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CHAPTER 1


Gavin Thompson checked the address in his phone and peered up at the single-story, gray block building. Apparently, his potential new client owned a dance studio. Interesting. Why would a dance instructor need a bodyguard?

His old friend from the police force, Nate Malone, had recommended him and set up the meeting for… He checked his notes. “Tera Muldoon,” he mumbled.

Gavin hadn’t spoken to Tera directly yet, but Nate had said it was urgent and he didn’t want one of Gavin’s PIs assigned to the case. Nate wanted Gavin himself on this detail.

He had to admit, his curiosity was piqued.

As he approached the building, he was already checking the overhang for security cameras. He couldn’t help it. He liked to know what he was getting into before agreeing to take the job. Not that he was likely to turn it down if it was as important to Nate as it seemed.

Gavin entered the dance studio, and eight little girls rubber-necked from the ballet barre to look at him. They were probably all between the ages of seven and ten.

“Excuse me, can I help you?” A tall, slender woman in yoga pants and a tank top walked toward him. Her thick braid of hair draped over her shoulder like dark chocolate, and her light eyes were a startling grayish blue—almost silver.

For a second, he had to search for his name. “I’m Gavin Thompson. I have a meeting with Tera.”

The corners of her mouth curved into a barely-there smile. “I’m almost finished here,” she said softly. “Would you mind waiting?”

“Sure.” He glanced at the prying eyes of the girls at the barre and pointed at the door. “I’ll be right outside.”

Standing out front he ran a hand down his face. Malone hadn’t mentioned his referral was gorgeous. Not a problem, but definitely a surprise—and potentially a distraction. He tugged his cell out of his pocket and checked some e-mails while pacing the length of the building. A few minutes later, the door burst open, and girls in tutus fled the building.

One of them wandered his way, staring up at him with bright-green eyes and a gap-toothed grin. “Are you Tera’s Guardian?”

He pocketed his phone and looked down at her with a smile. “Something like that, I guess. I keep bad people away from good people.”

Her hip jutted out as she crossed her arms. Something about her stance seemed…familiar. “But are you her Guardian? We’ve been waiting for him to find her.”

What the hell was this little girl talking about? He was trying to puzzle it out when a woman came over to retrieve her. “Maggie, there you are.”

She turned toward Gavin and recognition struck. “You’re Nate’s wife. Melanie, right?”

“Yeah. You can call me Mel.” She reached out, and they shook hands. “You must be Gavin, the bodyguard.”

He chuckled. “Yeah.” He glanced down at the little girl and her curly, strawberry-blond hair. “And you’re Nate’s little girl who I hear so much about.” No wonder her questioning stance had seemed familiar. She’d mastered her dad’s bad-cop posture. He offered her his hand. “Nice to finally meet you.”

She shook his hand, her face suddenly very serious. “I’m Maggie Malone. Take good care of Tera. I don’t want the bad guys to get her.”

Mel squeezed Maggie’s shoulder, the smile disappearing from her face as she met Gavin’s eyes. “Tera can fill you in, but Maggie had a run-in with the bad guys recently.”

Gavin tensed. He’d seen plenty of violence in his line of work, but it was a hundred times more fucked up when little kids got sucked into the mess. He knelt down to Maggie’s eye level. “You’re a brave girl. I bet they weren’t expecting that.” She nodded, and he went on. “I’ll make sure your dance teacher is safe.”

He didn’t know if he even had the job yet, but he didn’t want Maggie to worry.

As if summoned by their conversation, Tera appeared in the doorway. Her voice was hesitant, not like the confident instructor he’d seen inside. “I guess I’m ready now.”

He rose to his full height and faced Mel. “Tell Nate I said he has a beautiful family.”

“Will do.” She smiled and walked away hand in hand with her daughter.

Gavin turned for the door, but Tera was nowhere to be seen. Frowning, he stepped inside and found her with her leg up on the ballet barre.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I thought you were ready to discuss security.”

“I am. I think better when I move.” She stretched from the waist, reaching her hands over her foot. Her eyes tracked his every move in the mirror.

“Okay.” He’d never had a first interview like this. “Nate told me you might be needing a bodyguard. He said some of your friends have been harassed lately, and they’re worried about you.”

“Sounds like you’re up to speed.” She took her foot off the barre and straightened. She crossed her arms, but on her, the body language didn’t seem combative. He could only see one of her hands, but her index finger picked at her thumb. She was nervous. Or maybe he was misreading the situation. Maybe she was just scared of the stalker.

“We haven’t agreed to work together yet,” he pointed out. “That’s why I’m here.”

Her teeth scraped her lower lip. “If it’s a question of the money, I can pay you.”

He shook his head. “Money’s not holding me back. Nate knows my rates.”

“Then what is it?” She uncrossed her arms and started toying with the end of her braid with one hand.

“I need to know that you understand the danger around you. For me to keep you safe, you’ll have to do what I tell you when I tell you and ask questions later.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve spent my life following instructions with no questions asked.”

“Good.” He dug in his pocket for a business card. “Anything else you want to know about me or what I have planned to beef up the security around here?”

“The people who might be after me have already killed two of my friends.” Her voice trembled slightly. She walked toward the mirrored wall and picked up a water bottle, taking a long sip. Finally, she met his eyes, her gaze determined. “You’ll be in danger if you’re around me. Why do you want to get involved?”

Good question.

“Nate told me. I’m sorry for your loss.” He paused and added, “And as far as getting involved, this is my job, and if I do it right, they’ll never get close enough to hurt either of us.”

“That wasn’t really what I asked.” She sat on the floor and popped off her dance shoes, swapping them for white sneakers. “Sorry. I’ve never had a bodyguard before. How does this work?”

He handed her his card. “I’ll e-mail some paperwork over for you to sign, and then I’ll get your security system here and at your home upgraded. Once it’s all in place, I’ll stay close to you at all times until Nate finds and arrests whoever is doing this.”

She inspected the card and tied her last shoe. “Gavin Thompson.” She stood up, her gaze scanning his face. Recognition dawned in her eyes. “You’re not from here, are you? You’re from New York.”

“Uh, yeah,” he said, cocking his head. “I am. How did you know that?” Had she recognized his name somehow? She didn’t look familiar.

“You used to play high school basketball at St. Mary’s.” A real smile finally warmed her features. She was so damned beautiful it socked him in the gut.

He nodded, wracking his brain for any memory of Tera Muldoon. There was no way he ever would have forgotten her if they had met. “Did you go to St. Mary’s?”

She shook her head. “I was homeschooled, but my dance academy was across the street. Sometimes if my mom was late to pick me up, I’d sneak in and watch the end of your games. The commentator said your name a lot. You were crazy good at three-point shots.”

His jaw nearly dropped. What were the chances they’d meet on the other side of the country? Not that they’d ever really met before. He never would have forgotten her face. After high school he moved to California on a basketball scholarship to UCLA and hadn’t gone home since.

“Small world.” He reached up, rubbing the back of his neck.

She picked up her dance bag and tucked the card inside. “So does this mean you’re going to be my bodyguard?”

“If you sign the contract, I’m all yours.” He smiled. “I’ll do my best not to intrude on your life, but until they catch this guy, I won’t lie to you. I’m going to be your shadow. Eventually you won’t even notice I’m there.”

“Not likely.” She ran her hand up and down her other arm as she walked by, glancing up at him as she passed. “I’m not really a people person.”

He raised a brow as he followed her out. She set the alarm and locked the front door. At least she had an alarm, but the lack of security cameras was going to need to change, as was—

“Do you dance?”

Her question snapped him out of his mental checklist. “Dance? Uh, not really.”

She stared at her keys, her voice tentative again. “Are you willing to learn?”

She had to be joking, but she didn’t look up, and she wasn’t smiling. He frowned. “Your bodyguard has a dancing requirement?”

“Not a requirement.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “But you’ll be spending most of your time here at my dance studio. I could at least give you some basic steps.”

Usually he was better about figuring people out, but this woman baffled him. She went from nervous and shy one moment, to owning her space when she was in instructor mode.

Then he connected the dots. This dancer was shy when she wasn’t moving.

He wanted to make her comfortable with him being around, but damn it. Dancing was miles out of his comfort zone. “I’ll probably be too busy for dance lessons.”

She shrugged, picking at her fingernail. “Women love a big guy who can dance.”

He crossed his arms, trying to keep his expression neutral. “How do you know I’m not already married?”

She slid her bag onto her shoulder. “Because a married guy probably doesn’t stake out other women’s apartments for a living.” She met his eyes with a touch of defiance in her gaze. “Don’t mistake being quiet with being stupid.”

He wasn’t sure if she was baiting him, but she didn’t seem angry. More matter of fact. He shook his head. “I don’t make assumptions like that.”

“Sorry.” She focused on the parking lot. “I communicate better with my body than my words.”

Some very un-business-like communication popped into his head before he could stop it.

He started to open his mouth, but a hot, burning pain lanced through his abdomen. Damn it. He rubbed his stomach, praying his appendix didn’t choose now to burst.

A car pulled into the lot, and Tera grabbed his wrist. “Oh god. Get me out of here.”

The burning in his gut was instantly forgotten. He slid his arm around her waist, and suddenly, they were all the way around the back of her building. What the hell?

Tera’s eyes were wide. “How did you…?” She spun around and threw up. He caught her braid and held it back for her.

“Sorry.” She straightened up, her face pale. “I don’t think I’ve ever moved so fast.”

He hadn’t either. If she hadn’t been with him, he would’ve thought he blacked out and just didn’t remember walking behind the building.

She wiped her forehead. “You’re supersonic.”

“I’m not sure what happened.” Adrenaline made average people into superheroes, so maybe hearing the fear in her voice had given him an overdose. “Are you all right? Who was in the car?”

“My mother.” She took her braid from his hand. “Thanks for keeping my hair out of the mess. I hope it didn’t make you sick, too. If I so much as hear someone retching, I end up right beside them.”

“I’ve got an iron gut.” He tipped his head toward the front of the building. “Why are we hiding from your mother?”

A sad smile curved her lips. “We don’t have enough time for that conversation. Short version is I had a restraining order against her.”

He pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll call Nate. The police can pick her up.”

She touched his arm and shook her head. “Had a restraining order. It expired a few months ago. She’s never come to Crystal City before, so I thought I escaped.”

He frowned. “Is she dangerous?”

“Relentless is a better word.” She leaned against the back wall of the dance studio, staring up at the darkening sky. “Shit.”

She closed her eyes, sucking in slow breaths. When she opened them again, her gaze was distant. He couldn’t be sure if she was talking to him or to herself. “Months of therapy, and less than a second after she pulls into my parking lot, I’m hiding out again.”

He didn’t know the whole story, but he already wanted to shield her from her mother. “If she starts harassing you in any way, I’ll take you to the courthouse myself.” He went to the corner and peered around.

Dammit. He couldn’t see the front door from his current vantage point. “I’m going to see if she’s still in the parking lot. Wait right here.”

Tera nodded.

Good. She stayed put and he rounded the other corner. He caught Tera’s mother peering through the glass in the door. “Can I help you?”

She straightened and looked his way. She was in her fifties, maybe early sixties—maybe. But there was no denying the family resemblance. She had Tera’s ethereal features and ivory skin, but unlike her daughter, this woman had dark brown eyes.

“I’m looking for Tera Muldoon.”

He shrugged, glancing at her car. Empty. She had come alone. He focused on Tera’s mother again. “Classes are finished for the day.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not here for a class. I’m her mother. I came here to save her.”

“Is she in danger?” He raised a brow.

“Only if I can’t find her.” She crossed her arms finally looked up at him with a flustered set to her jaw. “And who are you?”

Before he could reply, Tera’s voice came from behind him.

So much for following directions.

Tera stopped beside him and took his hand, lacing their fingers together in one natural, fluid movement. Her touch sent a tidal wave of awareness all the way down to his damned toes.

“This is Gavin.” She smiled up at him, her other hand squeezing his bicep. “He’s my boyfriend.”

He stared into her eyes for a moment, grounding himself in this unexpected undercover operation, then faced her mother. “Nice to finally meet you. Tera has told me all about you.”

Her mother rolled her eyes again. “I bet you’re shocked I don’t have two heads, right? I’m Doris Muldoon, by the way.” She focused on her daughter. “A man will only distract you from your goals. You know that, baby. I swear you’re not a stupid girl, but sometimes you sure act like one.”

Tera’s grip on his hand tightened. “I hope you didn’t come all the way to Crystal City to insult me and my boyfriend.”

Doris swiped at the air. “Oh, save me the dramatics, Tera. I’ve been working my ass off networking on your behalf. You should be falling all over yourself to thank me after all the crap you’ve put me through.”

Tera’s face flushed with color, and her hand began to sweat. He was definitely missing some important information about this mother-daughter relationship.

He expected Tera to go on the attack, but she didn’t. Instead, her voice softened. “What networking?”

“I’m glad you asked.” Doris flicked her attention his way. “This doesn’t concern you, Gavin.”

“If Tera doesn’t want me here, then she’ll ask me leave.” He rolled his shoulders back. “Until then, I’m not going anywhere.”

Doris narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “And you accuse me of being controlling.”

Tera looked up at him, and he wished he could read her mind. They hadn’t discussed the threat against her yet, but she’d mentioned having a restraining order against this woman. Had her mother beaten her?

He cleared his throat. “We were actually on our way out. Maybe you should call Tera later.”

“I would if she didn’t keep her number locked away in Fort Knox.” She plucked her cell out of her handbag. “What’s your number, baby? I’ll call you and we can talk…alone.”

“I can never remember it.” Tera glanced his way with an apologetic shrug. “You should take Gavin’s number. We’re always together anyway.”

Her mother’s groan made it plain she wasn’t happy, but Gavin gave her his number and quickly added, “We better get going before we miss our reservation.” He nodded to her mother. “Nice to meet you, Doris.”

“Can’t say it’s been mutual,” she grumbled. She reached out to pat Tera’s arm, but Tera shimmied in closer to Gavin, avoiding her touch. Doris didn’t seem to notice. “I’ll call you soon, baby girl. Remember, I only want what’s best for you.”

Tera turned and started hustling around the back of the building, bringing him with her. Gavin checked over his shoulder as Doris slammed her car door. “She’s leaving.”

Tera heaved a sigh of relief and slid her hand free of his. “Thank the gods.” She shook her head, lifting her gaze to look at him. “Sorry about all that. If I give her my number, the calls will never stop until I submit to whatever her new obsession might be, and if she found out I hired a bodyguard, she’d be off-the-charts manic to find out why.”

“Tell you what… How about we grab some dinner and you can fill me in on the threats against you, including those from your mother.”

Her dance bag was in a heap where she dropped it before she lost her lunch. He bent to grab it, but she beat him to it. She straightened up, sliding the strap over her shoulder with a shy smile. “Do you buy dinner for all your clients?”

He chuckled. “I’ll expense it.”

“In that case”—her eyes sparkled in the yellow lights of the parking lot—“Dinner sounds great.”


CHAPTER 2


Tera sat baffled in the passenger seat of Gavin’s black SUV. The surprise visit from her mom had her equilibrium off for sure, but her mom had already left the property when Tera had agreed to dinner with her new bodyguard. What was she thinking? There was a reason she was the human vessel for the Muse of Dance and not the Muse of Witty Banter. Talking was not her strong suit. She only recently had started reaching out and talking to a few of her muse sisters. What was she going to talk about with this stranger?

A stranger who just held her hair back while she threw up.

She suppressed a groan. She’d never had motion sickness before. She had no trouble doing piqué turns at light speed all the way across a stage without getting dizzy, but when she’d asked Gavin to hide her from her mother… Tera honestly couldn’t say what had happened. One second, they had been in front of the dance studio, and the next second, they had been around back. He’d moved so fast it was inhuman. Or maybe it had just seemed that way. The sudden wave of nausea could have been triggered by seeing her mother for the first time in three years.

With Gavin concentrating on the road, she glanced his way. He was probably only a year or two older than her, but his dark hair was already peppered with silver. His tanned skin implied he spent plenty of time outdoors, and his muscular build indicated that he probably worked out a lot, too.

They drove in silence until he pulled into the parking lot of an Italian restaurant. “Are you always this quiet?” he asked.

“No,” she lied, though she wished it were true. That had to count for something. “Just a little shaken up after seeing my mom.”

He found a space and parked. “Is she the one I’m protecting you from?”

Tera took her phone and wallet out of her dance bag and reached for her door. “Honest answer? I don’t know.”

That wasn’t the whole truth. It wasn’t like she could tell him that Terpsichore, the Muse of Dance, was alive and well inside her soul any more than she could tell him that she and her fellow muses were almost positive that Kronos, the leader of the Titans, was loose in Crystal City and looking to get even with them after they had killed his mistress, Philyra.

Yeah. Less was definitely more in this situation. And maybe she wouldn’t need Gavin for very long. After all, most of her muse sisters had found their Guardians—men marked by the gods to protect the daughters of Zeus. Maybe Tera’s Guardian would show up, and she could let Gavin get back to protecting rock stars or something.

Once they were seated at a table in a dimly lit corner, Gavin scanned the menu. “As I mentioned before,” he started, keeping his voice low, “I’m going to need to beef up your security system at the dance studio and your home. And I have to see the threats you’ve already received so I understand what we’re dealing with.”

She looked at the list of pastas, trying to come up with a better answer to his question than Immortals could be hunting me. “Two of my sisters were murdered. Beyond that, there haven’t been any other specific threats. Nate wanted me to hire you because I’m the only one of our group who lives alone.”

“I’m sorry about your sisters. Do you have more siblings in town? Do they have problems with your mother, too?”

Tera almost choked on her water as she shook her head. “No. I’m an only child.” Her palms started sweating at her slip. Muse sisters were something she couldn’t explain to her bodyguard. “They’re not my blood sisters. Close friends. We’re like sisters.”

“I see.” Gavin nodded. “And since you’re the only one in your group living alone, Nate thinks you’re the easiest mark.”

“I guess so.” She swallowed loudly.

The waitress came over and took their orders. Tera passed on the pasta and went for a salad; she’d smell Gavin’s instead. Seeing her mom tonight had her anxiety on red alert, and old habits clawed their way forward. Sometimes the only way she could control her life was to ration the food she put in her mouth. She’d never been officially diagnosed with an eating disorder, but at the height of her mom’s mind-fuckery, Tera was a seventeen-year-old who had wasted away to ninety-eight pounds.

She gave the waitress her menu and unfolded her napkin. Anything to keep her hands busy. When she finally risked a peek over at Gavin, his full attention was on her. Heat flushed her cheeks. “I can’t possibly have lettuce in my teeth. We haven’t eaten yet.”

He chuckled, treating her to a rugged smile. Her heart fluttered unexpectedly.

“Nothing’s in your teeth. I’m just waiting for some pushback to my suggested changes. Most people who hire bodyguards think we’re some kind of action heroes guarding their house at all hours, but it’s actually much more intrusive than that.”

“I’ll go along with whatever you think is best.” She took a sip of her ice water. “My students have a dance recital coming up in three weeks, and my good friend Erica is getting married on the beach the week after that.” She lifted her gaze to his face. “I’d prefer to be alive for both of those events.”

His deep laugh rattled the cage around her heart. “Nate warned me you were a little shy. He failed to mention you’re funny.”

She shrugged, setting her glass back on the table. “I guess the countless hours of therapy are paying off.” The waitress delivered their food, and Tera poked at her salad. “Tell me something?”

“Sure.” He took a bite of lasagna. It smelled so damned good.

“Why would you be willing to take a bullet for me?” She broke eye contact, focusing on her food again. “We just met, and if I can afford you, then you’re not charging enough.”

He set his fork on his plate, drawing her attention back to his face. His shoulders tensed as his gaze locked on her eyes. “First off, I’m good enough that I’ve never been shot. Second, my goal is to continue that streak. Would I step into a bullet to save you? Yeah. But my plan is to keep anyone from ever getting a chance to fire.”

“But if it came to it, you’d lay down your life for a virtual stranger?” She poked her food with a shrug. “That’s the part I don’t get.”

“Because I don’t have a dance recital or a wedding to attend.” His lips curved into a smile that was anything but happy. “My work is my life. I don’t have any loose ends. Whenever fate decides it’s my time, I won’t have any regrets.”

But his eyes told a different story. She’d seen that expression in the mirror staring back at her—that emptiness and exhaustion.

It all had changed for her when she found her muse sisters here in Crystal City, though. They were working together to reopen Les Neuf Soeurs, or the Theater of the Muses, where they would inspire humanity to move forward in the arts and sciences. It gave her life a purpose she sorely needed.

She stabbed her fork into the salad, searching for something to say. Thankfully, Gavin beat her to it.

“Why’d you leave New York for Crystal City?” he asked. “Aren’t most of the big dance companies on the East Coast?”

Again, she struggled to figure out how to answer. She couldn’t tell him about the recurring dreams of the condemned theater and the statues of the Greek muses that had started to plague her in college, or the way she’d thought she was losing her mind until she had discovered the Muses Anonymous, LLC website. Through e-mail correspondence with Polly, the Muse of Harmony and Hymns, Tera had come to believe that maybe her dreams weren’t a sign of insanity and might instead be an awakening. Polly had given Tera the strength to escape her mother and relocate across the country.

Now Polly was dead.

Tera blinked. He’d already met her mother; that was enough drama for today. She refused to start bawling into her salad. “I needed to get away from my mother. California was as far as I could get.”

It was basically true.

The rest of the meal was spent in silence, but it didn’t seem to make Gavin uncomfortable. He didn’t make a move to force conversation, and eventually, she relaxed enough to finish her dinner. He paid the check and walked her out.

Once they were safe inside the SUV, he took his phone out and put her address into his contacts. “If we agreed to work together, I was planning to keep watch at your place tonight and then work on the security system tomorrow.”

“All right.” But it was far from all right. She glanced out her window, struggling to keep her breathing even. Shit. No man had ever stayed overnight at her place. Her home and her dance studio were her only refuges from the world, and now someone was breaching her solitude.

She might never sleep again.

Her hands tingled, which led to her pulse thrumming. Her racing heartbeat triggered an onslaught of unsettling thoughts she couldn’t silence. Oh crap.

“You all right over there?”

Gavin’s deep voice interrupted her swelling anxiety attack. She rubbed her sweaty palms on her pants. “Just feeling a bit anxious. I’ve got some Ativan at home. I’ll be fine.”

Google directed him to her place, giving her ample time for her inner self-talk to spiral out of control into panic. What if she passed out right here?

He cleared his throat, his eyes glued to the road. “The docs in the military used to tell us to talk about it out loud.” He made a right turn. “Takes some of the power out of the monster when you tell someone.”

She glanced his way. “You have anxiety attacks?”

He found a spot on the street and parked. “Doesn’t everyone at some point?”

“You’re a bodyguard.” She raised a brow, a smile creeping up on her as she remembered his earlier comment about superheroes. “Aren’t you supposed to be Superman or something?”

He opened his door with a chuckle. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m just a lowly human.”

She got out of the SUV, and he came around to her side carrying a black duffel bag. “I forgot about your car. Will it be safe in the lot overnight?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, then glanced down at his stuff. “You’re really going to spend the night at my place?”

“Until we upgrade your security system, yes. I won’t be offended if you want to call Nate and have him vouch for me.”

She tightened her hold on her dance bag. “He already told me you’re the best, and if Nate trusts you, then I do, too.” She led him to the courtyard gate and punched in the code. “I’m just not very good at it yet.”

He stood right behind her, making it impossible not to notice his scent. It wasn’t a pricey cologne, just a natural musky sandalwood, masculine and fresh, and the way he was eyeing every potential exit made him seem all-business. Hell, she felt safer already.

“Does everyone in the condo complex have the same gate code?”

“Good question.” She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

He met her eyes. “When you have company over, do you give them a guest code or yours?”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re the first ‘guest’ I’ve ever had over, so it hasn’t been an issue.”

He didn’t smile or comment about her lack of socializing. “Tomorrow I’ll check with the management office and find out. If everyone’s using the same code and passing it along to friends and service people, then this gate is hardly a safety measure.”

She unlocked her front door and started to open it when Gavin caught her wrist. The simple touch had her body’s full attention. Weird. She’d been a dancer her entire life, which meant plenty of touching the opposite sex, but somehow it was completely different with Gavin.

“Let me check it out first.” He pulled a small handgun from a shoulder holster she hadn’t realized he’d been wearing, and then he slipped inside.

Seeing him in action made the danger terrifyingly real. She shook out her hands, struggling to talk herself down. Slow, deep breaths.

“All clear.” He poked his head out of the door, and she jumped. Gavin frowned. “Are you okay?”

“Just a little overwhelmed, I guess.” Tera walked by him, and he took her bag for her. “Thanks.” She went through the living area and directly into the kitchen. “I didn’t know you had a gun on this whole time.”

“I have a concealed-carry permit.” He followed her and sat on a stool at the bar. “I don’t go to work without it.”

She opened the cupboard by the sink and grabbed her prescription bottle. Since she started going to therapy, she rarely needed the Ativan, but she was grateful to have a bottle handy. Between the ambush by her mother and finding out her bodyguard was sleeping under her roof, her anxiety was like an insatiable beast.

“Is that you?” He pointed to a framed picture on the wall.

“Yeah. That was from Swan Lake at the Met a couple years ago right before I moved to California.” She swallowed a single pill. She’d made contact with Polly through emails during college and plotted her escape to California. But when she started landing roles with major companies on the east coast, she kept delaying her trip. Swan Lake had truly been her swan song. She fled to the airport after the final curtain and never looked back. She hadn’t danced center stage since.

“Wow.” He glanced her way. “Isn’t that every ballerina’s dream?”

“It was definitely my mother’s.” She went to the sink and rinsed out her glass.

He rested his forearm on the counter. “We don’t have to get into this tonight, but I’m going to need some background on your mother. I can help you file another restraining order if it comes to that.”

Tera sighed, crossing her arms. “It just surprised me to see her here. I hope she won’t cross the line again. I don’t want to go to the police again, but I will I have to.”

“All right.” He got up and grabbed his bag. “I think I’ll stay here on the couch. That way I have a clear view of the front door.”

“Okay.” Her limbs were getting heavy, the anxiety drowning quickly under the artificial peace of the Ativan. “I’m going up to bed.”

“All right.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “What time do you need to get out of here tomorrow?”

“My first class isn’t until one o’clock tomorrow, but I like to get to the studio by eleven thirty so I can warm up before the girls get there.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He took out a small pouch of toiletries. “Is there a bathroom down here?”

“Yeah.” She pointed to the half bath. “But if you need a shower, you’ll have to come upstairs.”

“I’ll grab one in the morning.” He paused, turning to face her. “How are you feeling?”

“Exhausted.” A smile crept up on her. “Thank you for earlier with my mom. I appreciate you playing along.”

“Not a problem.” He crossed the room to her. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

She looked up into his eyes. “I’m not used to having an anchor in the storm.”

“You have one now.” He scanned her face, and for a second, she thought he might wrap his arms around her, but it didn’t happen. “You should get some rest.”

She nodded and headed up the stairs, strangely disappointed. The hand-holding had been a show for her mother. Nothing more. But somewhere deep in her heart, this man was inspiring her to wish for things she had no business wanting.


CHAPTER 3


Gavin waited for her to disappear upstairs before returning to his bag. He took out some portable infrared motion sensor alarms and set them up by the front door and the downstairs windows, grateful for something to take his mind off his beautiful client in the bedroom above him. Since leaving the military, he briefly joined the police department, that was where he met Nate, but unlike his friend, Gavin didn’t enjoy the work. Fighting crime after the fact frustrated him. He wanted to keep bad things from happening.

He resigned, and threw himself into his own personal security company without looking back. There wasn’t time for dating, let alone a relationship. And he’d welcomed it. Life was much simpler without navigating the rocky road of searching for a special someone.

But something about Tera already tugged at the well-crafted barrier around his heart. It had nothing to do with her looks. He’d worked for a couple of cover-model, wannabe pop stars, and he had barely noticed them.

His fascination with Tera went beyond her rare smile. Hell, he’d already held her hair back while she barfed behind her studio. The attraction was much more dangerous than a purely physical one. Tera intrigued him. She was a walking contradiction. She obviously struggled with anxiety, and yet, she didn’t let it stop her. She ran her own business, and he knew firsthand that was no cakewalk. And underneath her shyness, he’d witnessed a dry sense of humor he couldn’t help but enjoy.

He still didn’t know who or what they were up against, but he wasn’t going to let them harm her. No way. That was probably why Nate had demanded Gavin handle the case personally.

Once the temporary security devices were in place, he grabbed his toiletries and headed for the bathroom. At the threshold, he frowned, rubbing his abs just below his navel. That burning sensation was back—now a dull throbbing ache.

He lifted his shirt and pushed down the waistband of his jeans. Holy shit. His birthmark was inflamed, bright red and angry. The crescent-shaped mark had never been a problem before. These pants weren’t even tight. What the hell? Maybe he just needed some hydrocortisone cream or something.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement outside, and his birthmark was instantly forgotten. Gavin drew his weapon and hit the lights, drenching the downstairs in darkness. With his back to the wall, he crept toward the window. He stared into the night, holding his breath. It wasn’t in his head; he’d seen something. Finally, there was a flash of gold. It looked like a mask of some kind.

He glanced upstairs. Dammit. He couldn’t leave Tera alone, but if this stalker was his target, he couldn’t let him get away either.

He slid his phone from his pocket and shot her a text.

Stay in your room. Lights out and stay away from the windows.

He slipped out of her condo and locked the door. He inspected the perimeter silently. Tera’s place was a corner unit with parking on the rear side through the security gate. Had the masked intruder broken in, or did he have a code?

Gavin didn’t find anyone hiding in the landscaping, so he headed for the gate to the parking lot. His birthmark throbbed again. He buried the pain and focused on the hunt. No sign of a busted lock. His money was on the perp having a gate code.

A car engine roared from the far end of the lot, and his head snapped in that direction. Tires screeched as a black Camaro lurched from a parking space and spun toward the exit. Gavin barely had time to jump out of the way as the driver gunned the V8 engine into action. Fuck.

Gavin rolled to his feet without losing any time and sprinted after the car. If he could get even a few digits of the license plate, it could be a lead to tracking this asshole. He pumped his legs faster, the landscape blurring around him.

And he memorized the entire plate.

He stumbled, struggling to keep upright, and finally slowed to a stop, gasping for air. What the hell was happening to him? Unwilling to think on it right now, he typed the license number into his cell with shaky hands and sent it over to Nate.

That car had to be going sixty miles per hour. Olympic sprinters didn’t run that fast. Hell, a Quarter Horse probably couldn’t hit that speed. There’s no way he had kept up with a Camaro… But the plate number meant he had kept up. Somehow.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead and jogged back toward Tera’s place, relieved at his slower, more humanlike pace. Hopefully Nate could at least pull some information on the registered owner.
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Ted Belkin sat across the table from Kevin Elys, grateful his late father’s friend didn’t seem to hear Ted’s heart pounding. Kevin was far from human; Ted understood that now. The fiery explosion on the Oceanus, one of Belkin Oil’s offshore rigs, had opened the door to the Titans’ prison of Tartarus for a fraction of a second, which had been plenty long enough for Kronos to escape.

He had chosen to take the form of a rich, sixty-something mortal man named Kevin, and now Ted had to convince the Father of the Gods of his loyalty. The plan sucked, but Ted saw no other viable option. If he didn’t keep his finger on the pulse of Kevin’s plans, the muses could end up with targets on their backs.

Ted wasn’t a dreamy-eyed hero—far from it. He’d lost himself over the years, and in a blind effort to win his father’s approval, he’d committed unforgivable crimes with the Order of the Titans. The group had originated in Greece lifetimes ago. Their mission never evolved beyond their original call, to free Kronos from his prison at the center of the earth. Ted’s father had raised him with the belief that once Kronos was freed, he would bring back the Golden Age of Man, and the mortals who broke down the door of Tartarus would be worshipped as the saviors of humanity. No more war, hunger, or pain.

In hindsight, they had been naive. The Father of the Gods walked among them now, but he seemed to have plans of his own that didn’t include saving this world.

Innocent lives were lost as the Order neared their goal, and Ted was the direct cause of two of them. He couldn’t make things right, but he could keep them from getting worse. He hoped.

Deep down it sickened him to imagine this world without Trinity Porter in it. She was the Muse of Music and his first love. Until she found her Guardian, she was also an easy target for Kevin and the Order. A few weeks ago, the muses had killed Kronos’s immortal lover, Philyra. They had been defending themselves, but that probably meant nothing to the god sitting across from Ted. Kevin would be seeking revenge, but if Ted could find out details, maybe he could keep Trinity alive. He had to try.

Kevin lifted his wineglass with a gleam in his eyes. “I notice you came to this meeting alone.”

Ted shrugged. “Mikolas has never been as devoted to the Order of the Titans as I am.”

Since Ted’s father died, Mikolas Leandros had come in from Greece as a majority stock holder in Belkin Oil. He not only took of Ted Sr.’s office, but leadership of the Crystal City area’s Order of the Titans too. However, Mikolas wanting no part of killing Muses.

Kevin chuckled and took a sip. “About that…” He placed the glass back on the table with a smirk. “Your group intrigues me. I’ve met many of the members of the Order here in Crystal City, and all of them seem convinced that I will bring back the Golden Age of Man. No more wars or famines. They imagine a world as it was in the days before my son banished me to a prison in the center of the Earth.” He straightened and gave a lopsided smile. “You humans fascinate me with your ability to make yourselves so self-important.”

Ted shifted in his chair. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Humans named my reign the Golden Age of Man, not me.” He tapped his chest. “My reign had nothing to do with your race. I don’t care if you live or die. I never have.”

An icy chill crept down Ted’s back like a reaper’s scythe. “We worshipped you and spent millions of dollars freeing you from Tartarus.”

“You think that entitles you to my protection?” He leaned in closer. “Your race is worthless. You ruin the planet you were given, you war with one another as if any of your kind would be worthy of ruling this world that I created—” his voice dropped an octave “—and now my son’s treasured daughters have killed the only woman who never stopped caring for me.”

Ted scrambled for something to say that might matter to the god across the table. “But the muses are your granddaughters.”

“They are nothing to me!” He slammed his fist against the tabletop and shot out of his chair. Kevin slicked his silver hair back again, in a seeming effort to soothe his sudden flare of rage. His gaze pinned Ted in place. “I’m handling the muses. You will help me locate my wife. Rhea will pay for helping our son entrap me in Tartarus.”

Ted had already found Rhea, but so far, he’d been able to keep that information away from Kevin. Before Ted could respond, the door opened and man in a gold mask entered. He removed the golden face of Kronos, and Ted immediately recognized Mark Gibb.

“Mark?” Ted asked. They shared a silent moment. Ted’s gaze fell onto Kevin again. Shit. He and Mikolas had warned the members of the Order about Kevin. They’d tried to convince the others that Kevin “thought” he was Kronos. A delusional senior citizen. But apparently their efforts didn’t work as well as they had hoped. How many members of the Order were still worshipping this man?

Kevin turned toward Mark. “Did you find her?”

“Yeah.” Mark fidgeted with the edge of the mask. “But she wasn’t alone. There was a man there.”

Kevin’s eyes glowed bright gold, exposing the power of his true identity. “You told me the Muse of Dance hadn’t found her Guardian yet.”

Ted balled his hand into a fist, struggling to remain quiet. Shit. Trinity would be Kevin’s next target. If the guy with Tera was really her Guardian, then Trinity was the only muse sister without one.

Ted stood up. “She doesn’t. I heard they might hire a bodyguard for Tera. He doesn’t have special powers. He’s probably well trained and armed, but he’s just a man.”

Kevin crossed his arms, his full attention on Mark now. “Bring her to me. I want her alive.”

Ted frowned, unsure what Kevin was planning. Did the immortal know that Mark owned a landscaping company? He wasn’t a trained soldier or mercenary; he was a damned fine landscape architect.

Kevin clasped Mark’s shoulder, his mouth twisting into a humorless smirk. “I’ll make her scream until my son can hear her pain all the way up on Olympus. He’ll come back to the world of Man. He won’t be able to resist.”
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He answered on the second ring. “This is Detective Malone.”

“Nate?” Tera sat on her bed in the dark, her heart racing like a rabbit hiding from a wolf. “It’s Tera.”

“Hey Tera. What’s up? Did you meet with Gavin?”

“Yeah. That’s why I’m calling.” She kept her voice hushed. “Someone’s outside.”

Concern colored his voice. “Gavin’s there, right?”

“He was…well…is, I guess.” She glanced at the window.

“What’s going on? Want me to send a car over?”

“No.” She rubbed her forehead. “I think he saw something. He’s investigating. I just wanted to…” She peered up at the ceiling and forced herself to speak. “He’s staking out my place downstairs. Is that normal?”

Nate’s tone warmed. “Gavin’s a good guy, Tera. If he thinks you’re in danger, he’s not going to be far from you. That’s his job.”

“Okay… So it’s safe to go to sleep? I mean, when he’s done looking around? I won’t wake up and find him standing in the dark watching me?”

Nate chuckled. “Nah. You’re in good hands. He’s a pro.”

Gradually, the tingling in her hands eased up. “Thanks, Nate.”

“Anytime.”

He hung up, and she stared at her phone. Suddenly, a message lit up the screen, and she flinched.

All clear out here. I’m on my way back in.

She took a deep breath and sent back a quick, Okay. Thank the gods he had warned her or she might’ve jumped out the window when the dead bolt downstairs turned again. The door opened and closed, and footsteps creaked on the stairs. Finally, a big silhouette filled her doorway.

His deep voice was soft and controlled. “There was someone outside. It looked like a guy in black wearing a gold mask. I chased after him, but he got away. I did manage to get his license plate number. Just sent it over to Nate.”

She pulled her knees into her chest, wrapping her arms tightly around them. “I’ve seen those masks before. Those are the same guys who killed Nia and Polly. They worship Kronos.”

There wasn’t much more she could say without outing herself and her muse sisters. Some of them could lose their jobs if people found out they believed they were the vessels of the original Greek muses, the nine daughters of Zeus. Sometimes it was still hard for her to believe, and she was living it.

He leaned against the doorframe. Even in the shadowy room, the sharp angles of his face were defined, masculine. “Kronos? Isn’t that a Greek god?”

She swallowed and nodded. “He’s the Father of the Gods. Zeus and the Olympians rose up against Kronos and the Titans, and banished them to Tartarus in the center of the Earth.”

He chuffed, his white teeth gleaming in the moonlight as he smiled. “You know a lot about Greek mythology for a dance instructor.”

“Did Nate tell you about our theater project?” He shook his head, so I explained. “When I moved to Crystal City, I joined the Muses Anonymous LLC with my sisters. We’re serious about restoring the Theater of the Muses. It’s more than just mythology to us.”

All true. She just left out the craziest parts.

“Fair enough.” He crossed her room to the window and looked down into the courtyard. “So why would these guys wear Kronos masks and come after you and your sisters?” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “These are your friends, not related by blood, right?”

“No. We’re sisters in the cause. Why?”

He shrugged, focusing out the window again. “I’ve only met you and Mel so far, but you two don’t look remotely related.”

Tera had no idea how to respond to that. He was right. Mel had auburn hair and a larger frame than Tera’s willowy one. It was more that he had pointed out that he’d noticed, or looked, or—Damn, she wished her overactive brain would shut up. “Thanks for chasing the car down. I hope the license plate number can lead Nate to him.”

She rested her chin on her knees, staring at the stars through the window. “I thought the Order had disbanded.” Holding her legs tighter, she willed the anxiety to vanish, but no such luck. “Guess not.”

He came toward her and stopped a few feet from where she sat on her bed. “Everything is quiet out there now. I’m going to check in with Nate. You should get some sleep.”

She let out a weak chuckle. “I’ll try, but no promises.”

He went to the door, then turned back. His eyes locked on hers. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

She swallowed a lump in her throat. His words weren’t a threat or an empty promise. They were a vow. She got up from the bed and walked toward him, grateful the lights were still off. She stopped in front of him and tentatively reached for his hand. His strong fingers laced with hers, and her heart beat harder. But for once it wasn’t because of her anxiety. In spite of the excitement with the stalker, Gavin gave off an addictive wave of calm and confidence. Peace.

Staring up into his eyes, she whispered, “I’m not used to feeling…safe.”

His other arm moved around her, tentative at first. She settled into his chest, accepting the comfort, and his embrace tightened as she closed her eyes and breathed him in.

His voice rumbled in her ear as he spoke. “They won’t touch you while I’m here. We’ll get these guys.”

Gods, she hoped it wouldn’t be the other way around.


CHAPTER 4


Gavin plugged in his cell phone and settled on Tera’s couch. The adrenaline finally faded out of his bloodstream, exhaustion taking its place. The scent of Tera’s hair still teased his nostrils. She had fit so perfectly in his arms.

Damn, he wished he didn’t know that.

He shifted positions, trying to get comfortable. He needed to sleep, but his mind kept circling around the inexplicable events of the day. He glanced down his torso, pulling up his shirt to inspect his birthmark. It wasn’t red anymore. Had he imagined it?

He ran a shaky hand down his face. This was no time to lose his shit. Tera needed him. Between the guy in the gold mask and her mother, the threats were real.

So was the fact he had somehow caught up with a V8 Camaro—on foot.

It was too late to check in with his doctor now. Besides, he wasn’t sure even an MD would be able to explain that one. He’d have to wait until Nate arrested the people threatening Tera, and then he’d take a couple of mental health days.

He lay back on the couch and stared at the ceiling. He tried to slow his breathing and focus on the rise and fall of his chest. When he had returned home from his last tour in the desert, he’d struggled to relax, and one of his docs had turned him on to meditation. It usually helped, but not this time. When he closed his eyes, he saw the fear on Tera’s face when her mother had driven into the parking lot of the dance studio.

That was when his birthmark had first burned.

He opened his eyes and sat up. His birthmark had also burned right before he’d realized someone was watching the condo.

Was he seriously considering that his birthmark might be able to sense danger? Shit. He shook his head. If he believed he had run over sixty miles an hour, how much farther down Crazy As Fuck Lane was a danger-sensing birthmark?

He rubbed his forehead and forced himself to concentrate on his breathing again. Insane or not, he was still a master of self-discipline, dammit.

And that would keep them both alive.

Then he could see a shrink.
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Tera woke to the sun streaming through her window. One perk of running the dance studio was that she could make her own timetable. She never scheduled classes in the morning, so she could get up whenever her body was finished sleeping instead of with an alarm clock. She still counted every blessing of her new life in California to combat the whispers of the muse inside of her that tried to lure her back to the big stages in New York. Terpsichore inspired bodies to move, to tell stories that couldn’t be contained with words. But even before the muse had come alive inside of Tera, dance had been her life. Hers and her mother’s.

Nope. Tera threw back the covers. Not letting her mother creep into her head today. No way.

She showered and put on a pair of yoga pants and a dance tank top. She jogged down the stairs and froze when she noticed the sleeping body on her couch. Gods, she had forgotten about her bodyguard.

Gavin was on his back, one muscled arm up over his eyes. Her gaze traveled lower, and her breath hitched as she sank onto the stairs, sitting before she fell. With his arm raised, his T-shirt had lifted, exposing some impressive core muscles, and his sweatpants were low on his hips, revealing a birthmark just below his navel. A birthmark in the shape of a crescent moon…

The mark of a Guardian.

Her friend Clio, the Muse of History, had translated a Greek scroll about the muses a few months ago, and they had learned that the gods had marked a Guardian for every muse, to protect each daughter of Zeus. Five of Tera’s muse sisters had already found their Guardians, and each man had experienced some kind of awakening of a supernatural ability after meeting his muse.

Tera’s mind flashed back to barfing behind her dance studio, the motion sickness.

Gavin was impossibly fast. And he was marked for her, to be her Guardian. He had to be.

He lowered his arm, his green eyes blinking open sleepily and locking on hers. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t watching you… I…” She bolted to her feet. “I just forgot something in my room. Be right back.”

Taking the stairs two at a time, she was back in her bedroom with the door closed in all of five seconds. She rolled her eyes. She’d been worried he would be the creepy one, and then she ended up ogling him while he slept.

Ugh. So smooth.

She took her cell phone from her pocket and hit Callie’s number. Callie was the vessel for the Muse of Epic Poetry, and ever since the theater fire that had killed Polly, Callie had evolved into their leader. She’d know what to do.

“Tera?” Callie answered, her tone both questioning and concerned. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” She walked toward her bed, glancing back at the door. “No.” She sat on the mattress, tucking one foot under her. “I mean…” She groaned, struggling to put together a complete sentence. “Gavin, my bodyguard, is my Guardian.”

“What?” Callie paused. “How can you possibly know that already? None of us figured it out that fast.” She chuckled. “Did you walk in on him in the shower or something?”

“No.” Tera lowered her voice. “I went downstairs to make breakfast, and he was sleeping on my couch. His shirt rode up, and I saw the mark right below his belly button.”

Callie sobered. “Any idea what his gift might be?”

“He’s crazy fast. Like make-you-puke fast.”

“You’re kidding.” She chuffed. “You already know what his ability is, too? Did he tell you? Does he think he’s going nuts?”

Tera shrugged before remembering Callie couldn’t see her. “I don’t know what he thinks. We haven’t talked about any of this. That’s why I called you.”

“You want me to tell him?”

“Could you?” Tera looked over at the door again. “What am I supposed to say? Guess what? I’m a Greek muse and you’re my god-appointed Guardian?”

“Something like that.”

“I can’t do that.” Tera’s eyes widened, her voice dropping to a pointed whisper. “Maybe you could call a meeting and get everyone to your house. He’d come with me because he’s my hired shadow now.”

“And then we reveal everything for you?” The smile was plain in her voice. “You can do this, Tera. He’s going to think we’re some kind of bizarre cult if we all drop this bomb on him. Ease him into it.”

Tera flopped back on her bed. “Just thinking about it is giving me a panic attack.”

“Then wait a couple days.” Her tone took on the soothing calm of a well-trained counselor. “He doesn’t have to know everything today. Get to know him and it’ll be easier to talk.” Callie was a psychiatrist for the military, and she was damned good at her job. “You’ve got time.”

Tera knew it was good advice and took in a long, slow breath. “Okay… Doesn’t help that my mom showed up yesterday and then a stalker nosed around my apartment last night, though.”

“Shit.” Her calming tone went out the window. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Gavin was great. He even got a license plate on the stalker’s car for Nate.”

“Good.” Some papers shuffled on the other end of the line. “Sorry. My next patient is waiting. You can do this, Tera. Call me later if you need me.”

“Thanks, Callie.”

Tera ended the call and stared at her ceiling. She wished she were as confident in her abilities as Callie seemed to be.
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Gavin brushed his teeth and hair. He needed a shower. When Tera came down again, he’d head up and grab a quick one. The image of her sitting on the stairs flashed in his mind. How long had she been sitting there while he’d slept?

Probably for the best he didn’t know. He checked his phone and found a text from Nate.

Call me.

Gavin pressed Nate’s number and waited.

“Detective Malone,” came the answer.

“Nate, it’s Gavin. What’s up?”

“Just a second.” His footsteps came through the receiver, followed by a door closing. “Thanks for calling me back. I got a lead on the plate. The car is registered to a guy we suspect is a member of the same group as the man who started the theater fire.”

“The firebug on TV babbling about Titans and muses?”

“That’s the one.”

Gavin stared at the empty staircase. “So, if this guy is his friend, do you think he’s watching Tera to get even?”

“Not sure yet but stay alert. My partner and I are going to try cornering him at work and ask him some questions. I’ll keep you posted. I just wanted to give you a heads-up. There are still a few more members of this group that are unaccounted for.”

“Anything else I should know?”

“Not at this point, but I’ll let you know if we find the guy in the Camaro.” Nate paused, and some papers shuffled in the background. “Till then, just keep Tera safe.”

Gavin nodded. “Will do.”

He ended the call, sliding the phone into his pocket. Still no sign of Tera. He went to the window and looked out at the courtyard. In the bright morning sun, the thought of him keeping up with a Camaro was laughable. Maybe the car hadn’t been going as fast as he’d thought.

There was only one way to know for sure.

He fired off a text to Tera.

Stay inside. I’m running to my car.

Her response came right back.

Okay.

He went out the door and through the security gate. In the parking lot, he stretched his legs, his knee making a familiar popping sound. This was nuts. No way he’d sprinted so fast he’d caught up with a car. He checked for any unwanted onlookers. Satisfied he was alone, Gavin jogged a few steps before pushing his body as fast as he could.

Each step jarred his knee until he slowed to a walk, wincing. He looked back at his car and let out a humorless, winded chuckle. Fuck. He was far from fast. But he’d gotten Tera around her building so quickly, she’d lost her lunch.

Or she’d been shaken up from seeing her mom, just as he’d originally guessed.

He ran his fingers back through his hair. When he finished this job, he needed to get in to see the shrink again. He’d stopped going shortly after he’d retired from Special Forces. He had thought he was ready for civilian life. Instead, he traded one uniform for another. But he hadn’t worn his police officer’s badge for long.

He straightened, turning toward the condo, and his gaze locked on Tera’s. She was in the upstairs bedroom window. Or she had been… The woman was pretty fast herself.

How much had she seen?

He huffed out a frustrated breath and headed for the condo.
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Ted knocked on Mikolas’s door and waited. The Greek billionaire had taken the reins of Belkin Oil after Ted’s father had passed away, and Ted had buried his grief and devoted all his energy to attacking Mikolas. He’d even framed the Greek businessman for attempted murder. But since they’d discovered the explosion on the offshore oil rig had opened the door to Tartarus and freed Kronos, the two men had become tenuous allies. Maybe even friends.

And Ted didn’t have many of those.

Mikolas stepped back so Ted could enter his home. “How did it go with Kevin?”

“He’s pissed about the muses killing his mistress.” Ted took a seat on the couch.

Mikolas paced the room. “I suppose he doesn’t care that his mistress was threatening the life of a mortal child at the time?”

“Not a bit.” Ted shook his head, raising his eyebrows. “He doesn’t see any value in the human race, young or old, so… His main goal appears to be finding Zeus, and if it takes torturing his daughters to lure him out, Kevin is more than willing to do that.”

“Fuck.” Mikolas resumed his pacing. “Did you at least convince him that he needs you? If we can’t stay on the inside, we won’t have any chance to stop him.”

“Yeah. I’m his new errand boy.” Ted crossed his arms. He wasn’t happy about his place in Kevin’s inner circle, but he’d bide his time. Maybe he could keep the immortal’s attention off Trinity somehow. “And if Kevin decides to go full Kronos on us, how exactly are you planning on stopping him?”

“We can’t fight Kronos, but there’s someone in town who can.” Mikolas glanced Ted’s way. “We’re meeting with his wife. Rhea is expecting us.”

“Now?”

Mikolas nodded. “I’ll drive.”


CHAPTER 5


Tera pulled her mostly dry hair up into a ponytail. Anything to keep from having to go back downstairs and face her bodyguard. She hadn’t meant to spy on him. Again. She’d noticed him in the parking lot and thought maybe the Order of the Titans was back for more. Then he’d started running and she hadn’t been able to look away.

He hadn’t been running at a superhuman speed the way he had been when he’d spirited her behind the studio, but his stride had been determined and strong. And in that moment, she realized he’d been testing a theory. Even though he hadn’t said as much out loud, the superspeed must’ve been freaking him out.

Poor guy had to be partnered with the one muse who excelled at not talking.

She puffed out a frustrated breath and headed for the door. She could hear Gavin in the kitchen, and whatever he was cooking had her stomach growling like a bear.

“Hope you don’t mind me using your stove.” He turned around as she entered the room, a spark of mischief in his eyes. “I was betting food might lure you down here.”

She smiled despite her nerves. “Smells amazing.”

“It’s my famous cinnamon French toast.” He waved the spatula in her direction. “And before you go thinking I’m some kind of prize, this is the only recipe I’ve ever mastered.”

Oh, he was definitely a prize, but that had nothing to do with his cooking. She wandered in and took out a couple of plates and glasses. “Do you want some orange juice?”

He flipped the battered bread and turned her way. He was much closer than she’d expected, but instead of a jolt of panic, heat curled low in her belly. “Sounds great, thanks.”

She gripped the OJ tightly and focused on filling the glasses. “I saw you running this morning.”

“I noticed.” He placed the last piece of French toast on the plate and then twisted the knob on the stove, turning the burner off.

Her stomach twisted. “It wasn’t on purpose… I mean, I thought… Sorry.”

He caught her hand, and she looked up at him before she could stop herself. His smile was gentle, a silent understanding. “I’m not upset. Was just stretching my legs. No biggie.”

She nodded as some of the tension faded from her muscles. “If we get over to the studio early enough, I can show you some exercises that might help.”

He filled his plate and took his glass over to the table. “I blew out my knee during a game in college. It still gets tight sometimes.” He shrugged. “It’s not that bad though. I still passed my physicals and got a waiver to enter Special Forces.”

She took a seat beside him, risking a glance in his direction. “Is that why you joined the military?”

“Yeah.” He poked at his food. “I lost my basketball scholarship and I couldn’t afford tuition, so I took a detour: Special Forces, then the police department. Once I had enough saved, I opened my security business.”

“I’m sorry you had to give up basketball.” She sipped her orange juice. “You loved it.”

“I did.” He met her eyes. “I still do.”

“You still play?”

“I grab a pickup game here and there when I can.” He swallowed a bite of French toast and grinned at her. “I’ll have to take you with me sometime. I bet you play a mean H-O-R-S-E.”

“What’s H-O-R-S-E?” She popped a piece of French toast into her mouth and moaned. “Oh my god. This is amazing.”

“Glad you like it.” He laughed, and her pulse fluttered. “Tell you what, if I learn to dance while we’re working together, then you get to learn to play some basketball. Deal?”

“Deal.” She grinned, anticipation thrumming in her veins.

Her mother had homeschooled her to make more time for dance. It still seemed like yesterday when she’d sneak into the high school gym and hear the crowd cheer for Gavin Thompson hitting another three-pointer. Although dance was her life and her first love, a tiny part of her always wished she could have learned to shoot a basketball or hit a baseball.

Maybe it wasn’t too late.
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After he showered, Gavin pulled on a pair of shorts and a polo. While keeping an eye on Tera at the dance studio, he’d also be adding a few security cameras to the building. When he came downstairs, Tera already had her dance bag on her shoulder.

He smirked. “Hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”

“Nah. I forgot I can’t just run to the studio anytime I want to anymore.” She shrugged. “Are you ready?”

“Yep.” He nodded and opened the door for her. “My tools and ladders are in the SUV.”

She passed by him, and he locked up, trying to pretend he hadn’t just breathed her scent into his lungs. This attraction was getting out of hand. He needed to focus. Between wanting to make her smile and starting to believe his birthmark really could sense danger, concentrating on his job was becoming more difficult by the second.

As he made the turn into the dance studio parking lot, his birthmark began throbbing again. He frowned, tightening his grip on the wheel.

“You’re kidding me.” Tera clutched her dance bag to her chest. “It’s her again.”

Doris Muldoon puffed a cigarette in front of the door to Tera’s building.

Gavin had always been one to trust his gut, but the burning birthmark took the meaning to a whole new level. “I’ll handle this. You stay in the car.”

“Happy to.” She pushed her sunglasses higher on her nose as if that would disguise her.

Gavin parked and got out of the SUV, scanning the lot for anyone else. As he approached Doris, she dropped the cigarette butt and ground it into the pavement with her Nike running shoe. “I’m here to see my daughter.”

He crossed his arms. “And she made it clear that you should call me.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I know important people. I can make your life hell.”

“Are you threatening me, Ms. Muldoon?” He raised a brow. “If you have trouble respecting your daughter’s wishes, I can help her get another restraining order, no problem.”

She balled her hands into fists. “Did she tell you that?” She stared past him to the SUV, lowering her voice, a mask of concern quickly hiding her rage. “My poor baby. She’s a sick girl. So much talent in her body, but sadly her mind has never been as strong.” She met his eyes. “She needs her mother.”

His gut twisted. “What she needs is for you to leave the property, so she can work. If you won’t comply with that request, I can call my friends at Crystal City PD and they can escort you to the station.”

The mock concern drained from her face, her mouth twisting with venom as she charged him. He didn’t give an inch. She poked his chest with her finger, her voice more of a hiss than a growl. “You’re going to be sorry, Gavin. You’re going to wish you never laid eyes on my precious girl.” Tera’s mother spun on her heel and stormed to her car. Tires screeched as she cranked the wheel and drove away.

Gavin ground his teeth and turned around. Tera was already getting out. She stopped beside him. “She’s not going to leave me alone until I let her tell me about the networking she’s been doing. My dancing is my mother’s compulsion. She must be constantly having a conniption that I’m teaching now instead of performing in a dance company.”

He shrugged and glanced down at her. “If she shows up uninvited again, we’ll meet with Nate about getting another restraining order.”

“It’ll be faster to let her talk.” She turned to go to the studio, but he caught her hand.

“I’m serious. If you give her what she wants, she’ll never leave you alone.” He lowered his voice. “Did she ever follow through on her threats?”

Tera’s eyes shone, but that was the only outward sign he’d touched a nerve. “Always.”

She jogged toward the building before he could probe any further. Gavin faced the street so she couldn’t see his expression. He wasn’t sure he could mask the contempt. Tera hadn’t said the words, but her eyes had confirmed it: Her mother had abused her. And probably more than just mentally. He wanted to hunt her mother down and dole her out some vigilante justice.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, snapping him back into the moment. His buddy, Jim, was on his way over with the cameras. He shot a text back and then went to the SUV for his tools and a ladder.

When he came back inside, Tera was dancing. Shit, to call it dancing seemed much too simple. The sound system was pumping out “Take Me to Church,” and every nuance of her body spoke volumes. Words she couldn’t bring herself to speak were plain as day in her movements.

As the singer wailed the lyrics, “Let me give you my life,” Tera’s eyes met his in the mirrored wall. Her gaze demanded his attention. The world could have stopped spinning on its axis, and he wouldn’t have noticed. Bombs could’ve exploded outside the door, and he wouldn’t have looked away.

Her dance inspired mixed emotions. Rage, pain, sadness, and raw need blossomed within him until he ached to run to her. But he didn’t move. This was her dance, not his. She was showing him her scars, not asking him to cover them.

As the song ended, her dance slowed, and finally, she walked over to him. Perspiration rolled down her cheek as she stared up at him. Her chest heaved from the effort, but her voice was strong and even. “Dance with me.”

He almost blurted out his instinctive I don’t dance, but he closed his mouth, allowing her to take his hand and walk him out onto the hardwood floor. The next song was slower, less intense. In front of the mirrored wall, she turned him to face his reflection.

She stepped behind him, placing her hands on his hips. “At its heart, dance is an extension of your soul braided into the music; it’s not a bunch of steps to be memorized. Everyone can dance.”

He raised a brow. “Were you reading my mind?”

She treated him to a rare smile that had his pulse stuttering in answer. “Choreography is memorized steps. Free dance is a language. Think of this as…language lessons.”

“I can do that.”

She pushed and pulled his hips from side to side in time with the beat of the music. “Loosen up. Let the music flow through your body. Feel the rhythm like a heartbeat.”

He watched her reflection in the mirror. Although she was focused on helping him move, she wasn’t stationary. Maybe she couldn’t be. Her gaze trailed lower on the mirror to the scars on his knee.

He stopped and turned away from his reflection. “I should get up in the ceiling and see how tough it’s going to be to run cable to the cameras.”

A crease knitted across her forehead. “I didn’t mean to…stare.”

“You can look all you want.” He shook his head slowly. “But all I see are bad memories and dreams I gave up a long time ago.”
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He walked away, and true to his word, Gavin climbed to the top of his ladder and moved ceiling tiles around to see inside. With his head craning around up there, she could take in the view without fear of being caught gawking.

The door opened, and Tera flinched. For a second, she forgot her first class started in a few minutes. The little ones in her tot class were between three and six years old, so the cuteness factor was off the charts, but keeping their attention when there was a man on a ladder nearby was going to be next to impossible.

Once she had all five of her young students lined up in front of the mirror, she took them through first position and second position with plies and relevés.

They all wore pink leotards and ballet slippers, but unlike some of the strict studios where Tera had studied as a little girl, she was lenient about the tights, allowing the girls to choose any color they liked. Most chose pink to match their outfits, but Rose wore white tights with bright-yellow polka dots. It was tough to miss her little legs in the mirror.

When Tera had the girls turn around to grip the barre with their other hands, Rose giggled, and her hand popped up into the air.

Tera raised a brow. “Do you have a question?”

“Who is that man, and why is he on a ladder watching you?” Rose leaned closer, her hand at the side of her mouth as if she had a big secret to tell. “Is he your boyfriend, Miss Tera?”

Tera had been so focused on her students, she’d lost track of her bodyguard. She turned around, and he gave a guilty smile. “Just waiting on the cameras to get here. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

Her tots were rapidly losing focus. Tera crossed to the other end of the mirrored wall and reached into her ribbon barrel. Squeals echoed through the studio as she walked over and handed each girl a stick with a long ribbon attached.

With the stereo remote in her hand, Tera scanned the row of tiny dancers, keeping her expression serious. “Who can tell me the rules for ribbon dancing?”

Rose’s hand shot up first, and Tera pointed her way. “No hitting.” Rose recited with a serious expression on her face.

“Perfect. And…” Tera went down the line, each girl adding a rule: no running, no floor dancing, no laughing at others.

Then they repeated the most important rule together. “All dancing is beautiful.”

Tera grinned and pressed a button on her remote. The soundtrack from Rapunzel filled the room, and the girls danced and ran and hopped. A few partnered up, holding hands while they mimicked each other in the mirror. And then there was Rose. The little girl twirled the wand above her head in circles until the ribbon was a tornado of color around her. Without slowing the ribbon, she put her heels together, toes out in first position. She bent her knees into a controlled plie and then rose up on her toes in relevé. Each move was timed perfectly with the music.

Tera glanced over at Rose’s mother, relieved to see her reading a book. Rose showed a natural ability to understand music, and her coordination was impressive for her young age. Of everyone in the class, Rose had the most potential as a future professional dancer. And Tera was grateful to see that her mother didn’t seem to notice.

When Tera had been Rose’s age, her own mother was already pushing her down the path to becoming a prima ballerina. Tera studied ballet four days a week, and the other three days, she learned different dance styles. If her mother ever caught Tera daydreaming, the punishment would come as soon as they got home. Her calves ached just remembering the painful hour she’d been forced to remain in relevé. Cramps would bind her muscles, and if her heels hit the floor, her mom’s fly swatter would sting the backs of her legs.

One of the girls stopped in front of her. “My feet are getting tired, Miss Tera. Can we do butterflies now?”

“Sure.” Tera nodded, rattled. She hadn’t meant to lose herself in her memories and leave them dancing for so long. She clicked the remote until she found a slower Enya tune. “Okay, put the ribbons away and meet me at center floor for cool down.”

Tera sat with her back to the mirrored wall. Thankfully, the security cameras had arrived. Through the glass in the door, she could see Gavin outside talking to a tall, skinny man. The little ones plopped onto the floor and pulled their feet toward their bodies, pressing their soles together and gripping their toes. Tera did the same and bounced her knees up and down.

“Fly faster, beautiful butterflies.” The girls beamed, flapping their knees as if they could really take off at any minute. Tera leaned forward, pressing her knees to the floor with her elbows. “Now stretch out those wings.”

Her students followed her lead. They finished up with a few more stretches and then a group hug. After they scrambled back to their moms, Tera went over to grab her dance bag. She had time for a quick water break before her teenaged students arrived. Unlike the tots, the teens were driven, and the recital was just under two weeks away.

The rest of the day was a blur: two more ballet classes, one en pointe, then a tap class, jazz, and finally modern dance.

She changed shoes over and over, and ended the night in her lyrical half-soles. Along the way, she’d forgotten all about cameras and bodyguards and men in gold masks. That was the gift of dance. It not only fed her muse, but it freed her mind and soul from the crushing anxiety her mother had cultivated. The exertion relaxed her like nothing else could.

After her final class left, she sat on the floor, pulled off the half-soles, and plucked her socks out of her bag.

Gavin folded up his ladder and glanced over his shoulder. “I’m tired just watching those classes and you danced with all of them. You must be beat.”

She chuckled and pushed her foot into her tennis shoe. “Nah. This is easy compared to the schedule I had in New York. I feel like a slacker.” She pointed to the ceiling. “Do I have security cameras now?”

He nodded. “You do. Come on. I’ll show you how it all works.” She followed him to the far wall. He opened a panel and showed her the controls for four cameras. “All the footage is going directly to the alarm company and to a remote website so you can check the feed from anywhere.”

“And we’re putting these in at my condo, too?”

“I’ve got two more cameras in the car to put up at your place. They won’t be able to sneak up on us.”

She smiled. “Works for me.” She picked up her dance bag. “Ready to grab some dinner?”

“Sure thing.” He walked her out. His hand barely brushed the small of her back, but her entire body reacted, alert and hungry for more.


CHAPTER 6


Ted followed Mikolas into the only four-star hotel in Crystal City. Mrs. Zervos—or Rhea, if he were to use her real name—didn’t want to risk meeting at the Blessed Mary Village retirement community. If Kronos was following them, she didn’t want to lead him to her friends. Ted couldn’t agree more.

In the elevator, Mikolas sighed. “I’ve been thinking about a contingency plan in case Rhea can’t stop him.” He met Ted’s eyes. “But I’ve got nothing. The future of humanity can’t rely on her to trap her husband again. We need a plan B, just in case.”

Ted nodded. “You’re right, but we’re talking about immortals. Even if the military hit them with a missile, they’d keep coming, right?”

Mikolas shook his head slowly. “That’s where we’re missing something. The muses killed Philyra, and she was immortal. We have to know how they did it.”

Ted ground his teeth. “And you want me to find out.”

“You know they’re not going to talk to me.” The elevator doors opened, and Mikolas stepped out, Ted behind him. “You have an in with Trinity. Set up a meeting. Get her to talk.”

Ted agreed but had no idea how he’d make that meeting happen. Trinity barely tolerated him. For now, Rhea was their only hope. The Mother of the Gods had taken the form of an elderly woman named Rita Zervos in this lifetime. He’d tracked her down a few weeks ago and discovered her true identity while they were trying to stop Philyra, but in the end, the muses had done it for them.

Mikolas knocked on the door to room 533 and waited. The door opened, but the woman standing there was far from elderly.

Lia Youlos, the Muse of Comedy, smiled at them. “Surprise.” She checked the hallway before allowing them inside. “No way we were letting Mrs. Zervos meet with you alone.”

Rhea sat in the center of the couch with Trina Mardas and Maria Spanos on either side of her. Ted had met them previously, too. They were all members of Lia’s geriatric poker group.

Lia took the wingback chair, leaving Ted to pull out the desk chair. Mikolas remained standing, his gaze fixed on the Mother of the Gods.

“Mrs. Zervos, thanks for agreeing to see us,” Mikolas started. “We have reason to believe that Kronos is coming for you.”

Ted nodded, adding, “He wants revenge. He thinks you betrayed him with Zeus.”

“I did.” Her chin lifted a little, making her look regal. “And I would do it again to protect my children.”

Lia crossed her arms. “Why are you two suddenly not on Team Kronos?”

“Because the Order was wrong.” Ted shook his head slowly, his attention on Lia. “Kronos has no loyalty to us or humanity. I’ve spent enough time with him in his current form to know humans aren’t even on his radar. He could wipe out the human race, and he’d do it without a second thought.” His attention shifted to Rhea. “The muses are also on his list now that they ended his mistress.”

Rhea cleared her throat. “Good riddance.”

Mikolas took control of the conversation again. “As far as we know, you’re the only immortal in this world who can face him.”

Rhea met his eyes. “You may overestimate my power. It took my son and all the Olympians to imprison him the first time. Alone, I cannot defeat him.”

Lia frowned, a crease forming on her forehead. “But you’re not alone. Most of the muses have found their Guardians, and they all have special abilities. Together, we could stand with you.”

A sad smile curved Rhea’s lips. “Even so, you’re still mortals. He could cut the cord on your destiny with a wave of his hand.”

“Then why hasn’t he?” Mikolas asked. All eyes turned in his direction as he went on. “The rest of the Titans are still locked away in Tartarus. Kronos is alone in a world that has forgotten him. Maybe he’s afraid to start a war he can’t win. Humanity is global now and has access to technology he never could have imagined the last time he walked this Earth.”

Rhea nodded. “You could be right.”

“Right now, Kronos walks among us as Kevin Elys.” Mikolas gestured to Ted. “Ted has convinced Kevin of his loyalty. With a man on the inside, we might be able to counter his moves, but we have no hope of winning without your help, Rhea.”

She chuckled. “No one has called me by that name in a very long time.”

In the blink of an eye, her image changed. Long red hair fanned out around her head, her skin glowing with inhuman radiance, and her eyes shone gold. And just as suddenly, she was an elderly woman again.

Ted rubbed his eyes and noticed Lia and Mikolas doing the same.

“Forgive an old woman for her vanity.” She smiled. “Some days it’s easier to hide among you than others.” She glanced at the ladies on either side of her and then back to Mikolas. “And I’m not the only immortal in your world. My friends are actually the Guiders of Destiny, Titias and Kyllenos, and if I face my husband, they will both be by my side.”

“I’ll call Callie and the others,” Lia chimed in. “We’ll stand with you, too.”

Ted looked up at Mikolas. “I’ll let you know if Kevin finds out about Rhea.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, Mrs. Zervos.”

Mikolas offered his hand to Mrs. Zervos and then to the other two elderly women flanking her on the couch. “Thank you all for standing with the human race.”

Ted got up and sighed. “I’m so sorry we freed him. This wasn’t how it was supposed to turn out.”

Mrs. Zervos turned to the Guiders of Destiny and back up to Ted. “He would have escaped eventually with or without your help. That’s why I remain here in the human world.”

“What about Zeus?” Lia asked. “Can you contact your son? He defeated Kronos once before.”

Mrs. Zervos sighed, resting her hands in her lap. “Sometimes I imagine he is nearby, but he faded from this dimension lifetimes ago.”

Ted frowned. “Maybe Kevin was right.”

“About what?” Lia asked.

Ted glanced at Lia. “He’s planning to torture the muses until their cries lure their father back into this world.”

Mrs. Zervos shook her head. “We must stop him.”

Mikolas nodded. “We will. Somehow.”

“Can I get your cell phone number?” Ted took out his cell. “I’ll call if he finds out your identity or where you live.” If he hadn’t been so worried about the future, Ted might’ve laughed at the insanity of swapping cell phone numbers with the Mother of the Gods. But once he had her contact info, they merely said their good-byes and left the hotel suite.

Once the elevator doors slid closed, a muscle in Mikolas’s jaw ticked. “Contact Trinity. We need to know how to stop an immortal.”

“You don’t think Rhea can handle him? The muses and their Guardians, and the Guiders of Destiny, will all be at her side.”

The hard edge in Mikolas’s eyes made Ted’s gut twist. “If he discovers that Mrs. Zervos is really Rhea, he’ll come for her. She couldn’t stop him on her own, hell, Zeus needed all the Olympians to cage his father.” Mikolas shook his head. “Our only hope is to kill him first.”
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After Gavin finished installing the security cameras at the condo, he came inside to test them and found Tera dozing on her couch. God, she was beautiful. He forced himself to focus and went to his laptop. After logging into the remote site, the screen filled with the view of her empty porch. He smiled and closed the laptop.

“Everything working?”

He glanced her way. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She chuckled. “I shouldn’t sleep in my bodyguard’s bed. What would the neighbors say?”

Her sense of humor still surprised him. It also blurred the line between them. She barely made eye contact when they first met, and now she made him smile. Was he becoming her friend? He shouldn’t care, but he did.

Gavin chuckled. “They’re probably already talking after seeing us leave together this morning.”

“True.” She’d let her long hair down. It framed her face, falling around her like a waterfall of silk. She pulled it back from her forehead. “At least it looks like I have good taste.”

He raised a brow as he tucked his laptop into his bag. “Are you saying I make good arm candy?”

She grinned. “Is there an additional charge for being arm candy?”

He shook his head. “That’s not usually a service I offer.” He sobered, suddenly remembering this was work, not a date. Why was it so tough to remember with her? “The security systems are all set, so I guess we can call it a day.”

Her phone buzzed. She took it out and frowned. “That’s weird.”

He tensed. “Your mom?”

“No.” She met his eyes. “Callie wants everyone to meet at her place tomorrow morning. It’s important.”

“I haven’t met Callie yet.”

Tera sent a text back and lifted her head. “She’s in charge of our LLC for the theater. Maybe there’s something we all need to sign or something.” Her lips quirked like she was holding back a smile. “It’s still early. Want to see it?”

“The theater? I thought it was still under construction.”

“It is.” She dug into her bag and jangled a set of keys. “But you have a contact…and there’s a basketball hoop in the parking lot.”

He grinned, shaking his head. “How can I say no to that?”

Tera drove them in her car this time, and while watching the rearview mirror for anyone tailing them, he couldn’t help but watch her profile. She braided her hair before they left, and now it lay in front of her shoulder and across her chest. He averted his eyes before he got caught staring at her breasts. Again, he had to remind himself she was his client, not his girlfriend.

Tera pulled into the lot, and he sized up the construction site. The theater looked to be two or three stories high, though it was tough to tell for sure in the dark. It was also round, with columns along the outer wall.

“It’s going to be amazing when it’s finished.”

He glanced her way. “When’s the grand opening?”

“We don’t have a date yet.” She got out of the car and locked it. “We’re going as fast as we can, but we’ve only got one contractor, and the rest of us all pitch in when we can.”

He frowned. “Can’t afford a crew, or…?”

She rubbed her shoulder without making eye contact. “We could, but…it’s complicated.” She popped the trunk, and he grabbed his basketball. Tera smiled up at him. “You know, back in school, I never would have dreamed that the Gavin Thompson would ever teach me to sink a basketball.”

“Riiiight.” He chuckled, shocked at the heat traveling up his face. Did she just make him blush? Unbelievable. He was suddenly glad they were under the yellow, color-killing lights of the parking lot. “You didn’t give a crap about basketball.”

“Not true.” She crossed her arms, her hip jutting out to the side. “I wanted to learn to play basketball, softball, and soccer, but it was too risky. If I got injured, I would’ve missed out on auditions for leads and internships with the dance companies.”

He sobered, his voice softening as he tucked the ball under his arm. “Your mom kept you in Bubble Wrap unless you were inside the dance studio, huh?”

She nodded, walking toward the theater. “Pretty much.” When they got to the chain-link fence around the construction site, she fiddled with her keys and finally unlocked it. He was grateful to see quite a few security cameras.

He pointed to the one aimed at the front doors. “Who watches the feed?”

“Nate has us connected with an alarm company, and Callie has the remote setup at her house.”

“Good.” He nodded. “And I’ll meet her tomorrow?”

“That’s the plan.” She unlocked the front door and clicked on the light switch. Her grin stole his breath. “We finally have lights! You have no idea what a big deal this is.” Her voice softened. “Makes it seem like it’s a real building.”

He followed her inside and pulled open the door to the main theater. His eyes widened. It was gutted—no seats, and the floor was still black after being scorched from the fire. “Still plenty of work to do in here.”

“Yeah, but it shouldn’t be too bad. We’re waiting on the carpet to be installed, and the new seating is already on order.” She grabbed his hand, tugging him toward the stage. He was enjoying holding her hand much more than he should. She glanced back at him with that intoxicating smile. “Mason just finished the flooring on the stage. Come on.”

They hiked the steps to the stage while she pointed out where the stage lights would be positioned and where the orchestra pit would be. This was probably more than he’d ever heard her speak at once. Seeing her so animated, with joy lighting up her features, electrified the air.

“Let me show you something.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and clicked on her playlist before handing him the phone. “This is a dancer’s stage.”

She spun and jumped, and even in her tennis shoes, every move was graceful and controlled. He didn’t know the fancy French names for the moves, but she was breathtakingly beautiful. His pulse thrummed watching her. This wasn’t the woman hiding behind her sunglasses to avoid her abusive mother; this was the performer who danced at the Met in New York.

She finally came back over to retrieve her cell phone and silenced the music. “It’s going to be amazing.”

“You already are.” Shit. Had he said that out loud? What the fuck was wrong with him? He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I meant the dancing.”

Her eyes shone with a knowing spark. “Well, thank you either way.” She took his hand again, and this time, it didn’t surprise him. It felt surprisingly natural. “Come on. I want to show you the theater’s dance studio.”

She clicked the light on her cell on as they ventured into the shadows. “The electricity isn’t up over here yet.” She opened another door to an expansive room with hardwood floor and a wall of mirrors on one side and a ballet barre on the opposite. “The sound system is going in at that end.” She pointed to the ceiling, shining her light upward. Above them was a row of speakers. “And Mason’s got soundproofing foam on order, so if there’s someone using the main stage, the dancers can rehearse here without interrupting.”

He smiled down at her and squeezed her hand. “This theater is going to be fantastic. Why would someone want to burn it down?”

She started to pull back, her fingers slipping free of his. “Long story.”

He tracked her every move as she walked away. “When are you going to tell me what’s really going on here? I saw the guy in the gold mask. Nate said he’s in the same group as the arsonist who tried to burn this place down with you inside it. I know there’s more you’re not telling me. I can’t protect you if I don’t understand what we’re up against.”

“I know.” She turned toward him, but her phone was down, her face in the shadows. “But just for tonight, can we forget about the insanity?”

“That’s not my job.” He moved closer to her, wishing like hell he could give her what she wanted. “I’m here to keep you safe, not pretend like you already are.”

She looked at her shoes, defeat in her voice. “I know. Sorry.”

He caught her hand. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to, Tera.”

She stared up at him, searching his eyes. “Teach me to dunk a basketball, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

He had no business taking her out in that wide-open parking lot, but dammit, how could he refuse her? He couldn’t. He was crossing a line, and he barely hesitated.

“Deal.”


CHAPTER 7


Tera finished locking up the building and the gate, then turned around to see Gavin dribbling the basketball. Her heart thumped in her ears. She hadn’t been lying or stroking his ego earlier when she had admitted she never dreamed he’d be teaching her to play.

Gavin wasn’t tall and skinny like a lot of the pros on TV. He was more like a hulking brick wall—broad shoulders, thick strong legs and muscular arms. His big hands had no trouble controlling the ball, and suddenly, she pictured those hands sliding up her body.

Heat smoldered low in her belly as she jogged toward him. “Go easy on me. I’ve never held a basketball before.”

“Seriously?” He stopped dribbling, grabbing the ball in both hands. “Never?”

“Bubble Wrap except in the dance studio, remember?”

He shook his head and brought the ball over. He placed it in her hands and moved behind her. His body was warm pressing against her back as he reached around to show her how to dribble.

His lips were near her ear as he coached her to keep her eye on the ball. “There’s a rhythm to basketball, too. Feel it? Now try bending your knees and walking the ball forward with you.”

Bending her knees wasn’t a problem. They were like Jell-O all of a sudden. She started to move, bouncing the ball along with her. Holy crap, she was doing it! Tera grinned, keeping her focus on the ball. “I’m actually dribbling a basketball!”

“Now pass it to me.”

She glanced his way, and the ball hit the toe of her shoe and then shot off in his direction. Her eyes widened. “Shoot! Sorry about that.”

Gavin caught it with a grin. “My fault. I didn’t show you what to do.” He gripped the ball in both hands. “This is a bounce pass. Ready?”

She nodded, and he launched the ball toward the pavement. It bounced between them, and right to her on the other side of the court. She caught it and bounced it back. He snatched it out of the air, spun around, and lobbed it up into the basket.

Tera laughed, clapping, but it died away when she noticed Gavin rubbing his stomach as he scanned the parking lot. She grabbed the ball and whispered, “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Stay behind me.” He touched his side and cursed under his breath. “My gun’s in the damned car.”

She stayed close behind him. “I have my cell. I can call Nate.”

“Not yet.” He shook his head. “It’s just a hunch.”

But she knew better. His hand was still over his birthmark. All the Guardians talked about their marks burning when their muses were in danger.

Gavin deserved to know the truth. All of it. She should’ve already told him. It was selfish to lure him out with her tonight. Now his life was on the line, and he didn’t even understand why.

Something whistled past them, striking the pole of the basketball hoop, and almost instantaneously, they were behind her car, a football field away from the hoop. Her stomach lurched again, and she retched. Her vision blurred as she struggled to stay quiet. Gavin’s chest heaved, his eyes wide as he stared at her.

“I need the girl alive, but the boyfriend is worthless,” a man called from the shadows. Her front tire hissed, deflating. “Come out, Tera, and I’ll let your man live.”

“He’s shooting at us?” She whispered.

“He’s got a silencer.” Gavin replied without looking in her direction.

Her pulse raced as she looked over at Gavin. “He won’t hurt me. He needs me alive.”

Gavin’s jaw tightened as he shook his head and whispered, “Not a chance. I’m going for my gun. He’ll see the dome light and probably shoot, but you’re safe here. Don’t move.”

She nodded, clasping her cell phone in the pocket of her windbreaker. Gavin opened the door, and bullets peppered her car, piercing its metal body and shattering a window. She jerked her phone free and pressed Nate’s number.

“Tera?”

“Theater. Under fire.” She ended the call and pocketed her phone. Nate wouldn’t hesitate; he understood the threat from the Order. She and Gavin just had to live long enough for backup to get there.

Gavin slid out of the car, crouching beside her as he pulled back the slide on his gun. In one smooth movement, he rose up, turned toward the shooter, and fired three shots before taking cover. One more bullet struck her car, but the sound was apparently all Gavin needed. He returned fire in that direction, and a man screamed in the distance.

A siren blared, and Gavin met her eyes. “Nate?”

She nodded, unsure what to expect. Defying her mother had always led to regret.

Gavin patted her thigh. “Good thinking. Stay here.”

He peered over the front fender, and then he was gone.
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He hit his target. This was a chance to catch this guy. Gun in hand, Gavin ran, sticking to the shadows of the parking lot, but a V8 roared on the street. Fuck. The black Camaro got away but not before Gavin confirmed the plate number. He jogged back to the theater parking lot, still lightheaded from the impossible burst of speed he’d just experienced. Nate and his partner got out of their unmarked sedan. The red light that spun around on the dash drenched them all in crimson.

Gavin struggled to catch his breath. “Same Camaro. He said he needed her alive.” He bent over and pulled more oxygen into his lungs. “Had a silencer.”

“We must’ve rattled him when we caught up with him today.” Nate looked over at Tera’s car. “I’ll call a tow. You okay?”

“Yeah.” He straightened a little, staring at Nate. They had been friends in the department, but they weren’t close enough for Gavin admit he was turning into the Flash. Hell, he still wasn’t sure that was the case. When he had gone running that morning, he’d been at his usual slow and steady pace with his bum knee.

Nate frowned. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.” He rolled his tight shoulders back. “I better check on Tera.”

Nate didn’t look convinced, but he took out his cell anyway and called for a tow while his partner secured evidence in the parking lot. Gavin returned to find Tera sitting on the pavement with her knees pulled into her chest. She lifted her head when he came around the car, and in one fluid movement, she was on her feet and in his arms.

He held her tightly, closing his eyes and breathing her in. They were alive. She was safe. That was all that fucking mattered.

“Nate’s calling a tow for your car,” he told her.

She trembled against him. “I want to go home.” She looked up into his eyes and whispered, “This is all my fault.”

“No, it’s not. I never should have agreed to come out here in the open. I know better.” He brought a hand up to cup her cheek. Her skin was even softer than he had imagined. “Until that asshole started shooting, this was the best night I’ve had in years. And that’s because of you, Tera. The rest of this mess is on that misguided psycho.”

For a second, it looked as if she was about to say something, but instead, she tipped her head and brushed her lips against his. Every synapse in his brain fired at once, like he’d been lost in the desert and had finally found water. One hand slid up into her hair as he tightened his hold on her, deepening the kiss. She moaned, the vibration rolling through him, sending blood rushing to his groin. He couldn’t get enough of her.

Suddenly, Nate cleared his throat. Gavin stumbled back and blinked, struggling to clear his head. Damn. Never in his life had a woman intoxicated him like Tera did. Maybe it was just the rush of realizing they were still alive, but whatever it was, he was already aching for more.

Nate wiped his forehead, avoiding eye contact. “I called a black and white to take you back to Tera’s place.” He lifted his gaze to Gavin’s face. “Maybe you’re too close on this one. If the security systems are all upgraded, someone on your team can take over.”

Fuck no. Gavin’s shoulders tensed with the realization that he didn’t trust anyone else to keep her safe.

It was a sure sign that Nate was right. Gavin cared about Tera, and the job was getting personal. But the thought of not being with her, not keeping her safe, tied his gut in knots.

He shook his head. “I’m good. I’ve got this.”

Nate nodded, looking less than convinced. He walked past him and over to Tera. “Are you all right?”

“Scared, but I’m okay.” She glanced at Gavin and then back to Nate. “Can I talk to you for a second? Alone?”

Nate nodded, and as they walked away, Gavin went around the back of the car, cursing himself for crossing that line with his client. He stared up at the stars, replaying the moment. He would’ve sworn she had kissed him, not the other way around. He looked back over his shoulder to where she and Nate were talking. Was she asking him for another bodyguard?

He ground his teeth and faced forward. Why wouldn’t she? Kissing her was bush-league, unprofessional bullshit. Being with her seemed so natural; it was too easy to forget she was also his client.

But it had been her idea to shoot hoops. Had he misread everything?

He ran a hand through his hair. If she fired him, it was probably for the best anyway. He needed to get in and see the shrink. Human beings didn’t move as fast as he seemed to believe he could, not to mention his danger-sensing birthmark. He lifted his shirt. In the yellow light of the parking lot, he couldn’t tell if it was still red, but it didn’t sting anymore. The danger was gone.

I am losing my goddamn shit. He rubbed his hand down his face as Nate and Tera came back over to him. Gavin straightened up, steeling himself for being let go.

Nate clasped his shoulder. “See you at Callie’s tomorrow morning.” He glanced at Tera and back to Gavin. “Tera’s got plenty to explain tonight. And no matter how nuts it seems, trust me—” his gaze locked on Gavin’s “—it’s all true.”

A black-and-white pulled up as Nate looked over at his car. “We know where this guy lives. We’ll go pay him a visit. Sounds like you might have clipped him.”

Gavin slid his shoulder holster back in place and secured his Glock inside. Then he retrieved the basketball and grabbed Tera’s dance bag out of her car. When he turned around, she was already in the backseat of the police cruiser. Gavin got in beside her, but she didn’t say a word. Nate and his partner would wait for the tow with the evidence collection team.

“Did Nate give you the address?” he asked the officer.

“Yeah.” He peered into the rearview mirror. “Is she all right?”

Gavin nodded. “Just shaken up.” He leaned back against the seat, unsure what to do with his hands. Was she pissed at him for the kiss? Did he let her down her by leaving his gun in the car? And what the hell had Nate meant about Tera explaining things?

He had plenty of time to chew on his thoughts Tera stared out the window the entire drive. When they were almost back to her place, Gavin leaned toward her and whispered, “Next time we’ll work on shooting the basketball instead of psychos who worship ancient Greek gods.”

At first, he couldn’t tell if she heard him, but when she finally turned his way, a small smile curved her lips. “I’d like that.”


CHAPTER 8


The officer dropped them off at Tera’s place, and Gavin followed her inside. Tera had told Nate about Gavin’s birthmark and the superspeed, praying he’d help her break it to Gavin, but Nate’s advice had mirrored Callie’s.

Tell him.

Ugh. Neither of them had any idea how much she struggled with communicating, especially when it might lead to confrontation. Okay, maybe Callie understood her anxiety, and Nate had experienced the strange burning mark firsthand, so they weren’t completely clueless about her predicament. But she didn’t have any idea how to broach the subject.

The kiss only made it more complicated. It would have been different if the kiss had been awkward or if he hadn’t returned it with a passion she’d never known existed. Now that it was obvious he felt the same attraction she did, though, she didn’t want him to walk out.

The first time they had met he’d held her hair back while she tossed her cookies. This couldn’t be much worse, could it? He hadn’t run away screaming. Not yet, anyway.

She fumbled to unlock her door, and Gavin rested his hand on her shoulder. “You must be having a killer conversation in your head.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” She glanced back at him as she opened the door. How did he manage to make her smile right in the middle of an internal freak-out?

Gavin walked past her, checking every room in her condo with his gun drawn, all business. Maybe he was going to pretend the kiss had never happened. It would be easy to blame it on elation they had survived the shooting. It sounded logical, and maybe it was partially true.

But deep down, her kissing him had nothing to do with the gunfire. Until Gavin, her only experiences with physical intimacy were with male dancers she’d performed with, and the encounters had merely been carryovers of the passion they had exuded on the stage. Her heart had always remained safely cloaked behind the role she’d been playing.

With Gavin, there was no acting. He’d seen her at both her most vulnerable and her best in the dance studio. And tonight, he had taught her to play basketball like they’d been friends forever. Until she’d moved to California and found her muse sisters, her mother had been her only companion, coaching her that “friends” were just girls who wanted to steal your spot in the company when you weren’t paying attention.

Gavin came back, holstering his handgun. “All clear.” He stopped in front of her, his gaze wandering over her face. “I’m sorry about tonight. I never should have had you out there in the open like that.” He shook his head. “I’m having a tough time keeping my distance with you, and that puts you in danger.” A muscle ticked in his cheek. “It won’t happen again.”

“The kiss or the shooting?” She gaped when she realized the words were no longer inside her head. She’d blurted them out loud.

His lips twisted into a crooked smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Both.”

Her heart sank, surprising her. Could he really turn off his feelings? Or maybe he didn’t have any and her own were blinding her until she’d imagined he felt the same. She had initiated the kiss, not Gavin. She could’ve misread everything.

She cleared her throat and walked past him to the couch. Without thinking, she sat down next to his pillow and grabbed it, hugging it to her chest for emotional support. The damn thing smelled like Gavin, and an ache grew inside her at the realization she’d never feel his strong arms holding her close.

“I need to tell you some things,” she said quietly. “Crazy, insane things.”

“All right.” He came over and took a seat at the other end of the sofa.

The distance between them was like an invisible wall with its own palpable energy, and she hated it. Taking a deep breath, she stared at the pillow, rather than his eyes. “When I came downstairs this morning and you were still sleeping, your shirt rode up. I saw your birthmark.” He chuckled, and she glanced at him. “Is that funny?”

He shrugged, his smile fading. “It’s an odd shape, but I’ve never thought my birthmark was crazy or insane.”

She broke eye contact, looking at the pillow again. “It’s not that… I’ve seen that mark before. You’re a Guardian. The gods marked you to protect a muse.” She finally met his eyes. “Me.”

He grimaced. The struggle to understand and believe her was evident all over his face. Gods, she wished verbal communication came easier to her. At this rate, he’d be running out of her condo any second now.

She set the pillow aside. “I’m screwing this all up.” She rubbed her forehead as the familiar tingle began in her hands. Not now…

Gavin moved a little closer but didn’t reach for her. “Tera, look at me. Please?”

She sighed, lowering her hand. There wasn’t trace of anger or shock or revulsion on his face. She did not deserve a guy this patient.

“I’m not going anywhere. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve got some insanity of my own to share.” He searched her eyes. “I’m starting to believe my birthmark might be some kind of sensor, like a warning to be alert. It seems to burn when you’re in danger.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “And you probably already figured out that I was really in your parking lot this morning to see if I could recreate how fast I can move when I need to keep you safe.” He placed his hand between them with his palm up. “You’re not the only one on this couch who is scared.”

For a second, she couldn’t breathe. “I’ve got to tell you everything, but I’m afraid you’ll walk out that door and I’ll never see you again.” She cleared her throat, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “In spite of the shooting, tonight was the best date I’ve ever been on.”

His voice softened, became more intimate. “Give me your hand.”

She placed her hand in his, and he threaded his fingers through hers. Her hand seemed so small in comparison. He reached over with his other hand and tipped her chin up until their eyes locked.

His warm smile set off butterflies in her stomach. “I had an amazing time with you tonight, too, but I need to stop being your bodyguard.”

“No.” A wave of emotion swelled within in, and she shook her head. “No. I don’t trust anyone else.”

“Wait a sec. I’m not going anywhere.” He leaned closer, pressing a kiss to her forehead before his gaze found hers. “Tera, I’m telling you that I can’t take your money when I’m falling for you. It’s a matter of principle. Things got a little complicated, and I’m not on the couch holding your hand because it’s my job. I’m here because I care about you. And—” he shook his head slowly “—I’m never going to let anyone hurt you.”

She slid her arms around his neck and clung to him, breathing him into her lungs. “I’m falling for you, too,” she whispered. “Scares the shit out of me.”

His laughter warmed her all over. He pulled back to look at her. “If I’m going to protect you, I need to know what we’re really up against, crazy or not, so educate me on my birthmark, and muses, and these guys with gold masks.”

“You’re sure?” She raised a brow, teasing. She was teasing him. For a second, she almost pinched her leg to see if she was dreaming. She didn’t recognize herself when she was with him.

He nodded. “Lay it on me.”
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Gavin settled back on the couch, loving the way Tera’s hand felt on his thigh. Nothing had been solved yet, but getting their budding connection out in the open lifted a weight off his shoulders. His feelings for her were far from professional, and the kiss earlier had laid bare the desire he’d been trying to bury. It was impossible to hide from any longer.

And she’d told him she didn’t want him to go. She trusted him. Although he hadn’t known her long, he’d met her abusive mother, and it was clear why her trust was a rare gift.

Tera stared at her hand, not making eye contact as she spoke. “I’m going to start at the beginning. All of the women in our LLC… Well, there is a muse inside of each of us.”

He tilted his head. “Like a Greek muse from mythology?” he asked, struggling to keep an open mind. “I know Nate warned me this would be nuts, but I wasn’t expecting…this.”

“Yeah.” She nodded, sneaking a peek in his direction. “Terpsichore, the Muse of Dance, blossomed inside me before I even turned nineteen. Maybe she was always there, I don’t know, but after I started dancing with the city ballet, I kept having these crazy dreams about Greece and this run-down theater. I couldn’t tell my mom, and I didn’t have any friends, so I’d wait until my mom was sleeping and then comb the Internet.”

“For what?” He waited for her to lift her head and look at him. “I swear I’m not teasing you. I’m just trying to wrap my head around this. Do people search for theaters in dreams on Google?”

“No. I wish I could describe the dream and do it justice, but I would see flashes of places I’d never been before, and even though they’d blur together, I started remembering and recognizing some of them.” She squeezed his thigh. “The dreams don’t matter as much as the other stuff I need to tell you—about being a Guardian.”

“All right.” Nothing about this was all right, but he could see this was tough for her and he didn’t want her to give up. He rested his hand over hers on his leg. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She smiled sadly. “Not yet, anyway.” She sucked in a deep breath and met his eyes. “I should’ve told you the second I saw that birthmark on your stomach, but I didn’t know how.” She shifted on the couch until she faced him. “My friend Clio is also the Muse of History, and she found a scroll with a prophecy on it about the muses. I don’t have it memorized word for word, but basically, every generation the muses are reborn inside mortal women. We’re like a vase or a vessel or something, and the muse is part of our soul. Anyway, each generation there are also nine men marked by the gods to be Guardians of the daughters of Zeus. The gods give each of them a supernatural ability that only presents itself when he finds his muse.”

A giant floodlight went off in Gavin’s head. “That’s how we got around the building so fast that first night. You were afraid of your mother, and suddenly, I could move at light speed.”

She nodded. “I didn’t know then, but when I saw you sleeping…” She worried her lower lip. “I should’ve said something. When I saw you running in the parking lot, I knew it must’ve been bothering you, and I still didn’t know how to tell you.”

He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “I’m not angry.” He lowered her hand, shaking his head. “In a messed-up kind of way, I’m relieved.”

She raised a brow. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “When I tried to make myself run with superspeed, or whatever the hell it is, I couldn’t do it. I was starting to think I imagined it. I’d been toying with calling the shrink who helped me when I retired from Special Forces.”

“Ah, I see.” She treated him to a smile. “So being a Guardian with special abilities is crazy, but at least you don’t need a padded room?”

“Exactly.” He chuckled. He waited for her to go on, but she didn’t make a peep. He sobered. “Ready to tell me about the guys in the gold masks?”

“Not really.” She shook her head. “Are you sure you want to pile on even more impossible reality?”

“We’ve come this far.”

She laced her fingers with his and stared at their joined hands before raising her gaze to his face. “I’ve never been part of a ‘we’ before.”

“No basketball and no boyfriends?” He tried to keep his reaction light, but part of him tensed. How sheltered was she?

“No boyfriends.” She pointed at him with a glint in her eyes that he hadn’t seen before, playful and sexy. His body had an instant physical response. “Before you go thinking you found a virgin, I’ve had sex more than once…but no boyfriends.” She rolled her eyes. “I have this hang-up about people sleeping over.”

He laughed and pulled her closer, encouraged when she settled on his lap. He caressed her cheek, his laughter dying away. “No offense to virgins, but it’s not a big turn on for me.”

She brought her hand to his chest, searing his skin with the simple touch. “What about you? Girlfriends?”

He shrugged. “A few. But I’ve been so focused on my business, I haven’t had much time for relationships.”

“Yeah right.” She shifted a little on his lap, and there was no way to hide the effect she was having on him, but she didn’t shy away. “You protect beautiful women, staying with them all day and night, and you didn’t fall for any of them?”

“Nope.” He ran his hand up her leg. “I’ve never had any difficulty keeping things professional until I met this shy dancer. She’s gorgeous, but it wasn’t her looks that did me in.”

She raised a brow. “Was it the puking?”

He laughed, his heart swelling in his chest. “No.”

She was such a magical mix of contradictions. Shy, funny, and although she might consider herself weak and fearful, he saw a survivor who embraced life while others might stay in the shadows.

He lost himself in her eyes, his words coming straight from his heart. “It was catching glimpses of the real woman she keeps hidden away, winning her trust. She’s much stronger than she gives herself credit for.” He shook his head slowly. “She’s the first client I’ve ever been tempted to cross the line for.”

She worried her lower lip and mustered a whisper. “What line would that be?”

He bent to claim her lips. Words weren’t going to do to the emotions she stirred inside him justice. One of her hands raked through the hair at his neck as the other moved around to his back. He held her tighter, his tongue tangling with hers.

She started to pull back, her lips brushing his over and over until she rested her forehead against his. “Can we talk about the guys in gold masks later?”

“What masks?” He grinned. He was never going to get tired of making her smile.

She chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy without dancing.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Having her sitting on his lap was impairing his ability to get blood to his brain, and in spite of how urgently he wanted to carry her up the stairs and get familiar with every inch of her, the guy who shot at them tonight was still out there. He forced himself to move away from her. “I need to check the alarm and cameras.”

“Okay.” She got up, and it took all his self-control not to pull her back into his arms.

She took a seat on the couch and started unbraiding her hair, seeming very focused on the task. Damn, had he just hurt her feelings?

He headed for the front door. “Just so you know, I hope we’re not through kissing.”

She peered up at him from under her thick lashes. “I thought…” Her words trailed off.

“Until Nate tells us otherwise, there’s still danger out there.” He checked the dead bolt and the display for the camera before meeting her eyes. “Even though I’m not invoicing you anymore, I still won’t let anyone hurt you. They’ll have to go through me first.”

She stood up and walked right past him. He’d swear her hips had an extra sway to them. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked back at him over her shoulder. “Come up when you’re finished down here.”

He raised a brow. “I don’t have any alarms to check up there.”

That sexy sparkle was back in her eyes. “Then I guess you’ll just have to check me.”


CHAPTER 9


Ted’s eyes snapped open. Someone was banging on his back door. Adrenaline burst into his bloodstream as he reached for his cell phone. With 9-1-1 glowing on the screen, ready for him to press it at the first sign of danger, he exited his bedroom to the kitchen. The pounding started again, and a familiar voice came through the door.

“Ted, please. You gotta help me. I’m shot.”

Ted frowned, setting his cell phone on the counter. “Mark?” He opened the door and Mark Gibb stumbled into Ted’s kitchen. His left hand was clamped over his right shoulder, but blood was still trickling down his arm, leaving a crimson trail across Ted’s tile floor.

“What the hell happened?” He got Mark settled on a chair in the breakfast nook and went to the sink to wet a rag.

“Kevin sent me to get Tera Muldoon, but her boyfriend shot me.” He started to slump onto the table, but he winced, straightening up when Ted pressed the compress against Mark’s wound. “Fuck,” he groaned.

Ted shook his head. “We’ve got to call an ambulance. You’re losing too much blood.”

“No.” Mark’s eyes were wide, terrified. “No, we can’t. He’ll find out.”

“Who?” Ted frowned.

“The detective. He cornered me this morning, asking lots of questions about the Order.”

Ted sighed as he moved the rag and tried to get a better look at Mark’s wound. “Malone, right?”

Mark nodded. “I think they saw my car tonight. They’ll be looking for me.”

Ted wiped his hands on a clean towel. He didn’t even know what he was looking for. His first aid training consisted of streaming episodes of ER. “You’ve got to go to the hospital, Mark. I don’t even have my CPR card. I’m not equipped to handle this.”

Mark grabbed Ted’s hand, his skin was cold and clammy. “I can’t go to jail. Kronos…” He bit his lip and corrected himself. “Kevin has my wife. He’ll hurt Trish.”

Shit. Ted’s last conversation with Kevin had made it clear that the Father of the Gods had no love for mankind in his heart, but Ted hadn’t realized Kevin had already begun hurting people.

“Keep pressure on the wound,” Ted said. “I’m going to call Mikolas.”

Mark did as he was told, quietly sobbing. Ted turned away from the bloody scene, dialed, and stared out the window as the phone rang.

Mikolas answered, his voice drowsy. “Yeah?”

“It’s Ted. Mark Gibb is in my kitchen bleeding from a gunshot wound.”

“Come again?” The Greek was fully alert now.

“Kevin has Mark’s wife, and Mark had to bring Tera to Kevin alive or he’d kill Mark’s wife.”

Mark moaned behind him. “You have to help her.”

“Dammit.” Mikolas sighed. “How did Mark get shot?”

“The muses must’ve hired Tera a bodyguard like I’d thought.”

“Smart on their part.” A mattress squeaked in the background. “Why is Mark at your place instead of a hospital?”

Ted glanced back at Mark. “Apparently Malone paid him a visit this morning. He thinks they’ll put him in jail and then Kevin will hurt his wife.”

“He’ll kill her.” Mark sobbed. “Please. Help me save her.”

Ted lowered his cell from his ear, focusing on the bleeding man at his kitchen table. “We warned everyone in the Order about Kevin.”

“You told us he thought he was Kronos, but Ted, he is Kronos.” Mark wiped his nose, his voice trembling. “He was supposed to bring back the Golden Age of Man.”

Ted put the phone back to his ear. “Do you have any first aid training?”

“Not enough to treat a gunshot wound,” Mikolas replied. “Just keep him still. I’ll be right there.”

A few minutes later, headlights shone through Ted’s front window. He got up and opened the door. “Thanks for coming over.”

Mikolas kept his voice low. “Malone is a Guardian, right? You need to talk to him. Let him know about Mark’s wife. You and I can’t fight Kronos alone. Maybe then Malone can get Mark into the hospital without a scene, and we can work on saving his wife.”

Ted crossed his arms. “My only priority is keeping Kevin from hurting Trinity.” He pointed toward his kitchen. “Mark and his wife are not my problem.”

Mikolas grabbed his shoulder and forced him to meet his eyes. His jaw was tight. “All of this is our problem. The Oceanus rig drilled through the crust of the Earth and freed Kronos. Everything he touches is our responsibility. We have to make this right.”

“You’re insane.” Ted jerked free and stumbled back. “We didn’t know Kronos would only care about revenge. We thought we were saving the world.”

Mikolas narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t change the outcome. This is our mess. We need to clean it up.”

“He’ll kill us.” Ted’s heart thumped in his ears. “Don’t you understand that? He doesn’t give a shit about humans. We’re nothing to him.”

“Then we die making a stand for humanity.” Mikolas turned and walked toward the kitchen.

Ted stood in the shadows of his living room, his muscles tense, hands trembling. Mikolas was reckless. The Greek bore the mark of a Guardian, but he hadn’t found his muse in time. The Order had killed her before Mikolas ever reached Crystal City. Whatever his latent “ability” might’ve been hadn’t appeared, and now Mikolas raced toward danger like a man with nothing to lose.

But Ted had plenty to live for. He wasn’t ready to die trying to save the world. Saving Trinity would be enough for him. He couldn’t do it alone, though. They had to work together, whether he liked it or not.

He went into the kitchen to find Mikolas kneeling beside Mark, reminding him to stay awake. His dark eyes flicked up to Ted. “Call Malone. If we don’t get Mark to a hospital, he’ll die. I think the bullet is still in there.”

“My wife,” Mark gasped.

Mikolas squeezed his hand. “We’ll do all we can to get her back.”

While Mikolas jotted down where Mark was supposed to meet Kevin to drop off the muse, Ted went back in the other room and scanned his contacts. He hit detective Malone’s name and waited.

“Detective Malone,” answered the man.

“It’s Ted Belkin.”

A car door closed on the other end of the line. “Why are you calling me?”

“I have a man bleeding in my kitchen. He was shot at your wife’s theater jobsite tonight.”

Malone’s voice dropped to a gruff, menacing tone. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I think we both know if we don’t start working together there won’t be any hope of stopping Kronos.” Ted had warned the muses about Kevin Elys when they’d discovered his true identity, but other than that revelation, they hadn’t joined forces yet.

“What do you need from me?” Nate asked.

“You’ve got to get Mark to an ER without too many questions about the circumstances around his wound. We don’t want the police involved in this any more than you do.” He gripped his forehead with his free hand. “Kronos has Mark’s wife. That’s why he was trying to make a grab for Tera tonight. He says if he doesn’t deliver the muse to Kevin, his wife is dead.”
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Tera went upstairs, pretty sure that Gavin was watching her ass the entire way. She could almost feel the heat of his stare, and instead of being self-conscious or nervous, she felt as empowered as she did up on the stage in the spotlight. But with him, she wasn’t acting.

Gods, don’t let me be dreaming.

She hurried into her walk-in closet looking for… She had no idea. It wasn’t like she owned any lingerie, and while he might find some of her dancing dresses sexy, they were work clothes to her. She fiddled with hangers and finally gave up her search for a seductive ensemble and settled for one that was real.

Stripping off her tank and yoga pants, she pulled on a soft, oversized, Joe Cool Snoopy shirt. It hung down to her mid-thigh, and she didn’t have anything on underneath. That was as sexy as she was going to get. She headed into the bathroom to brush her hair, and then she turned down the covers on her bed.

Which side of the bed did he like? The random thought made her roll her eyes. What did it matter? Before she could start overthinking where she should position herself, Gavin’s deep voice came from the doorway behind her. “I’m overdressed.”

She turned around and fidgeted with the bottom of her nightshirt. “I just discovered I’m completely unprepared to seduce you.”

He came into the room, closing the door behind him. “You’ve been seducing me since the moment we met.” He removed his shoulder holster and gun, and set them on her nightstand. “I swear to you, Snoopy has never looked sexier.”

His hands cupped her face as he bent to kiss her. She slid her fingers underneath his polo, and her legs wobbled, feeling rubbery. His abs were defined and tight under her touch. She explored his chest, her fingernails skimming his nipples.

He growled into the kiss and backed her up toward the bed. Then he froze. “Oh shit. I don’t have any protection.”

Something about his confession melted her heart. He had told her before that he’d never crossed this line with another client, and she believed him. But hearing he didn’t have any condoms reassured her. He hadn’t come to her expecting anything.

She hadn’t planned on any of this, either, but her periods had never been regular until she started taking the pill. She pressed her lips to his and met his eyes. “I’m on birth control.”

“Good.” He kissed his way down her neck, his breath teasing her skin. “I would’ve had to take a few cold showers before I could run to the store.”

She laughed, tilting her head as his lips caressed her collarbone. “You’re still overdressed.”

He stepped back, and she lifted his shirt over his head. His torso was chiseled; the only imperfection was a scar along his shoulder. Her skin warmed just looking at him. She moved her hands lower, teasing his erection, and his hips pressed forward as he reached up to cup her breasts.

Her nipples strained against the thin nightshirt, aching for his attention. She rose on her toes, kissing him over and over as she nudged him toward the door and hit the light switch, bathing them in darkness.

He chuckled as he pulled back a little. “You’re too beautiful to be worshiped in the dark.”

Her heart fluttered. “There’s a night-light.”

She pointed toward the bathroom, and he looked that way, shaking his head. “Not enough.”

“I have candles in the bathroom.” She kissed his chest.

His fingers tightened in the back of her hair. “I might not be able to wait that long.”

She circled his nipple with her tongue while she stroked his shaft through his shorts. Foreplay had never been like this before. She wanted to tease him to the edge of oblivion.

His lips brushed her ear as he caught her wrist. “Fuck the candles.”

Suddenly, she was weightless in his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her tongue wrestling hungrily with his as she unfastened his shorts. He carried her to the bed and laid her down. Standing before her, he pulled off his shorts and got into bed, fusing his lips to hers. His hand slid underneath her nightshirt, stoking a fire inside her that she hadn’t realized was there.

She pushed him over onto his back and straddled him before striping her nightshirt off and tossing it aside. He stared up at her, his big hands massaging her thighs. “You’re so damned beautiful,” he whispered.

She ran a finger along his erection, aching to have him inside her. “I thought it was too dark to see me.”

“Next time I’m in charge of lighting.” His sexy smirk turned her on and made her heart skip all at once. And hearing him say there would be a next time meant more to her than she was ready to ponder.

She leaned forward and put her hands on either side of his head. His erection pulsed at her opening as his hands ran up her thighs to her hips and then guided her down onto him. She forced herself to go slowly, enjoying every inch of their bodies joining, and although this wasn’t her first time, she’d never experienced such an emotional connection. His body was made for hers, and his gaze pierced all her defenses and neuroses to the woman she was deep down, the dancer who yearned for freedom from her emotional prison.

He embraced her, his tongue exploring her mouth as he rolled her underneath him. He lifted his head, his gaze wandering over her face, but he didn’t speak. She wished she could hear his thoughts. Then he thrust into her, a delicious friction building between them. She raked her nails down his back, enjoying the growl she got in response.

“I want this to last all night,” he whispered against her ear. “But I’m so damned close.”

She turned her head, catching his earlobe in her teeth. “Let me be on top.”

He allowed her to take the lead. Tera sat up, riding his hips in a slow, steady rhythm. Watching the hunger in his gaze had her pulse racing, and then he slid his hand between their bodies searching for…

Tera gasped, her head falling back. “Yes, right there.”

He rubbed her faster until she couldn’t remember her own name. His other hand gripped her hip tightly, and he slammed up into her. Her muscles tensed.

His voice was a raw whisper. “Come with me, Tera.”

He erupted deep inside of her, his fingers coaxing her higher, and finally, she surrendered with him. Her orgasm swelled, drowning her in pleasure until she couldn’t move. When she finally collapsed onto his chest, his arms slid around her, one hand on her back and the other tangled in her hair. She closed her eyes, listening to his heart pounding. Lying naked in his arms, she struggled to find words to describe the unfamiliar peace settling over her.

She lifted her head and stared into his eyes. “That was…” She couldn’t find the words.

He nodded, breathless. “Yeah.”

She lowered her head, brushing a kiss to the scar on his shoulder. “How did you get this?”

His thumb stroked her back. “Shrapnel.”

She met his eyes. “You were lucky.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t my time yet.”

She wanted to ask him what had happened, but she didn’t. Instead, she settled back against his chest. She wasn’t ready to let reality intrude on this moment. For right now, the rest of the world didn’t exist.


CHAPTER 10


Gavin stared at the ceiling, his heart hammering in his chest. Tera’s breathing had slowed as she fell asleep. She fit in his arms so perfectly; he never wanted to let go. So why the hell was he so fucking scared?

The scent of her hair intoxicated him with its unique blend of spice and roses. She stole away his better judgment. He rolled onto his side, laying her on the bed beside him. She snuggled in closer, and another drip of dread crept through his veins.

After he’d blown out his knee in college, he’d sunk into a dark depression. His folks had struggled to keep clothes on him when he was growing up as it was. There was no way they could help him cover college tuition, let alone living expenses. In an instant, all his goals and dreams had been stolen from him.

Bitterness and anger had festered in him during physical therapy, but when he came out the other side, he’d discovered a newfound peace in the realization that life was nothing but a series of random acts. Shit happened. When your time was up, it wouldn’t matter who you were or where you were or who you worked for; the reaper didn’t give a flying fuck.

And that new philosophy had saved him. He’d dropped out of college and joined the Navy. His body was strong, and he got a waiver for his knee from the military docs to enter training for the Navy SEALs. He enjoyed the mental and physical work, the focus kept him from looking back, only forward. He’d faced his missions without the burden of paralyzing fear because he knew in the core of his being that if it wasn’t his time, he’d be fine, and if it was his time… Well, nothing was going to stop death from coming for him.

It had served him well right up until tonight. The moment he had looked up at Tera, seeing her naked skin against his chest, everything had changed. He wasn’t sure where his body ended and hers began. She trusted him enough to fall asleep in his arms when she’d already confessed she couldn’t tolerate anyone else sleeping under her roof, let alone in her bed.

She hummed in her sleep as her breathing slowed further. He smiled, then realization struck: he loved her. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t known her long or that his birthmark somehow tied them together. The truth was simple. When he looked at Tera, he wanted a future. Yearned for it. That cheesy line about seeing your unborn children in your true love’s eyes was true. When he’d been on that ladder in the dance studio, watching her laugh and smile with the little girls while they twirled their ribbons, she’d glanced his way in the mirror, and it had happened. He could see her with their children, their family.

The last time he’d allowed himself to envision his future, he’d lost everything. A tremor ran through him. Lying with her in the darkness, every sound tormented him. They were vulnerable right now. He couldn’t protect her like this. What if he missed a threat and Tera paid the price?

He stared at her while she slept, his chest tight. Tera gave him something to live for. And for the first time in years, the threat of dying terrified him.
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Malone was already waiting at the ER when Ted and Mikolas arrived with Mark. The nurses rushed toward them and took Mark straight in to be triaged.

Malone flashed his badge at the desk clerk. “He’s a suspect in a robbery. I need to stay with him.”

“All right, Detective—” she glanced at his ID and then up at him “—Malone. You can go through those doors. He’s in exam room three.”

She buzzed him through, and he looked over at Ted. “I’ll be right back.”

Exhaustion weighed on Ted’s shoulders. “You’ll take Mark to your place once they’ve got him stable?” he asked Mikolas.

“Yes.” The Greek’s gaze landed on Ted. “And you’re going to Callie O’Connor’s in the morning to talk to the muses. Nate will back you up about this situation.”

Ted was too tired to fight anymore, but he couldn’t help pointing out the obvious. “They’re not going to let us deliver Tera to Kronos, regardless.”

Mikolas scanned the practically empty waiting room. “Until he unveils his true form, he’s Kevin. And we’re not going to hand her over to him. We just need him to think that we are.”

“And how do we defend ourselves when he realizes we’ve deceived him?” Ted shuddered, shaking his head. “We can’t win this.”

Mikolas glanced his way, his jaw tight. “What do you suggest we do? Where can we run that the Father of the Gods won’t find us?”

“Hell if I know.” Ted ran a hand down his face. “Sorry. I’m exhausted and sick of walking into rooms full of with people who want to hurt me.”

“I understand.” Mikolas rested his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. “Look, I need to see this through, but I won’t blame you if you run.”

Ted slumped back in his chair. “Like you said, there’s nowhere to go.” He shook his head. “I’m just having a tough time wrapping my head around the fact that we didn’t bring about the Golden Age of Man, and instead, we potentially unleashed the apocalypse.” He stared at his hands. “Innocent women died. I ordered the hits, telling myself sacrifices needed to be made for the greater good. I can’t make it right.”

Mikolas nudged him with his shoulder. “Trinity is still alive. Focus on keeping her that way.”

[image: * * *]

Tera stretched, blinking her eyes open. Gods, she hadn’t woken up this relaxed in… She couldn’t remember. She rolled over, and her smile faded. The bed was empty. She got up and grabbed her nightshirt, pulling it over her head as she went to the door.

Maybe Gavin was making breakfast again.

She wandered down the stairs and found him at her dining room table, already dressed, his shoulder holster on. A second handgun sat on the table in front of him.

He looked up. No smile. “Good morning.”

“It was.” Tera frowned, sweeping her hair in front of her shoulder. “Now I’m not sure.” Her gaze wandered over the rest of the table. There was a pocket-sized aerosol can and a Taser set out next to a box of ammunition. “Did something happen this morning?”

He shrugged, avoiding eye contact as he worked. “Not yet. And I don’t plan on letting it.” He picked up the cannister and brought it over to her. “This is pepper spray. Have it on you at all times, okay?”

She took it from him, her breathing shallow as anxiety clawed its way forward. “Okay.” She caught his hand, and his green eyes finally locked on hers. “What’s going on?”

He stared at their hands and lifted his head again. “Anyone could have broken in and killed us both last night. Being naked in your bed like that, we were vulnerable, and I was weak. I’ve got to step back and focus on keeping you safe.”

His words knocked the air out of her as if he’d just sucker punched her in the gut. “So last night was a mistake?”

“No.” For a second, there was a trace of the man she’d fallen for, then the cold mask was back in place. “But it was very poor judgment.”

Her heart ached, but she raised her chin, struggling to hide her emotions. “I guess you’re back on the payroll, then.”

“Tera—”

“No. I get it.” She started up the stairs before he could see the tears brimming in her eyes. She called back over her shoulder. “I’ll be down in a few minutes. We’re supposed to be at Callie’s in an hour.”

She didn’t stop until she was locked in her bathroom. She cranked the knob on the wall of the shower, and hot water poured out, drowning out the sound of her sobs. Her chest heaved as she sat on the closed toilet and finally allowed her tears to escape.

The sex had been amazing, but she’d been reduced to “poor judgment.” Her chest constricted. Was it just sex for him? For her, it was the first time that it wasn’t just sex. Last night had been her first introduction to making love.

But what the hell did she know? She massaged her temples. No. There had to be an explanation.

The truth was she barely knew Gavin. Maybe he didn’t do commitment. But she hadn’t asked for one. He was the one who told her he was falling for her. Sitting here guessing was making her nuts.

Her cell phone buzzed on the sink. An unknown number. Normally she’d send it to voice mail, but at the moment, she was desperate for any distraction from the pain.

She grabbed the phone. “Hello?”

“Hi, baby girl.”

Her mother. Tera stared at her cell as if it would tell her how her mom got the number.

“Tera? Honey, are you okay?”

“Yeah.” She closed her eyes, drowning in emotions. “How’d you get this number?”

“You’d be surprised what a good private eye can find.” Her mom paused, her tone warming into that of the all-too-familiar suffocating, passive-aggressive mother Tera had grown to loathe. “Did he hurt you?”

Maybe it was instinctual, but even though rationally she knew it was a horrible idea, Tera caught herself yearning to cling to her mom, to allow her mother to fix everything so she could just dance. “I’ll be okay.”

“Where are you, baby girl? I’ll come pick you up. I knew that man was no good. He doesn’t deserve you.”

“I’m fine.” She scrambled to change the subject. “Weren’t you doing some networking or something?”

“Yes! I almost forgot!” Her mom was practically beaming right through the phone. “I’ve connected with a brilliant patron of the arts. He’s new to Crystal City, but I talked up your résumé and he’s eager to meet with you to discuss founding a professional ballet company here. You could dance again, honey. You’d be the prima ballerina. He can make that happen.”

Tera picked at the ends of her hair. She never thought she’d be listening to her mother’s plots and plans again, but right now, it was a welcome distraction from the heart breaking in her chest.

“Mom, I already told you, I’m happy teaching and inspiring future dancers. Besides, I’m part of the group of women building the theater, Les Neuf Soeurs, here in town. I don’t have time to run a dance company.”

“He has plenty of money to hire the best people.”

“Then he can audition for the best dancers,” Tera countered.

“But you are the best, baby girl.” She sighed. “I’ve worked really hard to get you an audition, but if you can’t be bothered to chat and dance for a few minutes, I guess I can call it off.”

Tera rolled her eyes. “I’m really busy right now.”

“No, I understand. Don’t worry about it.” She manufactured a dramatic wobble in her voice. “I gave up my life for your career so you could make your own choices.”

“Please stop,” Tera groaned. “Fine. But I’m not agreeing to anything other than having a meeting.”

“That’s all you need to do. Then you can decide.”

“Fine.” Tera bit off a hangnail. “Text me the details, and I’ll try to be there.”

“Perfect.” Her mother paused, her tone changing again to a doting parent. “Remember, I can pick you up anytime, anywhere. I’m not afraid of him.”

“I’m not, either, Mom. I’ve got to go. Bye.”

Tera ended the call before her mother could talk more smack about Gavin. She turned off the shower and reached out to wipe the condensation off the mirror over the sink. Her fingertips were red and raw. Tera gasped, inspecting them closer.

Shit. How long had she been chewing on her fingers? She hadn’t even noticed. One phone call from her mother and she was gnawing on her cuticles until they bled. A pit of despair grew in her stomach as she turned on the sink and washed her hands. She never should’ve talked to her mom, but she needed to get all these questions and emotions out of her head before it exploded.

But it wasn’t going to be her mother, and apparently, Gavin wasn’t going to be an option, either.

She dried her hands, picked up her phone, and scrolled through her short list of contacts. Clio’s name came up, and Tera hesitated. She had helped Clio and her Guardian, Mason, when they’d needed it most. There was no way Clio would turn her away now. But Clio also had no idea of the depth of Tera’s anxieties.

She gnawed at the edge of her thumbnail and then jerked the digit free and pressed Clio’s number.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Clio. It’s Tera.”

“Hey, Tera. What’s up?” Clio was the youngest of the muse sisters, and usually quick to smile. Since finding her Guardian, she’d blossomed. Love looked great on her.

“I need a shoulder and I don’t know who else to call.” Tera grimaced as how dumb that had just sounded. Ugh. Why was verbal communication so difficult? “Not that I called because there was no one else. What I mean is, I don’t have a lot of friends, but I really need one right now.”

“Are you going to Callie’s this morning?”

“Yeah.” Tera stared at her tearstained face in the mirror.

“Let me give you a ride. Mason’s waiting on a lumber delivery, so he is going to meet me there anyway. I could swing by and pick you up.”

The girl was a freaking lifesaver.

“That’d be great,” Tera said. “Thanks. How soon can you be here?”

She chuckled. “Ten minutes? Maybe we could grab a bagel on the way.”

“Sounds amazing. I owe you one.”

“Please,” Clio tsked. “Mason might still be a wolf if it weren’t for you. See you soon.”

Tera ended the call and hurried to get ready. She chose a pair of jeans and a pink tee with DANCE written on the front in block letters. She put her hair in a ponytail and quickly added some lip gloss. By some miracle, despite her shaky hold over her nerves, her black eyeliner was on point. Not that it mattered, really. It wasn’t like she wanted Gavin to be tempted to give up his newfound devotion to being all business—much.

She tossed her keys and her wallet into her dance bag and slung it over her shoulder. When she came downstairs, Gavin was peering out the back window overlooking the courtyard. He turned around, his gaze sliding over her just as his hands had done the night before.

She clenched her teeth. “Clio and I are getting a bite to eat, and then she’s taking me to Callie’s. I’ll text you the address.”

He crossed his arms. “That’s not how this works.”

She went to the table, took the cannister of pepper spray, and deposited it into the outside pocket of her dance bag. “No one is going to attack me in broad daylight, and I have the pepper spray.” She eyed the Taser and shook her head. “I don’t trust myself with that.” She walked to the door. “I’ll meet you at Callie’s.”

He moved toward her and started to reach for her hand. He stopped himself halfway. “I’ll follow you.”

“No,” she said, standing up straighter.

“I won’t sit at your table. You won’t even know I’m there.” His eyes searched hers, concern lining his face. “Please, Tera. Let me do my job.”

Hearing that word again—job—knocked her back into reality. “Fine. But stay back and no eavesdropping.”

He lifted his hands in mock surrender, a hint of a playful smile on his face that only made her heart hurt more. “I’m not making you wear a wire. I’ll stay back.”

Her cell phone buzzed with a text from Clio. “She’s here.”

Gavin put on his jacket, concealing his gun, and followed her out.


CHAPTER 11


Tera followed Clio to a table by the window, trying not to notice her sexy shadow who took a small booth across the café. Her body didn’t seem to understand the sudden distance between them. Just glancing in his direction warmed her from the inside out.

Clio blew on her coffee and smiled. “Your bodyguard is hot.”

“Yeah.” Tera lifted her mug of hot chocolate and took a sip. “He’s also my Guardian.”

Clio’s eyes widened. “What? Wow… Did you tell him?”

Tera nodded and stared at the steam rising from her cup. “He knows everything.”

Clio sobered. “So why is he sitting over there alone?”

Tera met her eyes. “Because we had sex last night. Really amazing sex.”

“Huh.” Clio set her coffee back on the table. “I must be missing something here.”

“Me too. I don’t know what happened between amazing sex and sunrise, but this morning he’s Mr. All Business and ‘We need to keep this professional.’” Tera dropped her hands in her lap and immediately started picking at her fingers. “But that’s not even why I needed you.”

Her friend cocked her head and waited for Tera to go on.

Tera swallowed. “While I was melting down about Gavin, my mom called. And I took the call. Oh, and this is after she already showed up twice at the studio.”

Clio’s brow furrowed. “I thought you had a restraining order against her. What’s she doing in Crystal City?”

“Trying to figure out a way to stop me from teaching dance and get me back in the spotlight, as always. Supposedly, she’s been schmoozing with some wealthy patron of the arts in Crystal City and wants me to meet with him. I shouldn’t have taken the call…” Tera lifted her hands from her lap and showed Clio her fingernails in all their gnawed, red, and scabbed glory. “I’m unraveling.”

Clio shook her head. “No, you’re just human. Besides, would the old you have called a friend when she felt this way?”

Tera fought the urge to reach across the table and hug Clio for calling herself a friend. The girl had no clue how much that meant to Tera. She shrugged. “No. Old me would’ve taken a tranquilizer and skipped a few meals.”

“See?” She raised her mug in a mock toast. “You’re much stronger now. You won’t unravel.”

Tera wasn’t sure how true that was, but she had called Clio, and she had even shared her anxiety over the sudden emotional trauma. And Clio didn’t even know about Tera being shot at in the parking lot of the theater yet.

Gods, when had her life turned into an action flick?

Clio took a bite of her bagel and leaned in closer, keeping her voice hushed. “Do you love him?”

Tera almost choked on her hot chocolate. She cleared her throat, pondering the question. Would she even know if she did? It wasn’t like she had any experience. She definitely enjoyed his company and craved his touch, and she’d thought there had been something special growing between them. Before he’d crushed it like a bug this morning, that was.

“I trust him,” Tera whispered, surprising herself. “He’s already saved me from a surprise visit from my mother and gunfire.”

“Someone shot at you?” Clio gasped.

“Yeah. We think he’s trying to take me to Kronos. He said he needed me alive, but he seemed eager to shoot Gavin.” Tera swallowed the lump in her throat.

Clio fiddled with the coaster under her mug, resisting eye contact. “I need to tell you something, but I’m not sure it’s the right time.”

Tera frowned. “That’s cryptic.”

Clio lifted her gaze. “Sorry. It’s just that I’ve been sworn to secrecy, but I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

“Could it help us stop Kronos?”

Clio sighed. “It could. But it hasn’t so far.” She shook her head. “I’ve already said more than I should.” She picked up her mug with a forced smile. “Tell me more about Gavin.”

Tera stared across the table, trying to figure out what Clio was hiding. Since Polly’s death in the fire, Clio was Tera’s closest friend. It shook her a little to realize Clio was keeping something from her.

She tried to shove the questions aside, and risked a glance in Gavin’s direction, and his gaze locked on hers. Her heart fluttered as she focused on Clio again. “I fell asleep in his arms last night. That might not be a big deal to most people, but I’ve never let anyone sleep over before. And I’ve definitely never let anyone sleep in my bed.”

Clio’s smile warmed. “I’m sure he’ll come around. Finding out the muses are real and that he’s falling for one is a lot to take in. Plus, learning he’s a Guardian? That’s huge.” She sipped her coffee. “What’s his latent ability?”

“Superspeed, it seems.” Tera almost smiled.

“Interesting.” Clio sipped her drink. “Mason has the strength of Hercules when I’m in trouble, and Gavin has the speed of Hermes when you are. Zeus wasn’t messing around when he chose our Guardians.”

Tera chuckled. “The first time we met, my mom showed up unexpectedly, and he had us hidden behind the studio so fast, I threw up. He held my hair back while I literally lost my lunch.”

Clio snorted. “Oh, he’s a keeper.”

Tera thought so, too. But what if he didn’t want to be kept?
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Ted walked up to Callie’s door and rang the bell. A guy in low-slung board shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt answered the door. His smile morphed into a snarl in a matter of seconds.

Hunter Armstrong.

Until recently, he was a Navy SEAL, as well as Callie’s Guardian and now her boyfriend. And a few months ago, Ted had helped abduct his muse. Shit.

Hunter crossed his arms. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Ted chuckled, hoping it didn’t sound as nervous as he felt. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to surprise you.” When Hunter didn’t respond, Ted rambled into the silence. “I came to talk to Trinity. Is she here?”

Hunter slammed the door in his face.

Perfect.

Ted turned around to go to his car, but then the door opened again and a familiar voice called to him like a siren’s song. “Ted, wait.”

Trinity stood alone in the doorway. Her ebony hair was down, framing her porcelain face and falling just below her shoulders. She wore a pair of denim cutoffs, flip-flops, and a green T-shirt. She was so beautiful. And every time he looked at her, he could almost feel the blood on his hands, the betrayal like ash in his mouth.

She gestured him inside. He swallowed and followed her to a long, dining room table, took a seat across from her, and took his yellow notepad out of his attaché case. He didn’t trust himself to remember everything without notes. Being in this house with so many people who hated him made him jumpy enough as it was. The sooner he got out of there the better.

“Thanks for meeting me. I’m still on the inside with Kevin, but if there’s any hope of stopping him, we need to work together.”

“Really?” Trinity laughed, but it never reached her eyes. “You mean he’s not going to solve all humankind’s problems and bring back the Golden Age of Man?”

Her sarcasm stung, but he hadn’t come for a fight. “No. In fact, all he’s truly interested in is getting revenge against his wife and son for trapping him in Tartarus.”

Confusion creased her brow. “So why is he bothering the muses?”

Ted picked up his pen and started clicking the top over and over. “Because he thinks if he can capture Tera and torture her, he’ll lure Zeus back into this world.”

She pulled her hair back from her forehead. “So we’re just bait.”

His gut twisted with guilt. “I’m so sorry, Trin. I’m trying to make this right.”

Her jaw tightened. “You don’t get to call me that anymore. And unless you can bring Nia and Polly back from the dead, you can’t make any of this right.”

“I know.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “But we have to stop him. If he can’t get Tera, you’re next on his list.”

“Because I don’t have a magical Guardian, marked by the gods.” She sighed.

He nodded. “It makes you an easier target.”

She stared at the door, avoiding eye contact. “I hope you didn’t come all the way over here to tell me something we already knew.”

“No.” Ted tapped his pen against his notepad. “Mikolas and I met with Mrs. Zervos from Lia’s poker group. Lia was there, too, so she can fill you in, but basically, Rhea and the Guiders of Destiny are willing to face Kronos to protect humanity.”

“How do I fit into all this?” She crossed her arms.

“The last time they faced Kronos, before he was banished to Tartarus, Zeus tipped the scales to overpower him, and since Zeus isn’t around now, Mikolas and I need a backup plan.”

She shrugged. “Not sure how I can help with that.”

Ted lowered his voice. “The muses killed Philyra. But she was an immortal just like Kronos. We need to know how you did it.”

Trinity brushed her hair away from her face, her gaze boring into him. “Why would I tell you? You could walk that information straight to Kronos.”

Shit. He’d told Mikolas this would never work. Ted shook his head. “I guess you don’t.” He glanced at his pad again, and Nate’s name jumped out at him. “Talk to Detective Malone.”

Her eyes widened. “Seriously? You think Nate is going to vouch for you?”

“We worked with him last night after the shooting at your theater. He can see the writing on the wall, too. We’re going to have to work together if there’s any hope of stopping Kronos.”

“A shooting?” Her brow knitted with worry. “What shooting?”

“A member of the Order has been stalking Tera. He tried to shoot her bodyguard so he could take her back to Kronos.” He put his hands up. “Tera’s fine. And Mark only went after her because Kronos has his wife. If Mark doesn’t bring Tera to him today, Kronos will kill his wife.”

Trinity was quiet for a long moment. Finally, she nodded. “Fine. I’ll talk to Nate.”

“Fair enough.” Ted picked up his things. “Contact me when you’re ready.”

“If I’m ready,” she corrected.

Ted stood up. “I know it doesn’t change anything, but I do regret everything that has happened, everything I’ve done… I’m so sorry, Trinity.”

She crossed her arms, looking up at him with cold disdain. “You’re right. It doesn’t change anything.”
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Gavin finished his coffee and followed Tera and Clio out of the café. He took out his cell phone, ready to text Tera to remind her he needed Callie’s address, but she beat him to it. And right after the address was another message from her.

Clio thinks you’re hot.

Gavin chuckled as he got behind the wheel of his SUV. He quickly sent back a reply.

Your opinion is the only one I care about.

He started the engine, and his phone buzzed again. He glanced down and had to laugh.

Guess you’ll have to wait for my Yelp review.

He knew he wasn’t forgiven, and at this point, he didn’t deserve it anyway. But she was still teasing him, and that had to count for something. Once they caught these Kronos guys, then he could work on repairing the damage he’d done to the fragile relationship. For now, her safety was all that mattered.

He made a right onto Lothlórien Lane as Tera had instructed and found a place to park on the street. Tera and Clio were already going inside the house. She didn’t even look back to see if he was following. It shouldn’t bug him, he reminded himself. He had a job to do.

As Gavin crossed the street, a familiar face exited the house—Hunter Armstrong. That was a blast from the past. Gavin hadn’t seen him since they did SEAL training together. They had been assigned to different teams, but damn, other than having longer hair, Hunter looked exactly as Gavin remembered him.

Gavin grinned as he walked toward Hunter and the house.

“Thompson?” Hunter’s eyes widened as he came over and wrapped Gavin in a tight man-hug. He pulled back with a wide grin. “Gavin Thompson! How are you, man? What the hell are you doing on my street?”

“Working.” Gavin glanced at the house. “I’m a bodyguard now. I have my own personal security company.”

“No way.” Hunter shook his head. “Wait, are you Tera’s bodyguard?”

Gavin nodded. “That’s me.”

“Small world.” Hunter chuckled. “Nate told me he knew a guy, but I had no clue it was you.”

“So why are you here?” Gavin asked.

Hunter looked back at the house. “This is my place.”

Gavin struggled to keep up as all the pieces came together. Hunter had to be Callie’s Guardian. No way he’d be living with her and not know she was a muse. Or would he?

Rather than running in more mental circles, he dug in with both feet. “So Callie must be your muse?”

Hunter sobered, his jaw a little slack for a second. “Did Tera tell you that?”

Gavin lifted his shirt, exposing his birthmark.

Hunter’s smile returned. “You’re her Guardian.”

“Yeah, apparently,” he said with a laugh. “Out of the blue my birthmark started burning, and then suddenly I could move at light speed.”

Hunter clasped his shoulder. “Welcome to the club. I can hear people’s thoughts if they’re about Callie. When it first started, I thought I’d lost it.”

Gavin nodded. “Yeah, I was thinking I needed to get back on the shrink’s couch.”

The door opened behind Hunter, and another familiar face appeared. She met Gavin’s eyes. He’d recognize her pixieish features anywhere. Speak of the devil, it was his shrink from the military.

She came over and held out her hand, although questions were written all over her face. “Captain Thompson. I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Dr. O’Connor.” He shook her hand and smiled. “I’m Tera’s bodyguard. When she said we were going to Callie’s house, I had no idea I’d be visiting my therapist. I guess I never knew your first name.”

Callie stared up at him, and for a second, he tensed. This woman knew all his secrets and the core of his belief that there was no reason to fear death. His life had seemed so simple back then. Before Tera had inspired him to imagine a future…

Callie released his hand. “Thanks for watching out for Tera.” Hunter slid his arm around her waist and she smiled up at him before focusing on Gavin again. “I see you already met my other half.”

“We met years ago. We went through SEAL training together.” Hunter chuckled. “Gavin’s also Tera’s Guardian.”

Callie smiled. “She told me.”

“What?” Gavin raised a brow. “When?”

Callie looked Gavin’s way. “She didn’t tell me your name so I didn’t realize I knew you, but she called me hoping I would tell you everything for her.” Her eyes widened a little. “Oh gods, she did tell you, right?”

He nodded. “I know all about the craziness.”

“Good, because you’re about to hear plenty more.” She looked up at Hunter. “We’ve still got a lot to discuss.”

Hunter pulled her in closer. “Is the worm gone?”

“Yes.” She swatted his leg. “Ted left.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know how you can forgive that guy after what he did.”

“I’ll never trust him,” Callie explained, “but I’ve worked with plenty of men who did horrible things in an effort to win a parent’s approval. Since the fire, Ted’s been trying to help us.”

Gavin didn’t know who Ted was, but he and Hunter exchanged a look that spoke volumes. Gavin didn’t have to meet the guy to understand he was trouble.

Hunter replied, “Or that’s what he wants us to believe.”

Callie rolled her eyes. “Just come inside, okay?”

Hunter chuckled. “Be right there.”

She went into the house, and Hunter watched her until she vanished through the door. Gavin wondered if Callie had any idea how dangerous her Guardian could be if anyone tried to hurt her. Did Tera understand that Gavin was no different? She hadn’t seen that side of him, not really, but he wouldn’t hesitate to kill if it meant saving her.

Hunter nudged Gavin and then pointed down the street. “There’s Nate and his family. You used to work together, right?”

“Yeah.” Gavin nodded, crossing his arms. “Nate’s a good guy.”

The little girl Gavin had met outside the dance studio came racing toward them and launched herself at Hunter. He caught her in midair and hoisted her up onto his shoulders. Her grin was contagious.

She wrapped her arms around his forehead before placing a kiss on the top of his head. “Are you coming to my dance recital, Uncle Hunter?”

He had a grip on each ankle and knocked her shoes together playfully. “Of course I am! We’re all going. There’s not going to be any room for the other kids’ families.” He started jogging toward the house, her still atop his shoulders. Her bouncing giggles tugged a smile out of Gavin.

He shook his head and looked at Nate. He had an infant in his arms while his wife ducked back into the car for the diaper bag. “Looks like you have your hands full,” Gavin teased.

“Yeah. We adopted Maggie right after we found out Mel was expecting little Noah here.” He bounced the baby, coaxing a pudgy-faced grin from him. Nate sobered. “Maggie still gets worried at group events with other kids. She was in foster care for a few years, and the bullies were quick to point out that she had no family. Now she has a huge family with all the muses and Guardians, but she’s still a little nervous about no one showing up to the recital.”

Mel swapped the baby for the bag. “See you guys inside.”

Nate hooked the bag covered in baby zebras over his shoulder. Gavin chuckled. “I never imagined you’d turn into a family guy.”

“Me neither.” He smiled, his gaze firmly on his wife and infant son as they headed for the house. “But then I found my muse.”

No truer words had been spoken. Finding Tera was changing Gavin in ways he could never have expected. He crossed his arms. “You’re tossing around muses like I’m already in on the secret. I’m guessing Tera must’ve told you I’m her Guardian?”

“Yeah, she mentioned it at the theater. That’s why I said you should believe her.” His gaze locked on Gavin’s. “Do you?”

He nodded slowly. “I do.”

“Good.” Nate cleared his throat. “Then you’ll understand when I tell you that I think you should assign someone else to this job. Look, I get it. The connection with her is primal; hell, our bodies burn when they need us. No one is judging you. We all fell for our muses, but the guy after Tera isn’t human, and you’re too close to make cleared-headed decisions. Your judgment is off right now whether you know it or not.”

“No.” Gavin’s shoulders tensed as he clenched his jaw to keep from saying something he’d regret later. “Last night was a lapse in judgment, I’ll give you that, but I backed things up with Tera today. Until this threat is over, I’m all business.” He paused and finally added, “Come on, Malone, you know I’m the best in town. Plus, now I have a danger-sensing birthmark and some kind of insane superspeed.”

Nate stared at him for a minute. “Fine, but if you get in over your head, you call me for backup. If Tera hadn’t called me when she did at the theater last night, you two would’ve been sitting ducks.”

All true, but damn, Gavin hated having it pointed out to him. “Will do.”

Gavin turned to go to the house, but Nate caught his arm. “One other thing.” He waited for Gavin to meet his eyes. “The guy who shot at you and Tera was a member of the Order of the Titans. He’s only been stalking her because Kevin Elys kidnapped his wife. And if he doesn’t deliver Tera tonight, Kevin won’t hesitate to kill the woman.” Nate looked over at the house and back to Gavin. “This is our chance to catch Kevin. If this guy meets Mark at the rendezvous point with Mark’s wife to exchange for Tera, we can have the place surrounded by officers and arrest him for kidnapping before Tera ever gets out of the truck.”

“No. No way.” Gavin shook his head, struggling to think of another solution. Nate was right: this might be their best chance to capture Kronos or Kevin or whatever the hell name he went by right now. But it was too risky. “Dress up an undercover female cop like Tera. She won’t be in any danger since she’s not the target Kronos wants.”

Nate sighed. “We don’t have time to pull something like that together before the rendezvous.”

“You can ask Tera, but if she asks my opinion, I’ll tell her the truth. She needs to stay as far away from Kronos as she can.” Without another word, Gavin walked away.


CHAPTER 12


The muses had already started their meeting when Gavin walked in. Tera was seated at the table with Clio on one side of her and a woman he hadn’t met yet on the other. He sat on the sofa in the adjoining room where Hunter was entertaining Maggie. At least the open floor plan of the house meant he still had a clear view of Tera.

Nate came through the front door and took the chair Mel had saved beside her. For a moment, Gavin envied him. But he had no one else to blame. The distance between Gavin and Tera was all his own doing. Tera typed something on her phone, and he secretly hoped it was a text for him.

His cell didn’t buzz.

The conversation around the table was spirited, and while Callie was definitely in charge, most of the women chimed in about Ted’s offer to work together to stop Kronos. Most of the muses were against the idea, and Gavin didn’t know enough about all the players to weigh in. Instead, he kept his attention on Tera. She listened intently, but she didn’t speak up. This shy side of her compelled him to make her feel safe, to feel comfortable enough to share her thoughts. But she never even looked his way.

Nate brought everyone up to speed on the plan to arrest Kevin Elys, and Gavin was glad to hear Nate already had someone at the precinct getting ready to stand in for Tera. Another muse—a woman with a short, brown bob named Lia—jumped into the conversation, recounting what had happened when Ted met with her and Rhea about helping them stop Kronos.

Gavin rubbed the back of his neck as he struggled not to bolt from the room. The immortal Greek gods were seriously in Crystal City? He couldn’t quite wrap his brain around it no matter how hard he tried.

As the meeting broke up, a few of the people who’d been seated at the long table headed his way. Lia approached him first.

She grinned and offered her hand. “I’m Lia, the Muse of Comedy.” She shook his hand and glanced back at a tall, blond guy. Her affection for him was written all over her face, her eyes sparkling with mischief. She gestured at him to come over. “And this is my super serious boyfriend and Guardian, Cooper.”

Cooper chuckled and pressed a kiss to her cheek. He shook Gavin’s hand. “In my defense, everyone seems serious next to Lia.”

They moved along to allow another couple to come forward. The fiery redhead offered her hand with a bewitching, confident smile.

He shook her hand. “I’m Gavin.”

“Nice to meet you, Gavin.” She tilted her head a little as she released his hand and peered up at him from under her lashes. “I’m Erica, the Muse of Lyrics, Erotic Poetry, and Passion.”

A big guy came up beside her carrying an infant in tiny pink overalls. “She’s a triple threat,” he said with a smile. “Sorry. My hands are full, but I’m Reed, Erica’s soon-to-be husband. And this is our daughter, Hope.”

Gavin grinned. “She’s beautiful.”

“They both are.” Reed winked at Erica. “We’ve gotta go—naptime—but we’ll see you soon.” Gavin nodded, and they made their way past Gavin toward the door.

Gavin peered over at the dining room table, but Tera was gone.

Shit.

He got up to search for her when Clio stepped into his path. “Tera’s waiting in my car.” Her gaze was apologetic. “I’ll drop her off at her condo. I just wanted to say hi—officially.”

“Great to officially meet you, Clio.” He was tempted to tell her that he’d never meant to hurt Tera, but it didn’t feel right to plead his case to someone other than Tera. When she was ready, he’d talk to her directly.

Clio turned to the tall man standing beside her. “I’ll see you at home.”

“You know it.” He bent to kiss her and then watched her leave before offering his hand to Gavin. “I’m Mason. I’m the contractor and the lucky man who gets to call Clio his.”

“Good to meet you, Mason.”

“You too.” He smiled at Gavin, his southern accent plain in his voice. “I’ve got to get back to the jobsite. Just got another delivery of lumber, and that theater doesn’t seem to build itself.”

“I need to get back to the condo anyway.” Tera might complain, but with the rendezvous approaching, she would have to get over it. There was no way he would be leaving her unguarded. Hell, right now, she probably wouldn’t even acknowledge he was there. His own fault, but it still sucked.

Mason led the way out, and Gavin stopped briefly at the door to call over to Hunter. “Catch you later, Armstrong.”

“Take care, man.”

As Gavin got into his SUV, Clio pulled out of her spot, made a U-turn, and headed down the street. He waited a moment, then tailed them, running scenarios through his head as he drove. If Nate’s plan worked and they could contain this Kronos or Kevin guy, then he could relax a little and make things right with Tera.

By the time he pulled into the parking lot of Tera’s complex, he’d come up with multiple ways to make everything up to Tera once the danger was behind them. He parked as Tera waved good-bye to Clio, but instead of going to her condo, Tera went to a blue car he didn’t recognize.

Gavin frowned and jogged over to her. “When did you get a new car?”

“It’s a loaner.”

He blinked. “When did you—”

“Mel told one of the other Mom’s about my car being damaged in a shooting and they insisted I borrow their other car. I was texting with her at Callie’s.” She glanced up at him. “Happy?”

He hadn’t been happy since last night. “Okay. So where are you going?”

“I have an appointment.” She slid her hand inside the front fender and pulled out a hidden key box, then unlocked the door.

He didn’t bother asking what the appointment was for, but he sure as hell wasn’t letting her go alone. “All right. I’ll come with you.”

“Not a good idea.” She shook her head. “Feel free to follow me, though. I know you’re just doing your job.”

Without another word, she got in the car and started the engine. Dammit. He ran back to the SUV and tailed her all the way across town to a large brick mansion on the cove, overlooking the ocean. She pulled up to the security gate and hit the speaker. The gate rolled open, and she drove through.

Shit. He hit the steering wheel. What was she doing? And who the hell lived in the sprawling estate?

Gavin took out his cell and called Nate.

He answered on the first ring. “We haven’t made the swap yet.”

“I wasn’t calling about that.” Gavin stared through the gate across the street and watched Tera get out of her car. “I followed Tera to this mansion on the cove. I need to know who owns it.” He gave Nate the address and waited.

Nate sighed. “It looks like a long-term rental. It’s going to take some digging. I’ll have to call you back.”

“Thanks, Nate.” He hung up and stuffed the phone in his pocket as he got out, doing his best to be inconspicuous.

The front door of the mammoth house opened, and Tera’s mother came down the walkway toward her. “Good to see you, baby girl.”

And that was all it took. His birthmark started to burn.

Something was off, and he was too far away. He turned to cross the street and was suddenly at Tera’s side as if he’d been there all along. He wasn’t even out of breath. And how had he gotten past security? Had he jumped the fence?

Hell, if he knew…

Tera glanced up at him, but his gaze stayed locked on her mother.

Doris grimaced like she just caught a whiff of a dirty sweat sock. “What is he doing here?”

Gavin stood tall, not threatened in the least. “Making sure you don’t make Tera regret showing up.”

Her mom rolled her eyes and kept her attention on Tera. “If he interrupts your interview, I’m going to escort him out.”

Gavin chuckled. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Enough, you two.” Tera shot him a silencing glare and then focused on her mother. “Who is this guy you’re so desperate for me to meet?”

Her mother’s eyes lit up. “He’s amazing and hates the traffic getting into Los Angeles, so he’s willing to commit the start-up funds for a professional ballet company right here in Crystal City. This is an incredible opportunity.”

Gavin frowned as his birthmark throbbed again. He scooped Tera up in his arms, but before he could speed off, time stopped. He fought to move, pushing his muscles to the brink, but only managed to turn his head. What the fuck was going on?

An older man with slicked-back silver hair exited the house and walked toward them. He stood in front of Gavin and smirked. “I’m Kevin Elys.” His gaze slid down to Tera. “But you might know me better as Kronos.”

Gavin’s pulse went supersonic. This was the mighty Titan everyone was talking about, the one who wanted to torture Tera to lure Zeus into this world. Fuck! Why couldn’t he move?

Tera didn’t—or couldn’t—move. Sweat rolled down the side of Gavin’s face as he continued to struggle against whatever was holding him in place.

“Can’t…move.” He grunted.

“Yes, I know.” Kevin nodded. “I’ll be back soon. I have a meeting with the police department and one of the members of the Order.” He chuckled as he walked away. “Don’t go anywhere now.”
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Ted and Mikolas helped Mark slide a shirt on over the bandages on his shoulder. He was still pale and weak from blood loss, but the ER docs had removed the bullet. Other than a scar, he wouldn’t have any permanent damage.

Mark didn’t seem to notice the pain, though. His entire focus was on saving Trish.

Ted glanced over at Mikolas. “I don’t think he’s strong enough for this meeting. He can barely stand. He’s not going to be able to drive the truck.”

“It’s my work truck. I’ll be fine,” Mark replied as he slowly walked past them. “It’s easier to get in and out of than the Camaro. I can do this. I have to.”

Ted watched him go. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Me too.” Mikolas kept his voice low. “If Kevin doesn’t give a shit about humanity, why would he bother honoring an agreement with a human like Mark.”

“Are you saying you think Trish is already dead?” Ted ran a hand down his face. “Then why are we doing all this?”

“We don’t know anything for sure yet,” the Greek reminded him. “Plus, if Kevin does show up at the rendezvous point, it’s our best chance to capture him.”

Ted laughed, a neurotic panicky sound, that unsettled even him. He abruptly stopped. “You seriously believe they’re going to successfully arrest the Father of the Gods? Zeus had to trap him in the center of the Earth to contain him.”

Mikolas met his eyes. “That’s why I’m going to meet Rhea. I’m bringing her to the parking structure across the street from Belkin Oil. You go to the rendezvous with Mark and text me when Kevin arrives. As the police make their move, I’ll bring Rhea over. Maybe we can stop this before more people have to die.”

Acid bubbled in Ted’s stomach as he nodded. “Okay.”

Mikolas gripped his shoulder. “We’re making this right. Remember that.”

Ted just wanted to make it out alive.

He rode in the jump seat of Mark’s truck, sitting directly behind the undercover officer disguised as Tera. They were almost an hour early to the Belkin Oil parking structure. Ted peered around the empty lot before jumping out of the truck. Mark knew the plan. Ted would be inside the building “working” just in case things went sideways with Kronos and they needed him to come out. For now, Ted was still on the short-list of humans Kevin trusted.

The police were probably already surrounding the property, but Ted didn’t see them. He jogged to the high-rise, unlocked the doors, and slipped inside. On the second floor, he stared out at the parking lot for what seemed like an eternity before a black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows drove up.

Showtime.

Kevin got out of the driver’s seat and scanned the lot. He opened his arms wide, shouting as he walked in a small circle. “I know that is not Tera Muldoon.”

Mark got out of his truck and straightened up. Maybe adrenaline was powering him, but his shoulders were somehow squared. “This is the muse you wanted me to bring to you. Now give me my wife.”

Ted’s gaze flicked to the gate to the lot. Where were the police?

Kevin raised a brow and let loose a deep laugh that echoed across the lot. Ted could hear him all the way inside. “You are in no place to demand anything, human. But I am feeling generous, and I want the police, who are surely watching, to know just what I am capable of.”

Mark took a couple steps closer to Kevin. “Please. Trish is innocent. I tried to get the muse for you.”

Shit. Ted’s pulse hammered in his ears as he raced down the stairs. He had no clue what he was going do, but he’d think of something.

Ted got to the bottom of the stairs and pushed through the glass door. Kevin had the back door on the passenger side of his car open. He reached in and then helped a very old woman out of the back seat. She clung to his arm, tottering forward.

Who was this? Ted frowned and started walking toward Kevin, hoping his look of surprise would be genuine. “Kevin? I wasn’t expecting you here today. Can I help you…”

His words faded away as he got closer. The wind pulled at the woman’s wiry, white hair, exposing a lined but familiar face—Trish’s.

Mark gasped and rushed forward. “What have you done to her?”

Kevin transferred the frail woman to her husband as Ted approached. Ted couldn’t take his eyes off Trish. “Why didn’t you tell me you had Mark’s wife?”

Kevin’s cold stare lasered to Ted. “Because I owe you nothing.”

Ted looked over at Mark as he helped Trish to the truck. Her gait was slow, her back hunched. Ted’s brain couldn’t process what he was seeing. Somehow Trish had aged at least fifty years in the span of forty-eight hours. “What happened to her?”

Kevin chuckled again. “Have you forgotten that while I am the Father of the Gods, my first title was the God of Time?” He gestured to Trish’s withered form. “If I so choose, I could rid the Earth of humanity in a week. Be sure the members of the Order understand that. I demand loyalty and obedience, and will accept no less.”

Ted tried to swallow the lump of fear that had lodged in his throat. They were all fucked. How could they stop an immortal who controlled the passage of time?

Kevin turned and walked back to the Mercedes. He opened the door and stopped, his gaze locked on Ted. “Tell the Order, I won’t tolerate failure.”

He disappeared into the car and drove away.

Ted snapped out of his trance and yanked his cell phone from his pocket. His hands were shaking as he pressed Mikolas’s number.

“Hey, Ted,” Mikolas answered. “We’re on our way.”

“He’s already gone,” Ted whispered. “Get over here. Now.”

“But I thought you said he left?”

“He did. It’s what he left behind that you need to see.”
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Tera struggled to move, but it was like the air around her had hardened like cement. Shifting even her pinkie finger the slightest bit was impossible. Somehow Gavin had managed to get her to her loaner car, but it was painfully slow and came at a high physical price. He was drenched in sweat, his hands trembling as he placed her inside.

Another fifteen minutes passed before he was able to get behind the wheel. It was like his superspeed had been reduced to a snail’s crawl under whatever this spell was. He started the car and grunted, “Have…to…get…out.”

She wanted to nod, but her muscles wouldn’t respond.

He cranked the wheel so slowly that his turn was wide, knocking over a planter. The flowers fell in real time, which suddenly seemed crazy fast. Once the security gate rolled open, Gavin got them on the road, and time gradually seemed to restore itself the farther they got from Kevin’s mansion.

Tera peered into the rearview mirror. “We left my mom.”

Gavin gripped the wheel tighter. “You’re his target, not her, and I almost couldn’t get you out of there.”

“What was that?” Tera asked, her soft voice quaking.

He glanced over at her. “I don’t know. He paralyzed us or something.”

“But you could move, just not very fast.” She looked over at him, thinking out loud. “What if it was time?”

“What do you mean?”

“Hold on.” Tera took out her cell phone and called Clio. “Hey, it’s Tera,” she said when her muse sister answered. “You know how Hercules was super strong and Apollo was a healer? What was Kronos?”

“He was the God of Time,” Clio answered without hesitation. “Why?”

Tera’s head fell back against the headrest. “Because I’m pretty sure he just hit us with some serious time manipulation. Meet us at my condo.”

“On my way.”

Tera ended the call and turned to Gavin. “Kronos was the God of Time, and the planter you hit with the car fell over at a normal speed. He had to have done something to change the passage of time around us.”

Gavin glanced her way. “You think he slowed time for us but left the rest of the world untouched?”

“Something like that. And maybe he slowed it so much that it seemed like we couldn’t move at all, but he doesn’t know your gift is the speed of Hermes. So even though time was super slow, you could still move.”

He nodded. “Because in real time I would’ve been superfast.”

“Just an idea.” She shrugged. “Hopefully Clio can help us find out for sure.”

They reached her condo complex, and he parked the car. “So why can we move now?”

“I don’t know. What if he can only manipulate time in a certain area, or it only works for a set amount of time?” She glanced his way. “Or maybe he needs to be in the vicinity to maintain it? That could be why it started to wear off after he left.”

Gavin rolled his head. “But it got easier to move the farther we got from the spot where he zapped us.”

“He could have a power source in there.”

He turned off the engine and reached for her hand. She let him squeeze it briefly before pulling away.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think so.”

He nodded, and they got out of the car and headed back to her condo. They looked like they’d just run a marathon—sweaty and exhausted, but alive. She’d count it as a win.

Gavin checked the condo and then set the alarm. “I just need five minutes to rinse off. You call me if anything seems off.”

“Clio should be here any minute anyway.” She brandished her pepper spray from her pocket. “Plus, I’m armed.”

He was all business. No smile. “Okay. I’ll be fast.”

The shower turned on upstairs. She got up to get a glass of water when a knock came on the door. She almost jumped out of her skin before she remembered Clio was coming over. Every muscle ached as Tera hobbled over to the door and looked through the peephole, then turned off the alarm and opened the door.

Clio came in and frowned. “You look awful. What happened?”

Tera reset the alarm and reclaimed her spot on the couch. “I don’t even know where to start…”

Clio gave her an encouraging smile. “The beginning always works.”

“True.” Tera chuffed. “Well, a patron of the arts has been filling my mom’s head with dreams of starting a professional dance company in Crystal City with me as the principal dancer, and she wouldn’t leave me alone, so I drove over to meet her at this benefactor’s house.”

Clio straightened up in her chair. “Oh god. It was Kevin, wasn’t it?”

“Please, he was full-on Kronos in a human body. He walked out of the house and suddenly none of us could move, but we weren’t paralyzed.”

A crease formed between Clio’s brows. “You think he slowed time itself?”

Tera nodded. “Yeah. But he doesn’t know what Gavin’s gift is, so while his body was using his superspeed, he could move, just really, really slow.”

“I’ll have to do some research to try to find out how he does it.”

Gavin came down the stairs then, wearing shorts and nothing else, and even exhausted, Tera’s pulse jumped at the sight.

He noticed Clio and feigned a little modesty. “Sorry. My clothes are in my bag down here.”

Clio did her best not to stare, but Tera couldn’t blame her. Damn.

Gavin pulled on a shirt and turned toward Clio. “That Ted guy was saying that Kronos wants Tera so he can try to lure his son to our world, right?”

“That’s the theory.” Clio stared at her hands in her lap.

Tera raised a brow. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

Clio looked up, gnawing on her lower lip. “There’s something, but it can’t—or won’t—help us.”

Tera frowned. “It?”

Clio wrung her hands in her lap. “Remember when we had coffee and I told you I’d been sworn to secrecy?”

“This is that secret?” Tera glanced at Gavin and back to Clio.

“Yeah.” She sighed. “Mason thinks I should tell you, but I don’t know how much help it will be. He won’t help us right now.”

Tera raised a brow. “He, who?”

Clio lowered her voice as if someone else might be listening in. “Zeus.”


CHAPTER 13


Mikolas and Mrs. Zervos arrived at the Belkin Oil lot at the same time as Detective Malone. Ted jogged over to meet them while the undercover cop dressed like Tera was helping Mark get Trish to the truck.

Mikolas pointed at the truck and frowned. “Who is the old woman?”

“That’s Trish Gibb. Two days ago, she was forty.” Ted crossed his arms, his gaze flicking between Mikolas and Nate. “Kevin was good enough to share that Kronos is also the God of Time, and if he chooses, he can speed up time and age out the entire human race. We’d be destroyed in a week.” He shook his head. “How are we supposed to fight a guy who controls time itself?”

Mrs. Zervos clucked her tongue. “Bullshit.” They all turned her way. “Kronos is powerful, but even he has limits.”

“What kind of limits?” Malone asked.

She opened her mouth to reply, but the undercover officer was headed straight for Malone. She pointed back to the truck, her voice a little breathless from rushing over. “Malone, I thought we were making a trade for the victim’s wife, not his mother.”

Shit. Ted turned to the detective, praying Malone was on the same page about keeping this secret. At least the officer had been in the truck while Kevin blurted out his threats. Other than seeing Trish, the undercover officer couldn’t possibly understand the real problem. Good thing. The last thing they needed was the authorities tossing all of them into a locked ward for observation because they believed a Greek god caused a woman to age half a decade in two days.

“We thought so, too,” Malone answered.

The undercover officer frowned. “Why didn’t you make the arrest?”

Ahh, the million-dollar question. Ted held his breath.

Malone didn’t miss a beat. “We received a credible tip that he still has a hostage.” He took his phone out of his pocket. “There’s a tracker on his car now. With any luck, he’ll lead us back to his home base. We’ll take him in there.”

She digested the information and slowly nodded. “All right. Can I get a lift back to the station?”

“Yeah.” Malone gestured to the parking lot entrance. “My car’s just outside the gate. I’ll be right behind you.”

She walked away, and Malone turned to Mrs. Zervos. His voice was hushed as he asked, “You were telling us the limits of Kronos’s power?”

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “He is the God of Time, that much is true, but it’s not a simple gift. In order to alter time, he must orchestrate its passage.”

Malone shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

“It’s tough to explain to mortals. For you, time is linear.” She pursed her lips for a moment, then went on. “I guess the easiest explanation is that it requires his full concentration and it’s more effective when he is in close proximity. He couldn’t change time for the entire human race all at once.” She pointed toward the woman in the truck. “So in order for him to age that woman so quickly, he must’ve been physically near her and had to keep his power focused on her timeline alone.”

“Wait.” Ted frowned, raising a brow. “Does that mean he can make time pass differently for different people?”

“If he chooses.” She shrugged. “But each timeline is a drain for him. A demonstration like that would leave him weakened.”

Malone punched something into his phone and turned his attention on her again. “Is it safe to say he can’t alter time from a distance?”

She pondered the question before answering. “It’s not impossible, I suppose, but the effect wouldn’t be as strong as if he were nearby.”

Ted rubbed the back of his neck. “When you say it’d drain him, would he be physically vulnerable? The muses somehow killed Philyra, so is it possible that Kronos could be killed if he were weak enough?”

She opened her bulky leather purse and pulled out a shard of crystal. It was about six inches long and although it wasn’t polished, but it still sparkled. The shaft was gnarled, crooked like it had once been fluid, and both ends were pointed and sharp. “It’s fulgurite.”

Ted shook his head. “Not ringing a bell.”

She held it up toward the setting sun and the shard glowed orange like smoldering embers. “Fulgurite is a crystal made by lightning striking sand, and this one was forged from a bolt sent down by Zeus. His lightning bolt struck the beach, and this piece still carries some of his divine power.” She held it out for their inspection. “I believe if we can weaken Kronos enough, I can bury the shard in his chest and pierce his heart.”

“Will it kill him?” Ted asked.

“I don’t know.” She tucked the crystal back into her bag. “But I believe it’s our best chance.”

“Good enough for me.” Malone made one more note on his phone and stuffed it back inside his pocket. “We need to figure this out soon. It’s going to be hard to keep the department in the dark much longer.” He glanced over at Mikolas. “Can you take Ted and Mrs. Zervos home?”

“Yeah.” Mikolas looked over at the truck about ten yards away. “I’ll go check on Mark and his wife, too.”

The detective nodded. “Thanks.” He offered his hand to Mrs. Zervos. “Thank you for helping us.”

She shook his hand. “Zeus always loved humanity; he was just fascinated by mortals. But I never understood his fondness until I lived among you. Although your lives are fragile, your hope is unbreakable.” The sunset reflected in her mesmerizing eyes. “I’ve known generations of Zeus’s daughters, and every muse has been a gift.” She released Malone’s hand and looked directly at Ted and Mikolas. “Protect them.”
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Gavin sat down, not trusting his exhausted legs. “You’re telling me that Zeus, the god with lightning bolts, is in Crystal City?”

Clio shifted in her chair. “Yes. I gave him my word I wouldn’t tell anyone but Mason.”

“Why?” Tera’s voice squeaked. “Why wouldn’t he want us to know?”

Tera stood up, tears swimming in her eyes. It took all Gavin’s self-control not to take her into his arms and comfort her. Hell, he didn’t even know what was wrong, but seeing Tera in pain tore at his insides.

Tera’s attention stayed focused on Clio. “How could he let Polly die in that fire?” Her voice broke. “He could have saved her. I don’t understand.”

Clio got up and hugged Tera, her own voice a little shaky. “He told me his only advantage over his father is the element of surprise. If he uses his power, Kronos will sense he’s on this plane with us. All of humanity is depending on him defeating Kronos again.”

Gavin stared out the window while they clung to each other, his pulse thrumming. There had to be a way out of all this. He just wasn’t seeing it yet.

Tera stepped back, wiping her eyes. “So I guess we just get killed one by one while he waits for his chance to surprise Kronos?”

“No.” Gavin met her eyes. “We’ll find a way through this.”

She shook her head and sat on the couch again, but this time she was beside him. Before he realized what he was doing, he took her hand, and her fingers laced with his—tightly. Hope and responsibility mingled into a warmth radiating from his heart through his chest.

Clio returned to her chair. “Do you remember Zack, the man from the hospital when Erica had her baby?”

“Yeah.” Tera nodded. “He lives at Blessed Mary’s Village. Same place as Cooper’s grandmother and Lia’s poker group, right?”

“Yeah. And he’s Zeus.” Clio paused, allowing the information to sink in. “I figured it out at the hospital, but he made me promise not to tell anyone. He said he’s the only one who can stop his father, and if Kronos finds out Zeus is in our world, he’d lose the advantage.” She cleared her throat. “I’m telling you guys this because I trust you not to say anything.”

Tera chuckled, wiping her nose. “Shy girls are great secret keepers.”

“Wait a second…” Gavin frowned. “You’re both seriously okay with knowing there’s someone in Crystal City who is capable of beating this Kevin-Kronos guy and not dragging his ass in here to protect you?”

Clio glanced his way. “If Zeus is right, and surprise is the only hope of stopping Kronos, then we have to find another way.”

Tera met his eyes. “I know this sounds insane, but our calling is to inspire humanity. We’re not god-killers.”

“I get that.” He lost himself in her eyes for a moment. Dammit, he was not going to let anything happen to her. “But you’ve got to be able to defend yourselves, right?” Gavin ran his thumb along Tera’s hand as he shifted his attention to Clio. “At Callie’s place, you all voted not to tell Ted how you killed that other immortal. How about clueing me in?”

“Well…” Clio clasped her hands together. “You’re a Guardian, so I guess you need to know. Mason’s gift from the gods is Herculean strength.”

Gavin leaned forward. “So if Mason is strong enough to kill an immortal, can’t he take out Kevin?”

Clio shook her head. “Not exactly. There’s more to it than strength.”

Tera squeezed Gavin’s hand, drawing his attention to her. “Mason’s family line can be traced back to Greece—to King Lycaon. He’s a Lycan.”

Underworld and its sequels popped into Gavin’s head. “You’re saying that Mason is a werewolf?”

“A Lycan,” Clio corrected. “Werewolves shift with the phases of the moon. The sons of King Lycaon were cursed to be wolves by Zeus. They shift because of Zeus’s magic. So when Mason is a wolf, he’s more or less made of that magic and immune to the powers of the gods.”

Gavin raised a brow. “Why doesn’t he shift and end this mess with Kronos, then?”

Clio pushed her glasses higher up the bridge of her nose. “He was only able to kill Philyra because she threatened my life. As soon as I was in danger, the gift of strength came forward while he was in wolf form, and he decapitated her.”

Gavin leaned back against the sofa. “We’d have to bring Mason, in wolf form, to a confrontation with Kronos and then get the bastard to threaten you.”

“Something like that,” Clio admitted, “but with Kronos’s ability to manipulate time, he could paralyze us by slowing time or, worse, speeding it up. He could kill us without ever threatening me directly. Mason wouldn’t be affected as a wolf, but he also wouldn’t be superstrong, either.”

She was right. Gavin raked his free hand back through his hair. “We’re fucked.”

“We still have Rhea up our sleeves.” Clio forced a smile. “Lia told me that Rhea has a weapon made from some of the lightning that drove the Titans into Tartarus. She believes it can stop him.”

But what if it didn’t? Gavin looked at Tera. His cell phone interrupted that thought. He got up and circled the couch heading for the door as he pressed the “Accept” button on his phone. “Hey, Nate. Any luck?”

“No.” Nate cursed under his breath. “Is Tera with you?”

“Yeah.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Why?”

“Because we got Mark Gibb’s wife back.” His voice dropped a notch. “And she’s aged at least fifty years.”

Gavin’s heart stuttered. “What? How?”

“Apparently Kevin’s also the God of Time. He used her to send a message to the members of the Order—and us, apparently—that if they don’t obey him, he can wipe the human race out of existence in the span of a week. Or so he claims. Rhea says he’s bluffing. According to her, he has to focus on a person’s specific timeline to have an effect on them, and he can’t maintain any changes if he’s not close to that person. He’d have to travel all over the world to follow through on his threat.”

Gavin nodded, keeping his voice down while Clio and Tera chatted on the couch. “He slowed time on us this afternoon. I could still move because of my gift, but very slowly. The strength of it did weaken after he left us behind, and the farther I drove from his place, it finally faded away.” Gavin went into the kitchen and added, “Tera’s mom was with him. I had to leave her behind.”

“Shit. He has some leverage now.”

Gavin shrugged, staring out the window. “Potentially, but I think he was just using her to lure Tera in to meet with him. It almost worked.”

It’d been way too fucking close to working.

“Keep me in the loop,” Nate said. “If Rhea is right and manipulating time weakens him, we might get a day or two of peace, but if he’s got Tera’s mom, you can bet he’s going to make another play for Tera.”

Gavin shook his head slowly. “Who is watching the other muse who doesn’t have a Guardian yet?”

“Trinity? She’s staying with Clio and Mason. Did Clio fill you in on him?”

“Oh, you mean how he’s a Lycan and killed an immortal?” Gavin chuffed. “This is all so far out there it’s tough to believe it even while I’m living it.”

“You don’t have to believe it. Just help us stop Kronos and get that theater opened.” Nate’s smile came right through the phone. “We’re lucky to have you on our side.”

“What is it with that theater? Tera tried to tell me about the original Les Neuf Soeurs, and I did some googling on my phone, but I’m still not following. I get that the great minds went there centuries ago, but why is the Order of the Titans trying so hard to stop it from opening now?”

“Long story, but the short version is that the immortal Mason killed also happened to be Kronos’s lover. She’d been involved with the Order since its inception, and when Belkin Oil started drilling offshore, she saw a chance to free her lover.”

“What’s that got to do with the muses?”

Nate cleared his throat. “Oldest motive in the book. She had a son with Kronos, and Zeus’s son killed him. She blames Zeus and has hunted his daughters for generations.”

“Making Zeus feel the loss she did.”

“Something like that. I was the first Guardian in this group, and I’ve come to believe when the muses open that theater, humankind is going to be inspired, and hope will be alive in this world like never before. It’s going to be a beacon, Gavin. We need to focus on that. We can’t control the gods, but we can help finish that building. Kronos won’t be able to stop humanity’s ability to create and dream. That’s true power. So next time you go over there, stand in the center of that stage and tell me you don’t feel it.”

Nate’s voice became distant as he shouted something to another officer. “I’ve gotta get over to the hospital and see what the docs come up with to explain Trish Gibb’s rapid aging. Be careful, and call me if you hear from Kevin.”


CHAPTER 14


Ted drove Mrs. Zervos back to Blessed Mary Village, trying to come up with something to say. What did you ask the Mother of the Gods?

“Do you miss your son?” he blurted. He groaned inwardly. That was a dumb question.

She checked her seat belt again. “Of course I do. But I understand his choice.”

“His choice?” He exited the freeway and stopped at the light. “What choice?”

“To leave this dimension.” She shook her head. “His father was too obsessed with the prophecy that his children would take his power. He was content to protect the world, but he had no interest in humanity. Zeus was the opposite. My son was bewitched by mortals. He couldn’t keep his distance from them, and his meddling made both realms rife with drama.” She glanced out the window. “Humans still tell the tales. Mythology, they call it. No longer can they imagine Olympus as a real place, but it was as real as you are.”

Ted had never been a history buff, but growing up around the Order of the Titans, he knew some of the stories. And she was right: they were stories. On some level, he’d never thought of them as true accounts of history.

Rhea looked his way as the light turned green. Something about her eyes had his heart racing. Eternity, the birth of the world, the rise and fall of civilizations—it was all there in her gaze. He forced himself to focus on the road.

“One day Zeus realized his interference was hurting both the gods and the mortals, so he used his lightning to divide the realms.” She folded her hands on her lap. “But even now, he still cares for humanity.”

“How do you figure that? Why isn’t he here right now?” Ted made a left into the Blessed Mary Village parking lot.

“Because his daughters, these muses, continue to live again every generation. Inspiration is in their blood, their souls, and their hearts. I’ve known many of them through the ages. My granddaughters…” She shook her head. “As long as they’re still in this world, a part of my son is, as well.”

Ted turned off the engine. “And the Guardians?”

“They’re proof of Zeus’s love for humanity, too. He knew by making the muses mortals, they were vulnerable, so their destinies are tied to men bearing the mark of the gods.”

Ted rubbed his forehead, thinking of the Greek billionaire. “Mikolas has the mark, but his muse was… Well, she’s dead. So his gift will never materialize.”

Her eyes sparkled. “How would he know if she’s dead? If he bears the mark, he should never stop searching.”

“He told me his grandmother is the Muse of Astronomy. This generation’s muse—”

“Nia.” She nodded. “Beautiful girl.”

Bitterness bubbled in Ted’s gut. “She was the first one the Order…eliminated.”

She turned to him, no trace of a smile on her face. “They murdered her. She wasn’t a contestant on one of those reality shows you mortals watch. She was a light in this world, and you ordered her to be killed.”

Ted pressed his lips together, fear tensing his muscles. How could Rhea know that? Did Lia tell her? Couldn’t be. He hadn’t confessed that he’d given the order, not even to Trinity. Or at least, he didn’t think he had.

Tentatively, he lifted his gaze to her face. “I’ve done things that I regret. I’m trying to make them right.”

“You reach for redemption, but can one who has hurt so many ever be redeemed?”

“I don’t know,” Ted whispered, staring out the windshield. “But I’m trying. That has to count for something.

She touched his shoulder, and Ted jumped. Her lips curved slightly. “You remember Mrs. Mardas and Mrs. Spanos, the Guiders of Destiny? They’ve been burdened with visions of the potential futures ahead of us since the dawn of Man. Those possibilities are constantly changing.” She reached for the handle on the door. “A choice is coming for you, Ted Belkin. It will come at a heavy cost.” She got out and looked down at him. “But your desire for redemption encourages me.” She slammed the car door and walked toward the building at a clip no woman her age should be able to muster.

Ted replayed her cryptic words over and over in his head as he drove home. What the hell was she talking about? It was probably one of those things that will only make sense at the right moment. Either way, it didn’t sound good.
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Clio went home, and Tera quickly vanished upstairs. Gavin rolled his shoulders back and drew his gun. He’d make one last perimeter check around her building. Not that a bullet would even stop Kronos, but it was all he had. And now that Mark Gibb had his wife back, he wouldn’t be making a grab for Tera, so either Kevin would send someone else or he’d come himself.

Gavin rounded the corner of her building. Kevin still had Tera’s mother. He probably didn’t know about their strained relationship. For all the god knew, Tera might offer to trade herself to save her mother. And despite their toxic relationship, Tera might try to do just that. Gavin shook off the thought. For now, Kevin needed to recharge his power, and then they’d surely hear from him one way or another. Like Nate had said, they might have a day or two of peace.

He finished his sweep of the courtyard. Empty. Good. He holstered his Glock and went back to the condo, setting the alarm and engaging the dead bolt. He headed to the couch and pulled off his shoes, but all his attention was on the stairs.

Now that he was sitting alone in the silence, the improbable reality of the day settled on his shoulders. It wasn’t a stalker or an ex-boyfriend hunting Tera; it was an immortal who could control time itself. And ever since this morning, he’d been promising himself that once the threat was gone, he’d make everything up to Tera and do his best to mend the hurt he’d caused. He’d believed that by pulling back, he could be more focused on protecting her, but after today, he realized there was a very real chance there may not be a tomorrow.

He wasn’t willing to waste the time they did have. He got up and climbed the stairs. Pausing at the threshold, he rapped on the open bedroom door. “Tera?”

She came out of the bathroom in a purple nightshirt with NOBODY PUTS BABY IN THE CORNER printed diagonally across the front. She stopped brushing her long hair, her eyes wide. “Is everything all right?”

“No.” He shook his head, correcting himself. “Yes. I mean, there’s no one outside. We’re safe.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Good.” Then she crossed her arms like she suddenly remembered she was angry with him. “So why are you up here?”

“Because I need to tell you something.”

“It can’t wait until tomorrow?” She went back into the bathroom and returned without her brush. She leaned against the doorframe, her silky hair draped over her shoulder. “Today drained me.”

“Me too.” He locked his gaze on hers. “But this can’t wait.”

“Fine.” She walked over to her bed and sat on the edge. She didn’t invite him to join her, so he stayed put near the door.

Gavin cleared his throat. “I was an asshole this morning.”

She toyed with the ends of her hair. “Totally agree.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “But tonight I realized that tomorrow isn’t guaranteed. Earlier I had thought that once the danger passed, I’d explain everything and pray you’d give me another chance.”

“You did explain.” She stared at her hands in her lap. “You need to keep everything professional so you can keep me safe.” She peered up at him from under her thick lashes. “And you didn’t even discuss it with me first.”

God, he was worse than an asshole. He was a dick. And he couldn’t stand another second of seeing her hurt, dammit.

Gavin crossed the room and sat next to her. He caught his finger under her chin and tentatively lifted her head so she’d meet his eyes. “Truth is, I was scared. Hell, I still am.”

A crease marred her brow. “Of me?”

“No.” His gaze wandered over her face, memorizing every inch. “Of how you make me feel.”

“I don’t understand.”

He lowered his hand. “When I blew out my knee in college, it changed me.” He looked up at the ceiling, searching for words. “In one single game I lost my scholarship and my future, and it hurt so bad.” He shook his head. “I guess I decided Fate could fuck with me again anytime she pleased, so I figured why fight it. Afterward, I thought it had freed me. There was no sense worrying about getting injured or dying because it would come when it was my time, no matter what I did. I thought it was sort of Zen in a way.”

Her fingers laced with his, and he turned to face her. She squeezed his hand. “You lost part of yourself.”

He nodded slowly, his pulse thundering in his ears. “It served me well in the military and later in the police force. I learned to live in the present, conning myself into thinking the future was a series of random events. Plans and goals only led to disappointment.” He looked down at their joined hands. “And then I met this dancer who pulled the rug out from under me.”

She rested her head against his shoulder, and the simple touch had his heart skipping. He kissed her hair. “I’m trying to tell you that when you fell asleep in my arms, I imagined a future for the first time since college, and I want this one so much more than anything I ever dreamed of back then.”

“I want that, too.” She lifted her head, her stunning eyes shining with tears as she stared right into his soul. “I can be myself with you, and it’s enough.” She worried her lower lip. “In my entire life, I’ve never felt like I was enough. When you were distant, I second-guessed everything.” She held up her hand, exposing her red, swollen fingertips, and his chest tightened. She shook her head. “I don’t think relationships are good for me. We’ve know each other for a week, and I’m already crumbling.”

“That sounds like your mother’s poison.” He caught her hand and brought it up to press a kiss to her knuckles. “You’re strong, Tera. We faced off with the Father of the Gods today. I think you should cut yourself some slack.”

Regret lined her face as she focused on her raw fingertips. “I started on this mess way before we ran into Kevin.”

She withdrew her hand, and the last vestige of protection around his heart crumbled. She was retreating. He was losing her.

Panic seized him, and suddenly, he took a knee on the floor, facing her. “Tera, will you dance with me?”

She sniffled and laughed all at once. “You don’t dance.”

“That was before I met you.” He offered his hand. “Please?”

She glanced around the room. “There’s no music.”

He took his cell phone out of his pocket and opened Pandora. Whitney Houston’s voice filled the room. A sexy smile spread across her lips. “I didn’t take you for a Whitney fan.”

“My Pandora was set on movie soundtracks.” He took her hand and stood, tugging her up with him. “Usually they help me focus when I’m tailing someone. Right now, I’m hoping they’ll persuade the most beautiful, kindest, funniest, and most inspiring woman I’ve ever met to dance with me.”

Color flushed her cheeks. “How can I resist now?”

“Resistance is futile.” He drew her in close, but instead of just doing his usual turn and sway, he allowed his hips to move to the beat like she’d shown him in the studio. Gradually, he experimented with dipping her, and she followed his lead as if they’d danced together all their lives. Her gaze never left his as he lifted her back up.

His other hand slid lower down her back, bringing her hips in tight against his. He rested his forehead against hers and whispered, “I love dancing. Just never had the right partner, I guess.”

She stared up at him, her voice barely a whisper. “I just figured out which movie this song is from.”

He raised a brow. “Oh yeah?”

“The Bodyguard.”

“No way.” He grinned and bent to kiss her soft lips, every caress setting his body on fire. He pulled back, as he whispered, “I want a future with you, Tera.”

She grinned, stealing the air from his lungs. She was so damned beautiful. God, he hoped he’d be able to see her smile for years to come.

Her eyes sparkled. “It figures. We want more time, and the guy coming for me can take it away with a snap of his fingers.”

“Not if I can help it.” He shook his head. “You asked me when we first met why I’d be willing to risk my life for a paycheck. Back then, I figured if my time was up, nothing I could do would change that. Now…” He dipped her again. “Now I’ll fight with all I have for more time. I won’t go down easy.”

He brought her back up, resting his forehead against hers once more. Her breath teased his lips. “We barely know each other, you know? You haven’t seen my gross dancer feet or the way I stuff fitted sheets into the closet in a big wad. I don’t even try to fold them.”

“Please.” He chuckled, rolling his eyes. “Bumpy toes don’t scare me, and I’d be happy to fold your sheets for you.”

She lifted one arm up, covering her forehead in a mock swoon. “You’re sweeping me off my feet.”

He laughed, shocked by the sound after the shitty day they’d had. He bent his knees and cradled her in his arms, spinning her around while he drank in the magic of her giggles. Finally, he lowered her onto the bed and lay down beside her. “Now you’ve been swept.”

“Yes.” She reached up to caress his cheek, her smile fading. “I have.”

Her thumb stroked his skin. The air heavy with unspoken words. She was right about them not knowing each other very well, but from the moment he met her, she danced her way right into his heart. Corny, but true. That day her eyes had locked on his while she showed him her pain through her dance, he’d become hers.

Did she feel the same? She hadn’t said the words, but neither had he. He closed the distance between them, his lips fusing to hers. Her arms moved around him, clinging to him.

Tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed, but tonight was theirs, and he intended to love every inch of her until she knew his heart. No words required.


CHAPTER 15


Tera’s entire body ached for Gavin’s attention, but something he’d said kept whispering through her head. Tomorrow isn’t guaranteed. Those words made tonight that much more precious.

Gavin slid free from her arms and out of bed. He stripped off his shirt, treating her to the view of his battle-worn body. Every muscle, every scar, spoke to her. They told her he was strong, a fighter. He took off his pants and came toward the bed, naked. Her gaze wandered down to his trim waist and then lower. His erection made it plain he wanted her, too.

She sat up on the edge of the mattress and ran her hands up his legs as she kissed the crescent-shaped birthmark just below his navel. Her Guardian. Hers.

He stared down at her with hunger in his eyes, his fingers sliding into her hair.

“You’re mine,” she whispered, her lips trailing lower as her fingertips teased his groin.

“As long as you’ll have me.” His words were rough and raw with desire.

Heat curled low in her belly, and she parted her lips, taking his shaft into her mouth. His head fell back, the sound of his moan encouraging her. She took him deeper, struggling to go slowly. Her fingernails grazed his ass, urging his hips forward. She pulled back until he was nearly free before sliding her lips over his erection again. He finally tipped his head down, desire, surrender, and…something else played across his chiseled features. In this moment, she was in charge.

This kind of power was new to her. She’d aroused her previous partners, but it had been a mutual race to orgasm. This was a slow burn, a struggle to make it last. And she never wanted it to end.

His fingers tightened in her hair, his thrusts growing more demanding. He slowed, growling, “I’m too close.”

She hummed around him as she drew back, enjoying the way his legs trembled. He reached down to lift off her nightshirt and pushed her thighs apart with his knees.

“My turn,” he whispered against her ear.

He laid her back on the bed, her legs dangling off the edge as his lips trailed down her chest. She tangled her fingers in the back of his hair, gasping as his tongue teased her nipple into a taut nub. His hand slid down her body, tracing her mound until her hips rocked up, aching for him to end the torture.

Damn. She could get used to foreplay.

His kisses wandered lower, and he hooked her legs over his broad shoulders. Grasping her hips, he lowered his head, his tongue exploring her core. Her body was on fire with pleasure as he stoked the inferno even higher. He moaned into her, the vibrations teasing her almost as much as the heat of his mouth. She thrust her hips, unable to keep from moving, aching for release.

Just as her muscles started to tighten, he slid two fingers inside her, his tongue working against her urgently until her orgasm overcame her. She cried out his name, and her legs clamped down on his shoulders while she trembled from the aftershocks.

He lifted his head, drinking her in with desire burning in his eyes.

She wanted him all over again. “I need you.”

Gavin tilted her hips a little lower and pushed forward, entering her completely. She tightened around him as his thrusts began to pick up speed, turning her aftershocks into another climb toward oblivion.

He bent down without sliding free of her body, fusing his lips to hers as his big hands slid up her back. He straightened again, taking her with him as he stood. She wrapped her legs around his waist, unable to tell where she ended and he began. He carried her to the wall, resting her against it while he thrust up into her.

The sudden change of temperature made her gasp. He broke the kiss, his voice breathless. “Are you okay?”

“Understatement,” she gasped. “So much better than okay.”

The sexy, mischievous grin he gave her was more than she could take. Where had this man come from? Had the gods known from the beginning that this would be the man who held the key to her heart?

He gripped her ass with one hand as his thrusts came faster. His other hand slid between their colliding bodies, his finger finding just the right spot.

She caught his lower lip with her teeth. “Don’t stop.”

“Not a chance.” His tongue parted her lips, demanding her surrender.

She tangled her fingers in his hair as another orgasm slammed into her. Lights flashed behind her eyelids. This was ecstasy.

His hips pumped harder and faster, until he finally exploded deep inside her. He kissed her, tasting her over and over, tender and slow. He carried her back to the bed and sat on the edge, their bodies still connected. She trailed kisses down his neck to his shoulder.

His lips caressed her ear. “Best dance of my entire life.”

Laughter bubbled from her throat as she lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Ditto.”

He cupped her face in his hand. “I hope this means you might give this relationship a chance.”

Her smile softened. “I’ve never had a relationship before,” she whispered.

Gavin kissed her, then gently pressed his forehead to hers. He shook his head slowly. “I want a future with you, and I’m not going to let anyone steal it from us.”

She clung to him, listening to the strong beat of his heart and sending up a silent prayer that whatever came their way, they’d face together, because losing him now would be the end of her.


CHAPTER 16


Gavin tried to focus on hammering the crown molding, but Tera was practicing on the main stage of the future Les Neuf Soeurs. She was wearing her black yoga pants and a tank top, but when she spun on her toes and leaped into the air, she moved as if she were center stage at the Met. It was tough not to get distracted.

They hadn’t seen or heard from Kevin in a week, and so far, no new stalkers from the Order of the Titans had shown up. Complacency tempted him to lower his defenses. Maybe Kevin had discovered Zeus was already in this realm and aimed his wrath at his true target. Or maybe aging Trish Gibb and slowing time for Gavin and Tera had overloaded his powers.

Whatever the reason, Gavin was grateful. The past week had been the best he could remember since before he’d blown out his knee. Hell, he even let Tera talk him into dancing with her at her studio recital. And even though she was a relentless teacher, she never made him frustrated or self-conscious.

The woman inspired him. With Tera at his side, it was easy to believe he could do anything.

“Run out of nails up there?” Mason’s southern drawl snapped Gavin out of his daydream.

Gavin looked down at his new friend. “Nah, but they’re having a tough time competing with the dancer on stage.”

Mason chuckled. “I’d rib you some, but I’ve got no room to talk. Clio shows up here and it’s all I can do to remember where I left my tape measure, and it’s usually hooked on my belt.” He shook his head. “I’ve gotta meet the permit inspector out front. Let me know if you need me.”

“Will do.” Gavin wiped the sweat from his brow as Mason walked up the center aisle of the theater. The flooring and the new seats were all installed, and the velvet curtains on the stage had been hung a couple of days earlier. Gavin wasn’t a contractor, but Mason figured if they could keep the gods from fucking everything up, they might be able to open in a month. Gavin forced himself to focus on nailing the molding in place.

By the time Tera sat down on the edge of the stage, his knee was throbbing from all the climbing up and down the ladder.

“Where’s my dance partner?” she asked.

He glanced over his shoulder. “At the top of a ladder.”

He probably should’ve told her about needing to ice his knee, but he didn’t. Somewhere along the way he’d discovered that he really did love dancing with her. It was a partnership he’d never experienced before. The push and pull, the drama and passion, were foreign to him, but they were addictive. It was tougher than he’d imagined, too. Basketball drills and running lines had nothing on Paso Doble knee walks.

“Well, get down here.” She patted the stage. “The crown molding doesn’t have a recital with an audience in a few days.”

Without anyone else in the theater, the playful side of Tera, the side she didn’t often show others, was on full display. He felt like the luckiest guy on the planet that she could be herself with him without any of the anxiety she sometimes battled.

She changed into her ballroom shoes. “Plus, I have a surprise for you.”

He climbed down the ladder, ignoring the protests from his knee. “You’ve got my attention.”

“Good.” She finished with her shoes and stood. “Be right back.”

She vanished into the wings as he walked up the stairs to the stage. His bodyguard instincts made him itch to follow her and check the back door, but his birthmark wasn’t burning, and he’d grown to trust that no danger could sneak up on Tera without his knowledge.

He reached center stage and looked out over the empty auditorium. The theater was round with two balconies, assuring that every seat provided an intimate view. Gavin checked the wings to be sure he was alone and then closed his eyes.

Nate was right, there was a power here. Gavin opened his hands, stretching out his fingers as if he might be able to touch the invisible current. He tipped his head back, imagining the energy flooding his body. With a deep breath, he stared out at the rows of seats, the promise of inspiration was all around him. Nate had called it a beacon, and Gavin couldn’t agree more.

He turned at the sound of footsteps and smiled as Tera came out of the shadows. She had two garment bags slung over her shoulder and a gorgeous smile on her face.

She lifted one hanger as she approached. “Our costumes came in.”

“Our…our what?”

She chuckled. “For the recital?”

When he’d agreed to dance with her at the recital, it had never occurred to him that they’d dress up. He took the garment bag she’d held out and met her eyes. “I didn’t realize we’d be in costume.”

“Oh, the costumes take the dance to the next level. You’ll see.” She moved behind him, playfully pushing him toward the dressing room backstage. “Go get changed.”

He peeked over his shoulder at her. “Are you going to change with me?”

She raised a brow. “No distracting me. We need to run through the routine and make sure the costumes fit right.”

“Fine, fine.” He turned around and stole a kiss, enjoying the way she hummed against his lips. She pressed her hands against his chest and stepped back.

“I’ll meet you center stage in five minutes.”
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Tera’s black dress had a full, flared skirt with an angled hem. The lining inside was fire-engine red to match the trim along the edge of the hem. The bodice had a plunging neckline with skin-colored fabric to give the illusion of flesh without the threat of a wardrobe malfunction. The spaghetti straps exposed her toned shoulders and slender neck. She wound her ponytail into a bun and tucked the matching black-and-red rose hairpins through it, cementing it in place. She inspected herself in the mirror and grabbed the skirt on either side of the slit, fanning it out like a matador’s cape.

A smile played on her lips. Gavin was the sexiest matador she’d ever Pasoed with. Although he was new to dancing, his athletic background gave him a good grasp of the space around him and control of his limbs within it. And his sense of rhythm was surprisingly spot-on. He was still mastering his frame and keeping his shoulders down, but he’d caught on to the choreography and took to the aggression of the dance like a natural.

She could teach anyone the steps, but the character of a Paso Doble was another animal. Gavin had the heart for it; all he lacked was the confidence. She hoped the costume might give him the final push he needed.

Satisfied with her ensemble, she exited the women’s dressing room. And then she froze.

Gavin was standing alone at center stage in the black pants and long, black, fitted coat. She couldn’t stop the smile that tugged at her lips. The coat fit perfectly, accentuating his broad shoulders and slender waist.

He turned around as she approached, and he grinned. “Wow. You look amazing.”

So did he—except for one thing. The white T-shirt he had on under the coat had to go.

She tugged at the tee. “This wasn’t part of the costume.”

He chuckled. “I thought they forgot the shirt, so I improvised.”

“Nope.” She shook her head, sliding her hands under the cotton fabric. “It’s gotta go.”

He started to take off the coat. “I’m dancing shirtless? Aren’t there going to be women and children present?”

She rolled her eyes, trying not to laugh. “Oh please. Every mom there will be thanking me.”

He pulled off the shirt and slid the jacket back into place. The cut was perfect on him. It showed just enough of his chiseled abs to tease and tantalize, but covered his back and shoulders, maintaining a somewhat formal ballroom appearance.

He lifted his hands as if he were in the hold position, his chest taut. “Better?”

“Much.” She nodded and struck the opening pose.

He moved behind her, his arms sliding around her waist. The heat from his bare chest singed her skin through the thin fabric of the dress.

“Ready?” she whispered.

His breath warmed her ear. “Always.”

Damn, he made it tough to concentrate.

She clicked the remote, and the music came to life. He spun her around, taking her hand to lead her in the first steps.

“Frame,” she coached as they moved as one unit.

They broke hold, facing off, and she grabbed her skirt to promenade across the stage. He matched her passion, his chin high, his body tight and controlled, hitting every Spanish line.

“That’s it,” she said. He came at her again, catching her and bringing her into hold, and then pulled her even closer. “Dance space,” she called out.

His wicked grin stole her heart even while he ignored her coaching and closed the distance between them, his lips claiming hers as he slowly dipped her.

When he finally lifted her back up and rested his forehead against hers, she smiled. “I don’t remember that part of the choreography.”

He chuckled. “You inspired me.”

“Maybe a little too much.” She raised a brow, trying not to laugh.

He opened one side of his coat. “You were right about the costumes making the dance more intense.”

She nodded slowly. “You look really sexy.”

“I’m nothing compared to my partner.”

Somehow she got them back on track to finish the dance. The final pose had his arm over his head with her sitting at his feet, gripping his leg as she looked up at him. She slid her fingers higher up his inner thigh until he looked down at her. His chest was heaving with exertion, and sweat beaded on his brow. He’d surpassed sexy and moved on to irresistible. If they didn’t get out of the theater soon, she was going to jump him right there on the stage.


CHAPTER 17


Ted waited for Kevin’s sedan to pull through the mansion’s security gate and drive down the street before rifling through the god’s desk. Kronos had walked into the twenty-first century without a cell phone or computer. He didn’t have an e-mail address or a Facebook page. To call him “old-school” would be an understatement.

Note cards, pens, pencils, and stamps filled the center drawer of the desk. Ted kept searching. For almost two weeks Kevin had stayed shuttered in his mansion. What the Father of the Gods had been doing was anyone’s guess. If Rhea was right, maybe he’d been recharging his power. But today everything had changed. Kevin had called Ted just after sunrise and demanded he come to the mansion to watch over Doris Muldoon.

And Ted wanted to know why.

He flipped through a few pieces of loose paper in the next drawer and found a familiar list of names and phone numbers. The membership list for the Order of the Titans. There were underground chapters of the Order all over the world, but Ted had grown up in the Crystal City sector and he recognized every name on the list. Mark Gibb’s name was crossed out and the word FAILED had been scribbled beside it. Another line ran through Curtis Christos’s name with DEAD notated next to it.

God, that night seemed like years ago. Curtis had been the historian of the Order, a professor specializing in Greek history, and Ted’s father had shot him while trying to kill Callie O’Connor.

Ted shoved the memories aside. There wasn’t time to think about the losses they’d suffered. He scanned the list. Two other names had check marks beside them, but his eyes fell to Lewis Gold. His name was circled.

Lewis had worked for Belkin Oil for over twenty years. He was a geologist with a healthy interest in mind control. When Ted’s father had decided that the muses should be silenced forever, Ted had utilized Lewis to mold an Enforcer for the Order, a man who would follow orders even when they involved killing a woman. Lewis had planted strong beliefs in the men, convincing them that they were heroes for sacrificing the women for the greater good. He’d also made them obedient, even to death. And now Kevin had to be planning to use Lewis similarly…

Ted’s gaze wandered back up to the two names with check marks beside them: Simon Jones and Leroy Biggs. They were newer members of the Order whose families hadn’t raised them with the vision of freeing Kronos to bring back the Golden Age of Man. These two men had been recruited by Professor Christos not long before his death. They’d shown a deep fascination in Greek mythology, and Curtis had groomed them to join the Order. They were devoted, young, and strong—perfect candidates for brainwashing.

And suddenly, Ted was pretty sure he knew where Kevin was heading. Belkin Oil. Lewis Gold still had a workroom in the basement.

“Fuck.” Ted pulled out his cell and called Mikolas. “It’s me.”

“Are you at Kevin’s?”

“Yeah, and I think I know where he was going.” He told Mikolas about the list and Lewis Gold.

“Why brainwash them?” Mikolas’s voice hitched like he was walking and talking. “There’s no reason for it. Everyone in the Order is terrified. They’ll do whatever he tells them to.”

Ted raked his fingers through his hair. “Because if the police ever show up, their fear of the police could be greater than their fear of Kronos. If they can’t think for themselves, only the mission will matter.”

“Any guesses what the current mission might be?”

Ted’s pulse raced. “I don’t think it’s changed. He still wants Tera or Trinity to be brought to be alive—for now.” That was the only thing keeping Ted from losing it.

“Okay, I’ll meet you at Belkin Oil. Maybe we can find Lewis before he does.”

Ted pulled his hair back from his forehead. “If I leave and he comes back here, we’ll lose my position on the inside.”

“True. Okay, I’m on my way to get Rhea. Maybe we can corner him at the Belkin high-rise.” A car door slammed. “I’ll text you later.”

Ted hung up and quickly fired off an e-mail to Trinity.

Call me. It’s important.

He included his number and hit “Send.” She probably wouldn’t call, but he could hope. If not, he’d get in touch with Malone. Someone needed to keep her safe.
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Tera lined up groups of young dancers backstage at the Crystal City High School auditorium. She had hoped their theater would be open in time to host the annual recital, but they hadn’t passed the final building inspection yet, so their insurance company wouldn’t allow a performance there.

Next time.

“Tera you look pretty!” Maggie shouted as she ran toward her, Mel close behind.

Tera gave the little girl a tight hug. “You look like a fairy princess.”

Maggie grinned and looked back at her mom. “Is Daddy in the audience?”

Mel nodded. “Yes, and so are Reed and Erica, and Callie and Hunter, and Cooper and Lia, and Mason and Clio.” Mel chuckled. “I’m pretty sure half the audience is out there to cheer for you.”

Mel straightened and gave Tera a hug. “Can I help with anything?” she offered, keeping her voice low.

Tera pulled back and shrugged. “I think we’re good.” Across the way, one of the parent volunteers was fixing hair and another one was checking shoes. “I’ve got plenty of help. You should go enjoy the show.”

Mel was the Muse of Tragic Poetry, and she tended to be a worrier. Worst-case scenarios of every situation plagued her most of the time. Tera could usually relate, but not this time, not here. The stage was her refuge, the one place she found peace. And today it was filled with the energy of dancers.

“Have a great show.” Mel knelt in front of Maggie. “Have fun, Sweetheart.”

Mel vanished into the wings, and Gavin came around the corner in his Paso Doble costume. His eyes locked on hers. Gods, he was way too sexy for his own good. As if he could hear her thoughts, he grabbed one edge of the long coat and flashed her his chest.

Tera laughed, rolling her eyes, and she suddenly realized the stage wasn’t her only refuge in the world anymore. Gavin was. With him, she could speak her mind and share her struggles. He made her laugh, swoon, and best of all, she seemed to do the same for him.

I love him.

“Miss Tera, my shoe broke!” Maggie whined, jolting Tera from her thoughts.

There wasn’t time to reflect on her realization right now.

The show must go on.

Tera knelt down, took off Maggie’s pink ballet slipper, and inspected it. The elastic had broken free from the stitching inside the shoe.

Maggie’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I didn’t mean to do it. I was just practicing.”

Tera gripped Maggie’s shoulders and stared right into her eyes. “You didn’t do anything wrong, sweetie. We can fix this, okay? No tears.”

Maggie nodded, sucking in her trembling lower lip. Gods, Tera adored this little girl. She took her hand and walked her over to one of the volunteers. “Stacy, do you have the sewing kit?”

“Sure do.” Stacy patted her pocket. “Is there a casualty?”

Tera held out Maggie’s shoe. “Can you fix this elastic for Maggie? She’s dancing in the third number.”

Stacy was already threading a needle. “Sure thing.”

“Thanks.” Tera smiled at Maggie. “See? Everything’s going to be fine.”

Maggie gave her a tight hug. “Thanks, Tera.”
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Seeing Tera hugging Maggie had Gavin’s heart melting in his chest. She might be shy in some situations, but with these kids, she truly was a goddess of dance, and she wore the title with grace. He shadowed her as she made her rounds to each group of dancers, coaxing smiles from the nervous kids and giggles from the eager ones. She was magic.

Tera finally walked out of the wings and onstage to address the crowd. Gavin took that moment to open the backstage exit and scan the parking lot. His birthmark wasn’t burning, but his protective instincts were whispering warnings. They hadn’t heard from Kevin or the Order in almost two weeks. Were they waiting for the recital to make their move in a public place?

The parking lot was quiet, no movement. But he couldn’t shake the worry. He went back into the men’s dressing room to the locker he had padlocked earlier to keep his gun out of reach. Unlocking it, he double checked over his shoulder for any curious little ones, but they were all too busy trying to peek through the side curtains to notice him.

He quickly took off his coat and hung it on the door. His leather shoulder holster was cold against his bare skin when he put it on. He chuckled, shaking his head as he donned the coat once more. Never in a million years would he have imagined he’d be armed, without a shirt, and about to perform in a kids’ dance recital. His life had taken so many weird turns recently, but dammit, he’d never been happier.

Once he had the coat on, he stood in front of the mirror to see how visible his weapon would be. He practiced some of the poses and steps. A few of them exposed the black handle of his Glock, but from in the audience, hopefully it wouldn’t be too noticeable.

He’d warn Tera it was there, but if Kronos and the Order showed up, there was no way he was going to be caught unarmed.

During the past couple of weeks, he’d come to realize that beyond wanting a future with Tera, his biggest fear wasn’t that he might not get it. No, the more he memorized her daily routine and spent hours not only watching her dance but learning from her, the more he realized that the world was a better place because Tera was in it. And the one thing that woke him at night was the nightmare in which he failed her.

He’d had the dream more times than he wanted to count. Even with his superspeed, he’d been too late, and she’d died in his arms. Each time the nightmare sucked him in, he tried another tactic to save her, but the outcome never changed.

He rolled his shoulders back and left the dressing room. Tera was standing in the wings again as the first group took the stage. He came up beside her and took her hand, loving the way her fingers twined with his. He brushed a tender kiss to her temple. “I didn’t get a pep talk yet.”

She glanced his way with a playful smile and whispered, “I gave you one last night.”

“Is that what that was?” He raised a brow. “I might need to have dance performances with you more often.”

She nudged him with her hip. “I’d be okay with that.”

The music finished, and she dropped his hand. She began applauding as she walked out to center stage. “Weren’t they fabulous?”

She introduced the next group and then came back to his side. “Are you nervous?” she asked him.

He shrugged. “A little.” He took her hand and placed it inside his coat where his holster was.

Her smile faded. “Why are you armed?”

“Because even though we haven’t heard from Kevin and his gang in a while, that doesn’t mean it’s all over. My first job is still to protect you.” He met her eyes. “I just didn’t want you to be surprised onstage.”

“What if it goes off?” Concern was etched across her entire face.

“Not gonna happen,” he assured her. “Unless you’re going to pull back the slide while it’s still in the holster.”

“She rolled her head slowly back and forth. “Okay, now I’m nervous.”

He placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her toward him. “My birthmark isn’t burning. I’m sure it’s going to be fine. But I’d be the worst bodyguard in history if I wasn’t prepared. That’s all this is—precaution. Okay?”

She searched his eyes and nodded. “Okay.”

The various dance routines went by in a blur, and then Tera suddenly was grabbing his hand and pulling onstage with her. His gut twisted at all the applause.

Holy shit. He was on a stage, in ballroom shoes, and without a shirt. What the hell was he doing?

Tera leaned in close to the mic. “Thanks so much for coming to our annual dance recital. Back in New York, I used to love seeing my dance instructors perform the final number, and I’m thrilled that we have a similar tradition here.” She smiled up at Gavin and back out to the audience. “Today I have a new dance partner, Gavin Thompson.”

The crowd roared, and Gavin’s stomach roiled with nerves. It was like waiting on the whistle for the tip-off right before a state championship basketball game. He wanted to vomit.

Tera squeezed his hand. “We’ll be dancing a brand-new Paso Doble for you. We hope you enjoy it.”

She walked with him to center stage. He stopped behind her, striking their opening pose. He was tempted to apologize and tell her he couldn’t do this, and then run away. His pulse thundered in his ears as her special cut of “Take Me to Church” started.

He spun her around to face him, her gaze meeting his. Her passion for the dance, for him, and for this moment flooded him, drowning any and all stage fright.

“I love you,” she whispered.

His heart nearly burst, and the rest of the world vanished. He wanted to tell her he loved her, too, but he lost himself in their dance. Every beat, every touch, and every movement had meaning. And for the first time since she’d persuaded him to dance with her, he didn’t have to think about the moves. His muscle memory left him free to be present. His love for her strengthened his frame as they moved across the stage. The turns were sharp, and his connection with her never faltered.

They struck their final pose, and the applause was deafening. He twitched in surprise. He’d forgotten they were there. He looked down at Tera sitting on the floor and clinging to his leg, and reached down for her hand to help her to her feet. They bowed and jogged off the stage.

Once they were in the clear, she jumped up into his arms. He caught her, spinning her around and drinking in her laughter.

She rested her forehead on his. “That was amazing.”

“I have a great teacher.”

She grinned and stole a kiss. “Damn straight you do.”

Oh, she was so sexy when she was confident.

He put her down, and she was quickly mobbed by happy young dancers, and soon after, by parents, too. He’d have to tell her how he felt about her later. Gavin gave her some space to do her thing, all the while keeping an eye on the back door as parents and kids came in and out.

The family of muses and Guardians came backstage with flowers for Maggie. Nate scooped his daughter up onto his shoulders, and the joy on her face was catching.

Mason wandered over to Gavin with a grin. “Lookin’ good, Gavin,” he said, his words coming out in a slow southern drawl. “Didn’t know you could dance.”

Gavin chuckled. “Neither did I.”

Mason crossed his arms, shaking his head. “Well, you seemed like a natural up there.”

“It was all Tera.” He glanced over at her and smiled, then returned his attention to Mason. “Is the inspector still stopping by the theater tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, his gaze shifting over to Clio. “We’re going to be working late tonight on some finishing touches to the ceiling.”

“We’ll be there to help.”

Mason gripped his shoulder. “Thanks, man.” He lowered his voice. “Things have been quiet lately…be careful.”

“I’m all over it,” Gavin promised him.

Once the dancers and parents were gone, Tera and her muse sisters made dinner plans, and Gavin headed for the dressing room to change. But before he got his pants off, his birthmark started throbbing and stinging. It was bright red in the mirror.

Fuck.

He buttoned his pants and drew his gun. He came out of the dressing room to find everyone frozen. No sound, no movement. The other muses and Guardians were still, too.

Kronos, you bastard…

The back door opened, and two men in gold masks came in with guns drawn. Gavin took one stride in their direction before the air became as thick as wet cement. He pushed his muscles to the brink, managing another slow step forward.

The door opened again, and Kevin stepped inside with his sliver hair slicked back and a smug smile on his lips. “Sorry we’re late.” He gestured toward Tera. “I missed her dance.”

Gavin struggled to turn. He had to get Tera out of here; he just had no idea how. His gun was still in his hand, but by the time he got it aimed, Kevin and his masked minions would have plenty of time to get out—with or without any of the muses—before Gavin could even pull the trigger.

Kevin approached Tera, and Gavin’s birthmark burned hotter. Gavin struggled harder, begging his muscles to respond, and managed two more steps in her direction.

The god raised a brow. “You impress me.” He glanced at Tera and back to Gavin. “You love her.” A knowing smile tugged at his lips. “My son marked you, didn’t he? You’re her Guardian.”

Gavin took another step closer as Kevin ran a finger along Tera’s jaw. “Such a pity I have to hurt her.” He scanned the backstage area and shook his head. “Wait a minute. We’re missing one. Where is Trinity?” He turned to Gavin again. “Are you hiding her?” He waved his hand. “No matter. If my son truly cares for humanity, for his precious daughters, he won’t be able to bear hearing his muses scream.”

Without warning, he grabbed Tera’s hand and twisted her pinky finger until it made a wet popping sound. Her face never moved, but her shriek made something in Gavin snap. Stars lit on the edge of his vision, and he got his goddamn hand to move. He raised his gun, sweat creeping down his face.

Fuck. His finger still wasn’t pulling the trigger.

Kevin laughed, a deep rumble that echoed in sharp contrast to the gut-wrenching wail that had escaped Tera. He narrowed his eyes. “Your human weapons can’t hurt me.”

He snapped another finger on Tera’s hand. Her cries ripped Gavin open. He growled, stumbling a couple more steps forward.

Now that he was closer, Gavin noticed he wasn’t the only one sweating profusely. Kevin was struggling, too. Gavin didn’t know if slowing time for this many people was taxing the immortal or if the fact that he needed to work so hard to keep Gavin’s timeline moving slowly was draining him, but either way, it was a chink in his armor. And Gavin intended to expose it.


CHAPTER 18


Ted peered into the room where Doris Muldoon stood motionless. Ted’s best guess was that she’d been like this since the day Kevin had lured Tera—and Gavin, as a result—to the mansion and slowed time. If Ted was right, this woman had been standing up for almost two weeks based on his own time. No food, no water, no bathroom breaks, and no sleep, but she wasn’t dead. With her timeline slowed to such a crawl, he wondered how much time had actually passed for this woman, an hour, maybe two?

The idea that a god could determine something so fundamental terrified him. How could you fight that?

His phone rang, and Ted almost hit the ceiling. Trinity’s name lit up the screen. He clicked “Accept” and wandered out into the hall. “Thanks for calling me back.”

“I only have a minute,” she rushed out. “I’m super late for a dance recital. What’s going on?”

God it was good to hear her voice. “I think Kevin is trying to brainwash a couple enforcers for the Order.”

“You should be talking to Nate about this.”

Ted shook his head. “I’m calling you because I also think Kevin knows Tera has found her Guardian.”

She paused, and her tone softened. “You think he’s sending someone after me.”

“I don’t know for sure, but I think it’s possible. Two of them.” He paced the length of the long hallway. “Just stay with the Guardians, okay?”

“I was on my way to meet them at a dance recital, but my tire had a different plan. It’s probably long over by now.” She sighed. “Roadside assistance just left, so I should be with everyone in a few minutes.”

“Good. Be careful.”

“I will.” She hesitated. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

She hung up before he could respond.

Then Ted’s phone rang. He answered without looking at the screen, expecting Trinity, but Mikolas was on the other end. He sounded distracted; maybe he was driving.

“I’ve got Rhea with me,” Mikolas told him. “Kevin left Belkin with Simon Jones and Leroy Biggs from the Order.”

His breath hitched. He knew what that meant. “Does Rhea have the weapon?”

“Yes…” Mikolas paused. “That’s strange…”

Rhea said something, but Ted couldn’t make it out through the cell phone. “What’s wrong?”

Mikolas spoke in a hushed tone. “We followed their car, and they just went inside the back entrance of the theater at the high school.”

Ted frowned. “Why?”

“I don’t know. There are a bunch of families leaving and kids in costumes. Maybe dancers?”

Ted’s heart stuttered. “The dance recital.” That’s where Trinity was going. “Shit. They’re all there—the muses and their Guardians. He’s going to kill them.”
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Gavin’s head hurt and his muscles burned, but he kept pushing, praying every move he made came at a cost to Kronos. Kevin had broken or dislocated two of Tera’s fingers, and that was two too many.

“Zeus!” the Father of the Gods shouted toward the heavens. “You ignore your daughter’s screams and leave a mortal to save her? Coward!”

Kevin’s shirt was so wet it stuck to his chest. This stunt was taking a toll, but not quickly enough.

The god’s ramblings grew louder and more agitated. “I am Kronos! These humans cannot stop me. Time to face your father, Zeus!” He paused, but his son didn’t appear. Kevin spat on the ground and spun around, walking right past Tera to Clio. He tore her glasses off her face and positioned his finger in front of her eye. “I cripple your daughters and still you hide.”

Behind Clio, the air wavered like heat rising off pavement, and suddenly, a gigantic brown wolf came out of the shadows—Mason. He snarled, flashing his sharp, dangerous teeth. His hackles rose as he moved between the god and Clio’s frozen-in-time form. The wolf was immune to the magic, just as they’d hoped he would be. Gavin’s heart galloped as he struggled to move his fingers. The pull of time was weakening.

Kevin frowned. “What’s this?”

He focused on the animal, narrowing his eyes. Mason’s head was low, his teeth bared with a feral growl rumbling in his throat. He lunged toward Kevin, who stumbled back.

“What are you waiting for?” Kevin shouted at the men behind him. “Shoot it!”

The two masked figures fired at the wolf, but Mason charged Kronos, knocking him to the ground before two bullets pelted his side. Gavin’s superspeed finally pierced through the altered time, and he shot two rounds at the armed men. One of them fell in a heap, but the other just screamed and kept firing rapid shots at him. Gavin caught Tera around the waist, bringing her to the ground with him. He covered her body with his and fired one last shot. The other shooter fell to the floor, silent.

Gavin rolled over, blood pulsing out of a hole in his abdomen, but the adrenaline kept the pain at bay for now. He aimed the barrel of his Glock at Kronos. “Freeze, asshole.”

Kronos laughed, shaking his head. “I could speed up time, and you and that creature will bleed out before you can even fire your weapon again.”

Behind Kronos, the back door opened. Gavin didn’t recognize the faces of the two people who entered silently, but the woman lifted a clear spike of some kind over her head. He might’ve shot at them, but his birthmark wasn’t burning anymore. He didn’t know if the danger to Tera had passed or if the blood loss from his side was affecting him. No time to check now.

“You’re bluffing.” Gavin kept his gun raised. “You’re too tried.”

Kevin scoffed. “No need to waste the power. You’ll be unconscious soon enough.”

The woman and her partner came closer. Gavin just needed to stall a little longer. “I won’t let you hurt her.” He winced, his vision blurring. “I love her.”

Kronos opened his mouth to speak, but only a gurgle escaped. His eyes widened, and he looked down to find crimson blossoming on his chest. Tera moved behind Gavin. Everyone was moving again.

Kevin crashed to the ground, and Gavin dropped his gun.

Tera rolled him over, and he gave her an exhausted smile, his voice weaker than he intended. “You’ll be all right.”
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Tera blinked back tears as she whispered. “You will be, too. Stay with me, Gavin.” Then she yelled over her shoulder. “Where’s Cooper?”

Lia rushed over to them and knelt beside Tera. “He’s working on Mason.” Lia wadded up Cooper’s shirt and pressed it against the gunshot on Gavin’s side. “He told me we need to keep pressure on the wound.”

Tera’s hand and misshapen fingers throbbed, but she hardly noticed. Gavin was all that mattered at the moment. His eyes snapped open, alert again, thank the gods.

“Nate is calling for an ambulance.” Lia looked up from Gavin’s wound to meet Tera’s eyes. “They can work on your fingers, too.”

When Kronos slowed time, they’d all been there, witnesses to his cruelty, trapped and unable to move. Terrifying didn’t begin to describe it. But they’d all seen and heard everything.

Cooper scooped up Mason’s motionless wolf. “Clio, we need to get him someplace safe before the emergency crews get here.”

“I’ve got my truck in the lot.” Reed pulled out his keys and led the way out the back door. Cooper, Clio, and Erica followed him out.

Melanie carried Maggie on one hip and little Noah on the other. Maggie hid her face against Mel’s chest while her baby brother wailed. Mel headed for the door. “I’ve got to get kids out of here.”

Sirens blared in the distance. Lia still had the shirt pressed to Gavin’s side, his eyes were closed again, his breathing shallow and fast. Why weren’t the paramedics there yet? Tera brushed a kiss to Gavin’s forehead. His skin was cool to the touch. She closed her eyes. “You need to hang on for me.” A tear spilled down her cheek. “I still can’t shoot a basketball.”

He winced with a weak chuckle, and his hand covered hers. “Tera.” She lifted her head to find his eyes open. He stared up at her and whispered, “I love you, too.”

A grin crept up on her. He loved her, too. She had said the words earlier. They escaped as naturally as if they were spoken directly by her heart. No nervousness, no anxiety, and not a single doubt. It hadn’t mattered if he said them back to her; he’d shown her his feelings during their dance. But hearing him say it out loud didn’t suck.

The back door opened, and Tera looked up, expecting to find paramedics. Instead, Trinity stood wide-eyed and slack-jawed. “What the hell happened?”

“After the recital, Kevin showed up with two armed members of the Order.” Callie was wiping down the floor where Mason had been shot. “Can you check on Tera and Gavin? He was shot. Lia’s trying to keep pressure on the wound. The paramedics are on their way.”

Trinity started to come over and froze, her attention on Mikolas Leandros. Tera had been so busy with Gavin, she forgot Rhea and Mikolas were still there. Tera had never met him officially, but all the muses had seen the press conference after Ted Belkin, Sr. had passed away. Mikolas Leandros was the new CEO of Belkin Oil, and while Ted had mentioned that Mikolas wanted to stop Kronos, the Greek billionaire had never bothered to talk to any of them directly.

“What are you doing here?” Trinity narrowed her eyes, invading his personal space. “Did you bring that monster here?”

Mikolas shook his head. “No. I brought Rhea here to stop him.”

“And why would you do that?” Trinity raised a brow. “I thought he was going to bring back the Golden Age of Man.”

“We’re pawns to the gods, and—” He blinked, watching her as she walked past him and came to kneel beside Tera.

“Anything I can do to help?” Trinity asked her.

Tera sniffled. “Just make the paramedics get their asses over here.”

Trinity wrapped her arm around Tera’s shoulders. “I’ll see what I can do.”

But then a scream echoed through the wings. “Trin, look out!” Callie shouted.

Tera and Trinity turned just as Kevin staggered to his feet. He came toward them, drawing a dagger from his belt. Mikolas lunged forward, yanked the crystal shard out of the god’s back, and put himself between the god and Tera and Trinity.

“Go back to the hell you came from,” Mikolas hissed through clenched teeth as he plunged the crystal shard into Kevin’s heart.

The Father of the Gods gasped, looking down at the wound. He collapsed to his knees and then faded, as if he’d only been an illusion. The crystal fell to the ground with a magical clink.

Mikolas rubbed the back of his hip as a confused-looking Mrs. Zervos rushed to his side. “How did you do that?” She reached for his hand, inspecting it. “That crystal still contains my son’s magic. No human can touch it and survive.” Her voice drifted off as she glanced at Trinity and back to Mikolas. Her gaze drifted to his other hand, covering his hip. She lowered her voice, but Tera had no trouble hearing. “Apparently your muse is not dead.”

Mikolas withdrew his hand without taking his eyes off Trinity. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she snapped.

Before Trinity could say anything else, the back door burst open again, and this time, two paramedics rushed in the building and directly over to Gavin’s side. Tera tried to move out of their way, but Gavin didn’t let go of her hand.

“Stay with me,” he whispered as they fit an oxygen mask over his face.

Tera gripped his hand through the chaos around them. The medics checked his vitals and worked to get his blood pressure stabilized while Mikolas ushered Mrs. Zervos and her god-killer weapon out before the police arrived.

Vaguely, she realized the police were already there, and Nate was chatting with his colleagues, filling in the blanks with rational, but manufactured, explanations for the bloodshed at the high school.

It all faded into the background as Tera focused on Gavin. Usually a situation like this would have her curled in a ball of anxiety, but holding his hand, their gazes anchored to each other, a strange peace settled over her. She and Gavin were more than dance partners, more than lovers, more than a muse and her Guardian. They were a team. When she had been throwing up, he’d held her hair back, and right now, he was weak and she would be his strength.

They had a future together, and even Kronos himself couldn’t take it from them.


CHAPTER 19


Ted flinched when Doris Muldoon came flying around the corner. “Kevin!”

Ted turned around, stunned to see her moving. “You’re awake.”

“I was never asleep.” She crossed her arms. “Where is Kevin?”

“He’s not here,” Ted told her.

“Then what kind of drugs did he put in my drink? I couldn’t move. It was like I was paralyzed! I’m filing a police report. Where’s my phone?” She froze for a second, her eyes narrowing. “Wait… Who are you? And where is Tera?”

A swell of questions crashed through Ted’s mind. Did the spell over Doris break because Rhea’s weapon had worked against Kronos, or did he just need to consolidate his power? Ted would call Mikolas, but first, he needed to contain this…situation.

“I work for Kevin, and he asked me to watch over you.” It was sort of true. Until Ted knew for sure what had happened with Kronos, he couldn’t risk showing his hand. “I’m sure he’ll explain everything when he gets back.” He cleared his throat. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

She shoved past him. “I need my cell phone. If he thinks he can get away with this, he has another think coming. I know important people, and my daughter is gifted. No one dances like she does. She should be in New York.”

The woman rambled on at a manic pace, tossing things around the room while searching for her cell. Ted quietly escaped her and went to watch the front door. As long as the woman didn’t leave the house, he didn’t care what the hell she did.

He took out his cell and called Mikolas. He answered as if he was out of breath. “Hey.”

“What happened with Kevin?” Ted asked. “Doris Muldoon is moving again.”

Mikolas lowered his voice. “I just dropped off Mrs. Zervos. She was right: the crystal worked. Kevin’s dead. Or at least I think he is.”

Ted’s jaw went slack. “Just like that? Kronos is gone?”

“I’ll explain when I get there. I’m five minutes away.”

The call ended, and Ted turned just as Tera’s mother shoved him. “I need to call my daughter.”

He handed her his phone. Maybe it would calm her down. “I don’t have the number.”

“I’ve already committed it to memory.”

She walked into the other room with his phone, leaving Ted to pace the room wondering if Kronos was really dead. When Mikolas came through the door, Doris was leaving her daughter a third voicemail message.

Mikolas glanced at Doris and back to Ted. “Is she going to be a problem?”

Ted shrugged. “I don’t think so. Either way she’s occupied at the moment.” He led Mikolas to the parlor, and keeping his voice low, he asked, “What the hell happened?”

Mikolas rubbed a hand down his face. “It all went down so fast, I’m still not sure.”

Ted rolled his eyes. “How about trying?”

Mikolas held out his hand, staring at his palm. “Mrs. Zervos—Rhea—she…” He lifted his gaze to Ted’s face. “She stabbed Kevin in the back with the crystal shard, and he went down, bleeding. We all thought it was over, but my birthmark started to burn. When I turned around, he was on his feet and moving. He was going to hurt one of the muses. So I yanked the crystal out of his back and shoved it through his heart.”

Ted let out a relieved laugh, but Mikolas didn’t smile. Ted sobered. “Sounds like good news, but you don’t look happy.”

Mikolas opened and closed his hand. “Rhea said touching that crystal should have killed me, but it didn’t even hurt me.”

“You said your birthmark was burning? Maybe your Guardian gift kicked in.”

Mikolas shrugged. “But my muse is dead.”

“Maybe she’s not.” Jealousy and bitterness coiled like a snake in Ted’s gut. “Maybe Nia wasn’t your muse after all.”

He shook his head. “My grandmother is the Muse of Astronomy. My grandfather is her Guardian. It makes sense that I’d be the Guardian for the Muse of Astronomy for this generation, right? But the Order killed Nia.”

Ted crossed his arms. “You’re only guessing that the two things are connected. And there is still one muse who hasn’t found her Guardian…”

Mikolas frowned. “But that muse is—”

“Trinity,” Ted cut in, then ground his teeth.

He should be thrilled. He wanted Trinity to be protected, so she needed to find her Guardian. But why did it have to be Mikolas? Hadn’t Mikolas taken enough from him? He already had Ted’s company and Ted’s father’s office. Why did he have to be marked by the gods to protect the only woman Ted had ever loved? It was fucking unfair.

Not that Trinity wanted anything to do with him anyway, but Ted’s feelings for her were one of the few happy memories he had left.

Mikolas stared at him. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

“I agree.” Ted shook his head. “But there’s no other explanation.”

He turned and walked away before Mikolas could respond. He couldn’t stand to look at the Greek any longer. How could the gods be so cruel? He finally had a friend, and all along, Mikolas was marked for Trinity.

Fate really was a bitch.

Ted stormed out the front door, calling back over his shoulder, “Keep Trinity safe, or I swear I’ll kill you myself.”
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Gavin woke up in a hospital bed. He turned and found Tera sleeping in a chair next to him, her fingers splinted and taped together. He watched her for a moment and marveled at the emotions she inspired inside of him. He had asked her to stay, and here she still was. She’d never left his side.

He lifted the blanket and inspected his bandaged torso. He’d been wounded before. It might leave another scar, but he’d do it again in a heartbeat. He’d do anything to keep her safe.

Tera stirred and opened her eyes. “Hey, stranger.” Her sounded as groggy as she felt. She sat up and took his hand in her uninjured one.

He chuckled. “Have I been out that long?”

“Not really.” She shook her head with a smile. “We got here last night.”

He pointed to her bandaged hand. “How are your fingers?”

“Dislocated. Hurt like a mother when they snapped them back, but I should be fine.” She leaned in to kiss his forehead, but he tipped his head back, catching her lips instead. She hummed and pulled back, staring into his eyes. “You scared me.”

“No way was I checking out.” He smiled. “I’m going to be there to cheer for your first three-point shot, and our kid’s first dance recital, and our grandkid’s first…whatever they love.”

She grinned. “You’ve got it all planned out.”

Seeing her happy warmed him like the afternoon sun on his back. “I just wanted you to know I’m thinking long-term.” A few months ago he never would have dreamed a future like that was possible. “If you’ll have me.”

She lifted his hand to her lips, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, I plan on having you. Many times.”

His blood heated as a crooked smile curved his mouth. “How soon can we go home?”

Right on cue, a nurse came around the corner. “Sorry to intrude. I need to get vitals again.”

Gavin kept his eyes on Tera but spoke to the nurse. “Any word on when I can get out of here?”

The nurse worked as she answered. “You’ll have to ask the doc. I’m pretty sure you’re staying with us overnight again for observation.” She finished up her notes and smiled. “Everything looks great, though. You were lucky.”

She left the room, and Gavin grinned. “Damned lucky.”
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Nate and Mel came by to visit Gavin and give Tera a break for some lunch. Clio met her in the cafeteria—with Mason. Tera blinked back tears. He grinned and grabbed a tray, leaving her to wonder if she had imagined all the bullets and blood the night before.

They found a table in the corner, and Tera whispered to Mason, “How are you yourself again? And upright? The way Cooper carried you out last night, I was worried you…um…” Talking to Gavin was never this hard. “You were in really bad shape yesterday,” she finally spit out.

He glanced at Clio. “She already knows, right?” Clio nodded, and he shifted his attention back to Tera. “Zack paid us a visit after Cooper took me back to our place.”

It took Tera a second for the name to register. Her eyes widened. “Zack as in Zeus? That Zack?” Anger churned in her stomach, and the pain in her fingers throbbed. “Why didn’t he help us?”

Clio poked at her lunch without making eye contact. “He claims he did.”

Tera put her fork down harder than she’d intended, and it made Clio look up. Tera struggled to keep her voice down. “Gavin is lying in a hospital bed with a bullet wound, my fingers were dislocated, and Mason almost died. How exactly is that helping us?”

Mason pulled his chair in a little closer to the table. “He gave Gavin the gift of speed because he knew if Kronos ever made it out of Tartarus, he could manipulate time. And he marked me because he knew my lineage would make me immune to the magic of the gods.”

Clio cleared her throat. “And last night, he let the air out of Trinity’s tire. That’s why she was so late and missed the actual recital.”

Tera took a sip of her water and sighed. “Well, now that Kronos is dead, maybe Zeus won’t have to hide from us anymore.”

“Maybe not.” Clio looked over at Mason. “He used his magic to remove the bullets from Mason’s side, and then the wolf healed before our eyes. When Mason shifted back, he barely had a scratch on him.” Clio looked at Tera again, her voice getting softer. “He asked me to tell him what happened. When I told him about the shard they stabbed Kronos with, Zack…Zeus explained that the shard didn’t kill Kronos, it banished him back to Tartarus.”

“Just as good, right?” Tera opened her soda. “He can’t hurt us from there.”

Clio nodded. “Yeah. Good as dead I guess.”

Tera’s phone buzzed. She picked it up quickly, worried it was Gavin or the doctor, but her mom’s name flashed on the screen. She rejected the call and set it back on the table.

“Everything okay?” Clio asked.

“It seems my mom isn’t frozen in Kronos’s time warp anymore. That’s the sixth time she’s called me today.”

Mason frowned. “What if it’s something important?”

“It’s not. Not really.” The voice mail notification popped up. She clicked the “play” button, followed by speaker, and her mother’s voice intruded on their lunch.

“Baby girl, I wish you’d answer your phone. I think Kevin drugged me. I could have died, all to further your career. The least you can do is talk to me. It’s that Gavin guy, isn’t it? Can’t you see how he’s controlling you? I can help you. Call me back.”

“See?” Tera gestured to her phone. “Every message is a different version of that. It was a huge mistake to talk to her and agree to meet her patron of the arts. Even if he hadn’t been Kronos, I shouldn’t have gone. She’ll never leave me alone again.”

Clio sighed. “I’m sorry, Tera.”

“It’s not all bad.” Tera shrugged. “Her constant badgering used to send my anxiety off the charts, but now it’s only annoying, not debilitating. I’m choosing to see that as improvement.”

“Speaking of improvements…” Mason leaned in to kiss Clio’s temple. “I need to get back to the theater. The inspector is scheduled to come at the end of the week.”

With all the insanity after the dance recital, she almost forgot about the theater. “You think he’ll pass us?”

“I think so.” Mason stood up. “Then Callie can get the insurance rider and we can finally plan the grand opening.”

Clio smiled up at him. “I’ll be right behind you.”

He grinned, giving his ass a little shake for her as he headed out of the cafeteria. Clio giggled, shaking her head. “I used to imagine falling in love would be this dramatic, all-encompassing tidal wave of emotion that changed you forever, but I’ve never laughed so much.”

Tera could relate. “Mason’s a great guy.” When she lifted her head, Clio was staring right at her. “What?”

Clio chuckled. “This is the part where you spill all the details of your love affair with Gavin.”

Tera swirled her water bottle and was probably grinning like a lovesick goober, but strangely, she didn’t care. “He makes me feel like I’m enough—the good and the not so good. He’s never once tried to change me.” She shook her head. “And did you see him dance yesterday?”

Clio fanned herself playfully. “Damn straight, I did.”

“He worked his ass off and learned it in record time. His technique isn’t perfect, of course, but he’s got the heart and passion of a dancer. You can’t teach that.”

“Your partnership was beautiful.” Clio smiled. “I’m so glad you found each other.” She picked up her phone and checked the time. “I better get to the theater, too.” She started to get up. “Will Gavin be able to make it to Erica and Reed’s wedding?”

Gods, Tera had almost forgotten that, too! The wedding was Saturday on the beach. She hadn’t even asked Gavin to be her date yet. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I hope so.”

“Friday night is the rehearsal dinner,” Clio reminded her. “Let me know if you need a ride.”

“Okay.” Tera stood up and smiled. “Thanks for meeting me for lunch.”

“That’s what friends are for.” She gave her a quick hug and hurried off after Mason.

Tera’s smile didn’t fade. Friends and a partner who loved her?

Damn, she was the lucky one.


CHAPTER 20


Gavin was still sore when he tried to twist or bend, but the doctor was happy with the way he was healing. Tera led him across the sand to two empty white chairs, and he draped his arm around Tera’s shoulders. He recognized almost everyone seated and waiting for the beach wedding to begin. Only Trinity wasn’t seated. Instead, she was up front working double duty as the musician and the maid of honor.

Hunter stood at the makeshift altar next to Reed. Erica had insisted the wedding be informal and fun, so all the guys were in board shorts, Gavin included. Hunter and Reed had their surfboards standing up in the sand behind the minister, and Erica and Callie had their shorter boards in the middle.

Trinity changed the tune to a new song she and Erica had written for the wedding. Everyone turned around, and Maggie came down the aisle in a pink Hawaiian sundress, dropping flower petals onto the sand with a big grin on her face. Close behind, Nate followed with Noah up on his shoulders. The little guy wore board shorts like his dad’s and gripped Nate’s forehead with both hands, so his dad had to carry the ringbearer pillow.

Tera placed a hand on Gavin’s thigh, and he laid his on top of hers. He’d attended a few weddings for some of his friends from the service, but nothing like this. The love wasn’t just beaming from the bride and groom’s faces but from the face of every person witnessing it.

This was hope.

Finally, Erica walked down the aisle in her bikini halter top and a Hawaiian-print wraparound skirt. She had their little girl, on her hip wearing a matching outfit, and the smile on Reed’s face said it all. Love was the only thing that mattered.

The ceremony was short and sweet. They slid the rings on each other’s fingers, and Reed dipped her for a kiss. Everyone went crazy with cheers as they turned and waved. Mel took the baby from Erica, and the newlyweds grabbed their boards and ran for the waves. Hunter and Callie followed behind them.

Tera rested her head on his shoulder. “That was…so them.”

He chuckled, kissing her hair. “They seem really happy.” Gavin lifted Tera’s hand to his lips. “Walk with me?”

“Sure.” She followed him down the beach, her fingers laced with his.

Once they were far from the party, he stopped and stared out at the setting sun. “I think we need to renegotiate our relationship.”

She looked up at him, her smile fading. “What?”

“Yeah. With Kronos dead, or at least gone, you won’t be needing a bodyguard anymore.”

Her shoulders relaxed, that sexy smile returning to her lips. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’m wondering if you’d consider sharing a roof with me, even though you won’t be requiring my services anymore.”

She raised a brow. “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m still going to require your services.”

He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her long and slow. He rested his forehead against hers and smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

Her hand slid up his chest. “So when are you moving in?”

He chuckled. “You could move in with me.”

“No way.” She shook her head. “We already have memories at my place.”

“I guess we do.” He grinned and kissed her forehead. “Okay, you win. We’ll stay at your place.”

“Yeah.” Her smile faded as she looked up at him and nodded. “I have definitely won.” She searched his eyes, her tone softening. “You promised to fold my sheets.”

Gavin laughed hard enough to make his wound ache, and he didn’t give a shit. They had survived, and whatever the future held, they’d dance through it.

Together.
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