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CHAPTER 1


Erica Sterling nursed her rum and Coke at the bar as she focused all her attention on the stage in the corner. Her roommate, Trinity, strummed her guitar, leaning into the mic. This was a new song, and while the melody was all Trinity, the raw, gritty lyrics were Erica’s.

They made a great songwriting team. Trin was working on another album, and the owner of the cantina on the Navy base in Crystal City was always willing to have them bounce new tunes off his patrons. And since they lived close by and had visitor’s passes to get on base, it made the cantina a very convenient venue.

Erica scanned the crowd and found that most people were bobbing their heads to the beat. So far, this one was getting a warm reception.

“This seat taken?”

She glanced up to find a familiar face. A handsome one, complete with a chiseled jaw and intense dark eyes. She smiled. “Haven’t seen you in a while. It’s Reed, right?”

He nodded, taking the barstool next to hers. “Good to see you again…Erica.”

She chuckled. “Apparently, I made an impression picking up trash during that walk on the airstrip.”

Reed was a firefighter with Federal Fire on the base. She had no trouble picturing him rescuing soldiers from fiery aircraft. There was a confidence in his stride, but no trace of arrogance in his smile. Sexy.

“Can’t imagine anyone ever forgets meeting you.” His gaze wandered over her for a moment before he glanced at Trinity.

Erica raised a brow, allowing herself another peek at his profile. “I still haven’t been properly thanked for all that bending over.”

Flirting and foreplay came easy to Erica. Before she’d turned twenty, Erato awakened inside her. Erato was the Greek Muse of Lyrics…and Erotic Poetry. She had a gift for inspiring passion.

Or a curse. It depended on who Erica was with.

Trin finished the song, and the bar erupted in applause. She lifted the guitar strap over her head and smiled at the crowd. “Thanks, everyone. I’ll be back in ten.”

Trinity went straight for the stool on the other side of Erica. Trin loved music and sharing it, but small talk made her twitchy.

Reed leaned forward to look over at Trinity. “Great song. You’re really talented.”

Erica pointed at his broad chest. “Trin, this is Reed. He’s Hunter’s friend and a firefighter on the base.”

“Federal Fire,” he clarified. His gaze locked on Erica’s for just a second, and the raw desire in his eyes had her pressing her thighs together. He focused on Trinity again. “Can I buy you a drink?”

Trinity fished through her coat and held up a water bottle. “I’m a cheap drunk. Anything stronger than water and I’ll start forgetting lyrics.” She grinned at Erica. “It’s tough to live with Erica when I mess up her words.”

Reed raised a brow, fixing his eyes on Erica again. “You write songs?”

Erica nodded, wrapping her lips around her straw. She swallowed the cold drink, but it didn’t cool the smoldering low in her belly. “You could say it’s my calling…”

Trin chuckled. “I’m running to the restroom.” Then she leaned in close to Erica and whispered in her ear, “Thought you were going to stick to the no-dating pact.”

“Callie and Mel shouldn’t be the only ones getting any action,” Erica murmured back.

Unlike her Muse sisters, Erica grew up in Crystal City. When the rest of them moved west and found one another here, Callie O’Connor, the Muse of Epic Poetry, was a natural leader, corralling them into a unified vision for the future: the reopening of the Theater of the Muses, Les Neufs Soeurs.

The no-dating pact had been Callie’s idea. Relationships would distract them from their mission. Erica had fought it at first, but when her rocky relationship ended in a restraining order, she did her best to kick her man habit.

But that had been three months ago, and there was no sign of Jack. The restraining order had expired without fanfare, and she’d learned a valuable lesson.

Relationships were not for her.

But that didn’t mean she had to spend the rest of her life just dreaming of a man in her bed.

Trin glanced at the fireman and laughed again. “Go easy on him.”

She walked away, and Erica swiveled on her stool. “Callie told me you surf like Hunter.”

The bartender delivered Reed’s drink, and the fireman smiled. “There are worse addictions than riding waves, right?”

Yeah. She could think of many.

“Were you meeting anyone here tonight?” she asked.

He searched her eyes, the corner of his mouth quirking into a crooked smile. “Callie might have mentioned you were going to be here.”

“Did she?” She wet her lips. “And she didn’t warn you about me?”

“Should she have?”

Erica finished her drink, relishing the burn in her belly and the flush of heat in her cheeks as she nodded. “Definitely.”

His gaze smoldered. “It’s a good thing danger is my calling, then.”

“Good to know,” she said with a sly smile.

Trinity returned from the restroom and headed to the small corner stage. She slung her guitar back over her shoulder. “This song is for dancing with someone you love, or at least lust after.”

Some wolf whistles came from the other side of the bar as couples moved to the dance floor. Reed held out his hand, palm up. “Dance with me?”

“I’d love to.” She took his rough, calloused hand, barely stifling the jolt of desire as she imagined those hands on her body.

He led her to the dance floor, and she laced her fingers around the back of his neck. His arms moved around her waist, and they swayed in time with the sultry melody. Reed stared down into Erica’s eyes while she enjoyed the heat coming off him, warming her right through the thin fabric of her sundress.

Leaning in closer, his breath teased her ear. “You’re too beautiful for this bar.”

She pulled back just enough to see his eyes again. “A charmer, I see.”

“It’s not flirting if it’s true.” This time his lips brushed her earlobe, sending a delicious chill up her spine. “Let’s get out of here.”

She bit her lower lip. The muse inside her ached for the sensual attention his gaze promised. Hell, all of her wanted him.

Except her heart.

She stepped back, catching his hand as she led him out of the bar. She walked him past the group of smokers on the corner near the parking lot. The yellow streetlamps cast them in a monochrome wasteland.

When they got to her car, she turned around, running her hands up his chest, admiring the hard muscles hidden by his shirt. Looking up into his eyes, she whispered, “If I take you back to my place, we’ll have a couple hours before Trin gets home. You’ll need to be gone before then.”

He raised a brow. “Is she your chaperone?”

“No.” She waited for him to look at her again. “I just want to be sure you understand the ground rules. This isn’t ever going to turn into a relationship, so if that’s what you’re looking for, you should go back inside. There are plenty of beautiful women hunting for husbands in there. You could have your pick.”

He ran a thumb along her jawline. “I’m not looking for forever, either.”

Her heart thumped in answer. “We could make ‘for now’ pretty amazing.”

“I have no doubt.”

She pulled him down to her, and her breath caught as his lips met hers. He wrapped his arms around her, his mouth demanding her submission as his tongue reached for hers. She moaned, sliding her fingers through his hair.

One of his strong hands slid down her hip, drawing her thigh up to his waist. His erection rubbed her until she wished she’d skipped underwear tonight.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “God, I want you.”

She nodded, breathless. “Get in the car.”

She popped the locks and got behind the wheel. Luckily, she’d had dinner before her drink. The buzz in her limbs had nothing to do with alcohol, and everything to do with the hot firefighter in her passenger seat.

“I’m just a couple blocks from the base,” she said.

“Good.”

She started the car, then reached for his hand and placed it on her leg. In her peripheral vision, he smiled. Again, her heart pounded, even though it had no business interfering in this arrangement.

For a split second, a whisper of warning cut through the haze of desire.

Reed McIntosh was best friends with Hunter, Callie’s boyfriend and Guardian. There was a better-than-average chance that Erica and Reed would see each other again. Close proximity made it easy to blur the lines between lust and…something else.

His hand slid farther up her thigh, pulling her dress with it until he was caressing her bare leg.

Screw warnings. Tonight was about surrender, and she was going to enjoy every second of it.
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Reed ran a hand up her smooth thigh. From the moment he’d met Erica on the airstrip a few weeks before, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his head. He’d dreamed of tasting her mouth, worshiping her curves, and hearing her gasping his name, only to wake up alone.

He was treading on thin ice with this woman, like a moth drawn to a raging inferno. A single flame didn’t do her justice. She carried herself with a sexy confidence that lured him in.

Knowing she wanted him in return didn’t hurt, either.

Since that day, every time he saw Hunter and Callie, he caught himself hoping Erica might be there, too.

Dangerous.

His heart had been carved out the day he’d given up his dreams for a woman. A woman who lied more than she ever told the truth.

Fuck that shit. He’d never trust another person with his heart, or his future.

But his present was all Erica’s.

She pulled into the garage under a condo complex that overlooked the Pacific Ocean. It was way out of his price range, not that it mattered. He wasn’t moving in.

As soon as the garage door lowered, he slid his hand into her hair, drawing her in for another kiss. Her mouth tasted like sweet brandy and spice. Damn, she was delicious.

She ran her hands down his chest and tugged his shirt free from his jeans. He groaned as her cool hands explored his bare abs. His other hand wandered up from her waist, enjoying her curves until he was cupping her breast. She moaned into his mouth and arched her back into his touch, and he just about lost it right there.

He pulled back, his voice a husky whisper. “I need more room and fewer clothes.”

Her throaty chuckle had his erection pulsing, threatening to bust the damned zipper. Her eyes sparkled. “Let’s get inside.”

He followed her to the door, kissing her bare shoulder as she unlocked it and pulled him into her kitchen on the other side. He pinned her to the wall beside the doorframe, fusing his lips to hers. He couldn’t even pull away to shut the—

The door slammed. Good.

She unzipped his jeans, releasing the pressure for a split second before she grasped his shaft right through his boxers. He groaned, his teeth tugging on her lower lip. She stroked him slow and firm until his hips worked into her, despite his effort to make this last. He gripped her waist and lifted her up onto the counter, pushing her knees apart so he could get between them.

He trailed kisses down her neck while he drank in the scent of her skin. Every part of her called to him, the desire distracting him from the burning sensation shooting through the birthmark on his ankle. He could worry about that later. Much later.

She leaned back, her breasts begging for his attention. He pulled the strap off one shoulder and tugged it lower, until her nipple was exposed. Licking the tip, he ran his hands up her legs, raising her skirt around her waist.

Her fingers tangled in the back of his hair, pulling it, encouraging him as he traced the edge of her silky panties. He growled against her breast as he hooked his finger in the side of them. “I’ll buy you a new pair.”

She nodded, and he didn’t hesitate to tear them apart at the seam. “I need to taste you.”

He needed all of her.

Bending forward, he pressed hot kisses from the inside of her thigh to the juncture of her legs. Her breath caught as he caressed her core. He ran his finger along her opening and found her wet and ready. He couldn’t wait any longer.

He licked her slowly, humming at her taste, and the vibrations had her hips bucking toward him. Oh yeah, this was what he wanted. Cupping her ass in his hands, he teased her with his lips and tongue until she moaned his name.

He almost came in his pants.

So much for making the night last.
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For a second, Erica couldn’t move. Her orgasm stole her breath and all coherent thought; it was pure surrender. How had she gone so long without?

She lifted her head, meeting his eyes. “I need you. Now. Please tell me you have a condom.”

He dug his wallet from his back pocket and pulled a foil wrapper out. As soon as he had the condom on, he slid inside her, her body stretching around him as he buried himself in her. Gods, he fit her just right.

The intensity in his gaze was still there, demanding, as he started to thrust into her. His hands grasped her hips tight, holding her steady. She wished she’d ripped his shirt off the way he’d done to her underwear so she could watch his muscles as their bodies slammed together.

Next time.

The stray thought sent a jolt through her. There wouldn’t be a next time.

He caught her chin. “Just you and me right now.” His voice was more of a growl than before. “Just us.”

Us.

She braced herself on the counter, writhing into his thrusts. He slid his hand between them and found her sweet spot, rubbing as he pushed as far as he could inside her. He erupted as her orgasm burned through her bloodstream.

He stared into her eyes, catching his breath, and without warning, he lifted her and carried her from the kitchen without pulling out of her. Erica was curvy, and while she didn’t obsess over a scale, she knew she wasn’t light, nor was this position the easiest to maneuver around.

But Reed had no trouble getting her to the sofa. He sat down with her straddling his lap. Finally, he shook his head, a smile tugging at his lips. “Two hours isn’t going to be enough time.”

She grinned, rocking her hips. “We’d better make it count.”


CHAPTER 2


Erica woke up sore in all the right places. She’d delivered Reed back to his truck at the bar in a rumpled dress, with bedhead and no underwear.

Damn, that was an amazing night.

With her muse now sated, maybe she could focus on writing a few more songs for Trin’s next album. The cantina was just their test ground for new material. These days, Trinity could sell out a two-thousand-seat concert venue, and if this album sold well, that number would go up.

Erica ventured out to the kitchen in her sweats. She grabbed a cereal bowl and spun around when Trin cleared her throat.

Her roommate was at the table with a grin that was all trouble. “You’re not going to tell me about last night?”

Erica rolled her eyes and went about getting her breakfast. “You saw Reed. How do you think it went?”

She chuckled. “Being hot doesn’t mean you’re good in bed.”

Erica peered over her shoulder. “We never even got to the bed.”

Trin’s eyes widened. “Oh gods! I eat at this table!”

“Relax. We weren’t on the table.” Erica grinned. The counter was another story, but she kept that detail to herself.

“Are you going to see him again?”

Erica’s smile faded as she poured her milk. “We agreed it was a one-time thing.”

Trin shook her head. “You know, if you never let a good man into your life, then Jack wins.”

Erica sat across from Trin, poking at her food. “It’s different for me, and you know it. The rest of you have muses to inspire music, laughter, dance, epic stories, even tragedy, but me? I inspire sex-obsessed stalkers. One was enough, thanks.”

Trin leaned back in her chair. “You don’t know that for sure. And if you limit yourself to no-strings-attached sex, you’ll never find out. Besides, Reed is Hunter’s best friend; he’s got to be a good guy. There’s no way Hunter would be friends with an abusive jerk.”

Suddenly, Erica wasn’t hungry anymore. “Reed seems like an amazing guy. Spend a few months with my insatiable muse, though, and all that could change.” She shuddered. “No thanks.”

“Fine.” Her roommate got up. “But you deserve more than just one night.”

Trin disappeared into her room while Erica forced down her cereal and then rinsed out her bowl. None of her muse sisters really understood. Being the vessel for Erato made her hunger for stimulation all the time. Flirting was as natural as breathing, and she did it without realizing it. Often.

Eventually, Jack’s jealousy led to… She glanced at the round scar on her shoulder.

Yeah, she wasn’t going there.

Since Mel and Callie had found their Guardians, Erica secretly hoped she might find hers, too. Every muse supposedly had one. She didn’t think her Guardian would be the love of her life, like her muse “sisters” had discovered with theirs. But she hoped hers might be able to keep her from getting in too deep with another guy.

Clio, the Muse of History, had translated the scroll declaring the prophecy of a man chosen by the gods to protect his muse.

Protect, not love.

The truth sucked. She watched her sisters fall in love, knowing that for her, even an amazing night of passion would end with an empty bed in the morning.

At least if she found her Guardian, she might have a friend.
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Reed rolled up to the station for his shift feeling better than he had in months. He couldn’t stop thinking about Erica, but hopefully work would distract him. He prayed for a busy day. More calls meant less time to sit around reliving the crazy, fucking amazing night they had shared.

They’d agreed it was just a one-time thing. Though, if neither of them wanted a relationship, wouldn’t that make it possible for another night like that?

It was a dangerous path to wander down.

Right on cue, the alarm sounded. Instead of the blue light for medical emergency, the red light came to life—fire.

His mind shifted into rescue mode. He grabbed his gear, tugging on his turnout pants and boots as he headed for the truck with his jacket and helmet in hand. He swung up into the jump seat and put on his jacket while the captain gave them the details of what they’d be facing. The cantina on base was burning, and one employee was still trapped inside.

Reed would be the lead on the Rapid Intervention Team for search and rescue. His heart thrummed. While they constantly trained for fires, most of the time they spent their days inspecting fire prevention devices for the buildings on base—sprinkler systems, fire alarms, and the like. They waited in fire engines on the airstrip for the planes coming in hot, and they were first responders to wounded soldiers or car accidents.

The Federal Fire motto was Protecting Those Who Defend America, and Reed lived by it. Whatever the emergency, he’d risk everything to save a life.

But the opportunity rarely presented itself.

Sirens blaring, they raced across the base. Black smoke plumed into the bright-blue sky as they neared the cantina. Two plate glass windows blew out as they pulled up. He jumped from the truck, and a guy with a cut on his forehead rushed toward them.

“It just exploded. Like a bomb went off,” the man said.

The captain stared at the building. “People still inside?”

“Jessica. She went to the restroom, and a few minutes later something crashed through the back window from the parking lot.”

Reed put his respirator mask down over his face and tapped Johnson to lower his. Ethan Johnson was the low man on the totem pole, a new hire facing his first structure fire. He was young, but he worked hard and took all the shit they gave him in stride. Reed liked the kid, even though he was a constant reminder that Reed was no longer a twenty-something.

He grabbed Johnson’s jacket and yanked him in close. “You stay with me, understand? You don’t leave my back.”

Johnson nodded, gripping the nozzle on the water line.

“Good.” Reed glanced at the ventilation crew already up on the roof, punching holes to lower the temperature inside. Since he’d been in the cantina last night, the layout was fresh in his mind. “When we push through the front door, you open that line completely and get me a safe path to the bathroom.” He connected the hose from his mask to the regulator. Thirty minutes of air.

The cantina hadn’t opened yet—only employees were inside restocking—so the front doors were still locked. He swung his ax through the glass window in the door. One more swing to take out the handle, and he was in.

The heat washed over him like ocean waves. Fuck, the fire was crankin’ hot. If Jessica was still alive, she wouldn’t be much longer. Fire was a demon, destroying everything in its way. Reed had a healthy respect for it.

He gave a cursory glance around. While he couldn’t see much through the smoke, it was obvious the damned sprinklers weren’t working. What the hell…

It was hard to believe he had danced with Erica in this bar last night.

He stayed low, pushing through the smoke, while Johnson doused the flames down the hall toward the restrooms. Reed held his course and burst through the door to the ladies’ room.

“Jessica!” he shouted.

No one answered. But someone was coughing. He followed the sound, and it led him to a woman balled up on the floor. He rushed to her side, his heart thumping in his ears.

She was alive.

“We need to get out of here.”

She peered up at him, tears rolling down her soot-covered face.

He helped her up, hooking her arm around his shoulder. “Can you walk?”

She nodded, coughing.

“Good. Stay with me.” He practically carried her out of the bathroom with one arm, yanking his walkie-talkie out with the other hand. “Female is conscious. Bringing her out. Have the O2 ready.”

In the short time he’d been in the bathroom, the fire had already migrated to the bar. Liquor bottles cracked, spilling more fuel on the floor. Johnson pointed the water at the flames, while Reed helped the victim down the hall toward the exit.

His victim was getting heavier, weighing him down. “Stay awake,” he called to her. “We’re almost out.”

She struggled to keep her eyes open, stumbling forward.

He kept moving through the curtain of dark smoke, pushing himself as the temperature soared. Sweat streamed down his face while he sucked air from his respirator. He fought for a clear head. Smoke could disorient even the most seasoned firefighter, and if you got lost, the fire might never let you go.

Light pierced through the veil as he neared the door. He peered over his shoulder. “Johnson, another line is coming in.”

Reed helped his charge to the paramedics. The fire was roaring so loud he hadn’t even heard the ambulance sirens. Once the EMTs had her, he headed back into the flames. A beam from the ceiling collapsed with a deafening crash. Dust, roofing shingles, and more oxygen relieved some of the heat, but fed the hungry flames at the same time.

“Fuck.” The building was falling down around them.

Adrenaline licked at his bloodstream as he bent forward, trying to stay low for better visibility. Finally, he caught sight of Johnson’s yellow jacket and grabbed his shoulder. “Vic is safe. Time to get the hell out.”

Sweat ran down Reed’s back, into his eyes, and along his arms. As they crossed the threshold into the fresh air, he turned around to face the fire again. It was bigger and angrier now, but it wasn’t going to claim a life. Not today.

Reed took off his helmet and nodded to Johnson. “Not bad, Johnson.”

He wiped his brow, chuckling. “Right back atcha. You move pretty fast for an old guy.”

“Fuck you.” Reed swatted the back of Johnson’s head with his glove and headed for the truck.

The next few hours were spent putting out the blaze, and after lunch they started their investigation. Reed had checked that sprinkler system himself a couple of months ago, but today, the sprinklers hadn’t done their job.

While the captain and the others scoured the charred remains for a point of origin, Reed went around the north side of the building to the water main. The chain-link box protecting it was open, a padlock and cut chain on the ground. Keeping his gloves on, he knelt to check the valve.

Someone had broken in and shut off the water to the fire sprinklers.

Then he saw something that sent a chill slithering down his spine. In black spray paint near the base of the wall was a scrawled message: She’s mine.

Reed frowned and pulled out his walkie-talkie. “Captain, I’m at the water main. I think we’ve got an arsonist.”
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It was dark by the time they got back to the station, and the adrenaline had run its course long ago, leaving Reed sore and exhausted.

But he’d done his job. The cantina employee was alive because of their efforts, so it was a good day.

They didn’t always end that way.

Tomorrow, they’d question the staff and start in on the arson investigation. With any luck, they would find this guy before he torched anything else.

Reed stowed his gear and went to the showers. While he scrubbed the soot from his skin and washed the smoke out of his hair, his ankle began to throb and sting again. He frowned, bending over for a look.

The birthmark on his ankle was usually a thin crescent shape, like a waning moon, but now, instead of dark brown, it was red and swollen. His buddy since high school, Hunter, had a similar mark on his wrist, and his had looked just like this not too long ago. Maybe the doctor had given Hunter a cream or something.

After he toweled off, he headed for the dorm, got changed, and pulled out his cell. He hit Hunter’s number and waited. “Hey, man. It’s Reed.”

“Dude, I saw the cantina fire on the news,” Hunter said on the other end of the line. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, staring at his ankle. “There was one employee trapped inside, but we got her out safe.”

“Good… Hey, didn’t you meet Erica there last night?”

Just hearing her name had parts of him very alert. “Yeah. Won’t be going there again for a while, though.”

“Any idea how it started?”

“Yeah, but it’s still under investigation.” His mind was whirling with thoughts, almost forgetting why he had called. “Dude, remember when your birthmark got all irritated a few months ago? Did the doctor give you anything for it?” Hunter was so quiet Reed thought the call had dropped. “You still there?”

“Yep. Sorry. Distracted.” He cleared his throat. “You said you met up with Erica last night, right?”

Reed stared at the ceiling and sighed. “Did you hear me ask about the birthmark?”

“Come over to Callie’s when you get off shift. We can barbecue some steaks and talk.”

“Sure, but that’s not going to fix my ankle.”

Hunter chuckled. “You’re a tough guy. Ignore it.”

“Thanks for nothing.” Reed rolled his eyes. He and Hunter had been best friends since high school, so he wasn’t worried about offending him. “I’m not off until tomorrow, but I should be at Callie’s by noon, then.”

“Perfect. See you soon.”

Reed set the phone on his nightstand and relaxed onto his bed, images of Erica flashing through his mind.

Yeah, he was going to have some amazing dreams…


CHAPTER 3


Ted Belkin paced the wall of windows in his office. Smoke billowed in the distance, but not from the direction he had hoped. The muses were still moving forward with their plans to inspire humanity and open the damned theater.

Since his father’s death, however, his focus had narrowed to revenge. The mission of the Order of the Titans took a backseat to the festering pit of rage in his soul. Retribution couldn’t come soon enough. He’d already poisoned most of the licensed contractors against the muses, and he had bribed the building inspector to delay their permits.

But they were still breathing.

“Excuse me, Mr. Belkin?”

It took him a second to turn. For Ted’s entire life, his father had been “Mr. Belkin.” But his father was gone now…

Because of the muses.

He faced his assistant. “What is it, Marion?”

“Mr. Leandros is asking for you to meet him in his office.”

His office. It was actually Ted Belkin, Sr.’s suite and rightfully should’ve been Ted’s now, but his father had died before the work on the Oceanus was completed. The fire on their offshore rig had grown into a public relations minefield, and a new leader and stockholder had taken up residence at Belkin Oil.

Mikolas Leandros, a Greek business tycoon and leader of the European sector of the Order of the Titans, had placed himself inside Ted’s company as the CEO. Or his stock certificates had.

Either way, Ted was stuck with him.

All because of the fucking muses.

“Tell him I’m on my way.”

Marion left, and Ted snapped up a piece of gum from his desk. He needed to gnaw on it to keep himself from saying something he couldn’t take back. For now, this Greek tycoon owned more of Ted’s company than Ted did.

He took the elevator to the top floor and down the hall to his father’s office—Mikolas’s office.

He ground his teeth into the gum.

Forcing a smile at the receptionist, he headed for the door. “He’s expecting me.”

She barely looked up from her feverish typing. “Of course.”

Ted opened the door, and Mikolas turned from the window. “Ted. Please sit.” Mikolas took the leather executive chair behind the desk and folded his hands. “The Order meets tonight, correct?”

Ted nodded. “Yes, at Crystal Peak. We have a regular reservation at the site. It’s very private.”

“Good. Time?”

“Eight o’clock.” Ted paused and added, “We do have an intercom system in this building, you know. It saves time.”

Mikolas’s gaze pinned him to the chair, dark eyes narrowing and devoid of emotion. “I’m well aware of that, but discussing the Order through lines that could be overheard is sloppy. Sloppiness is what led to me coming to this office in the first place.”

“Is that so?” Ted crossed his arms. “Seems to me you’re only here because your rich father bought enough stock to put you in that chair.”

Mikolas stood, forcing Ted to look up, way up. The weasel was tall and built like a Greek god. Asshole.

Mikolas lowered his voice, aggression coloring his accent. “The Order of the Titans began with the Greeks, and it will end with us, as well. When the explosion on your offshore oil rig made international news, the ancient Order, and our mission to free the Titans from their prison was nearly exposed. I cleaned up that mess, and I will lead your branch of the Order until further notice. If you have a problem with this, you can take it up with my ‘rich father.’ He’s the worldwide leader of the Order. Which you’d already know, if your father ever trusted you.”

Bitterness festered in Ted’s gut, not because of Mikolas’s taunts but because there was truth in them. When Ted’s father came back to Crystal City after the fire on the Oceanus rig, he was different. Trying to quell the public relations disaster with the media and making up reasons for why the rig was drilling well below the oil beds, closer to the earth’s core than any other company had ever come, had taken its toll on Belkin, Sr. Before he died, he had given Ted a folder, warning him about their international investors.

But his father hadn’t gotten to fill in the blanks before the heart attack ended his mission. He’d still be here if that fucking muse hadn’t hit him with that Taser. But Ted would even the score. Eventually.

He got to his feet and stood to his full height, though he was still not as tall as Mikolas. “Are we through here?”

“Not yet.” Mikolas withdrew a large envelope from his desk drawer. “Your father left notes of the progress of your Order.” He narrowed his eyes, lowering his voice. “Murder is a good way to have the police on your doorstep and doesn’t progress our mission.”

Ted’s tentative hold on his temper slipped. “Our mission wouldn’t be as close to fruition if it weren’t for me, you pompous ass.” He spat the words like a threat. “I found out where these muses were congregating. If they are successful in opening the theater, they’re going to bring in doctors, spiritual healers, scientists, and artists. Before we know it, new designs for solar-powered buildings and cars will end us. Oil refineries will close, and our funding will dry up. Meanwhile, we’re burning up equipment, and it doesn’t come cheap. What then, Mikolas?”

“Then I suggest we keep drilling.” An arched brow shot up, his dark eyes daring Ted to make a move. “I drove by their theater. There’s a sizable hole in the roof, and the parking lot is chained closed and badly in need of paving. They’re nowhere near opening. We can focus our resources on keeping it like that. Tonight, the member of the Order that your father dubbed the enforcer and tasked with eliminating the muses will be retired.”

Ted bit the inside of his cheek. “If they push their enlightened agenda—”

“If the police come sniffing around anymore, we’ll be in jail, and that won’t serve our mission, either.” Mikolas crossed his arms. “You are welcome to accept a severance package and leave the city and the Order, instead, of course. Your choice.”

Shit. The bastard knew Ted wouldn’t walk away. Not when his father’s legacy was so close to completion. Ted swallowed his pride and forced the words from his lips. “As long as the end result is a new Golden Age of Man, I don’t care what method we use to get there.”

“Good. Then I’ll see you at the gathering tonight.”
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Reed stood in the captain’s office while Captain Mitchell laid all the evidence they’d collected so far on the table. They had determined that the fire had been ignited using a homemade Molotov cocktail. The suspect had tossed it through one of the opened windows in the back storeroom near the parking lot.

The captain glanced up at Reed. “I’ve got a list of employees for us to question about enemies or threats.” He paused. “What? You think we’re missing something?”

Reed shrugged, meeting the captain’s eyes. “There’s no way a guy came on base in broad daylight with bolt cutters and turned off the sprinklers while the employees were inside.”

His boss frowned. “If he turned them off while it was dark, why wait to start the fire?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to risk any people dying in the blaze. He could’ve cut the lock and killed the water to the sprinklers last night. He probably didn’t know the employees were already there this morning. The front doors were still locked.”

Captain Mitchell leaned back in his chair. “You know how these guys work. They either get off on watching it burn or…”

Reed tapped a finger on a picture of the spray-painted wall. “Or it’s a message.”

The captain raised a brow. “You think it’s a jealous boyfriend?”

“Or a former one. We need to talk to everyone at that cantina last night.” Reed ran a hand through his hair. “Which includes me.”

“You were there last night?”

Reed nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t stay long, but I was.”

“You didn’t see anything suspicious?”

Once he’d locked eyes with Erica, he wouldn’t have noticed if an elephant had wandered into the bar. He cleared his throat. “Not that I saw. There was a singer there, and the place was packed.”

“All right.” He jotted a couple of notes, then looked in Reed’s direction again. “Tomorrow, we start talking to all the employees and the entertainment, and if we still don’t have a lead, we’ll try to track down the patrons. We can cross that bridge when we get there.”

“Sounds good.” Reed got up and went out back to the basketball hoop. The half court was empty. But he didn’t come to play, anyway. He fired off a text to Callie. He’d watched over her for Hunter during his final mission with the SEALs, and her number was still in his contacts. He couldn’t say the same for Erica.:

Hey, Callie. There was a fire at the cantina on base this morning. It might be arson. I need Erica’s number.

Instead of getting a return text, his phone rang.

“Erica did not burn down the cantina.” Callie was maybe five foot, but she was all spunk.

He chuckled. “Ease up. I don’t think she’s the arsonist, but we’re going to need to interview everyone who was at the bar last night.”

Callie’s voice softened. “Hunter told me you met up with her.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t get her number.”

“She’s not big on giving men her phone number.” She paused. “How about I text her yours and ask her to call you?”

Reed frowned. Erica took this no-strings thing pretty seriously. “All right. Tell her it’s about the fire.”

“Will do.” She cleared her throat and added, “Hunter told me you’re coming by after your shift is over, right?”

“Yeah. I was planning on it.” He glanced at his ankle. It wasn’t burning at the moment. Maybe it would heal up on its own.

“Good.” Callie cleared her throat and added, “We’ll explain more when you come over. Until then, be careful, Reed.”

She ended the call, leaving him even more confused than he already was.
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Erica stared at Callie’s text. The cantina had caught fire this morning, and Reed needed to ask her some questions. Callie had followed it up with his phone number.

Ugh. She’d have to talk to him again. And she should not be looking forward to it.

Erica tossed her phone onto the bed and ran a hand down her face. Reed had been on her mind all day. Having his number was too much temptation. Even if she told herself it was to help solve a case, it would be another connection.

That couldn’t lead to anything good.

But he’d be knocking on her door sooner or later anyway to investigate this fire. Her skin warmed just thinking about the flames he had kindled in her the previous night.

Trin tapped on her bedroom door. “I’m running to the gym and then meeting Polly at the theater to talk budget for the new stage curtains and flooring.”

“All right. See you later tonight.” Erica was grateful she hadn’t been roped onto the budget committee for the renovations. Math had never been her strong suit.

The front door closed and the dead bolt turned, leaving Erica alone with her phone and Reed’s number. She worried her lower lip. He had said he wasn’t looking for a relationship, either. Maybe they could keep it physical. No emotional attachments.

God, she shouldn’t even be considering it.

But she was.

She swiped her phone from the comforter and dialed his number.

“This is Reed,” he answered.

His deep voice warmed her insides. This was a very bad idea. “Hey, it’s Erica.”

“Good to hear your voice.”

“Likewise.” She closed her eyes for a moment, imagining his hands on her body.

He cleared his throat. “Did Callie tell you about the fire?”

“Yeah… Was anyone hurt?”

“One employee was trapped, but I got her out. She was shaken up and swallowed some smoke, but the paramedics said she’ll be all right. We got lucky. They weren’t open yet.”

He’d been inside the burning building.

Her eyes widened, surprised at her concern. “Are you all right?”

He paused. “I’m fine.”

“Good.” She sighed. “Callie said you needed to ask me some questions?”

“Yeah. Someone turned off the fire sprinklers for the building. So we’re looking at arson.”

A chill slid down her back like a cold finger. “Hey, I was with you all night.”

He started to chuckle. “I’m not saying you’re a suspect, but we have to ask everyone in the bar if there’s anyone who has threatened them in the past.”

Her free hand brushed over the scar on her shoulder, her stomach tying in a knot. “Not recently.”

“Someone threatened you?” Aggression tinged his voice.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Nothing a restraining order couldn’t fix.”

He huffed out a breath. “I’m going to need all this asshole’s information.”

“I can bring you what I have, but since the restraining order, I haven’t heard from him. I don’t know if any of it is still current, either. It may not turn out to be much help.”

“If we have a name, we can find him. I’m going to Callie’s for a barbecue after my shift. Can you meet me there?”

Another bad idea. Just hearing his voice had her fantasizing about him. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough to see him again so soon and keep away from him.

“Erica?”

“I’m still here.” She rubbed her hands on her jeans. “Can’t I just e-mail or text you?”

“Did I do something wrong last night?”

“Far from it, but…I’d just like to make sure it stays that way,” she admitted.

“What if I promise to keep my pants on?” The smile in his voice had butterflies fluttering in her stomach.

She stared up at the ceiling. “Fine. But you’ll have to leave mine on, too.”

“Well, shit.” His laughter warmed her all over. “You drive a hard bargain.”

“I’m all about hard things.” She ran her tongue along her teeth.

“You do have that effect on me.”

Her clothes were suddenly too constricting. “I’m not sorry.”

His voice became husky. “I’m only sorry we can’t enjoy each other again.”

The flirtation and double entendres were like breathing, feeding the yearnings of her muse. And although her head was screaming to hang up the phone, the muse kept teasing, stoking the fire.

And after dredging up Jack and the restraining order, she was eager for a distraction.

“Dangerous.” She pulled off her top and put the phone to her ear again. “But you’re all about danger, right?”

His heavy breathing teased her ear, his voice dropping to a throaty whisper. “If I weren’t on duty right now, I’d be inviting you to my place.”

She tugged her pants off and laid back on the bed in her bra and panties. “And what would we do once we got there?”

She heard footsteps on the other end of the line. When he finally spoke again, his voice was a caress. “Then I’d run my hand over your body.” He paused. “Are you alone?”

She closed her eyes. “Yes. In my bed. You?”

“Yeah. I’m out back on the empty basketball court. Wish I was with you.” He groaned, the hungry sound making it easier to imagine his hand running up her rib cage.

“Your touch feels good,” she murmured. “Then what?”

“I’d cup your breast and lick the tip while I watch your face.”

She slid her fingers inside her bra, pinching her nipple. Her breath caught.

“That’s it.” He growled. “You’re so sexy. I’d move my other hand lower.”

She followed his lead, sliding hers down, her voice becoming a more of a gasp. “Panties on or off?”

“Off,” he whispered.

She wedged the phone between her ear and her shoulder, then lifted her hips to pull her underwear free. “They’re gone.”

“I’d slide my hand to your inner thigh and push your legs apart.”

She parted her thighs. “Gods, I wish I could touch you.”

“Fuck, so do I,” he murmured. “Then I’d move my fingers higher, to see if you’re wet for me.”

She moaned in answer. “Oh yeah. Very.”

“Mmm, good.” Hearing the desire in his voice had her so turned on, she was already on the edge. “Now I’d slide them farther up, until I find the spot that makes you gasp my name.”

She found it instantly. “Oh, Reed.”

“Yeah, baby. Right there…” His breathing began to quicken. “Now I’d rub and tease you, watching the pleasure on your face, your hot lips moaning. I want to see that moment when you surrender.”

Her hips bucked into her fingers as she followed his directions. “Feels so good…”

“Now come for me,” he growled into the phone. “Come for me, Erica.”

Every muscle in her body contracted as she peaked, crying out his name. Trembling, she whispered, “This is why seeing you again would be a bad idea.”

“Nothing about sex with you is bad, even when I only get to enjoy hearing it.”

She smiled, slowly opening her eyes to the reality of her empty bed. “Are all firefighters as hot as you?”

He scoffed teasingly. “Hell no.”

A giggle bubbled from her parched throat. “Okay, you win. I’ll see you at Callie’s. With my pants on.”

“I’ll wear mine, too.”

She grinned. “Deal.”

She ended the call and dropped her phone on the bed. Now that the bliss of her orgasm was fading and blood was returning to her brain, she sat up with a groan. What the hell was she doing?

Crossing to the mirror over her dresser, she stared at the burn on her shoulder, forcing herself to remember that night. She’d broken up with Jack, and he’d seemed to take it well. They’d agreed to still be in touch as friends. But on the drive back to her place, he’d pressed the cigarette lighter while she was looking out her window. And when he leaned in for a good-bye kiss on the cheek, he’d slammed the red-hot lighter into her shoulder, pinning her to the seat, grinning as she screamed.

That sick smile still haunted her dreams.

The lighter had melted through her shirt, into her skin, until the scent of cooked flesh made her gag. When the heat had faded, he whispered, “You’re mine, Erica. Branded like the cow you are.”

She stared at her reflection as a single tear slid down her cheek.

This was where a relationship with her would lead.

Into madness.


CHAPTER 4


Ted stepped out of the car and lifted the hood on his black robe. He grabbed the gold mask of Kronos from his trunk and ground his teeth. He’d see this through for his father. Even though Ted Belkin, Sr. was dead, he was still trying to win his approval.

Pathetic.

But dammit, he couldn’t help it.

“Ready, Boss?” Bryce asked.

He glanced over at his Order’s enforcer. “I need to talk to you first.” He shook his head. “Take the damned mask off.”

Bryce complied. He’d been conditioned to be loyal to the Order and to hate the muses. In fact, he’d nearly killed Callie O’Connor for the cause.

But nearly wasn’t close enough.

“Mikolas is the leader of the Order now,” Ted grumbled, “and he’s not on board with eliminating the muses.”

Bryce frowned. “How will we stop them?”

“We’ll have to be careful,” he said, lowering his voice. “Do you understand?”

Bryce raised a brow. “I’ll still be the enforcer.”

“Only between us.” Ted waited for Bryce to nod his understanding, then continued. “Once Mikolas lays out his plan, their deaths will have to look like accidents.”

“I’m with you.”

“This has to stay off the radar.” Ted narrowed his eyes. “No one else in the Order can know.”

“I got it, Boss. I can do this.”

Ted put the mask of Kronos over his face. “Good. Let’s go.”

By the time they reached the rest of the group, the platform was already set up, but Mikolas was on the ground shaking hands with the other members.

Ted approached, and they backed away. He turned to Mikolas. “Your mask…?”

Mikolas held it up. “I have it.”

Ted frowned behind his. “I don’t know how the Order does things where you come from, but here, you don’t enter the circle without it on.”

Mikolas donned his mask without argument. “Let’s get started, then,” he said, his deep voice muffled.

Ted stepped onto the platform, and Mikolas followed. He raised his arms to the others. “Light the fire,” he commanded.

The pit came alive with flames, smoke swirling up into the starry sky. “Some of you have already met our new leader. He will take up my father’s torch, and together, we will see the new Golden Age of Man!”

Mikolas stepped forward to the cheers. He lifted his hand up toward the heavens. “From Mother Earth, Gaia, we send our praise up to our Father Sky, Uranus. Your children will be free from their prison soon. Bless the Order in our mission. Kronos will rule this world once again. Wars will cease, and man will live in peace and prosperity. The Golden Age of Man will return!”

More cheering followed as he lowered his arms before addressing the Order again. “We are all saddened by the loss of Ted Belkin, Sr. His commitment to our mission has brought us closer to success than we have ever been before. If the Oceanus rig keeps drilling at its current rate, we should reach the Earth’s core before the end of the year, and Kronos and his Titan brothers and sisters will reward us.”

He waited for the crowd to quiet again. “There will be some changes under my leadership, however. We will keep watch over the progress of the muses and their Les Neufs Soeurs theater. We will make sure their inspiration doesn’t touch the thinkers and dreamers of mankind until it is too late, but we will no longer hunt them. Murder was never part of our mission. If anyone has a problem with this, you can bring it directly to me.”

Ted scanned the crowd. Not one of them spoke up.

Spineless sheep, all of them.

He glanced at Bryce and gave him an almost imperceptible nod. Together, they would avenge his father’s death. The muses would pay.
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Reed and the captain finished their interviews with the cantina’s employees. One of the bartenders had a bad roommate who had tossed threats his way, but given the painted message, they doubted his roommate was their perp. Either way, the captain was going to follow up, and Reed would be getting the information from Erica about her ex with the restraining order.

But if she hadn’t heard from the guy for a few months, it probably wasn’t him. Or he could still be stalking her without her knowledge…

What if the asshole had been at the cantina that night? Did he watch them kiss and drive away together in Erica’s car? If so, it was plausible that, depending on the strength of his obsession, seeing her with another guy had pushed him to want to send her a message.

But a threatening anonymous e-mail would be much less work and not nearly as risky.

Unless this guy was obsessed with Erica and fire. Profilers had documented plenty of cases tying arson and sex together. Watching something burn turned arsonists on.

A sharp pain shot through his ankle, breaking his concentration. He jammed his fingers under his sock. The skin was hot. Didn’t itch, though.

“McIntosh! Dude, you stole my fire.”

He grinned as Jones, another firefighter in his station, approached the lockers. “Not my fault you were off camping with the family.”

Jones shook his head. “Structure fires and a rescue, too, and I missed it.”

“That’s not all,” Reed said. Jones was hired a few months after Reed, and they needled each other like brothers. “This was arson, not an accident.”

“Shit.” He closed the door and faced him. He was a little shorter than Reed but built like a truck. Jones could hold the line all by himself at full pressure. Strongest guy in the station. “I missed an investigation, too?”

“Still going on.” He grabbed his keys and phone. “I’m out.”

“Catch ya later, Reed.”

He headed for his apartment. He wanted to clean up before he went over to Callie’s place. After his last call with Erica, he’d had to take a couple of cold showers before he could sleep. Seeing her again and keeping his promise to keep his pants on wasn’t going to be easy.

After another shower, he put on clean jeans and a faded green T-shirt.

Same color as her eyes.

Shit. She was right. Today probably was a bad idea. He already thought about her way too much, and he didn’t have any doubt if they were alone, he wouldn’t be able to resist touching her. This was the same road that had led to the dead end he was trapped in right now. He ran a comb through his hair and went back out the door.

When he got to Callie and Hunter’s place, his best friend’s motorcycle was in the driveway. After Hunter had retired from the Navy, he’d moved in with his girlfriend, Callie. She was helping him get his new surf shop off the ground.

Reed had never seen his friend happier. Hunter had always had better luck with women than Reed had. Sure, they hated Hunter’s schedule and all the traveling, but they’d never been certifiable like Lila.

Enough.

He knocked on the door and grinned when Hunter opened the screen and gave him a hug. “Good to see you, man.”

Reed nodded. “You too. Retirement’s agreeing with you.”

He followed Hunter through the house to the backyard, where Callie handed Hunter the tongs for the barbecue. Then she went over to embrace Reed. “Hi. It’s great to see you.”

He tried not to, but he couldn’t help peering over Callie’s head for any sign of her friend. “Erica said she’d meet me here. I have a couple more questions about the fire.”

Callie stepped back, her gaze landing everywhere but his face. “She’s not coming after all. She e-mailed me all the information she had on Jack, though, so I can give it to you before you go.”

His heart sank.

Oh fuck. Had he been looking forward to seeing her that much? What the hell was wrong with him? She’d been honest before they kissed—no relationship, no future. And it’s not like he wanted one, either.

He cleared his throat. “All right. I can get it from you. She doesn’t need to be here.”

Callie finally met his eyes. “It’s probably better she’s not, anyway.”

He raised a brow. “Why’s that?”

Hunter turned away from the grill. “Because Callie’s going to tell you why your birthmark is flaring up, and then you’re going to lose your shit.”

Reed frowned, shifting his gaze down to Callie’s face. “I thought you were a psychologist, not a medical doctor.”

“I am,” she confirmed. “But what’s happening to your birthmark has nothing to do with medical science.”

“Before you blow his mind, the steaks are done, so let’s get all the food together first.” Hunter started moving the pieces from the grill to a platter while Reed wondered what the hell his two friends had been smoking.

Once they each had a plate of food, they sat in the afternoon sun. Hunter took off his Special Forces watch, exposing the crescent-shaped birthmark that was almost a perfect match to the one on Reed’s ankle. Only Hunter’s wasn’t red right now.

“This isn’t like a normal birthmark. It’s actually a mark from the gods.” Hunter’s gaze bored into him. “We’re Guardians.”

Reed busted up laughing. “Stop shitting me, man.” He pushed his sock down, exposing the red, angry mark. “Come on. I’ve tried creams and sprays, and nothing works.”

Callie set her fork on her plate and shot a glare at Hunter before locking eyes with Reed. “This is going to sound completely nuts.”

“Coming from a shrink, I’m a little nervous.” Reed chuckled.

She shook her head. “I mean it. The mark you each have makes you a Guardian. Which means you were destined from birth to be a protector.”

He frowned. This couldn’t be anything but a joke, but Callie looked damn serious. “Protector of what?”

“Your muse.”

Reed couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up again. But neither of his friends were joining in. He sobered. “Wait a sec…the muses were Greek, right? Daughters of a god or something?” He chuckled, wishing they’d join him in the joke. “Are you going to tell me we’re headed to Greece to hunt for muses?” He glanced at Hunter and his smile faded. His best friend wasn’t laughing.

Hunter shook his head. “I thought it was insane, too, but remember when I told you I was hearing voices?”

Reed nodded. When Hunter had come to him and confessed he’d thought he could hear people’s thoughts, Reed had cautioned him that it could get him kicked out of the SEALs.

Hunter held up his wrist. “This burns when you find your muse, the one you’re meant to protect.” He reached over to take Callie’s hand. “I’m Callie’s Guardian. The Muse of Epic Poetry lives inside her.”

Reed rubbed his forehead. This had to be some kind of twisted dream. “This isn’t funny, man.”

But Hunter still didn’t smirk. “There’s another Guardian you can meet—Nate. He’s a police detective. Thing is, we each seem to get a different ability. I can hear thoughts if they’re about my muse. I don’t know what you’re thinking right now, but…”

Reed glanced at Callie.

Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You think Callie must’ve hit her head to believe she’s an actual Greek muse?”

Reed almost dropped his plate. His friend had just repeated his thoughts almost word for word. “What the fuck?”

“I’m not lying to you, Reed,” Hunter went on. “And Nate, the other Guardian, can touch things and get visions if it’ll help him protect his muse.”

Reed got up and set his plate aside. His appetite was gone, anyway. “You’re saying there’s a muse out there somewhere, and she’s giving me some mutant power? And I’m just supposed to accept this insane shit?”

Callie got up and came over to him, peering up into his eyes. “Erica. She’s a muse like me. You must be her Guardian.”

His head was going to explode. Then his eyes widened. “My birthmark first started burning when you brought her to the FOD walk to pick foreign object debris off the airstrip.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything.

Pieces—crazy, hard-to-believe ones—were starting to fit together, so either he really was losing his shit or they weren’t lying. “If Erica is my muse and I’m supposed to be her Guardian, what am I protecting her from?”

“Arsonists, for one,” Callie said.

His blood went cold. “You think this guy is after her?”

“I don’t know for sure, but there’s a good possibility.” She paused. “You should talk to Erica.”

Reed looked at Hunter. “But I can’t hear thoughts and I’m not having any visions, either. Shouldn’t I have noticed something like that by now?”

Hunter shrugged and got up. “I don’t know how it works, man. Maybe she’s not in danger right now, but when it starts, you’ll have a leg up on me because you’ll know what’s happening. I thought I was losing my mind.”

Reed jammed a fist into the pocket of his jeans, bitterness swelling in the pit of his soul. “You expect me to just embrace this whole thing as my destiny?”

Hunter moved over to Reed and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “This isn’t like what happened with Lila.”

He turned to Hunter and took a step back. “The hell it’s not. I gave up everything for my ex. Fuck, Hunter, I promised myself I’d never let myself slide into another mess like that. I can’t do it again. Does Erica know I’m marked to be her Guardian?”

Callie shook her head. “We thought if you were both here we’d get it all out in the open at once.”

Reed raked a hand through his hair. “This is fucked up. Don’t I have free will?”

“You’ve still got it.” Hunter took a couple of steps to Callie’s side and caught her hand. “We’ll watch out for Erica. No one is going to force you into this world. Birthmark or not, you still get a choice, as far as I’m concerned. Erica doesn’t have to know.”

“Good.” Reed didn’t know what he wanted, but being backed into a corner sure as hell wasn’t it. “Can I get the information on this Jack guy? Then I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Sure. Come with me.” Callie led him inside and plucked a few papers out of her printer. “Here are all the phone numbers, addresses, and e-mails she had for Jack.” She paused and added, “I know this is a lot to take in.”

“You think?” He chuffed, staring at the information on the paper. He lifted his eyes to Callie’s face. “Sorry. This isn’t your fault.”

“There’s something else you should know about Erica,” she added softly.

He lowered the papers to his side. “What’s that?”

“She didn’t ask for any of this, either. None of us did. But we’re making the best of it and risking everything we have to inspire humanity. We’ve already lost one of our fellow muses. I won’t lose another.”

Tension knotted his shoulders at the thought of anyone hurting Erica. “The danger is real?”

Callie nodded. “Very.”

He folded the papers. “I’m not committing to being a Guardian, but if this Jack bastard turns out to the arsonist, I’m going be sure he goes to jail.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Reed.”

He gave her and Hunter a wave and walked out of the house, his head spinning. What kind of rabbit hole had he just fallen into?


CHAPTER 5


Erica came out of the movie theater as the sun dipped low in the sky. She’d opted for a film as a distraction from thinking about Reed. Knowing he was over at Callie’s place was too much temptation, and seeing him again was out of the question. If he touched her, there was a good chance she’d drag him to a dark corner and enjoy every inch of him.

And if Jack really was still out there, stalking her, the obsession she could inspire was even worse than she had imagined.

She got in her car and drove west. Sunsets were an event in Crystal City, and if the traffic lights were on her side, she could get to the beach just in time. Nothing cleared her head like watching the day end with the light on the water and the sky awash in color. It made her feel small, her problems barely a blip on the universe’s radar.

The sky was already painted in breathtaking shades of orange and red as she parked. She got out and crossed over the boardwalk to the beach. She popped off her sandals and sank her feet into the still-warm sand as she walked toward the water. The wind pulled her hair back from her face, giving her a clear view of the horizon. No marine layer of fog today.

Maybe she’d finally catch that green flash as the sun disappeared into the water.

In the distance, a surfer picked up his board and walked out of the waves. With the sun behind him, she couldn’t see his face, but the shape of his body, the broad shoulders, trim waist, and muscular arms had her blood pumping. Reed?

But…how?

He came straight toward her as the sun kissed the horizon. If there was a green flash, she’d completely missed it.

He stopped in front of her and set his board down. “What brings you to the beach?”

His deep voice tempted her to come closer, to run her hands up his body. She resisted. Barely. “Helps me clear my head.”

He nodded slowly. “Me too.” He glanced at his board. “Missed you at the barbecue earlier today.” He lifted his head with a smile. “I had pants on and everything.”

And just like that, all her internal warnings about being near him fell on deaf ears. She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’ve got no willpower where you’re concerned. Better not to risk it.”

His eyes wandered over her face. “We do need to talk, though. Someplace public.” His dark eyes sparkled in the fading light. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we should keep our pants on.”

She raised a brow. “Where’s the fun in that?”

He sobered, taking a step forward. He was close enough to touch. “Don’t tempt me.” She caught her bottom lip in her teeth, and he ran a hand through his wet hair, groaning. “Too late.” He bent to kiss her lips. “Now,” he said, pulling back, “we’re not going any further until we talk. Even if it kills me.”

He picked up his surfboard and jogged toward the beach showers. Erica walked through the sand and sat on the sea wall to wait. Daylight was fading fast into twilight, but she enjoyed the gorgeous view as Reed unzipped his wet suit and stepped out in his board shorts and nothing else. Tan, muscled, and…

And if she didn’t get a grip, she’d ruin him. She slid her fingertips under the strap of her tank top, gliding over the slick scar tissue.

This was a dangerous game they were playing.
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Reed rinsed under the cold shower, waiting for his body temperature to lower. No woman had ever had this effect on him. He peeked her way a couple of times, watching her profile in the wind. Everything about her called to him—her fiery-red hair, her emerald-green eyes, and those sinful lips. His gaze slid down her body; her full breasts and round hips made him ache to touch her.

His muse.

Fuck… No.

He’d lost everything for a woman once before—his dream of being a SEAL with Hunter, of traveling the world, his pride, and his career. He wasn’t going to be anyone’s fool again. Muse or not, he wanted control of his own destiny.

He rinsed out his wet suit and headed back over to Erica. It would be safer to take her someplace public, but he’d have to go home and change to do that, and if he took her back to his place, there was a better-than-average chance they’d end up in bed.

Just the thought had his blood pumping. He focused on the waves crashing and rolling up the sand. “The captain and the chief are checking up on the information you gave Callie about Jack.” He didn’t risk looking at her, but dammit he wanted to. “Until we find this guy, you’ve got to be on guard at all times. Travel in a group and get some pepper spray.”

She leaned forward a little. “You think Jack burned down the bar?”

“So far you’re the only person who was there who had an ex requiring a restraining order.” He glanced her way before he could stop himself. “The arsonist painted a message on the back of the building near the valve for the fire sprinklers.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “It said ‘She’s mine.’”

She stared up at the sky, the pain on her face clenching his heart in a vise. “It’s him. That’s what he told me right before I got the restraining order.”

He rested his hand over hers. “We don’t know for sure yet, but if this guy’s been watching you, then you need to be careful.”

Her green eyes locked on his face, fear replacing the confident, sensual woman he’d found on the beach. “Jack served in the Navy to get a GI Bill. He’s still got a military ID to get on base for the commissary. He had access.” She rubbed her forehead, breaking eye contact. “He went on to be a lawyer. My restraining order probably screwed things up for him.” She took her hand out from under his. “He’s smart and has enough money to live off the grid if he needs to.”

“We’ll find him,” Reed ground out, a possessiveness overtaking him.

She gathered her hair and moved it over to one shoulder, then pulled the strap on her tank top down her arm. The front of her shoulder just below her collar bone was scarred. A round burn about the size of a cigarette lighter. He hadn’t gotten her completely naked the other night, so he hadn’t seen it.

He met her eyes, rage smoldering in his gut. “He did this to you?”

She nodded. “He said I was his, branded like a cow.”

Without hesitation, he drew her into his arms, kissing the top of her head as he scanned the beach. “We’re going to nail this guy.”

“You don’t understand.” She looked up at him. “The fire wasn’t just a message for me. It was for you. He must’ve seen us leave together. He knows you’re a fireman, and if he sees you with me, he’ll burn everything to the ground.”

He ran his hand along her jaw. “He’s never going to hurt you again.” While part of him was still struggling with the ramifications of the conversation with Callie and Hunter, he had every intention of keeping this promise. He stood up and offered her his hand. “Can I buy you some dinner?”

She got up but dropped his hand as they walked toward the parking lot. He raised a brow. “My pants are still on.”

She chuckled. “He could be watching us.”

“Fuck him.” He offered his hand again.

She stared at it, then up at him. “Making him even angrier may not be wise.”

“He doesn’t get to control us. That’s what he wants.” She didn’t move. He shook his head. “Angry people make mistakes.”

She searched his eyes and took his hand. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

“Food first.”

Her laughter soothed the beast inside him as he scanned the area. This Jack asshole was going down. And Reed was going to be the one to do it.

But first he had to flush him out.

After a quick stop at his place to change clothes, Reed pulled into Geno’s parking lot. Erica grinned. “Best burgers in town.”

“Couldn’t agree more.” It was also busy and open. With any luck, he might see Jack if he was following them. And the bustling restaurant would help Reed stay focused. It had taken all his willpower to keep from getting physical at his place. He didn’t have any self-restraint left where Erica was concerned.

Reed held the door open for her, his hand at the back of her waist as he looked back at the parking lot over his shoulder.

Included in the papers Callie gave him was a picture of Jack picking up an award for his law firm. He was tall, with pale skin and ice-blue eyes, so Reed knew who to look for. Until he questioned him, he couldn’t be certain he burned the cantina, of course. But either way, Reed would make sure the guy never touched Erica again.

They ordered and grabbed a table in the corner. He smiled at Erica—his muse.

Shit. He must be nuts.

He cleared his throat. “What did you want to tell me?”

She put her hands on the table and stared at them. “I’m not sure where to start.”

He reached across the table, lifting her chin to meet his eyes. “How about you tell me why you avoid relationships, and then I’ll tell you why I keep my distance? We can compare notes.”

A hint of a smile curved her lips. “Well you already know how my last relationship ended. It doesn’t exactly make me eager to try again.” She pressed her lips together for a second and met his eyes. “I seem to inspire passion in men and…too much of that can drive them mad.” She paused, raising a brow. “You’re not going to tell me I have a pretty high opinion of myself?”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “I’ve enjoyed your inspiration first hand.” He covered her hands with his. “But you can’t take credit for your ex-boyfriend’s psychosis.”

She shrugged. “You don’t know everything yet.”

He squeezed her hands before she could go on. “My turn. I had a near-death experience out in the waves when I was getting ready for a high-school surf tournament. Hunter saved my life, pulled me out of the water, and got me breathing again. But while I was out, I saw the light. From above, I saw my friend pounding my chest, demanding I start to breathe.”

His throat closed. What the hell was he doing? He’d never told anyone this, not even Hunter.

Erica laced her fingers with his, her eyes shining. “You don’t have to tell me.”

He cleared his throat, finding his voice again. “It’s not that. I wish I knew how to put it into words, but when I saw my body on the sand, I suddenly knew that if I walked away from this life, someone would die. I had to live. Someone needed me. I still don’t know how or why, but I knew.”

And a crazy piece of the puzzle slid into place. The life he was meant to save, it had never been his ex-wife Lila’s, or a pilot from a fiery landing—it was Erica.

A guy carrying a tray of burgers and shakes approached them in his Geno’s polo shirt. “Number sixty-five?”

Reed nodded. “Yeah.”

He handed the kid the plastic table number, but as the server bent to take it, one of the chocolate shakes tipped off the edge of the tray. Erica squeaked. The lid stayed on, keeping the shake inside, but the cup didn’t hit her, either. It sort of stopped in midair.

Reed caught it, unsure how, and set it on the table.

“Good catch.” The server turned to Erica. “I’m so sorry.”

She shook her head, but her eyes were squarely on Reed. “No problem. I’m fine.”

The server put the burgers and the other shake on the table and scurried off.

Reed could barely muster a whisper as he set the shake in front of her. “I don’t know what just happened.”

She blinked and lowered her voice. “It’s like it hit an invisible wall and hovered until you grabbed it.”

He frowned, looking at the cup again. “But that’s not possible.”

Or was it? Hunter could hear voices. Another Guardian saw visions. Did Reed just protect Erica from a chocolate shake with his mind?

No fucking way.

Reed tried to shake it off by lifting his gaze to meet her eyes and continuing his story. “I met this girl after I graduated from high school. She was a runaway and needed help, and I thought she was it—the one I was supposed to save. But I think she saw me coming and played me until I had nothing left.”

She sighed, her eyes looking everywhere but at him. “Good reasons for us both to stay far away from emotional attachments.”

“For sure.”

They ate in silence after that. Reed tensed every time the door opened, but there was no sign of Jack. If the asshole was watching her, he was keeping his distance.

“Thanks for the food,” she said when they were both done. “I guess I should get back to my car.”

Reed’s chest constricted at the thought of her driving away. He cleared his throat. “I don’t think you ever told me what you needed to say.”

“That’s okay.” She shook her head. “It’s not important.”

He nodded, threw away the trash, and walked beside her back to his truck. He opened her door. “I’m going to find Jack, and if he set fire to the cantina, I’ll be sure he goes to jail for a long time.”

She got in and looked up at him, her voice a soft whisper. “I don’t want to go home.”

His pulse quickened as he stepped closer, leaning into the cab. “Come to my place.”

“I can’t.”

The fear in her eyes grated on him. He wished he could take it away.

“Jack was a lawyer, Reed. He wasn’t always like this. Being with me made him obsessed, jealous, and paranoid. It could happen to you, too.”

“I’m not a jealous guy.” He closed her door and jogged around the cab. “I have an idea.”

It was crazy, but maybe a little crazy was just what they needed.


CHAPTER 6


Reed pulled into the Casbah, a club famous for the best deejays and plenty of dancing in close quarters. She frowned and glanced over at him. “What are we doing here?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think you made that asshole go crazy, and I figured we could prove it.”

She raised a brow. “How?”

“We’ll go inside and you can dance. I’ll stay at the bar.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “That is a seriously horrible plan.”

“Why? Because you inspire passion in people? There’s nothing horrible about that. They’ll all go home and get lucky, and you’ll come back with me. Everyone wins.”

Her smile faded. “What’s in it for you?”

“We can see if it makes me jealous, and then you can stop worrying that my being around you is going to make me psychotic.”

Her jaw dropped a little. “Wait a second, I thought we both agreed, no relationships.”

“Spending time together doesn’t have to be a relationship,” he pointed out.

She thought about it for a second. “Friends with benefits?”

He reached for her hand, a crooked smile on his lips. “As many benefits as we like.”

A warning whispered in her head. He had no idea her muse would never be sated. He didn’t even know Erato existed inside her.

Not that he’d ever believe her, anyway.

And damn, the sexy glint in his eyes made her want to undress him in the cab of the truck. She cleared her throat. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

They walked to the entrance, and he pulled the door open to the club. The pounding bass immediately vibrated in her chest—primal and demanding, awakening the desire.

He lifted her hand to his lips and leaned in close to her ear. “Enjoy yourself.”

He turned, the crowd parting as he made his way toward the bar. She watched the way he moved: confident and strong, with his jeans hugging him in all the right places. When he secured himself a stool, his dark eyes met hers, stealing her breath. He tipped his head toward the dance floor.

This was crazy, but the music was calling to her, and knowing he was watching her amplified the heat flooding her veins. She turned to lose herself in the crowd of gyrating bodies and then glanced back at him one last time. It almost scared her how much she wanted to storm up to the bar and drag him out there with her.

The moment she stepped onto the dance floor heads started to turn. A man pushed his way over to her. “Hey, baby. Love those curves.”

The beat of the music inspired grinding, and he moved in close behind her, not quite touching but mirroring the slow circle of her hips. She tossed her head, flipping her long hair over her shoulder as she scanned the bar. Reed sipped a drink and raised a brow.

Her body warmed, but it had nothing to do with the guy on the dance floor. She chuckled and surrendered to the dance as another would-be partner stepped in front of her. Erica ran her hands down her waist and over her hips to her thighs, she stared up at him. He had a chiseled jaw, short dark hair, and a bright smile, but…

Oh gods, was she really about to compare him to Reed?

Her new dance partner caught her hand and spun her around, reeling her back in close. She anticipated the surge of need, but it didn’t come, not in the doses she got from…

No.

She broke away from the new guy. “Restroom?” she yelled. He pointed toward the left corner of the building. “Thanks.”

She made her way across the floor, quickly ducked into a stall, and locked the door. What was wrong with her? But she already knew the answer to that. She was falling for Reed McIntosh.

Dammit. She knew better.

This was a stupid game. He was the only man in this entire club that she wanted. But if he morphed into an abusive jerk like Jack, she’d never recover.

Suddenly, screams pierced through the music. Erica frowned. The deejay cut the song, and she recognized the word everyone was shouting.

Fire.

The bathroom emptied fast. She followed, but by the time she opened the door, hysteria had taken over. People were stampeding for the exit. Erica pushed out of the bathroom, struggling to stay on her feet. She covered her nose and mouth, coughing, as the thick smoke disoriented her. She couldn’t see the exit.

A strong hand caught her arm. “Erica! We need to get out of here.”

Reed had come through the chaos like a god.

He guided her through the thick smoke, stopping to help another woman up from the floor. She had been trampled; she was bleeding and holding her arm, but alive. He led them both toward the front door.

The moment he got them outside, the cool night air and oxygen made Erica realize how close she’d come to tragedy. Relief sank into her until she sobbed.

Sirens blared, and red lights danced around the stunned crowd. Reed took Erica and the injured woman over to the ambulance. “They need some O2, and she was down”—he pointed to the stranger—“might have a broken arm.”

The EMTs went to work. Erica had a mask on before she could say a word to Reed.

He bent over, his voice hoarse from the smoke. “I need to talk to the fire chief. I’ll be right back.” He searched her eyes. “Wait for me.”

She nodded.

And just like that, Reed went back toward the burning building.
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Ted Belkin stared out of his office window, watching the plume of black smoke. It was the second fire in less than a week. News reports were already claiming the one on the Navy Base had been arson. If the same claim was made again, the city would be on the lookout for an arsonist.

And if the Theater of the Muses burned… It would no doubt be another victim of the arsonist.

He picked up his phone and hit Bryce’s number.

“Yeah?” his enforcer answered.

“There’s been another fire.” Ted popped his gum. “If they’re connected, we might be able to start our own and let this firebug take the fall.”

The smile in Bryce’s voice was practically audible. “The theater.”

“Exactly.” The plumes of smoke rose in the distance as Ted smirked. “This could be just the ‘accident’ we need. We’ll wait until they’re all inside. We’ll block all the doors…”

“And burn it to the ground.”

“Sniff around and see what you can find out. We’ll have to make it look connected to the others.”

“I’m on it, Boss.”

Ted ended the call and dropped his gum in the trash. His father’s death would be avenged, and there would be nothing to stop their mission. Two birds with one fiery stone.

And with the muses out of the way, he could focus on getting rid of the Greek in his father’s office.

This was turning into a great night.
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This wasn’t Reed’s unit, but he had no trouble finding the fire chief standing by his red SUV.

“I’m with Federal Fire,” Reed said, introducing himself. “I was inside when a Molotov cocktail came in the front door and exploded on the dance floor. I think this might be the same guy who started the cantina fire on base a few days ago.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have a serial arsonist in town.” The chief yelled some orders through his walkie-talkie.

They’d arrived on the scene fast, drowning the fire before it could take any lives. The ventilation team was already on the roof, while two RIT teams were dragging out the injured and spraying water on the fire.

The chief adjusted his helmet. “We’ll need to ask you some questions later.”

Reed nodded. “I’ll be in touch in the morning.” The chief took Reed’s card and stuffed it in his pocket.

Adrenaline was still coursing through his veins as Reed pushed through the crowd of onlookers to get back to the ambulance. He’d had his eyes on the restrooms, waiting for her to come back out, when a ball of fire had flown through the front door and a wave of heat had erupted on the dance floor. He’d been off his stool in a flash, fighting through the stampede of people trying to escape while he moved farther inside.

At that moment, all that had mattered was finding Erica and keeping her safe.

Thank god it was over. For now.

Erica got up as he approached the ambulance, and he wrapped her in his arms, holding her tight as he kissed her hair. Her hands slid around his waist. He wasn’t sure how long they stood there together—it could have been a second or an hour—but his reluctance to let her go said something.

Something he didn’t want to think about.

He pulled back. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Shaken up, but I’m okay.”

“Good. I’m going to give my statement in the morning. Let’s get out of here.” He took her hand and walked her back to his truck.

Suddenly his ankle was burning again. Reed froze, turning around as another fire bomb came from the embankment. But this time, it was headed toward his truck.

In one swift movement, he stepped in front of Erica, and the glass swerved hard to the right, shattering and lighting up a tree on the edge of the lot.

“Shit. Get in the truck. Now,” he ordered.

They ran for the doors.

How many Molotovs had the pyro made? Reed had no clue, but he wasn’t going to stand around making him and Erica targets to find out. He drove out of the parking lot as the firefighters turned their hoses on the new flames.

His heart was still hammering as they got on the highway. He glanced at Erica and realized she was staring at him. “What? Are you all right?” he asked.

“You knew the second fire was coming… You stopped and turned around.”

“We definitely need to talk, but let’s do it at my place. I’m guessing if this is Jack and he’s been stalking you, he knows where you live.”

“But my car’s still at the beach.”

“We’ll get it in the morning.”

She nodded and stared out the passenger window. Good. If she weren’t, he was pretty sure she’d notice his hands shaking on the wheel.

He replayed the moment over and over: His birthmark burned. He had stopped, sensing the danger. When that incendiary device came right at them, it had somehow changed direction away from the cars.

Just as he’d wanted it to.

Was this the Guardian ability Hunter was talking about again? Had to be. Either way, he needed to learn to control it, and fast.

Their lives might depend on it.

He parked his truck down the street from his apartment, opting to walk a couple of blocks home. The arsonist knew what he drove now, and he’d rather not lead the lunatic straight to his place.

Once they were safe inside, Erica called her roommate and sat down at his small dining room table. She looked up at him when she hung up, and even with soot on her face and in her hair, she made his heart pound.

He pulled another chair over to sit beside her. “I probably should have told you this at the beach tonight, but I was still struggling with what it all meant.”

She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

He popped his shoe off and then his sock, leaving his birthmark on the outside of his ankle exposed. The redness was already receding. He waited for her to meet his eyes again and whispered, “Hunter and Callie told me this isn’t a normal birthmark.”

Erica blinked and started to shake her head. “You’re a Guardian.”

“Seems that way.” He sat back in his chair, running a hand down his face as he gathered his thoughts. His gaze locked on hers. “Something sent me back the day Hunter pulled me out of the ocean. I was supposed to save someone. And I think it’s you.”


CHAPTER 7


Erica stared at the mark on his ankle, not quite believing her eyes. When she finally lifted her gaze, the words fell from her lips. “They told you?”

“About Guardians.”

She raised a brow. “So Callie didn’t tell you about me?”

“She told me you were a muse,” he said. “I’m putting my money on Erato. Am I close?”

Her eyes widened. She’d already seen Reed’s courage in action, and he was off-the-charts sexy, but she hadn’t known him long enough to gauge his background. “You know about the Greek muses?”

He smiled, shaking his head. “They sang in the Hercules movie my little niece made me watch.”

“Um. No.” Laughter bubbled from her throat, surprising her. “Trinity is the only singer among us.”

He straightened up, meeting her eyes. “Before I hit the waves today, I did a little research on Google.” He tipped his head slightly. “Erato was the Muse of Lyrics and Erotic Poetry. She inspired passion and fire.”

Erica wet her lips, her heart pounding. “Which is what eventually drove Jack off the deep end.” How was she going to make Reed understand? “I’ve seen the scroll with the prophecy. The gods marked you and gave you a ‘gift’ to protect your muse. But if we keep going down this path, physically and emotionally, everything good in you will mutate into obsession.”

“You’re basing this off one guy, Erica.” He crossed his arms, his biceps straining against his T-shirt. He huffed out a frustrated breath. “Hell, I don’t even know why I’m fighting you. A relationship is the last thing I ever wanted.”

Erica stood up and walked over to the window. She’d never be able to get the words out if she had to look at him. “Every second I spend with you, I get more addicted. I just keep wanting more. It scares me.”

His chair scraped against the floor, and then he was behind her, the heat of his body tempting her to turn around. His breath caressed her ear. “When I couldn’t see you in that fire tonight, I’d never been so fucking afraid. I’m scared of what it means, too, but if the alternative is you walking out that door, I’d pick being terrified any day.”

She bit her lip, struggling to keep from turning around. “You say that now, but the feelings I inspire in others will start to bother you. It’ll be small at first, but soon you’ll be following me to see how far I take the flirting. And someday, you’ll do anything to be sure I’m yours. Even branding me.”

“No fucking way.” He turned her around and lifted her chin to meet his eyes. “Seeing you dancing tonight didn’t make me jealous. It made me feel like the luckiest man in that bar, because you could inspire passion in all of them, but you were coming home with me.”

She searched his eyes. “One day, you might not be so sure of that.”

“And maybe one day you’ll see I’m stronger than that other guy.”

She caught her lower lip between her teeth. “It has nothing to do with strength.”

“The hell it doesn’t. Somewhere inside, Jack wanted to own you and keep you in a cage.” Reed shook his head slowly. “I’m not even trying to pin you down to anything exclusive.”

She raised a brow. “You’re telling me you’d be all right if I walked out that door and got busy with some other guy?”

He chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “No, I’d be sitting here wishing you were here with me.” He gaze wandered over her face. “All I’m asking for is honesty. No lies, even when the truth isn’t pretty.”

“Honesty.” Her heart raced as she swallowed the lump in her throat. “Okay… At the club, I kept waiting to feel a rush of desire when I danced with those guys. I saw it in the people around me, but all I could do was wish you were on the floor with me.”

He cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing her skin. “I wanted to be out there with you. You’re so damned sexy.”

Reed pressed his lips to her forehead, and suddenly the bathroom door flew open so hard the knob slammed into the wall. Erica jumped back.

He turned around, shaking his head. “And that’s apparently my ‘gift’ from the gods.”

She stared up at him, eyes wide. “You did stop that cup tonight! And the fireball in the parking lot…”

“Yeah. I think I did.” He walked over and moved the door, exposing a fresh hole in the drywall. “And I’m nowhere near figuring out how to control it.”

She came closer. “Why’d you open this?”

“I didn’t mean to. Hunter told me this ‘ability’ only works to protect your muse.” The corner of his mouth tugged into a sexy, lopsided smile. “But I was thinking you might need some help getting all the soot out of your hair.”

“For my own safety?”

He chuckled. “Apparently this new gift thought so.”

She looked up at him from under her lashes. “You wash my back, and I’ll wash yours.”

“Deal.”

His lips fused to hers as she ran her hands up his chest. He backed her into the bathroom, breaking the kiss long enough to turn on the shower. She unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, enjoying his deep groan of satisfaction as she slid her hand inside to stroke his shaft. He claimed her lips again, his tongue tangling with hers.

She broke the kiss, breathless. “Too many clothes.”

“Agreed.” He grinned and pulled his shirt off.

They were naked in record time, their clothes decorating the floor and the sink. He caught her around the waist, and holding her close, he helped her over the edge of the tub and into the shower.

He followed her inside, picking up the shampoo. “You’re even sexier wet.” He put some shampoo in his palm and gestured for her to turn around. “If I don’t get you clean fast, I’m going to have to take you dirty.”

She faced the water and pressed her hips back into him, teasing his erection. “Nothing wrong with dirty.”

“The smell of smoke reminds me of work.” He gripped her ass with one hand, shampooing her hair with the other. “But damn, you tempt me.”

His strong fingers massaged her scalp until she moaned with pleasure. He kissed the back of her shoulder. “Don’t make me come before we even get started.” He nibbled gently at her skin. “Turn around.”

She followed his instructions and leaned her head back into the spray. His soapy hands moved up her waist to her breasts, teasing her nipples until her knees were rubbery.

She lifted her head. “Your turn.”

They swapped places, and she picked up the shampoo. When she looked up at him, a grin spread across her lips. “You’re too tall for me to wash your hair.”

A devilish smile lit up his face as he knelt and licked the taut tip of her breast, murmuring, “Better?”

She shivered, rubbing the shampoo into a lather. “Much.”

His hand glided up the inside of her leg. She widened her stance as he ventured even higher, sliding his finger along her sex. Her soapy hands gripped his shoulders, bracing herself as he entered her with two fingers. His thumb circled her mound until he found the right spot, and she dug her nails into his shoulders, rising up on her toes.

“That’s it.” His lips trailed up as he straightened, his mouth at her ear. “Let go, Erica. We’re just warming up.”

He rubbed her faster, her hips grinding into his hand until she cried out, her legs trembling. He slid his arm around her waist, holding her up until the aftershocks ran their course.

She opened her eyes to find him smiling down at her. “You look proud of yourself.”

“Maybe a little. But all my pride will vanish if you see me crying when the shampoo stings my eyes.” He tipped his head back into the water to rinse it out.

Erica laughed, wetting her lips as she ran her hand up his thigh to cup his sac.

He shivered. “I’m almost done.”

She ran her finger along his erection and pressed a kiss to his chest. “But I’m not.”

Before he could open his eyes, she knelt, taking him into her mouth. His hands tangled in her hair, encouraging her. She gently scraped her nails up the outside of his thighs as she enjoyed his deep moan. He pulsed in her mouth, and she hummed around him. When she slid her tongue around the tip, his fists tightened in her hair.

“Enough. I’m too close,” he begged.

The desire in his voice tempted her to finish him right there in the shower. She forced herself to pull back, though, kissing her way up his wet chest while he finished rinsing.

He turned off the shower and grabbed a towel, handing it to her. “You can use it first. Sorry I don’t have another one in here. I don’t usually have guests.”

Somewhere deep inside, she loved that he didn’t bring women to his place. Yet he’d brought her here without hesitation…

Shit.

A warning sounded in her head. They were getting too close. Tonight, he went farther into a burning building to find her and help her to safety. They were already dangerously past the line of keeping things physical, and if she couldn’t keep this just sex…

She stepped out of the shower and handed him the towel. “I should probably go get my car.”

He stopped towel drying his hair and lifted his head. “Your car can wait. That asshole is stalking you, Erica.”

She plucked her clothes from the pile on the floor and her bra from the sink. “We’re fooling ourselves, Reed. The longer I’m around you…” She shook her head, refusing to glance his way.

He got out of the shower and caught her hand. “We were just about to move this into my bedroom, and now you want to get dressed and leave? Walk me through this.”

She looked up into his eyes, her voice barely a whisper. “I like that you don’t bring other women to your place.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “And that’s…bad?”

“Yes!” She jerked her hand free and carried her clothes into the bedroom.

He followed, frowning. “Just because I don’t bring women to my place, doesn’t mean I don’t go to theirs. I don’t understand.”

She stepped into her underwear. “It’s just me, okay?” She straightened up, reaching for her bra. “I’m not like other women. There’s a muse inside me that inspires passion, and the flip side of passion is obsession.”

“I already told you that’s not going to happen with me.” He stood in front of her, a naked temptation.

She sat on the edge of the bed, resting her head in her hands. “I already think about you too much. You make me laugh, you’re the best lay I’ve ever had, and you saved me from a damned burning building tonight!” She looked up at him. “How the hell am I supposed to keep things just physical between us?”

He went past her into his closet and pulled on a pair of sweatpants.

She frowned. “What are you doing?”

“I’m being your Guardian.” He came out without a shirt. “You can’t go back to your car tonight. He could be waiting for you. Until we catch him, I’ll keep my distance, but I’m going to be sure you’re safe. You can have the bed; I’ll take the sofa in the other room.”

He walked out, leaving her staring at his back. This was for the best. He was right. He was her Guardian, not her boyfriend.

But dammit, seeing him walk away hurt.
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Ted stared at the e-mail from the new professor of Greek studies at Crystal Community College. The professor’s translation of the Greek scroll Ted had given him a photo of was cryptic, to say the least.

The picture had been one of many Bryce had brought back from Callie O’Connor’s place last week, before Mikolas decreed they would only watch the muses from a distance.

But Ted wasn’t concerned about the Greek finding out. He’d sent Bryce to take pictures of any blueprints or contracts. Bryce wasn’t to touch or take anything. With nothing missing, the muses would never know they’d been breached.

And neither would Mikolas.

A couple of weeks earlier, one of Ted’s contractors had heard through the grapevine that a local carpenter had agreed to work for them. Ted had already strong-armed anyone with a contractor’s license in Crystal City or the surrounding areas not to accept any contract on the theater, or they’d run the risk of no new contracts with the oil giant. The threat alone made the one-time deal with the muses a bad business decision.

Of course, he could reach out to the carpenter and hire him out from under the muses, but with an arsonist in town, this might be an opportunity in disguise. If he could find out when they would be meeting on site, it could be the perfect time to light the place up and let the arsonist take the fall for the dead women trapped inside.

He could avenge his father and help the Order without Mikolas ever suspecting a thing.

But Bryce had not only brought back pictures of the blueprints and Callie’s calendar, but stuffed in the cabinet with the prints had been a Greek scroll. Bryce had snapped a picture just in case. It seemed the kid had good instincts.

Ted could have asked Mikolas to translate, of course, but then he’d have to answer questions about how he’d gotten it. Besides, the less he had to converse with the new CEO the better.

He narrowed his eyes at his computer screen, wishing the answer to the riddle would become clear.

Hey Ted–

If you have this scroll, it could be a valuable piece. Based on the dialect, this might be two-thousand years old. It appears to be a prophecy about the nine daughters of Zeus, the Greek muses.

Literally translated, it reads, “Every generation, the nine daughters of Zeus are reborn, and with their rebirth are also nine Guardians. These Guardians will be marked by the gods and given gifts to protect his treasure. Their abilities will only be unlocked when they find their muses.”

The professor went on to postulate that it might be a lost verse of a poem, but Ted already knew the first part. The Order of the Titans had been tracking the muses, but he’d never heard of these Guardians before.

He leaned back in his chair. Gifts. He wondered what that meant. He tossed around ideas of magic shields and swords blessed by the gods, but it didn’t feel right. No. When Melanie Jacoby had met the police detective, he had seemed to have a sixth sense about when she was in trouble. In fact, that was the only explanation for how he had found them in the warehouse that day at all. And when Ted’s father had shifted his sights to taking out the Muse of Epic Poetry, she got involved with a Navy SEAL who fucked up all their plans.

Ted’s gaze flicked to the prophecy again. What if those two guys were Guardians? Could they have developed some kind of superhuman abilities after they came in contact with the muses?

He picked up the phone and dialed Bryce’s number.

“Hey, Boss.”

“Keep an eye on the muses,” Ted said, staring out his window. “Tail them, and if there’s a new guy hanging around, I want to know. Understand? Don’t engage them.”

“Do you still want me to keep my ear to the ground to see how the fires were started?”

Ted turned to face his computer screen. “Tailing the muses takes priority.”

“Anything in particular I should be looking for?”

Ted hesitated, debating how much he wanted Bryce to know. “No. Just see if there’s another guy besides the detective and the SEAL. And keep me informed.”

“You got it. Be in touch soon.”

Ted ended the call and closed his e-mail. If the gods had brought the muses together through dreams, could they be bringing the Guardians to Crystal City, too?

And if so, if he could figure out what marked them, maybe he could make sure they never found their muses. A twisted smile curved his lips. He could finally be one step ahead of the fucking muses.


CHAPTER 8


Reed sat on the couch trying to get his head together. Not only was he aching for her physically, but his emotions were twisted up, too. He’d brought her home because there were no other alternatives.

Except maybe Callie’s place. Hunter had said he’d keep her safe, too.

But deep down, he didn’t want Erica with anyone else. If he hadn’t found her in all the smoke tonight… He didn’t even want to think about it.

He stared at the bedroom door, but that wasn’t going to make it open. Or maybe it would? Fuck. He was losing his mind.

Whatever was happening with his new “gift,” he wasn’t strong enough to walk away from Erica twice. He pulled out his phone and sent Hunter a text.

Another fire tonight. It’s got to be Erica’s ex.

His phone buzzed with a call. He stepped out on the balcony to answer. “Hey, Hunter.”

“Shit, man. Are you okay? How’s Erica?”

He glanced through the sliding glass door. “She’s safe.”

“Good.” Hunter paused. “Did you tell her?”

“About the birthmark?” He leaned against the railing. “Yeah, I showed her.”

“How’d she take it?” he asked. “You sound like shit, by the way.”

“Feel like it, too.” Reed chuckled. “She’s a little freaked out. Oh, but I think I know what my gift is—if you want to call it that.”

“Show me tomorrow. Come by our place. Erica’s supposed to be here, anyway. They’ve got a meeting about the theater.” He lowered his voice. “And be careful until then.”

“Will do.”

Reed ended the call and started to turn when a shadow moved below. He waited. A man was jogging down the street. Reed scanned the area, but nothing seemed out of place. He was getting punchy.

He went back inside and reached for the sliding glass door, but he stopped himself. Could he close it with his mind?

God, he sounded certifiable.

But he focused on the handle, forcing his will and intention into it. Nothing happened. Feeling stupid, he pulled it closed.

Then Erica screamed. He ran for the bedroom, the door flying open before he ever grabbed the knob.

“What happened?”

She dropped her cell on the bed, pointing at it. He came closer and stared at the screen. There was a picture of his truck with a cow’s head in the flatbed. The words below it read, Tell the firefighter to return my property or his head will be next.

“Shit.” Reed ran a hand down his face. “I thought I saw someone sneaking around down there.”

“It’s a head in your truck, Reed.”

“A head he bought off a butcher for cash.” He glanced over at Erica and covered her hand with his. “It’s an empty threat.” He pointed at the phone. “And it’s sloppy. Hunter said one of the Guardians is a police detective. He might be able to trace the e-mail to an IP address and help us track him down.”

She met his gaze. “Or we could lure him out.”

“No.” He squeezed her hand. “Too dangerous. We can find him.”

“Right now, we’re playing his game.” She raised a brow. “You said we shouldn’t let him control us.”

“There’s a difference between holding hands in public and sending you out there like bait.”

She lifted his hand. “You pulled me out of a fire tonight. I can lure Jack out of the shadows for you. I’m what he wants.”

He shook his head. “I’m your Guardian.”

She pressed her lips to his fingers and whispered, “And who is guarding you?”

His chest tightened with emotions he wasn’t ready to sort out. No woman had ever asked that question. He cupped her cheek. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“And I don’t want you hurt, either.” She held up the phone. “He’s threatening you now, too.”

He straightened up. “What are you thinking?”

“We work together and come up with a plan. If we can get him out in the open, we can stop him.”

“You’re giving me whiplash.” He couldn’t help but smile. “Less than an hour ago you were pushing me away. Now we’re a team?”

“Maybe.” An uncertain smile curved her lips. He’d never seen that side of her. No games, no flirting, just Erica. “It’s going to be complicated.”

“Before you go making a bunch of rules, I need to tell you something.”

“All right.” She pulled her hair over her shoulder, tempting him to touch her again.

“When I was Googling the Greek muses, there was something else that made me guess you were Erato.” His gut twisted. It sounded stupid now, but he’d gone this far. He forced the words out. “Her lover was Eros, and he’s always carrying a lit torch… Fire.”

She stared at him for a second. “And you’re surrounded by fire all the time.”

He braced himself for her laughter, but it didn’t come. She searched his face for a minute before she finally broke the silence. “If I see any hint of obsession or jealousy, I’ll kick your ass.”

He chuckled, warmth filling his chest. “Deal.”

“Good.” She took his hand, lacing her fingers with his. “So, first we should figure out how your gift works.” Taking his other hand, too, she whispered, “How about closing the door and turning out the light?”

He glanced at the door, but it didn’t budge. “It’s not working.”

“When you caught that cup and diverted the fire bomb, you weren’t thinking about it, right?”

“Right.” He grinned, then leaned in and kissed her, slow and tender.

The door clicked closed, and he laid her on the bed, into a pool of moonlight. She smiled up at him. “How’d you do it?”

“I didn’t force it; I wanted it for you.” His lips trailed down her neck as he ran his hand under her shirt.

Her teeth teased his ear. “We’ll practice more tomorrow.” She caught his hands. “What about your truck?”

Shit. How was he supposed to protect her when being near her made the rest of the world cease to exist?

“There’s a good chance he sent that picture to either jump me in the dark when I went to my truck, or to come after you while I left you here alone.” He kissed her shoulder and lifted his head. “We won’t play his games. I’ll call Hunter in the morning. Maybe we can get the detective out here first thing.”

She stared at him and reached up to caress his cheek. “I’m sorry you’re being pulled into this madness. I promised no strings, and now…”

A smile crept up on him. “Now I’m trying to figure out how to control this new ability to move things with my mind? Hey, I’ve got a beautiful woman in my arms, and I’m living my boyhood superhero dream. It’s not all bad.” He bent to taste her lips and murmured, “Not bad at all…”


CHAPTER 9


Erica woke to the sound of sirens. She sat up, frowning at the empty room. “Reed?”

Nothing.

She got out of bed, wrapping the sheet around her. The clock on the bedside table read 10:00 a.m. She walked out of the bedroom to find her phone was on the kitchen counter, plugged in and charging. Gradually, the previous night came into focus.

The e-mail.

Suddenly, she didn’t want to touch her cell.

Then it rang. She checked the number and accepted the call. “Reed! Thank gods.” Relief swept through her. He was okay.

“Sorry to wake you.”

“You didn’t. I was just worried when you weren’t here.”

“I’m sorry about that, too. A neighbor saw the package your ex left in my truck and called me. I’m with the police now. Keep the door locked. I’ll be up as soon as I can.”

“Unless it’s Nate, you can’t tell them anything…”

“No worries.” He lowered his voice. “They’re dusting for prints, and they’ll contact you later to get the e-mail.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Thanks.”

She set her phone down and pulled in a slow breath. She’d never met a man like Reed. And although she’d enjoyed every inch of his body more than once, she didn’t know much about him. But she did know that he was courageous and kind, strong and humble, sexy and funny.

Still, if someone asked her to name his favorite color…? She had no clue.

He’d mentioned watching Hercules with his niece, but did that mean he had a brother or sister? Older or younger?

She was naked in his apartment and couldn’t answer simple questions about him.

The joys of being a host for the Muse of Erotic Poetry…

After Jack had attacked her, she’d tried to accept the fact that she was destined to enjoy physical pleasures and no emotional connections. But it was lonely. And falling asleep in Reed’s arms was heaven.

Ugh. She’d been down this road before. She should know better.

She’d thought she did…and then Reed had walked into her life.

Heading for the bedroom, she returned the sheet to the bed and picked up her clothes. They reeked of smoke. She wandered into Reed’s closet and found a pair of black sweatpants and a gray tank top. She’d have to go commando back to her place.

As she turned to leave, a photo caught her eye. Sticking from the top of his belt rack was a faded picture of two tan teens with surfboards and trophies. She leaned in closer, recognizing Reed’s smile—him and Hunter on the beach after a surf competition. She plucked the picture from its spot and turned it over to look for a date. On the back it said, Brothers Forever.

She returned it to its spot and walked back into the bedroom, pulling on the clothes as she went. In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth with her finger and opened his medicine cabinet to look for floss.

The shelves had floss, condoms, deodorant, shaving cream, a razor, and a coin of some sort. No prescriptions, no NyQuil, not even a box of Band-Aids. She reached for the round token and inspected it. On one side was a trident, the Navy SEALs emblem, and on the other was the SEALs’ motto: The only easy day was yesterday.

Maybe Hunter had given it to him. Not that it was any of her business. She grabbed the floss and finished getting ready to face the day.

Then she heard the dead bolt turn. The sound tied knots in her stomach, and she searched around for something to use as a weapon. She could choose from a toilet brush, plunger, or small metal trash can. She opted for the can and crept toward the door as it opened.

Reed raised a brow. “Didn’t mean to surprise you.”

Heat flushed her cheeks as she lowered the trash can. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure who was there.”

He chuckled. “For future reference, I keep a Louisville Slugger in the back of my closet and a Taser in the nightstand.”

She took the wastebasket back to the bathroom. “That would’ve been handy to know before you surprised me at the door.”

He had the fridge open when she came back out, treating her to a nice view of his ass in a pair of low-slung jeans. She smiled. “Did they find anything?”

“Not on my truck. He must’ve been wearing gloves by the time he got here, but they did pull some prints off the cow’s horns. We don’t know if they are his or from whoever he bought it off, but they’re working on it.” He pulled a business card from his pocket and set it on the counter. “I promised the detective you’d give him a call today. He’s going to need to get into your e-mail, too.”

She picked up the card. Detective John Gilman. She tapped the corner of the card on the counter. “This is Nate’s partner. He’s a good guy.”

Reed turned around, setting eggs, cheese, and bread beside the stove. “Does he know about…muses?”

“No. You didn’t—”

“Nah,” he interrupted before she could get too worried. “I told him about the e-mail from your ex and that you had an expired restraining order against him.” He took out a pan from the cupboard. “I left the fires out of it for now. Until we’ve got hard evidence pinning the arsons to him, I don’t want to muddy the waters. So one thing at a time.”

He cracked the eggs into a bowl and scrambled them with a fork. She watched him work, her mind spinning as fast as the eggs. If she could lure Jack into the open, maybe Reed could use his newfound telekinesis to get a confession, or at least keep Jack from hurting anyone else. But they’d have to be certain he could control it before she put herself in the line of fire.

Staring her way, he stopped whisking. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just thinking about how we might use your gift to help us catch Jack before he burns something else.”

He shrugged. “Well, I couldn’t lift the cow head out of the back of my truck with my mind. The cops confiscated it, though, so at least it’s gone. But we’re going to need to wash the truck before we head to Callie’s today.”

She pointed at the stove. “Can you turn on the burner without using your hands?”

He stared at the knob, narrowing his eyes. Nothing happened.

Erica came over beside him and twisted the knob, igniting the gas burner. Taking a deep breath, she held her hand over the blue flame.

Reed frowned, reaching for the knob, but she caught his wrist. “I swear I’ll pull away before I get a blister. Just humor me.”

He didn’t look happy, but he lowered his hand. She moved hers closer to the fire, sweat beading on her brow.

Reed narrowed his eyes, and suddenly, the flame vanished.

Erica grinned. “You did it!”

“Don’t ever do that again.” A muscle in his cheek tensed.

“Hey, you told me you have to want it, and the gift is supposed to be to protect your muse. So I’m testing out a theory.”

He raised a brow at her. “And what’s that?”

“You can only move things if it will directly affect me.”

“Maybe. Hunter did tell me that his only works when he hears something related to Callie…” He glanced at the burner. “But putting yourself at risk while I’m learning isn’t a good option.”

She sobered. “But it might be the only option we have if we’re going to flush Jack out in to the open.”

His eyes met hers. “The police and fire department are investigating. They’ll find him.”

She sighed. “And how many more buildings will burn before they do?”
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After breakfast and a stop by Erica’s apartment for a change of clothes, he pulled into a car wash stall and dropped some quarters in the machine mounted on the side of the block enclosure. Erica grabbed the power hose and started washing down the truck, while he opened the bed and climbed up, scrubbing it with the soapy brush.

All of a sudden water came shooting over the roof of the cab, drenching him.

“Oops! Sorry!” The sparkle in Erica’s emerald eyes was far from apologetic.

He grinned, hopping down to the ground. “Just slipped, huh?”

She brandished the power hose like a weapon, struggling to keep from smiling. “It shot higher than I thought it would.”

“That’s what she said.” He laughed as she pulled the trigger again, spraying him from head to toe. After experiencing the punishment of high-pressured water from a fire hose, this barely slowed him down, and he lunged toward her.

Erica squealed, dropping the power sprayer as she spun on her heel to run. The girl was fast. He sprinted after her, catching her after a few strides. She laughed, shoving him as he wrapped her in a tight bear hug.

“Ugh! You’re wet!” She giggled.

“And who’s fault is that?” He loosened his hold and took a step back to survey the damage. He looked down. His T-shirt stuck to him like a second skin, and his jeans were still dripping. He tipped his head up, peering at her through his wet hair. His hug had her top clinging to her, almost see-through in a couple of places. He smiled. “You look good wet.”

Her eyes twinkled as she walked past him and back toward the truck. “That’s what he said.”

Damn, even in his cold, soaked jeans, she had his blood pumping south.

He caught up to her and grabbed the power washer. “Maybe I should do the rinsing.”

She smirked. “Suit yourself. I’ll just take in the view.”

Once the truck was clean, he hung up the hose and went over to where Erica was standing in the sunshine. “This is hardly fair. You’re almost dry already.” He glanced down at his clothes and back to her. “Should I go change before we head to Callie and Hunter’s?”

“Nah.” She grinned. “Most of my muse sisters haven’t found their Guardians yet. I don’t mind giving them something to think about.”

He took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. “I owe you one.”

“One what?”

He could almost see the halo sparkling over her head.

“A drenching.” He leaned in close. “When you’re least expecting it.”

“Good luck with that.” She turned her head, her lips brushing his cheek. “Because I’m always ready.” She walked back to the truck, her hips swaying, her red hair blowing in the wind.

God, she was sexy as sin.

He shook his head and jogged after her, but something moved above them. He stopped, shielding his eyes as he peered up at the roof of the car wash. Someone was up there. He jumped in the cab beside Erica and drove around the car wash, watching the roof.

There had to be a way up. On the far end of the bay of self-serve washing stalls was a service ladder. The bottom was folded up and chained, but any tall guy who was in shape could make that jump.

Erica frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.” He stepped on the parking brake and put the stick shift in neutral. “I thought I saw someone up there.”

He got out and ran two steps, jumping to catch the bottom rung. He pulled himself up one rung at a time until he could get his feet on, too. When he got to the roof, he frowned. At the other side was a person in a black robe and gold mask. The height and build suggested this was a male.

And unless Jack had joined a cult, this wasn’t the guy in the picture. “What are you doing up here?” he shouted.

No reply. The man took a few steps backward toward the edge.

“Wait.” Reed held out his hands. This guy was obviously not the stalker he was looking for, and judging by his attire, he was probably unstable. “I can help you.”

The man in the gold mask looked over the side of the roof and moved to the edge.

Suddenly Reed’s birthmark burned. He froze.

Fuck.

Erica.

He glanced over his shoulder at the truck. She was still inside—good. With a push from his mind, the doors locked. He faced forward again, but the masked man in the robe was gone.

“Shit!” Reed ran for the ladder. He grabbed the edges and slid down. He dropped to the ground, the tremor of impact shooting up his legs. Before he could straighten up, the robed guy came around the corner.

Erica hopped out of the truck and raced toward Reed.

“Get back inside,” he growled.

“Not without you.” She hooked her arm around his waist and plucked a tube from her pocket, shouting at the man in the mask, “I will pepper spray the shit out of you if you come any closer. And I already called 9-1-1.”

Reed’s legs ached, but he nudged her back to the truck as sirens blared in the distance. Out of the corner of his eye, the guy raised his arm. Holding a gun.

Reed’s heart hammered as he narrowed his eyes. A moment later, the robed man dropped the weapon, screaming and clutching his hand.

Reed pushed Erica into the passenger side and hobbled into the driver’s seat. He slammed the truck into reverse, gunned the engine, and squealed away.

His pulse pounded in his ears. Did he just break someone’s hand with a thought? Shit. His mind raced almost as fast as the truck.

Once they were a few miles from the car wash, he glanced at Erica. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Think so.” He nodded. “But that wasn’t Jack.”

She shook her head. “No. Those guys are the reason the gods gave us Guardians.”

“What do you mean? I can’t take the riddles right now.” He ran a shaky hand down his face.

“Their called the Order of the Titans. They killed our sister Nia—she was the Muse of Astronomy—and they almost got Mel and Callie, too.”

Reed turned her way. “And they know who you are.”

“We’re pretty sure they know who we all are now.” She stared out the passenger window. “We’ll fill you in at Callie and Hunter’s.”

He pulled over, shaking his head. “No. I want to know what the hell is going on, and I want it from you.”

Erica sighed and met his eyes. “We think they’re linked to Belkin Oil. Callie says their CEO, the one who just died—Ted Belkin, Sr.—was one of her kidnappers.”

His eyes widened. “Callie was kidnapped? When did this happen?”

“Before Hunter went back for his final mission with the SEALs.”

Reed’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “He never told me.”

“He couldn’t. Callie asked him not to tell anyone.” She rested a hand on his forearm. “That’s why he asked you to watch over Callie while he was gone.”

“He could’ve trusted me. Hell, he talked to me about hearing other people’s thoughts.”

She lowered her voice. “When he told you about that, he didn’t know what he was yet.”

“We have the same fucking birthmark. Once he learned, he had to know I was a Guardian, too, and he didn’t say anything.” His chest constricted like it was in a vise. He could take plenty, but not lies.

Lies had ruined his life.

Erica squeezed his arm. “Would you have believed him?”

“I don’t know.” His gaze locked on hers. “But he never gave me the chance.”

She searched his eyes. “I should have told you about the Order, but we haven’t seen them in a few months. I guess we were hoping that they disbanded after Ted Belkin, Sr.’s death. Obviously, that was wishful thinking.”

His gut ached as he struggled to think straight through the haze of betrayal. “So who are these guys? He was pointing a gun at you.”

“We think they believe that the Titans are still imprisoned in the center of the Earth and want to free them to bring about another Golden Age of Man.”

It was like she was speaking another language. He shook his head. “What does that have to do with the muses?”

She plucked one of his hands from the steering wheel and traced her finger along the lines on his palm. Her simple touch soothed the tension building in his shoulders.

“We inspire mankind. Not just in the arts but the sciences, too. When we restore the theater, it won’t just be for plays and concerts. It’ll have meeting rooms and forums like the Les Neufs Soeurs in Paris back when Benjamin Franklin and Voltaire used to visit. They changed the world, Reed.” She lifted her eyes. “And we’re going to do that again.”

The determination on her face surprised him, cooling some of the bitterness brewing in his chest. “Why would anyone want to stop that?”

She shrugged. “We’re guessing that if the Titans really are trapped in Tartarus at the center of the Earth like the myths say, the only way you could get to them would be…?”

“Drilling.” He closed his hand, holding hers. “Oil. If the muses inspire new discoveries for clean energy and fuels the demand for oil would drop. They wouldn’t have the money to drill.”

She nodded. “That’s what we’re thinking.”

“So you’ve got a stalker with an arson fetish, and these whack jobs in robes and gold masks who want to make sure you never open your theater.” His gaze locked on hers. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“No.” She blinked and slowly pulled her hand back. “No, I think that’s everything.”

He frowned, but he didn’t push. He’d already had more dropped on him than he could take.

But it sure seemed as though she was leaving something out.


CHAPTER 10


Ted glared at Bryce. “You never should have pulled a gun, you idiot.”

Bryce cradled his hand. “I thought I had a clear shot at him!”

Ted tightened his grip on the wheel. “You’re not paid to think. We were only tailing them to get information right now.”

“I know the plan.” Bryce winced, tugging the glove off his right hand. “I think my thumb is broken.”

Ted rolled his eyes. “That’s impossible. He never touched you.”

At the light, Bryce held up his hand. His thumb was swollen, the knuckle already turning purple.

Ted frowned. “Maybe you tweaked it coming down the rope from the roof.”

“No.” Bryce shook his head. “It was like someone bent my thumb backward until it snapped.”

“From a few feet away?”

“I know it sounds crazy.” Bryce groaned. “But I didn’t break it myself.”

No, he didn’t. But if the firefighter had broken it, then he could move things with his mind. Could that be the gift that was unlocked when he found his muse? If so, he could become a problem.

Ted merged onto the highway. “Take your robe off. I’m driving you to the ER.” Through gritted teeth, he added, “In the future, try to remember that if I don’t give you the order to kill, you have no business pulling a weapon. Understand?”

He stared out the window. “I saw an opportunity, that’s all.” He tipped his head down, staring at his hand.

Ted saw an opportunity, too. He just had to get the firefighter out of the way.
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Papers were spread all over the long table in Callie’s living room as Erica led Reed inside.

Clio popped up from her chair and tucked her hair behind her ear. Her dark eyes were bright behind the red horn-rimmed glasses, and a dimple formed in her cheek as she smiled and offered Reed her hand. “You must be Erica’s Guardian.”

“Reed,” he said with a forced smile.

“Reed.” Clio’s cheeks flushed with color as she shook his hand. “I’m Clio.”

“Let me guess, Muse of History?” he asked, retrieving his hand.

Erica raised a brow. He was good.

Clio gasped. “Did Erica tell you?”

He pointed to the scroll in her other hand. “Nah, the parchment and your name tipped me off.”

Clio grinned at Erica. “He’s good-looking and intelligent? Lucky!”

“And still standing right here.” He took Erica’s hand and squeezed it.

Erica laughed, bumping her hip into him. “His helmet at the firehouse isn’t going to fit anymore if you keep that up, Clio.”

Erica led him farther inside. Polly was at the head of the table with a calculator. She looked up as they approached and smiled. “Reed, right? I’m Polly.”

He tipped his head with a grin. “I didn’t realize there was a Muse of Accounting.”

Polly let out a rare laugh. “I wish. I’m actually the Muse of Hymns, but I’m also the keeper of the trust fund, so the budget and accounting dropped into my lap.” Her gaze shifted to Erica. “How are you holding up? Callie told me Jack might be back in the picture.”

“More like in the shadows. He sent me an e-mail, though, so we’re hoping the police can track him down. Speaking of…” Erica scanned the room. “Where are Nate and Mel?”

“Baby duty.” Thalia rounded the corner, a spark in her dark eyes. “Doody being the operative word here.”

A burst of giggles erupted behind her. “My baby brother messed up his clothes so they took him home to get changed,” Maggie explained.

Mel and Nate had adopted Maggie before Mel gave birth to little Noah. She had become a bright light in their dangerous world. She also thought Thalia was the funniest person on earth.

“Reed, this is Thalia.” Erica smiled up at him. “She’s the only one of us who is actually Greek.”

“Call me Lia.”

He shook her hand. “Great to meet you.”

“And I’m Maggie.” Her gap-toothed grin made it impossible not to smile.

“Hi, Maggie,” Reed said.

Erica poked him in the shoulder. “He’s a firefighter on the base.”

Maggie came closer, her eyes wide as saucers. “You ride in fire trucks?”

“I usually ride in the fire engine, not the ladder truck,” he whispered to her, as if telling her a secret.

Maggie’s strawberry-blond curls bounced as she hopped from one foot to the other. “Can I ride on the fire engine sometime?”

He nodded. “Sure. I’ll give you a tour of the station if your Mom and Dad say it’s all right.”

“You didn’t offer me a tour,” Erica huffed, then let out a chuckle.

Reed caressed her knuckles with his thumb as he met her eyes. “I didn’t know you wanted one.”

This was another line in the sand that was blurring. If she went to his station, she might meet some of his coworkers. Which meant more ties connecting them.

Like meeting her muse sisters…

But he was her Guardian. He was going to be around them eventually anyway. And sure, they’d love him. What wasn’t to love?

Her pulse raced at the thought.

Thankfully, Trinity came in from the backyard, saving Erica from herself. Trin wrapped her roommate in a tight hug. “Are you all right?”

Erica pulled back. “Yeah. A little shaken up, but I’m fine.”

Trin looked at Reed. “Good to see you again. Thanks for looking out for Erica.”

He shrugged. “Just doing my job.”

Something hitched in Erica’s heart. What else was he supposed to say? Of course he was doing his job. He was a firefighter and her Guardian. But her traitorous heart wasn’t happy with the answer. She didn’t want to be a job.

So what did she want to be?

She swallowed the unwelcome emotion as Tera walked up the hallway toward them. Unlike Erica’s other muse sisters, Tera remained a mystery. Although the Muse of Dance was drop-dead gorgeous, willowy, tall, and could make a pratfall look graceful, she was painfully shy.

Erica smiled and introduced her to Reed.

Tera was almost his height. “Good to meet you,” she said softly.

He nodded. “Likewise.”

Tera immediately excused herself to go sit with Polly, and Erica leaned in to whisper, “She likes you. She’s just shy.”

Reed nodded and glanced around the room. “Where are Callie and Hunter?”

Right on cue, Callie came out of the back hallway. “Sorry. I had a patient I needed to call back.” She embraced Erica, then Reed. “Great to see you guys.”

“Where’s Hunter?” Reed asked.

Callie pointed to the sliding glass door leading to the backyard. “He’s at the grill.”

Reed squeezed Erica’s hand. “I’m going to see if he needs any help.”

“Okay.” They stared at each other for a moment, and she wished the rest of the room would disappear so she could lose herself in his arms. Instead, his fingers slid away from hers and he walked out the door while she found a seat at the long table.

Time to focus. They had plenty of work to do.
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Hunter looked up from the grill. “Hey, Reed. Good to see you.” He glanced at the house. “Did you meet everyone?”

Reed nodded. “Yeah.” He crossed his arms, staring at the back fence. “We need to talk.”

“Okay.” Hunter closed the lid on the grill. “What’s wrong?

“I want to know why you didn’t tell me what we were.”

Hunter frowned. “I did. We explained it the last time you came over.”

Reed rubbed his forehead and dropped his hand. “Months ago, you came to me worried about hearing people’s thoughts, and the birthmark on your wrist was bright red.” He took a slow breath, struggling to keep the frustration from his face. “But when you figured out what was happening with you, you didn’t tell me what we were.”

“I had my hands full at the time. Callie was in danger, and then I shipped out for my last mission with my team.” Hunter studied his face and added, “Would it have made any difference?”

“Hell if I know.” Reed crossed his arms. “But you didn’t even try.” He pointed toward the house. “A guy in a gold mask aimed a gun at us today, and I didn’t know what the fuck was going on until after I broke the bastard’s hand.”

“Shit.” Hunter glanced at the door and back to Reed. “The Order hasn’t made a move on the muses since the night they kidnapped Callie.”

“So I heard.” Reed took a step closer. “But I should have heard it from my best friend.”

“I don’t know what you want from me. I already told you I had a lot on my plate. I didn’t think about it.” Hunter shook his head and reached for the handle on the grill. “You wouldn’t have believed me anyway.”

“Bullshit.” A familiar bitterness swelled in Reed’s gut. “We’ve surfed and hung out plenty of times since you retired from the Navy. You had many opportunities to fill me in. You knew I was interested in Erica, and you still didn’t tell me about being a Guardian.”

Hunter sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

“How about the fucking truth?” Reed spat.

Hunter dropped the lid and got into Reed’s face. “I didn’t know Erica was your muse. And until you found your muse, whatever ‘gift’ you were going to have was going to be dormant. Callie, Erica, and the rest of them need to keep this part of themselves hidden. Callie could lose her job if someone caught wind she believed she had a Greek muse trapped inside her.”

“You chose to protect her instead of being honest with me.” Reed looked up at the sky. “You thought I’d blow their cover.”

Hunter shook his head. “It’s not like that.”

Reed’s gaze cut to his friend’s face. “I’m not stupid.”

“I didn’t say you were.” Hunter raised his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I figured we’d cross that bridge when you found your muse.”

Reed stared at Hunter and finally took a couple of steps away. “Seeing a gun pointed at Erica today scared the shit out of me.” He looked over his shoulder at Hunter. “I care about her more than I realized. But love fucked me over once, and I’m not sure I can go down that road again.”

Hunter came up beside him and clasped his shoulder, keeping his voice low. “Have you told her about Lila?”

“No. What’s the point? She thinks her muse made her ex into a stalker. If I let it slip that my attraction might be more than just physical, I’ll lose her.”

Hunter squeezed his shoulder. “If you don’t tell her how you feel, then you never had her to lose.” He went back to the grill and opened it, moving the meat onto the platter. “I haven’t known Erica very long, but I’ve never seen her be clingy or manipulative. And if you really care about her, one of you is going to have to have the balls to take a risk.”

Reed turned to look through the sliding glass door. Erica was seated at the long table with the other muses. Suddenly her eyes met his and she started to smile. His heart pounded as he nodded in her direction.

Hunter came up beside him with the tray of food. “You’re her Guardian no matter what, but if you want to be more, you’re going to have to jump into the fire.”

Reed chuckled, running a hand through his hair. “Fire doesn’t scare me like the thought of losing myself again does. Besides, she’s made it clear she doesn’t want more.”

“No.” Hunter shifted the platter to one hand and opened the door. “She’s afraid of more. Big difference.”


CHAPTER 11


As their meeting wrapped up, Erica knew she’d have to force out the words to tell her sisters what had happened at the car wash. “The Order of the Titans paid us a visit today.” She tried to play it off like it was no big deal, but under the table, her hands were trembling.

Callie frowned. “So are they the ones setting the fires?”

“Reed doesn’t think so,” Erica said.

His strong hands settled on her shoulders then, sending a surge of heat through her body.

“The cantina and the club were both started with Molotov cocktails,” he explained. “The guy in the gold mask had a gun.”

Hunter sat beside Callie. “But they’ve been quiet for almost three months,” he pointed out. “Why Erica and why now?”

That was the question that had been nagging her since they had left the car wash. Erica tipped her head back to look up at Reed, who was still standing behind her chair. “It didn’t seem important back in the truck, but after Ted Belkin, Sr. died, Belkin Oil got a new CEO, Mikolas Leandros. He’s an investor from Greece.” Erica met Callie’s eyes. “Maybe now that he’s settled into running the company, he’s in charge of the Order now, too.”

Callie rested her elbow on the table. “So maybe he’s regrouping? Trying to find a muse without a Guardian?”

Reed’s voice vibrated against her back. “Do they know about Guardians?”

“We didn’t think so,” Callie answered. “But anything’s possible.”

The front door opened, and Mel came in with a little baby sound asleep in a soft carrier strapped to her chest. Nate came through the door after her. Erica smiled, despite the topic of discussion. She still wasn’t used to seeing the detective carrying a diaper bag.

Nate dropped the bag on the couch and came over to the table. “You must be Reed.”

“Yeah.” Reed leaned forward to shake his hand. “You’re Nate?”

Nate nodded. “Yeah. My partner was called out about the…cow head, was it?”

“Courtesy of Jack.” Erica glanced around the table. “He sent me an e-mail from a random Gmail account with a picture. He signed it, so he’s pretty confident they won’t be able to trace the IP address.”

Nate pulled a chair over and took a seat at the end of the table. “Yeah, well, I’m hoping we’re going to prove him wrong, but I’m probably going to need access to your email account to see if we can track it.”

“No problem.” She reached up to touch Reed’s fingers on her shoulder without realizing she needed the comfort. “Back to the Order…” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “What if they do know about Guardians?”

Callie glanced at Hunter, then met her eyes. “I don’t follow. What difference would it make?”

She tightened her hold on Reed’s hand. “They tried to kill Mel and Callie, and failed. Maybe they figured out they need to take out our Guardians first?”

Reed squeezed her shoulders. “We could all stand around and guess what these guys are up to all day. Now that I know they exist, we can be more careful.” He looked at Nate. “Let me know if you can get a lead on finding Jack. We’re pretty sure he’s the one setting the fires the past few days.”

Nate frowned. “John didn’t say anything about it.”

“We’re still piling up the arson evidence before the chief turns it over to the DA, but the sooner we get him put away, the better.”

The meeting devolved quickly into smaller groups. Reed and Nate got together to discuss the e-mail and the arson details, while Callie plotted out renovation plans with the muses. Erica tried to stay focused, but her gaze kept straying over to Reed.

Suddenly, his eyes met hers, and his lips curved into a smile that tugged at her heart. Heat flushed her cheeks when he caught her watching him. She tried not to laugh as she pulled her attention back to Callie and her muse sisters. Men didn’t make her blush.

But she’d never met a man like Reed McIntosh.

“None of the construction companies in town will touch us since Ted Belkin made this a personal vendetta against us, but I have a line on a freelance carpenter to work on the roof restoration.” Callie glanced at her Guardian. “Hunter also volunteered to help with the construction.”

“When I’m not on duty at the station, I’ll swing a hammer, too,” Reed offered.

Nate nodded. “Not sure how much help I’ll be between casework and the kids, but if you need extra hands, you know where to find me, as well.”

Callie smiled, scanning the table. “I might’ve been wrong about the no-dating pact. You guys make our team stronger.”

Hunter chuckled and kissed her temple. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

Trinity patted Erica’s knee under the table and whispered, “I need to talk. Outside.”

Erica nodded and followed her out, enjoying the way Reed jumped when she grabbed his ass on her way past him. The playful spark of mischief in his eyes had her aching to get him alone.

Once she and her roommate were on the porch, Trin closed the sliding glass door and met her eyes. “I know how the Order found out who we are, and it has nothing to do with the LLC we used to buy the theater.”

Erica frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Trinity’s dark eyes shone with tears she’d never let fall. “I’ve known since the televised press conference Belkin held to introduce their new CEO, but the Order had stopped harassing us directly so I didn’t think it mattered.”

Erica shook her head. “Wait, didn’t think what mattered?”

“It’s my fault.” Her voice wobbled, but then she cleared her throat. “You could’ve been killed today, and they knew who you were because of me.”

“Why would it have anything to do with you?”

“Because when I watched that press conference, and Ted Belkin Sr’s son stood at the microphone…I knew him. From college.” Trin searched her eyes. “I started researching Belkin Oil. Most of their rigs are offshore, and they own a couple in Texas. That’s where they used to have their corporate offices.”

As Erica processed the information, a chill began crawling slowly down her back. “So the college boyfriend you told me about, the business major from Texas who switched schools and dumped you, that Ted is Ted Belkin of Belkin Oil?”

“Yeah. I should’ve put two and two together much sooner, but Ted’s family was in Texas. He didn’t have a good relationship with his father, so he never really talked about them much. It never occurred to me his dad was in oil or that they’d moved the corporate offices from Texas.” Her eyed moved to the door and back to Erica. “Now, I don’t know what to do.”

“You can start by going back inside and telling everyone.” Erica took her hand. “This isn’t your fault, Trin. And if you knew him, you might have information that could help us.”

“Nia is dead. He only knew she was a muse because of me. I told him about the crazy dreams of Greek muses and theaters. He transferred schools right after I told him I was going to move to California. I showed him pictures of the theater in Crystal City. This is all my fault.” Her usually velvety smooth voice was thin, choked with emotion. “And now they’re after us again.”

“We lost Nia because we didn’t know the Order existed.” Erica searched her eyes. “We’re not going to let them hurt anyone else.”

Trin’s lower lip trembled. “They almost shot you today.”

“But they didn’t.” Erica forced a smile. “I’m still standing, and so is Reed. We’ll get through this. But you need to tell them, Trin. A secret like this will eat you up inside.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

Erica squeezed her hand. “You’re one of the strongest people I know, and I’ll be right beside you. No one at that table is going to blame you for Nia’s death.”

Trin searched her eyes and started to nod. She pulled in a slow breath. “Gods, I hope you’re right.”

She opened the door, and Erica followed her back to the table. They took their chairs, and Callie looked up. “Everything okay?”

“Not so much,” Trinity replied. “I discovered something recently, something I should’ve told you all sooner, but I…” She shook her head and looked around the table. “I feel like an idiot, but I didn’t make the connection until I saw Ted on TV during the Belkin Oil press conference after Belkin, Sr. died. I’ve been so focused on the theater and my music…” She picked at her fingernails. “When I was in my sophomore year of college, Euterpe came alive inside me and I started dreaming of this theater and Greece.”

She stared at her fingers. “I thought I was going nuts, and I confided in my boyfriend at the time. He thought it was a sleep disorder at first, but he started encouraging me to share the dreams with him. He was the only person in the world I could talk to about it. Then all of a sudden, he switched schools. We broke up and lost touch.” She swallowed, her voice dropping. “He was just Ted from Texas back then. He had a dysfunctional family and didn’t really talk about them. I didn’t even know he was named after his father.” She shook her head. “We’re in California. I hadn’t even thought about him until I saw him on TV.”

Callie glanced at Hunter and back to Trin. “You dated Ted Belkin?”

“Yeah. And I did some digging on Belkin Oil. They moved their corporate office right after Ted ended it with me. He figured out about Crystal City before I did. He must’ve been watching for me and looking for all of you. I’m so sorry.”

Callie shook her head. “Even if you never dated him, he might’ve found us, anyway. There’s something bigger than us happening here. Don’t you feel it? The muses are together again, and our Guardians are being drawn to Crystal City, too. That’s not our doing.”

“So you’re saying Kronos and the Titans would’ve led the Order here with or without me?” Trinity asked.

“I don’t know, but I think it’s possible. There’s an energy when we’re together. Inspiration gives birth to hope, and there’s no greater power on Earth.” Callie glanced at Erica. “Except maybe love.”

Erica froze in her seat, her gaze sliding to the other end of the table. Reed was staring right at her. His eyes locked on hers until her heart was racing. She stood up. “I told Trin she might have information on Belkin that could help us. Why don’t you guys start talking about that? I’ll be right back.”

Erica moved past Reed without touching him and went down the hallway to the bathroom. She locked the door and stared at herself in the mirror. Was she so transparent? Could everyone tell she cared way too much about Reed? Gods, could he tell?

Indecision tore at her heart. She turned on the water and splashed some on her cheeks to cool herself, struggling to clear her head. Once she was calm enough, she opened the door.

Reed was standing right outside. Without a word, he took her hand and led her farther down the hall until they could duck into the guest room.

He closed the door and pressed her back against it, his eyes never leaving hers. “I need to tell you something, but you’ve got to let me finish before you try to talk me out of it.”

She could lose herself in his dark eyes, especially when they were burning with desire like they were now. She ran her hands up his chest, needing to touch him. “Okay.”

He searched her face and whispered, “When that guy lifted his gun, nothing on Earth was more important to me than protecting you, and it had nothing to do with being a Guardian or a muse.” He swallowed, his head tilting lower, his lips dangerously close to hers. “I’m falling for you, Erica. When I’m not with you, I’m thinking about you. I can’t stop it.” A smile tugged at his mouth. “And before you start accusing me of the whole obsession thing, remember that I caught you staring at me, not the other way around.”

She laughed as his lips met hers. She pulled back, resting her forehead on his. “I thought you didn’t want a relationship, either.”

“I didn’t.” He sobered. “And I’m man enough to admit that I’m still scared…but I’m willing to risk it if you are.”

She slid her arms up around his neck. “You did pull me out of a burning building…”

“And I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“Good to know.” She kissed him again, savoring his taste, the heat simmering between them as her blood pounded in her ears.

His teeth grazed her lower lip. “How soon can we get out of here?” he growled.

“Fast.” She grabbed his hand and tugged him back to the main room. “Reed got a lead on the case. We’re going to have to run.”

Callie stood up. “All right. I’m going to get the carpenter out to the theater next week. We’ll need everyone there to make sure we’re in agreement with his recommendations.”

“Will do.” Erica headed for the door, dragging Reed with her. “Just let me know when.” She looked over at Trin. “I’ll see you at home.”

Trinity nodded. “See you soon.”

Once they got to Reed’s truck, he wrapped her in his arms and kissed her, his tongue parting her lips, teasing her until her entire body wanted the same treatment. He broke the kiss, running his finger along her jaw. “It’s going to kill me to go back to the station tomorrow.”

He opened the door, and she got in. When he jogged around and slid behind the wheel, he glanced her way. “Can you and Trinity stay over at Callie’s while I’m at the station on base? Just to be sure Jack doesn’t pay you a visit. We know he’s watching you.”

“Apparently, so is the Order.”

He started the truck. “Is this theater really worth all this trouble?”

“Yes.” She rested her hand on his thigh. “Callie was right about this being bigger than us. I’m the only one of us who grew up in Crystal City. When the dreams came on, the rest of them traveled here from all over the country. The theater is going to change the world. We can all feel it. It’s worth the risk.”

“Can I see it?” he asked.

“It’s getting dark…”

“I have a big flashlight behind the seat.”

Erica smiled. “Sure. Let’s do it.”
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Reed parked in the pitted back lot, his headlights shining on the chain-link fence surrounding a round, two-story building. It had a gaping hole in the roof, and the stucco on the outside was cracked and broken in a few places.

“Looks great,” he said.

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

He got out and pulled the seat forward to get his flashlight. “It definitely needs some work before it’s ready to change the world.”

“We told you that already. But it’s going to be amazing!” She caught his free hand as he clicked on the light. “Come on, I’ll show you around inside.”

He looked back over his shoulder at the parking lot. No other cars were around. No sign of her stalker. He faced forward again and realized his ankle wasn’t burning, either. Relaxing, he followed her to the locked gate.

She fiddled with her keys and finally got the lock open. “We had to put up the security fence after the Order broke in and planted C-4 under the stage.”

His eyes widened in surprise. “They were going to blow it up?”

She nodded, pulling open one of the doors. “Yeah. Nate found it before anything happened, but we installed security cameras and a fence after that. Like I said, the Order has been quiet for a few months now, though.”

“Could they really know about the Guardians?”

She shrugged. “It’s possible. Clio did find the parchment with the prophecy on it about men being marked by the gods to be Guardians, but she may not have been the first to translate it.”

He couldn’t stop seeing that gold mask and the barrel of the gun being lifted. If he didn’t have his gift, if he hadn’t broken the shooter’s hand, they could both be dead right now.

Inside the future lobby, Erica rattled off where everything would be. Even in the dim lighting from his flashlight, her features were animated, her eyes bright. Damn, she was beautiful. This was another side of her passion, and it had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with inspiring others to find something they love.

There was going to be a large meeting room, as she’d mentioned to him earlier, and she was planning a wall of quotes and song lyrics designed to encourage dialogue and dreaming. She made it easy to believe that anything was possible. With her help, people would strive for their passions and make them realities.

His chest warmed as she reached for his hand and led him through another set of double doors. The theater’s auditorium was lined with seats that had seen too much rain and sun, but through Erica’s eyes, they were new and inviting.

She dragged him down the aisle toward the stage, then pulled back the tarp covering it and ran her hand along the edge of the stage. “See how smooth it is? We sanded it down to the original hardwood. Once we get the roof fixed, we’re going to seal it, and then we’ll start on the stage curtains. Have you ever been center stage before?” She took him over to a set of stairs on the right side of the stage.

He chuckled. “Nah, I was too busy surfing.”

They walked on the tarp to stand at the center. He cast the light over the rows of empty seats. It probably seated 750 people—a good size.

She nudged him. “How’s it feel to be the center of attention?”

“Feels fine.” He swept the seats with the beam from his flashlight. “This is my kind of audience.”

“Are you saying you get nervous in front of a crowd?”

He shrugged. “I’ve never had a burning desire to try it.”

She walked to the edge of the stage and sat down, dangling her legs over it. He followed, sitting beside her. She glanced over at him. “You know all about my creepy ex, but who made you so leery of relationships?”

“Shit.” A pit knotted in his gut. The question had come out of nowhere. “We were having a good night.”

She chuckled. “Sorry. Just curious. You don’t have to tell me.”

Erica started to get up, but he caught her hand. “Her name was Lila, and I was young and stupid. She used me until I had nothing left to give, and then she was gone.”

Erica rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m guessing that’s the short version.”

He kissed her hair. “That day Hunter pulled me out of the ocean changed me. Until then, I’d always been a ladies’ man. Hunter and I would double-date, never really getting too serious with anyone. But after the near-death experience, I started looking for the person I was supposed to protect. She must’ve seen me coming from a mile away.”

“Ugh. I hate her already.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “I was blind. I just wanted my life to mean something, you know? My dad was a Navy SEAL. I thought I’d be one someday, too, but she changed all that. So Hunter ended up being the SEAL.”

She lifted their joined hands and kissed his knuckle. “I saw the SEAL coin in your medicine cabinet. That was from your dad?”

“Yeah. I lost him to cancer a few years ago.” Reed stared at his shoes. Physical intimacy was his comfort zone, and this kind was far from it.

She caught his chin, turning him to face her. “You don’t need to tell me anything you don’t want to, okay? I won’t push.”

That tiny act of mercy broke a barrier inside him. He bent to kiss her lips and then forced the words out. “I was about to join the Navy when Lila told me she was pregnant. She said it would kill her if she had to raise our baby alone. After some research, she pushed me to apply for Federal Fire instead. I’d still be on base and helping the military, but I’d never be shipped out.”

His words vanished into the echo of the theater.

“There wasn’t a baby, was there?” she whispered.

“No. Once I got hired at Federal Fire, we got married and she told me she had a miscarriage.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “She started drinking and partying, and the money disappeared faster than I could make it. I threatened to leave, and suddenly she was pregnant again. So I stayed.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I mentioned I was young and stupid, right?”

“I’m so sorry, Reed.”

“I don’t want pity. Hunter could see she was draining the life from me. He pointed out that if Lila was on my health insurance, I should be getting statements and bills from the doctor’s office for her appointments for the pregnancies and the miscarriage.” He cleared his throat. “But there weren’t any. She never went to see the doctor. That’s when I finally left, but by then, my dreams had passed me by. I had a few years’ seniority in the department, so leaving for the Navy would mean losing what I’d started to build here.”

“Being a firefighter wasn’t your dream.”

He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, the softness of her skin easing his pain. “No. But I like it much more than I thought I would. If I’d chased my dream, I would have been forced to take lives in order to save them. Honestly, I’m not sure how I’d handle that. I enjoy helping people.”

Erica lifted her head, her eyes on his. “I’m sorry you gave up so much for someone who never appreciated your sacrifices.”

He sighed, breaking the eye contact. “I just wanted you to know why I’m cautious. When the divorce was final, I swore I’d never let another woman into my heart. Love made me weak.” He forced himself to look her in the eyes. “I’ve never met anyone like you, and today, I would’ve died for you and wouldn’t have regretted it for a second.”

He fused his lips to hers, pulling her in close. He threaded his fingers in her long hair. He’d gotten through it; he’d shared more with Erica than he had ever shared with anyone. His pulse raced, fear and desire heating his bloodstream.

He broke the kiss. “Let’s go back to my place.”

“I promised Trinity I’d go home first. She’s pretty upset about Belkin.” She kissed him once more and whispered, “Thanks for telling me about Lila.” She rested her hand over his heart. “And just so you know, I would’ve taken a bullet for you, too. No regrets. The world would be a darker place without you in it, Reed McIntosh.”

He got to his feet and helped her up. “Let’s go check on your roommate.”

“Thanks for understanding.”

He leaned in close, his lips brushing her ear. “You can pay me back later.”

Her lilting laughter was more than enough, but he kept that to himself and walked her back out to the truck.


CHAPTER 12


When they came out the door, the familiar wash of heat hit Reed’s face. Fire.

“Dammit! Not my truck!” Flames shot up from the pavement. The asshole must’ve poured gasoline all over it and under it. Fuck.

He glanced over his shoulder to Erica. “Call 9-1-1.”

“I’m on it.”

“Come out where I can see you! I’ve had enough of your chickenshit games!” he shouted. He knew the guy was around here somewhere, watching the fire. “You got a problem with me? Let’s settle it.”

“She’s mine!” a male voice called from the shadows at the back of the lot.

“It’s over,” Reed said, keeping a wide berth as he walked around the truck. “Erica doesn’t want to see you again.”

“She doesn’t get a choice,” her ex growled.

“You’re wrong. Women always have a choice.” Reed tried to keep him talking. The fire crew would be here any minute, and they’d block the only exit.

Her ex didn’t answer, but one of the tires blew with a deafening boom. The fire was hungry, moving toward the back of the truck, toward the fuel tank.

Reed ran toward Erica, his heart in his throat. He took her down, covering her with his body as the truck exploded, the wave of heat so hot, he was pretty sure his shirt was ruined, but hopefully his back wouldn’t blister.

Once the temperature dropped, he lifted his head. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “May have bruised my ass when we hit the ground, but I’m okay.”

“Good.” He glanced back at his burning truck. “Can’t say the same for my wheels.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice cracking.

He shook his head. “None of this is your fault. I have insurance. The truck can be replaced.”

The local district fire chief headed their way as the firefighters pulled the lines out and started dousing the fire. Reed helped Erica up. His back was hot and sore, but they were alive.

The chief crossed his arms. “Are either of you hurt?”

“We’re all right.” Reed watched them put out the flames, exposing what was left of his truck. “The guy who set the fire was still here when we found it.”

“This pyro has eyes on you two.”

“Seems to.” Reed looked at Erica. “Stay here. I’m going to see if our guy is still around.”

“What if he is?” She raised a brow. “How are you going to protect yourself?”

Reed glanced at the chief. “Got an extra ax?”

Almost on cue, a white sedan with a light on the roof came screeching into the lot, its searchlight scanning the property line.

“Never mind.” Reed jogged over. Nate was behind the wheel. Reed leaned in the window. “He was still here when we came out. We had a shouting match.”

“The Order or Erica’s ex?” Nate asked without taking his focus off the moving spotlight.

“I couldn’t see him, but I’m guessing it was her ex,” he said. “The Order had guns, not torches. Plus, he seemed really pissed when I told him Erica doesn’t want to see him anymore.”

Nate stopped the searchlight on a canister in the back of the lot. “Looks like he ran off and left something behind.”

A gas can.

Nate got out of the car and went to the trunk. He came back with a fingerprint kit. “Maybe we can get more evidence on this guy. Confirm what was going on and all.”

But Reed was finished with collecting evidence. He wanted to kick this guy’s ass.
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Trinity pulled into the lot, and Erica got in the passenger seat. Reed opened the back door and climbed in behind her.

“Thanks for picking us up,” Erica said to her roommate.

Trin stared at the skeleton of Reed’s truck. “Holy shit.”

Erica nodded. “Yeah.”

“Jack did this?”

Erica sighed. “It was definitely his voice yelling back at Reed.”

Trin peered at Reed in the rearview mirror. “Sorry about your truck.”

“Me too.” He chuffed.

Trinity took them back to the apartment, and as soon as they got there, Erica headed for the kitchen to put on some tea. Trin followed her inside. “Reed said he’s calling his captain on the base to let him know what happened. He’ll be right in.”

Erica filled the kettle and glanced at her roommate. “How are you holding up?”

Trin shrugged. “I actually feel a little better getting that off my chest. Secrets suck.”

“It might give us a leg up in the long run, having you know Belkin on a personal level.” Erica turned on the burner and leaned against the counter.

“I know he didn’t have a great relationship with his father. He used to complain to me that his father was never satisfied. Ted would never be good enough for him.” Trin took three mugs from the cupboard. “But he was almost as angry with himself as with his dad, because despite how bad his dad treated him, Ted couldn’t stop trying to win his father’s approval. It was a destructive cycle.”

“And now he’ll never get closure.”

Trin nodded. “Yeah, and he probably blames Callie for that.”

“I don’t know if he was the guy at the car wash. He was wearing that Kronos mask.”

“Part of me still can’t believe he’s in the Order.” A sad smile curved her lips. “He didn’t want his father’s life. Being a business major was never his choice. He loved musical theater. That was where we met.”

Erica’s eyes widened. “Ted Belkin? No way.”

“Way.” Trin put a tea bag in each cup. “He had a part in Guys and Dolls, and I was the practice accompanist. He never told his father he was on the stage.” Her expression went distant as she stroked the handle of one of the mugs.

Erica’s lips parted in surprise. “You really liked him.”

“Yeah.” She blinked and met Erica’s eyes. “Scary, right?”

“Obviously he wasn’t all bad.”

“Not until he realized what my weird dreams meant. He knew before I did.” She shook her head as the kettle whistled. “He probably couldn’t wait to get home and tell his father. I wonder if he finally got some praise from his dad out of it.”

Erica poured the boiling water into the mugs, shaking her head. “Well, Belkin, Sr. moved the main offices to Crystal City, so he must’ve believed him.”

“Lucky us.” Trin sighed.

“You didn’t know you were a muse, and you confided in someone you cared about. That’s nothing to feel guilty about.”

Trin stirred some sugar into her tea. “Nia would still be alive if the person I cared about hadn’t come to Crystal City and waited to see what women I was hanging out with.”

Reed came in then and leaned against the opening to the kitchen. Even though the conversation was far from sexy, his dark eyes met Erica’s and heat pooled low in her belly.

“Don’t mean to interrupt,” he said, “but I’m going to need a ride to the station in the morning, if one of you wouldn’t mind?”

Erica smiled. “I’ll be your taxi.”

“Thanks.” His gaze moved to Trinity. “Hunter’s going to keep an eye on Erica while I’m there, but you two might not want to stay in the same place. Too easy for Jack to get to Erica, and he’ll go right through you if that’s what it takes.”

“You’re saying he’ll set our apartment on fire?” Trin lifted her mug to sip her tea.

“He already set a club on fire with a couple hundred people inside. An apartment isn’t a big stretch.”

Erica handed him a mug of tea. “What are you suggesting?”

“Trinity should stay at Callie’s tonight. Without Erica there, I doubt he’ll bother her. And Erica will come home with me.”

Trin set her mug down. “I’ll go pack a bag.”

She walked out, and Erica crossed the kitchen and slid her arms around Reed’s waist. He ran a hand down the back of her hair. “It’s going to kill me to leave you while I’m working. Knowing he’s out there looking for you,” he shook his head, “it worries me.”

“You’ll catch him. I’ll be all right.”

He kissed her forehead. “You better be.”

She peered up at him. “I guess I should pack. It’ll be nice to have a toothbrush and a change of clothes at your place.”

“Until we get him, my place is your place.”

After hearing about his past, she couldn’t imagine he was eager to have her living at his place, even temporarily, but she didn’t say anything. What other choice did she have? She couldn’t afford a long-term hotel room while still paying rent. She and Trinity were far from rock-star rich.

“Once you’re back at the station, what then? Jack knows where your apartment building is. He’ll come looking for me.”

“Nate said he’ll have a black-and-white watching the building. They have Jack’s picture and have orders to bring him in for questioning about the arsons. Callie told me Lia offered to keep you company, too. Since Jack’s never seen the two of you together, she should be safe.”

“Lia’s fun. We could have a good time holed up in your apartment.” She raised a brow. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

“As okay as I can be. Knowing you won’t be alone and that a police car will be guarding the building makes me feel better.”

“I like making you feel better…” She wet her lips, eating up the rush of desire in his eyes.

Erica forced herself away from him and packed her overnight bag. When she came back out, Reed was texting someone.

He shifted his attention to her and smiled. “Ready?”

“Yeah. I guess we’re taking my car.”

“I was thinking maybe you and Trinity could swap cars. Just in case Jack is watching my building. Best he doesn’t see your car there.”

“Good idea.” She paused. “So maybe I could have that tour when I take you to the station tomorrow?”

“You really want one?”

She laughed. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t.”

Color flushed his cheeks. Her sexy firefighter was blushing. Hers.

She mulled over the revelation, and instead of dread, she was filled with…hope. Maybe Reed was right. Maybe Jack’s descent into obsession wasn’t all her fault.
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Ted handed the man in the black hoodie an envelope full of hundred-dollar bills. “Tell me what they know about the arson fires.”

The guy pocketed the money. “The police have prints, but the perp is living off the grid. No credit cards, no cell phone to ping, and he’s careful around security cameras.”

“I don’t care about that.” Ted shook his head. “Tell me how he’s starting the fires.”

“Molotov cocktail usually, but today he used gasoline.”

“Good.” He pointed to where the guy stashed his pay. “There’s more where that came from if you get any new information.”

“Will do.” The man in the hoodie scanned the shadows and then disappeared into them.

Ted started his car.

When the muses were all inside the theater to work with the carpenter, he and Bryce would pay them a visit. A couple of Molotov cocktails and chains on the exit doors—easy. Not only would he give the Order a victory, but the arsonist would take the fall.

And as far as Mikolas Leandros was concerned, it would all be a tragic accident.

All Ted had to do now was wait for his moment. And keep the firefighter who guarded the Muse of Erotic Poetry busy until it was too late.
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Reed carried Erica’s bag into his bedroom. “Want a drink or anything?”

She passed by and opened her bag. “Ice water would be great.”

“You got it.” He went out to the tiny kitchen and grabbed a glass. But when he came back to the bedroom, she was gone. “Erica?”

“Be out in a sec,” she called from the bathroom. “Get comfortable. And by comfortable, I mean naked.”

He chuckled, tugging his shirt over his head. He took off his shoes, and by the time his pants followed, the bathroom door opened.

And there was Erica in his spare turnout jacket and nothing else.

Holy shit. He’d never gotten a raging hard-on so quickly.

Her long red hair spilled down the back like liquid fire, and seeing McIntosh across her chest sparked something primal inside him. She was his.

She came into the room, her full lips parting as she got closer. His jacket was just long enough to cover her ass, but the front was open, teasing him with the view of her chest and her belly button, and with each step, he caught a glimpse of the stripe of dark curls at the juncture of her thighs.

She stopped a few feet from him. “Hope this isn’t some kind of firefighter sacrilege. I saw it in your closet.”

Reed shook his head. “It’s my spare.” He closed the distance between them, running his fingers up her chest as he looked into her eyes. “You are so damned sexy.”

She came even closer, his erection pressing against her abdomen. “I was going to say the same thing about you.”

Bending to claim her lips, he slid his hand under the edge of the jacket to cup the weight of her breast in his hand and tease her nipple with his thumb. She moaned into the kiss, and he ached to be buried inside her.

He broke the kiss. “Condom.”

She shook her head and whispered, “Your coat’s not the only thing I’m wearing.”

He raised a brow, sliding his other hand around to squeeze her ass under the jacket.

Erica giggled, her lips brushing his earlobe. “I brought my diaphragm.”

“Works for me.” He claimed her mouth, walking her back toward the bed.

He sat on the edge and pushed her legs apart so his knees were in between. He opened the jacket and took her nipple into his mouth. She gasped his name, her back arching into him, offering herself. His other hand slid between her open legs, teasing her sex.

He would never get enough of her.

“I want you inside me,” she moaned.

He grabbed her waist and turned her around, pulling her down onto his lap. He sank all the way into the heat of her body and growled her name. Without a condom between them, he could feel every move, every inch of their bodies becoming one. He’d swear she was made for him.

He reached his arm around to find her sweet spot, circling and rubbing until she was trembling. His other hand cupped her breast. Across from them, he watched their reflection in the full-length mirror on the bathroom door. So fucking sexy, he almost lost it.

Her curves did him in, her breasts bouncing as she rode him faster. He pinched her nipple, watching the way she arched her back. And suddenly she opened her eyes, her gaze locked on his in the mirror.

“Don’t stop, Reed,” her voice dropping to a husky whisper as she slid her hand down to caress his balls, her nails teasing his sensitive skin. She wet her lips. “Come with me.”

Her inner muscles clenched tight, milking him until he erupted deep inside her.

“Yes,” he groaned against her, wrapping his arms around her waist.

He tugged the jacket down her shoulders and as soon as she pulled her arms free, he tossed it on the floor, enjoying her warm back against his bare chest. “That was… Shit, I don’t have words for what that was.”

She smiled, still watching him in the mirror. “I want to kiss you, but I’d have to turn around, and I like having you inside me.”

His lips trailed along her shoulder, his eyes on her reflection. “You’re so beautiful, Erica.”

“Except for the scar…”

“It’s part of what makes you strong.” He shook his head. “He tried to break you, and you’re far from broken.”

She stood up and turned around. He moved back to the center of the bed and opened his arms. She sank into them, her legs tangling with his as she rested her head over his heart. He ran his hand up her back. He would never get tired of this. Never.

“I want to say something,” she whispered, “but it’s going to sound stupid.”

He chuckled. “We’re naked and exhausted. We can handle a little stupid.”

She smiled. “I liked seeing your name on my chest.”

“So did I.” His heart was pounding, as he closed his eyes, breathing in the scent of her hair. “I’ve been married before, but I’ve never felt like this.”

She kissed his chest. “I feel it, too.”

He wasn’t sure how long he lay in the dark holding her before she fell asleep. Neither of them said another word, but his heart already knew. He loved her.


CHAPTER 13


Erica parked in a visitor spot and followed Reed into the station. The night before had been a new level of passion, swamping her senses and leaving her emotionally off-balance. She hadn’t said those three little words, but she didn’t have to. She realized now that she’d never understood what they meant before, not really.

She had awoken that morning to Reed warming her neck with kisses, and they’d made love again as the sun came up.

Love. Damn that word scared her. What if Reed changed, slowly poisoned by the muse inside her?

Reed walked her through the office first. “So this is the paperwork station,” he said, pulling her from her thoughts. He poked his head into the open door. “Hey, Captain.” He caught Erica’s hand, sending a charge up her arm as he pulled her inside. “Erica, this is Captain Mitchell.”

Erica smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

The captain eyed her, then Reed. “This your new lady?”

Erica’s pulse raced. They hadn’t discussed their relationship, let alone what to tell the others. Telling him Reed was her Guardian wasn’t going to fly, though.

While her head spun with what to say, Reed didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah. Just wanted to show my girlfriend the station.” As if he could sense her panic, his thumb caressed her knuckles and he squeezed her hand. “Are we slow this morning?”

The captain nodded. “So far. But we’ve got some prevention inspections to make around three.”

“All right.”

The captain glanced at Erica, his lips hinting at a smile. “McIntosh is one of the good ones.”

Erica chuckled with a nod. “Yes, he is.”

“Good to know I’m appreciated.” Reed grinned and winked at Erica as he guided her farther down the hall.

When they reached a dorm area she counted five beds. Then he checked around the room and pulled her into his arms, his voice meant only for her. “Sorry about that. I didn’t think about people asking about us.” His lopsided smile warmed her heart. “Are you okay with me telling the guys you’re my girlfriend?”

“You can tell them whatever you want.” She bit her lower lip and stared up into his eyes. “Is that what you want me to be?”

He kissed her, and whispered, “Baby, I’d be the luckiest guy in the world to call you mine.”

She rose up on her toes and brushed her lips to his. “Only if I can call you mine, too.”

“Deal.”

Applause broke out, and Erica jumped back. A young guy with short, black hair grinned. “McIntosh, I thought you told me relationships were off the table for you, man.”

Reed shook his head. “Just hadn’t met Erica yet.” He gestured to the firefighter. “This is Ethan Johnson. He’s the new guy on the block around here.”

Ethan crossed the room and offered his hand. “Nice to meet you.” He looked at Reed. “How long have you been keeping her a secret?”

Erica smiled. Reed was on his own for this one.

“We met the day we fired off the water salute on the airstrip for the retired SEAL.”

Erica remembered the day like it was yesterday. She’d come along as Callie’s wingman. Meeting Reed had been an unexpected perk.

Ethan nodded. “Yeah. Okay, I remember.” He smiled at Erica. “You were on the FOD walk, right? McIntosh kept talking about you afterward. I should’ve known.” He nudged Reed. “Why’d you keep this under wraps so long?”

Reed chuckled. “We only reconnected recently. Took me awhile to track her down.”

Ethan went over to the lockers on the far wall and unlocked one of them. “Did the captain tell you our first appointment’s at three?”

“Yeah. I’ll get changed, and we can run after I show Erica around.”

“Think you can keep up with me, old man?” Ethan pulled out a pair of running shoes.

Reed rolled his eyes. “You know I can.”

Ethan headed for the bathroom area. “I’ll be having a shower before your sorry ass is back in the door.”

Reed shook his head. “In your dreams, boy.”

Seeing them banter made her laugh, and that warmth flushed her heart again. Reed led her into the giant garage. Two big red trucks sat inside at the ready.

She looked up at him. “So you guys run every day?”

“We try. Keeping in shape means we won’t burn through our air supply when we go into a fire.”

Erica blinked. “It never occurred to me that firefighters were hot for a reason.”

He laughed, squeezing her hand. “We do have a reputation to hold up.” He sobered. “But seriously, if you get winded and suck up all your oxygen, that thirty-minute tank can shrink to ten minutes. No one wants to get trapped in a fire without any air.”

The danger of his job wasn’t lost on her.

She squeezed his hand. “You’re careful when you fight fires, right?”

“Always.” He walked her between the two trucks. “We actually don’t get structure fires here very often. We’re usually hauling pilots out of planes that catch fire on the landing. The cantina was actually our first structure fire in a long time. We’re too good at prevention, I guess.”

“So if my place was on fire, you wouldn’t get the call?” she asked.

“Nah, not unless the city needed backup. If it was something big with lives at stake, they might call us for help.”

She cocked a brow. “You wish they’d call you, don’t you?”

He shrugged, trying not to smile. “It’s not that I want things to burn, but we train hard for fires and to save lives, and even though we’re ready, we’re usually just checking sprinkler systems and fire extinguishers. It’d be like if you were a songwriter, but most of the time all you got to write were the punchlines of Hallmark cards.”

Erica crinkled her nose at the thought. “I see what you mean.”

“Goes back to wanting my life to mean something, too, I guess. I want to make a difference, you know?”

She lowered her voice. “Couldn’t you get hired with the city?”

“Maybe,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve never tried.”

“Why not?”

He ran his hand along the logo on the door. Erica glanced at the mission: Protecting those who defend America.

“Your dad…”

“It’s stupid.” He sighed. “I’d probably make more money working for the city, and maybe see more action, but my dad and Hunter were both tied to the military, and I guess this was my way to support them.”

“Money’s not everything.” She grinned rolling her eyes. “Says the starving artist slash songwriter.”

He pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “Ready to hear about the difference between an engine and a truck?”

She chuckled. “You make it sound amazing.”

“Hey, it’s not every day you get to learn more than you ever wanted to know about hoses.”

She raised a brow. “I am pretty fond of your hose.”

His deep laughter echoed through the garage, and her heart skipped a beat. If she could, she’d hug Zeus until his eyes bulged for choosing Reed as her Guardian.
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Reed kept pace jogging with Johnson as they rounded the final corner back to the station, then dipped into the well of energy he’d been sipping from for the first five miles. His legs moved faster, pumping harder with each stride. Johnson picked up speed, too, but Reed was already too far ahead. His lungs burned as he crossed the threshold into the open garage.

Johnson came in behind him a couple of minutes later, huffing and puffing. “Shit, McIntosh.” He shook his head. “You were sandbagging.”

Reed tipped up his bottle and swallowed a gulp water. “I let you set the pace. Never forget, age and treachery wins over youth and beauty every time, boy.”

Ethan chuckled and took a swig of water. “So Erica seems nice.”

Nice wasn’t even close to describing that woman, but he nodded. “She’s amazing, dude. Not sure how I got so lucky.” He checked his watch. “We better hit the showers before the inspection starts.”

After a quick shower, Reed changed into his blue cargo pants and department T-shirt. He reached for his cell and frowned. There was a text from a number he didn’t recognize.

Reed, it’s Nate. We got a line on Jack. Call me.

He called back the number and waited.

“Detective Malone.”

Reed rubbed the back of his neck. “Hey, Nate. It’s Reed.”

“Thanks for calling me back. So we got a hit on some security footage at a gas station near Erica’s place after canvassing the local gas stations and grocery stores, and showing people his picture. This place says he comes in every few days and always pays with cash.”

Relief spread through his muscles. Knowing he was at the station and not protecting Erica himself was weighing on him more than he had realized. “If I weren’t on shift, I’d go camp out there until his sorry ass pulled in.”

“We’re on it. Just wanted to keep you in the loop. Erica’s at your place, right? I have a black-and-white over there.”

“Yeah.” Reed stared at the floor. “I think Lia is staying with her, and Trinity is over at Callie’s.”

“Sounds good. I’ll let you know as soon as we have any more information, but we’re closing in.”

“Thanks for letting me know. I’ll fill my captain in, too.”

He ended the call. With any luck, Jack would be behind bars before Reed’s shift was over.
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The knock on the door had Erica jumping out of her skin. She grabbed Reed’s baseball bat from the closet and went to the peephole. She let out a sigh of relief. It was just Lia.

She propped the bat beside the door and slid the security chain over. She opened the door and stepped back. “Hey, Lia. Come on in.”

Lia came inside, dragging her roller bag behind her. She embraced Erica and grinned. “Sleepover time!”

Erica locked the door again. “I guess so.”

She’d never spent time alone with Lia before, but the Muse of Comedy babbled and giggled as if they’d been sisters since birth. Awkward silence never descended.

“So tell me about your Guardian. He’s a hottie,” she said with a wink.

Erica chuckled. “Yeah, he’s definitely good-looking.”

“What’s he do besides saving people from burning buildings?” Lia unzipped a pocket in her bag and pulled out a pouch of manicure tools.

“He surfs.”

She grinned. “You know what they say about surfing and sex, right?”

Erica raised a brow. “How do I not know this one?”

“When it’s good, it’s really good. And when it’s bad…it’s still pretty good.” Lia’s laughter was contagious.

Erica nodded, giggling along with Lia. “I can attest to that. Very true.”

Lia laid out a few nail colors. “Pick a polish.”

“Are we doing nails?”

“If by ‘we’ you mean me painting yours, then yes!” She picked up the nail file and went to town on Erica’s index finger.

Erica handed her a deep red. “So I don’t get to return the favor?”

Lia shook her head. “Nope. The polish just chips off when I’m washing and styling hair.”

Erica stared at the manicure tools and back up at Lia. “Why do you keep a manicure set in your bag if you never paint your own nails?”

She reached for Erica’s hand and inspected her nails. “Because doing other people’s nails calms me. But I’m better at cutting hair, so I’m a stylist by day and a manicurist on the side for fun.”

“I can respect that.” Erica watched Lia trim and file her nails. “We’ve never hung out before, so what’s it like to be the Muse of Comedy?”

“Funny.” Lia peered at Erica through her bangs and grinned. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.” She focused on Erica’s other hand. “If I could make a living with my improv troop, I’d give up hairstyling in a heartbeat. So I guess it’s not all fun and games, but I do love hearing people laugh, even it’s just myself. I’m my own party, even sitting at the DMV.”

“I bet you are.” Erica chuckled. “Thanks for coming over, by the way. I’m sure you had other things you could’ve been doing.”

Lia grabbed the base coat and slicked it onto each nail as she talked. “I thought it’d be fun to get to know you better. Erotic poetry sounds so ooh la la.” She waved the tiny brush around until Erica couldn’t contain her laughter. Lia grinned and got back to work. “Besides, with the Order coming back into the picture, I’d rather not sit around my place jumping at every creak in the floorboards.”

Erica smiled as Lia applied the red. She could instantly see her nails raking down Reed’s tan, muscled chest.

She took a breath and refocused on her manicurist. “You moved here from Chicago, right?”

Lia nodded, all her attention on Erica’s nails. “Yep. My Big Fat Greek Wedding is the story of my life. Without the Windex. Or the wedding.” She released Erica’s hand and twisted the lid on the red. “My folks weren’t thrilled when I told them I was quitting my aunt’s beauty salon to move to California. I’m pretty sure if I stayed, that kind of wedding was in my future. Dad was sending all the nice Greek boys my way for haircuts on a regular basis.”

Erica chuckled. “So they don’t know—”

“That they named me Thalia after the Greek Muse of Comedy and doomed me forever? No. They think I have beautician friends out here, and I secretly want to be a movie star. My mom is all for it if I can arrange a meeting with John Stamos, and my dad will be on board if I marry him and make us family.”

Erica’s side was starting to ache. Writing songs didn’t usually bring on bouts of the giggles. “What do you want?”

Lia stowed her tools and pulled out a clear top coat. “Good question. I don’t know.” She grabbed Erica’s hand and quickly added the shiny gloss. “Right now, the item at the top of my goal list is not to be killed by psychos in golden Kronos masks. Beyond that? I’m flexible.”

Erica blew on her nails. “What about the theater?”

“I thought you meant personal goals.” Lia stashed the top coat and zipped her bag. “I gave up everything to come out here after the dreams started. I couldn’t get it out of my head that the world had become too cold and mean. We all need to laugh, right? If I can inspire people to smile, gods, how blessed would I be?” She shrugged. “So here I am.”

Erica smiled. “The world is lucky to have you.”

Lia’s grin lit up the room. “I don’t know about that, but if I can turn a frown into a smile and a tear into hope, I go to bed happy.”

Erica’s phone buzzed. She picked it up and frowned, the hair on the back of her neck rising slowly. A single text flashed on her screen:

Meet me at Sunset Beach lifeguard tower 5 in an hour, Pet. Come alone or your firefighter dies in the next one.

Lia’s smile faded. “Bad news?” Erica handed her the phone. Lia scanned the screen and looked up at her. “This is Jack?”

“I don’t recognize the number, but he’s the only person in my life who has ever called me ‘Pet.’”

Lia gave the phone back. “He’s baiting you.”

“He set Reed’s truck on fire last night. Three fires in a week. I’ve got to take the threat seriously.”

Lia rubbed her forehead. “Each Guardian has a special power right? Does Reed have one?”

“Yeah.” Erica pointed at the hole in the wall by the bathroom. “He opened the door so hard the knob punched right through the drywall.”

Lia raised a brow. “No offense, but even I can punch through drywall. Don’t ask me how I know that.”

“He never touched the door.” Erica paused. “He wanted it to open, and it did. Hard.”

“Wow.” Lia got up from the table and walked toward the window. “Does Jack know?”

“No.” Erica picked up her phone and stood. “Why?”

“Do you know how far away Reed can make something move?”

Erica shook her head. “We haven’t had a chance to practice with it much.”

Lia turned around, a glint in her dark eyes. “Can Reed get away from the station for a couple hours?”

“I can’t bring him. Jack will be watching.”

“You said Jack burned up his truck, and obviously, he knows Reed isn’t with you or he never would have sent that text. He’s probably been spying on the station.” Lia came closer. “Reed could park and stay in the shadows, and Jack would never know he was there. You can lure him out near a bench or something, and Reed can brain him with it.”

Erica chuckled despite her mood. “Gotta admit the mental image is tempting.”

“Call him. This could end it.”

“It’s risky. He won’t like it.” But Erica opened her contacts anyway.

Lia crossed her arms. “So have a backup plan. You have pepper spray, right?”

“That won’t help if he has a gun.”

“Call Nate, too. He can stay close but not too close, and be ready to move in if things go south.”

Erica raised a brow. “Nothing funny about this plan.”

“Thanks.” Lia buffed her nails on her shirt. “Although Jack getting beaned in the head with a park bench might be a little funny.”

Erica smiled and pressed Reed’s number. The Muse of Comedy was smart and thought on her feet. And when Erica could’ve curled in a ball and cried, Lia turned the fear on its head with the idea of hitting Jack with a park bench.

Laughter was good medicine after all.

“Erica? Everything okay?” Reed asked when he answered the phone.

The tightness in his voice made her jump in to ease his worry. “Yeah. We’re fine. But I got a text from Jack… He says if I don’t meet him on Sunset Beach at lifeguard tower five, he’s setting another fire on base.”

“Fuck.” The echo of his footsteps in the garage of the fire station came through the phone. “I’ll call Nate. Maybe they can go pick him up. They’re staking out the gas station he frequents. We’re getting close to grabbing him.”

Erica glanced at Lia across the table. “He said to come alone. He’ll be watching for the police, and even if he doesn’t start a fire, what if he comes over here? He might even know the apartment number by now.”

He cursed under his breath. “I’ll go talk to the captain. I’ll tell him it’s a family emergency.”

“I was thinking you tell him that we’re setting up a sting to catch the arsonist. If you came over in a vehicle Jack wouldn’t recognize, and stay in the shadows, he’ll never know you’re there.”

“That could work… I can park down by tower three and swim over to five. He’ll be watching the parking lot, not the water.”

Erica smiled, nodding even though he couldn’t see her. “Then you can to use your gift to knock him out. Nate can move in and arrest him once he’s unconscious.”

“Wait, where will you be?” he asked, sounding confused.

“With Jack. I’ll come alone, like he said.”

“No.”

Erica sighed. “It’s the only way he won’t bolt. This is our best chance to stop him.”

He lowered his voice. “Please, Erica. Think this through. I don’t know how to control this power yet. What if it doesn’t work at a distance? What if Jack brings a gun? It’s too risky.”

“I’ll bring my pepper spray as a backup. He won’t kill me. I’m a possession to him; I’m useless to him dead. This isn’t like the Order.”

“There’s got to be another way.” He groaned. “What if I can’t get my gift to work?”

“You will. You’re my Guardian. We might not get another chance like this one. Just find something to hit him with.”

“All right,” he said, though he was clearly not happy about it. “How much time?”

“He said an hour.” Erica glanced at the clock. “So I’ll leave here in twenty minutes.”

“Don’t go until you get my text, okay? I’m calling Nate.”

“Sounds good.” She swallowed the lump in her throat, searching for words that wouldn’t come. “Be careful.”

“You too. If anything happens to you…”

“I’ll be fine,” she interrupted. “And then it’ll finally be over.”

“I’ll text you in a few minutes.”

“See you soon.”

She ended the call and looked over at Lia. “God, I hope this works.”

Lia nodded, no sign of her bright smile now. “We’ve got to trust that the gods brought us together for a bigger purpose, and they guided your Guardian into your path for this moment. You didn’t come this far so your crazy ex can win.”

“No way.” Erica got up and put on her shoes. It was tough not to admire her sexy hands while she did so. She glanced over at Lia. “At least I’m going in with killer nails.”

Lia laughed. “I do what I can.”

Erica’s phone buzzed with a new text.

Nate will lie low in the parking lot. If things go south, he’ll cover us. Be careful. And for the record, I fucking hate this plan.

Erica smiled, slipping the phone in her pocket. “Reed’s a keeper. I just have to live long enough so I can enjoy him.”

“A reason to live is a good thing.” Lia looked over at her bag. “I guess I’ll just wait here?”

Erica nodded. “If all goes well, I’ll be back soon. And if not…”

“It will. I want a full report about Reed whacking the guy with a trash can or whatever without even touching it.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Erica chuckled as she slipped out the door.


CHAPTER 14


Ted yanked his racquet out of his bag. Spending his Saturday night with Mikolas Leandros was not Ted’s idea of a great evening, but the chance to wipe the floor with the Greek at racquetball was too sweet to pass up.

When he opened the door to the court, Mikolas was already inside warming up. He turned around, flashing a bright-white smile. “Good to see you, Ted.”

“It’s not often I get an opponent for racquetball.”

Mikolas raised a brow. “You’re a good player?”

“I’m all right.” He was actually consistently on the leaderboard at the club during their tournaments, but he’d rather destroy his father’s replacement without warning.

Mikolas tossed him a blue ball. “You take first serve.”

Ted smirked and bounced the ball once before smashing it with his racquet. The familiar hollow pop against the back wall echoed through the court as the blue streak rocketed back toward them.

Mikolas backhanded it in return. Ted sprinted across the court, barely hitting it. Mikolas smacked it again. “The muses have hired a carpenter,” he said.

Ted’s racquet swished through the air, just missing the ball. “Shit.” He glared at Mikolas. “Did you come here to talk or play?”

“Can’t we do both?” Mikolas lifted his racquet. “Some of the best meetings are conducted while moving. More blood pumping to the brain.”

Ted ground his teeth, walking to the corner to retrieve the ball. “How do you know they hired someone?”

He smirked. “I think they call them private eyes in America, no?”

Ted had never wanted to punch anyone so bad in his entire life. “I’m already handling it.” He tossed the ball to Mikolas. “Your serve.”

The Greek bounced the ball and sent it sailing into the wall like a bullet. Ted bolted to the side to volley it back.

Mikolas spoke without taking his eye off the ball. “How exactly are you handling it?”

Ted rocked his weight to the front of his feet, anticipating the ball. “I heard about the carpenter through one of my contractors already. I’m going to pay him a visit and encourage him—” he raced for the ball and made the hit “—to turn down the work.”

Mikolas smacked it again, banking it in the corner. The ball flew toward Ted’s side, hitting him before he could get his racquet up for a backswing.

“Dammit.” He grabbed his side.

Mikolas came over and clasped his shoulder. “Keep me in the loop where the muses are concerned.” He walked over to the door and pulled off his shirt. He wiped his face with it and picked up his water bottle.

Ted tried not to notice the guy’s chiseled torso. Jesus, he could’ve been a goddamn underwear model.

Mikolas raked his fingers through his dark hair and bent forward, gripping his racquet in both hands. “Do not forget, I’m your ally.” His eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to make me your enemy.”

“I’ll let you know how it goes with the carpenter.” Ted served the ball so hard, he grunted with the effort.

Mikolas made the return. They volleyed back and forth until Ted finally missed a shot.

“Fuck.” Ted panted for air, tossing his racquet at the floor. It skidded across the surface and hit the wall near the door.

Mikolas finished his water and glanced over at Ted. “Thank you for the game. You’re a worthy adversary.”

Ted shook his head. “I’m having an off night.” Mikolas bent over to grab his shirt, and a black mark on his back, just over the waistband of his shorts, caught Ted’s eye. “Is that a tattoo?”

The Greek straightened up, adjusting his shorts. “No. It’s a birthmark.”

Ted swiped his racquet from the ground and followed Mikolas out, promising himself he wouldn’t have to work with this guy much longer. In a couple of days, the muses were having a meeting with the carpenter.

Their final meeting. Ted smirked and closed the door to the court.
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Erica parked her car and got out. The wind blew her hair across her face as she walked toward tower five. The location wasn’t random. This was the tower where Jack had first told her he loved her.

Her stomach twisted as she jammed her hand in her pocket, gripping the tube of pepper spray. She scanned the waves. She couldn’t help it. Without much moonlight, she couldn’t see the water, but that was probably a blessing.

It meant Jack couldn’t see it, either.

Her pulse hammered in her ears. Ever since Jack had burned her, she thought she’d never see his face again. Yet here she was.

At the bottom of tower five, she turned around and called out. “Hello? I’m here.”

A shadow moved up top. She held her breath.

“I’m impressed, Pet.” The sound of his voice had her drowning in dread. “You came alone.”

“I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” She tightened her hold on the pepper spray in her pocket.

He jumped down, landing a couple of feet in front of her. She gasped, stumbling a few steps back, but he grabbed her wrist, yanked her in close, and took a deep breath of her hair. “I’ve missed you.”
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Reed zipped up his wet suit and sprinted into the water. Diving into the surf, he channeled the shock of the cold water into his strokes, powering him through the tide. He reached his arms out until his shoulders ached, every stroke and kick propelling him across the waves, toward Erica.

His muscles knew the drill, the familiar rhythm freeing his mind to think. Nate was waiting in the next lot. If Jack tried to take Erica anywhere, he’d have to get by Nate first.

But Reed’s memory of the man in the mask raising a gun haunted him. If Jack had a gun, too…? Shit.

If he hurt her…

Reed shook the fear from his mind. He couldn’t think about that.

He stopped swimming, his head low in the water as he got his bearings. The light on top of tower five made it easy to see from the darkness of the ocean. And on the sand below, a man grabbed Erica’s wrist and jerked her in close.

Fuck. Reed let the waves bring him in, body surfing to the shore. From the sand, he focused on Jack’s hand, hoping he could break his fingers the way he had with the gunman at the car wash.

Nothing. His heart raced. He must be too far away. Or he was too upset to focus. Or who the hell knew…

He never should have agreed to this plan.

Keeping as low as he could, Reed crept up from the water, trying to stick to the shadows with no goddamn clue how he was going to handle the situation. When he reached the back of the tower, he rested against the wood siding, catching his breath.

“This has to stop, Jack.” Erica’s voice carried on the wind.

“I know I messed up before, but we can start over. This was where we declared our love, remember? I want to make things right. I still love you, Erica.”

Reed’s chest tightened, squeezing his heart. He still hadn’t said the words out loud, and hearing this twisted asshole say it made him want to punch something. Hard.

A rock smashed into the small, square rook at the top of the lifeguard tower with a loud thud.

Reed’s head snapped back. Fuck. Did he do that?

“What the hell was that?” Jack shouted.

“No!” Erica screamed. “Stop it! You’re hurting me!”

“I told you to come alone, you bitch!”

“I did! Put the knife down and look around,” she pleaded. “It must have been a bird or something.”

Sweat ran down Reed’s forehead. He needed to end this. Now.

He spun around the side of the tower, and time slowed to a crawl. Jack had the tip of the knife pressed into Erica’s side. He shoved her to the ground and bolted toward Reed, wielding the blade overhead, ready to plunge it into him. Reed dodged the blade and landed a kidney punch to Jack’s back as he passed.

Jack growled and came back for a second try. Erica scrambled to her feet, brandishing her pepper spray. She covered his face until he dropped the knife, screaming and wiping his eyes.

“I’ll kill you, you whore. You’re nothing but a heartless succubus!”

Reed strode forward to shut the bastard’s mouth, but before he got close enough to hit him, an invisible hand stuffed Jack’s mouth full of sand.

Jack collapsed onto the beach coughing, retching, and thankfully silent.

Reed searched Erica’s face. “Are you all right?”

“I think so?” She lifted her shirt, revealing a tiny trickle of blood where the tip of the knife had broken her skin.

“If I weren’t soaking wet…”

She surprised him then, wrapping her arms around his neck and fusing her lips to his. He didn’t hesitate and pulled her close.

He broke the kiss and whispered, “We need to call Nate.”

She took out her phone and made the call.

Jack was still spitting sand when Nate fitted him with a pair of handcuffs. “Jack Parsen, you’re under arrest for assault, arson, and attempted murder.”

Reed took Erica’s hand, walking her back toward her car while Nate read Jack his Miranda rights.

She glanced up at Reed and smiled. “The sand in his mouth was genius.”

He chuckled. “I definitely need to get a handle on this gift before I hurt you instead of protect you.”

“The rock on the roof was you?”

“I think so.” He tightened his hold on her hand. “I heard him say he still loved you, and I wanted to punch something. And then suddenly that damned rock went flying into the roof.”

She stopped at the car and met his eyes. “It wasn’t pretty or according to plan, but we got it done. Jack’s going to jail.” She rose on her tiptoes and whispered against his lips, “Thank you.”

He growled into her mouth, his tongue swirling slowly with hers. Damn, he did not want to go back to work. Erica shivered, and he broke the kiss. “Sorry. I’m getting you soaking wet.”

“Damn right you are.” Her sexy smile had him aching to get out of the wetsuit and into her.

He chuckled. “If I didn’t have to get back to the station, I’d check for myself.” He kissed her forehead. “At least I’ll be able to sleep tonight knowing your ex is in jail.”

She nodded. “Can I give you a ride to your car?”

“I’ll get your seat wet.”

“I don’t care.”

He grinned and stole one more kiss. “Then yes, I’d love a ride.”

Her teeth caught his lower lip. “I bet you would.”

He laughed as he jogged to the passenger side. They were just attacked by a guy with a knife, and somehow she still made him laugh.

How could he not be crazy about this woman?


CHAPTER 15


Inspiration coursed through Erica’s veins as she scrawled new verses onto her notebook. It had been awhile since the words had flowed so effortlessly. Between the Order murdering Nia and nearly taking Mel and Callie, too, stress had drained some of the joy out of creating.

But that morning, with Jack behind bars, Erica had moved back home with Trinity. And suddenly the inspiration had hit her to write a love song.

A certain firefighter seemed to be stimulating her passion and her muse.

She’d already talked to Reed twice today. Captain Mitchell had told him he’d be going to the police station with his fire chief to meet up with the city’s fire chief and the DA. For now, the DA wanted to keep Jack’s arrest under wraps if possible. The press would find out once he was charged, but first, they needed to be sure they had a solid case against him. Erica was fine with that plan.

Reed was off work first thing Tuesday morning, and they already had a date planned to see Lia’s improv comedy troop. Until then, Erica planned to pass the time writing songs today, and tomorrow she and her muse sisters were all meeting the carpenter at the theater to go over the renovation plans.

Not having to look over her shoulder for Jack was freeing. She hadn’t been this inspired since…since she’d first met Trinity.

Speak of the devil…

Trin walked in with her guitar and sat on the sofa. “What do you think of this melody?”

Erica listened, closing her eyes as Trin played through one of the new songs. When she finished, Erica smiled. “I like it, but maybe the bridge at the end needs something more?”

Trin nodded, making a note on the paper. “Maybe a key change?”

She strummed through the bridge again, and before launching into the final chorus, she took it up a step.

“Yes!” Erica grinned, harmonizing.

Trin let the last chord fade away and chuckled. “You’ve got a beautiful voice. Why won’t you come onstage with me? We could be a real duo.”

“Nah.” Erica shook her head. “My voice isn’t bad, but yours inspires people. I don’t want to dilute that magic.”

“Pfft.” Trin took the guitar strap off her shoulder and laid it on the couch. She came over to peer over Erica’s shoulder. “Now this is a song I want to sing.”

Erica covered her notebook. “It’s not finished yet.”

Trin met her eyes. “You’ve given me plenty of songs about yearning and desire and heartbreak…” She raised a brow. “But this is a love song.”

Erica shrugged. “Just following the muse.”

“I know you better than that.” Trin raised a brow. “This is serious. The firefighter isn’t just sex.”

Erica shifted her eyes to the paper. “I thought I knew what love was before, but when I’m with him…” She tapped her red fingernail against her notepad. “He takes me as I am, and who I am is what he wants.” She looked up at Trin. “After Jack, I was sure that who I was would poison Reed and make him obsessed.”

Trin smiled. “There’s a big difference between loving someone because you need them to be around to make you feel good and loving them because of who they are. Jack had a hole inside him someplace; he wanted you to fill it. That’s not love. It’s dependence. And the more he needed you, the more it twisted into something dark.”

Erica chuckled and blinked back tears before they could leave her eyes. “When did you get so smart?”

Trin leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Much easier to give advice than to take it. I was the one who dated the guy who wants us dead, remember?”

Erica nudged her. “You couldn’t have known. You didn’t even know the Muse of Music was awakening inside you yet.”

Trin shrugged. “I still think my taste in men might be skewed.” She propped her head on her elbow. “So tell me more about Reed. He’s good-looking and saved you from a burning building. Seems like a keeper.”

“He’s not threatened by the passion I inspire in other people, either. Before he pulled me out of the club, he stayed at the bar and watched me dancing. Didn’t seem to bother him at all. In fact, he encouraged it.”

“And I’ve seen what happens when you dance.” Trin fanned her face playfully.

Erica nudged her. “I can’t help it.”

“So have you told him yet?” Trin sobered, pointing at the paper. “Does he know how you feel?”

“I haven’t said it out loud. Neither of us have. He’s divorced. His ex did a number on him, too. Used him.” Erica sighed. “So we’re both being cautious.”

“Don’t wait too long.” Trin straightened up. “We’re living through dangerous times.”

Erica looked up at the ceiling. “I know. I’m going to tell him. I just want it to be right, you know?”

Trin got up and went to the fridge. “I’m glad you’re happy. You deserve it.”

“We both do, Trin.”

Trinity didn’t look convinced. “Finish the song so I can come up with the right melody, okay? This could be the hit we’ve been waiting for.”

“Our ticket to fame and fortune?”

Trin picked up her guitar. “Forget the fame, but I wouldn’t mind not having to pull change out of the sofa between gigs so we can buy groceries.”

“We’re building character.”

Trinity went down the hall toward her room, calling over her shoulder, “My character is gigantic. Now I just need a checking account to match.”

Erica smiled and focused on the notepad again. She wanted this one to be just right.

This was for Reed.
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Sunday had been hell. The fire station had been quiet, and no amount of working out could get Erica off Reed’s mind. With her ex in jail, he wasn’t as worried for her safety, but he missed her smile, her touch, and the way she could turn anything into a sexy innuendo. Just thinking about her made him smile.

They’d talked on the phone a few times. He filled her in on what he could regarding the case against Jack, and they made plans for Tuesday morning. He couldn’t wait to have her back in his arms.

He hadn’t missed someone in a very long time…

At least today had flown by. Between all the time they had spent at the police station and then two final fire-inspection walkthroughs, he’d been too busy to watch the clock.

He was grateful for it, too. He couldn’t remember ever being so anxious for a shift to end. For the most part, he loved his job, but now, for the first time in his life, there was someone outside of work who he didn’t dread seeing. In fact, it was tough not to count down the hours until he saw her again.

After Jack’s arrest, it had been on the tip of his tongue to tell her how he felt, but hearing her crazy ex tell her he still loved her seemed to cheapen the word. And he didn’t want the first time he said it to be over the phone.

She probably already knew anyway. He hoped she did. He told her he’d die for her. If that wasn’t love, then what was?

The end of his shift couldn’t get here soon enough.

“Hey, old man. Want to help me get the dry lines back on the engine?”

He glanced up at Johnson. “Yeah.” Reed stood, pocketed his cell phone, and followed Johnson out to the garage.

The fire hoses had been hung up to dry after yesterday’s exercises. It kept them from deteriorating with mold. It also meant they needed to be taken down, folded up, and stored once they were dry. The night before, they’d already loaded the engine with the secondary dry hoses so these could be stored to be loaded next.

“Are they going to nail the arsonist?” Johnson asked as they folded and stacked the lines in the corner.

“That’s the plan. Seems like the DA is being really careful to ensure we’ve got enough evidence to stick all three fires to him.”

“Good.” Johnson smiled as they started on the next hundred feet of hose. “One of the guys says the pyro is your lady’s ex.”

Reed bristled but tried not to let it show on his face. “Yeah. Looks that way.”

They grunted a little as they moved the hoses. Not only were they heavy but if they didn’t get stacked just right, the whole thing would tumble and they’d have to start over. Once they were done, Johnson rolled his shoulders, loosening them up. “So, is it serious with your girlfriend?”

Reed lifted a brow. “Lots of questions from you today.”

“I was surprised to see her, that’s all. Word around the station is that you had a bad divorce a few years ago.”

Reed chuckled, shaking his head. “Glad I can give you guys something to gossip about.” He nudged Johnson on the way back to the last stack of lines. “Her name was Lila. She definitely tore me up and left me wary.” He crossed his arms. “Any more questions?”

“Just one.” Johnson backed up as they neared the engine. “Does Erica have a sister?”
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Ted held the binoculars steady, watching the women walking through the chain-link fence and into the sad excuse for a theater. Bryce fidgeted in the passenger seat.

“Stop it,” Ted ordered. “You’re making me nuts.”

Bryce sat still for a second. “Just nervous about the Molotov cocktails in the trunk. If one goes off, the whole car could explode.”

“We’re safe. You’ve got to light the wick first, and the glass has to break for the fuel to ignite. Mellow out.” In the distance, a white utility truck drove into the lot. The driver’s door read Mason’s Carpentry in blue. Ted lowered the binoculars. “We’re still missing a few muses. We’ll give them a little while longer.”

As if on cue, another car pulled in. A tall woman with shiny black hair and dark glasses got out. Trinity. Ted pressed his lips together. He’d closed that door years ago, but some sick part of him still replayed the memories of her smiling up at him.

He dropped the binoculars into his lap and stared out the window. He would see this plan through. Sacrifices needed to be made to see the return of the Golden Age of Man. The end result would be worth it.

But he still couldn’t watch her walk into that building. Shit.

It shouldn’t still hurt.

Why did she have to be the Muse of Music?

He’d never met anyone like her. She could play any instrument you put in front of her, and her voice could tame the Titans.

Zeus and the gods had played a cruel joke on him by making him love her.

Enough.

Another car pulled in. He retrieved his binoculars as the Muse of Epic Poetry and her Navy SEAL got out of her car. The man scanned the parking lot, a muscle in his cheek tensing visibly. Did he sense they were being watched?

Ted wouldn’t be sad to see the SEAL go. He’d gotten in the Order’s way too many times. If the police detective would only show up, it would sweeten the pot considerably. Ted would be patient. The more of them trapped in the building, the bigger the victory for the Order.

Finally, he could envision his father being proud of him.
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Erica stood with Trinity as Callie introduced them to the only construction worker in all of Crystal City who was willing to work with them.

“Thanks for coming, everyone. Mel is busy with baby Noah, and Nate’s working on making Jack’s case stick, but I think the rest of us are all here.” Callie gestured to the tall, tan guy in the tool belt. “This is Mason Knowles.”

She went around the semicircle making introductions. “This is my fiancé, Hunter, and that’s Tera, Lia, and you’ve met Polly. She writes the checks.”

He tugged on the brim of his baseball hat. “Good to meet y’all.”

Callie pointed to the rest of the group. “And over here are Trinity, Erica, and Clio.”

Mason’s dark-green eyes followed Callie’s introductions, but his gaze lingered on Clio for a moment, coaxing out the dimple in Clio’s cheek as she smiled. “Great to meet you, Mason.”

He took off his hat and tipped his head. “Pleasure’s all mine, ma’am.”

His deep voice, coated in a southern drawl, had Clio flushed with color. Erica bit her cheek to keep from grinning. Clio probably had the highest IQ of all of them, but she was also the youngest and had become a little sister of sorts to the other muses. Seeing her getting special attention from the new carpenter made Erica like him. He obviously had good taste in women.

Mason put his hat back on and pulled a small, spiral notepad and a pen from his tool belt. “We better get started while the light holds out.”

Callie took the lead, walking him around and showing him her vision for the entryway, the meeting rooms, and the walls. Trinity gave him her take on the acoustics for the theater itself, and Tera nervously showed him where she wanted ballet bars in the warm-up rooms backstage.

Erica smiled at their shy muse. He only had to ask Tera to repeat herself twice.

Polly had her own notebook and followed Mason around, consulting with him after each wish list about cost and timelines for completion.

Lia came over and stood next to Erica. “Are you over here counting down the minutes until Reed gets off work?”

Erica chuckled. “I wasn’t. But now I am.”

“Sorry.” Lia grinned. “I think between Trinity and Tera, Mason’s got the stage and backstage areas handled. I don’t have much to add.”

Erica nodded. “Yeah. I’d just like to talk to him about the wall coverings in the lobby. I’m envisioning song lyrics and quotes from poets and writers overlapping until there’s no bare space showing—plastering the walls in inspiration.”

“I love that idea! And we could cover the bathroom walls with jokes!” Lia’s eye sparkled.

Erica shook her head, barely stifling a giggle. “Leave ’em laughing, right?”

“Exactly.”

Clio wandered over and leaned in close to Erica. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure.”

Lia hurried off to share her bathroom idea with the others, and Erica followed Clio through the inner doors into the theater itself. The hole in the roof treated them to a bright-pink sky as the afternoon drifted into evening.

“Mason seems nice.” Clio glanced back at the door like someone might be listening.

Erica smiled. “Looks like he thinks the same thing about you.”

Clio’s hazel eyes widened behind her glasses. “You think?”

“Definitely.” Erica crossed her arms, her hip sticking out to the side. “You should talk to him.”

“I was hoping you might help me with that.”

Erica smiled. “I’d be happy to.”

Her tone of voice must’ve spooked Clio, as she quickly shook her head. “Not like that. I just want to have something to say. Nothing…erotic.”

Erica laughed. She couldn’t help it. She patted Clio’s arm. “I didn’t think you were going to seduce our carpenter.”

“Oh good.” Clio relaxed. “You’re always so smooth with men. I thought you might give me some pointers.”

“First off, just be yourself. You obviously have his attention, so you don’t need to do anything. A guy you have to change for isn’t a guy who deserves you.” If only she had learned that lesson before Jack had come into her life.

Clio frowned, her eyes going to the doors once more. “But I don’t know what to say to him.”

Erica scanned the theater. “You’re the Muse of History—how about restoring the woodwork around the stage?” She tipped her head back and pointed. “And what about the ceiling?”

“Oh, you’re right!” Clio gasped. “How could they have painted over all that woodwork?” She took Erica’s hands and gripped them tightly. “I’m going to see if I can get Mason back in here.”

Erica smiled as Clio hustled up the aisle. She could practically see the hearts floating over the younger woman’s head. Of all the muses, Clio was definitely the most romantic. Maybe it was all that digging into the past and reading about love stories that had changed history. Whatever caused it, Clio was cut from a different cloth, a world where men still wore armor and fought dragons, all for the love of a woman.

And if Mason hurt her, Erica would kick his ass.


CHAPTER 16


“We can’t keep waiting. The Muse of Tragic Poetry and her husband must not be coming.” Ted reached into the backseat for his mask. The sun had set, leaving them in the colorless wonderland of twilight. Perfect. “Let’s do this.”

Bryce didn’t have to be told twice. He was out, robed, and gloved up in seconds. He put on his mask as Ted popped the trunk. “The fire should destroy the security cameras, but who knows if they’re sending to a remote feed. The masks stay on, understood?”

“Yeah.” Bryce carefully lifted the backpack from the trunk. “I have the fire bombs. You have the chains?”

Ted leaned toward the trunk and hoisted the duffel onto his shoulder. He would’ve made Bryce carry the heavy bag, but Ted had no desire to take charge of the Molotov cocktails.

They left the car parked on the other side of the street and jogged toward the theater. This part of town was less developed and more dilapidated than others. There wasn’t much traffic, especially after dark, and he’d never been more grateful that the muses chose this site for their theater. No one would be watching right now.

After they passed through the fence, Ted pointed to the camera. “You have the paint?”

“I’m on it.” Bryce placed the backpack on the ground and unzipped the front pocket.

“Check around the entire building,” Ted hissed after Bryce spray-painted the lens of the security camera. “I’ll start chaining the doors.”

Once Bryce rounded the corner, Ted tugged a length of chain free and plucked a Master Lock from the bottom of the bag. He didn’t bring the keys; it would be too tempting. Once he clicked it into place, there’d be no turning back. If he had keys, he’d never be able to endure Trinity’s screams.

Slowly, he threaded the links through the door handles, careful to keep quiet. He hooked the lock through the links and snapped it closed. The sound was final. Ted swallowed a lump in his throat. He’d always left the dirty work to the enforcers for the Order.

But this felt very dirty.

Bryce came around the corner. “Everything okay?”

Ted shook his head. “I need some water. Finish with the doors. Don’t forget to keep the last one open to toss in the final cocktail. Once the fire is roaring, then you lock it up, too.”

“Okay, Boss.” Bryce went to the doors as if he were locking up a bike on a rack instead of seven women in a building that would soon be an inferno.

Ted wandered into the shadows and lost his lunch, heaving until his sides ached. He wiped his mouth and stared at the theater. There was no going back now.
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Erica sat in one of the few working seats of the theater, watching Trin and Lia up on the stage with Mason. Polly was seated in front of her, tallying up figures.

Erica leaned forward, her elbows on the back of the chair. “How’s it looking?”

“It’s going to take longer than we planned before we start bringing in money, so I may need to pull more from the trust fund than I anticipated.” Polly glanced back at Erica and smiled. “But the money isn’t inspiring anyone while it’s locked in a bank, right?”

Erica nodded. “True.” She pointed toward the wings, where Clio was trying to pretend she was reading instead of watching Mason measure the track for the stage curtains. “Our girl has eyes for the carpenter.”

Polly chuckled. “She’s a hopeless romantic.” She sobered. “But if Nia’s death taught us anything, it’s that even though we’re working on something important, we still need to live every single day. Tomorrow’s not guaranteed.”

“That’s for sure.”

Polly turned in her chair to face Erica. “Speaking of, your Guardian seems like a great guy.”

“Yeah, he is.” Erica smiled. “I got really lucky.”

Polly patted Erica’s hand. “Happy is a good look for you.”

Erica opened her mouth to respond when something crashed. She spun around. “Did you hear that? I think it came from the lobby.”

Before Erica could get up to check it out, something came flying in through the hole in the roof. When it hit the ground, glass shattered, the stage burst into bright-orange flames.

Erica dropped to her knees when another fire ignited. Her heart hammered as fire rained down from the edges of the hole in the roof like they were in a war zone. She dialed 911 on her phone, coughing as the smoke billowed. Screams came from everywhere. She squinted to see through the heat waves and the smoke. Trinity was running down the side steps of the stage, pulling Lia behind her.

Polly was still in her chair. Dammit. Erica crawled back. But when she reached her, Polly wasn’t responding. Erica couldn’t find any injuries, though.

She slapped Polly’s cheek gently. “Polly! We need to get out. Polly, wake up!”

The Muse of Harmony and Hymns finally blinked her eyes open and sucked in a lungful of smoke. Erica helped her out of her chair, hauling her back toward the aisle. “We’re getting out of here. Now.”

Polly nodded, stumbling beside her.

The fire was eating up the stage curtains, the heat almost unbearable. What had Reed said? Stay low.

Erica bent over, getting as close to the ground as she could. When they reached Trinity and Lia, Erica turned around. The stage was completely engulfed in flames, the fire roaring like a hungry beast.

Erica shouted. “Where are Tera and Clio?”

“They were on the other side of the stage.” Trin coughed and shook her head. “Maybe they’re already out.”

Erica nodded, praying her roommate was right. They ran for the doors to the lobby. Erica placed her hand on the door. It was warm but not too hot to the touch. Regardless, the only way out was through those doors, so hot or not, she was going.

She opened the door, and another wave of heat washed over her.

Polly screamed, her legs giving out. Erica called to Trinity. “Get out of here! I’ll help Polly!”

Suddenly, Hunter burst through the inner door from the lobby. “Trucks are on the way. Come on.”

He picked Polly up and carried her to the only door to the outside that wasn’t blocked by a wall of fire. He kicked the door, but it only opened a fraction of an inch. Both of them fell to the ground.

Callie came toward them with Tera in tow. “I can’t find Clio.”

Hunter got up and threw his shoulder into the door like a battering ram. “Shit!” He turned to face them. “Someone locked the door. I’m going to have to try one of the others.”

Callie frowned. “The fire’s too hot at the other doors.”

Sweat rolled down his face. “We can’t stay here. We need another exit. Now.”

Callie nodded. “Be careful.”

“I will.” Hunter squeezed her hand and disappeared into the smoke.

Thank the gods they hadn’t gotten the roof fixed yet or they’d probably be dead. Reed had explained to her about heat rising. The gaping hole in the roof was the only thing keeping them from being cooked.

Polly got to her feet and gripped Erica’s hand. “We have to find Clio.”

Erica followed Polly back through the inner doors into the theater. The stage was barely recognizable, gobbled up by flames. They moved farther down the aisle, the smoke getting thicker.

“Erica!”

She turned and through the fire licking at the seats, Mason was cradling Clio in his arms along the other aisle. “She’s injured!”

Erica turned to Polly. “I’m going to help them. Can you get back to the lobby on your own?”

“Yeah. Help Clio.”

Erica kept the bottom of her shirt over her nose and mouth. Her chest burned from smoke and lack of oxygen, but she pushed through the inner doors. She made her way through the lobby to get the other theater doors opened so Mason could get past her. Clio’s head lolled to the side, and one of the pant legs of her jeans was soaked in blood.

“What happened?

“The metal track for the curtains fell. I think her leg is broken.” Mason looked at the doors. “Why are you still inside?”

Erica shouted over the cracking of the fire. “The doors are locked from outside.”

Mason clenched his jaw, carrying Clio toward the exit. He laid her down and slid his hammer from his tool belt. “Maybe I can break it down.”

Sirens blared in the distance, giving Erica more hope than breaking down the metal door did.

“Callie!”

They all turned at the sound of Hunter’s voice, but before he made it to them, part of the roof collapsed.


CHAPTER 17


The alarm sounded inside Reed’s station—a structure fire. He ran for the engine, tugging on his gear as he went. Captain Mitchell called out the address from the front of the engine, and Reed frowned. “That’s not on base.”

“Yeah, we’re backing up the city on this one. It’s some theater, and there are people trapped inside.”

The mention of a theater sent a chill down his back. “Which theater?”

“I don’t know. It was under construction.”

Fuck.

“Drive faster!” Reed yelled to the engineer.

“We’ll be there in a minute, McIntosh.”

His mind raced. Jack was behind bars. The fires should be over. He rubbed a shaky hand down his face. “Erica was in that building, and a minute might not be soon enough.”

By the time they arrived at the scene, the city trucks were already there. Reed jumped off the truck, attaching his oxygen line as he gripped his ax and headed for the building.

One of the city firefighters grabbed his arm. “We’ve got this. We need your water right now. We’re in the process of getting the doors opened.”

Reed frowned. “They were locked?”

“Chained shut from outside.”

Suddenly, part of one of the front doors ripped open. A man, his face covered in soot, gasped for air. “We’ve got some injured people trapped inside.”

Reed jerked his arm free from the other firefighter’s grip and rushed to the door. “Get back!”

He swung his ax down into the chains. The first strike didn’t do anything, but the second one snapped the chain. He tugged it off and pulled the door open.

The guy who broke through was carrying Clio out of the theater while Reed tugged the other door open. The fire was crankin’ hot, roaring at the rush of oxygen. A line came forward and shot water into the inferno.

Reed’s heart pounded in his ears as Lia and Trin hobbled out. He caught Trinity’s arm. “Where’s Erica?”

“She went back into the theater for Polly.” Trin coughed, tears streaking through the soot on her face. “The roof fell. I lost her.”

“I’ll find her.” He followed the path of the water into the smoldering beams, sucking more oxygen than he should have. This was too close, too personal.

But they’d have to chain him to a tree to keep him out.

He’d only been in the building once, and it hadn’t been on fire. A RIT team from the city brushed past him to move deeper into the lobby, where they found two more women. Callie and the tall one. The dancer. He couldn’t think of her name.

The door to the main theater was crooked, damaged by the collapsing roof. He swung his ax, putting the heated hinges out of their misery. The door crashed to the floor, and another wave of heat threatened to force him back.

He dropped to his knees, crawling deeper into the demon’s belly. He spotted Erica and Polly. Thank god. He scrambled toward Erica. She was on her side on the floor, drenched in sweat. He tried to pull her free, and her eyes opened.

“Reed,” she shouted. “I’m stuck!”

Her legs were visible. Then he saw the smoking beam pinning her wrist. “I’m getting you out of here.”

She nodded, and he moved forward to lift the beam. On the other side was Polly. Erica was still holding her hand as blood ran from a cut on Polly’s head. The beam must’ve hit her when it fell.

He couldn’t check for a pulse with his gloves on, though, so he had to get them both out first.

Something exploded on the stage, the flames billowing out into the audience. He lay flat, letting it pass before he lifted his head. He stared at the beam, wanting it thrown clear into the center of the seats.

The wood groaned and suddenly went airborne without anyone touching it.

He didn’t have time to admire his Guardian ability. He helped Erica up. “Can you walk?”

“I think so.” She coughed, covering her nose and mouth with her shirt.

He bent down and lifted Polly onto his shoulder. She wasn’t moving. Not a good sign. He grabbed Erica around the waist with his other arm. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The closer they got to the lobby area, the more treacherous the footing was. The lines were pumping in gallons of water, making the ground wet and slippery. He tightened his hold around Erica’s waist. She was cradling one of her arms. Her wrist was probably broken, but she was alive. That was all that mattered.

Once they were out of the building, he went directly to the paramedics. “We need assistance over here.”

The guy working on Lia and Trinity came over, his expression all business. He went to Erica first, while Reed lowered Polly onto the gurney in the van. She was still unconscious when the EMT took over.

Reed turned to Erica. “Her wrist might be broken. It was pinned under debris.”

“I can see that. Got second-degree burns here, too.”

“Reed!”

He turned around as Callie nearly crashed into him. Tears were streaming down her face. “Hunter’s still inside. You have to save him. They won’t let me back in. He was trying to open the doors on the other side of the lobby.”

Another dose of adrenaline filled Reed’s veins. He nodded and turned to Erica. “I’ll be right back.”

He started for the building again, but someone caught his jacket. Erica looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “You get your ass back here safe, understand me?”

“I’ll be all right.” He ran a gloved finger down her cheek. “Get bandaged up. I’ll be back with Hunter in a minute.”

He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt as he rushed for the building. If Hunter was still trapped inside, Reed’s chances of finding him alive were slimmer with every passing second.

Pushing past the fire crew, he shouted, “We’ve got one more unaccounted for.”

Two of the city crew followed him in, the third radioing back to their chief. Reed narrowed his eyes, struggling to see through the smoke.

Where the hell are you, Hunt? Come on, bro. I promised Callie I’d bring you back to her.

He pushed farther into the lobby. He crawled over the smoking timbers from the fallen roof toward the far side of the lobby. And then he saw him.

Hunter had been trained for battle, not for fire, but his instinct to take cover had probably saved his life. Only his boots stuck out from where he was wedged between two metal file cabinets. One was leaning on the other with Hunter nestled in the small space between them.

Reed rushed to his side. “Hunter!”

He was coughing. A good sign.

“Are you injured?” Reed looked back at the other two guys. “He’s alive!”

“Callie,” Hunter groaned.

“She’s safe. She’s outside waiting for you.” Reed lifted one of the file cabinets and reached in to pull Hunter to his feet. The other two firefighters came up to help him walk. Reed started to follow when a hissing sound made him turn around.

Fuck.

He faced forward and shouted, “Gas line!” Reed ran, grabbing Hunter and the other guys as they raced for the door. Diving, Reed knocked them all to the ground as the explosion ripped through the lobby, a fireball shooting right past them.

Searing pain pierced through Reed’s back. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move his legs, either.

Someone dragged him forward, and the paramedic who was working on Erica ran over. He took off Reed’s gear and yelled to his partner. They quickly got an oxygen mask on him, but he still couldn’t breathe, couldn’t keep the air inside.

Yet, he could hear. He had a punctured lung and was losing blood.

While the others rushed around him, he searched for Erica. And there she was. She cupped his face, worry plain in her eyes, but he didn’t want her to be scared.

He’d been here before.

Erica’s voice wobbled. “Reed, please. Stay with me. Please don’t leave me.”

She was safe. He managed to squeeze her hand, trying to memorize every curve of her beautiful face.

Using what little air he had left, he whispered, “I love you.” He winced. “Should’ve told you sooner.”

She sniffled, wiping her nose. “Don’t you dare tell me you love me and then leave me behind.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

He shook his head. “You gave my life—” he gasped for air “—meaning. I’m not afraid.”

“Gods, no! Reed, I need you.” She leaned in close, her eyes searching his. “I love you, too. I want a life with you. You have to fight.”

Callie helped Hunter over, and Reed smiled at his best friend. “Watch Erica for me.”

Hunter’s eyes were red. Whether from smoke or tears, it didn’t matter. He took Reed’s other hand. “I didn’t let you go on the beach; I’m not letting you go now.”
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The paramedic moved in, pushing something into the IV. Erica wiped her eyes. “He’ll be all right?”

“We’re doing all we can. He’s not stable enough to travel yet.”

Reed coughed, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. Erica’s chest seized as if a knife had been plunged into her heart. She kissed his forehead. “You’ve got to hang on, Reed.”

For a moment, his eyes cleared as he stared up at her. His lips curved slightly. “I love you, Erica.”

Air passed from his mouth, but his chest didn’t rise again. His gaze was empty. Reed was gone.

She grabbed his shirt, shaking him. “Reed? Reed! Gods, no. Reed!” She snatched the paramedic’s arm, her nails digging into his skin. “Bring him back. Please. I can’t lose him!”

Callie wrapped her arms around her, easing her away, but Erica clawed her way back to Reed. “I’m not leaving him!”

Her muse sisters circled her, and Lia approached the paramedic, a single tear rolling down her cheek. She looked at the name stitched his shirt. “It’s Cooper, right? You have paddles. Give them one more charge. Please.”

He met her eyes for a second and ran for the van. He came back and readied the paddles. “Clear!”

Reed’s body jumped from the gurney. Nothing.

“One more time. Clear!” He shocked him once more.

Nothing.

He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m calling it.”

“No!” Erica shouted to the sky. “This isn’t how this story ends. Please don’t leave me, Reed.”

The paramedic reached in to remove the sensor stickers from Reed’s chest and froze. The medic’s head fell forward, and his forearms tensed, trembling.

Lia came closer, frowning. “Are you all right?”

He didn’t answer, the tremors moving to his shoulders, until his entire upper body seized.

Lia grabbed his shoulder. “Cooper?” She looked up. “I think he’s having a seizure.”

Erica barely registered Lia’s words, but she could have sworn Reed’s lips moved. “Reed?

Time slowed, and suddenly, he sucked in a breath.

A happy sob escaped her throat.

But as it did, the paramedic collapsed, his partner racing over to help him up.

Reed blinked and looked up at her. The world could have ended in that moment, and Erica wouldn’t have noticed.

“What happened?” he whispered.

“We had unfinished business.”

He smiled and winced. “I got hit by a truck.”

“Or a projectile from the explosion.”

He squeezed her hand. “Was I delirious, or did you tell me you loved me?”

“Yes, I did. I love you.” She choked on her tears. “With all my heart, Reed McIntosh.”


CHAPTER 18


“Erica?” Callie came into Reed’s hospital room, her voice hushed.

Erica’s breath caught as she got up from her chair. “How’s Polly?”

Callie swallowed, shaking her head. “She’s still in a coma.” She pressed her lips together, fighting back tears. “You should come see her.”

Erica’s stomach twisted as she followed Callie into the hallway. “What’s the doctor saying?”

Callie met her eyes. “The swelling in her brain isn’t improving.” She paused a moment, and tears welled in her eyes. “They’ve done all they can.”

Polly didn’t have any next of kin still living, but Callie had found her living will in a fire-safe box in her apartment. Although Polly hadn’t talked about it with them, the documents gave Callie medical power of attorney.

They took the elevator down to the ICU and came around the corner into Polly’s room just as her doctor was jotting down a note in her chart. The room was crowded, a testament to how much Polly had meant to all her muse sisters.

His gaze wandered around the room, his tone grave. “I wish I had better news,” he said to them.

Erica came closer, her muse sisters stepped back from the bed, giving Erica some space. She took Polly’s hand as her vision blurred. Polly’s face was swollen, the cut on her forehead was bandaged, and she appeared to be sleeping. Behind her, monitors were beeping and a ventilator was pumping air into her lungs.

“She’s not going to wake up?” Erica forced the words from her throat.

“We’ve administered tests, but there’s no brain activity,” The doctor answered with a slow shake of his head. “I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

A tear rolled down Erica’s cheek as she glanced over at Callie. “We’re just supposed to give up?”

Callie came over and squeezed Erica’s shoulder, her voice shaky. “She’s already gone. The machines are keeping her body alive, but Polly’s not here. Not anymore.”

A sob escaped Erica’s lips as she squeezed Polly’s hand. “If I’d gotten there a few seconds earlier…”

Trin wiped her eyes and came up beside Erica. “None of this is your fault.”

Erica let go of Polly’s hand, her own trembling. “Maybe the doctors are wrong. If anyone is strong enough to fight for a miracle, it’s Polly. We can’t just unplug the machines.”

“This—” Callie gestured to the machines “—isn’t what Polly wanted.” She tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. “Gods, this hurts.” She pulled in a breath. “Polly left specific instructions that she wanted to be an organ donor and didn’t want to be hooked up to machines to prolong her life.”

Callie looked back at Erica, regret and pain lining her friend’s eyes as she whispered, “We have to let her go.”

Erica wrapped her arms around Callie, surrendering to the grief. Polly had chosen the right muse to carry out her wishes. Callie would see this through regardless of the anguish. She would honor their fallen sister.

And somehow, Erica would, too.

One by one, the others surrounded them, embracing until their shared pain gradually grew into strength. When the doctors turned off the equipment, they each whispered words of love and encouragement to their friend.

“I love you, Polly.” Erica pressed a kiss to Polly’s forehead. “You inspired us all, and always will.”
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Erica sat in the chair by the hospital window, watching Reed’s chest rise and fall. What a gift. After the past few days, she’d never take breathing for granted again. It had been almost a week since they had lost Polly, and life had never seemed more precious.

Lia poked her head in the door. “Hey there.”

“Hi. Come on in.” Erica waved her over. “He’s still sleeping.”

Lia entered, carrying two cups of coffee and a bag of donuts. The woman was a goddess.

She took the other chair and opened the bag. “Thought you might be hungry.”

Erica plucked a chocolate cream-filled donut from the bag and took a sip of the coffee. “Thanks.”

“So how’s he doing?” Lia asked.

Erica smiled. “They expect a full recovery.”

“That’s amazing! I’m so glad to hear that.”

“It is.” Erica nodded, then lowered her voice. “How’s the paramedic?”

“Cooper? He’s going to be okay, too.” Lia’s face flushed.

Erica raised a brow. “You like this guy.”

“Yeah.” Lia nodded slowly. “He saved most of us. What’s not to like?”

They sipped their coffees, neither of them venturing down that road. Most said it all. Erica was too emotionally drained to allow herself to think about Polly. The pain was still too raw. She didn’t have any more tears left.

“Is Cooper talking yet?” Erica asked. “Does he know what happened? Did he get electrocuted from shocking Reed? Or was it a seizure or something?”

“He doesn’t know what happened,” Lia told her. “He said he remembers Reed having no pulse, and then he woke up in the hospital bed.”

“Does he know he saved Reed’s life?”

Lia took another sip of her coffee. “Erica, he brought him back to life. Reed was…gone.”

“I know.” Erica blinked back a sudden wave of tears. “I guess it doesn’t matter how he managed it. I’m just grateful that he did.”

“Yeah. We all witnessed some kind of miracle.”

Erica pointed to Lia’s forehead. “Hey, didn’t you have a cut on your head?”

“I did.” She reached up to touch the spot. It was red, maybe a little bruised, but otherwise, healed. “Cooper was working on it when Reed brought you and Polly out of the building.”

“It doesn’t look like he stitched it.”

“No.” Lia paused. “Come to think of it, when I got to the ambulance, he mentioned stitches, but…” She frowned. “He started cleaning the wound and sort of zoned out for a moment.”

“Was it like what happened when he was helping Reed?”

“No. I didn’t even notice it, really, but now…” Her gaze locked on Erica’s. “If we exist with the Greek muses in our souls, it’s not a far leap to think ‘others’ might be out there, too, right?”

“What do you mean, ‘others’? Like werewolves and vampires?”

“No,” Lia said, shaking her head. “I mean… Never mind. The wound probably wasn’t as bad as it looked, that’s all.” She took a bite of her donut and washed it down with some coffee. “Did you meet Reed’s family?”

“Briefly. His mom and sister came in, but they wanted to be alone with him. When I came back, they were gone. His sister sent me a text saying that she’s bringing his niece to visit once he’s got some energy back,” Erica said. “Can you tell Callie I can’t make the meeting? I’m not ready to leave Reed’s side yet.”

“We all figured.” Lia’s tone softened. “You’re going to the…”

“Yeah.” Erica interrupted before Lia could say the word. “I’ll be there for Polly.”

Lia cleared her throat. “Good.” She stood up. “I’m going to check in with Cooper on my way out. Call me if you need anything.”

Erica nodded. “Thanks, Lia.”

When the door closed, Reed’s eyes fluttered open. Erica got up and moved to his bedside. He gave her a drowsy smile. “How long have I been out?”

“A few hours. How are you feeling?”

“Alive.” His gaze wandered over her face. “My mom came by. Did you get to meet her?”

She nodded. “I met them earlier. They seemed nice.”

“My mom and sister had lots of questions about you. They’re a little leery after Lila, but they’ll come around.”

“We have plenty of time for them to learn that I’m not like Lila.” She kissed his forehead.

He grinned. “I like the sound of that.” His eyelids drooped, but he blinked them back open. “Did we get everyone out? Everyone’s all right?”

Erica pressed her lips together. She’d been dreading this question. She wasn’t sure she could say the words out loud. Her voice became a scratchy whisper. “Polly never woke up.” He squeezed her hand, and she forced herself to go on. “They got her breathing again, but she had bleeding in her brain from the head trauma.” Her voice broke. “We lost her.”

His thumb caressed her knuckles. “I’m sorry.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Me too.”

With his free hand, he pressed the button on the side of the bed, bringing it up to a sitting position. “How did the fire start?”

“Just like the others.”

Reed’s brow furrowed. “But that doesn’t make sense. Jack’s still in jail, right?”

She nodded. “But the Order didn’t know that.” She glanced at their joined hands. “There were two guys in Kronos masks on the security footage. They were chaining the doors and disabling the cameras. Nate thinks they wanted my ex to take the fall for the fire.”

“Did they find any evidence at the theater yet?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not any that we can give to the police. Callie has the security camera feeds going to her computer at home. She hasn’t turned it over.”

“Callie doesn’t want Nate to give it to the police?”

“If the police start widening their investigation, the Order of the Titans could lead them right to…”

“The Theater of the Muses. Callie’s afraid it’ll come out that she’s a living, breathing Greek muse.”

“Right.” She squeezed his hand. “You’re pretty sharp for a guy with a new hole in his lung.”

He chuckled and winced. “I’m a fast healer.”

“You are.” Erica glanced at the computer screen by his head. “No one can figure out how your artery fused itself shut.”

He frowned. “That’s impossible.”

“Right?” She shook her head. “The shrapnel that pierced your lung also severed an artery, but by the time they got you to the hospital, you only needed to be treated for a punctured lung.”

He lifted her hand to his lips. “How soon can I go home?”

“Couple more days.”

He smiled. “Will you be there?”

“Do you want me there?”

He laid her hand over his heart. “When I told you I loved you and you give my life meaning, I meant it. I want my home to be where you are.”

“Are you asking me to move in with you?”

“I think so.”

She grinned. “I won’t be able to keep my hands to myself.”

“Thank god.”

She laughed, bending to kiss his lips. “I love you.”
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Ted closed the news feed on his computer. Shit. The arsonist had been charged today, but according to the report, he had been in custody since Monday. He couldn’t have started the blaze at the theater like Ted had told Mikolas he had.

Ted rubbed his forehead. It didn’t matter. He and Bryce had been careful. They had worn gloves and masks, and once the blaze was in full force, they’d left the scene before the fire department had arrived.

There was no trail leading to him, Belkin Oil, or the Order.

The phone on his desk rang. He gasped, startled. God, he needed to calm down.

“Yeah, Marion.”

“Sir, Mr. Leandros wants to see you in his office. He said it’s urgent.”

Fuck.

“Be right there.”

He hung up and stared at his desk, collecting himself. There was no evidence that he was involved in the fire. Nothing the Greek could tie to him. Ted could lie his way through this.

Taking a deep breath, he got up and walked out of his office, toward the elevator. When he stepped out, the entire floor was empty. Every desk and cubicle. He frowned, heading for his father’s old office.

Mikolas’s secretary was gone, too. Ted’s heart stuttered. This couldn’t be good. He knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

Ted entered the room and froze. Bryce was tied to a chair, with duct tape covering his mouth and blood trickling from his nose.

Mikolas approached him, stalking silently like a jungle cat. “I thought I made myself clear about not killing any more women.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

The Greek rushed him like a bull and pinned him against the wall. “Bullshit.” He pressed his forearm against Ted’s windpipe. “You trapped them all in a building and set it on fire.”

“No,” Ted squeaked.

Mikolas threw him across the room. Ted hit the desk, pain igniting through his hip before he fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air. Mikolas came at him again as Ted crawled away, searching for any way out.

The Greek knelt down. “Imagine my surprise tonight when I saw the news about the arsonist being charged with three fires, not four. And then the realization that he couldn’t have set fire to the theater because he was already behind bars.” He pointed to Bryce. “Your ‘enforcer’ here told me you wanted to make this look like the arsonist did it. You wanted me to believe the muses were wiped out by another man.”

Ted shook his head, clinging to the lie. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your plan could lead the police right to us. One of them died in that fire. That’s murder, Ted. The doors were chained. They know it wasn’t an accident. The police aren’t going to let this go.”

He shoved Ted and finally backed off. “Idiot! This is why I told you to keep me in the loop. You and your sidekick have lost sight of the mission. Avenging your father’s death isn’t going to bring him back.”

Mikolas stood up and walked away.

Ted narrowed his eyes. “Fuck you.”

Mikolas pivoted, facing him. “Really?” He shook his head and scoffed. “You’ve just fucked our entire operation because you won’t face the fact that your father is only dead because he never should have tried to kill the muses in the first place.”

“You smug, entitled prick.” Ted scrambled to his feet. “My father has gotten the Order closer than they’ve ever been to freeing the Titans.”

“Close won’t get it done, Ted.” He stalked forward, and Ted backed up until the desk hit him in the ass. Mikolas jabbed his finger in Ted’s face, forcing him to lean back even farther. “The only reason you’re breathing right now is because I can’t risk the stocks plummeting with the death of another Belkin. But let me make one thing painfully clear. You’re out of the Order. Done.”

Ted’s eyes widened. “You can’t—”

“It’s already done. The Order has been informed and your masks and robes have been collected. They will be incinerated at the next meeting.”

Ted shook his head. “I’m the reason we even know who the muses are. I dated one of them, and she told me everything. You need me.”

“I don’t need anyone.” A muscle jumped in the Greek’s cheek. “Now get the hell out of my office.”

Ted glanced at Bryce. “What about him?”

“Get out!” Mikolas shouted.

Ted stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

Mikolas Leandros was going to regret this.


CHAPTER 19


Reed was coming home tomorrow. Erica tried to hang on to that happy thought as she and Trin parked at the cemetery. They got out and made their way toward the others in the distance.

Polly was the only child of the Clearwaters. When her parents were killed in a plane crash, she became the last in a long line of old money. As such, they found out Polly had made Callie the executor of her will and their LLC was the sole beneficiary of her trust fund. Erica and her sisters were humbled by Polly’s commitment to the project and to them.

When Erica first ran in to Polly, they were both on the street corner, staring at the For Sale sign in front of the dilapidated theater. Polly had been the first person to mention the Greek muses to Erica and hint that they might be real inside her. She gave Erica hope that she wasn’t losing her mind.

And now, every step hammered the reality home. Polly was gone. Forever. Erica’s heart hurt.

If she had caught Polly’s hand a half minute earlier, maybe the beam from the falling roof would’ve missed her. Reed warned her against the what-ifs, but she couldn’t help it. Polly was gone.

A big part of her still couldn’t reconcile it, but the coffin in front of her made it impossible to deny.

It was covered in forget-me-nots, Polly’s favorite flower. No distant relatives or childhood friends made an appearance. Maybe she didn’t have any. But Erica and her muse sisters stood for her. They’d already started making plans to make certain Polly and Nia weren’t forgotten.

Outside of the Clearwater mausoleum, they circled Polly’s casket and held hands. Trinity fought back tears as she sang “Amazing Grace” to their fallen Muse of Hymns. When her voice was strangled by a sob, Erica joined in, then Lia, and by the last verse, they were all singing:

When we’ve been there ten thousand years,

Bright shining as the sun,

We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise,

Than when we first begun.

When they finished, Erica wiped the tears from her cheeks and looked around the circle. “I was with Polly at the end, and her devotion to our calling and to each of us never wavered. When the fire started, she didn’t worry about her own safety. She wanted me to help Clio.”

She reached out and placed her hand on the cold wood of the casket. “I’m better for knowing you, Polly. Thank you for everything. We’re going to see this through, and we’re going to inspire new generations. We all agreed, too, that we’re going to cover the ceiling of the theater in the lyrics of the hymns you loved. So when people come in and look up, they’ll have songs to send to the heavens.”

Erica stepped back as silence settled over the group.

Tera laid her hands on the casket next. Her timid words wobbled with emotion. “I was terrified when I moved here, and you were the first person who took me in and made me feel like my voice mattered. I’m heartsick, and I miss you already. I hope you’re up there singing your hymns.” She wiped her eyes. “Sing loud enough for me to hear your voice in my dreams.”

The cemetery director said a few words of comfort after that, but Erica barely registered them. Losing Polly, seeing the pain on the faces of her sisters, set something off inside her. Erica’s sobs gave way to anger. Rage smoldered in her gut and her hands balled into tight fists at her sides.

Even if she had gotten there soon enough to save Polly, the fire never should have happened. The Order of the Titans had chained the doors, lit Molotov cocktails, and run away, leaving them trapped to die painful deaths.

Fuck that.

As they walked back to their cars after the service, she pulled Callie aside. “I need to talk to you and Mel. Alone.”
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Back at Callie’s house, Mel bounced baby Noah on her knee, a deep frown creasing her cheeks. Melanie was the Muse of Tragic Poetry, and while finding her Guardian had given her a new family, it hadn’t changed her penchant toward gloom and doom.

Erica knew better than most that Mel couldn’t help it. Each of their muses inspired parts of them that they couldn’t shut off.

“This is dangerous, Erica.” Mel glanced at Callie and back to Erica. “Nate and Hunter can handle the Order. And now we’ve got Reed, too.”

Erica shook her head. “It’s not enough.” She got up. “Polly and Nia are dead. Those bastards locked us in that building and set it on fire. I’m through waiting to see what they’ll come up with next. If we get the police involved, they’ll have to lie low.”

Callie propped her head on her elbow. “How do we explain why they’re targeting us?”

“We paint the Order as a cult,” Erica said as she paced. “They wear robes and masks. We’re just a group of women trying to build a theater. We have jobs, and we don’t hide. If someone calls us muses, we can laugh it off.” She turned toward them. “At least think about it? Even if we just give the police the picture of the man in the Kronos mask from your security camera the night of the fire, it’ll be enough. For once, we can drive this train and the Order can be forced to react. Maybe they’ll crawl back under whatever rock they’ve been hiding under.”

Callie looked at Mel. “She has a point.”

Mel put little Noah in his car seat and straightened up. “I’ll talk to Nate, and we can see what he thinks. But this is bigger than just us now. I have to think about Maggie and Noah, too. I won’t put them in danger.”

“Just talk to him. If Nate says it’s a bad idea, we’ll come up with something else. But I’ll be damned if these Titan-worshipping assholes are ever going to hurt anyone I care about again. I’m through playing defense.”

There was a spark in Callie’s gaze as she stood up. The Muse of Epic Poetry wouldn’t back down from a fight. Mel looked less than convinced, but with any luck, Nate would be on board.

It was worth a shot.
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By the time Erica got back to Reed’s apartment, exhaustion had taken its hold. She was wasted emotionally, and all the weeping at the cemetery made her want to curl up in a ball and sleep forever. At least Reed would be home tomorrow. She ached to be back in his arms.

Her phone buzzed. She pulled it out of her pocket and read the text from Reed.

Are you home?

She smiled and fired off a reply.

Yes. Can’t wait until you’re here, too.

Another buzz.

Then open the door.

She hurried to the door. When she opened it, tears welled in her eyes. Reed and Hunter were standing there, grinning at her.

“You got out of the hospital early!” She started to rush toward him but then stopped herself. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Reed held out his arms. “I’m not fragile. Just don’t squeeze too tight.”

She grinned, sliding her hands around his waist. She nuzzled into his neck, taking in his scent. “Best surprise ever.” She stepped back. “I guess I should let you in.”

Hunter stayed by the door as Reed came inside.

“I’m going to head home.” Hunter straightened up. “I hear there’s talk of a revolution coming.”

Reed sat on the couch and grinned at his best friend. “I thought you retired from war.”

“This is different. It’s personal.” Hunter looked at Erica. “And for what it’s worth, I’m a fan of your plan.” He winked. “See you two later.”

Once the door was closed, she caressed Reed’s rough cheek. He smiled. “Sorry about the sandpaper. Didn’t shave at the hospital.”

She shook her head. “You’re alive and you’re home. That’s all I care about.”

He leaned in and kissed her so tenderly her heart nearly exploded. Resting his forehead against hers, he whispered, “So what’s this I hear about my muse inspiring a war?”

She grinned. “Someone tries to steal my Guardian from me and they’re going to pay. I’m not going to sit around waiting to be a victim anymore.”

“Damn you’re sexy when you’re pissed.” His lips caressed hers.

She hummed against his mouth. “I’ll remind you of that when we have our first fight.”

“First fight? Will that be followed by make-up sex?” he asked with a smirk.

She ran her fingers back through his hair. “Oh, there’s all kinds of sex to come for us…”

His teeth grazed her lower lip. “True. Maybe if we’re careful, we could try home-from-the-hospital sex.”

“You sure you’re up for that?” He caught her wrist and pressed her hand to the crotch of his suddenly very tight jeans. She eyed the bulge, laughing as she kissed him again. “I can be gentle.”

He stood up and offered her his hand. She took it and squeaked when he pulled her up into his arms.

His dark eyes sparkled. “Come on, you didn’t fall for that frail, just-got-home-from-the-hospital bit, did you?”

She searched his eyes. “You’re full of surprises.”

He kissed her and whispered, “Told you I’m a fast healer.”

She led him to the bedroom and carefully lifted his shirt over his head. His torso was still bruised, but she needed to see the wound that had nearly stolen him from her. As she moved, he took her hand. “Don’t ruin the moment with worry. I’m all right. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her pulse raced. She stared up into his eyes. “I’ve never been so scared. I thought I lost you.”

The corner of his mouth tugged into a crooked smile. “Tonight’s definitely not about being afraid.” He ran a rough finger along the edge of her jaw. “We’re alive, baby. So let’s live.”

She pulled her shirt off, and he unhooked her bra. His hot mouth trailed kisses down her neck, and she got his pants down in record time. He laid her back on the bed and coaxed her knees up, pressing warm kisses to the inside of them, while his gaze wandered over her entire body.

He shook his head slowly. “I have never been happier to be home.”

She crooked her finger. “I need you.”

He lowered himself over her, his lips fusing to hers as every inch of him filled her. He lifted his head, eyes locked on hers. “I love you, Erica.”

“I love you, too.”

His smile warmed her all over as he bent to kiss her again.

So this was love. It wasn’t possessive or something to be caged. It was alive, changing, growing, and gods, it felt amazing.

His thrusts pounded into her until she ached for release. He ran his hand down her side and slid it between them, teasing her as he growled against her lips. “Come with me, baby.”

She surrendered, her entire body trembling, overwhelmed with pleasure, as he exploded deep inside her. Reed collapsed on her chest. She ran her fingers through his hair, enjoying every aftershock.

Finally, he lifted his head. “I meant for that to last longer.”

She grinned. “You can make it up to me later.”

“Damn. Are you sure I’m not in heaven?”

She rolled her eyes, laughing.

He slid free of her body and carefully lay on his back. She propped her head on her elbow. “Still sore?”

“A little.” He reached up to run a finger down her cheek and froze. “Oh no. I forgot a condom.”

Erica blinked. “Shit. I wasn’t expecting you home until tomorrow. I wasn’t using anything, either.”

Before she could obsess over the calendar and try to figure out where she was in her cycle, Reed pulled her down to kiss him. When he met her eyes, there wasn’t a trace of concern or worry. “We’ve never talked about a future, but I know I want you in it.”

“I want that, too.”

“Good.” His eyes sparkled. “Then it’s decided. Whatever happens, we’ll face it together, okay?”

Erica nodded. “And we’ll be more careful. I don’t ever want you to be trapped into something you don’t want because of a pregnancy. You’ve been down that road.”

“Hold up.” He sobered. “If the planets aligned and my welcome-home sex got you pregnant, I wouldn’t be trapped, Erica.” His eyes searched hers. “I’d be happy.”

“You would?” She ran a hand up his battered chest.

He covered her hand with his. “That fire made everything clear for me. You’re my muse, my love, my joy.” He shook his head, chuckling. “And you’re the one who is good with words. I’m trying to say that I want to spend my life with you, and if I was lucky enough to someday be the father of your children… Damn.” He smiled. “I’d be happier than I ever deserved.”


CHAPTER 20


Reed kept watching the clock. It was his first shift back after six weeks off, and the time away from Erica had seemed like forever. It didn’t help that they’d had no calls. He’d gone out on inspections and worked out a little, but his lung still ached when he sprinted, so no racing Ethan.

When he’d finally clocked out, he already had his gear ready. He went out the station door and grinned when Erica lowered her window and called out, “Hey, good lookin’. Need a ride?”

“Oh, you have no idea how bad I need one.”

He winked, and her head fell back as she laughed. His heart swelled. Damn, he loved that sound. He dropped his duffel bag in the backseat and got in. He pulled her in for a kiss, his tongue parting her lips, aching to taste her.

He groaned as he forced himself back. “We better go before I take you right here.”

She chuckled, running her hand up his thigh. “I have something planned first.”

He raised a questioning brow.

“It’s a good surprise.” She glanced his way. “I think.”

He rested his hand over hers. “I trust you.”

And he did. She turned heads everywhere they went, but from the core of his being, he never doubted her love. Her secret smiles were for him alone. Her muse could inspire men and women alike to get in touch with their passion, the fire of their desire, but Erica’s heart was his, and he cherished it.

When she pulled into the parking lot at the beach, he grinned. “Did you stash my surfboard someplace?”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “This isn’t about surfing.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll stop guessing,” he promised.

She patted his thigh. “Let’s go.”

He followed her out of the car. When they got to the beach, she took off her sandals and he tugged off his shoes and socks. At the water’s edge, with the cold Pacific lapping at their ankles, she stopped, facing the setting sun.

“Before I met you, I used to come here when life got too big, and the ocean gave me some perspective.” Her voice was thoughtful as her fingers laced with his.

He grasped her hand and lifted it to his lips.

She looked up at him, her smile stealing his breath. “So I wanted to come back here with you because I need to ask you something.”

He kissed her before she could say another word. His pulse pounded in his ears. He’d been planning to ask her the big question for a couple of weeks, but he hadn’t found the perfect moment. But now, here it was.

He broke the kiss and took a knee in the waves before she could say anything else. “I keep waiting for the right time, but I can’t wait any longer. I don’t even have the damned ring with me, but I’ve gotta ask… Erica Sterling, will you marry me?”

A tear slid down her cheek, and his chest tightened. Had he misread her? They had talked about forever, but not marriage.

She dropped to her knees in the water and cupped his cheek. “Yes.”

He tried to draw her in close, but she resisted. “Wait, I came here to tell you something.”

His smile faded. “All right.”

A wave washed ashore with more force than the others, splashing water up their legs. Erica gasped and laughed, shaking her head. “This is not how I planned any of this.” She finally met his eyes. “The gods have a twisted sense of humor.” Her green eyes shined in the setting sun. “I’m pregnant, Reed. We’re having a baby.”

He scooped her up into his arms and spun her around as the ocean frothed around them. “I thought you were about to ask me to marry you, so I wanted to beat you to it.”

“Nah, I was going to ask you if you were ready to be a father.” She grinned. “I thought I’d give you the baby news someplace special, but today I realized all our special places have burned down.”

He chuckled. “A hazard of falling for a firefighter.” He set her feet back on the sand and took her hand. “This was perfect.”

She reached up to cup his cheek. “That’s what he said.”

Erica turned tail and ran up the beach toward the car, leaving Reed laughing as he chased after her.

The future Mrs. McIntosh.

Whatever hells he’d faced in his life, he’d do it all again to end up here.

He’d found his muse, and he was never going to let her go.

THE END
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