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Destiny. Some will do anything to change it. Even hunt down the spinners of fate.
The Fates are said to control our destinies. From our first breath to our dying gasp, these creatures of legend weave the courses of our lives. Even the gods are subject to their decrees. Spinners of dark secrets, the Fates have been feared for the tragedies they weave. No man dared confront the Relentless Ones… until now.
~ The Unspun Novellas ~
Creating Fate by Rachel Firasek
Stealing Fate by Berinn Rae
Chasing Fate by Elle J Rossi
Creating Fate
She gave away her heart…
Giving her heart to a mortal wasn’t something the First Fate planned. Losing him nearly shattered her soul. Upon his death, Clotho swore never to love—or weave life—again. Hoping she’ll change her mind before it’s too late, Zeus commands the spinner of life to take a much needed vacation from her immortal responsibilities.
He had to hide his…
Dane is close to cracking the drug ring he’s spent the last two years infiltrating, but needs to perform one last heist to meet the head man and prevent an impending war. An undercover agent, he’s now on the run from drug lords, thieves, and with the very woman whose tears make him forget his purpose.
Together they’ll find a way back from the dark.
Chloe will have to put her trust in a man that follows the same path as those that killed her fiancé, or face an eternity on earth. Without the desire for life, hope could slip through the cracks of time if he doesn’t love away her sorrow.
To the McBrides.
In your love and acceptance, I dared to reach for my dreams.
I love you all dearly!
Contents
Love never dies a natural death. It dies because we don't know how to replenish its source. It dies of blindness and errors and betrayals. It dies of illness and wounds; it dies of weariness, of withering, of tarnishing. ~ Anais Nin
Clotho squeezed through the half-open door and shuffled forward, head down, intent on never making eye contact with Zeus. The god would never let her go if he glimpsed her red-rimmed eyes or her splotchy nose, and if she caught even a fraction of pity or understanding from him, she’d break.
Whispering from the demigods surrounded him at the throne, floating in the air around her, but still, she didn’t look up—couldn’t. Her father would see the depth of her grief, and she’d never let him know she’d fallen for a human. Fallen and lost.
“Child?” Funny that he still thought of her like that, considering she was older than dirt. “Look at me.”
No. Stay strong. Don’t let his comforting voice lure you into doing his bidding.
From her averted gaze, she watched his feet slide away from the stone throne and his calf muscles flex when he stood. “I said, raise your head and look at me.”
The pillars surrounding her shook from the power in his voice. Still, she didn’t lift her gaze, in fact she lowered it. He may scare many of the lesser gods in the room, but he’d never truly scared her. Nothing scared her anymore—without purpose there could be no fear.
His angry presence, and the sharp retort of sparks snapping in the air, had the minions dropping to the floor. Bodies cowering against the marble fell into view. She didn’t see the sparks—of course, she still hadn’t glanced up—but the arc of electricity fizzled, leaving behind a metallic scent to remind everyone he could end them. The charges cloaked the sound of his approach, and when his feet slid into view inches from hers, Chloe gasped.
A warm hand—fused with energy—caught her beneath the chin and tipped her head back. “Look at me.” When she finally lifted her eyes to his, he blanched. “What in the gods’ names troubles you so deeply?”
She shook her head. She’d never tell.
He bent low until his whiskers brushed against her ear, whispering in that way he had when he knew she didn’t want everyone else to know. “Tell me.”
Over the past years, he’d been able to pry most any secret from her, but not now. He’d never make her spill her sorrow. If she did, he’d call her every kind of fool. The one warning Zeus always gave her before a trip to earth was to never fall for a human. And like every rebellious child, she hadn’t listened and paid the price with her pain.
She shook her head, brushing his beard with her cheek. The comfort of having him so close and knowing that he would always love her brought on the tears she’d been fighting so hard. Keeping things from him always hurt her, but this secret she would never share. “No.”
With a hiss, he pulled back. His eyes faded from the turquoise blue she’d always loved to ghostly white orbs of fury. So not good. She’d hurt him.
He stiffened, straightening to a rigid stance. “Very well. You leave me no choice. Your sisters have been by to ask for a vacation. They want to travel to earth and be with humans. They’ve begged that I make you go with them.” He settled his hand on her chin, pinching it lightly between his thumb and forefinger. “I’m not inclined to send any of you. What say you?”
Go back? To earth? Only if she could bring him back…but even gods had rules they couldn’t break—or didn’t dare share that they could. She’d never go back.
“No.” She wrenched her face from his grasp with a vehemence that shocked them both. “I do not wish to go.”
One golden brow shot up. “Not at all? You used to love earth.”
Hera, wrapped in a stylish rose colored sarong, stepped forward and laid a hand on the back of Zeus’s shoulder. “A word, my love.”
They both retreated to their thrones and whispered, their heads bowed and pressed against each other’s. Seeing the gods conspiring almost brought a smile to Chloe’s face. Everyone on Olympus but Zeus feared the Fates. And if they only knew she had no will to harm them now, they’d probably laugh their asses off.
Each Fate had a job—a purpose—and it had never been Chloe’s intent to hurt anyone. Her reason for existing was to create. She was the bearer of the beginning. Through her knitting she brought life to the world. Lacey, her older sister, would take the creation and weave the path of chance, deciding a person’s lifespan—when she wasn’t wreaking havoc on other gods.
No, they should fear Attie—the oldest and most deadly of the Fates. She could end even their immortality if she chose, or more aptly, if destiny willed it.
Hera patted Zeus’s cheek, and then stepped away from the altar. She stroked Chloe’s arm as she passed, but there would never be any true love between them. Hera hated the Fates. She hated that Zeus loved them. Hated even more that the three Fates loved him back. His familial love took away from what she considered her affection. She’d never understand that the father of so many, a passionate man, had too much love for only one woman.
Zeus clapped his hands and the roar of thunder drove home how miserable Hera could make them. He’d done something in that clap. A flick of his wrists and Chloe’s fate had been sealed. Her heart ached with the depth of a doomed destiny. The pressure of an impending upset burned her cold, useless muscle like hot stones.
“It is done.” Zeus growled from his seat.
Chloe turned away from Hera’s spiteful laugh and gaped at the god. She’d thought he’d understood that she didn’t want or need to return to earth.
She squared her shoulders and readied herself for the coming fight. “I’m not going.”
“You have to.” He steepled his hands beneath his chin. “I’ve already sent your sisters and you have one week to find them.”
“What? You said they had asked, not that you’d sent them.” The moment of betrayal and clarity struck her in the chest. He’d already made up his mind before this meeting. “You have hurt me, Father.”
He waved a hand at her and glanced at a servant carrying a tray of wine. “If you do not find them in time, I’ll be forced to leave you all there for eternity.”
No! He couldn’t do this.
“We haven’t done anything to Hera lately.” Actually, it was usually Lacey or Attie that stirred the vindictive goddess’s ire, forever testing the woman’s patience with antics that drew their father’s attention from her. “I know she’s behind this. Why do you let her control you?”
Instead of snapping back as she’d expected, he grinned. “It’s love, doll. You’ll know what that is like some day.” He slouched in his chair, the burden of the decision easing from his shoulders. “Now, don’t be mad. Go, collect the girls, and come back. It’s an easy enough test.”
“What test? Why would you feel the need to turn this into a game?”
Zeus examined his nails. “I’m bored. Hera’s bored. You’ll provide some entertainment.” He dropped his palms to his lap and leaned forward. “And maybe, just maybe, along your journey, you’ll learn to tell your father the truth when he asks you a question.”
Returning to earth would be the same as opening her heart and burying a flaming dagger into it…or possibly worse. “You don’t understand.”
He straightened, the wrinkles in his forehead smoothing out with his resolve. Damn, she hated that look. “I think I do. I know you don’t want me to know what happened on that last trip and I think I know why. But, Chloe, love, you can’t run from it forever.”
All the art of living lies in a fine mingling of letting go and holding on. ~ Havelock Ellis
The bus rocked down the I-35 highway, creating a constant sway that had Chloe’s stomach turning, sending her lunch north until the hiss of the brakes warned they’d finally arrived at the next terminal. The travelers waved farewell, stepping down from the narrow stairs to never be seen again. Others completely ignored the person they’d sat beside for the last four hours—creating an odd, caustic atmosphere in their wake.
Chloe spent the reprieve silently praying to the ancient gods that she’d get to continue her journey without a sidekick. She’s been lucky so far.
Once they’d unloaded, a fresh set of faces joined the commune and took their seats, filling the bus quickly with more heated bodies. The Texas sun beat through the tinted windows and quickly fought the stagnant air conditioning. Her dark slacks had absorbed enough of that blazing ball of fire to heat her skin and send fine beads of sweat trickling behind her knees. At least her thin blouse offered a slight breeze from the vent above.
A muscular man, dressed in black jeans, a white t-shirt, and a ball cap squeezed into the seat next to Chloe, but she didn’t turn away from the glass pane or his image reflecting back at her. She couldn’t see most of his face, but the tick in his tense jaw grabbed her attention.
No. No, it wouldn’t do any good to make contact with this human. She wanted nothing more to do with them—ever.
Big Guy bumped against her twice as the other passengers nudged him, squeezing through the slim aisles. He didn’t apologize for the invasion of her space, but he did shift away. Humanity had long since lost the edge on civilization and manners had suffered because of it. He murmured something under his breath, and shoved the next passenger who bumped into him, creating enough room to take his muscle-packed arm away from her chest.
Thank the gods. Finally, she inhaled a deep breath without the weight of a two-hundred-plus-pound man’s shoulder stuffed against her.
Before she’d given up on talking to humans, she’d have greeted him, offered her name, and maybe even shown him her knitting, but now…after…well, it wouldn’t happen. She’d had faith in humanity once, loved them even. But, then he’d died and she’d lost everything.
Tears welled up, teasing the edges of her lashes. No more. You promised.
“Uh, sweet cheeks, are you crying?” A hand holding a white handkerchief passed under her tipped down head. He pressed it up toward her nose. The white linen waved in an agitated jerk.
She batted at the offensive offering. When he didn’t move to pull it back, she swatted at him. Take it away.
With a snort, he snatched it and stuffed it into his front, pants’ pocket. The denim stretched taught over his thighs. No way should he be able to get his hand down that snug square patch, but he did.
His raspy voice filled the silence between them. “You don’t have to be rude. Just thought I’d offer.”
This from the man who didn’t apologize after using her chest as a resting place for his biceps—even if it was unintentional.
Men.
After her countless years on this realm, some things would never change. And with that thought, more large splats of liquid seeped from her eyes and fell against the hands folded in her lap. When would the pain ever stop?
The guy sighed. “Sweet cheeks, you keep crying and you’re going to be even more miserable. Isn’t the heat enough?”
She flinched. Her cheeks had never been what she’d consider “sweet.” No, that word should be reserved for someone who had soft, rosy apples, not the almost gaunt indentions she’d had since her grieving had stolen her appetite—immortals still had to stay healthy.
And, why was he being nice after calling her rude?
Out of the corner of her eye, she took an inventory of the man wedged against her. She still hadn’t seen his face, but his long fingers gripped his thighs with a tension that tightened the tendons in his forearms.
Nervous? Did people get nervous while riding busses? Planes, sure. Trains, she even understood.
She wanted to raise her gaze and see if the tense edges carried all the way up. No, don’t look. If she didn’t look at his face, she wouldn’t see the concern she’d heard in his voice, even after he’d chastised her.
He shifted his hips, twisting his groin up, leaving nothing to the imagination.
Holy shit.
Cotton stretched in her mouth—at least it felt like that when the distinct shape of his manhood stretched along the zipper of his pants. Damn, being a goddess had its faults. They’d all seemed to have overactive libidos, and the long reprieve took its toll on her imagination even if her heart and mind wanted to be unwilling.
Curiosity piqued, she ached to catch a glimpse of the face attached to that hard body.
His hand lifted and before she guessed his next step, he plucked the long strand of hair trailing from her bun, tucking it behind her ear. “Your bottom lip quivers when you cry. Please stop.” His voice lost the easy attitude, filled with concern, and now matched the tightening throughout his body. The hand holding her hair back slid forward and cupped her cheek. “So sad.” His thumb stroked her skin. “So beautiful. Please stop. Don’t make me do something we’ll both regret.”
That did it. She chanced a glance up at the stranger. He watched her. Not like glanced-at-her-and-then-glimpsed-away watched her. No, his cobalt blue eyes bore into her with an intensity that did nothing to hide the truth. He wanted her. Desire blazed across his face. Do something we’ll both regret. The cotton thickened even more on the thought.
Glancing away, she tried to forget the rugged lines of his face or the fact that he might be the scariest human she’d ever seen. Not because of any grotesque abnormality to his face, but because he awakened a stirring in her she’d thought died. As a Fate, she’d experienced lust on numerous occasions, but only loved once. Lust she understood. But, this guy had a heart. She heard it in his words. He’d waved it beneath her nose with a white rag. Even his rusty attitude couldn’t conceal his compassion. And, Chloe had always been a big softie for a sweetheart.
No, she’d definitely have to stay away from him. And if Big Guy’s weakness was her tears, she’d make sure no more fell on this trip even though she’d been crying for weeks. She’d forget she was in mourning—for a little while, somehow.
David.
Damn. Stop it.
“Hey. I said no more of that. Did you think I was teasing?” The guy took the handkerchief and stroked brusquely across her cheeks. “There. Now stop. You have the most kissable mouth when that bottom lip quivers, and regardless of what you might think, this bus full of people won’t stop me from sliding my tongue across it.”
Another gasp escaped her mouth on a soft cry. He flopped from gruff bad-ass to Mr. Wonderful and back in a blink of an eye. Something didn’t add up.
“Yeah, so shut them tears down, baby girl.”
A giggle rose from somewhere forgotten. Did he really call her a girl? She was a Fate. The daughter of Zeus. One of the oldest of immortals. Hearing him reduce her to a silly girl brought about a gust of laughter that wouldn’t be held back, no matter how hard she fought it or how much he scowled. Her giggles filled the stuffy air around them, eased his frown, and he chuckled back.
“So, you have a voice. I wondered.” When she tried to pass back his handkerchief he waved it away. “You keep it.”
The smile teasing at the corners of her mouth almost hurt after weeks of not using her facial muscles for anything other than frowning. “Thank you.”
One dark brow rose. “For what?”
For giving me a moment of light. For filling my darkness with a moment of humor. And for making me wonder what is different about you.
“Making me laugh. It’s been so long.”
“Pretty girls like you should laugh long and hard and often.” He quit talking and straightened. That tension returned. He glanced over his shoulder for a moment and then toward the front of the bus—the sharp movements at odd with the grace that had been present only moments ago.
His gaze found hers again, the blue depths darkening to the color of a Blue Northern on the horizon. He folded her hand in his and she allowed it, entranced in the beauty of his stare. “Okay, sweet cheeks, here’s what we’re going to do. I want you to follow me to the back of the bus in about three seconds. Can you do that?”
“Why?” Chloe quickly scanned the aisle, searching for whatever had set him off. “The next stop is hours away.”
He rolled his eyes. “Now, she speaks.” With a quick shake of his head, he grimaced. “Pretty soon some very bad men are going to stop this bus and we need to be off it before they do.”
Get off? She shook her head. He’d lost his mind. No wonder he seemed so moody—hard-core-bad-boy one moment and a sweetheart-trying-to-make-her-smile the next.
“No.”
He glowered at her. “Oh yes. I’m not leaving you here. They’ve seen us talking. These old blue hairs and nerds will be fine, but you….well…they won’t let you be. Now, come on.” He snatched her hand and hauled her from the seat, barely allowing time for her to grab her bag from the floor. His duffel fit over one shoulder before he yanked her down the aisle.
The bus driver shouted something at them. Chloe tugged on the guy’s arm. He didn’t slow down.
“Wait. What are you doing?”
The corners of his mouth slid down into a tight line. “When we jump, you hang on and let me take the fall.”
He was crazy. “Jump?” Out of a moving bus? He’d be killed. She’d be seriously hurt. As a goddess she couldn’t die, but on this realm she’d be seriously injured and it would take time to heal.
With a well-placed kick, he forced open the safety door in the back of the bus and waited. The driver slammed on the brakes. The bus skidded perilously close to the curb and they’d have to jump over a cement barricade to clear the highway. Obviously, that’s exactly what the stranger had in mind. She twisted her arm beneath his hand, but he wouldn’t let go. Chloe couldn’t remember a time when a mortal was strong enough to hold her when she didn’t want it.
He tugged her closer, pupils dilating when her body flattened against his. “No, don’t fight me. It’s this or die. And honestly, I like you alive.” His grip tightened. “One. Two. Three. Jump.”
“Every man’s dream is to be able to sink into the arms of a woman without also falling into her hand.” ~ Jerry Lewis
She didn’t want to go, but Dane Sanders gave her no choice. Fascinated by the exotic creature next to him with the huge, brown eyes and pale complexion, he hadn’t spotted the two thugs settle at the front of the bus until he’d already done the damage. He’d taken a moment to be nice to a stranger and it would probably get her killed.
The street crew knew his car and he’d hoped the bus would give him a day or two to hide out before delivering the goods to Shady. Jack’s boys would do anything to get back what he’d taken and they weren’t above hurting women to get what was theirs. As pretty as she was, the crew he ran from would have a party on her face—even though she’d never be able to tell them anything.
So, he’d done the only thing he thought of. He’d thrown them off a moving bus.
Airborne for only a moment, it was long enough for the woman to wrap both arms around his shoulders and scream.
Man, could she scream.
They landed together. Hard. Her tightly clenched to his chest and him hitting the ground on his back. Several ribs suffered from the jolt. The air swooshed from his lungs, but he kept a tight hold of her as they rolled down the steep incline. Rocks and small shrubs tore at their clothes and several sharp bits gouged into the flesh of his lower back, eliciting groans and grunts of pain on each revolution. Admittedly, this might not have been his best plan ever.
At the bottom of the ravine, they hit a small boulder which finally ripped them apart. Dane panted, sucking in a cloud of dust they’d stirred up, and took a mental inventory of every possible ache. He prodded his ribs, but didn’t feel anything too damaged.
The woman moaned.
Damn. How bad was she hurt? He rolled to his side, waited through the pain stealing his breath to pass, and reached for her. “Hey, you okay?”
She flipped over and sucked in deep gasps that pushed her small breasts up against her tight, button-down shirt, which now had more tears than material. When she exhaled, the lace of her cream colored bra peeked through the shredded fabric.
He must be a sick man to feel attracted to a hurt woman, yet his shaft thickened. God, what had this shitty life done to him?
She groaned. “I will be.”
“Good.” He suffered through the agony of breathing and managed to make it to his feet. “Can you run?”
She shielded her face from the late afternoon sun and peeked up at him. “Are you kidding?”
He only wished he was. “No.” Dane hurried over to her and pulled on her arm, bringing her to her feet with one tug. “We have to go.” He glanced around and found his duffel close by. The straps had tangled with her hand bag. “It looks like we didn’t lose anything.”
Shouts from the road above carried down, rolling across the rough terrain.
Dane shielded his eyes and tilted his head back, gazing at the men bending over the concrete barrier above. “Christ. They spotted us.” He grabbed her hand and tugged until she reluctantly began shuffling her feet. “Come on. We need to find cover.” She clawed at his fingers wrapped around her wrist, but he wouldn’t let go. They’d kill her if he left her behind. “Stop. I’m not going to hurt you, but if those assholes get a hold of you, that’s it. You’re dead.” He stopped running, gripped her by the shoulders and gave her a good shake. “Do you understand?”
Her hands flew up in a defensive gesture, but not like she’d been hit before. No. This chick bounced on the balls of her feet like she would take him on.
A bright flare of pink blushed her cheeks. “I’ll be fine.”
He’d pissed her off. Well, good. She’d need that anger to make it through this.
“Sweet cheeks, if I thought you’d be fine, I’d leave you here.” She’d definitely be better off without him, and at the first opportunity he’d drop her somewhere safe. “Now, come on.” He latched onto her arm again, but loosened his grip to a steady pressure, ensuring she’d follow. Eventually, the strain against his arm slackened and she ran at a steady jog behind him. He glanced back and called out, “Can you keep up?”
She nodded.
The girl didn’t talk much. It threw him off. In his past relationships, he’d always allowed the woman to lead the conversation and it had usually worked fine. Well, not exactly since he’d never found anyone to settle down with, but normally his irregular hours and many undercover operations killed the romance leaving him with nothing but cold, empty sex.
They ran for a good fifteen minutes before his ribs began to ache again. The woman had to be feeling the discomfort from the fall, too. “We’ll lose them in the woods.”
She glanced back, sending the waves that escaped her bun flying around her shoulders. “I don’t see anyone. Are you sure they are following? Maybe you’re just paranoid.”
Dane leaned against a tree and pulled his t-shirt over his head. “They’re out there. I only hope I can get us out of here before they find us.” Blood had drenched the lower back portion of the cotton. He used the material to wipe away the fresh well of crimson, twisting to get a better look. “Damn.” What he saw of his lower back looked like someone had taken a cheese grater to it, with a wicked gash continuing the steady trail of blood to his hemline.
She gasped and stumbled forward. Two small hands caught his right arm and tugged until he had to straighten. “Turn.”
The serious expression on her face brought on feelings Dane had buried two years ago. Something about this woman reminded him of what life used to be like—before this life of crime, a time when he’d have found more gentleness for her. He caught her hand before she continued probing the wounded area. “It’s okay. Calm down.”
Her dark brows scrunched up and she gripped his arm. The soft pads of her fingers slid along his bicep before she tugged with more force than he thought she should be capable of. Her voice lowered to a husky whisper. “Turn.”
Fucking hot. He needed to put some major distance between them and fast. Head in the game, asshole. “Okay. Chill out.”
She traced his shoulders, wiping at whatever she found on his upper back and prodded lower, pressing into the oozing cut. “This should have stitches.”
Wincing, he brushed her away. “Nah, it’s fine. I heal really fast. I have a first aid kit in my bag.” Dropping to his knees, he ignored the twigs and tree roots knotting the ground beneath him. The sooner he patched himself up, the sooner he got her away from him and back to safety. “Here.” He passed her a packaged gauze pad and some tape. “Slap that on it, and let’s go.”
Her brown eyes snapped fire at him. “It really needs more than this.”
“Look, I realize that. My ribs are probably more than bruised too, but we’re still better than dead.” His tone darkened to the low gravel he’d usually reserved for the riffraff hanging out at Shady’s. Damn, he didn’t mean to bite her head off. “Just do it.” Christ, could he be any more of a jerk? He glanced down at her as she tore open the bandage. “Hey, look, I’m sorry.” He reached out, intending to lift her chin so he’d get a glimpse at those beautiful eyes again, but she tipped her head away from him.
“Don’t worry about me.”
The rip of the package preceded the firm smack to his back. Shit, that hurt. He scowled down at her. “Hey!”
She mumbled something. It didn’t sound like an apology.
Probably had that coming.
“Okay. You’re done.” Her words slid over his shoulder, the fresh scent of raspberries trailing from her mouth. Who smelled like that?
She rolled the trash and stuffed it into the front pocket of her slacks and waited.
Still.
He couldn’t even tell she breathed. He’d never seen anyone be that still. Surely she needed care, too. Dane shifted forward, but the woman backed away. Damn, frustrating woman. “I need to check your wounds.”
“I said I’m fine.”
“There’s blood on your blouse.”
She shook her head and backed up another step.
“Fine.” He clenched his fingers into fists. “You are one stubborn...” He stopped short of calling her one of the vile names he’d picked up on the street. “Don’t come crying to me when you get infected.”
A light lit behind her brown gaze. “I won’t.”
With a soft shrug to test the bandage binding him, he winked at her. “We need to move.”
A small nod sent her stray hair shifting forward. “Fine.”
Damn, how long was it when she let it down? He wanted to reach out to finger the silky strands, but she backed away before his hand caught a tendril.
He liked that she didn’t argue with him about moving on—a little too much. He grabbed both of their bags, fished a fresh shirt from his and handed her both. “Hold these.”
She reached for them, easily accepting their weight. Dane tugged on his shirt and winced when the cotton snagged on each scrape. He’d definitely fucked up that fall. “You ready to hit the trail?”
After slinging her bag over one shoulder, she gripped her hips. Her stance was probably meant to intimidate him, but she only made her breasts stretch forward and it was hot as hell.
With a level stare, she watched him in that silent way of hers and frowned. “Want to tell me who we are running from?”
Never. He’d do anything to keep her away from that part of his life. Too many innocent people had been messed up by this shit already.
“Not really.” He turned and started a track through the woods. After a few paces, he realized she didn’t follow. He glanced back over his shoulder. “I thought you were coming?”
The hands at her hips hadn’t moved, but now she strummed her fingers against her flat abdomen. “When you tell me what we’re running from.”
How could he tell her without giving himself away? “Shit, lady. You don’t play fair. Isn’t it enough that there are some really evil dudes out to kill our asses?”
One intriguing hand slid down her slim hip to fist at her thigh. “No. And your asshole attitude isn’t going to make me eager to follow you, either.”
Dane dropped his head back and huffed. “Does nothing scare you?”
“Jumping from a moving bus was pretty damn scary. And believe me, I know scary.”
He rolled his shoulders, hoping the tight muscles would somehow relax before they started running again. This chick wasn’t about to lie down and simper at his feet like one of his boss’s hookers. “Fine. If you must know, I deal for Shady Morrow and I stole fifty thousand from his competitor.” He cringed inside when her eyes widened, but she’d pissed him off so he kept going. She wanted to know. Well, she’d have to deal with it. “Now, does that make you feel warm and fuzzy? Ready to run with me now?”
An inconvenience is an adventure wrongly considered. ~ Gilbert K. Chesterton
She laughed. It wasn’t a chuckle, or a giggle. No. It was deep, racking, hysterical laughter. This was too rich.
“You…have t-to be…kidding me.”
The man snickered, the rough texture of his voice rippled through the forest surrounding them. “I’m glad you’re taking this so well, but no, darling, I’m not.” He rushed back to her, gripping her hand in his much larger one. The brush of calluses across her skin chased a shiver through her. “Now, come on. We’ve got to move.”
Bending at the waist, she desperately fought the racking bouts of laughter. Zeus must be laughing his ass off, too. If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear he knew about David. Why else would he drop her right in the lap of the same type of man who had taken her love from her? Irony didn’t get this good on its own, and the gods were known for their trickster ways.
“I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t even know your name.”
He dropped down to one knee and brushed her hair behind her ear—an act she found too comforting. “Oh, well if that’s all that’s stopping you. It’s Dane.”
She took a deep breath, and whispered, “Chloe.”
He cupped her chin and pulled her face up, ensnaring her in his amused gaze. “That’s beautiful.”
Wow, his eyes were so blue.
His lips softened and twitched in what may have been the beginning of a smile. “Now, come on.”
She watched him through the hair that cascaded back down around her. He thought her reaction funny, but what would he do if he knew she was only a breath away from tears—again. Hell, not tears, damn near hysteria. For a goddess, that was not good.
Shaking her head, she mumbled, “No.”
With a frown erasing his humor, he reached back to his bag and fumbled through it. The glint of steel flashed in the setting sun before he grabbed her arm. “You could have made this easy.”
A cold, metal cuff slapped around her wrist. No way in hell! She jerked up and tugged on her arm, which was now efficiently attached to his.
She shook twice more on the metal shackle, careful not to break his arm—she’d never been good with inflicting pain. “What are you doing? This is kidnapping, asshole.”
With his free hand, he waggled a finger in her face. “Tsk. Tsk. Such language. And here I thought you were such a sweet woman.” He grabbed his bag, his face settling into a wall of indifference.
This was his don’t-argue-with-me face? Screw that. She was not making this easy on him.
The hand attached to hers tugged forward. “Come on.”
She planted her feet. He was absolutely crazy if he thought she’d follow him through the wilds of Texas. At first, she’d worried about his safety. Now, she only worried about his sanity. And, most importantly, she worried she’d have to out her goddess state in order to escape this creep and find her sisters.
When their arms stretched to their limit, he stopped. “If you make me come get you, I’m going to kiss you because you’re sexy as hell when your cheeks turn pink the way they are now.” He pulled gently on her cuff. “Now, let’s go.”
Kiss her? What was with this guy? She’d had a good relationship with David. He was her exact equal. Calm, a worrier, gentle. But, this Dane guy didn’t react like any human she’d ever met. He seemed almost excited by her resistance and her oddities. Yes, oddities.
Her sisters had never understood why she didn’t embrace more of her powers and she’d never told them that she’d never quite mastered them. Sure, she healed quicker than mortals. Wouldn’t die from a wound, unless Attie fated it so. And, Chloe had a few tricks up her sleeve, but, truth was, she’d never be as strong as them, as fast, or as agile, and earth made her even weaker.
Dane puckered his lips and headed toward her—totally killing his bad boy persona with the completely ridiculous pose. She threw up her hands in time to grip his chest seconds before his face dropped to hers.
“All right! I’m coming.” She brushed past his shoulder. “You are a complete pervert.”
“I’ve been called worse.” He grinned and caught up to her, turning to pull her deeper into the woods. “In fact, by you.”
After several hours of trudging along behind him, he stopped in a thick grove of Oak trees. “We’ll stop here for the night and start again at daylight.” He glanced back at her, but she had no intention of making this easy on him. “That good with you?”
Like I have a choice? Well, she did. She could probably break the damn cuff, but he’d be on his own out here. She wouldn’t let her deluded not-so-knight-in-street-clothes get killed. He had attempted to save her life, even if it had hurt like hell. But, it didn’t mean she had to be nice to him.
“Peachy.”
He pulled his cap off and scratched a hand through his shaggy hair. “You’re not going to make this easy.”
She crossed her arms across her chest, but immediately dropped them when his knuckles grazed her right breast. “Nope.”
His pupils dilated, and the air around them thickened. If he lusted after her, he didn’t act on it. No, he narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Fine. Have it your way.”
Along their second mile, he’d distanced himself, but she didn’t needle him about it. The less they communicated the better. And some sick, masochistic part of her was secretly thrilling at the faux danger he had her in. For the first time in weeks, she felt close to life. And, for a few more hours in his company, she planned on remaining the weak little human he thought her. Even if she wanted to put him in his place, the gods usually tried to keep a low profile.
He dropped his bag and fished the key to the cuffs from his pocket, unlatching his side. In a move so fast, she’d have thought him a god, he twisted her around and latched her other wrist behind her back. The move pulled her shoulders back, arching her breasts forward. Great, he’d get quite the show this way and from his reactions so far, she wondered how long it would take him to act on the attraction she’d seen on his face earlier.
Chloe frowned. “Is that really necessary?”
To his credit, his eyes never dropped below her lips. “It’s harder to run with your hands behind your back.”
She raised one perfectly arched brow at him. “Am I your prisoner?”
His mouth twisted down in a serious frown. “You wouldn’t have to be if you’d cooperate. I’m trying to keep you alive.”
For the second time in a month, the left corner of her mouth tipped up. “Oh really? You threw us off a moving bus and down a ravine. I think I’d like to take my chances with the other guys.”
He stopped before her, cupping a hand around her neck. “No one wants to be with the other guys…even the other guys.” His fingers dug into her tender skin before he released her so fast her head tipped back. “Now, let’s set up for the night.”
Somehow, she’d managed to royally piss him off. “You know, you brought me with you? It wasn’t my idea to tag along.”
He circled away from her and began preparing for the long night ahead. “What’s your point?”
“My point is that you could lose the attitude. It’s not making me like you more.”
Dane stopped, turned, and gripped the collar of her shirt, bringing her within inches of his lips. “Lady, I’ve not slept in days. I’m hot, wounded, and you’re a royal pain in the ass. If I hadn’t been overcome with the need to see you smile, I’d be on my own right now. But, no…you had to cry and that’s one thing I can’t stand.” He shoved her away from him and it took her a moment to regain her footing. He mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like, I fucked up.
Well, he certainly hadn’t done her any favors by dragging her here. “I’d think a woman’s tears wouldn’t be something new for you.”
Midway back to his tree of choice, he stopped, but didn’t turn. “Why is that?”
“Criminals like you shouldn’t care about who they hurt. It seems like it would be an occupational hazard.” She glanced around, looking for a place to rest. “Besides, I didn’t ask for you to worry about me.”
No, she’d most definitely not asked. She’d only wanted to find her sisters and get the hell off earth. Damn Zeus. Damn crazy madmen. Damn Dane.
When he found a clump of trees with three massive trunks that would shield them on three sides, he pulled his jacket from his duffel. “Come on. This will do for a few hours rest.”
She eyed the tree line and the growing dark with a scowl. The elements wouldn’t affect her, but Dane was a human. Texas nights could go one of two ways. The heat from the day could push the humidity up and keep it warm through the night, or the temperatures could drop twenty degrees and make it damn uncomfortable for him. He’d already soaked his other shirt with blood so he wouldn’t be able to use it for warmth.
He balled a fist at his side. “What’s wrong, Princess. Not up to your standards.”
I was worried about you. “Well, it’s not the Ritz, but it’ll do.”
He lowered himself to the ground and patted the spot between his legs. “Come here.”
No way in hell she was squatting between those beefy thighs through the night. She’d never get any rest and she needed the healing peace of sleep. “What?”
A wicked tilt to his very kissable mouth lifted on one side. “You can use me as a pillow.”
Bet he broke a lot of hearts with that grin.
“No.” She tossed her hair, desperately wanting the stray wisps that tickled her cheeks over her shoulder, and found a tree across from him to hunker down and rest against. “This will do.”
Crossing his legs, he leaned back against the tree. “I think I liked you better when you weren’t talking.”
She fought the grin spreading across her face. “I think I never liked you.”
It took a minute to find a spot on her back that wasn’t sore from their fall, but she finally settled on a safe patch and used the trees rough bark as her mattress. By morning, everything would heal and she’d be back to her normal, numb self.
Chloe rubbed against the tree until the last remaining pin slipped from her bun. The wavy tresses spilled over her shoulder. Without the cuffs, she’d at least try to finger comb through the mess, but her captor didn’t seem interested in her discomfort. She only hoped Dane would fall asleep soon—but he didn’t. He watched her. The weight of his gaze forced her to drop her chin and concentrate on her tangles.
The sounds of night closed in around her, and only when the moon was at its highest did she let the day slip away. A few hours of rest would refresh her in ways no mere mortal would ever understand.
Chloe spun in a circle, dropping her umbrella against the damp sidewalk. How would she get to him in time?
Attie’s voice echoed through the street, passing her by and speeding on with the mission. “I’m sorry, Chloe.”
No. She couldn’t take him. Not David. Anyone else but him.
Fate had declared it his time, but Chloe could still stop it. Everyone had a choice. Fate could be changed. She would change it.
The streets of Seattle filled with the ever present rain. Her dress clung to her body as she ran in three-inch heels. She’d worn them especially for their date. Her cell phone beeped with an incoming call, and she dug it from her damp pocket. David’s picture blinked upon the screen.
Chloe cried, “Where are you?”
David’s smooth voice slid across the line. “Well, hello to you too, beautiful. Did you get my flowers?”
She spun in a circle, trying to decide the best route to cut off death. “David, yes, now where are you?”
“What’s wrong? Are you running?”
“Yes, for the love of the gods, where are you?”
She stopped at the cross walk and spared a brief pause before darting between the cars speeding through the intersection. Moments like these, it helped to have a little extra power to carry her step.
“I’m leaving the bank. I’ll be at my apartment in fifteen minutes. We’re meeting there, right?” He paused and she waited. Please let me get there in time. “Chloe, is this about the note?”
“No, gods no, David. Don’t move. I’ll be right there.” David banked three blocks from where she was. She’d be there in two minutes.
Putting all the power she had in her step, she rounded the last corner separating her from him. Attie stood nearby, and no one else saw her. “Attie!”
David glanced up. “Chloe?”
Attie drew her blade and snipped the thread of David’s life. Her whisper carried on the wind, “I’m sorry.”
Chloe’s heart stopped. “No!”
David lay on the sidewalk, red staining his white button-down shirt. Three masked men ran from the bank and darted down the street. Attie faded into the shadows.
Chloe dropped to her knees beside her love. “No. No, baby, wake up.” She lifted David’s head to her lap. “Please, don’t leave me. I’ll say yes. I’ll be your wife.” Keening sobs tore from her throat. The pain of losing the man she’d intended on marrying ripped through her body in deep, racking tremors.
She’d been prepared to give up Olympus. Her sisters. Anything to make a life with this man and now it would never happen. Fate had deemed it. The wicked hand of destiny bitch slapped her when she least expected it. Attie had betrayed her. Lacey had to have known, too. She measured the length of life. Of course they had both known. The day Chloe had returned to Olympus with news of her new beau, they’d both tried to warn her…but she hadn’t listened. Nothing could have stolen the promise of such joy from her. And now…now, she’d never have it back.
Chloe lifted her face to the sky, raindrops mingling with her tears and her vow. “I’ll never create again. Life isn’t worth this pain.”
When she lowered her face over David’s, he shifted. His features hardened from the boyish good looks of her love, to the man that terrorized her now. Dane.
As soon as there is life, there is danger. ~ Ralph Waldo Emerson
She gasped awake. Nothing prepared her for the man of her dreams to be straddling her hips and clasping a hand across her mouth.
“Shhh.”
With a twist away from him, she leaned her head back against the tree, struggling for breath. He’d scared the crap out of her. She whispered back, “What?”
“We have to go,” he said against her cheek, his nose brushing her temple.
A faint noise in the distance—barking maybe—jerked them both upright. Dogs? “They’re tracking you?”
“I told you, these are not nice guys.” He jumped up and grabbed her shoulders to help her stand before he spun her around and unlatched the cuffs. “You can run faster without these.” He snatched their bags from the ground and latched onto her hand. “Come on.”
His posture didn’t leave any room for arguments and she didn’t really want to anyway. Her dream had left her numb. The faster they made it to safety, the faster she could be rid of him and find her sisters. Something about Dane brought back too many painful memories.
They ran together through the dark woods, stepping over briars and fallen logs littering the dense forest floor, and slid to a stop at a shallow creek.
Dane stepped to the edge of the water. “Come on, we’ll run with the creek.”
Chloe shook her head. No. If he went in that water, he’d… “It’s chilly? You’ll get sick.”
His smirk didn’t ease her trepidation. “Worried about me now?”
“No…I…never mind.” If he wanted to be an ass and get pneumonia who was she to keep him from it? She beat him into the water and waited for his direction.
He caught up quickly and brushed a finger down her cheek. “It’s sweet that you care, but don’t. I’ve never been sick a day in my life.”
The dogs’ incessant barking grew stronger. Chloe glanced back into the still darkened woods. “Are they cops?”
With a sardonic twist of his lips, he sneered, “No, sweetheart, they are definitely not cops.”
Something about the way he said that made her wonder if he wasn’t quite as bad as she suspected. “Are you?”
He shrugged and shuffled through the water. Head bowed, he whispered, “Not anymore.”
Gods. She’d suspected that he had a split personality, but not a split lifestyle. “You were?”
He grabbed her hand and splashed up the creek. “This conversation is over. Let’s go.”
Water flew around them, drenching her slacks and his jeans. Her feet froze in the steady stream and she wondered briefly if Lacey and Attie soaked up the sun somewhere or if they’d even thought of her yet. She had six days left to find them and with each mile they ran, she worried she’d sealed their fate by refusing to create.
She’d blamed them for David’s death for a brief moment when the grief had overcome her, but now…she only wanted them with her. They were always stronger together—mentally, physically and until lately, emotionally.
At a large rock jutting into the stream a few miles up, Dane sank down and clutched his knees. “I’m out of shape. I used to run for miles, but this life of crime has really made me soft.” He glanced up. “How are you doing?”
Chloe stopped and watched him pant. “I’m fine.”
He rubbed his hand down the tense muscles in his thighs. “You aren’t winded?”
With a brief toss of her hair, she replied, “No.”
“Why not?”
She shrugged. He’d never understand the special gifts she had. “Do you know where we’re headed or are we running blind here?”
“Pretty blind right now. I’m hoping we’ll hit a highway soon and I’ll call for a ride.” He scooped a hand full of the cool water and splashed it onto his sweating face. “Come on. We’d better go.”
She sighed and fell in line behind him. “Are these guys part of your gang?”
“It’s not a gang. And no.”
“So, who are they?”
He shook his head. “Uh…it’s better if I don’t tell you.”
It was going to be like that. “Whatever.”
She didn’t have time to worry over whatever he’d been involved in, but her curiosity was piqued. The further away from civilization they walked-jogged, the more of his tough guy façade he dropped. It was like layers of grime and bad guy were being peeled from him in the creek.
They stopped when the sun reached noon overhead. Dane dropped down to a fallen log. “Come on.” He smiled up at her. His whole face lit up, shedding years off his age. “I think I have something to eat in my bag. Let’s see.”
The urge to kneel beside him and watch his almost boyish search reminded her that she should be angry with him. “I’m not hungry.”
He dropped his gaze and continued digging. “You need to eat.”
Sure, she needed to, but food was the last thing on her mind. The dream had left her in a foul mood and running from dogs and bad guys didn’t help either. “No, I don’t. I’m fine.”
His smile slipped into a worried frown. His grin returned when he caught hold of something in the bag. “Ah-hah.” Like a child at Christmas, he peeled back the wrapper on a granola bar and brought it slowly to his mouth. “Sure you don’t want the first bite?”
Chloe shook her head.
He bit down and mouthed around a hunk of nutty grains. “Hard-headed woman.”
***
She stared at him. It made his skin itch and other things shift, and with the cold water soaking his clothes, he wasn’t in the mood for her attitude. “What?”
One manicured finger tapped at her chin. “I’m trying to figure out what happened to the asshole on the bus.”
He arched a brow. Shit. He’d been that bad? “An asshole?”
A small smile eased across her generous lips. “Yeah, a big one.”
Something had to stop your tears. “And now?”
“Now? I think you’re not what I thought.”
“Oh.” He broke her too knowing gaze and searched through his bag until he found another granola bar. The soft edge to her voice made him want to spill his guts. He hadn’t told anyone of his past life in over two years and yet, he’d already divulged that he’d been a cop. She would destroy him if he didn’t get it together. “Come on, I’ll share.”
He grabbed her hand and paused when she wrapped her fingers in his. Before, he’d had to tug her along and he didn’t trust her easy acceptance. She lowered herself to the mossy ground and watched the water race through the creek. “So, who is chasing you?”
The woman had a one-track mind. “Geez, you’re not going to let this go, are you?”
Both of her arched eyebrows rose. “No.”
Dane had to be careful with the information he shared. If he told her too much, she’d be a liability to this case, but if he wanted her continued cooperation, he’d have to give her enough.
“I did a job for my boss. He wanted me to steal a load of drugs from this dealer down on South Side, but they’d already made the exchange.” He shrugged. “I took their money instead.”
She sat back and crossed her arms, bringing his attention to the slight swell of her breasts that pushed against her wrists. “And now they want it back?”
He nodded.
“So, how did you get snared up with drug dealers?”
The more he spilled, the more he felt like a complete schmuck. Lying had come to be so second nature that he’d almost believed his own stories. “Cop pay sucks. I met a stronger crowd that had the right connections. They pulled me into a couple of bank heists and introduced me to my boss.”
Chloe leaned back, her mouth dropped open and the color bleached from her face. “You robbed banks?”
The high pitch of her voice put him on high alert. “Yeah. Why?” She stared up at him, one lone tear trickling down her cheek. Dane squatted down and flicked it away with his thumb. “What’s wrong?”
With a firm slap to his hand, she shoved him back until he fell to his ass. She took off, sprinting into the dense woods surrounding the creek.
The woman had more strength than he’d ever given her credit for. Damn. He hurried after her, snagging their bags and zipping his on the run. She wouldn’t get far. She couldn’t. If Jack’s boys got a hold of her, they’d tear her up. He ran for more than a mile before he realized he didn’t hear her anymore—he’d followed the sounds of her yips and snarls when the thick brush snagged at them. But, now, the woods had grown eerily quiet.
Dane stopped and spun in a circle, hoping to catch site of her. “Chloe?”
A voice rang out from the tree line, halting his breath. “Oh, she’s here, Dane.”
He cupped his hand over his brow against the bright sun peeking through the treetops and squinted into the shadows. “Jack?”
The tall, thin frame of the drug boss stepped from the bows of the surrounding trees. His narrow frame filled the black suit perfectly. Only Jack would wear designer into the woods. “I think you have something of mine.”
Jack walked further into the light, hauling a struggling Chloe behind him.
Dane held his ground, even though everything inside him wanted to rush forward and rip her from Jack’s arms. “It appears you have something of mine, too.”
Jack’s head dipped to the side, sending his long braid trailing over his shoulder. “So, why don’t you hand over my bag and we’ll let the girl go.”
It didn’t slip Dane’s notice that they hadn’t offered him the same retreat. “I give you this, and Shady will kill me.”
“You don’t and I’ll kill you.” Jack grabbed the black rope of hair and played with the twisted band holding it together. “Although, now that I’ve found you, I’ll probably kill you anyway. I don’t like to be fucked.”
One of Jack’s thugs shoved Chloe forward and she fell to her knees. She glanced up at Dane with a complete lack of fear in her eyes. “When they said vacation, extreme kidnapping wasn’t on the travel plans.”
The more she goaded them, the more likely she was to get hurt. “Chloe, be quiet.”
She speared him with those big brown orbs.
The goon standing to Jack’s right, smacked her. “You’re a smart-mouthed bitch, aren’t you?” The crack of his hand landing on her cheek shifted Dane forward.
The guy on the left, another steroid-powered monster, raised a gun, leveling it at Dane’s chest.
Jack stepped forward and placed his hand on Chloe’s head. “Back up. Or I’ll let Marty have her.”
Dane growled. He had no control over this situation and the lack of it pissed him off worse than the threat against Chloe. That threat had already pushed him to the edge of sanity and now he jumped over. “She’s innocent. Let her go.”
The drug lord relaxed. “Toss me the bag.”
“Fine.” Dane slung the pack across the twenty feet separating them. “There. Now let her go.”
These were the moments when negotiating meant everything and in his crazed need to protect her, he just threw away his only bargaining tool. Fuck.
Jack laughed. “Do you really think I’m that stupid?” He dropped to one knee and rifled through the bag. “Where’s my shit?”
Chloe flinched under Jack’s harsh voice. Dane had to get her out of this. He lowered his voice and took on a more subdued demeanor, hoping like hell Jack would have some leniency. “The deal had already been made.”
Jack arched a brow. “Well, Dane, that’s all good and fine, but there’s only half the money here.” He pulled the pistol from the bag and shoved it in his back pocket. “My shit was worth twice this much.”
Dane forced down his seething anger, praying that Jack wouldn’t hear the menace in his voice. “That’s all that was in the bag. It sounds like you’ve got a crook on your bank roll.”
Jack nodded. “That may be true, but unfortunately for you, you decided to take his place. So, either I kill you here and now, or you find a way to get me twice this in the next 48 hours.”
Thank God. He had some time. “Fine, let us go and I’ll get your money.”
“See…here’s the problem. For some reason you’re kind of attached to the bitch, so I’m going to keep her. Make sure I get my money.” Jack pulled on Chloe’s hair until she rose. “She’ll be fine with me as long as you do what you’re good at.”
Dane watched the pain reflect on Chloe’s face. “Why did you run?”
She clawed at the hand holding her hair, but didn’t show any sign of fear. “Because. You’re. Just. Like. Them.”
Although he knew that’s what she believed, what he wanted her to believe, it still hurt to hear. His eyes shifted from the hate emanating from her brown gaze and back to Jack. “Two days?”
“Meet me at my club with my money or I’m giving her to Marty.”
Marty bent down and licked a trail up the side of Chloe’s face. Dane rushed forward and stopped only when Jack shoved the barrel of the pistol in his cheek. “I wouldn’t suggest going any further, my friend. I like you, Dane. You got balls, but this is not a fight you’re going to win. I told you to get away from Shady and now look at you.”
Sure Jack had warned him, but only to get Dane on his side. “Jack. We can finish this now. You don’t have to keep her.”
Jack waved the gun toward the woods. “Your time is passing you by. I suggest you get. We’re already at least a day’s hike back to civilization. I don’t know if the bikes and four-wheelers will even be able to make it down this far.”
Holding out his hands, Dane took a step forward. “Can I at least tell her goodbye? You know, in case I don’t get back.”
“Fine.” Jack nudged an elbow into Marty’s shoulder. “Marty, let her go.”
Chloe stumbled forward and into Dane’s arms when the beefy guy pushed her. Dane wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her to him. Every muscle in her upper body tensed. He leaned in and whispered against her cheek. “I’m really sorry I got you into this. I’ll be back. Don’t go to sleep tonight.”
He brushed his lips against her forehead before releasing her—for once she didn’t pull away—and grabbed a water bottle from his duffle. “I’ll see you in two.” He stopped in front of Jack. “She better not be touched.”
Jack grinned. “I’d say you better start worrying about running and forget the hot pants over here.”
Friendship is essentially a partnership. ~ Aristotle
“Marty. Shut her up.” Jack smacked Marty in the head. “Fuck, is it really that hard?”
Marty’s meaty palm cuffed her across the cheek. If only Chloe could get her hands loose, she’d slow time and use some skills she’d learned from Attie. But, these assholes had roped her hands so tight, she’d barely been able to move her fingers. With each twist, the twine seemed to tighten—which led her to believe that a god’s will was involved. Hera maybe.
“Listen, fellas, I’m not with Dane. He’s an ass. If you’ll let me go, I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”
“Yeah, right.” Marty’s beefy hand shoved between her shoulder blades and propelled her a few yards forward. “Keep walking.” When she tripped over a fallen log, he wrenched her arms in an arc away from her body, forcing a cry from her lips. Damn, that hurt. “I like to hear you scream.”
She needed a distraction. “I scream and Dane will come back.”
Marty’s fingers dug into her shoulder. “You think that shit cares about you?”
Chloe nodded. He did. Of that she was sure. He hadn’t had to ease her mind before he left, but Dane had made a promise and she was sure he’d die trying to save her. “He’ll come back.”
“Whatever, Bitch. Keep moving.”
The man called Jack trudged ahead and stopped when the hum of engines grew near. He shouted back. “They are almost here. Hurry your ass up.”
Marty didn’t wait for any other encouragement. He grabbed Chloe around the waist and slung her over his shoulder. The air rushed out and she fought the stars dancing in her eyes. Damn human-like reactions. Zeus insisted that if they were on earth, they would blend and keep their powers hidden. But, that didn’t mean she had to like it.
The buffoon carrying her palmed her ass, his fingers inching dangerously close to her girly bits. Without thinking of the consequences, she bit into the hard ridge of his shoulder blade. The sweat from his t-shirt instantly filled her mouth with the stale, salty flavor of old-unwashed clothes.
The hand stroking her lower cheek stilled. He must have fisted his fingers because the whack against her soft flesh felt like a hammer driving home a nail.
He flung her to the ground. “Stupid whore.”
Jack turned and eyed them both. “Really? She’s barely a hundred pounds.”
One hundred and seventeen, thank you. Jack knelt at her feet. “Look. I don’t want to hurt you, but if you don’t stop bothering him, I’m going to have to either let him have you or shoot you. So, please stop.” He hooked his arm through hers and pulled her to her feet.
This man had almost as many flavors as Dane. “Why do you care if he hurts me?”
“Because you’re insurance and do me no good dead. Besides, I know Dane. If we fuck him over, I’ll never see my money.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Now, please come quietly.”
Marty scowled from his perch against a tree, absently rubbing his shoulder. Good, I hope it hurts like hell. She followed behind Jack until he stood in a clearing. Three goons on dirt bikes and a four-wheeler showed up shortly after. If she got on those bikes, how would Dane know where to find her? It wasn’t fear for herself. She had her plan in place, but she didn’t want the guy who’d tried to save her once hurt because she’d made a mistake.
“You’ll ride with me.” Jack straddled one of the bikes. She’d have to be up close and personal in order to fit. With a hasty step back she felt the hard wall of Marty’s chest hit her.
“Please, I can’t.”
Jack frowned. “Get your ass on this bike so we can get the hell out of here.”
She could stand there, argue, and hopefully buy Dane some time to rescue her…or she could find a way to get her hands in front of her and do her magic. Well, that was an easy decision. “I can’t ride with these on.”
Jack nodded toward his guard. “Cut the ropes.”
Marty stalked forward and yanked her arms high. Damn, that hurt. “You run and I’ll chop these pretty limbs off.”
Run, no, she wouldn’t dream of running. “Fine.”
He released her. “Get on the bike.”
Chloe didn’t waste any time on these goons. She flexed her arms before clasping her hands in a prayer-like hold. The tension in her muscles helped her control the energy she’d need to escape. Her sisters had much better focus with their powers, but as the creator of life, Chloe found that her energy took more concentration. When the will of the forces around her stilled, she grinned and absorbed the sense of complete calm settling over her. “Boys, it’s been fun.”
The air grew stagnant around them and stilled. With a little focus and the power of a goddess, she stopped time. The men around her didn’t flinch. She knocked one of them off the dirt bike and smirked. Humans…they’d never learn. Now, she needed to rescue her wayward hero and get on with the search for her sisters.
***
Dane spun around with his hands up, ready to defend himself when he felt the nudge to his shoulder. Chloe stepped back, arms raised in defense. “What the hell? I could have killed you.”
She smirked. “That’s not likely.”
“How are you here?”
With a short twist, she moved enough for him to see the bike parked in the shadow of a large tree. “I told them I wouldn’t run.”
He didn’t know how she’d manage to escape and steal a bike, but she’d brightened his day. God, the worry had aged him five years and he couldn’t even describe the joy at seeing her unharmed face. “How?”
“They didn’t pay attention. It was nothing.” A small smile lifted one side of her mouth and at that point, Dane would have given anything to see the full radiance. “Are you coming with me?”
“I’m not as inclined to jogging out of here as I thought.” He smirked. “And, I have a signal on my phone, so we can finally pull up GPS and get the hell out of this mess.”
She grinned. “Okay.” Without another word in true Chloe fashion, she raced back to the bike and mounted up.
He reached her side, and grasped the chrome handle. “Scoot back.”
With a quick jerk of her head, she hesitated. “This is my bike.”
Not going to happen. He’d never let her have that much control. “Baby, I don’t ride punk for anyone.”
She blushed with his rough comment and suddenly he wanted to say and do all kinds of wicked, rude things to her. He needed a woman and he needed to get out of this mess. His mind was seriously starting to get fucked.
Without any other argument, she slid back on the seat and waited. Damn, this woman was quiet. He’d give anything to know what she thought of him, and to know why she’d come back. He straddled the machine, stood, and revved the engine. “Ready?”
He felt her nod against his back. With a quick check, he wrapped his fingers around her delicate hands clasped at his waist. This would be a long ride.
Traveling was slower than he’d hoped, but riding double through the rough terrain with several stops to get their bearings took extra time. Chloe didn’t talk much on any of the stops.
He popped the kickstand down and moved around the open space they parked in, searching for another signal. She stayed on the bike as she’d done for the last hour even though they’d stopped twice.
“You worried about something?”
She sighed and picked at a fray on her dirty blouse. “My sisters.”
Dane continued to walk around. “Oh? Where are they?”
She watched him, those deep, brown eyes following his every movement. “I don’t know.”
He stopped. “What do you mean?”
“I’m supposed to be looking for them.”
“Chloe—”
“Don’t.”
No more words were needed. He knew he’d screwed up her plans and made a huge mistake by taking her with him. If anything happened to her—
A beep from his cell stopped that dead-end thought. He finally had the damn bars to catch another update. “Got it.” He smiled, hoping it would erase the worry from her brow. She scowled deeper. “We’re almost home, sweet cheeks.”
“Home?”
“Austin.”
She twisted her lips in a grimace. “Oh.”
She was the most confounding woman he’d ever met. “That’s it. Oh?”
“Yeah, oh.”
Dane slid the phone in his pocket and closed the gap separating them. “Woman, we’ve been chased all over Texas and that’s all you have to say?”
She glanced up and tears had gathered in the corners of her lashes. “Yes.”
Dane stroked her dirt-smudged face with his thumb. “Honey, what is it?”
A shudder passed down her body. “Someone like you killed my fiancé. How many people have you killed?”
Holy fuck. She’d lost it. Obviously, this was too much stress for her. “I don’t understand.”
“You said you robbed a bank…and you’re working with drug dealers. My love was shot by someone like you. I need…I need to know if you’ve killed some innocent man like my fiancé. Someone intent on getting enough money from the bank you were robbing to take his girl out to dinner…the fucking diamond ring still in his pocket.”
He tried to reach out and touch her, but she flinched away.
That flat pissed him off. He’d been through hell trying to keep her ass alive. He would never hurt her. “When did he die?”
She gasped. “What?”
“When?”
The crystals hanging to her lashes slid down her beautiful face. “Are you kidding me?”
Her animosity began to piss him off. “No, I want to know when. It’s obviously not been that long. You are still deeply wounded.” If she kept staring at him like he’d grown a dick on his forehead, he would either kiss her or die trying. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
She whispered, “Say you never have.”
“I never have.”
A sob broke from her mouth and he waited for her to gather herself. “Why do you do this?” She leaned forward and pressed her cheek to his chest. “I don’t understand why men like you kill. Why you choose this life. It’s so easy to be good. Honest.”
I’m not this man.
In fact, he really hadn’t ever stepped inside the banks when they were on a heist, but he wasn’t about to tell anyone that. It’d totally blow his cover. “We still need to get out of here. Are you ready?”
She shrugged. Damn, she was back to her stoic, silent self. Dane stepped toward the bike, but stopped. They really needed to get back on the road, but he had to make her understand. He glanced back at her, and she turned her face away. “Look, like me or not, we have to stick together until we’re done. And,” Dane cupped her chin and turned her gaze back to his. “I’ve never shot anyone in a holdup.”
With her bottom lip quivering, he couldn’t resist the opportunity. He leaned in, bracing her face with one hand and the other holding the bike steady, he inhaled the sweet fragrance that seemed to cloak her regardless of the grime. “I’m going to kiss you and you’re going to let me. You need this.”
She squawked something against his lips, but it only gave him an advantage. He slid his tongue against the open seam of her mouth and tasted a hint of raspberry. Tongues stroked. Hands clutched. The bike wobbled. When he would have deepened the kiss further, she bit down.
Dane reared back, squinting his eyes against the pain. “H-holy thuck. What ‘da hell?”
“Get something straight. I don’t need this.” She waved her hand back and forth between their mouths. “I don’t need you, but some crazy insane sense of humanity plagues me and I feel the need to see you safe. So, if you don’t mind, get on the bike and get us out of here.”
She thought to see him safe? Something about her statement caught him funny, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. The damn woman was strange. She’d responded to his kiss—for a brief moment anyway. Yeah, she’d responded alright and he had the uncomfortable hard-on to prove it.
If she wanted to keep the distance, that’s what he’d do. He needed to get his job done first anyway. He had no room in his life for a woman right now. “Fine. We’ll play it your way. Hold on, sweet cheeks, it’s going to get bumpy.”
A highway had never looked so good and it was a good thing they’d found it. The bike ran out of gas a mile back and darkness closed in on them. Chloe was still quiet and hadn’t given him more than a passing glare. She made it to the pavement and walked out onto the deserted road. “Well, can you call someone?”
He sighed. “Yeah.” He glanced down at his black screen. “Shit. No. It’s dead.”
“How appropriate.” She sat down on the side of the road and fiddled through her bag.
Dane squatted next to her. “I don’t suppose you have a phone?”
“No.”
Who didn’t have a phone? “Still mad at me?”
“No. I’m ambivalent.”
He’d been told a lot of things, but never that. “You enjoyed it.”
She didn’t give him the response he expected, but kept her head down and honored him with the briefest of nods. “Maybe.” She pulled out a set of knitting needles and ball of yarn, and placed them almost reverently on the darkening pavement.
“What are you doing?”
“Checking my things.”
“You sew?”
She didn’t look up. “This is for knitting, and yes.”
Her hands skimmed the yarn, toyed with the needles, and if he hadn’t seen how still she could really be, he’d swear there was a fine tremble to her fingers.
“I haven’t seen you knit. Even on the bus.”
Her hands stilled. “I quit.”
He reached toward the yarn, but she moved it out of his way. “So, why do you still carry them with you?”
She glanced up. “Because I can. Are you done grilling me?”
Dane smirked. “Baby, I’ve barely begun.” The tension from the day suddenly brought him to his knees, almost literally. “Damn, I’m exhausted. How ‘bout you?”
“No. I’m fine.”
She had to be the strongest, saddest woman he’d ever met. “Okay.”
With a sweep of her hand, she tossed her hair over her shoulder and glanced up at him. “What now?”
“I guess we hitch.”
Sex is emotion in motion. ~ Mae West
Dane had successfully snared them a ride to the closest drive-through town. It housed a café and a motel. Neither looked healthy enough to stay in or eat at, but that didn’t seem to bother him.
“Come on, we’ll room here tonight. I can use the payphone and one of Shady’s boys will pick us up in the morning.”
Chloe stopped halfway across the parking lot. As Lacey would say, this place was a shit hole. “Are you serious?”
He shoved his hands in his pocket and glanced at the motel, then back at her. “Ah, come on, I didn’t take you for the kind of girl who would mind a little hard living.”
Hard living was one thing, but this was ridiculous. “Whatever.”
They rushed inside the dingy motel together and met the night clerk’s quizzical glance—together.
Dane placed a hand on her stomach to still her. “We need a room.”
She glared at him then back at the clerk. “Two, please.”
“One.” Dane glared back.
The old clerk stood. “Well, which is it? One or Two?”
Dane slapped a hand over her mouth and rushed on, “One.” He glared at Chloe, daring her to say something and oh, she had plenty to say. “Don’t.”
The clerk shrugged before handing them an old fashioned key—no easy card swipes here— and muttered, “Room thirteen.”
Well, that was great. A number considered unlucky in this era sealed their fate. He grabbed her hand and tugged her back through the glass door. The way his fingers wrapped around hers kicked her heart rate up a notch and tightened things low in her stomach. He made her forget memories she wasn’t ready to give up.
“Dane,” she warned. “I don’t want to share a room with you.”
He flashed that grin at her—the one that made her girly bits grin back in anticipation. “I don’t bite—much.”
She stopped. If he thought he was getting anything other than a crap load of harping, he was so wrong. And she’d had centuries to learn how to nag with the best of them.
“Relax. I’m not going to touch you unless you want me to, and we both know you do.”
Did she? Sure the man could kiss better than anything she’d ever had, even her fiancé, which left a taste of bitter lemons in her mouth. But, had enough time really passed to have grieved for someone she was ready to commit a human lifetime to? And if it was, did that mean she didn’t love David as much as she’d thought?
David, I’m so sorry.
She ignored his comment and waited by their unlucky room. He slid the key in the lock and winked at her before shoving open the door. “Come on, I’m beat.”
“Good.” Maybe he wouldn’t have the energy to look so cute.
He smirked and shook his head. “You are a piece.”
“You’re not. Now move.” She shoved him inside and immediately claimed the small bathroom. They’d been running through the woods with only quick breaks for the necessities. She was ready for a shower and a toothbrush. The shower proved to be grimy and almost as dirty as her, but it was hot. She rolled the muscles in her neck, enjoying the soothing mist.
Dane banged on the door. His muffled voice carried beneath it. “Want me to wash your back?”
She grinned. If he wasn’t into a life of crime, she’d actually enjoy his humor. “No, thank you.”
His chuckle made her giggle, but then he had to go and ruin it with his cocky flare. “I’m good.”
“I’ll bet you are.” She cut off the water and used the small towel to quickly dry off and wrap around her body. She washed her slacks, panties, bra and blouse in the sink and rinsed them before hanging them around the room. Making sure she had the towel secure, she said a quick prayer to the gods that it didn’t slip and turned the door handle. Dane had kicked off his shoes and was sprawled across the full size bed.
Chloe edged closer to him. “Dane.”
He didn’t stir. He really did need to get out of his dirty clothes. She leaned over him to unsnap his tight jeans and strong fingers clamped down on her wrist. “What are you doing?”
She pulled back out of his reach. “I was going to help you undress. I thought you were sleeping.”
“Sorry. I was.” He raked a hand over his face. “Shower free?”
She nodded.
“Okay, I’ll be right out.”
Chloe glanced away. The thought of him stripping for the shower brought a blush to her cheeks. “Take your time.”
Dane closed the bathroom door, and she released the breath she’d been holding. Damn, that man stirred things inside her. Needing something to preoccupy her horny mind, she turned to the bed. The sheets at least looked clean when she pulled back the old comforter. “Well, bed bugs, move over. I may not need much sleep, but I’m bone tired.”
Dane took longer than she expected, but when he walked through the door, she’d have given anything for him to have taken at least another hour. Whoa, he was smoking hot. Wide shoulders, marked up with tribal tattoos and scars, tapered down to a flat stomach. A smattering of hair trailed down the center of his chest to disappear behind the towel wrapped around his waist. He hadn’t bothered drying down first, and she had a growing thirst to lick away the beads of moisture.
His green eyes darkened. “Want me to do a little tease for you, too?”
She blushed—again. Fates do not blush. “Excuse me?”
“You were eye-fucking me. I thought I’d make it better for you.”
She rolled away from him and tucked the sheet firmly beneath her chin. “Goodnight, Dane.”
He laughed and shut off the lights. The bed dipped beneath his weight. She knew he’d probably sleep with her, but she’d never dreamed he’d look like that under those dirty clothes. The bed shifted and his fingers wrapped around her upper arm. She flinched away and he gripped her tighter. “Hey, don’t run. I want to make sure you’re okay.”
He worried about her? Oh, no. No, don’t worry about me. Don’t care, please. It was hard enough to keep her distance without feelings involved. “I’m fine. Go to sleep.”
He sighed and rolled to his back. She waited for his breathing to grow heavy and when it didn’t, she rolled toward him. “I’m okay, really.”
One arm draped over his eyes, she could only make out the lower part of his face through the beams of light coming in from the sign out front. “I’m glad. I worried about you when Marty took you away.”
Chloe rested her hand against his bicep. “I know. That’s why I had to find you.”
He dropped his arm and rolled toward her. “Chloe, I have to tell you something.”
In the dark, with the light catching his eyes, the pheromones in the room shifted. The air grew heavy and all she could think of was his kiss earlier. “Dane…”
“Damn, baby, don’t look at me like that.” He closed the distance and pulled her across his chest. One hand tangled in her damp hair and the other slid lower, pressing against her back, forcing her breasts to his naked chest. “You can’t look at me like that and expect me to be a gentleman.”
His lips pressed against hers, teasing and testing, waiting for entry.
She whispered against his too soft mouth. “I can’t.”
“Shhhh…Let me hold you. We’ve been through some shit. Don’t think too hard on this.” His hand lowered to her waist, dragging the towel and sheet with it. “I want you.”
“I know. I want you back, but it’s too soon.”
Dane rolled them, tucking her neatly beneath him. It never failed to amaze her how strong he really was. “This is going to sound really bad…but I mean it from the only part of my heart I have left. You can’t bring him back. And pushing me away won’t help either.”
This was ridiculous. He would return to his life of crime until Death found him. She mourned a man brought down by someone like Dane. Yet, she couldn’t place Dane in the same darkness as those thugs that had killed David. He seemed too good. Too sweet. “Where do you see this going?”
“Nowhere probably, but there’s something here between us. I feel it. You feel it. Don’t deny it.”
“No.”
“Yes.” Dane’s face dipped, his stubble raked across her cheek and slid toward her ear. “You want me. I know you do.” He kissed her sweetly on the skin below her lobe. “But, if you’re really saying no, I’ll wait.”
She did want this. Wanted him. But, how could she betray poor David with her immortal body’s overactive hormones. Gods and goddesses had been fornicating for years. It’s the one thing they had down to a fine art. But, if she gave herself to Dane without giving him her heart, would she be any better than the gods and goddesses she loathed?
“I can’t. Not yet.” She pressed at Dane’s shoulders until he rolled away. “I’m sorry. Not yet.”
A heavy sigh deepened the sense of a moment lost in the room. “It’s fine. Let’s get some sleep, okay?”
“Are you mad?”
“I’m hard as hell. Not mad.” Dane rolled back toward her, propping his cheek on his hand. “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t want you. And this may be the last chance we’re alone together. But, I’m not a teenager and this isn’t going to kill me.” He trailed a finger down her cheek. “I’m sorry I pushed. Get some sleep.”
Chloe raked her thumb across the lips that had teased her nearly senseless. “I’m sorry I couldn’t say yes. I hope…well…good night, Dane.” Whoa, she’d almost made a promise. She couldn’t wish that she’d see him again. Not now. She had to remember why she was here. The days were slipping past, and still she’d yet to find even one of her sisters.
She rolled away from him and hoped like hell she could stay on her side of the bed. After several long, silent minutes, Dane’s breathing evened out, giving her the perfect opportunity to study him. He wanted her to believe he was a bad boy. Wanted everyone to think that, but she’d seen a different side of him. What kind of crook would have a woman naked in his bed and not press her?
“Dane.” He didn’t move. Chloe rolled from bed and tucked her towel back around her. She had to get out of there before he woke up. This, them being together, was such a bad idea.
The bathroom door creaked as she snuck back inside and winced. Damn. Her clothes would take more effort than what it was worth. They were still soaked through. By the time she managed to wrestle them on, he’d wake up. She still had to try. Hopping naked on one foot, she worked on keeping her grunts of frustration to a minimum.
“Chloe?”
Sweet Hades.
“Uh, I’m using the bathroom.”
The bed squeaked. “With the door open?”
Think fast, Clotho. “Uh, no. I’m done. I’ll be right back to bed.” She kicked off her wet slacks and threw them back over the towel bar. With a quick flush, she draped the towel around her chest and sprinted to the bed.
Dane held back the sheet, flashing her an all-too-revealing glance at his delicious torso and lower. Even limp, the man was a morsel.
She squeaked, “Thanks.”
He watched her with an intent she recognized well. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you’ve never seen a man before.”
“I’ve seen my fair share, but I’ve never slept beside one nude and not done anything about it.”
The bed shifted. “We can remedy that.”
“Not tonight. Please.”
He chuckled. “Go to sleep, sweet cheeks.”
Chloe sighed. “Dane, why do you call me that?”
He rolled away from her. “Don’t.”
“What?”
Dane inhaled. “Go to sleep okay?”
“Why won’t you tell me?”
He wouldn’t roll over and that left her no choice. She scooted closer, pressing her chest to his back. Every muscle flexed against her. “Please. Is it bad?”
“No. It’s not bad…not exactly. It’s a nickname. A sweet nothing.” He glanced over his shoulder. “What happened to the woman who gave me the silent treatment all through the woods?”
She almost got caught shaking her bare ass into a pair of wet slacks. “Never mind.” Chloe flipped over to her back and heaved a frustrated sigh when she felt him sag in relief. “I don’t have the plague, you know?”
“Woman! Really? I tried to sweet talk you into giving yourself to me earlier and you wouldn’t budge. Do you know how hard it is to have your breasts raking along my back? To have your thighs brushing mine?” He rolled mid-rant. “I am dying to slip my aching cock inside you and you want to have a fucking chat about a nickname.”
Whoa, someone had it bad. “Calm down. I was only asking.”
“Sweet cheeks is what I thought when I first saw you.”
She patted her heated face. “But, why?”
He shifted closer, one arm rested on the opposite side of her, placing him a few inches over her. “It wasn’t for those lovely rosies of yours. When I walked past that bus window and saw you…I wanted to know what your ass looked like. There are you happy? I haven’t had a woman in a long time and you set my balls up tight.”
She gasped. He couldn’t have shocked her more. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Don’t say anything. It’s what you’re good at.” Dane flipped over, taking his pillow with him and strode naked through the room.
“Where are you going?”
“I need sleep.”
He shut the bathroom door.
“What if I’m not here in the morning?”
“Then you’re not here.”
Shit.
***
Fuck me. That woman could light his fire and fuel his anger faster than anyone he’d ever been around. He tossed his pillow to the floor and dropped down. Well, it wasn’t the dirtiest place he’d slept in the past two years, but considering he’d left a fairly decent bed, it just damned sucked.
“Dane, come back to bed.” Chloe’s voice slipped under the door and stirred his cock. Maybe he’d jerk it a couple of times and get rid of the ache.
He ran a hand down his torso, beyond the thick nest of pubic hair and grabbed his throbbing member. The rough texture of his palm did not satisfy his cock. No, it wanted those trembling lips around its length. “Fuck me, she’s going to kill me.”
Disgusted, Dane dropped his hand to his thigh and hissed through his teeth. The soft tapping against the door irritated him worse than his throbbing shaft. “Go away, Chloe.”
“I didn’t mean to be a tease. I…I can’t.”
Christ. How long had it been since someone loved him as much as she loved her dead fiancé? He wanted that kind of connection with someone, wanted someone to cry if he died. “Please…for the love of God. Go to bed.”
A sigh shifted beneath the door. “Goodnight, Dane. I’m sorry.”
He waited for the springs of the bed, but nothing followed. Something slid against the other side of the door and another sigh floated beneath the small gap underneath it. He punched his pillow in a corner made by the tub and the dingy baseboard. This was going to be a long night.
Dane woke with a stiff neck and an aching hard on. He glanced down at the naked cock stretching up and begging for attention. “Not going to happen, buddy.”
Even with the warning it did nothing to ease his hopes. He needed a shower. A very cold shower. He stepped in and flicked on the water. The crisp bite of the chilled water eased some of his discomfort.
Something about that woman refused to let him walk away, but staying with her was killing him. He soaped his hair. She was going to fuck this case up and he was letting her. Shit.
Somehow, he had to ditch her…but someplace safe. I won’t be responsible for her death. He shut off the water and rubbed his skin red with the too short towel hanging nearby. Hopefully it was a fresh towel. Chilled from the shower, he quickly threw on his now dry clothes.
With a deep breath, he braced himself for a confrontation and turned the handle on the bathroom door. He stepped deeper into the bedroom. The bed sheets were rumpled, but Chloe was nowhere to be found.
“Are you still mad?”
The voice behind him startled his heart. He spun around. She was on the floor, wedged against the wall by the bathroom door. “What the hell are you doing down there?”
She didn’t answer.
“Did you sleep down there?”
“No.” She sighed and stood. The sheet wrapped around her, barely concealing the beauty of her naked body beneath. “I didn’t sleep. I waited for you to come out. Please, don’t be mad at me.”
“I’m not mad.” More like frustrated beyond reason. “Listen, why don’t you take a shower and get dressed. We really need to be ready. Shady’s boys will be here within the hour.”
She moved toward him, one hand rising and cupping his jaw. “If we’d have met some other time…maybe before…I might have been able to— ”
“You know—” He raked a hand through his damp hair, hoping to relieve the discomfort her words gave him. “I understand. I don’t know how or why, but I do.” He smiled down into her chocolate eyes. Possibly the saddest eyes he’d ever seen. “Now, please. Go change.”
She smiled that pitiful half-smile. “Okay.”
Chloe didn’t say anything else, and Dane had to hold his breath until she disappeared behind the bathroom door. If he’d breathed, he’d have reached for her.
He grabbed his cell and dialed Shady’s number. Maybe when he made it back to the city and put her on a bus or plane to wherever she’d been headed, he’d finally have a clear mind to finish this case. But, part of him hoped that when it was over, he’d be able to find her again. It had been too long since anyone had made him forget his job, his reason for lying, and made him want more.
Friends are thieves of time. ~ Francis Bacon
Dressed, and feeling much better in clean, if not slightly mangled clothes, Chloe fluffed her damp waves and stepped out into the bedroom. Dane turned toward her from his vigil by the windows. “Hey, you look much better. How are you feeling?”
“Fine.” She sat on the edge of the bed. He’d shrugged into his jeans and wrinkled t-shirt, but even with the ripped clothes he still took her breath away. Maybe more so because of them. “Are they here yet?”
“No.”
“Oh.”
Dane pressed his forehead against the window pane and sighed. “Is it going to be awkward for us the rest of this trip?”
“I don’t know.”
He frowned at her. She didn’t want it to be awkward, but she also knew that her heart was leading her astray from her purpose. She’d followed it once and the results had been devastating. No, she wouldn’t feel again. Not for a mere mortal—even this sexy one.
Dane stepped away from the window and stopped inches from her. “You look so deep in thought.”
They were at a stare-off and Chloe didn’t mind breaking the contact. His eyes saw too far inside of her. “I’m worried about my sisters.”
It was a lie. She hadn’t even thought much about them since the beginning of this adventure. She hadn’t even felt them. Which was highly unusual unless Hera was involved—which was probably the case. The woman loved to torture them.
The roar of a truck engine being revved up broke the moment.
Dane glanced over his shoulder. “They’re here.” He gazed back at her. “Ready?”
Chloe nodded and rushed to grab her things. “Let me grab my bag.”
She opened her handbag and made sure her needles and yarn were still intact. Somehow, they’d survived the last few days without much more than some dirt to brush off. She stroked a hand over the metal and a sense of calm settled over her. For a brief moment, she almost regretted her vow.
Dane pulled the door open. “Let’s go.”
He placed his hand low on her back when she stepped past him. His potent touch would be the death of her sorrow. A shudder raced up her skin, setting her teeth clattering, and from his sharp intake, she was sure he’d heard it. A black, late-model-Chevy-something-or-other had parked in front of the motel. Dane held the door open and scooted in behind her.
The gruff guy driving swiveled around and grinned at them with only a few teeth left in his mangled mouth. “Hey, Dane. You are in deep shit, buddy.”
Dane slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t I know it? Drive, Mike.”
Mike cackled and slammed on the gas, squealing the heavy truck’s tires. These humans had absolutely no regard for their safety or anyone else’s.
She endured the rest of the ride with silence. Dane seemed tense and vacant beside her. The wilds of Texas fell behind them as they entered the Austin city limits. The capitol rooftops passed in a blur as they drove deeper and deeper into the city. They stopped at a brick building nestled between two apartment complexes. The red stone, faded from years of the Texas sun, showed signs of aging in every crack running along the length of the building.
Dane opened his door and jumped out. “Come on.” He held out a hand to help her out of the truck. “This shouldn’t take long. Then we’ll get you on your way.”
Is that why he’d been so quiet? Was he worried about the meeting with Shady or the thought of her leaving? Did he even care? All the thoughts that shouldn’t be worrying her floated around in her mind. She latched on to Dane’s hand. She needed to make her break now. Once her feet hit the sidewalk she pulled on his arm, turning him with a strength no woman should have.
His eyes widened. “What the hell?”
“Shhh…” Chloe leaned in, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I’m not sure what this is really about. I know you’re not bad. My wish for Fate is for you to get out of this mess and live a long and happy life, but I fear your humanity is holding you from that. For now, I can only wish you get through this with your boss.” She pressed her lips to his and pulled back. The thought of following him into that building, of being near the kind of people that stole hope from everyone they touched, destroyed the spark of desire in her heart. “I’m not going in. This is it for me. Be safe, Dane.”
He frowned, one corner of his mouth drifting down. “Wait. You’re leaving?”
“Yes.” She framed his face in her hands. “It’s time.”
She leaned in for another kiss because she simply had to. She didn’t expect for Dane’s mouth to open or for his hands to find her hips and yank her closer.
“Don’t go,” he whispered against her. His tongue slid past her parted mouth and along hers. He nipped at her lips, sucking on the bottom then flicking the top with his skilled tongue. Her knees weakened and he took the weight, flexing his hips into the cradle of hers.
“Dane.” Chloe pulled away. “I have to go.”
He rested his forehead on hers. “Can I have a phone number? Some way to contact you?”
“No.” She grinned. “As fun as this adventure has been, you won’t ever see me again.”
He sighed and clutched her tighter. “I don’t want to lose you yet.”
“Honey, you never had me.” Chloe pulled his arms from around her. “Get out of this.”
With his eyes squeezed shut, he whispered, “You don’t understand.”
“Don’t I?”
When he opened his eyes, a fierce determination deepened the blue to the dark color of storm clouds. “No. You don’t.”
“Maybe. But, it really doesn’t matter. It’s time.” She backed up a step, needing the space between them.
Dane pushed up from the truck and stepped toward the building. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Chloe.” With a moment’s hesitation, he stopped, glanced at her, and back at the building. “I’m sorry it couldn’t be different.” He didn’t say anything else and didn’t look back as he walked into the building.
She clutched her stomach. Why did it hurt so bad when he turned away from her? “Goodbye, Dane.”
Chloe walked past the next apartment complex, barely noticing the decayed neighborhood. The stench of poverty mingled with auto fuel and oil. A stray breeze caught her hair and lifted it beyond her shoulders. The scent changed and Chloe’s heart clenched. “Attie.” Her sister of death was here. Or she had been. “Dane!”
History repeating itself didn’t surprise her, but the fact that Attie would do this to her again, did. “Attie, please no.”
Chloe stopped, pivoted and ran to the brick building. Her nails caught on the glass door, two of them chipping in the process. It didn’t budge when she pulled on the metal handle with her human strength, so she ripped it from its hinges and threw it on the two armed guards inside.
She ran up the stairs at the back of the open room. “Dane?”
A faint, “Chloe?” carried down to her.
Oh, thank the gods. She hurried down the hall and felt a moment’s relief to see Dane whole and alive. When she entered the small room, Attie’s presence nearly suffocated her. “No.”
Attie pressed her finger to her lips. She pulled her blade from her holster.
“Please, Attie, not him.”
Dane grabbed Chloe’s arm and yanked her to his side. “What are you doing here?”
The small man behind the desk laughed. “Since when do you bring your bitches up here?”
Dane snarled, “She’s not a bitch. You call her that again and I’ll rip your fucking head off.”
Shady snorted and pulled a drawer behind his desk open. The smooth black pistol filled his plump hand. “I’d watch how you talk to me, Dane. I’m a little over you right now. Where’s my fucking cash?”
Dane frowned at the fat drug dealer. “Jack caught up to me and took it back. And now he’s placed a bounty on my head for the half that one of his losers stole from him.” He leaned forward, flattening both palms to Shady’s desk. “Put the fucking gun away.”
Shady tilted his stubby head. “You know Dane, there comes a time when some of your employees aren’t useful anymore. I can’t afford to have Jack up my ass.”
Dane shifted, pushing Chloe behind him and away from the man behind the desk. Shady wouldn’t blink about killing her. “Let the girl go. You don’t have a beef with her.”
“I can’t do that either.”
Dane rushed forward, and in that moment, Chloe knew what she had to do. She smacked her hands together and focused her energy. Time stopped, but Dane kept moving.
***
“What the fuck?”
Everything in the room stopped. Shady held onto the gun but didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t even breathe.
I must be dead.
Dane spun around, if he’d died and this fucker hurt Chloe, he’d haunt his ass forever. She stepped forward with a hand raised as if to calm him. He reached out and took her warm fingers in his. “Are we dead?”
She shook her head. “No. We’re not.”
“Do you know what the hell this is?” Dane swiveled back toward Shady and pulled the gun from his hand. He glanced to the left. “And who the hell are you?”
The woman with the wicked blade strapped to her back spun toward Chloe, jaw dropping. “He can see me?”
“Hell yes. Just like I can see that somehow Shady is frozen.” Dane glanced at the clock above the desk. “Holy shit, time stopped.”
Chloe reached for him, her small palm sliding against his shoulder. “Dane, calm down.”
Who was she? How had she done this? And where the hell did this other chick come from? “How the hell am I supposed to calm down? None of this makes any sense.”
“Look. You aren’t even supposed to be able to move.”
The woman who resembled Chloe, but with shorter hair, shifted behind the desk with her blade and snipped something connected to Shady.
“What is she doing?”
“She’s handing out death. It’s who she is. What she does.”
The other woman tipped up one side of her mouth in a sad grin. “I let you think I was after this hottie so you’d get your ass together and take a chance. It looks like I was right.” She slipped her blade back in its sheath and kissed Chloe on the cheek.
Chloe covered her mouth, whispering through her fingers. “No—”
“Don’t try to deny it. I could hear it in your voice.” Attie winked. “See you in a few. I’ll be in North Carolina.” She took a few steps toward the door and stopped. “Please, don’t give up.”
Chloe grabbed onto her sister’s hand. “Attie? What is it?”
She worried her bottom lip. “I…I’ve got my own troubles to deal with.” The blonde dropped her gaze and shuddered. “I’ll talk to you about it when we’re back at Olympus.”
Chloe caught Attie’s arm. “Are you okay?”
He was glad that Chloe had found at least one of her sisters, but their short reunion left him without answers. “Ladies, look. I’m glad you had this little reunion, but do you want to fill me in on what’s going on?”
Death reached a hand out and waited for Dane to take it. “I’m Attie. Nice to meet you, Dane.” She glanced back at Chloe once before continuing. “Well, handsome. You shouldn’t be able to see me. Hell, you shouldn’t be able to see anything right now.” Tears gathered in the woman’s golden eyes. “You should be frozen in time.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “Chloe is the creator of life. A Fate. The first. And I’m death. It’s super easy and you’ll never believe it, but we’re the women that control your destiny.”
They’d lost their ever-loving-minds. Fates? No way. “No one can control my destiny.”
Attie’s brow arched, much like Chloe’s liked to when she wanted to challenge him. “No?”
“No.”
Attie winked at him and tried to grin, but it came out looking like she’d broken her jaw. He’d have to give it to her. She had mega balls. “I like you handsome. Be good to my sis. She’s been heartbroken too long.”
She walked out, quiet and full of some unknown sadness that didn’t seem to fit her bigger than life persona. He liked her. It was another piece of Chloe. He turned to the woman who still had so many answers to give him. The first being, why she came back. “What are you, really?”
“I’m a Fate.” She slid into one of the chairs in front of the desk, watching him like he was the super-freak in the room. “The question is what are you?”
Dane opened his mouth to answer but no words came out. A weight settled around his chest as though all the air squeezed from his lungs. He reached out for Chloe, but she faded before his eyes.
“Dane!” The faint trill of her troubled voice sifted through the fog before he fainted.
***
“Wake up.”
The voice over him sounded angry, male, and threatening. Dane rolled to his stomach and held a hand to his aching head. He glanced up, shielding his eyes against the light in the room. “Where am I?”
“It’s as I thought. He’s not full blood.” The man hovering over him used the toe of his sandal to flip Dane to his back. “Probably the illegitimate son of one of the guards. Probably doesn’t even know what he is.”
“Well, honey, let’s get him up.” A woman’s sweet voice pounded through him. “He’s not used to the ride through the portal.”
Dane had a pair of hands below each arm and they raised him to his feet as if he didn’t weigh two-fifteen. “Am I dreaming?”
“No.” They dropped him into a stone seat and hovered together to ogle him.
The woman had beautiful blonde hair that trailed to her waist. She wore some kind of thin gown draped over a shoulder. The guy looked much older and was huge. He didn’t want to piss that bad boy off, but he needed answers. “Want to tell me where I am now?”
The man grinned. “You are on Olympus.”
Dane threw his head back and laughed. “Like the gods’, Olympus? Greek mythology and all that?”
The man in front of him laughed back. “Yes, Dane. And I’m Zeus, Chloe’s father.” He flashed his hand to the side and Chloe materialized out of thin air. “And she’s not real pleased with me right now.”
Chloe rushed forward, throwing her arms around Dane’s neck. Her body flushed against his felt so good. So right.
“Uh, hey.” He pulled her onto his lap and breathed a sigh of relief that he didn’t have to live out this dream by himself. “What’s going on here?”
She nuzzled his neck in a very un-Chloe-like way. “I’m not sure. But, I know someone has some explaining to do.” She twisted in his arms, keeping them draped around her waist. Zeus scowled. “Oh, don’t you dare look at me like that. What is he doing here? How is this even possible?”
Zeus scratched his beard. “The boy is half immortal. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
Chloe glanced back at Dane. Confusion and something else, etched into her face. “How?”
The beauty next to Zeus smirked. “I know you know how children are made.”
Tension stiffened Chloe’s body until he worried she’d shatter into a million pieces. “No, what I mean is, how do you know?”
Zeus paced, tugging his beard as he walked. “Well, he was not affected by the powers of the Fates. That’s the first and most important evidence.”
Chloe pushed away from Dane, launching herself to her feet and stopping Zeus. The woman was fucking fearless. “So, I’m to accept your word.” She tipped her head back. “Immortal, huh?” Something in her awe-struck gaze caught him in its clutches. It was like hearing this news completely made her see him differently. “I do not believe this.”
Dane snorted, “Me either.”
Zeus walked over to one of the guards. “Clotho, there’s only one way to make him understand.” He held out his arm. “Give me your sword.”
The guard did so without question and Zeus turned toward Chloe. “Come here, child.”
What the hell did he plan on doing with that sword? Dane stood and pulled her back to his chest. She patted his hands and pried his tight grip from her. “Shhh…This is going to hurt, but it’ll pass.”
She moved away and Dane caught her shoulders again. No way was he going to let her go anywhere near that sword. “Don’t.”
“I’ll be okay.”
She hurried across the space separating them and faced her father. “Okay, Daddy. Let’s do this.”
Zeus lunged and impaled Chloe on the end of the sword, pushing until it pierced through her back. These people are fucking crazy! Psycho. Demented. He could continue the list all day, but even in his silent rant, Dane rushed to catch Chloe before she hit the floor. “Chloe!”
She panted around the pain. Blood soaked through her torn blouse. “It’s okay. Give me a minute.”
Zeus pulled the blade free and wiped it on his gown before passing the sword back to the guard. “I hated doing that.”
Dane glared up at him. “What the fuck, man?”
Chloe pulled up her shirt. “Dane. Watch.”
The clean slice in her abdomen slowly closed.
“Holy shit.”
She smiled. “Yeah.”
The other woman walked up beside Zeus. “Why don’t we let them get some rest and discuss this on their own?”
Zeus glanced at her. “You’re right as always, my love.”
Dane picked up Chloe, never taking his eyes from her toned stomach. The wound puckered then flattened. “Where can I take her?”
Zeus snapped his fingers and a guard rushed forward. “Take them to a room.”
Chloe tipped her head back over his arm and grinned at their escort. “He’s not going to like this, but take us to my room.”
The guard glanced back at Zeus, then back at her. “Are you sure?”
“Do not question me or I’ll sic’ Attie on your children.”
Dane frowned. Surely she hadn’t threatened this guy’s kids with Death. Shit, he sounded almost as crazy as all of them…but, he’d seen the proof with his own eyes.
He waited until they were a few steps behind the guard. “Were you serious?”
She returned her gaze to him. “No, but he doesn’t know that. The Fates have always been safer if we keep those around us fearful. It’s how our father trained us to lead.”
Damn, sick way of leading. “I’m so confused.”
“I know.” She stroked his cheek, barely moving anything but her hand. “I’m going to help you understand.”
They entered a room decorated with knitted patches of blankets. They were everywhere—and beautiful. It reminded him of his grandmother’s house. “What are those?”
“It’s all part of who I am.” With a small push, she managed to wiggle from his arms, completely healed and whole. She caught the guard at the door before he could escape. “Have a bath sent up.”
The man in all metal gear nodded. “Yes, Clotho.”
Dane frowned. “I like Chloe better.”
She grinned back. “So do I.” With a firm and steady step, she walked up to Dane and pushed him until his calves hit her bed. “Take a load off.” She pushed more firmly on his chest and he fell to his butt. “I’m going to take off your clothes, we’re going to get in a hot tub of water, and I’m going to tell you a story while I bathe you in the way of the Greeks.”
“You and me, naked in a bath?” Dane shook his head. “I don’t think so, sweet cheeks. I can’t go through another one of your rejections. My balls still ache from the last one.”
Chloe pulled her bloody shirt over her head. “Are you sure?”
How could he say no when her perfect breasts were level with his mouth and pressed together in the expensive lace bra. “Uh-huh.”
If she meant to distract him from his multitude of questions, she was doing a good job. Please let all this weird shit be a dream. If it was a dream, he’d lose himself in Chloe’s arms until reality called him back. Maybe Shady had shot him and this was coma-world.
She leaned over, placing her small cleavage in his face. “I don’t think you want to say no to me.”
“I can’t say no to you.”
“I know.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and settled over his lap.
“What’s changed?”
“You.” She nibbled at the corner of his mouth. “You can’t die. I don’t have to lose you.”
Dane pushed her back. “That’s why you stopped me at that hotel?”
She nodded. “I can’t stand the thought of loving again just to lose that person. Mortals are too frail.”
Dane caught her chin in his hand before she could dive in again. “So, I’m attractive to you now because your father said that I’m an immortal mutt?”
“No. I’ve always wanted you—even when you were teasing me on the bus. I couldn’t let down my guard.” He frowned at her. “You’re mad?”
“Damn right I am. There are no givens in life. Who’s to say that what this is isn’t more than a chemical reaction, a bout of adrenaline from being on the run, and this doesn’t change who I am. I’m sorry that it changes you.” He pushed her off his lap. “You can’t cut yourself off from the world.”
Tears glistened, filling those large eyes with crystals. “You don’t understand anything.”
No, he didn’t. How did a woman with that big of a heart, decide to close it down? She was supposed to be some goddess that created life. How do you do that and not love? “You’re right. I don’t. I also don’t know if I’m even here. Maybe I took a bullet and this is hell or heaven or a worse. How do you expect me to believe all of this?”
Her brows drew up, forming a small wrinkle over the bridge of her cute nose. “I expect you to trust me. The same way I trusted you.”
This was certainly news to him. “When did you trust me?”
She sat on the bed, her bra a constant distraction. “When I thought you were a criminal…but somehow I knew you were more.”
“I’m no criminal.”
“But—”
He couldn’t take it anymore. The lies, the loss of identity, for one moment he wanted to be Dane the Hero again. Like he used to be before he became Dane the Drug Dealer. “I’m an undercover agent that has been working those two drug lords for two years and you…you probably helped blow my cover.”
For a moment she appeared shocked, but when she stood, her reactions said differently. “How is that my fault? You dragged me off that bus.”
Stalking forward, he ran through the reasons in his mind, but what came out of his mouth didn’t match. “You were so sad and so damn beautiful. I couldn’t let you get hurt.”
She raised a palm and stroked through the stubble on his cheek. “But you’re hurting me now. Please, don’t.”
He had to get away from her. One more minute here and he’d make love to her. “I’m going to go talk to your father. Why don’t you enjoy your bath? We’ll talk later.”
“Why are you leaving?”
“Because I can’t think when you’re near me. I want to be angry with you and yet, when I look at your face, it’s impossible.” He closed the door on her sad eyes. Damn, what a fine mess this was turning into. He turned to the guard outside. “I need to see that big guy from earlier. Her dad.”
“Zeus?”
Dane scratched his head. Either they were all drinking the Kool-Aid or he really was on Olympus. “Uh, sure.”
They walked in silence to a room filled with mist and a huge pool of steaming water. Zeus lounged in one corner, naked and sprawled out.
“So, you’re in love with my daughter.”
Damn, he didn’t mince words. “I don’t know that I’d call it love.”
Every muscle in Zeus’s chest bunched up. “What, you just want to fuck her and leave?”
“No…uh, no sir. I care about her. I feel compelled to be near her.” Dane squatted beside the pool, keeping his face away from the nude man below him. “Is it part of her immortality that draws me?”
“No, it’s yours. Hand me that robe.” He pointed to a gold, terry cloth robe draped over a nearby chair. “I believe that your father must have been a guardian. Do you know him?”
“No. I never knew my father.”
“I expected that. Have you ever been ill? Hurt?”
“No.” Dane stepped back as Zeus stood and waded from the pool. “What is a guardian?”
The golden god briskly rubbed himself with a towel. “Guardians are immortals, designed to protect and serve the gods. Occasionally, one will go astray as your father did and bed a mortal.”
“Great. A bastard and a freak?” Dane flicked a hand through his hair. “So you’re saying that I can’t die?”
“I’m almost positive that you are more immortal than mortal, but I do not know of your limitations. It’s best that you take precautions.” He wrapped the robe around his body. “And Dane, take care of my daughter. She’s been hurt enough.”
“Is that some kind of blessing?”
“No, it’s a warning.” Zeus leaned close, the color of his turquoise eyes shifting to white. “Hurt her and I’ll fucking fry you.”
Point well made. “Yes, sir.” Dane stood as tall as he possibly could. “But, just so you know, you don’t scare me.”
Zeus clapped him on the back. “I like you. Yes, you’ll bring my somber Clotho from her mood.”
Dane walked toward the door with Zeus gripping his shoulder. “I don’t know what you expect.”
“I expect for you to do what you were put on this realm to do. Protect my daughter and try not to break her heart in the process.”
This twisted fairytale kept going on and on. “Wait. You think I was created to protect Chloe? I thought she was immortal.”
“Even Immortals need protection on occasion. Sometimes from themselves.” He stepped forward. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I hear Hera whispering my name.”
Zeus vanished, leaving Dane to worry over his cryptic words. Protect Chloe. That’s what he’d been doing since he’d first met her. Were they fated? How ironic would that be? That he, the man without his own destiny, would be fated with a Fate. Classic.
When I am with you, the only place I want to be is closer. ~ Author Unknown
A gust of air chilled her damp shoulders, and Chloe sunk deeper in the steaming tub. “Hera, if that’s you, I’m not in the mood.” She stroked the sponge over her arm, enjoying the warm dribble running to her wrist. “If you have something to say, please say it and get out.”
Mid stroke, Dane’s scent wrapped around her. “I’ve got plenty to say, but I’d rather not talk right now.” He bent low and pressed his lips to her shoulder.
She leaned to the left to give him better access. “Is this a trick?”
His teeth caught the sensitive skin below her ear. “No trick. I’m not exactly sure what this is, but I don’t want it to stop.” He reached around her for the sponge. “I know we keep going hot and cold. I know I’m not in a position to make any kind of promises. But, damn, Chloe, I’ve never wanted anyone more than I want you right now.” He raked the sponge across the back of her neck. “And knowing that beneath these bubbles you are completely naked is driving me crazy.”
Good, she liked him a little off his game. “You have completely shaken up my world. I haven’t decided if it’s good or not.”
He bit her earlobe. “Can I help you decide?”
“Why the change of heart?”
His sigh sent the little tendrils of hair that had escaped her messy bun dancing across her cheek. “I’m tired, honey. I want something good in my life. So many things wait for me back at home, and none of them are as good as you.”
“I’m that special?”
He kissed the knot of her spine, his teeth grazing the flesh. “You’ve become special to me very fast. I think it’s something I can’t fight, and I’m not sure I want to.”
The thud of a shoe hitting the ground startled her. “Are you joining me?”
“Do you mind?”
“Uh, no.” She scooted back and pulled her knees closer to her chest. “There’s plenty of room.”
A zipper flicked against metal brads. Could she do this again? So soon after losing David? A tear gathered on her lashes.
He stepped up beside her and reached down to flick away the lone drop. “Stop that, Chloe. There’s not room for me and him in that tub.”
He was right. She needed to make a choice. Now. Before she did something she couldn’t take back. If she pushed Dane away again, he’d leave. Forever. This wasn’t the kind of man that boomeranged with women. And yet, he’d already given her a second chance.
Dane’s blue gaze flicked across her face. He took a step forward. “I want you.”
Chloe unfolded herself and stood. Water dripped down her heated skin, teasing her nerves into a hyper awareness. “You have me.”
He grinned and the pleasure on his face sealed their fate. He’d be hers. She’d not let him go. Dane’s hands went to his hips, and she stepped from the tub. He chuckled. “I thought we were going to bathe together.”
She shook her head. She wanted him in her bed. “Not now.” Her fingers stilled his hands. “Let me.” He’d lowered his zipper, but hadn’t dropped his pants yet, and she traced the light patch of hair above. “I’ve loved and I’ve lusted…but, this feels like a strange mix of both. Does that mean that what I felt before wasn’t really love?”
Dane wrapped his hands around her shoulder. “No, it means that you’ve finally found the one meant for you. And I think I’ve found the one meant for me.”
She watched the brilliant blue sparkle in his eyes. “If I trust in it and you leave, I’ll go crazy.”
“I’m not leaving—not now anyway. So, stop worrying.” He grinned, one corner of his mouth lifting. “Let’s do this, sweet cheeks.”
Dane’s face lowered. Chloe went up on her toes. Together they reached for a kiss that felt like the first but so much more. She shoved his jeans down his hips and kicked them aside, pushing him back. “Take me to bed.”
“My pleasure.” He scooped her up in his arms and sat on the edge of the bed with her draped over his lap. “Spread your knees.”
She was only too happy to oblige and parted her thighs, planting one foot on the ground to help keep their balance. Dane teased a finger down her throat, over her collarbone, grazing one nipple, and slid lower. He circled her navel and only when she began to squirm did he slide it down past her bare mound to the moisture seeping from her body.
“Oh, God. You’re so ready for me.”
She lifted her hips, reaching for that moment that everything would fade away and it would only be them. “Dane.”
“I know, baby. Hang on.” He slid two fingers inside her and used his thumb to keep a steady pressure on her clitoris. “Don’t come, okay.”
“How am I supposed to not…with you doing that?”
With a snort, he answered, “I know you can hold on.”
He picked up the pace of his thrusts and when his teeth grazed her ear lobe she squeezed her thighs together intent on ignoring his command. The full feeling of his fingers inside her disappeared. “Hey!”
“Not yet. Not without me in you.” He lifted her from his lap and spread her out on the bed. “I’m dying to be inside you right now.”
She held her arms up to him and welcomed his weight. “I think…I need to tell you.”
“Shhh. Later.” He reached between them and placed his cock at her opening. “Right now, it’s just this.” He slid home and hissed. “Fuck, you’re tight.”
His hips arched, dipped, and slapped against hers. So good. With each stroke, he dug his way deeper into her heart. “Dane.”
“Yes.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Say my name again.”
“Oh, Dane. It’s so good.”
He tucked his forearms on either side of her head and leaned down to claim her mouth, his tongue finding entrance and matching the rhythm of his strokes. When his heavy pants turned into groans, he reached down and hiked her thigh up to his waist, driving deeper and harder, bending her body to his will. At that moment, Chloe knew she’d never really been loved before. Not with mind, body and soul. But this was more than basic screwing. He gave as much of himself as she was willing to take. And, she wanted it all.
He shifted, rotated his hips, driving the tip of his cock against the bundle of nerves holding on by a thread and then she broke. Every emotion gathered in the base of her stomach and exploded. Dane stiffened over her, matching her climax and surging within her.
She clung to him, fighting tears, not wanting them to ruin this moment, and fearing Dane would think she regretted such a beautiful coupling.
He brushed his cheek against hers, kissing away beads of sweat that had gathered at her neck. “Are you okay?”
“No.”
He pulled back. “Did I hurt you?”
“No.” She smiled. “I’m better than okay.”
Rolling, he kept her tucked against his body until he lay beside her. “This is something special, right? I’m not imagining it.”
What had happened to her bad boy? Somewhere along the way he’d dropped the charade with her and now she’d finally get a glimpse of the real Dane. “No, this is real. And yes, it’s very special.”
“Wow, immortal, huh?” He grinned. “So, since I fight crime for a living does that make me a superhero?”
She giggled. It felt too good to be silly. “I don’t know about superhero and if your end of time as an immortal does come, make no mistake, Attie will sever your life strand.”
The thought of losing this man to her sister’s blade swiped her smile.
He leaned up on one elbow and played with a lock of her hair, tickling it down her neck and across her breast. “So, even immortals must answer deaths call someday?”
“It’s destiny. We only render its will.”
A knock on the door stole their moment. “That will be the guard. I’m sure my father is ready for round two.”
Dane’s easy expression slid away. “What’s going to happen in round two?”
“He’ll probably want a public union and to appoint you on the guard. All of the immortals have a purpose—even the gods. And, finding one that was lost will be a big deal to him.” She rolled from bed. If she stayed, they’d never answer the summons and having Zeus interrupt her tryst was not an option. He’s probably zap Dane’s cock with a bolt of lightning.
“Wait. A what? Public union?” He stood and gathered his jeans, kicking into them. “Is that like a marriage?” She watched him shudder. “And I’m not going to be appointed as a guard. I have a job. A life. On earth.”
Chloe pulled on a robe and tried to digest everything he was telling her. “So what was this?”
“This was great sex, with the hope for more. But, regardless of what I was born to, it’s all I know. I’m not like you. I can’t drop everything.”
“I didn’t ask you to drop everything.”
He glanced at her with such hope in his eyes. “There are people counting on me. I have to finish this job.”
“Well, what about when you’re done with this job?”
“Then I’ll start another. And now that I know a bullet probably won’t kill me, I can take a few more risks that the other guys don’t have the option of. It’ll help me be even more efficient.”
She sat on the edge of the tub. “So, that’s it. You go back to earth and I stay here. Do we hook up on vacations? Maybe sneak in a Christmas rendezvous?”
Dane approached her as if she were a tigress on the hunt. “Don’t twist this up. I want to get to know you better. This…” He swiped a hand at the bed. “Was great. But, I can’t throw away two years of work and the chance at taking down the two largest drug smugglers in Texas for good—“
“What, good ass?”
He ran a hand through his hair again. “No. Don’t be like this.”
“Like what.” She glanced down at her hands, afraid to watch the look on his face, to see the rejection. “I thought…I thought when we were talking in bed that we were making some kind of commitment to each other.”
He dropped down in front of her and tipped up her chin. “This from the woman who wouldn’t even talk to me two days ago?”
She stood and moved to the door at her chamber. “This is exactly why I refused to talk to you. You’re so damn good looking and smooth and sweet. You made me fall for you and now you’re breaking my heart. Like I knew you would.”
“Chloe—“
She closed the door and waved away the guards arm. Nothing would support her now. She needed to get away from here. Away from Dane. Away from everything.
Rounding the corner, she tried to sneak past the commons room, but her father heard everything. “Chloe? I sent a guard to bring you to me.”
Shit. “Uh, not now, Zeus. Okay?”
“No, it’s not okay. Come here.”
Chloe stumbled through her pain to her father’s side. “What?”
“You sound like a sullen teenager.” He drew her into a hug. “I heard the fight.”
She twisted her head to the side and clutched his waist. “You were listening?”
“Only to the fight. I gave you privacy before. I want you to know that Dane’s right. He should have the choice for his future.” He pushed her back and caught her gaze. “I’d never even thought to make him a guard. Where did you come up with that idea?”
She shrugged. Secretly? Because it’s what she wanted more than anything. “I don’t know.”
“Honey, you can’t keep him here only because you want him here. His life is on earth. He’s different from us.”
A frown tugged her bottom lip down. “I want him.”
“He’s not a puppy you can bring home. He’s a man.”
Well, she knew that. Why was it so bad that she wanted someone to love for all time? “What am I, eight? I know this. But, I also can’t stand the thought of losing another love.”
“Then don’t.”
He must have been in the Ambrosia again. “Don’t?”
“Go to him.”
“On earth?”
“You can create there as easily as you can here. And from the path your sisters are on, I’m not so sure that you’ll all be together anyway. It’s time to grow up, Clotho.”
Hearing the god of Temper Tantrums tell her to grow up brought forth a cough to conceal the giggle. “Dad, I grew up a long time ago. And guess what? Grownups know when the odds are stacked against them.”
He stepped away from her. The cold crept in without his warmth to fight the pain. “Do they? Or do they forget hope and chance when they leave behind their childish ways?”
She turned her back to him and he chose that moment to give her much needed space.
Hera approached, carrying a bag. “You’ll need these.”
Chloe peeked inside. “My needles.”
Hera tossed a blonde curl over her shoulder. “Humanity depends on you. Your sisters will wither and die without purpose. It’s time to become selfless.”
Wow, twice in one day. “I’m selfish?”
She blinked and smiled. “I’m not going to argue with you. I won’t lie. I want you gone more than anything else in the world. You girls are always distracting your father. But, I also don’t want you miserable.” Chloe arched a brow at her. “I don’t. If you are, he’ll never stop worrying.”
Hera was many things, but she did love Zeus. “I’ll consider it.”
“See that you do. We all have a purpose…and without one, you have no reason to exist.”
Although that sounded suspiciously like a threat, Chloe let it go. She desperately needed to get away from this noise and responsibility. She clutched her bag against her chest and wound her way back to her room. Plopping down on the center of her bed, she tightly closed her eyes against the fresh spray of tears. She was done crying. Rifling through the bag, she flinched when her fingers stroked the long metal needles that would help her create again.
She pulled the ball of yarn out and sat it in her lap. The needles weighed heavy in her hands. “Okay, let’s make life.”
Don’t do this for Hera. Do this because it’s your purpose and your selfishness has already delayed life and possibly changed destiny for thousands.
The needles clicked together with each loop and swoop of her wrist. The familiar tingle of life flowing from her heart into the yarn warmed her soul. With each thread of the fabric, flesh and bones knitted together. Life formed beneath her fingers. Magic. Creation. The perfect blend of essence and destiny.
She’d be okay. Even if she and Dane weren’t fated, she’d find a way to go on. She had to. Humanity depended on her.
***
Dane paced in his apartment. He’d been back two weeks and still she hadn’t come to him. The case hadn’t been blown, even with Shady’s heart attack. The business was now run by Shady’s son and Jack still harassed him at every turn. Damn, life was a mess.
The newspapers spread along his coffee table depicted the unexplained heart failure of the drug lord and the speculation of Jack’s part in his death. Jack didn’t like being fingered for a crime he hadn’t been able to brag about. Three rapid knocks on the door startled him from his planning. “Just a minute.”
He scooped up the papers and tossed them onto his bed and closed the door to his bedroom. The knocks became pounds. “Hold your ass.”
The doorknob barely turned before a pair of brass knuckles smashed into his face. Blood rushed from his nose and split lip. “Fuck.” Dane lowered his body and fought his spinning vision.
“Jack says that he’s tired of playing games with you, cop.”
Shit, he knows.
The guy with the knuckles stepped out of the way and another goon pulled out a blade. This was about to get real messy. “Look, guys. We can talk about this.”
“Jack says you’ve had all the chances he’s going to give you. Shady’s death is too close to home.” The blade slashed out faster than Dane expected and caught his right forearm. He shook away the pain and warm gush of blood sliding down. The knuckles swiped at him again and the blade sank into his right rib cage. There wasn’t any possible way he’d be able to block both of them.
After several more sticks and enough blood to dye the carpets a sick brown color, he fell to the floor. This would be the ultimate test to his immortality question. A soft voice broke through the fog surrounding his swollen head. Sweet raspberries scented the air of his apartment blocking out the iron and bile.
A cool hand raked across his forehead. “Dane.”
“I must have died.” He coughed around the blood soaking his lung. “I swear I heard an angel…or maybe it’s my…destiny.”
Chloe’s gentle laugh soothed him. “I’m no angel, but I’d like to be your destiny.” Her lips grazed his forehead. “Don’t move, okay? The wounds are already closing, but your internal organs need time to repair.”
The swelling around his eyes disappeared and he finally took his first glance at his angel. “Does it always hurt like this?”
“Only when you take numerous knife wounds to the torso and what I can only describe as a pounding to the face.” Her hands touched him everywhere. “Geez, they really worked you over.”
He grinned. “They think I’m dead.”
“That’s a good thing. It’ll give you an edge when you take their asses down.”
He winced up at her. “Quite the little blood thirsty thing, aren’t you?”
She nodded and grinned back at him. “They hurt my man. I’m tired of bad people taking the men I love.”
Dane shifted, finally able to see her face fully. “Men you love?”
She stroked his cheek. “I love you, Dane. I want to try this thing with you.”
“Destiny?”
“Fated.”
He glanced down at his bloody chest. “You think I can get up yet?”
“How do you feel? You’ll be able to tell when you move.”
He shifted. The deep ache in his side from the blade threatened against any sudden movements, but he should be able to get to his knees. “I think I’m going to sit up.”
She pressed against his shoulders as he curled into a sitting position. A fine sheet of sweat dotted his forehead. “Wow, remind me not to take too many risks. I didn’t think about the pain, only that I wouldn’t die.”
Chloe scooted up onto her knees and leaned forward, lightly planting a kiss against his mouth.
Did she really think that would do it? “Come here, sweet cheeks.” Dane grabbed her shoulders and pulled her forward until she was forced to straddle his lap or knock them both over.
She planted her hands against his shoulders and leaned away. “Dane, your stomach.”
“Don’t fight me and it’ll be okay.” He gripped a handful of her hair and held her head steady. “I think it’s time you kissed me.” She smiled. It was the first time he’d seen her eyes light up—and it was all for him. “Damn, you’re fucking beautiful.”
He didn’t give her any time to think, pressing his mouth to hers and invading her sweet flavor. When his lungs demanded air, he shifted away. “I love you, baby. Let’s make this work.”
She nodded again. “I’m going to have to return to Olympus on occasion, but if I didn’t mess things up too bad, I’d like to stay with you here on earth.”
“Move in with me?”
She twisted her bottom lip beneath her teeth. His cock surged and he growled at her. She laughed. “I was thinking something with a little more promise.”
“Marry me?”
Her brown eyes twinkled with life. “In an immortal ceremony?”
“Anyway you want.”
“Wait, are you asking me to or are you asking me if I want to?”
“Aren’t they the same?”
She laughed and suddenly the past two weeks of angst fell away. The sound of her happiness was worth the nights of loneliness. He’d given her time to decide and she’d made her choice.
“Wait, what are you going to do about Jack?”
Dane glanced over at a black object on the carpet. “Well, his goon dropped his cell.”
Chloe leaned back and grabbed it. Dane wiped away the blood. He flipped through the messages and found the saved text with dates and times for shipments. “Jack’s smart, but his lackeys aren’t. This should be enough to get me search warrants.” He kissed her briefly then pulled away. “Besides, I may have to stay with you in Olympus for a while. Jack figured out my game. He’s gonna want my head.”
She twisted that bottom lip again. He’d never seen her this unsure of herself and it was even sweeter and hotter than he’d ever seen her before. “So maybe we live up there for fifty years and back here for fifty?”
“I think I can work with that.”
Dane began pulling up the bottom hem of her shirt.
“What are you doing?”
“Well, I thought we might take a shower. I need to get this blood off me.”
She grabbed his hands. “Wait. I have something for you.”
He grinned. “I know. That’s what I’m trying to get to.”
“No. I have something…oh, never mind. Don’t move, okay?” Chloe lurched up and ran to her bag she’d dropped by the door. She pulled out a small square of knitted fabric. “Here.”
“This is like the squares lining your room.” He shifted his fingers over the soft fabric. “I can tell it’s important, but I’m not sure why.”
She sat back on his lap. “Well, you know how you said you don’t have any family?”
“Yeah.”
“When I knit, I create life. It’s my gift. And my gift to you is a family.”
He glanced down at the square then at her flat stomach. “Are you trying to tell me that you’re pregnant?”
“I began creating the day they sent you back and this was my first square. I knew as soon as I finished that it was ours. This life.” She reached out and grabbed his hand and placed it on her flat stomach. “Do you feel it?”
Honestly, he didn’t feel anything in her, but his own heart quickened and heat fused up his hand. “Is that it? It feels hot.”
“It’s the warmth of love and power. We will have a strong son to love and protect.”
Tears gathered, blurring his vision. His own family. “Chloe…”
“Shhh…I know.”
He wrapped his arms around her, stood, and swung her in a semi-circle. “Sweet cheeks, you made me the happiest man in the world.”
“It’s only fair that the man who rescued my heart should get his happy ending.”
He kissed her, walking her backward toward his bedroom and adjoining bathroom. “I’m going to get us clean. I’m going to make love to my soon-to-be-wife and sleep with my child pressed against my hand.” He nuzzled her neck. “We’re going to have a happy life together.”
“For eternity.”
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