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ONE THOUSAND AND ONE DARK NIGHTS
Once upon a time, in the future…
 
I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.
I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and
the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast
library at my father’s home and collected thousands
of volumes of fantastic tales.
 
I learned all about ancient races and bygone
times. About myths and legends and dreams of all
people through the millennium. And the more I read
the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered
that I was able to travel into the stories... to actually
become part of them.
 
I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher
and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had, I
would not be telling you this tale now.
But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off
with bravery.
 
One afternoon, curious about the myth of the
Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to
see for myself if it was true that every day Shahryar
(Persian: شهريار “king”) married a new virgin, and then
sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written
and I had read, that by the time he met Scheherazade,
the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand
women.
 
Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived
in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged
places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had
never occurred before and that still to this day, I
cannot explain.
 
Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have
taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can
protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did to
protect herself and stay alive.
 
Every night the King calls for me and listens as I spin tales.
And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at a
point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.
And so the King spares my life for one more day, so that
he might hear the rest of my dark tale.
 
As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new
one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before
you now.
 



 
 
“There will be killing till the score is paid.”
― Homer, The Odyssey
 



CHAPTER ONE
Time was irrelevant on Olympus. Something Daphne was grateful for today.
The sun set low on the horizon behind the shimmering white marble of Zeus’s palace as she lifted the magical bow and arrow all Sirens wielded, pulled the string back for the umpteenth time, and zeroed in on her target a hundred yards away. Holding her breath, she released the string. A sting echoed in her finger, and she jerked her hand back and winced as the arrow flew through the air toward the trunk of a tree carved into the face of the god of the Underworld.
A thwack echoed across the space. The arrow grazed Hades’s right earlobe.
Daphne frowned. She’d been at this for three hours and still couldn’t hit the stupid god anywhere deadly, let alone between the eyes where she was supposed to tag him.
“Better.” Sappheire, Athena’s right-hand Siren and the leader of Zeus’s female warrior army, nodded at Daphne’s side. “You keep practicing and you’ll get there.”
Daphne wasn’t so sure. All Sirens went through rigorous training in a variety of different areas—combat, seduction, warfare, strategy—and she’d passed each section with high marks from her trainers. But she couldn’t take her final Siren vows until she conquered the marksmanship exam. And at the moment, her aim wasn’t even close to one-hundred percent, which was why she was out here now, on the training field behind Siren headquarters, working on her shot long after the other recruits had retired to the mess hall for dinner. So far she’d failed the test three times. Until she could hit a target repeatedly dead center—without injuring herself—she was SOL. Which meant her dream of being a full-fledged Siren kept hovering in the distance, just out of reach.
“That’s a nice thought,” she said, lowering her bow and shaking out her hand. “I’m not sure how realistic it is, though.”
“Persistence will pay off.” Sappheire’s luxuriously sleek mane—a mixture of blonde and chestnut and ginger locks—swayed as she turned Daphne’s way, and those brilliant blue eyes for which she was named sparkled. “If this is your calling, it’ll happen. Just don’t give up.”
Dressed in form-fitting black pants, a tight, black, low-cut tank that showed off her cleavage and muscular arms, and kick-ass stiletto boots that elongated her legs, Sappheire pressed the button at the end of her bow, shrinking the weapon down to a six-inch metal bar. She’d lost the leather breastplate and arm guards she usually wore in the field, but she still looked as menacing as any warrior. And not for the first time, Daphne was glad this Siren had taken a liking to her instead of harassing her as she did some of the other recruits.
Slipping the weapon into her boot, Sappheire added, “Athena’s been watching you.”
Watching her fail? Daphne winced. She wasn’t sure she needed to know that, not when she already felt like a major loser.
Daphne shrank her own weapon. She was dressed the same as Sappheire—tight black pants, fitted black tank, crazy high boots it had taken her years to learn to walk in—but where Sappheire wore the outfit with confidence and grace, Daphne still felt awkward in the take-notice-of-me-now getup. “Well, if nothing else, I’m sure she’s entertained.”
“Perhaps.” Sappheire peered back toward the white painted building of Siren headquarters, less stately and ornate than the structures on Olympus, but still intimidating. “I think you’re being summoned.”
Daphne’s gaze followed as she slid her bow into her boot, then focused on two figures standing on the back porch of the building. One she knew on first glance. The goddess Athena and head of the Siren Order flicked her curly chestnut locks over her shoulder and waved her hand in a come-this-way move. She was striking and gorgeous and every bit the goddess Daphne had imagined her to be as a child. But it was the other figure that made Daphne’s pulse skip. The seven-foot tall, dark-haired god at Athena’s side, commanding all with just his stately presence.
Zeus.
“Don’t stand there dumbfounded, girl.” Sappheire nudged Daphne toward the building. “The last thing you want to do is keep the king of the gods waiting. Go already.”
Right. The king of the gods...
Swallowing hard, Daphne put one foot in front of the other and headed for the building. Behind her, the sun dipped below Zeus’s palace until the sky above was nothing but a warm pink glow, but she didn’t even notice. She was suddenly too scared that Athena and Zeus had finally figured out she wasn’t Siren material and were going to kick her out of the Order.
She stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the gods. Steeled herself for the inevitable. “My king.” She bowed, then nodded toward his companion. “My lady Athena. You called for me?”
Zeus, every bit as handsome and muscular and intimidating as always, rested his enormous hands on his hips and peered down at her. “She’s not been altered.”
“No,” Athena replied. “This one did not require any special enhancements.”
Heat rushed to Daphne’s cheeks as Zeus’s gaze rolled over her breasts, slid down her waist to the flare of her hips, then followed the line of her legs to her feet. She wondered if he remembered her. Doubted that he did. Though Zeus occasionally came to the training fields, he rarely paid her any attention. In fact, she’d bet he didn’t even remember meeting her as a child.
Slowly, as if he could see through her clothing to her nakedness beneath, he raked his eyes back up her body until every inch of her skin was hot and trembling. “This is even her natural hair color?”
“Yes,” Athena answered. “She was born with the dark mahogany locks. No makeover necessary.”
“Hm….” The king of the gods moved down the three stone steps and circled Daphne. Her pulse shot into the stratosphere and her stomach caved in as he examined her from every angle. “Curvy. I like that. Nice ass, small waist.” He stopped in front of her and stared at her tits, desire flaring hot in his black as sin eyes. “And these. Enticing.”
Daphne kept her arms at her sides. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t show any response. But her nerves kicked up even higher. It was normal for her to react to an attractive male. All nymphs did. But this wasn’t a male she was even the least bit interested in, and not for the first time she cursed her overly sexual lineage.
“Ahem.” Athena cleared her throat. “The matter at hand?”
Scowling, Zeus turned to look up at the goddess. “Seduction training?”
“Completed,” Athena answered. “She received high marks from her instructor.”
Zeus looked back at Daphne, and once again, his lusty gaze scalded her body. “I’m sure she did. She’s a purebred Naiad. The spitting image of her mother.”
So he did remember her. Images of her mother and the day Daphne had lost her filled Daphne’s mind and tugged at the heart she kept carefully closed off.
“Marksmanship has proven to be a limitation for her.” Athena moved to stand at Zeus’s side and crossed her arms over her chest in a clearly perturbed manner. “If you’d rather see some of the others—”
“No.” Zeus held up a hand but didn’t once look away from Daphne. “This one will do. Tell me, female, have you taken a new name since being on Olympus?”
They were finally talking to her. Daphne had no idea what was going on, but so far it didn’t sound as if they were going to kick her out of the training class. And as much as she hated the mention of her mother, especially in combination with Zeus’s lusty looks, she knew the probability of the god-king propositioning her was slim. She wasn’t her mother, even if she did resemble her. And Sirens, thanks to Athena, were the only females that were off limits to Zeus. “No, my king. I go by my given name, Daphne.”
“Ah, named after the nymph who was rescued from my son Apollo’s unwanted advances and changed into a laurel tree. Tell me, Daphne, do you wish to become a laurel tree like your namesake?”
“No, my king.”
“I should hope not. Your skills would be extremely wasted in tree form.” He clasped his hands behind his back and eyed her carefully. “Sappheire has had nothing but good things to say about you, and so far your training scores have been stellar. Aside from marksmanship, that is.”
“I’m improving,” Daphne said quickly. “I’m working very hard. If you just give me a little more time—”
“Relax.” Zeus held up a hand. “What we need from you does not involve marksmanship.”
Daphne’s gaze darted between Zeus and Athena. “What you need from me?”
Athena shot a frustrated look at Zeus, but he didn’t bother to glance her way. “We’re in need of a Siren with your talents for a special mission. Are you interested?”
She had no idea what kind of mission they were talking about, but something in her gut said never to say no to the king of the gods. “Yes, of course.”
“She’s too naïve,” Athena mumbled.
“That’s exactly why we’re going to use her.” Zeus’s eyes flashed. “You’ve heard of the rogue Argonaut loose in the human realm? The one they call Ari?”
Daphne’s mind skipped over snippets of gossip she’d heard from her Siren sisters. “We all have. He’s a monster.”
“Yes, he is.” Zeus’s jaw clenched. “A very dangerous monster that needs to be stopped. Unfortunately, our conventional attempts at dealing with him have not worked. Which is where you come in. We want to send you in undercover for the Order.”
Daphne stared at the god’s face for several seconds, sure she had to have heard him wrong. “Me? But I-I’m not even a Siren yet. I haven’t taken my final vows. I’m—”
“You are a nymph. A voluptuous, alluring nymph, like your mother. Aristokles has but one weakness: sexy, vulnerable nymphs. You will pretend to be in jeopardy, let him take you back to his lair, and when he least expects it, kill him.”
Daphne’s heart beat hard, and her hands grew sweaty. This was a suicide mission. She’d heard horror stories about the crazed Argonaut and what he liked to do to Sirens. “But...my king...he tortures and kills Sirens. I’ll not make it past—”
“You are not a full Siren yet,” Athena cut in. “You have not been inducted, you do not bear the marking, and because of your nymph heritage, your body was never altered. He will not sense that you are a Siren, because you are not one...yet.”
“If you succeed in this mission, however,” Zeus added, “you will be inducted immediately upon your return. Regardless of your marksmanship scores.”
Daphne’s pulse roared in her head. This was her chance to belong. To finally be one of them. Her stomach swirled with excitement and apprehension. “Wh-what would I need to do?”
“Kill him, of course,” Zeus answered. “But before you do that, I need confirmation of something. I suspect the Argonaut has a very special marking on his body. Not the Argonaut markings on his forearms. This is different. Before he’s terminated, I need you to search his entire body and either prove or disprove the appearance of the marking.”
“What kind of marking?” Daphne asked.
Zeus glanced toward Athena. A silent look passed between the two gods before Zeus refocused on Daphne. “We’re not sure. But the marking disappears at the time of death, so you cannot kill him and then look for it. You must find it while he is alive.”
So all she had to do was get close enough to the mass-murdering psycho to check every inch of his skin for some unknown marking. Yeah. That sounded easy.
Not.
“I-I’m not sure how I would do that,” Daphne said hesitantly.
“This is where your nymph background comes in handy.” Zeus lifted his brows in a “duh, it’s easy” move. “Use your seduction skills. Charm him. Get him to drop his guard. Earn his trust so he least suspects your mission.”
Daphne’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean—”
“Yes, you’ll have to fuck him,” Athena said. “Probably several times.” An irritated expression crossed the goddess’s face. “You sailed through seduction training, Daphne. This shouldn’t be that difficult for you.”
Unease rippled through Daphne. She’d only been twenty when she’d been plucked from her foster home and brought to Olympus to train with the Sirens. Barely old enough to come into her sexuality, and the males she’d fooled around with as a teenager didn’t count. Yes, she’d made it through seduction training easily, but only because she’d had an amazing instructor, a minor god who hadn’t forced her. One who’d taken plenty of time to teach her about her own body and the powers of sex. That didn’t mean she had any real experience seducing males—she’d been here for seven years, for crying out loud. And she had zero experience with savages like the psycho Argonaut Aristokles.
“We need an answer,” Zeus said. “Either you are with us—”
“Or you are without us,” Athena finished.
Daphne’s gaze slid from one god to the other. She knew what they were saying. Either she did this and became a full-fledged Siren, or she didn’t and was banished from the Order forever.
“Well?” Zeus asked.
Daphne bit her lip and nodded. Then prayed she made it through this alive. “I’ll do it.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
“This is as good a place as any.” Sappheire nodded toward the log resting along the edge of a small stream in the mountains of the Snoqualmie National Forest.
“Here?” Shivering in the cool, damp air, Daphne crossed her arms over her belly and rubbed her biceps to stimulate blood flow. There was nothing but trees and moss and a scattering of snow in the dark forest of Northern Washington for as far as she could see. Nothing to indicate anyone besides them was even in the area. “Are you sure?”
“His hunting patterns indicate he’ll come through this region soon.” Sappheire looked toward the redheaded Siren at her side. “Rhebekah, take her jacket.”
Without a word, Rhebekah stepped forward, tugged the jacket from Daphne’s shoulders, and pushed her to sit on the log.
Grunting, Daphne reached for the wood beneath her to keep from falling over. Her stomach swirled with apprehension as she looked up at Sappheire, waiting for some kind of reassurance—any kind of reassurance—from her mentor. But just as she’d done while they were preparing Daphne for this mission and while they’d traveled to this location, Sappheire refused to look at her or offer any words of advice.
That apprehension turned to a wave of fear. Did the Siren know something Daphne didn’t? Had Zeus lied? Was this really—she swallowed hard—a suicide mission after all?
Daphne’s mind spun with possibilities, but she couldn’t come up with a legitimate reason for Zeus to have lied. He clearly wanted the Argonaut dead. Ari had been wreaking havoc on Sirens for years. Regardless of Zeus’s connection to her mother, she had to make this work. But Zeus’s order that Daphne find a mark on the Argonaut’s body—a vague mark which he hadn’t bothered to explain—sent another wave of worry rushing over her.
Stealing her nerves, Daphne looked from Sappheire to Rhebekah and back again, focusing on what came next, not what she had to do down the line. “But why would he be here? There are no Sirens in this area. Except for, well, us. He doesn’t know we’re here. He certainly didn’t know we were coming.”
Sappheire nodded toward Rhebekah. “It’s time for us to leave.”
“Wait.” Daphne pushed quickly to her feet. “How will I know where to find him?”
“You’ll not find him,” Rhebekah answered. “He’ll find you.”
Before Daphne could protest again, the Sirens disappeared, flashing back to Olympus without her.
In the silence, Daphne shivered and lowered herself back to the log. As she wasn’t a full-fledged Siren, she couldn’t flash after them, which meant from here on out, she was on her own.
Glancing around the forest, she tried not to freak out. Dusk was quickly moving to dark. In a matter of minutes it would be pitch black, not even a moon to guide her.
She wrapped her arms around her waist and rubbed her bare skin in the hopes of scrubbing away the fear. The dress Athena had made her wear was flimsy and white, with tiny cap sleeves and a hem that barely hit mid-thigh. The matching shoes were nothing but ballet slippers. She knew the outfit was meant to be alluring, but no female in her right mind—nymph or not—would be caught out in the cold in this getup. And right now she was more worried about freezing to death than what any crazed Argonaut was doing out here in these woods.
Don’t think about Aristokles. Think about what you need to do next.
She rubbed her arms again. Tried to think clearly. She had no coat, no blanket, nothing to stay warm, and no idea how long she’d be here. It could take hours for the psycho Argonaut to venture her way—if he was really out here. In the meantime, she needed to find shelter and a way to stay warm. Needed—
A howl echoed somewhere through the trees. She jerked in that direction, her heart rate shooting up even higher, sending blood pulsing through her veins.
Okay, maybe cold wasn’t her biggest problem right now. Her Siren sisters hadn’t just left her without a coat, they’d left her without a weapon to defend herself.
A twig cracked off to her right. Lurching to her feet, she scanned the ground and spotted a downed branch, as long and thick as a baseball bat. Grasping it in both hands, she swiveled toward the sound and slowly backed up, her hands shaking.
Long seconds passed. Finally, a rabbit jumped out of the brush, spotted her with big brown eyes, and quickly scurried away.
Daphne released a heavy breath and dropped the branch to the ground. She was flipping out for no reason. If that didn’t prove she needed to pull it together, nothing did. She was a Siren, for crying out loud. Not a wimpy female.
Or...she would be. As soon as this mission was over.
A shiver rushed down her spine, dragging her awareness back to the cold once more.
Shelter. That’s what she needed to focus on. Not some stupid, irrational fear that wasn’t doing anything but making her nuts.
She straightened her spine and glanced around the forest again. The ground rose steadily to the north. Through the trees she could see what looked to be some kind of rock outcropping. Deciding that was her best bet, she headed in that direction. If she could find a cave, she could at least get out of the elements and decide what to do next.
The air grew progressively colder the closer she drew to the rocks. Rubbing her hands vigorously against the bare skin of her arms, she tried to keep her teeth from chattering as she picked her way around stones and branches and roots sticking out of the ground that bruised her feet in the silly shoes. Just as she moved past a boulder the size of a car, a growl echoed in the steadily darkening forest, drawing her feet to a sharp stop.
The hair on her nape stood straight. Her heart rate shot into the triple digits. Slowly, she turned in the direction she’d just come and stared in horror at the creature moving out from behind the rocks to stand in her path.
It was at least seven feet tall. A mixture of goat and lion and dog and human, with the body of a man, sharp teeth, horns, and glowing green eyes like something straight out of a nightmare.
A daemon. One of the Underworld’s monsters. She stumbled backward.
“Nymph.” The daemon drew in a deep whiff and growled. “Now this is a treat. What is a nymph doing out in these woods all alone?”
Daphne’s mouth fell open, but words wouldn’t come.
Before she could think of an answer—before she could think of something to do—another daemon stepped out from behind the boulder and growled. “The nymph is mine.”
Fear shot Daphne’s heart straight into her throat. The first daemon turned to the second and roared a menacing, aggressive response. The second bared his fangs and lurched for the first. Bones and fists and claws clashed as the two tore into each other.
Daphne swiveled and ran. Made it ten feet into the trees before another daemon jumped out from behind an old growth Douglas fir, right in her path. She skidded to a stop. Tried to lurch out of the way. He roared, reached out with claws as sharp as knives, and caught her across the side and abdomen, sending her flying into the brush.
A burn like the heat of a thousand suns lanced her side. She smacked into a tree, then dropped to the ground with a thud. Pain spiraled through every inch of her body, but she knew she had to get up. Had to run. She clawed at the dirt and tried to stand, but the wound in her side gushed blood, twisting her to the ground in a cry of agony.
The daemon growled and advanced. With the forest spinning around her, Daphne looked for something—anything—close to use as a weapon. Her vision came and went. But through descending darkness, she spotted a rock the size of her fist with sharp edges.
She dug her fingers into the ground, used every ounce of strength she had left to crawl in that direction. Another roar echoed at her back. She whimpered through the pain and tried to move faster, but it was as if she were crawling through mud. Just when she was sure she would never get there, her hand closed around the rock. She tugged it close, then rolled to her back and stared in horror at the sight before her.
A man—no, not a man, she realized—an Argonaut, battled back not one, but all three advancing daemons. His shoulders were broad, his arms muscled, his waist tapered to strong legs. And he moved like a seasoned warrior, swinging the blade in his hand like a ninja swings nunchucks. She watched in disbelief as his blade sank deep, he pulled it free, then swung out and decapitated the first daemon before moving to the second and third. In a matter of seconds, the fight was over, as if the daemons were paper dolls rather than living, menacing monsters.
The Argonaut turned Daphne’s way. Daphne’s vision flickered, but one look was all it took to send her scrambling backward in a haze of pain. A nose that had been broken more than once. Puckered scars that covered the left side of his jaw, ran down his neck, and disappeared under the collar of his long-sleeved T-shirt. And mismatched eyes—one a brilliant blue, the other a deep green—blazing and focused directly on her as if she were the next threat.
The Argonaut kicked the daemon’s body out of his way and marched toward her. Blood and some kind of vile green goo covered his clothing, and that wild, fevered look in his mismatched eyes told her he was no friend, not to her.
It was him. The crazy Argonaut.
Aristokles.
Fear caused her to jerk back, but her head hit something sharp, stopping her momentum. Pain shot across her scalp, and she cried out, but the sound gurgled in her throat. He knelt beside her and reached one bloody, dirt-streaked hand her way.
She gripped the rock tightly, but before she could lift it to protect herself, everything went black.
 
* * *
 
Ari carried the injured female into the living area of his home high in the mountains and laid her on the couch.
“Holy Hera,” Silas said, grabbing a blanket from the back of a chair and laying it over her limp body. “She’s a nymph. What in Hades was a nymph doing out in the wilds unprotected?”
“I don’t know.” Ari moved back as Silas knelt close and worked on the female. In his old life, Silas had tended to the sick and injured of his village. Now he tended to Ari, which Ari knew was the most thankless job on the planet. “I didn’t seal the wounds. If it was an archdaemon who did this, I didn’t want to make things worse.”
“Smart.” An archdaemon’s claws held a dangerous poison that could prompt infection. Silas peeled the female’s torn dress back over her ribs so he could see her wounds. “But the chances she was attacked by an archdaemon are slim. I’m gonna need rags and hydrogen peroxide from the kitchen.”
It took several seconds for Ari to realize Silas was talking to him. Tearing his gaze away from the female, Ari turned out of the living room with its high-beamed ceiling, roaring fireplace, and leather furnishings and headed for the kitchen. He was still covered in blood and slime from his battle with those daemons, tracking mud through the house Silas worked hard to keep clean, but couldn’t think about anything other than the nymph lying half dead in the other room.
Silas was right. There was no reason for a nymph to be alone in those woods. She’d clearly been running. From who though, he didn’t know. Before he could stop it, Ari’s mind tumbled back dozens of years to another nymph he’d found alone and injured in the wild. To a moment that had cursed his existence for all eternity.
His vision darkened, and a flood of emotions that would only mess with his control threatened to overwhelm him. But he slowly beat them back. This was the reason he chose to isolate himself. Because he was unpredictable. Because he’d been cursed by the gods. Because some days, he was as much a monster as the daemons he’d sworn to destroy.
“Ari! The rags! She’s bleeding, man!”
The sound of Silas’s voice penetrated Ari’s consciousness. He grabbed the items Silas had asked for then moved back into the living room. After handing Silas the materials, he stepped away again and watched as Silas cleaned the wounds then held his hands over the female and used his sensing gift to search for infection.
Long seconds passed. Finally, Silas eased back on his heels and lowered his hands to his thighs. “It wasn’t an archdaemon. You can seal these now.”
When Ari didn’t make a move forward, Silas turned to face him. “I can’t do this part myself. You know that. It has to be you.”
The claw marks across Silas’s face seemed to dance in the firelight as he stared at Ari, waiting for a response.
Scowling, Silas pushed to his feet. He was tall—over six feet—with broad shoulders and sandy blond hair in need of a trim, but he was no match for Ari. Thanks to his link to the ancient Greek gods, Ari was taller, more muscular, bigger everywhere. And he was never intimidated.
Except now. Right now, Ari wished he was anywhere but in this room, not only near a nymph but being forced to touch one.
“She’ll die if you don’t do something,” Silas said. “You know this.”
Still Ari didn’t move. Didn’t trust himself near a nymph. Nymphs were as dangerous to him as Sirens. Nymphs left him just as unbalanced and reminded him of a life he’d left behind without a second look.
“You brought her here,” Silas said, stepping forward. “You could have left her in the woods to die, but you didn’t. She’s just a female, Ari. Show her the same mercy you showed me.”
Just a female... She was. Ari had used his gift to heal dozens of females and males over his years. This female was no different.
History tried to hold him back, but that damn duty inside pushed him forward. Silas stepped to the side as Ari moved toward the couch and looked down. The nymph’s head was tipped his way on the throw pillow, long, dark lashes feathering her alabaster skin, her dirty hair falling over her bruised shoulder and the remnants of her bloody dress. But even injured and unconscious, Ari could tell that she was attractive. Alluring. A nymph created to torment any male who crossed her path.
A heat he hadn’t felt in years stirred low in his belly. One he didn’t like and definitely didn’t want. The fastest way to get rid of her was to heal her. Then forget he’d ever stumbled across the female in the first place.
He lowered to his knee and avoided looking at her face or the swell of her breasts pushing against the thin, once-white fabric, and focused on the red, bleeding wounds. Laying his hands over the gashes, he focused his strength until heat and energy radiated from his palms, permeating the skin beneath and knitting the wounds back together.
The nymph didn’t even stir, even though it was a process he knew caused intense pain. She laid still, her eyes closed, her body deep in sleep. Soft. Vulnerable. Minutes later, Ari lifted his hands and pushed to his feet, intent on getting as far from her as possible.
He stepped back from the couch, turned so he didn’t have to look at her longer than necessary, and moved for the archway that led to his wing of rooms. “As soon as she’s alert and able to travel, I want her gone.”
“Ari.” Silas sighed. “Maybe she’s—”
“As soon as she’s able,” Ari repeated, not waiting to hear Silas’s protest. He knew what Silas was thinking. That a female in the house might do him some good. But Ari knew only bad could ever come from this situation. “I’ll not have her here disrupting my schedule. Not a minute longer, Silas. Get rid of her. That’s an order.”
He disappeared through the doorway, but at his back he heard Silas mutter, “Maybe a little disruption’s what you need, dipshit.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
Daphne blinked several times and tried to make sense of her surroundings. She definitely wasn’t on Olympus.
Slowly, she pushed up on her arm, wincing at the sting in her side. A soft bed lay below her. An eerie gray light shone through the window across the room. Sitting back in the pillows, she glanced around the bedroom with its dark furnishings and high-beamed ceiling and tried to figure out where the heck she was.
Her memories were a foggy mess. She remembered talking with Athena and Zeus. Remembered being in the woods with Sappheire. Remembered those daemons showing up. Remembered running and being struck in the side. Remembered...
Her eyes grew wide as her mind flashed back to the warrior she’d seen battling those daemons. To his mismatched eyes. His wild look. And the way he’d focused on her as if she were his next victim.
Throwing back the covers, she pulled up the long shirt she was wearing and checked her side. Four thin, red lines crossed her skin from her hip to just beneath her breast.
Confusion tugged her brows together. She brushed her fingers over the sealed wounds that should have killed her and tried to remember what had happened but couldn’t. Tried to figure out how long she’d been out of it but drew a complete blank.
Her gaze drifted to the bed beneath her, the floor, then finally to the window. Cringing at the pain in her side, she pushed to her feet. Her breath caught as she pulled back the curtain and gazed out at the snowy forest and acres of mountains that disappeared in a dark gray sky.
No other houses. No other signs of life. Just miles and miles of wilderness and snow as far as the eye could see.
Her heart pounded as she let go of the curtain and turned to look around the room again. The walls were made of logs. Dark, scuffed hardwood floors ran beneath her bare feet. The sleigh bed she’d been sleeping in was old but more than comforting.
Think, Daphne.
Her hands shook as she pressed them to her cheeks. The crazed Argonaut had obviously brought her here, wherever here was. He must have sensed she was a nymph. Zeus had said he had a weakness for nymphs, and that meant she was over her first hurdle—finding him and not getting killed. She wasn’t sure how he’d healed her, but just the fact he’d bothered meant she was halfway to her goal. And that meant all she had to do next was make nice and…and seduce the psycho so she could complete the second half of her mission.
Feeling lightheaded, she lowered to the bed so her legs didn’t go out from under her. Squeezing her shaking hands into fists against the comforter, she drew a deep breath then let it out. She could do this. She’d trained with the best, after all. And when it was done, she’d finally be a Siren. He was a monster, right? Just because he’d saved her from a horde of daemons didn’t mean anything. It just meant Zeus was right and that his brain turned to mush near a nymph.
That she could use to her advantage. Rising again, she stepped toward the door only to realize she was wearing nothing but a male’s white button-down shirt. The tails hit at her knees, and the sleeves were so long, they’d been rolled up several times to her wrists.
He’d changed her clothes. He’d seen her naked. Her stomach swirled with that realization.
That’s not exactly a bad thing considering your mission.
Straightening her spine, she pulled the door open, then peered down a long, dark hallway. Sconces lit the passageway on both sides. Her stomach continued to toss and roll, but she moved as quietly as possible through the corridor. Doors opened on both sides of her, but she didn’t look to see where they led. Her focus remained fixed on the light ahead and what she had to do next.
The hallway opened to a balcony that overlooked an enormous great room with more antique furnishings set near a giant stone fireplace that rose to the ceiling. Drawing to a stop at the railing, Daphne glanced over the empty space and tried not to be completely awed by the three-story windows that looked out over a wide deck and across a snowy valley. A frozen river meandered far below, and though she couldn’t be sure, she had a feeling those black dots down there weren’t people but elk or deer wandering across the frigid earth.
Her gaze drifted up and around. The enormous lodge-style structure seemed to be tucked into the side of a mountain and built on the edge of a cliff. The perfect place to wait and watch. If anyone tried to attack this place, they’d be spotted long before they could even mount an offense.
And that meant if things went bad for her, she wasn’t getting out of here unseen.
Pushing down the unease, she headed for the curved staircase. Escaping was five steps down the line. After she completed her mission. When he was dead. Until then, she had other things to focus on.
A twinge in her side made her stop near the bottom step and draw another deep breath. She pressed her hand against the wounds and fought back the wave of nausea that seemed to want to pull her under.
So, okay, maybe she wasn’t totally ready for seduction just yet. Her body was still clearly healing from that daemon attack. But she could find her target and at least see what was up. Flirt a little. Play the damsel in distress. And start this plan in motion.
Determination firmly in place, she wandered from one massive room to the next. An enormous kitchen opened to a dining area that led to an office and another set of curved stairs. Still finding no sign of him, she headed down the steps and slowed when she heard voices.
“Your first mistake was accepting my challenge,” a deep male voice said. “Your second was turning your back on me.”
A thwack echoed, then another male said, “You’ve been practicing.”
“Damn right I’ve been practicing,” the first responded. “I’m tired of getting my ass handed to me.”
A chuckle echoed up the stairs.
Daphne stopped midway down the steps where she could see into the gigantic room below. This one wasn’t furnished like the rooms above. It was wide and open, with dumbbells and weight-lifting equipment along one whole side. Tall windows looked out over another deck and the sweeping valley view, but what held her attention were the two males in the middle of the room, both dressed in nothing but low-riding, dark pants, both carved and muscular, both circling around each other with reddened fists and bruised faces.
The first she didn’t recognize. He was tall and broad, with sandy blond hair, sharp blue eyes, and a series of scars across his face. But the second she knew in an instant. Dark hair, legs the size of tree trunks, the unique Greek lettering etched into his forearms, and a wild look across his features that said he’d locked on yet another target.
A trickle of blood ran from Aristokles’s temple down his scarred cheek and neck, but he didn’t seem to notice. A wicked grin curved his mouth as he continued to circle the other male. “It’s about time. You’ve been getting soft doing all that housework.”
Aristokles lunged forward, but the other male ducked out of the way, swiveled to avoid being nailed by the Argonaut’s fist, then rolled across the floor. Popping to his feet, he kicked Aristokles’s legs out from under him.
The Argonaut went down with a grunt, but before the male could pounce, Aristokles did a backward roll and jerked back to standing. “You’ve really been practicing. I guess it’s time I stopped going easy on you and—”
As if he sensed her, the Argonaut’s gaze darted toward the stairs and focused on Daphne. And in those mismatched eyes, interest immediately flared.
Daphne’s first instinct was to shrink back into the logs behind her, but unfortunately she didn’t possess the power of camouflage. Her second was to run, but her legs wouldn’t let her. Because as the Argonaut’s heated gaze washed over her, her traitorous body was already responding—her nipples pebbling beneath the thin cotton shirt, her belly warming and sending waves of heat straight between her legs, her skin craving a dangerous touch she shouldn’t want.
Her breaths grew shallow, her head, light. But this was more than just responding to an attractive male. This was instant arousal with just one look. Arousal on a scale she’d never experienced before, not even with a god.
The male Aristokles had been sparing slammed his fist into the Argonaut’s stomach. Aristokles pulled his gaze from Daphne, grunted, then wrapped his arms around his belly and doubled over.
The other male stood upright and turned toward the stairs with a surprised expression. “Ah, you’re awake. We expected you’d sleep at least another day.”
We. Daphne had no idea who he was or what that meant, and she wanted to ask, but her gaze darted right back to the Argonaut. Aristokles shot the male a hard look, then stood upright and crossed to the far side of the room. After swiping a towel over his face, he reached for a shirt from a bench near the wall, tugged it on, and muttered, “You know what to do.”
The second male looked Aristokles’s way, but the Argonaut didn’t meet his gaze. Didn’t even turn to look at Daphne again. Just disappeared through a doorway on the far side of the room and was gone.
The heat in Daphne’s belly slowly cooled, and a shiver rushed down her spine.
“Sorry about that.” The male turned toward her and grimaced. “He lacks basic social skills.”
His words seemed to snap her out of the trance she’d fallen into. Daphne cleared her throat and gripped the banister at her side. “I...” No, that wasn’t how she wanted to start this. She needed to play it cool. Whoever this guy was, hopefully he could help her. “Where am I?”
The male crossed to the bench and pulled on his own T-shirt. “Stonehill Hold. Don’t worry. You’re safe here. No daemons can get to us. And if they did”—he nodded toward the door Aristokles had exited through—“he’d sense them.”
Sense them. Right. Argonauts could do that. One of their many awesome hunting skills, ironically bestowed on them by the very god who wanted Aristokles dead.
Remembering she needed to play the damsel in distress, Daphne brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Stonehill Hold? I’ve never heard of it.”
“Not many have.” He moved to the base of the stairs and looked up at her five steps above. “How do you feel?”
“Fine,” she answered hesitantly. “Tired.” When his gaze dropped to her side, she remembered her wounds. “Sore.”
“I’m sure you are.”
Daphne couldn’t help but notice the angled scars that ran across his features. A series of thin, white lines that stretched from one cheek, across his nose, to the opposite jaw. Claw marks, she realized.
She wanted to ask about them but decided now wasn’t the time. Instead, she tried to figure out who he was. He wasn’t an Argonaut like Aristokles. She would have picked up on that. As an otherworldly creature, she had the power to sense a being’s race, and she already knew he wasn’t a god or a nymph like her. But to be here with the psycho Argonaut and not be intimidated meant he had to be someone important. 
Her eyes widened when his lineage finally registered. “You’re a half breed.”
He moved up the steps toward her. “We prefer the term Misos.”
Misos. The race of half-human, half-Argolean beings. Argolea was the realm established for the descendants of the ancient Greek heroes, a utopia of sorts, one Daphne had studied during her time with the Sirens. But many Argoleans didn’t remain there. They often traveled back and forth between the human realm and their own, and whether they’d intended to or not, they’d created an entirely new race. The Misos. Because of their link to Argolea and the heroes, each Misos was born with a special gift, and their lifespans were longer than those of mortal beings, but they weren’t immortal in any sense of the word. As far as Daphne knew, they weren’t even that special.
“I...” Words faltered on her tongue. If anyone knew what it was like to face a daemon, surely he would. Half breeds had been hunted by daemons for years simply because they were different, and to daemons that meant weak. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”
“Don’t worry. Where you come from, I’m sure Misos are few and far between.”
That was true. He was the first Misos she’d ever met. But that didn’t mean she condoned stereotypes. In the otherworldy universe, nymphs were considered less than the other races, interested only in sex. She hated that perception. It was part of the reason she’d worked so hard to become the best Siren she could be.
Even if she wasn’t all that great.
That’s why you’re here. To fix that point.
He stepped past her and motioned for her to follow. “I’m sure you have a million questions. I’m starving though. We’ll talk while I cook.”
Daphne couldn’t seem to stop herself from glancing toward the doorway where Aristokles had disappeared. “What about him?”
“Ignore him. He’s being moody.”
She had no idea what the male meant, but she wasn’t sure she was with it enough to go exploring on her own just yet. She followed the Misos back up the stairs and into the massive kitchen.
“Have a seat.” He nodded toward the hand-carved barstools near the counter. “I’ll get you something to drink. I remember being extremely thirsty when I first awoke.”
Daphne’s mouth was suddenly bone dry. As she pulled out a chair and sat, she licked her lips, thankful someone seemed to know what she needed because right now, she had absolutely no clue.
He handed her a glass of clear liquid. “Drink.”
Daphne drained the entire glass, then lowered it to the counter and swiped the back of her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t realize how thirsty I was. Thank you...”
“Silas.”
“Thank you, Silas. I’m Daphne.”
He opened the refrigerator and pulled out lettuce and other salad fixings. “How is it you came to be out here in the wilds all by yourself, Daphne?”
She’d known the question would be asked, she just hadn’t expected it to be asked by anyone but her target. Either way, she needed to relay the same story Zeus had suggested because it might trigger a useful reaction in the crazed Argonaut. “I was... escaping.”
“From?” Silas reached for a tomato.
She thought about lying. She didn’t know this male. He could be Aristokles’s henchmen or even his slave. But he didn’t act like either. His shoulders were relaxed, and there was a look of contentment across his scarred features as he worked. And when she thought back to what she’d seen of the two sparring downstairs, it was clear he wasn’t afraid of the Argonaut.
She suddenly didn’t want to lie. It wasn’t in her nature to lie anyway. But she couldn’t tell the truth either. She figured a half-truth was her best bet. “There’s a god who wants something from me. I was in the wilds because of him.”
“Running from him?”
Daphne definitely wanted to run from Zeus. His lecherous gaze put her at instant unease, and she hated the way he kept referencing her mother. In a way, accepting this assignment was running from him, wasn’t it? “You could say that.”
He sliced through another tomato. “If it was a god, I’m guessing you came through a portal.”
“I did.”
“Which explains the dress you were wearing when Ari found you.”
Ari... Her body warmed just thinking of the Argonaut. He’d been the one who’d found her. Rescued her from those daemons. Brought her here and stripped her of her shredded garments.
Arousal stirred in her belly all over again, but as her gaze drifted to the knife in Silas’s hand, it cooled. He sliced through the flesh of the tomato. Juice spurted across the cutting board, instantly reminding her of that daemon’s claws slashing through her skin.
“Thank you,” she said softly, “for taking care of me.”
“You’re welcome. But I didn’t do much aside from make sure you were comfortable. Ari’s the one you should thank. Without his healing gift, you’d be dead.”
Daphne stared at the Misos’s scarred profile, unsure she’d heard him right. The Argonaut. He was implying that the Argonaut hadn’t just rescued her from those daemons, but healed her as well.
That went against everything she knew of the monster.
Silas glanced up. “I take it from your reaction you didn’t expect that.”
“I...” Heck no, she hadn’t expected that. “I recognized the markings on his forearms. He’s a warrior, not a healer.”
Silas looked down at his vegetables. “He is. But Ari also has a healing gift. One he doesn’t often use. Only when the situation is dire.”
What situation would the crazed Argonaut consider dire? Daphne’s gaze swept back over Silas’s scars. “He saved you as well?”
Silas nodded.
“Why?”
A smile pulled at the corner of Silas’s lips. “Because it’s in his nature to help those in need.”
Daphne’s brow wrinkled. “I’m not sure I understand.”
Silas moved the diced tomatoes to a salad bowl. “The Argonauts are duty-bound to protect the human world. My people are part of that world.”
“Yes, but...if he lives here instead of in Argolea, he no longer serves with the Argonauts.”
Silas looked up again, only this time when his eyes met hers, they narrowed. The knife in his hand hovered above the cutting board. “Now that, I know, you did not pick up from the markings on his forearms.”
Oh Hades. A quick shot of fear rushed down Daphne’s spine.
Think...quickly.
“I...” Her mind spun. “No, I-I didn’t. But in my circle, I’ve heard whispers of a rogue Argonaut. One with mismatched eyes who no longer serves with his Order. I just assumed—”
“Naturally, you assumed the worst.” Silas’s jaw clenched as he went back to slicing. “Not everything those gods you surround yourself with say is true. Ari might not serve with the Argonauts anymore, but that doesn’t mean his duty is any less.”
An odd tingle spread across Daphne’s nape. She’d offended the Misos. Her memory skipped back to the laughter she’d heard from the lower level. The two were friends. She opened her mouth. Closed it. Wasn’t sure just what to say.
After several awkward seconds of silence, Silas said, “My village was attacked by daemons. We lived in a remote area high in the mountains. Kept to ourselves; were a peaceful community. We thought we were safe. Turns out we weren’t. A daemon horde attacked us in the night. The raid was bloody and vicious, and before we could defend ourselves, it was all but over.”
“I...” Daphne didn’t know what to say. She knew what it was like to lose her entire village, too. “I’m sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry about. It happened.” He moved all the salad fixings to a bowl, cleaned off the cutting board, then stepped toward the refrigerator again and pulled out a casserole dish covered in tinfoil. “I made peace with it a long time ago. Ari found us after. He’d been patrolling the area as he often does. He tried to heal as many as he could, but in the end, I was the only one who survived.”
A humming sounded in Daphne’s brain. Everything she’d been told about the Argonaut seemed at sudden odds with what she’d just learned. She wasn’t sure what to believe. All she knew for certain was that the Argonaut could have killed her. He could have left her for dead in those woods. But he hadn’t. He’d saved her, brought her here, and healed her. And though she wanted to chalk that up to his weakness for nymphs, she was starting to wonder if that was true. Because he’d done the same for Silas.
Her gaze drifted toward the open door. She had no idea where the Argonaut was or what he was doing, but her mind skipped back over that moment in the woods. After he’d killed those daemons. When he’d stalked toward her, knelt at her side, and reached for her. She’d been too afraid to listen then, but now two words echoed in her mind. Two words she hadn’t realized he’d whispered until right this very second.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Daphne wandered through the halls of Stonehill Hold late in the evening while Aristokles’s words continued to ping around in her mind. It was late, well past midnight, but she couldn’t sleep.
You’re safe...
Had she ever felt safe? Maybe as a child with her parents, but they’d been gone so long she barely remembered what safety felt like. She’d never truly felt safe with her foster family, even though they’d been nice. She’d been too afraid something bad was lurking around the corner. And she’d certainly never felt safe on Olympus. Even with all her years of training, she still worried daily that someone would see she didn’t have what it took and kick her out. Every day she struggled just to fit in. And every day she knew she really didn’t.
Hating where her thoughts were heading, she ran her fingers over the spines of a series of books in the library. Tomes from all over the world filled the shelves, covering topics from gods to history to woodworking. Daphne had always loved books. As she glanced over the titles in front of her, she couldn’t help but see the irony.
Books separated man from the animals. Learning kept him from becoming a savage. And the savage Zeus wanted her to kill was obviously very well read.
Turning on a sigh, her gaze drifting over the fireplace, the comfy seating area, and the table near the window holding a globe. After dinner, Silas had given her a tour, explaining that Stonehill Hold had been nothing but ruins when Aristokles had found it over fifty years ago. Silas was the one who’d pestered the Argonaut into rebuilding the fortress. Silas was probably the one who’d collected all these books.
She froze when she realized she wasn’t alone, and her heart rate shot up. Seated in a high-backed chair in the corner of the room, a book in his lap, the Argonaut she’d just been thinking of watched her with wild, mismatched eyes.
 Warmth gathered in her belly. A warmth that was both unwelcome and painfully arousing. He didn’t speak, only continued to stare at her from the shadows, and with every passing second, her adrenaline surged higher and that warmth trickled lower, awakening places she wasn’t willing to think about just yet.
Say something. Anything.
“I-I didn’t realize anyone was here.”
Aristokles didn’t move a muscle, didn’t look away, still didn’t speak. And his face was so shadowed, she couldn’t read his expression. All she could see were his eyes, fixed only on her.
Nerves bounced all over in her belly, and she pulled her gaze from his, glanced around the room, and tried to sound nonchalant when she said, “This is a fabulous library. I’m always so tempted by books. I hope you don’t mind if I borrow a few. I’m not used to the quiet here.” She wrinkled her nose. “Kinda hard to sleep.”
When he still didn’t answer, she fought back a wave of unease. “I’m sure you’re used to being here. I mean, why wouldn’t you be? This is your house, after all. It’s a great house. Just a little big for me. And cold. You must like the cold though. I mean, to have a house way out here in the mountains, you’d have to, right?”
Oh gods, she was babbling. She’d spent years on Olympus training herself not to babble like she used to do as a child.
He didn’t answer. Didn’t move. Pressing her lips together, she twisted her arms behind her back and clasped her hands. One quick look toward the dark corner told her he was still staring only at her.
Sweat broke out along her spine. His hand resting on the arm of the chair was so big, she knew it could crush her skull in a matter of seconds. But even as fear churned in her belly, she held on to the fact that he’d saved her life. If he wanted her dead, she’d already be there. That meant he wanted her for something else.
Seduction. She needed to be a seductive, alluring nymph, not a rambling fool. You trained for this, idiot.
Right. She had. This was the easy part.
Straightening her shoulders, she unclasped her hands from her back and cocked her hip. The movement accentuated her breasts, which she knew were her best feature. Flipping her hair over her shoulder, she rested her hand at her waist and looked right at the Argonaut as she licked her lips in a move she knew would draw his attention right to her mouth.
“But enough about me.” Lowering her voice to a throaty whisper, she added, “Is there anything here that tempts you?”
For a heartbeat, the Argonaut didn’t move. Then very slowly, he unfolded himself out of the chair and rose to his full height.
Her pulse pounded. Arousal stirred low in her belly. He crossed the room and stopped mere inches from her, the scents of fresh pine and citrus wafting around her. Scents, she suddenly realized, she’d smelled before.
When he’d rescued her in the woods? She wasn’t sure. And right now she couldn’t think. Because this close, he was bigger than she’d first thought. Broader across the shoulders, more muscular everywhere, so tall she had to tip her head back to look up at his face. And hot. His body heat sizzled across the distance between them, seeping into her skin until that arousal slinked lower and her thighs trembled.
She didn’t fight the arousal this time. Told herself it was because her arousal would produce pheromones that would draw him in. And drawing him in meant she could finish this job, maybe tonight. But something in the back of her consciousness knew that was a lie. She wasn’t fighting it because he excited her. Because a wicked place inside her wanted to know what it would feel like to be devoured by a savage like him.
He stepped forward, and though Daphne wanted nothing more than to feel his skin brush hers, she moved back. Two steps were all she had until her butt hit the bookshelf behind her. The Argonaut lifted both large hands, and her stomach caved in, waiting for his touch, wondering where he would start. But instead of his skin grazing hers, he rested his hands on the shelf near her head, boxing her in.
His mismatched gaze skipped over her features. Heat surrounded her as he leaned in, jacking her arousal up even higher, making her forget the Sirens, her reason for being here, even her own name.
Her body instinctively swayed toward him. Her eyelids lowered. She lifted her head toward his, her lips trembling in pure anticipation.
He stopped millimeters from her lips and whispered, “Can’t sleep, huh?”
His warm, minty breath brushed her sensitive skin. Her mouth watered, desperate for a taste. Without even realizing it, she eased even closer. “No. I’m not the least bit tired. I think I may need help with that.”
“Help, huh?”
His words were a throaty purr, his massive legs so close they skimmed her own, making her sex ache. It was all she could do to keep from reaching him, but Sappheire’s voice—something she didn’t expect—whispered that he needed to make the first big move so she knew she could completely draw him in.
She didn’t want to think about Sappheire right now. Didn’t want to think about the Sirens or her mission. She just wanted to be taken. By this savage? Oh yes... She didn’t even care what he’d done anymore.
He leaned toward her ear, his warm breath fanning her neck, sending tingles straight down her spine. His lips just barely brushed her lobe, and her eyes slid closed. “Here’s your help, little nymph,” he whispered. “Lock yourself in your room where it’s safe because if I see you out here again, I won’t be held responsible for my actions. I’m unpredictable. And not in any way you want a male to be.”
A tremor ran down Daphne’s spine, dimming her arousal. Cool air washed over her as the Argonaut drew back. Slowly, she opened her eyes, but the instant she looked up, she knew the Argonaut wasn’t the least bit turned on like her. His jaw was hard, his eyes icy and cold. And when she heard the wood crack behind her where he still gripped the shelf, she realized what she’d missed thanks to her stupid excitement.
He was every bit the savage Athena had claimed him to be. His eyes were wild. His skin flushed. And it wasn’t just arousal dragging him to the edge of control. It was something else. Something she knew instinctively she should be afraid of.
“I’m no hero, nymph. Don’t invade my space again.”
He let go of the shelf, turned, and exited the room without another word.
Daphne sagged back into the bookshelf and drew in a shaky breath. But fear didn’t come. Because as soon as she was alone, she realized what she’d missed moments before.
He hadn’t been icy until just the last moment. When she’d obviously tried to seduce him. Before that, when he’d been watching her and she’d been her silly, rambling self, his expression had been one of noticeable interest, just as it had been when he’d looked at her downstairs in his gym.
He was attracted to her. Very attracted. He just wasn’t attracted when she used her Siren skills. That meant straight up seduction wasn’t going to work. She needed to finesse the situation, make him trust her. She just wasn’t sure how to go about doing that.
She pushed away from the bookshelf and remembered Silas. Silas could help her. She’d talk to the half breed and figure out the best way to get close to Aristokles.
Then she’d finish the job she’d come to do. And forget about the sexy savage who made her body ache.
 
* * *
 
Ari found Silas in the lowest level of the hold, a dark, windowless room carved out of the cliff that they used for storage.
Dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, Silas stood on the far side of the room, making notes on the clipboard in his hand as he checked supplies on the shelves that lined the walls. “We’re almost out of wine,” he said without turning, obviously hearing Ari’s footsteps. “You drink too much of it, you know. I’m pretty sure I replenished that stock two months ago.”
Ari wasn’t in the mood to talk about his drinking habits. He wasn’t in the mood for anything except getting that nymph far, far away. Resting his hands on his hips, he glared toward the Misos. “If she’s well enough to wander around the hold, she’s well enough to leave.”
Silas made another mark on his paper. “I thought you’d appreciate having something prettier to look at than me.”
“How pretty she is has nothing to do with this.”
“Ah.” A mischievous smile curled Silas’s lips. “So you did notice.”
Ari’s frustration shot up. Yes the nymph was pretty, but his opinion would be the same if she were Aphrodite beautiful or Medusa ugly. Stonehill Hold was his one and only refuge, and he wasn’t about to be bullied by a nymph in his own home.
“I want her gone,” he said. “I’ll be back by nightfall tomorrow. When I return, she’d better not be here.”
“Daphne.”
“What?”
Silas turned to face him. “Her name’s Daphne, not she. And what you want and need are two very different things, Argonaut.”
Ari’s jaw clenched. “Don’t pretend to know what I need. I’m no good for any female, especially that one, and we both know it.” He stomped back up the steps, refusing to give in even an inch. “Tomorrow, Silas. No excuses.”
“What you need,” Silas muttered, “is a two-by-four to the head.” Then louder, “Get some wine while you’re out. It does wonders for your personality.”
Ari ignored the smartass comments and moved back to the main level where he headed for his rooms. The entire west wing of the hold was his domain. An office complete with desk and chair he’d carved by hand opened to a bedroom suite filled with a bed, side tables, and a sitting area flanked by a wide stone fireplace. Crossing toward the closet on the far side of his room, he pulled out a backpack and set it on the bed.
His gaze slid over the empty wine bottle on the nightstand. Scowling, he looked down at his pack and checked the supplies he kept inside for his patrols. So he drank to fall asleep. Big deal. A lot of people did that. A lot of normal people did that, and he was way past normal. Normal people didn’t have to deal with his curse. Normal people didn’t have the blackout episodes he did. Normal people didn’t have random flashes of the horrible things they’d done while in the midst of one of those episodes.
Needed a woman? No way. Sure, he had desires just like the next guy, and he had no problem fulfilling those desires when he was out on his scouting trips. There were always willing females if you knew where to look. But the last thing he needed was one infiltrating his personal space.
More frustrated than before, he snapped the top of his pack, pulled on a jacket, then slung the straps over his shoulders. Screw Silas and his opinions. Ari didn’t need anything but himself. He’d been getting along just fine alone for dozens of years.
He headed for the door and the frozen wilderness beyond. And hoped he ran into another pack of daemons. A good bloodletting would take his mind off that nymph. But something told him it wouldn’t be enough to make him forget that she now had a name.
 
* * *
 
Daphne hadn’t slept well. Her dreams were a mixture of Ari and the Sirens and her long-destroyed village.
She climbed out of bed and yawned as she dressed in the sweats and T-shirt Silas had given her after dinner. The clothing was huge. She had to roll the pants down at the waist several times just so they stayed up, and the light-blue T-shirt wasn’t much better—hanging like a dress almost all the way to her knees. After tucking it in as best she could, she fluffed her hair and told herself she could still make this work. She’d aced her strategy training. She simply had to think outside the box where Aristokles was concerned.
She turned out of her room and moved barefoot through the hall. When she reached the kitchen on the lower level, she found Silas filling a backpack on the table with supplies—water, bandages, gloves.
She approached slowly, not sure what he was doing. “I hope you’re not running away.”
Silas glanced up and smiled, his hair damp around the collar from a shower, his light-blue eyes sparkling, making her almost forget about the scars on his face. “Good morning. Sleep well?”
“Fine,” Daphne lied as she pulled a chair out at the table and sat. “Are you going somewhere?”
Silas shoved a bag of granola into his pack. “Supply run. We’re low on several things.”
Panic clawed at her chest. “How long will you be gone?”
“Three, maybe four days. I’m supposed to take you with me.”
Shit. She couldn’t let that happen. “Um—”
“I don’t think you’re well enough to leave, though.”
Daphne’s gaze shot to his. The male’s blue eyes sharpened when he added, “And call me selfish, but I think you can do some good here while you finish healing.”
She didn’t know what he meant but as he pushed his pack to the end of the table, pulled out a chair, and sat across from her, she found herself hanging on his every word. “Ari left on a scouting trip. He’ll be back later tonight. He’ll likely be ticked you’re still here, but he can just deal with it. He needs to deal with it.”
“Why?”
“Ari thinks it’s better for everyone if he isolates himself.”
“Why does he believe that?” she asked, playing dumb.
“Because he’s bullheaded,” Silas answered. “But I fear this self-imposed isolation of his is slowly catching up with him.”
“You care about him.” The realization hit before she could stop the words from spilling from her lips.
“Of course I do.” Sighing, Silas shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “It’s more than the fact he saved my life. I’d heard rumors about the crazed Argonaut just as you, but I quickly realized he’s not what everyone says he is.”
“And what is he?”
Silas didn’t immediately answer, and in the silence, Daphne thought back over everything she knew of Aristokles. The stories she’d heard from Zeus and Athena contradicted with what Silas had told her last night. And after spending a few minutes with Ari in the library, she didn’t know who to believe.
“You know the story of the Argonauts, right? How each are given a soul mate?”
Daphne remembered a story her mother had once told her. “Hera cursed them. Because of Zeus’s affection for his son Heracles. She was jealous that Zeus had created a realm for Heracles’s descendants, and she cursed him and all the Argonauts with a soul mate.” She frowned. “I never understood how that could be a curse though.”
“It’s a curse because the soul mate in the equation is the worst possible match for that particular Argonaut. The person he’s forever drawn to but who will torment his existence. Some Argonauts never find their other half. Some do. Ari found his, fifty-odd years ago, in the human realm while on patrol with his Order. She was a nymph, like you. Young and beautiful. And she was running from Zeus.”
Silas leaned forward to rest his forearms on the table. “Olympians can’t cross into Argolea. It was the one safeguard Zeus put in place, to protect the Argonauts from Hera’s wrath. But that safeguard turned out to be a source of frustration for Zeus. See, Ari took the nymph to Argolea. He tended her wounds, gave her a place to live, and eventually they fell in love. But when Zeus discovered Ari had stolen his prize, he was livid. Since he couldn’t cross into Argolea himself, he sent his Sirens to get her back. There was a confrontation. In the struggle, Ari’s soul mate was killed.”
It was the same story Daphne had heard from the Sirens. With one minor change: in the telling she’d heard, the nymph hadn’t loved Ari. He’d recognized her as his soul mate, kidnapped her, and she’d been trying to escape his clutches when the Sirens arrived to rescue her.
“Ari lost it then,” Silas went on. “The death of a soul mate is like losing half of who you are. He withdrew from the Argonauts, went into isolation in the human realm, struggled to deal with his grief. Months passed, but he couldn’t find the strength to return home. His son Cerek wouldn’t give up on him, though. Cerek tracked him down, tried to bring him back, but Ari refused to go. When it became clear to Ari that Cerek was never going to give up on him, he faked his death. You saw those scars on his neck?”
Daphne remembered the scars she’d seen up close last night in the library. “Yes.”
“They cover the whole left side of his body.”
“From what?”
“A fire. One he set on purpose. His son thinks he’s dead. Most everyone does.”
Everyone but Zeus and Athena and the Sirens. Daphne tried to imagine the scene but couldn’t. Tried to imagine what it would take to isolate one’s self so dramatically, but came up blank. Even in her darkest moments, she’d never wanted to be alone, which was why she’d jumped at the chance to become a Siren when she’d been chosen.
“It wasn’t until after all this that Ari started having his episodes,” Silas said.
“Episodes?” Daphne looked back at the male across from her.
“Spans of time where he completely blacks out. He’s not aware of what he’s doing while in these episodes, but he has flashes of them afterward, and of the things he’s done while in them. From what we’ve been able to discern, the episodes are usually triggered when he senses Sirens close by.”
Daphne’s head was suddenly spinning. Zeus and Athena had implied he killed Sirens in his crazed need for revenge, but if that were the case, he would have started killing them as soon as his soul mate died. What Silas was describing made it sound like Ari’s “episodes” began after he’d left the Argonauts. Months after his soul mate was already gone.
That didn’t sound like revenge at all. It sounded like...a curse.
Daphne opened her mouth to ask more, but before should get the words out Silas went on.
“For a while, he kept himself locked in this hold. Thought if he isolated himself, he could stop the episodes. But his duty was too strong. The need to protect is engrained in his Argonaut DNA. He now runs his own missions, hunting daemons and safeguarding the people he swore to defend ages ago. But any time he has a blackout, it weighs heavily on him. Thankfully, they’re few and far between these days.”
Daphne’s brow wrinkled again. Zeus had made it sound like Ari’s attacks were stepping up, not lessening.
Silas shook his head. “Things changed a few months ago, though, when one of Ari’s friends called asking for his help. Nick is one of the few people from Ari’s old life who knows Ari’s still alive. I was hesitant about Ari traveling to Mexico. Offered to go with him but he wouldn’t let me. You see, he hasn’t had an episode in quite a while, and I was worried about how he would react. Turns out Ari didn’t encounter any Sirens on his trip, but something did happen there. When he came back, he was different. Sullen. Moody. No longer laughing and lighthearted as he’d been when we were renovating this place.” He looked up and around again. “He’s never said exactly what occurred, but I think seeing his old friend made him realize what’s missing in his life—friendship, family...love.”
Daphne’s head grew light. Did she have those things? Definitely not love. She’d never known a male deep enough to fall in love. And with her parents gone, she had no family left. She had friends, though, didn’t she? Her Siren sisters were her friends. But even as she tried to convince herself of that fact, she knew it was a lie. The way Sappheire had left her in the woods without a single word of comfort or encouragement proved she wasn’t a true friend in any sense of the word.
“He reacts to you in a way I haven’t seen him react to anyone else,” Silas said. “He’s nervous around you. Not in a dangerous way, but in an interested one. I’m not trying to set you up, just to be clear. That’s not my goal. I simply think your being here is good for him. It forces him to see that he can be around others and not flip out. And he needs that. He needs to see he isn’t the monster everyone believes him to be.”
Daphne stared down at the table, taking in all this new information, trying to process it, trying to fit it into what she’d been sent here to do. He still killed Sirens. That fact was irrefutable, and she couldn’t ignore it. But if he didn’t know he was doing it, if he really was cursed in some way, then that made a huge difference to her.
She needed to spend more time with him. Needed to figure out if Zeus or Silas was correct. Then she’d know how to proceed.
“I don’t want you to think he’s dangerous,” Silas said. “He can be a grouchy pain in the ass sometimes, but he’s never had an episode while he’s been in the hold, and as I said, the only ones at risk when he does are Sirens, which you are clearly not.” A half smile curled his lips then faded. “But yes, I’d like you to stay. If you’re amenable to the idea. At least until I return.”
She was. But not for the reasons he wanted.
Knowing she couldn’t agree too quickly, Daphne bit her lip. She still needed to play the damsel-in-distress role. No matter what she decided to do about the Argonaut in the end, she couldn’t let her cover slip. “He won’t want me here. Especially if you’re gone. He pretty much told me last night to get lost.”
“I know.” Mischief filled Silas’s light-blue eyes. “That’s why I have an idea. The question is simply whether or not you’re brave enough to go through with it.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
Daphne wasn’t sure about Silas’s so-called plan. He wanted her to take the damsel-in-distress façade one step further and insist Ari teach her self-defense. She had to admit it wasn’t the worst idea out there, but she wasn’t a hundred percent sure she could pull it off. Sure, she sucked at marksmanship, but she knew full well how to take care of herself.
Like you did with those daemons?
She scowled at a book on the shelf in Ari’s library. Told herself no one stood a chance alone against a horde of daemons—especially unarmed and wearing those stupid shoes Athena had given her. But even as she tried to justify it to herself, a little voice in the back of her head whispered, You’re not Siren material, and you know it.
Shaking off the voice, she wandered through the library, looking at books and trinkets on the shelves. Silas had started a fire before he’d left, and even though the room was warm and cozy, she couldn’t seem to relax. Reading didn’t sound the least appealing, she didn’t feel like tackling a puzzle, and she was too keyed up to sleep. Nerves humming, she wandered from room to room, wondering when Ari was going to return. Wondering how he’d react when she proposed her little “you teach me to fight and I’ll agree to leave you alone” plan.
She stopped outside the wing that led to his suite of rooms. Drew a deep breath. Knew she shouldn’t invade his privacy but wanted to know what he kept locked behind this door. To her surprise, the handle turned with ease.
A hallway led to a wide-open bedroom suite complete with a simple bed, another fireplace already burning thanks to Silas, a sitting area, closet, and a door partway open to a bathroom. The room was sparse, nothing hanging on the walls, only two pillows and a plain white blanket on the bed. No pictures or trinkets or anything that personalized it as his. She moved to the closet, flipped on the light, and eyed the scattering of clothes hanging on the rack. All rugged. All made for being in the elements. All boring colors and way too functional fabrics.
Turning out of the closet, she looked over the room again and couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness for how boring his life must be. Silas had said he kept himself closed off from people. This room was a reflection of him—simple, empty, lonely.
An image of her room back on Olympus filled her mind. White walls, white furnishings, white bedspread and pillows. No pictures on her walls either. The only thing of personal value in her room was the stack of books she’d collected.
Telling herself she wasn’t anything like the crazy Argonaut, she headed back for the hallway that led to the door. The last thing she needed was for him to find her snooping in his space. But just before she got to the hall, she noticed another door she hadn’t spotted in the shadows when she’d first entered.
She pushed that door open and stepped inside. Darkness surrounded her. Feeling along the wall, she found the switch and flipped it on. Light flooded the room from above. She let her eyes adjust, then scanned the space. A scuffed wooden desk took up the middle space. A couch sat across the room. Shelves stuffed with books lined three whole walls. But her attention landed and held on the fourth wall, on the giant world map stretching from one corner to the other.
Her brow lowered as she stepped closer and looked at the tiny red flags stuck in various locations across the earth. They were scattered all over Europe, Asia, North and South America, even the Arctic. But it was the symbol on each flag that made her eyes widen and her stomach draw up tight. A bow and arrow cut by the Greek symbol for sigma.
“What in Hades are you doing in here?”
Ari’s voice boomed at her back, but Daphne didn’t turn to look, didn’t move, couldn’t take her eyes off the map.
“You’re supposed to be gone.” He moved back to the door, mumbled, “Skata,” then yelled, “Silas!”
Daphne’s gaze swept over the map, both disbelief and dread swirling in her belly to form a hard, tight knot. “You’re tracking Sirens.”
“Where the fuck is Silas?” he demanded.
She couldn’t believe it. Silas had made her think Aristokles didn’t hunt Sirens on purpose, but this map proved otherwise.
She whirled on him, no longer caring if he was upset she’d invaded his space. He was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, his face flushed from the cold outside, his dark hair mussed, his bare feet insanely sexy against the hardwood floor, but she ignored the way he looked and focused on the facts. “Why are you tracking Sirens?”
His gaze narrowed. “How do you know what I’m tracking?”
She pointed toward the map. “Because I’m not stupid. I know the Siren symbol. You are hunting them.”
A steely look crossed his features as he stepped slowly back into the room. “What do you know about anything I do?”
“I know—” Her mouth snapped closed when she realized she was about to give everything away. “I’ve heard stories. About an Argonaut who hunts Sirens. It’s you, isn’t it?”
He glanced toward the map with all its little red flags, then back at her. But he didn’t say a word.
“Answer the question,” she demanded.
He still didn’t speak. Just stared at her with hard, narrowed eyes. And she knew instinctively that he wasn’t going to answer, but she needed the truth once and for all.
Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared at him, no longer caring how this impacted Silas’s silly plan or what Zeus wanted. “Silas is gone. He left to get supplies. Why are you tracking Sirens?”
“Stupid half breed,” Ari muttered. He glanced toward the map. Still didn’t seem to want to answer, but after several long seconds said, “Not that it’s any of your business, but this is for avoidance, not tracking.”
“Avoidance of what?” she asked skeptically.
“Sirens. I have a personal distaste for their Order. I started mapping their movements years ago so I could stay well out of their way. That’s why I picked the Snoqualmie National Forest as my home base.” He pinned her with an annoyed look. “Happy now?”
No, Daphne wasn’t happy. She glanced back at the map. There was only one Siren flag in the Pacific Northwest, south of their location, but still close enough to Stonehill Hold where he could get to the location quickly if he wanted. “What happened to those Sirens?” She looked back at him and pointed toward the map. “The ones marked there in Washington?”
He scrubbed a hand over his forehead. “I’m not going to get rid of you, am I?”
“Not until you answer my questions.”
He dropped his hand to his side. “I’m going to fucking kill Silas.”
When she only continued to glare at him, he scowled. “I don’t know why you care but there was only one Siren in that location, and I never personally ran into her. She, luckily, was too interested in a different Argonaut to taunt me.”
Sirens didn’t taunt. They lured. But Daphne didn’t bother to explain the difference because she knew it would be lost on him.
She looked back at the map, taking in the flags all over Europe, following the intricate lines he’d created of the Sirens’ movements, thinking of the hours and months and years it must have taken to compile this information. But her awe drew to a shuttering stop when her gaze landed on a collection of flags marking a location in Northern Greece.
“What is this?” She stepped toward the map, her eyes growing wide. “Why are all these flags grouped together in the Pindus Mountains?”
“What are you looking at now?” he muttered.
Fabric rustled, indicating he’d moved further in the room, but she didn’t care how close he was. The pressure pushing on her chest was all she could focus on. “Here.” She pointed. “Marking this tiny village.”
“Because Sirens were there. Just like every other mark.”
“I get that,” she said calmly when all she really wanted to do was scream. “But why so many? And what does the black flag in the middle mean?” Her gaze skipped over the rest of the map. There were only a few other black flags on the map, randomly scattered over the continents, but if there was a pattern to their marks, she couldn’t see it.
“Black means they wiped it out.”
Everything inside Daphne went cold. “Wiped what out?”
“The entire village.”
Daphne’s heart felt as if it skipped a beat, then picked up speed until it was a whir in her ears. Her hands grew sweaty. Her legs swayed. He couldn’t be right. The map blurred in front of her eyes, but somehow, she found her voice and asked, “H-how?”
“Gods, you’re curious.” His feet shuffled. “If I tell you, will you go?”
“Yes! What happened?”
Panic was rising in her voice. She could hear it herself. Several minutes of silence ticked by, but she didn’t turn to look at Ari. Couldn’t because she was too afraid of what she’d see. Truth? Lies? She wasn’t sure which she wanted at the moment.
“It was like twenty years ago,” he said at her back. “Zeus has always had a thing for nymphs, and this village was made up of nothing but nymphs. There was a female there he wanted. Simple thing. Wasn’t interested in Olympus or the gods. But you know Zeus. He always gets what he wants. He pursued her, but she repeatedly turned down his advances. When he grew aggressive, she threatened to call the Argonauts in to protect her.”
“Argonauts aren’t sworn to protect nymphs.”
“They’re sworn to protect the human realm from otherworldy threats. Zeus can be a definite threat. Anyway, Zeus didn’t like the ultimatum. He backed off, let her think she’d won. When enough time had passed and she’d let down her guard, he sent his Sirens to teach her a lesson.”
No. No, no, no, no, no. It couldn’t be true.
“I heard they burned the village, top to bottom,” Ari said. “When they were done, there was nothing—and no one—left. Nice girls those Sirens, huh? Now you know why I avoid them.”
The room spun around Daphne. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be.
“You seem shocked by this,” Ari said. “Sirens have killed hundreds of thousands over the years. Anyone Zeus wants gone. What does one little village in the middle of nowhere matter to you?”
The map blurred. Flames flared in Daphne’s memory, cries for help echoed in her ears. Hot, burning tears threatened, followed by a wave of pain she thought she’d put behind her long ago.
“I...” Pushing away from the desk, she bolted for the door, rushing past him, needing space, needing to think, needing to figure this out before the memories swept her under and devoured her. “Get out of my way.”
 
* * *
 
Ari was cold, wet, and more than a little frustrated. He’d spent the last twelve hours tracking a horde of daemons across two ridges before losing them in the snow. All he wanted was a hot shower, food, and a few good hours of sleep—in that order—so he hadn’t been happy when he’d stumbled into his rooms and found the nymph who was supposed to be long gone invading his space.
Only now, food and sleep were the last things on his mind. Now all he could think about was the way she’d bolted out of this room as if she’d just relived a nightmare.
He looked at the map again, eyed the flags marking the location where that village used to be, then pictured Daphne’s sickened face. And finally put two and two together.
“Skata.”
He turned out of his room before he thought better of it. Was on the stairs before he even realized where he was heading. And pushed her bedroom door open before he could stop himself.
The room was empty.
For a fleeting moment, he thought maybe she’d left, then realized there was nowhere in this wilderness for her to go. He turned out of the bedroom and headed back for the staircase. Halfway down, he caught a flicker of movement through the tall, arching windows across the great room and stopped.
She was out on the deck. He watched her hair blow in the wind for several moments and told himself she wasn’t his concern. He could go back to his rooms. Forget about the nymph. Forget everything but sleep. The sooner the nymph was out of his life the better. But that stupid duty inside him wouldn’t let him walk away like he wanted.
 He crossed the great room and pulled open one side of the double glass doors. The nymph stood at the railing looking out over the dark valley, snow already collecting in her thick locks. Her feet were bare, and dressed in nothing but the T-shirt and baggy sweats she had to have gotten from Silas, she was already shivering, though he doubted she even noticed.
“Come inside,” he said.
She didn’t move. Thinking she might not have heard him, he stepped out into the snow, the cold immediately penetrating his own bare feet. “Come inside before you freeze to death.”
For a long moment she didn’t answer. Then softly, so softly he barely heard her, she said, “Were you there?”
She was talking about the village. Her village.
Skata. This is not your concern. You don’t have to answer. “No.”
“It was the middle of June. So hot I could barely breathe. I asked my mother if I could run to the creek to cool off. She didn’t want to let me go, but I persisted. Finally, she agreed, but only if I took Argus with me.”
Dammit, he’d been right. Though he wanted nothing more than to run now as she had then, his feet wouldn’t let him. “Argus was your dog?”
She nodded as she continued to stare out at the darkness. “I lost track of time. When I realized how late it was, we ran back as fast as we could. I knew my mother was going to be so mad that I’d stayed late.” Her eyes drifted closed, and pain etched her features. “I heard the screams first. By the time I cleared the trees, everything was in flames. I was seven.”
Ari knew what it was like to lose everything—your hopes, your dreams, your future. And as much as he wanted to stay indifferent to the nymph, now he couldn’t. “I’m sorry.”
It was a feeble thing to say. His Argonaut brothers had all told him they were sorry when his soul mate had died, and it hadn’t changed a thing. He watched as she stared out at the black swirling storm. Her face was as stony as the rocks in the cliff below them. Except for the tears that slid down her cheeks in silence.
“And you’re sure it was Sirens?” she asked quietly.
“Yes.”
“But you weren’t there. You can’t know for certain.”
Her protest didn’t surprise him. As a nymph, she’d probably been taught that the Sirens kept the gods’ peace. Denial was the hardest hurdle to clear. He knew that better than most. “There was one survivor, besides you. A boy. Eton, I think was his name. He was gathering firewood at the time of the attack. He saw what happened from the ridgeline and ran. After, he sought refuge in a Misos colony in Eastern Europe. He confirmed it was Sirens.”
“I knew him.” Daphne’s eyes slid closed. “He was a few years older than me.”
She stood still several long minutes, the wind whipping her hair, snow collecting on her dark locks, her clothes, her face, her arms and legs. And as much as Ari knew she needed this time to deal with her grief, the inch of snow that had collected near her ankles since she’d come out here told him it was time he got her inside. “Daphne—”
Abruptly, she turned back for the hold. “I have to go.”
Thankful she was heading back in, Ari moved into the great room and shut the door at his back. But instead of heading for the stairs and the solitude of her room as he expected, she rushed for the entry to the hold.
She shoved her feet into the first pair of boots she found, then reached for the massive door handle. It took only two seconds to realize what she was doing.
Ari slapped his hand against the hard wood before she could pull the door open.
“You’re not leaving like this.”
“Get out of my way.” She pushed his hand away from the door and yanked. “You wanted me gone, so consider me gone.” 
Cold air swept into the hold. But before she could get two steps outside, he captured her around the waist, pulled her back against him, then shoved the door closed with his foot. “I said you’re not leaving.”
She dug her fingers into his forearms and struggled against his grip. “Let me go!”
She was a strong little thing. Stronger than he expected. Twisting her around, he pushed her back against the wall and closed in at her front, bracing his arms on the walls near her head so she was trapped with nowhere to go. “Running after them won’t do any good.”
“How would you know?” She pushed at his arms but he held them still. “You don’t know anything about where I’m going.”
“No, I know everything about where you’re going. I’ve been where you are right now. I’ve wanted them dead for what they did. But I also know there is no such thing as revenge against Zeus’s army. The Sirens are too many.”
Her struggle slowed. She looked up at him and glared, and in her heated look he knew that he was the closest target for her pain. But as their eyes met, the glare slipped away and was replaced with a sea of emotion. And he noticed for the first time that her eyes were a deep, emerald green. As green, he guessed, as the woods around her lost village. And completely and utterly mesmerizing.
 “My mother’s name was Eleni.” Tears filled her gemlike eyes, and she blinked rapidly to hold them back. “I saw Zeus in our village days before it happened, talking with her, but I never put it together. I didn’t know she was the reason...”
Her voice trailed off as tears overtook her. She lifted her hands to her face, her slim shoulders shaking with her sobs. And before Ari realized it, she leaned into him and rested her forehead against his chest.
For a moment, he stood stone-still. Didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know what to do. But when warm wetness seeped through his shirt and penetrated his skin, that duty took over, and he closed his arms around her, holding her while she cried.
She was small, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulder, soft and curvy, fitting perfectly against him. He didn’t know a lot about comfort, had never been good at accepting or giving it, but he held her any way as she worked through her emotions. And though he told himself he was just being supportive, that there was nothing sexual about the situation, he couldn’t stop his body from reacting to her.
His blood warmed. Tingles rushed across his skin wherever they touched. She smelled like vanilla, her scent rising in the air to make him lightheaded, and her damp hair was silky soft wherever it grazed his flesh. He forced himself to remain still, but the longer he held her, the more he had to fight the urge to slide his hands up and down her spine, back and over the curves pressed into him. And the more he tried to fight that, the more all he could think about was tangling his hands in her curly mass of hair, tipping her head back, and claiming her mouth with his own.
She shivered against him, and the movement snapped his brain back to the moment. In a rush, he realized the wetness pressed against him wasn’t just from her tears. Her T-shirt and sweats were soaked from standing on the deck in the storm.
“You’re cold.” He drew back enough so he could lift her into his arms. The enormous boots on her feet slid right off to clomp against the floor. “You need dry clothes.”
She didn’t fight him when he carried her into the great room and headed for the stairs. Just sniffled and swiped her arm across her nose. “I don’t have any other clothes. These were the only ones Silas gave me.”
Ari stopped at the bottom of the steps. Skata. She was right. That dress she’d been wearing when he’d brought her here was nothing but rags now.
He moved for the hallway that led to his rooms before he thought better of it. She didn’t say anything as he carried her in, set her on the bed, then pulled a blanket from the foot and wrapped it around her shoulders. “I’ll find you something dry.”
Still she didn’t answer. Just clutched the blanket around her and stared off into space, her damp hair hanging around her face, her bare feet dangling above the hardwood floor.
She looked wrecked. As wrecked as he felt most days. Telling himself it wasn’t the same, he moved into the closet and stared at the shirts hanging from the rack.
But he didn’t see them. Suddenly, all he could see was the way she’d looked pinned against the bookshelf in his library last night. The way her breasts had lifted with her shallow breaths. The way her leg had trembled against his when he’d moved in close. The way her lips had parted and she’d lifted her mouth to taste him, an offering he’d been too afraid to accept.
His blood warmed all over again, and arousal flickered through his belly then rushed into his groin. It was wrong, so very wrong considering how vulnerable she was at the moment, but he wanted her. Wanted her spread naked before him. Wanted her writhing in pleasure. Wanted to feel her close around him as he slid into her from behind. She was a nymph built for sex, and he was a virile warrior who’d been locked away for far too long. It was basic biology that he should want her this much. But a little voice in the back of his head whispered now—right now—part of that wanting had very little to do with sex and everything to do with the fact wanting, craving, taking could make both of their pain and memories disappear. If only for a little while.
Skata. He blinked several times when he realized he was trying to justify it all to himself. Aside from the fact he hadn’t been the least bit civil to her since she’d arrived, he’d just told her the truth about her village. She was in the next room falling apart because of him. There was no way in this world or the next that she’d ever want him again. And that was assuming she’d even been interested in the first place.
Disgusted with himself, he chose a long-sleeved henley he knew would be way too big for her and hide her trim little body from view, then headed for the bedroom. After she was dry and dressed, he’d shuffle her off to her own room and forget this night ever happened. And tell himself it was a good thing he’d come to his senses before it was too late.
Plan in place, Ari stepped back into his bedroom, then stilled. The wet shirt and sweats she’d been wearing lay in a heap on the hardwood floor. Blood pounded in his ears as his gaze skipped to the right, where she sat cross-legged on the sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace, the blanket wrapped tightly around her, her faraway gaze staring into the flames.
Naked. She’s naked beneath that blanket.
Blood rushed into his cock, making him hard in an instant. But he fought back the arousal and told himself to hold it together a few more minutes as he walked toward her.
He held the shirt out. “I found you something dry to wear.”
“Does it ever go away?” She didn’t turn to him. Didn’t reach for the garment. Didn’t even look up. Just continued to stare into the flickering flames. “I thought it did. I thought I was past it. But knowing all of this...it’s sharper than before.”
She was talking about pain. The pain of loss, the pain of heartbreak. The pain of betrayal. He knew all three intimately.
He didn’t answer. Didn’t move. Focused only on keeping his emotions trapped behind the wall he’d erected to stay semi-sane. But the hitch in her voice hit him hard, right in the center of his chest.
Unable to walk away like he knew he should, he laid the shirt over the arm of a side chair and sank to the floor next to her. “It gets easier.”
“Silas told me it’s been fifty years. It’s not easier for you.”
Ari rested his elbows on his updrawn knees and stared into the fire, irritated Silas had told her about his past, thankful at the same time because it meant he didn’t have to talk about it now. He thought about those fifty years as he watched a flame dance over the log and wished he had sage advice for her, but knew he really didn’t. “If you’re lucky, you learn to live with it. And you don’t let it define you.”
“But yours defines you.”
“My situation is different.”
Daphne continued to stare into the flames. “What was her name?”
Ironically, it was no longer pain that consumed Ari when he thought of his soul mate. It was emptiness. Emptiness for a life he’d never have again. “Penelopei.”
Daphne was silent several seconds. Then softly, she said, “‘Duty crumbles to ashes in the fires of love.’ My father said that once. He wasn’t a nymph. Just a human. Caught between two worlds. He left his job, his responsibilities, everything for my mother.” She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about that kind of love. Not like them. Not like you.”
Ari held back a huff. “I don’t know much about love either. Penelopei sure as heck didn’t love me.”
Daphne finally turned his way, her soft green eyes no longer tormented by the past, but filled with a thousand questions. Questions that made his belly tingle. “But she was your soul mate. Silas said—”
Gods, she was gorgeous. More gorgeous than she probably knew. And he had no right being anywhere near her. He looked back at the fire so he didn’t do something stupid. Like grab her and never let go. “Silas likes to romanticize the entire thing. I think it makes him feel better about choosing to stay here with me.”
She stared at him, eyes wide and curious, waiting for more. And though he didn’t look at her, though he knew he shouldn’t go on, that he had no reason to tell her any of this, for the first time in forever he found himself wanting someone to know the truth.
 “Silas told you I found her on one of my missions in the human realm, didn’t he?”
She nodded.
“And that she was injured?”
“Yes.”
“When I came across her, her dress was ripped to the thigh, her leg scraped and bleeding. She begged me to help her. Told me Zeus had been chasing her. That she was trying to get away. I believed her. Took her back to Argolea, knowing she’d be safe from him there, and tended her wounds. Penelopei was...” He watched a flame devour a branch and couldn’t help but see the similarity in the way Penelopei had devoured him. “She was like wildfire, consuming everything in her path. When she wanted something, she didn’t let consequences influence her desires.”
Disgust rushed through him when he remembered how he’d dropped everything for the female, even his duty. How he’d so easily walked away from his family. He shook his head. “As thanks for saving her, she seduced me. It was then I realized she was my soul mate. This may sound silly but sex is a powerful medium. Every Argonaut in the history of Argonauts has found his soul mate that way. What I should have keyed into, though, was the fact a soul mate is a curse, not a blessing.”
“You’re talking to a nymph,” Daphne said softly. “I know how powerful sex can be. I’ve seen it firsthand. Zeus’s desire for it destroyed my village.”
And Ari’s desire had destroyed not only his life, but his son’s as well.
Guilt crept in. A guilt he’d tried so long to ignore, but it was there. It was always there, hovering in the background, telling him there was no way he could ever make up for the pain he’d caused his son because of his blinding desire for Penelopei. For a soul mate who’d never truly seen him as anything other than a pit stop.
“Penelopei quickly grew bored of me and life in Argolea,” he went on, “and when Zeus’s Sirens showed up to take her back to the god, she was more than willing to go. To her it was all a game. Jumping from one male’s bed to the next.”
He sounded bitter. And maybe part of him still was. Because thanks to Penelopei, his whole world had shifted. Not because he’d loved her and lost her but because a stupid curse had made him crave a manipulative and shallow female.
“When the Sirens arrived at my home outside the capitol city of Tiyrns,” he went on, “I wasn’t willing to let her go. I was blinded by the soul mate connection and convinced if I could just get her to stay, everything would work out. A standoff resulted. The Argonauts came to my aid. But she didn’t want to stay and struggled against my hold. The Sirens thought I was going to harm her. Before any of us could stop it, a battle broke out. In the chaos, Penelopei was killed.”
And there was the crux of the rest of his guilt. Knowing that because he hadn’t been able to control his desire, not only had he abandoned his son, but a female had died. “It wasn’t my blade that struck her,” he finished, “but I killed her just the same. If I’d let her go, she’d still be alive.”
“Maybe.” Daphne looked back at the fire. “If I hadn’t gone to the creek that day, maybe my parents would still be alive too. Then again, maybe not. We’ll both never know. And maybe that’s the point. Maybe we’re not meant to know. When I was a child, my mother told me that life was a series of events that make zero sense at the time, but which come together to reveal a greater good in the end. I forgot that until just now. Maybe what happened to you stopped Penelopei from tormenting another male. Maybe Zeus’s fascination with her—and you—stopped him from ruining another family’s life, like he ruined mine. Maybe everything happens for a reason.”
He turned to look at her, at her profile set against the flickering flames. There was strength inside her. A strength he wasn’t sure she knew was there. There was also simplicity. Something he craved in his confusing, fucked up, crazy world. “Are you saying you believe in some unseen Fates pushing us around like pawns on a chessboard?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I just know that if someone had told me a week ago I’d be sitting here like this with you, I would have laughed and said they were insane. Everything’s changed in a short amount of time, and not by my doing. There has to be a reason for it.”
He glanced back at the fire. He didn’t believe in reasons. He didn’t believe in the Fates. Where were the Fates when his world fell apart? Where were they when he started having blackouts and went nuts? No, he believed in what he could see and touch. And right now, what he could see and touch was way too close and much too vulnerable, especially when his arousal was still up and his own vulnerability hovered on the edge. “Be careful. People call me insane, and they’re not far off the mark.”
“Those people don’t know you. I’d say you’re way more sane than I am.”
He huffed. “You haven’t seen me at my finest.”
“Yes, actually, I have.” She leaned close and kissed his cheek.
Her lips were soft and sweet and gone way too fast. And though he knew he shouldn’t, he turned to look at her. “Why did you do that?”
 “To say thank you for stopping me from going after Zeus and his Sirens. I wouldn’t have gotten very far in the snow without a coat. You saved my life, Argonaut. Again.”
Their eyes held. Heat and electricity crackled in the air, warming his skin all over, sending a rush of heat straight to his belly. He didn’t know if she felt the charge the way he did, but as the firelight danced over her smooth features and she continued to hold his gaze, her eyes slowly darkened and a warm flush grew in her cheeks, telling him she was feeling something. Something dangerous. Something wicked. Something he might not be ready for.
“Don’t worry,” she said softly. “I’m not going to seduce you to extend my thanks.”
A wave of disappointment washed over him even though he knew he had no right. But then she leaned close once more, and he sucked in a breath, afraid to move, afraid to hope, afraid to do anything but go stone-still.
Her luscious mouth stopped millimeters from his own, more sweet and hot and tempting than any mouth had ever been. And in a husky whisper, she said, “I can’t, because you’ve already seduced me.”
 



CHAPTER SIX
Daphne knew she was playing with fire, but she no longer cared. Before Ari could push her away, she pressed her lips to his.
He tensed against her mouth. Every muscle in his body went rigid. And though she tried to keep it back, doubt rushed in. Doubt that she’d misread the look in his eyes. That he wasn’t attracted to her like she thought. That his being nice to her here was simply that: politeness and not motivated in any way by the same desire she’d been fighting ever since she awoke in this hold and realized the sexy, rugged, wounded Argonaut had saved her life.
Slowly, she eased back, breaking the kiss. He didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Just stared at her with those mismatched eyes that seemed to flicker just like the firelight. And in the silence her mind tumbled for excuses, for something she could say to ease the sudden awkwardness. She was a nymph, trained in the art of seduction by Sirens. Awkwardness wasn’t supposed to happen to her. But then he wasn’t supposed to happen to her either, and here she was, hoping for something that had absolutely nothing to do with her mission. Wanting—
“Where do you think you’re going?” His arm snaked around her back and pulled her in close to the heat of his body. “That wasn’t nearly enough.”
Daphne drew in one quick breath before Ari’s mouth closed over hers, but relief filled her lungs, seeped into her body, and made her more lightheaded than any wine. She opened instinctively, drawing his tongue into her mouth, groaning at the sweet, masculine taste of him filling her senses. His lips were soft, his mouth wet and alluring, and when he leaned closer and kissed her harder, she knew she was lost.
She let go of the blanket, pressed her hands against his chest, then shifted her weight and straddled his hips. The blanket fell to her waist. He didn’t break the kiss, continued to nip and suck and lick like he couldn’t get enough. Inching forward, she slid her fingers up his pecs then across his soft, scruffy jaw. His hands found her waist, tugging her even closer. His mouth turned greedy beneath hers. Hot. Wild.
Settling herself on his lap so she could rub against his rock hard erection, she let him take the lead, wanting only to taste him deeper, to feel him everywhere.
“Daphne.” He pulled his mouth from hers and pressed kisses along her jaw as he swept his rough fingers up her back. “Daphne,” he whispered again before nipping gently at her earlobe.
Desire enflamed every inch of her skin. She groaned, tipped her head back so he could trail his wicked teeth and tongue down the length of her neck, rocked her hips against the thick line of his cock straining to be set free.
He flattened his hands against her shoulder blades, trailed his lips down her neck and across her upper chest, then pressed forward with his forehead, forcing her to lean even farther back. “I know I shouldn’t, but, gods, I want you.”
She lifted her head. Watched as arousal danced across his flushed features. Wanted only that and more. Wanted to see him on the edge of control, like she was now. “Then take me.”
His mismatched gaze slid back to hers. Held. Didn’t once waver. And the way he watched her, as if she were the only thing he ever wanted, only made her heart beat faster in anticipation. He looked back down at her breasts. “You don’t know what you’re offering.”
Oh, yes she did. Suddenly, she knew exactly what she was offering. And it had nothing to do with Zeus or the Sirens. It had only to do with him.
Capturing his face in her hands, she tipped his eyes back up to hers. “I know exactly what I’m offering. You’re not the monster people say you are, and I’m not afraid of you. If I was, I wouldn’t be here now. I wouldn’t be wet just from the thought of you.”
A growl rumbled from his chest, one filled with lust and hunger and need. Sliding his hand up her back to cradle her head, he pulled her mouth toward his and devoured her. She moaned and kissed him back. His fingers found the blanket at her waist and yanked. Then he rolled her onto the plush sheepskin rug and climbed over her.
Yes, yes, yes... Her legs fell open as he licked into her mouth. Her hands trailed to his shoulders and thick arms. He pressed kisses down her neck again. Kisses that made her hotter and wetter, and she arched her back, offering more, wanting everything. Gripping the fabric of his shirt, she pulled, needing heat, wanting skin. He eased away long enough so she could tug the shirt over his head, but when she reached for the snap on his jeans, he captured her hands.
“Not yet.” His bare chest grazed her oversensitized nipples as he pinned her wrists to the floor above her head with one hand. “I’m not done exploring.” He let go of her wrists, his lusty gaze scraping every inch of her skin, making her strain for his touch. “Don’t move these. Or you’ll regret it.”
It was a warning, not a threat. And she hadn’t lied. She wasn’t the least bit afraid of him, not after the way he’d saved her life, healed her, and tonight shown her more compassion than she ever deserved.
A smile pulled at her mouth, and she wriggled against the carpet as his fingertips grazed her ribs and skimmed across her hip. “How will you make me regret it?”
He laved his tongue over her right nipple. “I won’t let you come.”
Her eyes slid closed. She arched against his wicked mouth as he did it again. Was already so close she was pretty sure he couldn’t stop her.
His hand drifted across her thigh. The softest touch between her legs made her groan and lift her hips. “Oh, do that again.”
He moved to her other breast, licked and laved, applied more pressure between her legs and swept his thumb over her clit. “Like that?”
“Yes.” She rocked against his hand as he teased her breasts, desperate to feel him inside. “More.”
He released her breast, slid down her body. “More here?”
The first swipe of his tongue along her steamy center sent tingles all through her body. The second raced along every nerve ending until she trembled. He licked and suckled, devouring her like a feast, and when electricity raced down her spine, she grasped his head and arched up to meet his tantalizing tongue.
He pulled away just before the orgasm hit. Gasping, Daphne reached for him, but before she could touch him he flipped her over, wrapped his arm around her waist, and lifted her hips off the rug.
“Stay there.”
Daphne’s hands landed against the carpet, and she pushed up, but his palm landed against her shoulder blades, holding her down. “I said stay there. You have trouble listening to directions, little nymph.”
There was humor in his voice, and a hunger that supercharged her arousal. Fabric rustled behind her, telling her he was finally losing his clothes, and just knowing he was nearly naked sent white-hot excitement pulsing through her veins all over again. Curling her fingers in the rug, she pressed her cheek against the carpet and held her breath.
One bare knee nudged her legs apart. His fingers slid through her wetness again, making her groan. “Do you want more, little nymph?”
“Yes,” she panted. “More.”
He pressed his thumb against her clit. “How much more?”
She bit her lip to keep from crying out. Her fingers tangled tighter in the carpet. “You. I want you.”
The thick head of his cock pressed against her opening. They both groaned as he filled her, at the tight slide as he drew back, at the friction when he plunged deep once more. His fingers dug into her hips. She braced her forearms against the carpet as she pressed back against him. They picked up a rhythm, one that made her see stars, one that pushed her closer to her release.
“Gods,” he groaned. “This is how I imagined you.”
His large hand slid up her spine and into her hair. Knowing he’d fantasized about her made her that much hotter. Her climax screamed toward her. White light flooded her vision. She opened her mouth to cry out. But just before she reached the peak, his hand closed around her hair and pulled. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough for a sharp sting to echo in her scalp and shoot down her spine, keeping the orgasm hovering just out of her reach.
“Not yet, sweet thing.”
She gasped. Groaned. Rocked back into him, wanting more, needing everything. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her upper body away from the carpet until her back was plastered to his chest. Letting go of her hair, he trailed his wicked hand down her chest and over her breasts.
“Wait for me, Daphne.”
Sweat drenched Daphne’s skin. She couldn’t find the words to answer as he plunged inside her. All she could do was grip his forearm and brace her knees against the carpet.
“Just a little longer,” he breathed against her, “and it’ll be so good.”
His fingers slid down her belly and into her wetness. She dropped her head back against his shoulder and groaned with every thrust, with every flick of her clit. He grew harder, pressed deeper, reached places she hadn’t known existed. And when he drew her earlobe into his mouth and suckled, when he hit that most perfect spot, the orgasm she’d been chasing crashed into her and exploded.
He buried his face in her neck and kept thrusting while she rode the pleasure, driving deep again and again and again. Electricity raced down her spine, through her sex, and then it was there, another blinding orgasm, consuming her, dragging her down, making her melt. He whispered frenzied words she couldn’t make out. His thrusts grew faster, harder, longer. And then he plunged deep and held, spilling himself inside her and quivering with his own release.
Daphne fell forward, the soft carpet almost painful against her sensitized skin. She turned her face toward the fire, dragged air into her burning lungs and tried to catch her breath. Ari’s sweat-slicked skin slid along her back, then he collapsed next to her, struggling for his own breath as he wrapped an arm around her waist and drew her back against him.
She didn’t fight the tug, didn’t have the strength, didn’t want to. His chest pressed against her spine, his hips to her ass, and though his flesh was hot, kicking up her body temperature, she didn’t care. She liked the way he fit against her. Liked the way he held her. Liked the things he could do with his wicked hands and tongue and that super sexy hero body.
“You...are...a surprise...little nymph,” he said in ragged breaths. “A very pleasurable...surprise.”
He was too. A delicious surprise she never expected. She had no idea what she was going to do next, but she knew for certain that she wasn’t finishing her mission or going back to the Sirens. And no matter what, she wasn’t letting anyone else finish it either.
Smiling, Daphne reached for his hand at her waist and drew it to her mouth so she could press soft, wet kisses against his fingers. Sliding her tongue along his index finger, she drew the digit away from the others, closed her lips around the tip, and sucked.
He groaned behind her and pressed his awakening erection against her ass. “A very wicked surprise.”
Daphne’s lips curved around his finger before she let go. She shifted around and looked up at him. “You like wicked? I can be wicked.”
Sitting up, she pushed her hand against his shoulder and rolled him to his back. A lusty, heated grin curled his mouth as she climbed over him. His hands landed on her hips. “I’m almost afraid to ask what you have in mind.”
She settled on his lap, then braced her hands on the ground near his head and leaned forward. “Everything. I have everything in mind for you, warrior.”
His smiled faded. He slid his hands into her hair as his gaze skipped over her face and he looked at her, really looked at her, as if seeing her for the first time. And though she couldn’t read his expression, she knew he was as moved by all of this as she was. And that something important had happened here tonight. Not just sex, but a connection. One that had the power to change everything.
“Show me,” he whispered.
She leaned down and kissed him. And planned to do exactly that.
 
* * *
 
Wind howled past the windows of Stonehill Hold, but the chill didn’t reach inside. Wrapped around a sleeping Daphne on the carpet in front of the hearth, Ari stared into the dying fire and watched wood crumble to ashes.
A pillow was tucked under his head, and a blanket covered their legs, but the warmth Ari felt came directly from Daphne, snuggled against him, her head resting on his bicep as she faced the fire, her hand clutching his at her waist. He knew he should wake her, carry her to the bed where she’d be more comfortable, but he didn’t want to move. Moving meant he had to think, and thinking was something he was trying to avoid. Because thinking meant facing reality. And reality was hard and cruel and deadly.
The charred log slipped and fell into the smoldering coals, sending burning ash into the air. Ari watched a flake float and cool, turning from red to gray and finally white powder as it hit the stones of the hearth.
“Duty crumbles to ashes in the fires of love.”
Daphne’s voice echoed in his head. She was wrong. It wasn’t love that destroyed duty, it was lust. Lust was the true deceiver, messing with the mind, fooling the heart. Lust for a female who’d never truly wanted him had destroyed everything Ari had held dear. And now, if he wasn’t careful, lust had the power to destroy another life. Not his this time, but Daphne’s.
He looked down at her sleeping against his arm, watched her eyelids flicker, and wondered what she was dreaming about. Wondered if she was dreaming of him. Her skin was like alabaster, her hair a warm mahogany that curled around his fingers like silk. His gaze slid over her cheek, down the long, lean line of her neck, to her succulent breasts he’d licked and laved and worshipped. And though all he wanted to do was worship her all again, a place deep inside his chest—a place she’d set free—knew he couldn’t.
Bit by bit, Ari’s good mood slipped away. Gently, so as not to wake her, he untangled his hand from Daphne’s and carefully slid his arm out from under her head. A soft, sweet grunt slipped from her lips as she adjusted on the carpet and rolled to her other side. When her breathing lengthened and slowed, he pulled the blanket up to her shoulders then rose to his feet.
He tugged on his pants and headed for his office. After flicking on the lamp, he lowered into the chair and stared at the map on the wall across the room.
The sum of fifty years’ worth of work. An obsession he’d prefer to forget but couldn’t. He looked from flag to flag, marking the Sirens movements, and knew that even though he didn’t want to, he’d go on tracking them. It was the only way he could stay semi-sane. He’d told Daphne about Penelopei, but he hadn’t told her about the aftermath of Penelopei’s death and what losing his soul mate continued to do to him even fifty years later. And as much as he liked Daphne’s companionship, as much as he enjoyed being with her, he didn’t want her to ever see him in the throes of one of his episodes. He’d barely survived seeing the horror in his son’s eyes when Cerek had witnessed it.
There was only one way to keep that from happening. Rising, he walked to the window and looked out into the darkness. The wind had died down. By morning the storm would be gone. There’d be fresh snow, but he knew how to traverse the snowy landscape. And no matter how much he wanted to stay hidden in this hold, this time he couldn’t.
Because by this time tomorrow, Daphne needed to be nothing but a memory. Not just for her sake, but for his as well.
 
* * *
 
Daphne awoke with a start. Blinking several times, she looked up only to realize she’d been shaken out of sleep by a firm hand.
“Sorry to wake you.” Ari set something next to her on the floor and pushed to his feet. “The storm’s broken. I took these from Silas’s room. You should be able to make them work.”
Groggy, Daphne watched him disappear into his closet. He was dressed, wearing jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and boots, and he’d showered, the tips of his hair still damp where they brushed his nape. But he should still be lying next to her, not up and moving around.
She glanced at the items he’d left beside her and realized they were clothes. Clean clothes. Confused as to what he was doing and why, more importantly, he seemed to be avoiding eye contact, she pushed up on her arm and scanned the dimly lit room.
The fire beside her was nothing but smoldering embers. A backpack sat near the door, one that looked as if it had already been packed.
Apprehension slid down Daphne’s spine. Tugging the blanket up to her chest, she ran her fingers through her hair, then pushed to her feet and wrapped the blanket around her. She moved toward the closet and leaned against the doorjamb as she watched him pull a box from the shelf above the rack and flip off the lid.
“You’re up early,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. Nonchalant had never really been her specialty, but if there was one thing she’d learned from the Sirens, it was that morning-after awkwardness killed the mood like nothing else, so better to avoid it altogether. “Any chance you made coffee? I don’t operate well unless I have caffeine. Well, food too. We burned off so many calories last night, I definitely need food.”
She was rambling. But this time she didn’t care. He seemed to like it when she rambled.
He pulled a black knit hat out of the box, replaced the lid, and set the box back on the shelf. Handing her the hat, he stepped around her and said, “I’ll find you a coat.”
Two things hit Daphne at once. He was definitely avoiding eye contact—or any contact for that matter. And he was getting her dressed for outside weather.
“A coat for what?” She snagged the sleeve of his shirt before he could get all the way past her. “What’s going on, Ari?”
He gently pulled his sleeve from her fingers and moved back a step. “I’m taking you into town. You need to get back to wherever it is you came from and I need to get back to the way things always are for me.”
He was pushing her away. The realization hit like a punch to the gut. Last night had meant something if he was kicking her out like this. She stepped away from the wall. “I liked last night, and I know you liked it too. I don’t want to leave.”
“Well, you don’t get a say in it.” He moved for the door. “It’s safer for you if you just go.”
Safer... Safer, she realized...from him.
She darted around him, stopping in the hallway, preventing his exit. “Silas told me about your blackouts. I’m not afraid of them. I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”
He turned his mismatched eyes on her. But unlike last night, they weren’t soft and dreamy. They were hard and icy. “Silas should learn to keep his big mouth shut.”
He tried to move past her again, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest. “He cares about you. That’s why he told me. And they’re not your fault.”
Those steely eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what they are, and you don’t want to be around when they happen.” He grasped her wrist and pulled it away from his chest, then stepped around her. “This isn’t up for negotiation. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes whether you’re dressed or not. It’s cold outside. I suggest you listen.”
He stomped out of the room before Daphne could stop him, but as soon as he was gone, her stomach sank and all the excitement she’d felt last night leaked out of her like a balloon deflating. Dropping down to sit on the hearth, she clutched the blanket at her chest and tried to stop her silly heart from aching.
If he wanted her gone, there wasn’t anything she could do to stop him from kicking her out. She wasn’t strong enough to intimidate him, sex clearly hadn’t worked to seduce him, and Silas was gone, so she didn’t even have the half breed on her side to talk some sense into the Argonaut. But what really hurt was the fact she’d failed. Not at her mission—she’d decided last night she wasn’t about to let Zeus manipulate her into doing his dirty work ever again—but at convincing Ari he wasn’t the monster everyone thought him to be.
Her gaze drifted to the rug where they’d slept tangled together, then to the clothes he’d left for her. And as both blurred in front of her eyes, she realized something else.
Without the Sirens, without a purpose in her life, she had no idea where she would go from here.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
The howling wind was nothing but a dull hum lost in the roar of the engine as Ari maneuvered the snowmobile around a tree. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to distract him from the simmering heat at his back.
He tried to focus on the solid handlebars beneath his gloves, on his knees pressing against the seat between his legs. The machine was an extension of himself, the skis slipping over the pristine snow with ease, familiar and comforting. But the warm circle around his waist where Daphne held on for dear life kept distracting him. And the pressure of her thighs against the backs of his legs, the press of her breasts along his spine—even through the thick jackets they both wore—definitely wasn’t comforting. It was arousing as hell, and every time she flexed her arms and moved even closer to hold on tighter, he remembered what it had felt like to have her wrapped around him last night. Naked and begging for his touch.
He zigzagged around trees, heading down the mountain toward the small town at the mouth of Lake Shannon. He had plenty of money to give her. From there she could catch a bus into Seattle then hop a plane wherever she wanted to go. Bottom line, though, was that where she went from here wasn’t his concern. He was doing the right thing by making her leave. Getting her to safety before he snapped and did something he’d regret.
A heavy hand knocked into his shoulder. Realizing she was trying to get his attention, Ari turned his head, intent on telling her to sit still until they got to their destination. But one look was all it took to realize she was focused on something off in the trees.
Ari slowed the snowmobile. Before the machine came to a complete stop, she jumped into the snow and tugged off her helmet.
He quickly pulled off his own helmet and grasped her by the sleeve. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“I saw someone.” She tugged free of his grip and darted into the trees before he could stop her, her too-big boots sinking into the new powder with every step.
“Skata.” Ari dropped his helmet on the seat and followed, his own boots sinking all the way to his ankles. Someone could be something. She could have seen a damn daemon for all she knew. Yeah, she was ticked at him for making her leave, but this wasn’t ticked. This was stupid. “Come back here, before I—”
His words cut off when he passed a large tree. A trail of blood stained the snow and led from the tree around a large boulder. A warning tingle slid down Ari’s spine. He reached for the dagger he’d strapped to his thigh before they’d left the hold. “Daphne, come back to me right now.”
A grunt echoed from behind the boulder. Ari gripped the dagger and bolted around the rock, then slowed when he saw the horror.
Daphne knelt next to a female leaning against the rock in the snow, the front of Daphne’s pants and jacket red with blood.
His heart lurched into his throat, and he rushed forward. “Holy gods. Are you—?”
“It’s not me,” Daphne said quickly, tugging off her gloves. “It’s not my blood.”
She pressed her hands against the female’s shoulder. Blood gurgled between Daphne’s fingers, ran down the female’s arm, and dripped onto the snow at her side. “She’s hurt. We have to help her.”
Relief that it wasn’t Daphne’s blood whipped through Ari, slowing his steps, but that relief waned when he turned his attention to the female. She was dressed in knee-high black snow boots, slim black pants, and a thin jacket. Nothing someone who spent a lot of time in the snow would wear. Her thick mane, a mixture of blonde and brown and red, hung past her shoulders in a sleek wave, and her brilliant blue eyes were guarded as she stared over Daphne’s shoulder toward him. On the ground beside her injured hand, lay a very unique, very intricately carved bow. A bow Ari had definitely seen before.
Siren.
The word ricocheted in his head like a marble zinging around a track. He waited for the rage, for the blackness to overtake him, but nothing happened. Looking out over the trees, he searched for anyone else, but the snowy forest was cold and silent.
“Ari,” Daphne said, her voice dragging his attention back to her. “She needs help.”
Ari watched the blood bubble through Daphne’s fingers. She wanted him to help a Siren, the same being he hunted.
Except...he wasn’t hunting this one. He hadn’t even known she was in the area, which totally went against everything he knew and understood.
“Ari,” Daphne said again, looking over her shoulder with pleading eyes. “She’s going to die if you don’t help her. Please.”
That duty that was ingrained in his DNA kicked into gear, forcing his feet forward before he could stop them. He knelt on the Siren’s other side and rubbed his hands against the thighs of his pants. The female whispered something to Daphne he didn’t catch. In response, Daphne said, “Shh... It’s going to be okay. Trust me.”
Ari wasn’t so sure. He didn’t know what would happen when he touched the Siren, but that duty wouldn’t let him leave. Regardless of what she was, she was injured, and he had the healing gift that could save her. To Daphne, he said, “Move your hands.”
The Siren’s jacket was shredded in three long, angled lines, blood seeping through the garment and running down her arm. Ari reached for the Siren’s ripped collar. The female’s eyes grew even wider, and she jerked back against the rocks.
“He’s not going to kill you,” Daphne said, scooting forward and placing a hand on the Siren’s arm to steady her. “I promise.”
The Siren looked from Daphne back to Ari, and though fear reflected deeply in her eyes, she stilled.
She knew who Ari was. She’d probably been in these woods to kill him, and here he was about to save her life. The irony wasn’t lost on him, and for a split second he considered getting up, dragging Daphne with him back to the snowmobile so the Siren could die as she deserved, but as soon as the thought hit, he knew he wouldn’t do it.
“Damn duty,” he muttered. Then louder to Daphne, “We need to get this jacket off. I can’t reach the wound like this.”
Daphne grasped the ripped fabric in both hands and pulled, tearing through the Siren’s jacket so they could peel it away from the wound. Three large claw marks ran in a diagonal pattern over the Siren’s shoulder and down past her collarbone.
“A daemon,” Daphne said, staring at the wound.
That was exactly what it looked like to Ari. And where there was one, there was always more. He shifted closer to the Siren, intent on getting this over and done with fast.
“How many?” Daphne asked the Siren. “And what happened to them?”
“Th-three,” the Siren answered. “We killed two. The third”—she cringed in pain and adjusted against the rock—“the third took...Rhebekah...into the woods.”
Daphne closed her eyes for a quick second, then opened them. “Was she alive?”
The Siren shook her head. “I...I don’t know.”
Two Sirens in the area, and he hadn’t sensed either. Ari didn’t know what the hell was going on, but when Daphne turned to look at him with pleading green eyes, he knew they were done wasting time.
He reached for the Siren’s shoulder. “Hold her still. This will hurt.”
The Siren tensed, but Ari laid his hands over her wound before she could jerk away again. Heat gathered beneath his palms, penetrating the wound and stitching it back together. A warm yellow glow radiated from below his fingers and palms. The Siren cried out as the heat and energy shot through her body, but Daphne held her down, preventing her from moving and disrupting the process. Seconds later, it was over, the wound sealed. The glow subsided, and Ari lifted his hands to check the result. Nothing but thin red lines remained on her skin.
“Will she live?” Daphne asked, looking at what he’d done.
Unfortunately for him, yes.
Knowing Daphne wouldn’t want to hear that, he pushed to his feet. “Her wounds weren’t nearly as bad as yours.” He glanced at the Siren. Her head was tipped against the rock, her damp hair stuck to her temple, her eyes half-lidded as she breathed through the remainder of the pain. “In an hour or so she should be fine.”
“Thank the gods,” Daphne breathed.
Ari didn’t thank the gods for anything. But as he studied Daphne’s profile, the strong jawline, small nose, and the determined chin, he remembered her horror last night at learning Zeus’s Sirens had destroyed her village and killed her parents. She, of all people, should want to see a Siren dead, but here she was, relieved that he’d saved one.
That icy space in his chest that had warmed and expanded because of her grew even wider, making his heart beat harder, making his fingers tingle with the urge to reach for her, to drag her close, to ask her what the hell she was doing to him. But he knew this wasn’t the time or the place, and he definitely didn’t want to have that conversation in front of his archenemy.
“Stay here.” He tugged off his jacket and laid it over the Siren. “I’m going to have a look around.”
He made it three steps away before Daphne’s hand captured his arm. Before he could ask what she wanted, she rose on her toes and pressed her cold lips against the scruff on his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for helping her.”
She let go of him, knelt back by the Siren, pulled his jacked up to the Siren’s neck and whispered words Ari didn’t catch. And as he watched, that cold space deep inside heated until only warmth remained.
 
* * *
 
“What the hell are you doing here?” Daphne whispered when Ari disappeared into the trees. “And what in Hades happened?”
Sappheire adjusted against the rocks, sitting more upright. “Athena sent us to find out what was taking you so long. We were looking for you.”
Unease filtered through Daphne’s belly. If Athena had sent Sappheire and Rhebekah, she could easily send more Sirens. She needed to think fast. “I hit a snag.”
“No shit,” Sappheire grunted. “What’s going on, Daphne? Why did he heal me? He has to know what I am.”
Daphne fixed the jacket over Sappheire’s bare shoulder then sank back on her heels. “He does. I could tell by the way he looked at you. But he’s not what you think.”
Sappheire’s brilliant blue eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand. He should have killed me already.”
Daphne brushed her hair over the shoulder of her jacket and braced her hands on her thighs. “He’s not crazy, Sappheire. Not like they want us to believe. They lied to us—Athena, Zeus, all of them. He’s not the monster they say he is. You’ve seen it for yourself.”
Sappheire’s eyes grew skeptical. “He’s got you under some kind of spell. What have you been do—”
Ari’s shout echoed through the trees, cutting off Sappheire’s words. Frustrated that Sappheire so easily believed the lies they’d been fed, Daphne whispered, “There’s no spell. I’ve simply opened my eyes.”
She turned toward the trees where Ari appeared, stomping through the snow.
“I found two dead daemons and a trail of blood.” He wiped his blade against his thigh, then sheathed it at his hip. “The third’s no longer a problem.” He looked down at Sappheire. “Your friend was dead by the time I got there. I’m sorry.”
Daphne’s heart pinched as she looked back at Sappheire. Daphne hadn’t known Rhebekah long, but Rhebekah and Sappheire had been close. Emotions ran over Sappheire’s face as she glanced around the snowy forest, clearly not seeing any of it. “I...”
“Are you sure there were only three?” Ari asked.
Brow drawn low, Sappheire finally looked up. “Three?”
“Daemons. Did you see any others?”
“No.” Sappheire shook her head and swallowed hard. “No, only three. They surprised us. We heard voices over the ridge and went to look. It...it must have been them.”
Ari glanced toward Daphne. “Voices could mean more. I can handle a handful of daemons on my own, but not an entire horde, not with you both here, and not with fresh blood in the area. We need to go.”
Fear wrapped an icy hand around Daphne’s chest and squeezed. She remembered all too well the horror of being caught with those daemons. She pushed to her feet. “Can the snowmobile hold all three of us? I can—”
“I’m not going with you.”
Daphne’s gaze snapped to her mentor. “Of course you are. You can’t stay out here, especially if there are more daemons in the ar—”
“I’m not going with you,” Sappheire said again. “I know how to get home on my own.”
“But—”
“No buts.” Gritting her teeth, Sappheire pushed up to standing. Her arm hung limply against her side as she leaned back against the rocks, but it was clear Ari’s healing powers had worked. She looked past Daphne toward Ari at her back. “Thank you. For killing that last daemon. Where is she?”
Ari nodded toward the trees. “Fifty yards that way. You’ll see the rocks. She’s behind those.”
 Sappheire eased away from the boulder and took a step past Daphne.
“Wait.” Panic pushed at Daphne’s chest. They couldn’t just leave Sappheire out here, not if there were more daemons in the area.
“I’m fine.” Sappheire pinned her with a hard look. “I’m getting Rhebekah and taking her home. Go, Daphne, before anything else appears.”
Before any other Sirens appear. Daphne heard the warning loud and clear. Sappheire was letting Ari go. But Daphne had no idea if the Siren meant to bring other Sirens back or if she’d tell Athena what she’d witnessed.
A new sense of urgency gripped Daphne. “She’s right.” She grabbed hold of Ari’s sleeve and pulled him toward the snowmobile. “We need to go.”
She picked up her helmet as they drew close, grabbed his and handed it to him. He was watching her curiously as she sat on the snowmobile and snapped her chinstrap, and she knew he was wondering what the hell had just happened, but she didn’t have an answer, and she didn’t want to get into it now. Now they just needed to put as much distance between them and this location as they could, in any direction.
“Come on,” she said when he only continued to stare at her. “I thought we were going.”
“She called you Daphne.” His eyes narrowed. “I don’t remember saying your name in front of her. Do you know that Siren?”
Oh shit...
Daphne’s stomach drew tight as a drum, and her mind spun as she tried to think of an answer—any answer—that would make sense. But before she could latch on to one, Ari drew in a deep whiff through his nose and growled.
Startled, she looked up. And a new sense of fear consumed her.
His gaze was fixed on something far off in the trees. Every muscle in his body was tight and rigid. But more importantly, his eyes were no longer the mismatched green and blue she’d come to love. They were black. Deathly black, and one-hundred percent possessed.
“Sirens,” he growled in a low, unfamiliar voice.
Daphne lurched to her feet and glanced over her shoulder. Six females—six Sirens—emerged from the trees. They were dressed in knee-high boots, slim pants, and tight, sleeveless shirts. All carried the familiar bow and arrows from Olympus, and all were as gorgeous and built as Sappheire. But a tingle of unease spread down Daphne’s spine as she looked over the group. None of the females were familiar to Daphne, and she’d met every Siren on Olympus, even the newest recruits. More than that, though, the look in each of these Siren’s eyes was both dark and evil. And it was a look she’d never seen from any of her sisters.
“Something’s not right.” She reached for Ari’s forearm. 
He pulled his gaze from the Sirens and looked down at her. And for a moment, the crazed, dark look faded and his eyes shifted back to their normal mismatched colors.
An arrow whirred through the air. Ari pulled Daphne off the snowmobile and shoved her to the snowy ground. Against her ear, he growled, “Stay down.”
Her heart beat hard. Another arrow whirred through the air. Ari jerked to his feet before she could grasp him, that crazed look darkening his eyes once more and twisting his features until she barely recognized him.
“Ari.” She reached out to draw him back to her. “Stop.”
But he was already was gone, racing toward the females she knew instinctively had never been her sisters.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
Ari was in hell. Burning in the fires of Tartarus, unable to escape from the heat. He turned, kicked, punched out at the flames, but they snaked over his body and danced toward his face as if he hadn’t even moved.
He was going to die. Suffocate from the heat. From the smoke. And he deserved it after all the horrible things he’d done. After he’d left Daphne bloody and alone in those snowy woods. After he’d lost control and—
He bolted up, gasped in a breath, and stared into the flames across the room. A log rolled off the pile and sent a flutter of ash and sparks upward in the fireplace. Sweat slid down his temple and dripped along his spine as the crackle of wood echoed in the air, drowning out the sound of his heavy breaths, bringing consciousness slowly back into place.
His bedroom in the hold. He looked down at the soft bed, at the covers tangled around him. Kicking them free, he swung his legs over the side of the mattress, leaned forward, and dropped his face into his hands.
In. Out. He breathed deep as his heart rate slowly came down. He didn’t know how he’d gotten here or what had happened, but that was nothing new. Whenever he had one of his episodes, he couldn’t remember shit. All he knew for sure was that he was alive, he was naked except for a pair of boxers, and he was alone. But as soon as he closed his eyes, images flickered through his mind. The snowmobile. The Sirens. Arrows flying through the air. Daphne covered in blood, lying in the snow.
He jerked upright, walked across the room and back again so he didn’t completely lose it, and racked his brain, trying to remember what had happened. He could only see bits and pieces, not the entire scene, and his mind kept tripping over Daphne in the snow, blood staining her hands and shirt and pants, reaching out for him, telling him...
He stopped. His brow dropped low. Telling him what?
“Ari, stop.”
Her voice echoed in his head, the sound of her plea squeezing his chest so hard pain radiated outward from the spot. She’d been telling him to stop. To stop hurting her.
Bile slid up his throat. The walls closed in until he could barely breathe. Glancing quickly around the room, he spotted a pair of sweats he’d left on the chair days ago. With hands that shook so hard they barely worked, he pulled them on, needing air, needing to breathe, needing to run until the pain of disgust and regret loosened its hold.
He flung his bedroom door open, stumbled down the hall toward the great room and the wide deck beyond. Darkness pressed in through the tall windows. He had no idea what time it was, but he didn’t care. All he could focus on was freedom. All he heard was Daphne’s voice, echoing in his head.
“Ari, stop...”
“Oh my gods, that’s it. That’s...holy Hades, that’s it.”
His feet slowed just past the open library door. The first words had definitely come from his mind. A memory from the snowy forest. But the second...
He moved back to the library door and peered inside. A fire crackled in the fireplace, and in the middle of the floor, surrounded by books and notebooks, a slim female with dark, curly hair hanging past her shoulders sat cross-legged and scribbled on a piece of paper.
“Daphne?” he whispered.
Her head came up, and when her gaze met his, her green eyes twinkled. “Oh, you’re awake. Good. There’s something I want to talk to you abou—”
She wasn’t covered in blood. She wasn’t lying dead in the snow. Heart in his throat, Ari crossed the floor in three steps, grasped her at the shoulders and hauled her to her feet. The notebook and pen flew from her fingers. She yelped but he didn’t let it deter him. He closed his arms around her and held her tight.
“Um. Okay.” Her arms shifted around his back until they rested softly against his bare skin. “I guess that means you’re happy to see me.”
Relief was sweeter than any wine. He closed his eyes, breathed her in. Reveled in the fact she was whole, alive, not a single hair on her head out of place. And that she was here. With him. Waiting for him to come out of his nightmare.
He eased back, but he didn’t let go of her. Wasn’t ready yet. His gaze searched her face for answers. “How?” He drew away just enough so he could look down her body, so he could see for himself that she wasn’t injured. Dressed in nothing but one of his long-sleeved T-shirts, the hem hitting mid-thigh to show off her shapely legs, she didn’t just look healthy, she looked perfect. His gaze lifted back to her face. “What happened? The last thing I remember is seeing you bloody and hurt in the snow.”
“I wasn’t hurt.” She slid her hands to his forearms, over the Argonaut markings he’d been born with. “That wasn’t my blood. It was Sappheire’s.”
“Sappheire?” His brow wrinkled. “Who the hell is Sappheire?”
“The Siren you healed. She’s upstairs. In my old room. Asleep.”
A Siren was in his hold? He tuned into his senses. Didn’t pick up a thing. If a Siren was close, he should know. He should be flipping out already.
Daphne’s soft fingers landed on his jaw, tugging his face back toward hers. “Ari, you’re not crazy. It’s a curse. It’s not your fault.”
She was talking about his blackouts. His psychosis. Holy gods, she’d seen it. He let go of her and stepped back, for the first time realizing the kind of horror she must have witnessed.
“I know.” He turned toward the fire, unable to face her. “It’s the soul mate curse. Whenever I sense Sirens I can’t stop myself. The need for revenge is too strong. I can’t control it. I didn’t want you to see that. I didn’t—”
She stepped in front of him. “No, it’s not the soul mate curse. It has nothing to do with your soul mate’s death. If it did, you wouldn’t have healed Sappheire. You’d be going after her now. And look at you, you aren’t. There’s not a crazed thing about you.”
There wasn’t. He felt as in control as ever. But that just meant his curse was growing more unpredictable, and unpredictable meant even more deadly. “I remember sensing them. I remember the rage and—”
“They weren’t Sirens.”
“They were Sirens. I was there. I saw them.” He opened his eyes and stared down at her, ready to tell her to stop being so naïve, but the excitement in her gemlike eyes halted his words.
“Come here.” She grasped his hand and pulled him around to her books, then drew him to the floor. “They weren’t regular Sirens.”
Her grip was strong, and he was still wrecked from his episode. He let her tug him to the floor. She grasped a book from her stack and handed it to him.
“Look here.” She pointed toward a passage on the page. “They looked like Sirens. When they showed up in those woods, I thought they were. But then I realized they were different.”
Ari glanced down at the book. A drawing of a female warrior dressed in leather breastplates, armbands, and boots, holding a weapon graced the page. “Different how?”
“At first it was the look in their eyes. There was a darkness there I’d never seen before on a Siren. But then I looked closer.” She flipped the page. Another drawing of yet another female warrior filled the page. She was dressed the same as the first, except this one wore a sleeveless tunic. “It’s subtle, but if you look closely...” She pointed toward the marking on the female’s right bicep, flipped back to the first drawing. No marking there. She turned the page again. “Two S’s in the shape of snakes, head to tail. Those females had this marking.”
Ari was more confused than ever. “If they weren’t Sirens, what were they?”
“I think they were the Sirenum Scorpoli. Zeus’s secret band of Sirens. The ones he culls from the Siren Order to do his dirty work.”
“That’s no different from any regular Siren.”
“It is different. The Sirens are tasked with policing otherworldy creatures in the human realm. Zeus’s own private army. He can’t control the Argonauts and what you do, but he can control the Sirens. The Sirens, however, are headed by Athena, the goddess of wisdom and war, so he can’t use them in all the ways he wants. Enter the Sirenum Scorpoli. He can do what he wants with them, can command them to carry out any plot he deems worthy. And no one can stand in his way. Not Athena, not the Argonauts, and especially not his wife.”
“What does Hera have to do with this?”
“Everything, I think.” Daphne paged through the book in his hands until she came to a chapter on the gods, specifically a passage about Hera, Zeus’s wife. “‘And the Fates decreed,’” she read aloud, “‘that no person—mortal or immortal—shall be subjected to more than one curse by any god at any time.’”
He stared at the words, still unable to see her point. “You’ve lost me. What does this prove and why is it important?”
“It proves you’re not hunting Sirens.” When he glanced up at her, still completely confused about where she was going with this, she shook her head. “It means what happened to you isn’t related to the soul mate curse. If it truly were the soul mate curse making you hunt down Sirens in revenge for your mate’s death, you’d have gone crazy as soon as Penelopei died. But you didn’t. Silas told me that you didn’t start having these episodes until long after you’d faked your death and were living in the human realm alone.”
Ari looked down at the page. That was true. His episodes hadn’t started for several months after Penelopei’s death.
“These blackout moments don’t happen when you’re around regular Sirens,” Daphne added. “I think they happen only when you sense the Sirenum Scorpoli. And if that’s the case, then I think it’s highly possible Hera took advantage of your pain and depression after you lost your mate and cursed you a second time.”
“You just said a person can’t be cursed more than once by any one god. Hera is the one who established the soul mate curse.”
“Right. But once an Argonaut’s soul mate is dead, there is no more curse, now is there?”
Ari studied her smooth face in the firelight. Her eyes were filled with hope and promise, but he was wary. For fifty years he’d been fighting the soul mate curse. Hadn’t he?
“I hear what you’re saying,” he said cautiously. “But there’s no way to prove it. Just because I didn’t flip out on the Siren upstairs doesn’t mean anything. It could just be that the soul mate curse is changing, adapting, I don’t know, fucking with me so I go even more nuts.”
“I might have believed that myself until I saw the marking on your calf.”
 “What marking?” He reached for the edge of his sweats and pulled them up to his knee. “I don’t have a marking on my leg.”
“It’s faint. I didn’t notice it until I helped you out of your wet clothes and put you into bed. Here.” She placed her hand on his leg and twisted so he could see the back of his calf. And the very faint mark, two inches long, so light and in a place he never thought to look, he’d never noticed it.
 A feather. A peacock feather.
“The peacock is a symbol for Hera,” Daphne said. “I looked it up. No other Argonauts have that marking. Which means this mark, this curse? It’s unique to you.”
Ari stared at the marking, his mind tripping back over every encounter he’d ever had with Sirens. He couldn’t remember them. Couldn’t see their faces or the markings on their arms. But even if Daphne’s theory was true, it didn’t change anything.
He set the book down, what little hope he’d foolishly built up crumbling at his feet. “Whether they’re Sirens or this Sirenum Scorpoli, it makes no difference. I still hunt and I still kill and I still can’t remember why.”
“It makes all the difference.” She grasped another book from the floor and set it in his lap. “According to this—this ancient text from Olympus that I found in your own library—the Sirenum Scorpoli are responsible for instigating most of the wars in the human realm. They stir up religious zealots. They prey on differences between cultures and emphasize those differences until people want nothing more than to kill each other. These pages are filled with accounts of the Sirenum Scorpoli stimulating one natural disaster after another with Zeus’s magic, for causing diseases like the black plague and AIDS. Think about it, Ari. Zeus thrives on chaos. Chaos creates instability and instability leads people to pray. To pray to the gods. And that, more than anything else, is what he uses the Sirenum Scorpoli to do. To make people turn back to praying to the gods. Because the more humans who worship Zeus, the stronger his powers grow.
“Ari,” she said softly, “You’re not hunting unsuspecting good guys. You’re hunting the bad guys. The Sirenum Scorpoli cause more bloodshed and death than any daemons. They’re daemons trussed up like models.”
Ari’s chest vibrated with both hope and doubt. He looked down at the book she’d set in his hand. Didn’t remember bringing it here. Didn’t know where it had come from. Closing the book, he looked at the cover. The same double-S marking Daphne had seen on those females’ arms in the woods was stamped into the leather.
A memory flashed. Bits and pieces of a battle he couldn’t piece together. “I took this from them,” he muttered. “After a fight. When they were dead.”
“That’s what I assumed. There’s no other way you could have gotten your hands on something from Olympus.” She glanced up and around the library. “It’s been here a while. You had the knowledge the entire time. You just didn’t know it.”
A sliver of hope tunneled its way into Ari’s chest, but he was too afraid to let it grow. “If this is true, why would Hera use me? What did I ever do to her?”
“Nothing. You did nothing to her. But if she saw you struggling with your grief after your soul mate’s death, I’m guessing she saw a way to use you. To curse you again in a way you’d never know. To make you think it was simply an extension of the soul mate curse, when in reality, it was her way to get back at her husband. The god who’s done nothing but humiliate her to the world.”
Ari’s heart beat hard and fast against his ribs. If what Daphne said was true, then he’d been used as a pawn in an immortal chess game. He’d lost his life, his home, his son, all because of the whims of the gods. But ironically, he didn’t care. Suddenly all that mattered was the fact he might possibly be free.
He reached for Daphne’s hand, warmth and hope filling his chest, making him feel light and alive. More alive than he’d ever felt before. “How did I get here?”
Daphne smiled as he pulled her toward him. A sweet, beautiful, electrifying smile that made his whole body tighten in anticipation of her touch. “I brought you here. Sappheire helped. She heard the commotion through the trees and came running to help. When she saw the Sirenum Scorpoli, she opened a portal and helped me get you through before anything happened. I told her how to get here.”
He hadn’t hurt anyone. Not even those evil Sirens. “And she just...saved me? Even knowing how many Sirens I’ve killed over the years?”
Daphne’s eyes softened. “She saw what I saw, Ari. And she realized the same truth I already figured out. That she’d never known a Siren killed by you. She’s served with the Order for nearly three hundred years. She’s Athena’s right-hand Siren. If you were really killing Sirens like Zeus and Athena want everyone to believe, she would have met at least one.”
Ari glanced toward the fire and watched a flame dance over the log. Remembered his dream of burning in the fires of Hades. He wanted to believe Daphne’s claim. Wanted to believe he’d been doing good all these years instead of bad, but something held him back.
“How do you know so much about the Sirens?” His gaze drifted to the shelves. “I haven’t been asleep that long. You can’t have learned it all from these books or the Siren upstairs.”
A nervous look passed over Daphne’s face. “That’s the other thing I want to tell you.” She pulled her hands from his, pushed to her feet, and crossed toward the fire. “Oh man. I can’t believe I’m about to do this.”
Ari’s brow dropped low as he watched her, and a low buzz sounded in his ears. One that set his nerves on edge. One he didn’t like. Sliding the book on the ground beside him, he slowly rose to his feet. “Do what?”
“Ruin everything,” she mumbled.
Before he could ask what that meant, she turned to face him and straightened her spine. “I know about the Sirens because a week ago, I was on Olympus training to become one. I wasn’t in that forest by accident, Ari, and our meeting wasn’t by chance. Zeus sent me here to find you. He sent me to find you, to seduce you, and then, when you let down your guard, to kill you.”
 
* * *
 
Ari didn’t say anything. Just stared at her from across the room with blank, unreadable eyes.
Urgency pushed Daphne’s feet forward, her stomach swirling with both dread and fear. Not fear that he would hurt her, she knew he’d never do that, but fear that she’d lose him if she didn’t tell him everything fast.
“I was close to being inducted into the Order. I thought that’s what I wanted. When Zeus gave me this mission, I couldn’t say no. If I didn’t do it, they would have kicked me out, and you know I have no family left. So I said yes, and I came here looking for you, and I pretended that I was running from a god, when the truth was, I was doing what he and Athena told me to do. But I quickly realized that you aren’t at all what they said you are.”
She knew she was rambling but she didn’t care. All that mattered was making sure he understood the truth. “I didn’t seduce you. I realized early on that I wasn’t any good at seduction. I mean, I was trained in it. All Sirens are. But I guess none of it really stuck because when I tried to use it, you totally walked away. The only time you even seemed interested in me was when I was being my normal, rambling self, which, by the way, the Sirens do not like. I can’t even begin to tell you how many times Sappheire’s told me to shut the hell up. And I’d already decided that I wasn’t going to do what Zeus and Athena sent me to do, but then I saw the map in your office and I learned what they’d done, and you were so nice and you comforted me, and...and I knew even more that you weren’t the psycho they said you were.”
She swallowed hard and met his eyes. They were guarded now, his gaze narrowed. And she still couldn’t read what he was thinking. But those mismatched eyes of his were locked on her, and she took that as a good sign.
“I didn’t sleep with you because I was trying to seduce you,” she went on. “I slept with you because I wanted to. Because I’m attracted to you. Because you’re the sexiest male I’ve ever laid eyes on. I mean, let’s get real.” She held out her hand toward his chiseled abs and muscular arms. “You’re like...carved from marble. My knees went weak the first time I saw you in the gym downstairs, and that was when I thought you were a lunatic and when you didn’t even want to have anything to do with me. I slept with you because you excite me. Because I’m crazy about you. Because...”
Heat burned her cheeks when she realized how insanely she was rambling now. But she forced herself to go on. “Because I...because I care about you.”
No, she didn’t just care. She loved him. The truth burned through her chest, stole her breath, and knocked her back a step. She’d heard that nymphs fell fast and hard when they met that perfect someone—her mother had once told her she’d fallen in love with Daphne’s father in a matter of days—but Daphne had never experienced love before so she didn’t know what to expect. Now, though, she did. Now, when her head grew light and her legs trembled, she knew exactly what it was from.
The room spun around her. Backing up, she reached out to steady herself but knew it was already too late.
Strong arms closed around her and pulled her against a hard chest before she hit the floor. Blinking several times, she gazed up into Ari’s handsome face as that whoosh of emotion sped all through her chest again.
She really did love him. So much she no longer saw the scars on his jaw and neck, no longer saw the menace she’d first noticed in his mismatched eyes. She just saw a hero. Her hero. The only true hero she’d ever known.
She also saw someone who wasn’t drawing her into him and professing his feelings right back.
He shook his head. “You’re crazier than I am, you know that?”
Crazy. He’d said crazy, not beautiful, not amazing, not alluring, not dreamy. Just crazy.
Heat rose in her neck and enflamed her cheeks. A hard knot rolled through her stomach with the realization that she’d just made a giant fool of herself.
Pushing against his arms, she found her feet and stepped back, just enough so she could catch her breath. Just enough so she didn’t humiliate herself even more.
Pull it together, Daphne. So he doesn’t love you. Big deal. You still believe in him. You can still help him.
“So what if I am? Crazy, at least, is real. I could be all seductive and mysterious if I wanted, but I don’t want to be. Just like I don’t want to be a Siren. I never really wanted to be a Siren in the first place, but you can’t say no to the gods, at least I didn’t think I could. Now I’d tell them all to fuck off.”
An amused expression crossed his features. One that only kicked her embarrassment up even higher. “And why are you smirking at me? Is what I’m saying funny? None of this is funny. I’m trying to tell you the truth. I’m trying to tell you—”
“Daphne.” He grasped her by the shoulders and pulled her into him. “Stop talking, okay? I believe you. Any time you ramble I know there’s no way you’re lying.”
Butterflies took flight in her stomach. “You do?”
He nodded, lifted one hand to her cheek, and brushed the hair away from her face. “And you are seductive and mysterious, and yes, even crazy. I’ve lived with crazy long enough to spot it.” He slid his fingers into her hair and cupped the back of her head, pulling her toward him. “Which is probably why I can’t get enough of you. Even when I know I’m the last person who should ever touch you.”
“Oh...”
His lips brushed hers, and she groaned, immediately opening to his kiss. The taste of him rocketed through her body, bringing hope back to life. Tipping his head the other direction, he kissed her sweetly, slowly, with so much passion her head grew light. And, wanting only this, wanting only him, she dug her fingers into his biceps and just held on.
He broke the kiss. Rested his forehead against hers. Breathed deep as his thumb grazed her cheek. “All these years... All this time, and you’re the first person who ever saw past the monster.” He lifted his head and looked into her eyes. “Why did you even try?”
Tears filled her eyes. Tears filled with joy and love. “I didn’t have to try. I just had to open my eyes. And when I did, I knew with you is the only place I ever want to be.”
He groaned and kissed her again, his tongue sliding along hers, his mouth absolutely devouring her. She moaned, lifted to her toes, and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, giving him anything he wanted.
 His hand slid from her hair, down her back and over the swell of her backside. He stepped into her, forcing her backward. Cool air tickled the fine hairs along her spine as he continued to kiss her, to drive her wild with his tongue, and she knew he was grasping her shirt, that he was pulling it up, that in seconds she would be completely naked. And she wanted that. Wanted more. Excitement pulsed through her. Excitement and heat and a desire that would never get old.
He broke the kiss long enough to tug the long-sleeved T-shirt she’d snagged from his closet up and over her head. The garment landed somewhere on the floor behind him. She didn’t look to see where. Was too lost in the fiery heat in his eyes to care.
“This,” he whispered as he slid his knuckles down her breast and around one straining nipple, “is all I want.” He lowered to his knees in front of her. “Don’t move.”
Her stomach quivered as she looked down at him, and she remembered when he’d pinned her hands to the ground in front of the fireplace in his room and told her the very same thing. “Or what?”
He looked up at her, and mischief flashed in his mismatched eyes as he pressed his fingers against the inside of her right knee, forcing her to step open. “Or I’ll tie you up and make sure you don’t move.”
A wicked thrill rushed through her just as he exhaled a breath of hot air  over her mound. Her eyes slid closed, and she rocked forward, seeking his touch. She’d never been into the whole bondage thing, but with him she knew she could be. With him she had a feeling she’d be into everything.
His tongue parted her folds, slid along her center and flicked her already sensitive clit. Daphne groaned and pushed her hips against his mouth, wanting more. He did it again, this time flicking faster, circling the sensitive nub, then drawing it into his mouth to suckle.
Heaven. His mouth was pure heaven. His hands sliding over her skin absolute paradise. When he suckled her again, she groaned and dropped her hand on the back of his head, pulling him into her. Pleasure arced through her body. Before it could consume her, though, his fingers closed around her wrist. He pulled her hand away then twisted it around her lower back and pinned it to her body.
His threat echoed in her mind, and that naughty thrill whipped through her once more. But then he flicked his tongue against her again and it faded. She rocked her hips again and again, losing herself in the ecstasy. Her orgasm barreled close. She slid her other hand into his hair and pulled him in again. Pleasure rippled along her nerve endings and shot down her spine.
He jerked away before it could consume her and quickly rose to his feet. “I warned you, little nymph.”
Daphne gasped, stumbled. Reached out for him. But Ari ducked down, and before she realized what was happening, he wrapped his arms around her legs and threw her over his shoulder. A grunt passed her lips. She pushed a hand against his back, opened her mouth to tell him this wasn’t what she wanted—that she wanted his mouth, his hands, him—but the words never made it out. A whoosh of air brushed her spine, and the grunt turned to a screech. Then her back hit the couch cushions, and she stared up at his handsome, naughty, playful face.
Desire burned in his eyes. A desire that heated her blood and supercharged her need. “You like being in control, don’t you?”
He smirked, a sexy, one-sided grin that made him look downright delectable. Straddling her hips, he pressed one knee into the cushions, leaned over her, and reached for the lamp on the end table beside the couch.
Unsure what he was doing, Daphne twisted against the cushions and looked over her head. He grasped the lamp at the base, pulled until the cord snapped free of the lamp and the light went out, then tugged the end out of the wall socket.
Daphne’s gaze shifted back to him. Firelight danced over his features, making his skin look darker and his eyes even wilder. “You just ruined that lamp.”
“I know.” Grasping her hands at the wrists, he tugged them over her head so they hit the arm of the couch, then wrapped the lamp cord around her wrists and secured the cord to the leg of the table. “Does that hurt?”
Unrestrained lust consumed her when she realized what he’d just done. And though a little voice in the back of her head screamed giving up control was so not a Siren thing to do, she ignored it. Because she wasn’t a Siren. And because she was so wet from just the thought of him having his way with her, she could barely think. “No.”
“Good.” His eyes sparked with heat. “Now, you can’t move.”
Oh yes...
Her gaze slid down his chiseled abs, directly in her line of site, then over the waistband of his sweats, sitting dangerously low, the V at his hips making her mouth absolutely water. “What do you plan to do with me?”
He leaned down toward her mouth but stopped a millimeter from kissing her. “Everything.”
She lifted, aching for his kiss, but he drew away. His hand lightly skimmed her belly and moved across her mound. She whimpered. Then his talented fingers finally slid along her heat and pressed deep inside, and she groaned.
Her eyes slid closed. Energy raced along every nerve ending. She arched her back, tightened around his fingers, twisted against the cord pinning her hands over her head. Sweat gathered along her spine. Her orgasm rushed right back to the surface. Pleasure overwhelmed her. But before it could crest and drag her under, he pulled away once more.
“Oh gods.” Fabric rustled somewhere close. Daphne pulled against her restraints. Frustrated. Hot. Aching. “Come back. I need—”
His lips captured hers. His chest grazed her sensitive nipples. His tongue dipped inside her mouth until she was breathless and right back on the edge. “You need me.”
“Yes. Gods, yes.” She tore her eyes open, stared up at him through hazy vision. His face was flushed with arousal, his muscles straining beneath his skin. Capturing her leg, he hooked it over his hip, then raked his lust-filled gaze down her naked body until he was staring at her sex.
Her body quivered at the heat she saw in his eyes. She bit her lip as his hand closed around his thick cock. He leaned forward, and unable to look away, she lifted her head and watched as he rocked his hips forward, as the blunt tip of his cock slid through her wetness and over her clit, as he groaned at the sight.
Fire rushed down Daphne’s spine. She dropped her head back and moaned. He slid his cock through her wetness again, then circled her clit until she saw stars. Until she was rocking against him, growing hotter with every stroke. Until she was so close her body trembled.
“Not yet, little nymph.” He pressed his lips against hers and then was gone. His cock slid down and pressed against her opening. “With me.”
She cried out at the delicious fit. Lifted to hold him in. Groaned when he slid out then speared inside once more. He braced one knee on the couch between her legs for leverage. Drove deep again. Every thrust was heaven. Each slap of skin divine. Leaning close, he kissed her again, taking control of her mouth the same way he controlled her body.
His hand skimmed her ribs. He pinched her nipple between his thumb and index finger. Rested his forehead against hers as he drove her closer to the edge of oblivion. “Gods, I love being inside you. Could stay like this forever.”
Daphne moaned at the thought, lifted her mouth back to his and kissed him crazy, wild for more. He skimmed his other hand up her body and grasped her wrists in his long fingers, squeezing to hold her arms still. His lips released hers. Sweat dripped from him onto her as their bodies picked up speed. And it was good—so good—but she wanted more. Wanted all of him.
“Surrender to me,” he growled.
She wanted to—gods, she wanted to—but she didn’t know how to do that. She tightened around him, lifted to meet every stroke, tried to grasp his hand with her fingers pinned beneath his hold against the arm of the couch. She was close. So close. And she knew if she could just go over she could drag him with her. But—
He pinched her nipple again. Pain ricocheted through her entire body, wiping away every other thought. She arched and cried out. But before the sound was even out of her mouth, the pain transformed into pure, mindless pleasure.
Daphne moaned and sagged into the cushions. Ari’s cock grew even harder as he pushed into her deeper, faster, hitting that perfect spot again and again. She let go of the tension in her muscles, gave herself over to his thrusts and wicked touch. And the moment she did, she had a split second of clarity. Of his need to overwhelm her. To consume her. To own her so she was his. Which was everything she needed too. The orgasm exploded inside her without warning, a sea of white-hot, blinding light that absolutely devoured her.
Long moments passed, but slowly consciousness seeped back. Shaking, Daphne dragged air into her lungs. Her muscles felt like gelatin, her body a pile of bones under a heavy weight. Prying her eyelids apart, she looked up, but all she saw was skin.
Ari lay over her, one hand still closed over her bound wrists, his slick body resting on top of hers while he fought to catch his own breath. Tingles erupted everywhere they touched, warming her skin, bringing it back to life one millimeter at a time.
“I’ll move,” he breathed in her ear. “Just...give me a second.”
His body was as limp as hers, and the realization made Daphne’s lips curl in a self-satisfied smile. She’d done that. She’d completely and utterly wrecked him. As thoroughly as he’d wrecked her.
Slowly, he eased back and looked down at her. His mismatched eyes were still glazed from his own pleasure, but a look of pure contentment softened his features and smoothed the scars on the lower half of his face.
He glanced toward the table above her head and chuckled.
“What’s so funny?” She twisted so she could see what had captured his attention, then gasped.
The table lay in pieces on the floor, the lamp shattered against the hardwood.
She whipped back to face him. “Did I do that? Oh my gods, I don’t remember that. I’m sorry.”
His grin widened. “Why? I like a female who can relinquish control so completely and forget about everything around her.” He pressed his lips against hers and rocked his hips, proving he liked it a lot. He was already growing hard again inside her. “I like it so much, I want to make you do it again.”
Oh... She wanted that too. Right here. Right now. Every day for the rest of her life.
“I’m the last person who should ever touch you.”
His words echoed in her head. Groaning, she lifted to his kiss and lost herself in him all over again. He was wrong. He was the only person who should touch her. The only one who made her feel alive.
And somehow, she promised herself, she’d find a way to make him believe it too.
 



CHAPTER NINE
Ari lay in bed, his arm wrapped around Daphne’s back, her naked body draped over his as she trailed her fingers along his ribs. Firelight from the hearth flickered over the ceiling in his bedroom, and he watched the shadows dance and move as he played with the ends of her hair and tried to convince himself keeping her with him was not a bad idea.
Nymphs were highly sexual creatures, free with their bodies in ways other races weren’t. He wasn’t stupid. Sex with Daphne would have been mind blowing regardless of the situation, but the fact she’d shared her feelings made it all the more sweet. Nymphs weren’t known to declare their emotions. Penelopei hadn’t once told him how she felt, and they’d been together for months. Then again, Penelopei had been manipulative and selfish, and Daphne wasn’t. Even though Daphne had trained with the Sirens, she was the most selfless person Ari had ever met.
She rolled her luscious body on top of his, rested her palms on his chest, and looked up. “You’re awfully quiet, Mr. Argonaut. What are you thinking?”
She was also highly perceptive. Something that struck him as odd because Penelopei hadn’t once keyed in to his moods in all the time they’d spent together.
He brushed the hair over her shoulder so it ran down her sexy back in a sleek mass. “Sorry. I was thinking about home.”
“Argolea?”
He nodded.
“You miss it, don’t you?”
He toyed with the ends of her hair. “Yes, I do. I miss the mountains and the ocean and the white marble of Tiyrns. But mostly I miss the people.”
“Silas said you have a son.”
“Cerek.” His chest pinched with a familiar sense of guilt. “He’d be about a hundred and twenty-five years now.”
She pushed up on his chest and stared down at him with wide eyes. “Good gods, your son is a hundred and twenty-five? You must be ancient.”
Smiling, he rolled her back in the pillows and kissed her neck. “That’s right. I’m older than dirt. You just got fucked by a senior citizen.”
She giggled and slid her fingers into his hair. “Thank the gods your ass isn’t saggy. How old is dirt, anyway?”
He moved to her earlobe. “Really old.”
“Give me a number.”
He stilled against her ear. She was only in her twenties. Nymphs had long lifespans, but not as long as Argonauts. Even though they both had roughly five hundred years left to live, he didn’t want to shock her.
He also didn’t want to lie. Not after the way she’d been so honest with him. He pressed a kiss to the soft skin behind her ear. “Two hundred and twelve.”
Her hand shoved against his shoulder, knocking him back into the mattress. Sitting upright, she stared down at him with even wider eyes. “Holy Hades. It’s a wonder you didn’t break a hip with that last acrobatic stunt you pulled.”
She had an adorable way of lightening the mood. One that put him at instant ease. Tugging her down onto his chest, he wrapped one leg around hers, locking her tight against him. “I have a stockpile of acrobatic stunts saved up.” He lifted his head and kissed her. “And I heal fast. So if you break my hip, little nymph, I’ll be good to go in only a few hours. Don’t worry.”
Laughing, she relaxed into him again, then laid her head back on his chest. “No wonder you’re so attracted to me. You need someone to keep you young.”
He sifted his fingers back through her hair and realized she was right. Isolating himself the way he’d done had only aged him beyond his years. Every day he felt the weight of loneliness wearing on his body and mind. He hadn’t realized how much until Daphne had come into his life like a breath of fresh air, reminding him he was still a relatively young male.
“So when was the last time you saw Cerek?” she asked, drawing a lazy circle on his chest with the pad of her index finger.
His stomach instantly tightened, and an image filled his mind. A flash of that last day, when he’d set that fire. “Fifty years ago.”
“In Argolea?”
“No. The human realm.”
She didn’t ask, but he knew she was waiting for more. And even though talking about it only brought back painful memories, he owed her answers after everything she’d given him.
“After my soul mate was killed, I wasn’t much fun to be around. I was living in the human realm then, just trying to get from one day to the next. Cerek kept popping over to check on me when he should have been focused on his new position with the Argonauts.”
“He took your spot after you left?”
“Yes.”
“Do you have other children?”
“No. Just Cerek.”
“And you miss him.”
It wasn’t a question but a statement, one that hit him hard beneath her hand where it rested on his chest. A lump formed in his throat. One he’d spent fifty years trying to get rid of but never quite could, one that made it hard to form words. He nodded.
She was quiet for several seconds, then said, “Since you said you were only with your soul mate a few months, and Cerek’s way older than fifty, I’m guessing his mother wasn’t your soul mate?”
He breathed out a sigh of relief, thankful they’d moved on from what a shitty father he was. “No, she wasn’t.”
Daphne looked up at him with narrowed eyes. “It’s very hard to get information out of you, Mr. Super Secretive Argonaut.”
There she went again, relaxing him when no one else ever really had. He brushed his hand down her hair, smoothing it over her lower spine. “It was right after I’d joined the Argonauts. I was young. She was interested in hooking up with a Guardian. It wasn’t serious. When she discovered she was pregnant, we both knew our relationship wasn’t going to last, but we remained connected through our son. We stayed friends.”
“Does Cerek see her often?”
“She died when he was about ten. This was back when the borders of Argolea were more fluid. She and some friends crossed into the human realm and were attacked by a horde of daemons.”
“I’m sorry.”
He sighed and looked up at the ceiling, another whisper of guilt rushing through him because he hadn’t been able to stop Gia. Hadn’t been able to save her. “It was a long time ago. When she died, I mourned her, but it didn’t break me. It was harder for Cerek. I had the Argonauts. He didn’t. Somehow, no thanks to me, he got through it.”
Ari’s chest squeezed tight. Cerek had been dealt a crappy hand, and it was all Ari’s fault. He hadn’t done a thing to make life easier for Cerek, and when it all got to be too much, he’d walked away, leaving Cerek to pick up the pieces of a shattered family. That was Ari’s greatest regret. That his son had paid for his mistakes. Was still paying for them.
“No,” Daphne said softly. “I’m sure it’s because of you that he got through it.”
Startled by her words, Ari looked down at her. Her eyes were a soft green, her face filled with so much emotion, the pain in his chest slowly seeped away. She didn’t know Cerek, didn’t know how cocky and arrogant Ari had been back then, didn’t know anything about his old life except what she saw now. And even after all of the horrible things she knew about him today, she still believed the best of him.
 “Why do have such faith in me?” he asked quietly. “I’m not worth it.”
“Do you really have to ask? I have faith because I love you.”
For a moment, he was sure time stood still. Of all the things he’d expected her to say, that wasn’t it. His heart beat hard against his ribs as he searched her face for the lie he knew had hidden somewhere inside her. But in her shimmering gemlike eyes he saw nothing but truth.
“Daphne.” His pulse turned to a whir in his ears. “I’m pretty sure I’m not capable of love.”
Bracing her hands on each side of his shoulders, she straddled his hips and leaned forward so her lips brushed his in the sweetest, softest kiss. “I don’t believe that for a second. I can tell by the look in your eye and what you don’t say that you love your son. And something tells me you didn’t fake your death so Cerek would stop pestering you. You left to spare him from seeing his father in the throes of a nightmare he didn’t understand. You can love, Ari. You already do.”
She moved back to his side, rested her head on his chest, and curled into him. “Love is a blessing, not a curse. You just have to choose it.”
Her breaths slowed as she drifted to sleep beside him, but Ari knew he’d find no sleep. Because as he looked into the flames on the far side of the room and her words of love echoed in the air around him, he knew he couldn’t keep reality at bay any longer.
Zeus would never let her live. Not with the way she’d sacrificed her duty for his enemy. By now his Sirenum Scorpoli had probably already shared what had happened in those woods. And that meant every moment she spent in this hold put her life in that much more danger.
His chest pinched so hard it stole his breath. Rolling to his side, he wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her in tight to his chest. Gods, she awed him again and again. She believed in him when she had no reason to. Cared for him when others would turn away. Loved him even when he didn’t love himself.
She was wrong. Love wasn’t the blessing. She was the blessing. And he would do whatever he had to do to keep her safe.
Even if that meant becoming the savage she didn’t believe him to be.
 
* * *
 
Daphne slid out of bed at dawn, tired but in need of caffeine. She hadn’t been able to sleep much, thoughts of the Sirens and Athena and Zeus and the Sirenum Scorpoli sifting through her mind. She knew that wasn’t the last they were going to see of Zeus’s secret sect, and as much as she hated to leave Ari naked and asleep in that big bed of his, she needed to talk to Sappheire about what their next move should be.
She found one of Ari’s huge button-down shirts in the closet, tugged it on, and headed for the hall. Voices echoed from the kitchen, and her brow lowered as she tried to figure out who Sappheire was talking to.
“And I bet that’s something you do regularly on Olympus,” a familiar male voice said.
“Actually,” Sappheire answered, “it’s not. I can’t tell you the last time I went out on a date. The only males on Olympus are gods who aren’t interested in anything but casual sex. And, no thanks, I don’t need to be another notch on an immortal’s bedpost. The males I encounter in the human realm won’t even come near me when they discover what I am.”
The male chuckled, then the refrigerator door opened and closed, and as Daphne listened, she realized it was Silas, back from his supply run a few days early. “Maybe it’s not what you are but the way you look. Gorgeous females are more than a little intimidating to the average guy.”
“It’s not real,” Sappheire said. “It’s part of the whole Siren gig. Immortal glamour to create the perfect female. The old me isn’t anything like this, believe me. Daphne’s the only female I can remember in all the recent classes who wasn’t altered. Nymphs are so genetically blessed. It’s disgusting.”
Silas chuckled again. “Something tells me you’re wrong. Zeus doesn’t pick the homely girls for the Siren Order. I’m sure he was fully impressed before your transformation.”
“Well, I did always have great tits. Those didn’t change.”
“See?” The sound of a knife hitting a cutting board echoed from the kitchen as Daphne drew close, but it was the smile she heard in Silas’s voice that piqued her interest. “There you go.”
“Are you agreeing with me?”
“I’m definitely not arguing. They’re more than nice from where I’m standing.”
They both looked up when Daphne stepped into the room, Silas from the stove where he was cooking, and Sappheire from the counter where she sat on a stool sipping a cup of coffee with a silly grin. The Siren was still wearing the same pants she’d had on yesterday, but the light-blue T-shirt hanging off her toned shoulders had to be Silas’s.
“Oh, there you are.” Sappheire’s smile wobbled as she set her mug down. “I was just telling Silas here about your irritating genetics.”
Silas grinned. “She doesn’t give her own genetics enough credit. Nice shirt, Daphne.”
This wasn’t one of the shirts Silas had picked out for her before he’d left, which meant he knew where she’d gotten it. And how. Daphne knew she should be a little embarrassed, but she wasn’t. Not at all.
“How’s the patient?” Sappheire asked.
“Fine.” Actually, he was better than fine, but Daphne didn’t want to share that with her friends. Some things were meant to stay private. She crossed to the far side of the kitchen, pulled a mug from the cupboard, and poured herself a cup of coffee. “He was more than surprised to learn you were here though, Sappheire.”
“I bet he was,” Sappheire mumbled, lifting her cup again. “Not as much as this guy though.”
Silas chuckled. “You shocked me, I’ll admit it.”
“But it was a nice kind of surprise,” Sappheire said with a smile in her voice. “Wasn’t it?”
Daphne turned. Sappheire sipped her coffee, and looked right at Silas with that same silly, mischievous grin. His gaze held hers, and he smiled too, then went back to chopping. “Yes it was. A very nice surprise.”
They were flirting. Daphne looked between the two, amused and, yes, surprised herself. Ari’s caretaker and Daphne’s mentor. Who would have guessed? In all the years Daphne had known Sappheire, she’d never known the Siren to flirt. Sappheire didn’t even use seduction on her victims, like the other Sirens in her Order. Just arrows.
Silas’s grin faded, and he turned toward Daphne. “Sappheire filled me in on what you discovered about Zeus’s secret Sirens. It makes a lot of sense. Makes a shit ton of sense.”
The secret Sirens. Right. Daphne needed to remember why she’d come in here, not get caught up in someone else’s romance.
“The question is what are we going to do about it?” Sappheire asked. “No one’s ever confirmed the Sirenum Scorpoli actually exist. That tells me right there that anyone who knows about them is dead. Which means we’re at the top of Zeus’s shit list. It’s only a matter of time before he finds this place.”
“I was thinking the same thing.” Daphne bit her lip then looked toward Silas. “Ari’s not safe here. The only place where Zeus can’t get to him is Argolea.”
“But his Sirens can,” Sappheire pointed out. “That won’t protect you or me from Athena’s retaliation, or any of us from Zeus’s evil bitches.”
“No.” Silas braced his hands on the counter. “It won’t. And if Zeus sends his assassins into Argolea, it’d turn into a blood bath. Thousands of innocents would die.”
Silence settled over the room as each of them considered. Finally, Daphne said, “We could contact the Argonauts. Ari’s son serves with them. I know they would send help if they knew he was still alive.”
“No one’s contacting the Argonauts.” Ari’s voice echoed from the archway to the hall.
He’d pulled on loose-fitting jeans and a black T-shirt that stretched seductively across his broad shoulders, and as Daphne took in the sight of him, her skin warmed and all the delicious things they’d done to each other last night rolled through her memory. But there was a hardness to his mismatched eyes she hadn’t seen last night, and remembering their conversation about his son, something in the back of her mind whispered not to push him too hard too fast. “It’s the smartest option we have, Ari. I know you’re not ready to go back to Argolea yet, but if Zeus comes here—”
“Then I’ll deal with him.” His gaze didn’t waver from hers. “The same way I’ve dealt with his secret sect all these years. But you’re right. The three of you need to leave.” He looked toward Sappheire. “Take her back to Athena. If you tell her what happened, I’m sure Athena will protect her.”
Oh no. He wasn’t sending her away. Not now. Not after everything that had happened between them. He’d tried that once before and this time she wasn’t leaving.
She set her mug on the counter, moved behind Silas, and crossed to stand in front of Ari, still in the doorway. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. If you’re staying, I’m staying.”
“This isn’t up for discu—”
His words died as he lifted his head. Every muscle in his body went rigid. Before Daphne could ask what was going on, his eyes shifted from their mismatched blue and green to deathly black.
“Oh shit.” Her stomach clenched with fear. For him. “Ari?”
He darted to the window and looked out at the early morning light.
“What’s going on?” Sappheire slipped off the barstool. “Do you sense something?”
Ari darted to the next window, his gaze scanning the cliff beside them, then shifting to the valley far below. A low growl built in his throat. “Sirens.”
Silas and Sappheire exchanged worried glances, but Daphne was too focused on Ari to care what they were thinking. Rushing to his side, she reached for his hand. “Ari, stay with me.”
He rounded on her so fast she gasped, and when he looked down at her with those crazed eyes, his features twisted with fury, fear shot through her chest. But in her heart she knew this was the same male who’d touched her and loved her so thoroughly last night. And she wasn’t about to let him forget.
She gripped his hand tighter. Forced him to look at her. “Stay with me. You can fight it. You fought it yesterday. Focus.”
He squeezed her hand so hard, pain shot up her arm. But she didn’t pull away. Instead, she watched his eyes for her cue. Held on. Said his name over and over. His eyes flickered between black and blue and green. Then slowly they shifted to the familiar colors she knew so well.
“Yes,” she whispered, squeezing his hand, knowing she had him back. “I’m right here.”
Before she could wrap her arms around him, he pulled his hand from hers and looked toward Sappheire. “Take her back to Athena now.”
Panic pushed at Daphne’s chest when she realized he meant to stay here and face Zeus’s evil Sirens alone. She darted in his way, blocking his exit toward the hall. “I’m not leaving you.”
He glared down at her. “Too fucking bad. You don’t have a choice in this.”
He tried to step around her but she moved in front of him again. “Yes, I do. I said I’m not leaving, and I’m not.”
His jaw clenched down hard. His eyes flickered. She could feel the insanity bubbling just under his control, but she wasn’t backing down. She hadn’t been there when her village had been attacked. She wasn’t leaving Ari now to the same fate.
“I’m not going anywhere without you,” she said again.
“Yes, you are.” His eyes flashed to black and held. “The Sirens trained you well, female. You were a good fuck and a decent distraction, but I don’t have time for your games anymore, and the last thing I need is another person hanging on me, hoping for something I don’t have the power to give them. I ditched my son for way less than you, so don’t think for a minute that you’re anything special. I don’t want you anymore. Deal with it and get lost. All of you.”
Daphne’s mouth fell open, but he stepped past her before she could stop him.
Long, silent seconds passed. No one in the room spoke. 
“We can’t go to Olympus,” Sappheire finally said quietly. “Athena will never side with us, not against Zeus. Not even if she knows about his secret sect. We wouldn’t be safe there.”
“We can’t stay here,” Silas said.
“No, we can’t,” Sappheire answered.
“I know who can help us.” Strength gathered inside Daphne as she turned to face them. A strength she hadn’t even known she possessed until just this very moment. “A Siren who would never say no to an Argonaut in need.”
Sappheire’s brow lowered. “You’re talking about Skyla.”
Daphne nodded.
Sappheire’s jaw clenched. “She hates me.”
“Doesn’t matter. She’s bound to an Argonaut. She’ll be able to get the help we need.”
Sappheire and Silas exchanged glances, then Sappheire looked back at her. “Are you sure about this? If we do this, they’ll find out he’s still alive, and he clearly doesn’t want that.”
“I’m more than sure. That little speech of his was complete bullshit. He might say he knows what he wants, but I know what he needs. We’re not leaving him to Zeus alone.”
“Well done, nymph.” A slow smile spread across Silas’s face. “Very well done.”
 



CHAPTER TEN
“Come on.” Cerek tapped his palm against his bare chest then held his arms out wide. “Hit me. Ever since you and Skyla were bound, you fight like a pussy.”
A low chuckle rumbled from Orpheus across the mat, rising in the ancient gymnasium toward the upper seating levels of the oval-shaped stadium that showcased some of Tiyrns greatest sporting matches. The Argonaut tipped his head and shot Cerek a pointed look. “I know you’re scared of females and all, big guy, but let me tell ya a secret. Pussies don’t fight. The good ones give nothing but pleasure.”
Cerek swiped the sweat out of his eyes with the back of his marked forearm and scowled. He wasn’t afraid of females. His reasons for avoiding them were his own and no one else’s. But just the fact Orpheus seemed to make it his personal mission in life to razz Cerek about his lack of female companionship only fueled Cerek’s desire for blood. “Fine, then you fight like a fucking girl.”
“My girl’s a Siren.” Orpheus grinned as he dropped his bare shoulder and shifted his feet on the mat. “Or was. She’d take that as a compliment.”
Orpheus charged and plowed his shoulder into Cerek’s ribs. Locking his arms behind Cerek’s back, he lifted Cerek off the floor. Air whooshed over Cerek’s spine just before he cracked hard into the mat. Pain spiraled across his back, but before Orpheus could get the upper hand, Cerek flipped Orpheus to his stomach, grabbed the back of Orpheus’s head, and slammed the Argonaut’s face into the ground.
“Son of a fucking...” Orpheus shoved his elbow hard into Cerek’s ribs, knocking Cerek back a step. “That’s my godsdamn nose, you prick.”
“Let me guess.” Skyla’s voice echoed from the doorway that disappeared beneath the spectator area. “My mate was giving you a hard time.”
Cerek pushed upright and glanced toward the former Siren. Skyla’s blonde hair hung in a sleek wave past her shoulders, and her green eyes sparkled with amusement as she watched her mate roll to his back and pinch his nose to stop the gush of blood.
“I warned you not to taunt him,” Skyla said to Orpheus. “Clearly, you didn’t listen. Again.”
A goofy grin slid across Orpheus’s face as he peered up at Cerek. One that told Cerek loud and clear that the bastard had intentionally pushed him right to the edge just for the fun of it. “It’s not really a workout if it doesn’t get the blood pumping.”
Fucking idiot. Orpheus was a deadly warrior in battle, but he liked to stir the shit at home. He always had.
Cerek held his hand out to Orpheus and pulled the Guardian up. “Next time I’ll break your arm.”
Orpheus flashed bloody teeth. “Next time I’ll get my girl to break yours.”
Skyla sighed. “My hopes for either of you to grow up just crashed and burned. Listen, children, we have a situation.”
“What kind of situation?” Cerek’s gaze snapped to Skyla, his focus zeroing in on the Siren and her real reason for being here.
“A very serious one.” A female wearing slim black pants, boots, and the baggiest T-shirt Cerek had ever seen stepped up next to Skyla, her auburn hair, streaked with gold and brown, hanging past her shoulders like a luxurious mane. Beside her, another female moved into the room, this one much shorter, with long, dark hair, dressed in nothing but a man’s oversized shirt.
“Whoa,” Orpheus muttered. “Siren.”
“Both of them?” Cerek’s brow lifted in surprise. Sirens didn’t often visit their realm. In fact, he could only remember one time in the last ten years that any Siren other than Skyla had shown up in Argolea.
“No, just the one on the right,” Orpheus muttered. “The other’s a nymph.”
Cerek’s gaze ran over the nymph, and his back tingled when her focus locked solidly on him. He’d never met her before but something about her made the hairs on his nape stand at attention and a whisper of worry rush down his spine.
 “Don’t get any ideas, daemon.” Skyla shot her mate a pointed look. “The nymph’s already spoken for.” She turned toward the nymph. “Don’t worry. He’s harmless.”
Grinning, Orpheus stepped off the mat and slid an arm around Skyla’s waist, then leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Totally harmless.”
“Ew.” Skyla grimaced and leaned away from him. “You’re covered in blood and sweat.”
“Never bothered you before.”
Skyla rolled her eyes. The Siren beside her looked Orpheus over with speculation. “This is the male you left the Order for?”
Skyla frowned up at her mate. “Yes. The one and only. Sometimes I can barely believe it myself.”
Orpheus held out his hand toward the Siren. “Orpheus the great and powerful.”
Skyla crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “In your dreams, daemon.”
Orpheus’s bloody grin only widened. The Siren returned his handshake cautiously. “Sappheire.”
“Whoa.” Orpheus’s stupid smile faded, and he looked back at Skyla. “The same Sappheire who—”
“Yes,” Skyla answered quickly, turning toward Orpheus and widening her eyes in a shut-the-hell-up signal only a moron could miss. “The same Sappheire I served with on Olympus. Amazing, isn’t it?”
From his spot on the mat where he watched the banter, Cerek couldn’t help but chuckle. Even Cerek had heard Skyla’s stories about the Siren who’d constantly challenged Skyla’s status as Athena’s right hand on Olympus. Leave it to Orpheus to stir the shit for his mate when the female in question was standing in the same room.
Orpheus looked back at Sappheire, his gaze sliding over her baggy shirt. “What are you doing here? That’s not a sanctioned Siren uniform.”
“No, it’s not,” the nymph said, finally speaking. “We’re here because we need Cerek’s help.”
“Me?” Cerek glanced at the nymph once more, confusion tugging at his brows. “Why me?”
“Because Aristokles is in trouble.” Her green eyes narrowed only on him. “Your father’s alive, Cerek, but he won’t be for long unless you help him.”
 
* * *
 
Please don’t let him die. Please, please, please...
As she traveled through the portal toward Stonehill Hold with the handful of Argonauts who’d joined them, all Daphne could think about were the multitude of ways they would find Ari’s lifeless body.
Don’t let him die. Please don’t let him die.
She wasn’t stupid. She knew why he’d said the things he had. Not because he meant them but because he was trying to get her to leave him so she’d be safe. But what he’d been too stupid to realize was that the only safe place for her was with him.
Her nerves vibrated as her feet connected with the frozen ground. As they couldn’t flash through solid walls, they’d chosen a location on the hillside outside the hold. She said another prayer that they’d gotten here before Zeus’s army, then opened her eyes and gasped.
The entire structure was on fire. Dark smoke rose to the gray sky above. Female bodies littered the ground, some missing their heads, others stabbed through the heart by random blades, even more burned as if consumed by flames.
“Oh my gods.” Fear wrapped an icy hand around her throat as she scanned the destruction.
“Way to go, Ari,” Silas said at her side.
Daphne whipped toward him with wide eyes, but when the half breed met her gaze, she discovered he wasn’t horrified like her. He was impressed. “Why—?”
“Booby traps,” he said. “Ari wired this place up good in the event we were ever attacked.” He pointed toward a dagger sticking out of a dead female’s chest. “A rain shower of blades. Dirty bombs.” He glanced toward the charred remains on the hillside beside them. “Barrels of oil he could light on fire.”
Daphne looked back at the burning structure, a new sense of terror ripping through her. “Are you saying he set this fire himself?”
“Maybe. Hard to know. Zeus could be trying to smoke him out of the safe room.”
“Is there no other exit?” Cerek moved up next to Daphne, his features tight, his eyes a little wild. Wild, Daphne knew, because she’d told him his father was alive, and they’d just walked into a nightmare.
“If Ari’s in the safe room, he can get out.” Silas pointed toward the south. “A tunnel runs from there, through the mountain, and exits in a ravine on the other side of the ridge.”
Hope leapt in Daphne’s chest. She scanned the snowy hillside.
Cerek took a step in that direction, but Theron, the massive Argonaut with shoulder-length dark hair Daphne had learned was the leader of the Argonauts, stepped in his way and pressed a hand to Cerek’s chest. “Be careful. If what the half breed said is true and Ari’s in one of his episodes, he could be dangerous. Even to you.”
Cerek’s back tightened. “He’s my father. I’m not afraid of him.”
“I know you’re not, but—”
“He can control it,” Daphne said. They both turned her way. “He just has to focus. If I can get to him, I can help him.”
The skepticism in Theron’s eyes said he wasn’t convinced. “Let’s hope you’re right, female.” He glanced toward the other warriors who’d flashed in just after them, standing behind Cerek. “Zander, Demetrius, and I will take Silas around the south side of the building and check the hold. Skyla, you and Sappheire go with Cerek and Daphne to where the tunnel lets out and see if you can find him. Orpheus, Phin, and Gryphon are coming up from the west where the path leads down the mountain in case anyone’s coming or going that way. I sent Titus to find Nick. He and Cynna are on holiday, but if we run into Zeus, we’re going to need our own god on our side. Let’s hope we get out of here before that happens. Everyone clear?”
Heads nodded. Blades were drawn. As a light snow began to fall, Daphne looked from face to face, both awed and relieved that so many had come to Ari’s aid. He thought no one cared. If he knew what they were all willing to do for him—
“Good.” Theron stepped past Daphne and headed for the burning hold. “Let’s wrap this up before anyone gets hurt.”
“That dumbfuck better be alive when we get to him,” Zander muttered as the group parted and he followed Theron down the snowy hillside. “Or I’ll kill him myself.”
Cerek turned to Daphne. “Come on.”
Daphne had so many questions, about the Argonauts, about their relationships with Ari, about Cerek and what he’d been through these last fifty years, but now wasn’t the time to ask them. She and Cerek had spoken briefly regarding Ari before they’d left Argolea, about who she was to Ari and how she’d known to go to Argolea for help, and though she knew Cerek had a million questions of his own, he didn’t ask them either. Both of them were lost in thought as they hiked through the snow.
Her throat grew tight and her hands trembled as she stepped around trees and boulders, trying not to sink into the snow, trying not to let fear get the best of her. Sappheire and Skyla were silent as they followed. But the closer they drew to the ravine, the harder it was for Daphne to keep her pulse steady and her breaths slow and even.
The sound of metal hitting metal reached Daphne’s ears first. Her heart rate shot up when she realized blades were striking. Her legs pushed into a sprint.
“Daphne,” Sappheire hissed.
But Daphne didn’t stop. Couldn’t. Her heart lurched into her throat.
Breathless, she reached the edge of the ravine and looked down. Ari stood in the bottom of the small, snowy valley, his blade clanging against the dagger of a Sirenum Scorpoli as she lunged and tried to slice him. His arms were a whir of black menace, his blade a violent weapon that beat her back. And though Daphne couldn’t see his eyes, she knew they were black and crazed. Could tell by his jerky motions that he was in that moment where all he craved was blood.
Screams echoed from the other side of the ravine. Daphne’s gaze jerked that way, toward the dozen or so Sirenum Scorpoli sliding down the snowy incline. Her heart rate went stratospheric.
“Holy gods,” Cerek muttered at her side.
She didn’t have time to respond. Before she could look his way, he was over the edge, sliding down the snow, yelling Ari’s name and swinging his blade as he sliced through Zeus’s assassins like paper dolls.
Skyla and Sappheire quickly followed him down into the ravine and joined the fight. She was trained for this very thing, and Daphne knew she should join them, but all she could focus on was getting to Ari. On grounding him before he turned his blade on the wrong person and did something he couldn’t undo.
Dagger gripped tightly in her hand, Daphne slid down the hillside. The sounds of blades slicing through flesh and bone echoed in the small valley, but she shut them out and focused on her target. Twenty yards ahead, Ari arced out with his blade and caught the Siren he’d been fighting across the jugular.
The female hit the rocks with a crack. Blood gurgled from the wound, choking her to death.
“Ari.” Daphne raced up on Ari’s right and gripped his forearm with her free hand as tight as she could. “I’m here, Ari.”
His eyes were a sea of black, as possessed as she’d ever seen them. As if she hadn’t spoken, he jerked his forearm free so he could move on to his next kill, but she knew if that happened, he might attack the wrong person. Frantic to get through to him, she dropped her blade on the rocks at her feet and grabbed on to his arm with both hands.
“Ari, dammit. Look at me.”
Using every bit of strength she had, she jerked him around to face her. His crazed eyes couldn’t seem to focus, skipped everywhere as if looking for the threat. But she held on, not letting go, and said his name over and over again. Until those black pools landed on her eyes. Until the glossiness started to fade. Until his eyes flickered from black to blue and green and back again, telling her he was still in there. That if she didn’t give up, he could come back to her.
“That’s it,” she said softly while the battle continued to rage behind him. “I’m right here. Focus on me, Ari.”
“D-Daphne?”
“Yes, it’s me.” Relief swept through her, stealing her breath, making the muscles in her legs grow weak. “I’m here.”
His familiar, beautiful mismatched eyes skipped over her features. “What the hell are you doing here? I sent you to Olympus where you’d be safe.”
Oh, she’d been so right.
“I’ll never be safe on Olympus. Not when anyone who looks at me can see I’m in love with you. Did you really think I was going to let you do this alone?”
“Do what alo—” He turned to look over the ravine, then froze. “Holy skata.“
Daphne glanced past him, toward Skyla, pulling her arrow out of a dead Sirenum Scorpoli, then to Sappheire, shaking her head at a body on the ground at her feet. Each and every one of Zeus’s assassins who’d come over the side of that ravine was now dead. But Ari’s shock had nothing to do with their victory.
His reaction had only to do with the fact his estranged son was striding right for him with a bloody blade held tightly in his hand.
 
* * *
 
Ari tensed. Cerek was exactly as he remembered. Fifty years hadn’t changed the color of his eyes, or the slope of his nose that was so much like his mother’s, or the square cut of his jaw that came directly from Ari. He was just as big as he’d been before, the same height and size as Ari, and his sandy brown hair was just as rumpled as it had always been when he was a kid. Even the small scar on his upper lip, the one he’d gotten when he’d fallen out of that tree, was exactly the same.
But he wasn’t the same. Fifty years had aged him in a way that didn’t show on his face, but reflected deeply in his light-brown eyes. Eyes that were now guarded and filled with disbelief.
Cerek stopped two feet away, his wide-eyed gaze skipping over Ari as if he’d seen a ghost. A splatter of blood was smeared across his cheek. His jacket was torn at the shoulder, and the blade in his hand dripped crimson red droplets onto the dirty snow. But Ari didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t know what the hell he could say to make up for fifty empty years.
“I didn’t think it was true,” Cerek muttered. “I can’t believe it’s you. All these years...”
Ari’s pulse whirred in his ears, and his hands grew damp against his side. He wanted to turn, to run, to disappear, but he couldn’t. Not this time.
Say something, shithead. Do something. He’s your son.
He swallowed hard. “Cerek, I—”
The blade in Cerek’s hand clanged against the snowy rocks at their feet. Then he moved so fast, Ari barely had time to brace himself. But instead of the right hook to the jaw Ari deserved, Cerek closed his arms around Ari’s shoulders, pulled him in, and held on tight.
The snow, the ravine, everything seemed to swirl around Ari as he stood still, embraced by his son. He heard Cerek’s voice. Knew the boy was talking to him, but couldn’t make out the words. Except for one. One got through and wedged its way solidly inside that heart he thought he didn’t have.
Pateras.
Every mistake he’d made, every wrong choice over the last fifty years no longer mattered. With tears stinging his eyes, Ari wrapped his arms around his son and hugged him back.
“I’m sorry,” Ari managed, his throat thick with regret. “I shouldn’t have left. I was wrong. I—”
“I don’t care.” Cerek drew back and clasped Ari’s face in both of his big hands. Tears shimmered in Cerek’s eyes as he shook his head. “You’re back. That’s all that matters to me.” A beaming smile pulled at his lips. “You’re back.”
He hugged Ari again, so tight the air felt as if it were squeezed right out of Ari’s lungs. But Ari didn’t care. He didn’t deserve redemption, but his son was offering it, and he wasn’t about to let it pass him by.
Cerek finally let go and swiped his forearm over his eyes. “But you’re an idiot for not contacting us sooner. What the hell were you thinking taking on Zeus’s assassins alone? Good thing Daphne’s smarter than you.”
Daphne...
Ari’s chest warmed at just the thought of her, and he turned quickly, desperate to find her. He didn’t have to look far. She stood off to his right, her hair twisted into a knot on the top of her head, her body covered by slim black leggings, a fitted hip-length jacket, and boots that elongated her legs and reminded him what it felt like to be surrounded only by her. And her eyes, her beautiful, honest, innocent eyes, were focused right on him, shimmering with both love and forgiveness. Two things he didn’t deserve. Two things that were now part of his life, all thanks to her.
He reached for her, slid his arms around her waist, then lifted her off the ground and buried his face in her neck. “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you, I love you, I love you. Forgive me.”
Her arms closed around his shoulders. “There’s nothing to forgive.” Her breath was warm against his skin, her words the sweetest thing he’d ever heard. “I knew you were just trying to protect me. I’m not stupid.”
He couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his mouth or the kiss he pressed against her cheek. “I know you’re not. You’re the smartest female I’ve ever met. Way smarter than me. Even my son knows that.”
Her gemlike eyes sparkled as she eased back and looked up at him. “Don’t forget it.”
“I won’t. No way I ever could.”
“I should have known you were too much of a rat bastard to die,” a male echoed from somewhere close.
The familiar voice ricocheted through Ari’s mind, and he released Daphne just enough so he could turn and glance behind him. Zander, the oldest of the Argonauts and the Guardian Ari had served with the longest, strode across the snow toward him, all blond-headed and Adonis-beautiful, just as he’d been for the last eight hundred years.
Ari let go of Daphne and pushed her a step away, bracing himself for Zander’s legendary rage, just in case. Behind Zander, he spotted other Argonauts, but he didn’t have time to look closely. Because Zander captured him in a tight hug before he could, then slapped a hand on Ari’s shoulder and drew back.
“You’re an asshole, you know that?” Zander grinned and shook his head, that rage nowhere to be seen. “I fucking missed you man. Holy hell. I can’t believe you’re really here.”
Friends Ari had thought he’d never see again stepped close, hugged him, then let go. Words of happiness echoed around him but he was too dazed to decipher what was said. He recognized his Argonaut brothers—Theron, Demetrius, Gryphon, Phineus, and Titus. Spotted a couple people he’d never met but who were now obviously part of the group—like the blonde holding a Siren’s bow and the guy at her side with dark hair and mischievous eyes. And he saw others still—like Silas and Nick and Daphne and Cerek—people who were familiar. Whose friendly eyes and warm smiles told him that no matter where he’d been or how long he’d been gone, he was home.
Emotions closed his throat, and tears—joyous tears—filled his eyes. Wrapping an arm around Daphne’s shoulder, he pulled her in to his side and smiled. Really smiled. In a way he hadn’t smiled in at least fifty years.
She laughed at something someone said and slid her arm around his waist. But instead of the warmth he expected to feel, a chill slid down his spine and everything inside him came to a screeching halt.
“Ari?” Daphne’s worried voice echoed close but he couldn’t look at her. Because his mind was suddenly focused on only one thing.
“Sirens...”
The world seemed to spin in slow motion. Ari turned and looked up. A Siren stood on the top of the ravine, her venomous gaze pinned on him. She pulled the string of her bow back. The arrow whirred through the air. Screams erupted. Ari lurched to his side. His arm caught Daphne by the waist, and he dragged her to the ground. A grunt echoed from her lips. Opening his eyes, he expecting to see the arrow, zinging toward him, but a body darted in the way.
The arrow struck flesh and bone with a thwack. Cerek dropped to the snowy rocks with a crunch only feet away.
No. Ari’s eyes flew wide. No! He scrambled from the ground and skidded to Cerek’s side.
“Cerek...”
Someone screamed his name. He looked up just as the Siren on the edge of the ravine pulled another arrow back. Another whir sounded, but this one didn’t come from the Siren’s bow. Just before she released the arrow, a dagger struck her in the throat. Blood spurted from her neck, and the bow fell from her fingers. Her body hit the ground and slid down the side of the ravine.
Ari’s head swiveled to the side, and in a daze, he realized Daphne had thrown the dagger. She rushed to his side, dropped to her knees next to him, and looked down at the blood drenching Cerek’s shirt. “Oh gods.”
Air clogged in Ari’s lungs as he looked back at his son. He had to fix this. Grasping the fabric where it was torn, he ripped Cerek’s shirt open, then wrapped his hand around the arrow and pulled, but it wouldn’t release.
“Ari.” Panic lifted Daphne’s voice. “Ari look.”
His eyes shot to the wound. To the blood that was already drying, and the gray lines streaking outward from the spot where the arrow was embedded into Cerek’s flesh.
Ari placed his hand on the skin near the wound. It was hard. Hard and cold, like stone.
“No.” He focused on his healing power, placed his other hand over Cerek’s chest. Energy gathered beneath his palms, but it wouldn’t permeate Cerek’s skin.
He tried again, but still nothing happened. Voices muttered near him. Feet shuffled. Someone dropped to the ground on Cerek’s other side. But all Ari could see was his son lying in the snow in front of him, his body slowly turning to stone with every inch those lines traveled.
“No.” Ari’s vision blurred. He moved his hands to yet another spot, only his healing powers weren’t getting through. “This can’t be. Someone help us. Someone—”
“Pateras.” Cerek’s hand closed over Ari’s on his chest. “Dad,” he said in a weak voice, “it’s okay. Stop.”
Ari stilled his frantic movements and looked at Cerek’s face.
“I’m okay,” Cerek said. “There’s nothing you can do. I’m... You have to let me go.”
“No.” Tears swam in Ari’s vision. He pressed his hands harder against Cerek’s chest but it was already hard and cold. “No.”
“I’d do it all again for you,” Cerek said, his voice fading. “Promise me...you’ll finish what we started. Promise”—the streaks crept up his neck—“you won’t let our line fail.”
Tears slid down Ari’s cheeks. He’d said those very words to Cerek just before he’d faked his death and disappeared. He’d wanted Cerek to take his place with the Argonauts, to fill the slot meant for his kin as the chosen descendants of Theseus. Never in a million years did he expect to hear his son say the very same words back to him.
“I...I promise,” Ari choked out. “I won’t let our line fail.”
Cerek closed his eyes and drew a shallow breath. “That’s...good. That’s...the way it should b—”
The streaks crept over his chin and up his cheeks, hardening his lips mid-sentence. Ari grasped Cerek’s stone shoulders and screamed “No!” but the streaks spread up his face until his skin cracked and hardened and what life force was left inside him turned to solid stone.
“Holy Hades,” someone muttered.
“Gods Almighty,” someone else said.
Through tears, Ari stared down at Cerek’s lifeless body, unable to believe what he was seeing. There had to be a way to fix this. There had to be someone—
His frantic mind caught on Nick. Nick was a god now. Kronos’s son. Ari had seen Nick’s face only moments before. He turned quickly, scanned the crowd through blurry vision, screamed, “Nikomedes! Do something! Do something now!”
“Ari, man.” Nick stepped close, his face drawn and somber, his dark gaze skipping over Cerek’s stone body. “I’m so sorry. I can’t—”
“He can’t bring anyone back from the dead,” a cold voice said from the top of the ravine. Ari’s head jerked around, and he looked up to where Zeus stood staring down at their group with contempt and victory in his black as sin eyes. “No god can. Thank your fucking Fates for that, Argonaut.”
“You.” Ari’s vision turned red. “You did this. You killed my son.”
“Technically,” Zeus answered, “my very special Sirens killed him. Their arrows were dipped in Medusa’s venom. I’d much rather one struck you, but since your friends consistently choose war over peace, I guess I’ll take any dead Argonaut I can get.”
“You bastard.” Ari lurched to his feet.
Zeus’s eyes flashed. “Careful, Argonaut. The laws of the Fates don’t allow me to kill you with my powers, but if you come at me, I’m more than happy to rip your head from your pathetic body.”
Ari jerked forward, but Nick captured him by the shoulders and stepped in his way. “He’s right. Dammit, Ari.” Ari struggled against his hold. “You can’t win against the king of the gods.”
The other Argonauts moved between Zeus and Ari. Disgust filled Zeus’s features. “Circling the wagons. Such a mortal thing to do. You needn’t bother. I’m done here.” He turned his soulless gaze on Daphne. “You’d all be wise to remember who caused this tragedy, though. Had the nymph finished the job I sent her to do, I’d have what I want and your son, Argonaut”—he looked toward Ari—“would still be alive.”
Zeus disappeared in a poof of white smoke. Smoke billowed around the ground near Ari’s feet as well. Startled, he looked around, wondering where it was coming from. Then Daphne screamed his name.
He swiveled and looked down, and as the smoke cleared, he realized the ground where Cerek had just laid was empty..
“He’s gone.” Daphne’s wide-eyed gaze lifted to his. “He’s just...gone.”
“Fucking bastard,” someone said. “He took him. He took all of them.”
Ari glanced over the battlefield. The dead Sirens were all gone too, only blood-stained snow left in their wake.
Ari turned back to Daphne, his mind a mess of what, where, how... But the tears spilling over Daphne’s lashes brought reality to a hard, gasping breath.
His son was dead. Cerek was dead. And there was nothing he could do, no way he could bring him back. He’d healed so many across the years, but he couldn’t save the one person who mattered most.
The finality of the moment hit Ari so hard, the pain dropped him to his knees in the snow as if someone had stabbed him straight through the heart.
“I’m sorry.” Somehow, in the sea of misery, Daphne was there, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and holding him close. “I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have gone to him. I shouldn’t have gone to Argolea. I—”
“No,” he choked out even though just drawing breath hurt like the pain of a thousand daggers. “No, it’s not. This wasn’t you. This was...me. This was...oh gods...” That pain turned to a burn that consumed his entire chest. “If I hadn’t taunted Zeus all those years, if I hadn’t killed his Sirens—”
“No.” Daphne grasped his face so he could look into her eyes. “That was Hera. Don’t you dare blame yourself for this.”
Her voice penetrated the pain. She was his strength, his rock, his last lifeline. And he wanted to reach for her, to hold on and never let go, but the guilt wouldn’t let him.
“She’s right, Argonaut.”
Daphne turned toward the female voice and gasped. And when Ari found the strength to look, he glanced past Daphne and spotted the same thing she had—the elderly woman dressed in a diaphanous white gown who’d poofed out of nowhere and now sat perched on a snowy boulder.
The woman brushed her silver hair over one shoulder with wrinkled hands. “Hera cursed you to destroy her husband’s secret sect and the power he wields through them and with them. It had nothing to do with you, Guardian. You were but a vessel for Hera’s revenge.”
Voices whispered behind Ari. Someone muttered, “That’s her. It’s Lachesis.” But he didn’t turn to look. Couldn’t because the Fate who spun the thread of life was focused solely on him.
“I know you hurt for what you have lost.” Lachesis’s gaze skipped to the group behind Ari. “I know you all do. And I know you cannot see the purpose. But in time you will understand. All things happen for a reason. Cerek’s sacrifice will have rippling effects. Ones you will realize before the end.”
She looked back down at Ari. “I also know your heart, Guardian. I know you want revenge. But now is not the time. Now is for healing. And healing is power. Use that power and you will not fail.”
She pushed to standing, but her feet didn’t hit the snow. They hovered over the ground as if she walked on air. “I cannot remove Hera’s curse, but know this. Every curse can be a blessing if viewed in the right light. I have faith you can put this curse to use for the greater good. If, that is, you follow through with the promise you made to your son.” Her gaze drifted to Daphne, and a slow smile spread across her wrinkled lips. “This one, I have no doubt, will help you. Hold on to her, hero.”
The Fate disappeared as if she’d never been there. And though her words drifted in the cool air, easing a little of the pain, the only comfort Ari wanted—the only person he needed—was already hugging him again, pulling him in and never letting go.
“I’m here,” Daphne whispered. “I won’t let you fall. I’m not letting you disappear from the world again. Cerek wouldn’t want that.”
“No.” Ari sniffled. “He wouldn’t.”
“You can do this.”
He wasn’t sure. But for Cerek and for her—for the two people he loved and who believed in him enough to love him back—he was willing to try.
“Only with you.” He rested his forehead against hers and gripped her arms at the elbows as he drew in a steadying breath. “I’m nothing but a savage without you. You brought me back to life. Stay with me, Daphne. Stay with me and be my strength. Help me honor Cerek and my promise.”
She brushed the hair away from his temple and drew back just enough so she could meet his eyes. Love and duty twisted together in her shimmering gaze, giving him strength, telling him that even in death, there was life.
“Always,” she whispered. “I will always be right where you need me.”
 



EPILOGUE
The wind whipped Zeus’s hair back from his face as he walked along the windy path up the slope of Mt. Olympus. “So he’s rejoined the Argonauts.”
“Yes, my king.” The Argolean who fed him information on the Argonauts’ movements stumbled over a rock then regained his footing as he hurried to catch up with Zeus’s long strides. “He’s taken the Argonaut Cerek’s spot in the Order and vowed to finish his son’s work. They’ve welcomed him back with open arms.”
“Of course they have,” Zeus muttered. “The prodigal son has returned and they all act as if he never betrayed them. What of the nymph?”
“She remains in Argolea. The two were recently bound.”
Zeus’s jaw clenched down hard as he walked. Had Daphne completed her mission, he’d planned to bring her into the Sirenum Scorpoli. He wanted her. Still wanted her. Her beauty and sexuality were unmatched, and since her mother had refused his advances, he deserved her. But she’d fallen for that asshat Aristokles, and now all his plans to have her writhing and moaning beneath him were ruined.
The Argolean stumbled again. Rocks spit over the side of the cliff that dropped straight down into the clouds. The pathetic male glanced downward with absolute fear. For a moment, Zeus considered pushing him over just to watch him scream, but restrained himself. He needed his spies.
“They—she—” The Argolean regained his balance and looked up at Zeus. “Everyone in the realm is enraged that you took the Argonaut’s body. The funeral pyre releases the soul to the afterlife. He cannot join his ancestors.”
“No, he can’t.” Smug victory rippled through Zeus as they rounded a bend in the path. A cave opened three hundred feet ahead, a slow, red light spilling from the opening. “And what of the Siren? Sappheire?”
“She remains in Argolea as well, my king.”
His vision darkened with the familiar rage of betrayal, but it cleared as he eyed the cave. Soon he would have his just revenge. Soon the walls of Argolea would crumble and he would control not only the human realm, but the world of the heroes as well. And all who dwelt there.
“That is all.” He held out his hand. “Bring me more information when you have it.”
The Argolean’s eyes brightened with an evil glow as he reached for the gemstone in Zeus’s palm that glowed with a shimmering blue light. “Yes.” He bowed, then scurried backward, closing the magical stone in a tight fist. “I will. I absolutely will, my king.”
Zeus snapped his fingers, opening a portal for the spineless maggot. Energy popped and sizzled. The Argolean stepped through, then the portal closed with a crack.
Alone, a smile spread across Zeus’s lips. The idiot thought he had a prize he could use for his own nefarious purposes. What he really had was one more element that would aid Zeus in his quest.
He moved through the cave, heading toward the red hue. The tunnel twisted through the mountain, the rocks absorbing the light and all but humming with energy. Rounding the last bend, he drew to a stop three steps from the stone altar where the female with fire-red hair spilling down her back in endless curls stood staring at flames crackling in a bowl set on a tall golden pedestal.
Zeus cleared his throat.
“I sensed your approach.” Circe, the strongest witch in all the kingdoms, met his gaze with piercing eyes. “Your little friend’s pathetic snuffling could be heard for miles.”
Zeus ignored the comment about his spy and narrowed his eyes on the witch. She was drop-dead gorgeous, always had been. Her body was long and lean, her breasts heaving and perfect in the flowing green dress that matched her eyes. A wide ballet collar showed off her toned shoulders and milk-white skin, the stitching accentuated her slim waist, and the long skirt flowed around her feet on the ground like an offering, making her look even taller than her seven feet. Bell sleeves cradled her slim wrists and fingers. And the choker at her neck with the large oval red stone in the middle, one Zeus swore fueled her power, accentuated the long, feminine line of her throat.
Her beauty was unmatched, her sexuality greater than that of all the nymphs. But both came with a price. The red sorceress was the most venomous black widow he’d ever faced, and Zeus had learned long ago never to mix business with pleasure in his dealings with her.
She flowed down the stairs as graceful as water, the scent of jasmine floating in the air as she stepped past him, warming both his blood and libido. “You’ve come to check on your prize.”
Of course she knew why he was here. The female knew everything. Reminding himself not to be drawn into her web, Zeus followed her through a dark archway and into another tunnel. “What of your progress?”
“Patience, my king.” She stopped at a door, pressed her hand against the steel, and turned to look at him. “Good things are bestowed on those who wait.”
Waiting was a virtue Zeus sorely lacked.
She pushed the door open. White light cast illumination all over the black stone floor and walls and shimmered in waves over the still gray body lying on the table in the center of the room.
Fucking witches... Zeus’s vision darkened as he crossed to the body and knocked his knuckles against the gray stone. “This isn’t what I’m paying you to do. I thought you’d have this situation remedied by now. I need to know the truth. Can you bring him back?”
Circe moved to the other side of the table and batted insanely long, gorgeous eyelashes. “I can bring anyone back. But as I said, magic takes time. And what you’ve asked for here...” She looked down at the stone face. “This is going to require more than just time. Reprogramming is not a simple process.”
Time was something Zeus had plenty of. But he preferred to have things done on his timetable, not anyone else’s. This, however, would turn the tides in his war against the Argonauts for good. And for that, he was willing to wait as long as it took.
But he didn’t like it. He pinned her with a hard look. “I want this fixed. You know I’m an impatient god, and you know what happens when I don’t get my way.”
Her eyes flared red. “And you know what happens when witches are pushed and magic goes awry. Do not threaten me, king, or your magic will turn to ashes in your hands.”
Energy gathered in Zeus’s palms. The desire to unleash it on her overwhelmed him. But then he looked down at the stone body between them. And told himself to save his fury for the Argonauts.
Their time would come. It would come soon.
He turned out of the room. “Just get it done.”
 



ETERNAL GUARDIANS LEXICON
archdaemon—Head of the daemon order; has enhanced powers from the Underworld
 
Argolea—Realm established by Zeus for the blessed heroes and their descendants
 
Argonauts—Eternal guardian warriors who protect Argolea. In every generation, one from the original seven bloodlines (Heracles, Achilles, Jason, Odysseus, Perseus, Theseus, and Bellerophon) is chosen to continue the guardian tradition.
 
Council of Elders—Twelve lords of Argolea who advise the king
 
daemons—Beasts who were once human, recruited from the Fields of Asphodel (purgatory) by Atalanta to join her army.
 
Fates—Three goddesses who control the thread of life for all mortals from birth until death
 
Fields of Asphodel—Purgatory
 
Isles of the Blessed—Heaven
 
matéras—Mother
 
Misos—Half-human/half-Argolean race that lives hidden among humans
 
Olympians—Current ruling gods of the Greek pantheon, led by Zeus; meddle in human life
 
patéras—Father
 
Siren Order—Zeus’s elite band of personal warriors. Commanded by Athena
 
skata—Swearword
 
Tartarus—Realm of the Underworld similar to hell
 
Titans—The ruling gods before the Olympians
 
Underworld—Hell. Ruled by Hades
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NICK – Leader of the half-breeds and the last true hero. He’s spent his life fighting a dark pull toward the gods. A pull he now knows is linked to his father Krónos and the Titan’s plan to escape from the Underworld. 
 
But Nick’s hidden powers are coveted by more than just his father. Imprisoned by Hades, Nick battles every form of torture imaginable as the sadistic god schemes to break him. Only one thing is keeping him sane. One woman who gives him the strength to fight the relentless darkness. She has a dangerous plan of her own, though, and as Nick’s powers grow stronger, even she might not be enough to alter his destiny.
 
As the fate of the world hangs in the balance, Nick’s allegiances are tested. And no one knows whether he will choose to fight for good or succumb to the sinister lure of evil. Not even him.
 
* * *
 
The guards swung the steel door open and pushed Nick into his cell. No windows, no light. A torch on the wall illuminated the damp space made up of nothing but rock walls and the pile of blankets where he slept in the corner.
They maneuvered him around until he was standing in the center of the room, facing the door. One guard uncuffed his wrists, and for a moment, Nick thought of taking them down. But voices were already resonating through the corridor, growing stronger, coming closer. And one stood out, causing his stomach to tighten and arousal to rush through his body, bringing every other thought to a halt.
The click of heels sounded as the guards hooked chains to D-bolts in the ceiling, then reached for his arms. As they attached the first chain to his left wrist, stretching his limb up and away from his body, he winced, the injury in his shoulder sending a sharp shot of pain across his muscles. They grasped his other arm and locked him to the chain, then closed the metal cuffs around his ankles, kicked his legs shoulder-width apart, and chained those to hooks in the floor as well.
Cynna appeared in the doorway to the room.
The pain dissipated as Nick focused on her. She was wearing the same revealing outfit she’d had on when she’d watched his fight in the training ring, and it distracted him from what was going on around him. Excited him. Sent a wicked thrill through the dark part of what was left of his soul.
“Mistress,” the injured guard said, standing straight. “The prisoner is ready.”
Cynna’s gaze flicked over Nick, over his bare torso and the small white towel covering his awakening erection, then up to his face to hover on the scar on his left cheek. Without sparing a look toward the guards, she said, “Leave us.”
Her voice was like sandpaper and velvet, a voice made for sin, just like her body. In her hands she held a jar.
Two females—no, nymphs—rushed into the room as soon as the guards left. One was blonde, the other with short dark hair. They were both petite, both submissive with their eyes cast downward, and both were wearing flimsy pale pink dresses made from thin fabric that barely hid their bodies from view. They were also wearing metal collars. Collars he’d seen on other submissives in the tunnels. Collars that marked them as sex slaves. 
Nick’s stomach tightened. His gaze skipped past the females, toward the steel door, which was now closed, and through the small window to see who was watching.
Darkness reflected in the glass. But that didn’t mean they were alone. Zagreus was always somewhere watching Nick’s torture. Feeding off it. Waiting for him to break.
Turning to the dark-haired nymph on her right, Cynna handed the female the jar and said, “Use this. But do not touch him anywhere save where he bleeds.”
The nymph nodded and approached, her cheeks a deep cherry red, her breaths shallow. She unscrewed the lid and set it on the rocks at her feet, then gathered a scoop of whatever was in the jar and lowered to her knees in front of him.
Nick sucked in a breath. She was inches away, his groin hidden only by the small towel. Her fingers grazed the wound on his thigh, a tickling sensation that made his muscles tense, but the healing balm was cool where it coated the gash. He relaxed as she rubbed the balm into the wound, feeling the jagged skin already knitting back together, feeling his body healing faster than it would on its own, feeling a heat he didn’t expect warming his skin. 
“Enough,” Cynna said. “Now the other one.”
The dark-haired nymph pushed to her feet, still didn’t look Nick in the eye, and moved around behind him. Again he felt her fingers gliding over his skin, and he tensed, then the balm slathered the wound in his shoulder, slowly warming his skin, repairing the damage and relaxing him from the outside in. 
Cynna’s deep brown eyes remained blank as she watched the nymph work. No emotion crossed her face. No pleasure or excitement over what was to come, as Zagreus always showed. Nothing but emptiness. An emptiness Nick had gotten used to seeing on her flawless face.
Only…that wasn’t true. When he’d been in the ring earlier, when he’d dropped his weapon in defiance of Zagreus’s desire to make him fight, he’d seen something in her eyes then. Something that had looked a lot like panic. 
“That’s enough,” Cynna said.
The nymph’s fingers lifted from Nick’s skin, and she stepped back. Moving around him, she knelt to pick up the lid, recapped the jar, then sank back against the far wall near the other nymph.
Cynna moved forward, her eyes never wavering from Nick’s, and the scent of jasmine hit him as it always did when she drew close, filling his senses, messing with his mind. She was tall for a female, at least five ten, and in those ridiculously high-heeled boots, only a few inches shorter than him. Today her blonde hair was swept over one shoulder, a blue streak near her temple contrasting sharply with her caramel skin. Her face was heavily made up, her eyes rimmed in thick black, making her look every bit the dominatrix. And though he knew he should be anxious over whatever she and Zagreus had cooked up for him next, he wasn’t. Because there was something about her that interested him. Perplexed him. Made him want to know more.
He’d never admit it, but the mystery of who she was and how she’d come to be here had saved him. Saved him from going mad or giving in to all that dark energy Zagreus was waiting to claim. 
“You just…won’t…break.”
Her words were a whisper, a frustration, a surprise. She never spoke to him. Though he’d spent more time with her than anyone else in this hellhole, she never addressed him directly. She gave the commands to her grunts, and they did her dirty work. She never even got near him.
Something about today was different, though. A tiny voice in the back of his head screamed what was about to happen in this cell was on a whole different level from what he’d been through before.
She stepped close, so close he could feel her heat but not close enough to touch, then moved to her right, slowly making her way around him. His stomach tightened, and that blistering arousal came rushing back.
“This isn’t a game.” Her warm breath fanned his nape, sending a shiver across his bare skin. And in his wounds, where the nymph had spread the balm, heat gathered and grew, radiating outward, heading for his belly. “You cannot beat Zagreus. No one wins against the Prince of Darkness.”
Nick’s arms flexed, and the chains rattled above his head. He didn’t want to beat the fucker, he only wanted to destroy him. Not just for what he’d put Nick through during the last few months, but for what he put everyone in this wretched place through—Cynna, his gut told him, included.
“I can’t stop what he has planned for you.” She circled around and stopped directly in front of him again. “Give in, and you save yourself the torment. Give in, and this ends now.”
“Give in,” Nick repeated, staring into her dark eyes. But unlike before, they weren’t empty. They weren’t dead. There was something there. Something that looked a lot like…desperation.
Was she warning him of something horrendous to come? Why would she do that? She was Zagreus’s puppet. Or was she simply afraid of what would happen if he didn’t break?
“You want me to give in?” he asked.
She didn’t answer. Only stared at him.
“The way you gave in?”
The desperation in her eyes faded and was replaced with that lifeless, vacant look, the one he’d seen so many times when she’d ordered Zagreus’s satyrs to torture him. Without a word, she stepped back, but she didn’t break eye contact.
“You were warned,” she said in a low voice. “Females?”
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