening was the only way I could get your father’s cooperation. Their deaths never had anything to do with inspiring humanity.”

Ted blinked. “Then why take such a huge risk?”

She stood and smoothed her shirt. Her blue eyes met his, and something rippled in them like waves swelling on the ocean. Inhuman. “Losing a child is a torment that never ends for a parent. Immortality becomes a curse instead of a gift, a prison of never-ending pain.”

She turned for the door, and her voice echoed through the room. “Zeus made his daughters mortal as a gift to humanity—inspiration passed down through the generations.” Her gaze locked on him. “It has been a challenge to track them through the ages. Until this generation, that is. You changed everything when you gave me their names.” A cold smile curved her lips. “So I will let you live. But do not fail me again.”

She walked out the door, closing it behind her. Ted wiped his brow, his stomach tied in knots.

He still didn’t know who she was, but between the paralyzing venom and the way the waves swelled in her eyes, maybe Mikolas could narrow it down. If they could find her weakness, they might be able to stay alive.
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By the time Ted reached the coffee shop, he was already a half hour late. He scanned the space and found Trinity looking at her phone. She straightened as he approached the table.

“I thought you had a change of heart,” she said.

“Sorry I’m late.” He pulled out the chair across from her. “Thanks for meeting me.”

“I’m fielding a bunch of panicked texts from my roommate.” She crossed her arms. “Her boyfriend is in the hospital, and she’s lucky to be alive. They arrested a guy in a Kronos mask at the scene. A friend of yours?”

Until he sat down, he wasn’t entirely sure why he had sent that e-mail to Trinity, but it was crystal clear now. “I’m sorry.”

Confusion lined her forehead. “Sorry? For killing my friends? For literally burning my dream to the ground? Or for abandoning me in college when I thought I was going crazy? Oh wait, you’re starting to finally regret telling your group of fanatics our names so they could pick us off one by one. Have I forgotten anything?”

“For all of it.” Normally, harsh words thrown in his face fanned the flames of rage in his belly, but all he could feel was guilt. “I was desperate for my father’s approval. I lost sight of everything else.”

“Doesn’t change anything.” She crossed her arms. “Why the sudden development of a conscience?”

“I don’t have time to get into everything.” He removed the bandage on his hand, showing her the cut. “Today I made a blood oath with Mikolas Leandros.”

She frowned. “You weren’t already committed to killing us?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Mikolas has been trying to change the Order’s course. He threw me out for burning the theater down. He decided murder was too risky.”

Her eyes widened. “Then why did someone stab Lia tonight?”

“Because there’s a goddess or something—we’re not sure who she really is—but she wants you and your friends dead. She has some kind of vendetta against Zeus. She’s powerful. I had to send Bryce. I had no choice.”

Trinity shook her head slowly. “You spineless bastard.”

He swallowed. “I deserve that, but I’m doing what I can to help you right now, if you’ll listen.”

She got up. “This isn’t helping, Ted. Lia’s boyfriend could be brain dead, and it’s all because of you.”

“Her Guardian…” He stared at the cut on his hand. “Have you found yours yet?”

She settled back into her chair. “How do you know about Guardians?”

“I got a picture of your scroll and had it translated.”

“That’s why you ran him over the other night, isn’t it? You couldn’t get to Lia so you figured taking him out would leave her unprotected.”

Hearing his crimes coming from her lips hurt much more than the bruises covering his back. “You didn’t answer me.”

“Why would I tell you anything, Ted?”

He lifted his gaze to her face. “Because an immortal is masquerading as a woman named Pamela Costas, and if she finds you, you’re going to need a Guardian. We’re mortals. I don’t know how to stop her.” His voice softened. “That’s why I wanted to warn you.”

“You wanted us dead,” she snapped.

“Never you.”

“Bullshit. You must’ve known I was in the theater when you chained those doors and threw Molotov cocktails through the roof.”

He broke eye contact, nausea churning in his gut. “I guess I was so caught up in the mission to free Kronos that I lost sight of everything else.” He took a breath and met her eyes. “Until Pamela attacked me, it never occurred to me that while we have been so laser-focused on freeing Kronos because we want to bring back the Golden Age of Man, we’ve had no idea what he actually wants.” He lowered his voice. “And if he decides to end the world, we won’t be able to stop him.”


CHAPTER 19


Lia looked up, hoping to see Trinity. Instead, an older woman approached with a cane.

Lia rushed to the door and embraced Agnes Hanover. “How did you get here?”

Zack came around the corner and tipped the brim of his purple hooligan hat in her direction. “I brought her over.”

Lia raised a brow as she turned to Agnes. “How did you meet Zack?”

Agnes glanced at Zack and back to Lia. “He’s just moved in to the Village. We were playing a game of backgammon when Steve Garcia called. I’m Cooper’s emergency contact at work.” Agnes made her way to Cooper’s bedside and hung her cane on the railing before taking his hand. “Will he be all right?”

“I don’t know.” Tears welled in Lia’s eyes. “I hope so.”

Agnes turned, her gaze haunted. “I stood by my son when he buried his daughter. I can’t outlive my grandson, too.”

“Cooper is a fighter. We just have to give him time to heal.” Gods, she wanted that to be true so bad. A tear rolled down Lia’s cheek as she wrapped her arm around Agnes’s bony shoulder.

Agnes sniffled and dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. “What happened?”

“I was attacked at the theater tonight. Cooper saved my life.”

Zack came further into the room. “Saw a newsflash on the television while we were playing. They arrested a madman screaming about muses.” His eyes met Lia’s. “Did he think you were one of them?”

“Muses?” Agnes tipped her head to the side slightly. “Like the Greek muses?”

Lia nodded. “Yes.”

“And he came after you? He thought you were a…” Agnes grabbed her cane. “I think I need to sit down.”

Lia helped her to a chair. Zack settled in the other one, his chin resting on top of his cane, with his white beard hanging in front. Once she had Agnes seated, Lia went into the hallway in search of another chair.

The elevator opened, and Trin stepped out. Lia hurried over, hugging her roommate tightly. “I was worried.”

“Sorry.” Trinity pulled back. “Ted is…conflicted. I think?” She lowered her voice. “But he told me that Pamela Costas isn’t exactly human. And she wants us dead.”

Lia’s brow furrowed. “The philanthropist?”

“Yeah. Apparently, she’s had eons to amass her fortune.” Trinity looked down the hallway in both directions to ensure they were alone. “I need to find Clio. Maybe Pamela is the Philyra chick Clio was talking about.”

“But she wasn’t the one who attacked me tonight.” Lia’s voice faltered. “They arrested the guy, and he’s very mortal.”

“I think he was working for Ted and the Order, but Ted sent him because Pamela forced his hand. It turns out Mikolas is trying to put an end to the Order killing muses.”

“Cooper had a theory that if Kronos was among us, he might be disguising himself as the Greek billionaire heading up the Order. He got involved after the explosion on the rig. But if he’s trying to stop the killing…maybe it’s not Kronos after all.”

“Who knows? At this point, anything is possible.” Trin finally looked over at Cooper’s room. “How’s he doing?”

“Not good.” Lia blinked, struggling to keep her voice even. “This morning we said ‘I love you’ for the first time before he went to help Mason on the theater and I went to the salon. I didn’t know those might have been our last words.” Trin pulled her into another hug, and a sob escaped Lia’s throat. “I can’t lose him.”

Trin stepped back. “Don’t give up. Love is a powerful thing.” Lia met her eyes, and Trin tucked her hair behind her ear. “And don’t forget that laughter is the best medicine, right? If anyone can lure him back, it’s you.”

Lia sniffled and smiled. “I hope you’re right.”

“Okay, I’m sorry, but now I’ve really got to find Clio so she can start researching all of this. But if you see Pamela Costas, you run your ass in the other direction, understand me?”

Lia gave a soft laugh. “I’m all over that.”

“Good.” Trin got in the elevator. “I’ll call you soon.”

The doors closed, and a familiar tune floated out from Cooper’s room. As Lia got closer, she recognized “Shall We Gather at the River.” The tone was a heartbreaking mix of hope and pain, and the warbled, aging vibrato of the singer’s voice added to its haunting quality. Lia stepped into the room quietly. Agnes was standing at Cooper’s bedside, her back to the door. She was the one singing. Zack still sat in the same chair he was in before. He looked up at Lia and wiped a tear from his cheek. She pressed her lips together and went to stand beside Agnes, praying for Cooper to open his eyes.

Agnes finished her verse and looked at Lia. “Thalia isn’t just your name, is it?”

Lia frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Don’t play games with an old woman.” Agnes lifted her chin. “I don’t have much time left.”

Lia glanced at the other chair, but Zack was gone. She shifted her gaze back to Agnes and whispered, “You know, don’t you?”

Agnes patted her hand, her blue eyes welling with tears. “All these years, I thought I was the only one.”

Lia’s jaw nearly dropped. Agnes was a muse? “You never found your muse sisters?” Lia’s heart clenched. What if she had never met the others? Would she have questioned her sanity?

“No. I tried, though.” She cleared her throat and looked at Cooper. “I was in college when Polyhymnia…bloomed inside my soul.” She chuckled. “I wasn’t raised in the church, but after that, I found one and joined. The hymns stirred my emotions. I needed them, ached for them. They called to me in a way I didn’t understand.”

“Did you work in a Sunday school?”

She shook her head. “I changed my major and became a choir director. I taught music at Crystal City Middle School for thirty years.”

Lia’s mind was racing. “You were here all along.” Lia ran her hand up Cooper’s lower leg. “When he wakes up, we’re going to have to take you to see our theater. We’re reopening Les Neuf Soeurs, the Theater of the Muses. It’s not much right now, but it’s going to inspire the world.”

“Does Cooper know?” Agnes asked.

Lia nodded. “Yes.”

“And he believes you?”

“Yep. He didn’t take it well at first, but he’s on board now.”

Agnes turned and embraced Lia. “I knew you were a light the moment you walked through my door, but I didn’t recognize the muse inside.” She watched Cooper’s face. “I tried to tell his grandfather once, but he never truly believed me.” She stepped back and reached for her cane. “Where is Zack?”

He came tottering around the corner. “Had to find a bathroom.” He smiled at them. “Ready to go home, Agnes?”

“Not really, but I’m too old to sleep in a hospital chair.” She looked up at Lia. “You’ll call if he wakes up, right?”

“When he wakes up”—Lia squeezed Cooper’s knee as she glanced over her shoulder at his grandmother—“I’ll call you right away.”

“Thank you.” Agnes stopped at the door and turned back. “I love you, Coop.”

Agnes disappeared down the hallway, but Zack came closer to the bed. He rested his worn hand on Cooper’s ankle, and a tremor shot through Cooper’s legs. Lia reached for the call button.

“Wait,” Zack said, patting her hand. The trembling stopped, and Lia relaxed. “Give him time. He’ll pull through.” He winked at Lia. “He needs your faith more than their medicine.”

“From your lips to the gods’ ears.” She sniffled. “I hope they’re still awake up there.”

He hesitated near the door. “The gods never sleep.”

Lia turned around to reply, but he was already gone. Lia frowned. There was something odd about Zack. While he seemed old and frail, his spirit was anything but.

She took a few steps to the head of Cooper’s bed. “He moves fast for an old guy.”

She pressed a kiss to Cooper’s forehead, grateful his skin was back to a reasonable temperature. “I have no idea if you can hear me, but I wish you were here right now. Your grandmother is a muse, like me. We lost Polly in the fire, so this generation’s Polyhymnia—the Muse of Harmony and Hymns—is gone, but last generation’s is still here. Your grandmother was here all this time and never found the other muses.”

Lia sighed. “Crap. Talking to yourself is a sign of mental illness, right? But after surviving tonight, I really should get a pass to lose my shit…”

His lips twitched.

Lia frowned and wiped her eyes. “Did you just move?”

Nothing happened. She must have imagined it.

Her heart sank as she took his hand. “I can’t believe I’m going to sleep in a hospital chair for you again, but I’m not leaving without you, so if you really love me, you’ll wake up soon before I have back problems for the rest of my life.”

Did his mouth just curve? She leaned in closer. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

She tried once more. “Cooper, if you can hear me, squeeze my hand.”

The seconds ticked by like hours as she held her breath and waited. Nothing.

She sighed. “Well, I better get some sleep. And you need to rest and heal, too. I’ll be right here if you wake up, okay?”

She started to release his hand, but his grip tightened. Lia gasped, leaning over him. “You can hear me. Can you open your eyes?”

Apparently not.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked next.

He squeezed her hand, and her heart pounded in answer. She bent to kiss his lips. He didn’t return it, but he squeezed again. Lia smiled. “I love you, too.”
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A week had passed since the blood oath. Ted rubbed the wound on his hand. There would definitely be a little scar, but otherwise, he was healing up nicely.

“Excuse me, Ted?” Marion’s voice interrupted through the intercom. “There’s a gentleman here to see you.”

Ted glanced at his clear calendar and frowned. “Who is it?”

“Kevin Elys. He’s a friend of your father’s.”

Strange. His father had very few friends, and Ted thought he knew all of them. They were in the Order. “I’ve got ten minutes. Send him in.”

A tall man with silver, slicked-back hair, and a well-tailored suit entered Ted’s office. He was in his sixties—maybe—and his dark-green eyes sparked with energy. He took a seat in the chair opposite Ted’s desk. “Good to finally meet you.”

Ted tried to place the man’s face, but nothing was coming to him. Could he be from the country club? “How did you know my father?”

“I’ve known your family since he was a child. I was sad to hear he passed away before I was able to see him.”

Ted nodded. “It was a shock to all of us. What can I do for you?”

“I just got into town,” the man answered, “and I was hoping you would show me around your fine city. I’d like to get a lay of the land.”

Ted tensed. Why would a long-lost friend of his father’s want to spend time with his son? Did Kevin need money? Ted cleared his throat. “While I’d love to help you, Belkin Oil keeps me very busy. Maybe Marion can find a tour company for you. I’d be happy to pick up the cost.”

He waved his hand. “You don’t have to do that. Just wanted to get to know my friend’s son, that’s all.”

So he didn’t need money. Interesting. Ted was certain he’d never met the man before, but there was something about him. He couldn’t place it yet, but he would. “Maybe this weekend.”

Kevin’s eyes brightened. “The weekend would work.”

Ted put Kevin into his calendar and got up to walk him out.

“Thanks for your time.” He shook Ted’s hand in a tight grip. “Your father raised a good man.”

Ted held back the scoff that wanted to escape. “I’m not sure he’d agree with you, but thanks.”

Kevin pressed the elevator button as Ted went back into his office. It had turned out to be more than a weird day, but the past week had been a series of unbelievable events. He’d had sex with an immortal, and then she had nearly killed him. He’d made a blood oath with his enemy to work together to figure out a way to control Pamela. And Trinity had somehow inspired him to see her as more than a target, rekindling a strange bout of conscience.

And he couldn’t stop pondering Mikolas’s question. If Kronos was released into their world, what would he want?

Ted had been so blind with ambition and the desire to be immortalized in history that he’d forgotten that the gods were—what did Mikolas call them?—fickle, powerful, and vengeful.

He’d seen it firsthand with Pamela.

His entire life, he’d been raised to believe that one act—freeing Kronos—would bring about a second Golden Age of Man, when peace and harmony prevailed. The earth would again provide abundance for mankind. No more hunger or war, but nothing was simple anymore.

He logged out of his computer and grabbed his briefcase. “I’m out for the day, Marion.”

She nodded. “Have a nice evening, sir.”

He hit the elevator button and stepped inside. When he got out on the ground floor, he almost slammed into Mikolas. “Sorry.”

Mikolas shook his head. “I was looking for you anyway.”

“What is it?”

“The paramedic is still in a coma. If he dies, we’ll lose the chance to offer restitution, he won’t be able to drop the charges, and they’ll escalate the charges from hit-and-run to murder.”

“Bryce was behind the wheel.”

Mikolas raised a brow. “Will he call you out as an accomplice?”

“I don’t think so.” Ted lowered his voice. “He was conditioned to follow orders without question.”

“Brainwashing?”

“One of the doctors from the Order handled it for me.”

Mikolas raked his hand through his hair with a frustrated groan. “And your father approved this?”

“We didn’t exactly tell him.” Ted sighed. “I can’t undo the past; I can only move forward.”

“I’ll have my lawyer arrange for me to make a statement to the detective. I’ll explain that I forgot Bryce was taking my car for maintenance. Then they can match his DNA against what they found in the car.” He paused and added, “In return, you need to focus on Pamela’s true identity. Until we know that, we have no hope of discovering her plans or controlling her.”

“Even if we find out, is it possible to stop a goddess?” Ted crossed his arms. “Or a god. I can’t quit pondering your question about Kronos. What do you think he’ll want when he’s free?”

“I think he’ll want what he always hungered for and feared losing.” Mikolas stared into the distance, his voice deep and intense. “Power.”
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For the past week, Lia communicated with Cooper through hand squeezes. She bounced jokes off him, forced him to listen to family stories, and updated him on the Order and Pamela Costas. The doctors were baffled by his recovery. Apparently, his scans showed what appeared to be areas where his brain was rewiring itself to bypass the parts that had been too damaged by the power surge he’d received from merging fully with Apollo.

The doctors didn’t know about that last part, of course.

She got up and glanced at the liquid food hanging from Cooper’s IV stand. “Yum. Bacon and eggs, and Belgian waffles.” She teased. She couldn’t pronounce what was actually in it. “No wonder you won’t wake up.”

He coughed. But the coughing sounded more like a chuckle. She came closer and noticed the corners of his mouth twitching.

Her eyes welled with tears. “I have better jokes than that.” She leaned in closer, tenderly kissing his forehead. As she pulled back, Cooper opened his eyes. Lia grinned. “There you are.”

His voice was barely a whisper. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Thanks to you.”

“Good.” His eyes drifted closed again. “I couldn’t heal you fast enough. I had to call him.”

She kissed his forehead. “I know.” She straightened. “But if you pull a stunt like that again, I’ll kick your ass for real, not just at pinball.”

His lips curved into a smile, and his heavy eyelids rose slowly. “Sorry I scared you, but I would do it all over again if I had to.” He swallowed, his voice getting a little stronger. “You can’t give me a taste of happiness and then expect me to go on living without it.” He managed to shake his head on the pillow. “The world needs you in it, Lia.”

She took his hand, lacing her fingers with his. “And I need you.”

“It’s decided, then. No dying.”

Lia laughed harder than she had in weeks. “Cooper Hanover, I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He smiled as his eyes closed again. “And you did not kick my ass at pinball.”


CHAPTER 20


Ted knocked on the door to Mikolas’s office.

“Come in,” Mikolas called.

Ted closed the door behind him and took a seat. “I think I have another person to induct into the Order.”

Mikolas looked up from the paperwork on his desk. “This isn’t a good time to be bringing someone in when we still haven’t gotten a grasp on the Pamela situation yet.”

“I know, and I’m not suggesting you do it tomorrow, but I think you should consider him.”

Mikolas leaned back into his chair. “All right.”

“His name is Kevin. He’s an older guy, a friend of my dad’s, but he’s in amazing shape physically. My dad was a boy when they met, but they lost touch over the years. I’ve been out with him a few times now, but yesterday we visited the new mythologies of the world exhibit at the museum of man. Turns out he’s a Greek mythology buff. He knew more about the Titans than I did. He’s decided to stay in Crystal City, and I think he could make us stronger.”

Mikolas rubbed his hand down his face. “You didn’t talk about the Order, did you?”

“Of course not.” Ted frowned, bristling at the question. “But if we brought him in, he might be able to help us figure out who or what Pamela really is. He could be an asset.”

Mikolas pondered his words for a moment before picking up his pen. “I need to finish up the work to get the hit-and-run case dropped before I can focus on inducting a new member into the Order.”

Ted shifted in his chair. “All right. But then I’d like to arrange a meeting for you.”

“Fine, fine.” Mikolas waved a dismissive hand. “In the meantime, find out his background and why he’s suddenly settling in Crystal City.”

“Will do.” Ted stood and went to the door. Before he left, though, he looked back, for once not experiencing the surge of rage at seeing the Greek in his father’s old office. “Thanks for keeping up your end of the deal with the hit-and-run.”

Mikolas nodded, lifting his gaze. “I’m counting on you to keep yours and get the information on Pamela.”

“I’m working on it.”

Ted walked out of the office to the elevator. Inside, he checked his watch. He was working on the Pamela situation.

But he left out how.

As he walked to his car, he glanced up at the Belkin Oil building. It wasn’t so long ago that he believed the only way to free Kronos was by killing the muses. It shocked him how quickly everything had changed.

He had lied to Mikolas about one thing.

Kevin already knew about the Order of the Titans, and he would do anything to get involved.

Even help Ted discover Pamela’s secrets.

In fact, Kevin was eager to help.
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Cooper planted his feet on the cool tile floor and gripped the railings of the hospital bed. He was going home today. He passed every cognitive and physical test that any of the neurologists and occupational therapists could come up.

Lia had come by to visit every day, and she brought his grandmother over a few times, too. Somehow, even while being trapped in the hospital, Lia had managed to make him laugh and lighten his spirit. She’d also discovered something about his grandmother that he’d never known.

The matriarch of his family was a muse. Which made him wonder if that was why he’d been chosen as a Guardian. He’d have to ask Apollo next time he saw him.

Cooper put on his pants and chuckled to himself. He was in no rush to face a god again.

After he was dressed, he sat in the chair, happy to be out of the damned bed. The breakfast of dried-out scrambled eggs would be his last meal at the hospital. His stomach growled its approval.

Someone knocked on the door, and he looked up to see Lia. Her grin lit up the room. “You’re out of bed.”

He stood and opened his arms. “Hope you’re here to spring me from this prison and feed me some real food.”

“You know it.” She crossed the room and held him tight.

He kissed her hair, breathing her into his lungs. He was so damned lucky.

“I didn’t come alone.”

He pulled back, raising a brow. “What?”

“I brought your grandmother, and she has company.”

Before he could ask, his grandmother came in the door. He embraced her, and she patted his chest as she stepped back. “You gave me a scare, Coop.”

“Sorry about that,” he said. “But I’m better now.”

His grandmother looked up at him with a hopeful smile. “I wasn’t the only one afraid.”

His mother came through the door, followed by his dad. Cooper tensed, his gaze connecting with Lia’s on the other side of the room. She had warned him that his grandmother brought company, and the apologetic look on her face said she didn’t have anything to do with this unexpected meeting.

“Hi, Coop.” His mom looked older than he’d remembered. Hell, he hadn’t seen her in almost ten years.

“Mom.” His attention shifted to his father. “Dad.”

His grandmother hooked her cane on the bed and looked at her broken family. “Before anyone steps out of this room, I want to tell you something. We’ve all suffered. All of us. Losing Sarah still hurts, but we’ll never heal unless we face this head-on together.”

Cooper held his breath, relieved to see Lia moving around the edge of the room, coming closer to him.

His grandmother stared at Cooper’s dad. “You still have a son, and we almost lost him, too. This was the second time we almost lost him, in fact. We’re lucky we’re getting a chance to make things right.”

His dad stood behind his mother, running his hands up and down his mom’s arms, his gaze landing on Cooper. His voice was soft but steady. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

Lia stood at Cooper’s side and took his hand. He laced his fingers with hers, binding them together in the face of uncertainty. Conflicting emotions bubbled inside him. Anger, hurt, and yearning all blended together, leaving him tongue-tied and uneasy.

“Well, I’m Lia,” she said, starting them off. She smiled at his folks. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

His mother focused on Lia, and Cooper held his breath. He wasn’t sure how to move forward, but there wouldn’t be any chance of reconciliation if they didn’t accept her. That much he was sure of.

Tears shone in his mother’s eyes. “Agnes tells me you stayed by Cooper’s side until he woke up. Thank you for that.”

Lia squeezed his hand. “Hopefully he’s gotten hospital stays out of his system. I’d be happy never sleeping in one of those chairs again.”

“Thank you.” His mom almost smiled as she looked up at Cooper. “I’m sorry, Coop. For everything. I shouldn’t have let so much time slip away.”

Cooper’s heart pounded in his ears. “I still miss her, too, Mom.”

“I know.” She wiped away a single tear before it could roll down her cheek. “I was wrong to push you away. It hurt so much. I needed someone to blame. I’m so ashamed I chose you. I hope it’s not too late.”

He shook his head, and his voice softened. “Maybe we can start over.”

“I’d like that.” She sniffled.

He released Lia’s hand, and for the first time since Sarah’s death, he embraced his mom. His grandmother smiled at him as his mother sobbed quietly against his chest. He closed his eyes, gratitude swelling his heart.

His mom slowly pulled away and looked up at him. “I love you, Cooper. Can you forgive me?”

Could he? For years, he’d carried the guilt for his sister’s death, and this woman had placed it there, squarely between his shoulders.

His dad came up beside his mom, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, too. You deserved so much better than what we gave you.” A muscle clenched in his cheek. “I wish we could go back and do things differently.”

Cooper reached for Lia’s hand again. He met her beautiful, smoky eyes, drinking in the love and acceptance he found in them. He’d never been happier. Why sully it by carrying a grudge? Anger, resentment, and guilt were never going to change anything. Sarah would still be gone.

He turned to his parents and didn’t try to bury the smile creeping up on him. “We can’t go back, but we can move forward.” He squeezed Lia’s hand. “Maybe we could start with some food?”

“Mmm, I just love the hospital cafeteria,” Lia teased.

“No.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “How about pizza?” He glanced at his folks and his grandmother. “Will you join us?”

His dad finally smiled and came over to give Cooper a tight hug. “We’d love to.” He stepped back. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
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After dinner, when he finally had Lia alone in her car, he leaned over to kiss her long and slow. She hummed into his mouth and smiled.

“I’ve missed you,” she said.

“Same here.”

Her expression softened. “Sorry about the surprise visit from your parents. Agnes was adamant that they come see you today.”

“It was definitely a shock, but maybe it was the only way to make everyone talk.” He ran his fingers along the bottom of her jaw, memorizing every angle of her face. “Thanks for being there. It helped to have you at my side.”

She grinned, nuzzling into his touch. “I love you. I’ll always be there when you need me.”

He smiled. “How did I get so damned lucky?”

She kissed him again, then looked at him with a twinkle in her eyes. “We’ll see if you’re still saying that after you meet my family.”

He raised a brow. “You say that like it’s happening soon.”

“I’m actually working on getting my mom to come out west to visit.” She started the car. “Probably best to take my family in small waves.”

Cooper laughed as she pulled out of the parking garage. They just shared a pizza with his parents. If anyone had told him a few weeks ago that this day would happen, he never would have believed it.

But that was before Lia Youlos came into his life.

Lia had lured him back into the light with love and laughter, and he’d spend the rest of his life cherishing her and protecting her with all his being.

Once they got back to his place, she followed him into his apartment and sat at the table. He dropped his duffel bag in the bedroom and came to sit beside her.

He took her hand. “I hope this doesn’t seem too crazy, but I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life…”

“I’m usually a fan of crazy.” She grinned, boosting his confidence.

“Move in with me.” She didn’t say anything, so he quickly filled in the silence. “I love you, and if I’ve learned anything from my recent encounters with Apollo, it’s that the future isn’t a given. And I want to spend as much time as possible with you.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Too soon.”

“Sorry.” He chuckled. “But the offer is still on the table.”
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Lia stared into Cooper’s blue eyes as she weighed the pros and cons. Her heart was staunchly behind his plan, but her head was already thinking of ways to explain it to her mother. She could lead with trying out a great new hippie cult, and instead of joining, she moved in with the paramedic who would someday be a doctor.

“You’re making me nervous.” Cooper ran his thumb across her knuckles, squeezing her hand. “I warned you it was crazy.”

“No, it’s not that. I’d love to move in.” Except her voice sounded anything but happy.

Confusion lined his brow. “So, you’re saying yes?”

“It’s a little complicated.” She shook her head. “It’s silly. I’m a grown woman in the twenty-first century, but there’s part of me that still wants to please my parents. They’re on the traditional side, so if I don’t want my mom on our doorstep dragging me out by my ear, I need to pitch it correctly.”

“It’s not silly. Let me see your phone.” He wiggled his fingers at her.

She raised a brow. “Why?”

“I want to talk to your mom.”

Lia laughed so hard, she snorted. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“Nope.” He leaned in to kiss her as he frisked her pockets and stole her phone.

She squeaked, struggling to regain control of her cell. She even resorted to tickling, but no dice. “Cooper! She’ll freak.”

“Give me a little credit. I can do this.”

“All right.” She crossed her arms and let him keep the phone. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He pressed “Call” when he found her mom in her address book. Lia’s pulse was racing. Cooper merely smiled at her as her mom answered.

“Lia?”

“Mrs. Youlos? Hello,” he said. “This is actually Cooper.”

“Cooper? Are you the hero from the fire?” Her mother projected her voice as if they were talking into soup cans with a string tied between them instead of smartphones. Cooper quickly learned to keep a protective distance from the phone to his ear, making it easier for Lia to eavesdrop.

“Yeah, I was called to the fire that day.”

“Thank you for saving my baby girl.” She paused. “Why are you calling me?”

He stared into Lia’s eyes as he answered. “Because I’m in love with your daughter.”

Her mother made a sound that seemed to be a combination of a scream and a whoop. Thank the gods Cooper didn’t still have the phone pressed to his ear. “And she likes you, too?”

He nodded, caressing Lia’s cheek. “I think so. She’s brought so much light into my life and my family. I can’t stop smiling, and I hope I can meet you soon.”

“Lia’s been trying to get me to come to California, but maybe you both could come here. Chicago is beautiful at Christmastime, and we can always make room around the table for the man who loves my daughter.”

Her mother rambled on about Christmas traditions as Lia snuggled into Cooper’s chest. He wrapped his arm around her, stealing a kiss.

“Cooper?” her mom asked.

“Yes, ma’am?”

Her mom giggled. Giggled. Lia couldn’t believe it.

“I’m glad you called,” her mom said.

“Me too, Mrs. Youlos.” He paused, his eyes on Lia’s. “I also asked Lia to move in with me.”

Silence. Oh shit. Lia held her breath.

Finally, her mom replied, “Are you going to tell me what she said?”

“She said she didn’t want to upset her mother.” Lia mouthed to Cooper about the cult, and he chuckled, adding, “And to remind you at least she didn’t join a hippie cult.”

Her mom’s voice softened. “Can I talk to Lia?”

Oh, here it comes. Greek-style guilt. Big-time.

She took her phone from Cooper. “Hi, Mom.”

“Baby, do you love this boy?”

Lia smiled at Cooper and nodded. “With all my heart, Mom.”

“Good.” She went back to her normal volume. “Now how could you think you would ever disappoint me, Lia? All I want is for my daughter to be happy.” She paused. “But if you join a hippie cult, I’ll take a Greyhound bus out there and drag you home myself. Understood?”

“So you’re not freaked out that I’m not married?”

“Oh please, Lia. Your cousin Abby just moved in with her boyfriend, and your little brother is looking for a place with his girlfriend. I know the world isn’t simple. I’m not as old and out of touch as you think I am.”

Lia was eating up Cooper’s grin. “Then I guess I’m moving in.”

“Good,” her mom said. “Now put Cooper back on the phone.”

“Okay. I love you, Mom.” Lia handed the phone to him.

“Hello, Mrs. Youlos.”

“You’ve saved my daughter’s life, and she loves you,” she said, “so I love you, too. And my lambs don’t call me Mrs. Youlos, they call me ‘Mom’.”

Cooper rubbed his forehead, sneaking in a man-pinch of the bridge of his nose. “All right, Mom.”

“Better. Take good care of my baby and bring her home soon so I can hug and kiss you both.”

“As soon as we can.”

They said their good-byes, and he handed Lia her phone. “Hope that was okay. I didn’t want you to move in if you had to lie.”

She set her phone on the table and grabbed his hand, pulling him out of the chair. Staring up into his eyes, she whispered, “Thank you. I love you so much more than I ever realized I could love anyone.” She slid her hand up to cover his heart. “And you’re a brave man.”

Cooper laughed. “Nah. Your mom is sweet.”

“So you think.” Lia rolled her eyes. “Don’t ever bring me home late.”

“No worries.” He bent to kiss her lips. “We’re already home.”

She rose on her toes, kissing him again as she wrapped her arms around his neck. When the other muses had found their Guardians, she couldn’t help wondering what the gods had in store for her, but never in a million years had she imagined they would send her such an honorable, kind, and sexy man.

She’d been drawn to the broody paramedic after the fire. Curious, maybe. But seeing him transform and find his smile again had been a beautiful gift. Cooper was the perfect yin to her yang.

Whatever the future held, they’d love and laugh their way through it together.

She had no doubt about it.

THE END
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