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This book contains sexual content (for some of you, not enough. I know. I’ll try harder, I promise), adult language, hot men with unrealistically large physical characteristics, female whining (whaaat? I whine all the time. It’s a healthy form of venting!), silliness, snarkiness, sarcasm, and blatant abuse of the English language.















Cimil’s Mandatory Pop Quiz





Well, hello again, my little People-Pets!


Now, I know you’ve been patiently waiting for this sequel to BOTH Books 1 and 2, but you must first pass my fabulous little pop quiz.


Oh yes. The gods have spoken. And by gods, I mean me. Because I’m the only one who counts. No, really. The gods can’t count or do any sort of math. Don’t ask. Leprechaun curses aren’t funny.


Anyhooo, no cheating! (Especially you, Ashlee…) And I will know if you do. Because I know everything. Except how this story will end…


Demon crackers!


Cheers to me,


Cimil, Goddess Delight of the Underworld
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1. An ancient society of warriors and scholars who serve as the gods’ eyes, ears, and muscle.


A. The Smurfs


B. The were-Smurfs


C. The Uchben


2. A female descendant of the gods. Not immortal but does carry the gods’ bloodline.


A. Snooki


B. Betty White


C. A Payal


3. An evil cult of dark priests, descending from the Mayans.


A. The Republican Party


B. The Democratic Party


C. The Maaskab (aka Scabs)


4. Evil vampires whose favorite flavor is innocence.


A. The Obscuros


B. The Osmonds


C. The Osbournes


5. Now that Chaam, the God of Male Virility, is locked away, I lead the Maaskab army.


A. The Dos Equis “Most Interesting Man in the World”


B. Kathy Griffin


C. Gabriela, Emma Keane’s grandmother


6. Mimi Jean’s favorite slang term for a man’s private parts.


A. Man-treat


B. Man-sicle


C. Man-fritters


SEE ANSWERS














Prologue
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Wondering which screw in her head had come loose this time, twenty-four-year-old Emma Keane strapped a parachute to her back in preparation for another fun-filled jungle mission.


“Dammit! Stop wiggling!” she barked over her shoulder. “And that had better be your flashlight!”


Well, actually, it was a cranky, rather large warrior named Brutus strapped to her back and wearing the parachute because she had yet to find time for skydiving lessons.


Dork.


In any case, looking like a ridiculous, oversized baby kangaroo wasn’t enough to stop her from making this nocturnal leap into enemy territory—Maaskab territory. She had scores to settle.


Emma sucked in a deep breath, the roar of the plane’s large engines and Brutus’s growls making it difficult to find her center—the key to winning any battle. And not freaking out.


Funny. If someone had told her a year ago that she’d end up here, an immortal demigoddess engaged to the infamous God of Death and War, she would have said, “Christ! Yep! That toootally sounds about right.”


Why the hell not? She’d lived the first twenty-two years of her life with Guy—a nickname she’d given her handsome god—obsessed with his seductive voice, a voice only she could hear. Turned out, after they finally met face-to-face, their connection ran blood deep. Universe deep, actually. A match made by fate.


Emma rubbed her hands together, summoning the divine power deep within her cells. One blast with her fingertips and she could split a man right down the middle.


“Careful where you put those,” Guy said, cupping himself.


Emma gazed up at his smiling face and couldn’t help but admire the glorious, masculine view. Sigh. She knew she’d been born to love him, flaws—enormous ego and otherworldly bossiness—and all.


His smile melted away. “Please change your mind, my sweet. Stay on the plane, and let me do your fighting.”


“Can’t do that,” she replied. “The Maaskab took my grandmother, and I’m going to be the one to get her back. Even if I have to kill Tommaso to do it.”


Guy shook his head. “No. You are to let me deal with him.”


Emma felt her immortal blood boil. She’d trusted Tommaso once, and he’d betrayed her. Almost gotten her killed, too. But she’d known—well, she’d thought—it wasn’t Tommaso’s fault. He’d been injected with liquid black jade, an evil substance that could darken the heart of an angel. That’s why, after he’d been captured and mortally wounded, she had begged the gods to cure him.


Then she did the unthinkable: she’d put her faith in him again.


Stupid move.


He’d turned on her a second time, the bastard. Yes, his betrayal—done of his own free will—was her prize on that fateful night almost one year ago, when her grandmother showed up on their doorstep in Italy, leading an army of evil Maaskab priests, her mind clearly poisoned.


“If Tommaso hadn’t helped her escape, we could’ve saved her,” she said purely to vent, because she really wanted to cry. But the fiancée of the God of Death and War didn’t cry. Especially in front of the hundred warriors riding shotgun on the plane tonight.


Okay, maybe one teeny tiny tear while no one’s looking.


“Do not give up hope, Emma.” Guy clutched her hand. “And do not forget… whatever happens, I love you. Until the last ray of sunlight. Until the last flicker of life inhabits this planet.”


Brutus groaned and rolled his eyes, clearly annoyed by the sappy chatter.


Emma elbowed him in the ribs. “Shush! And how can you of all people be uncomfortable with a little affection? Huh? You bunk with eight dudes every night. That’s gross by the way. Not the dude part. I’m cool with that. But eight big, sweaty warriors all at once? Yuck. So don’t judge me because I’m into the one-man-at-a-time rule. That’s messed up, Brutus.”


Brutus growled and Guy chuckled.


In truth, Emma didn’t know what Brutus was into or how he and his elite team slept, but she loved teasing him. She figured that sooner or later she’d find the magic words to get Brutus to speak to her.


No luck yet.


Accepting a temporary defeat, she shrugged and turned her attention back to the task at hand. She took one last look at her delicious male—nearly seven feet of solid muscle with thick blue-black waves of hair and bronzed skin. Sigh. “Okay. I’m ready,” she declared boldly. “Let’s kill some Scabs and get my granny!”


She glanced over her other shoulder at Penelope, their newest family member. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight ponytail that accentuated the anger simmering in her dark green eyes. Pissed would be a serious understatement.


Emma didn’t blame her. What a cluster.


“Ready?” Emma asked.


“You better believe it,” Penelope replied. “These clowns picked the wrong girl to mess with.”


Guy frowned as they leaped from the plane into the black night.


















“A true friend is one soul in two bodies.”


—Aristotle


“A true friend is two souls in one body.”


—Kinich Ahau, God of the Sun





















One
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Penelope. Approximately Three Weeks Earlier


“Sorry, but did you just say…? You want me to what?” I stared at the flaming redhead who’d trotted into the crowded café off the snowy New York street, helped herself to the chair across from me, and swiped her finger through the creamy froth of my eagerly anticipated cappuccino.


Rude!


Didn’t matter that the woman was disturbed, which she clearly was; the pink scuba mask on her head was a dead giveaway, as was the hot-pink mink coat.


“You heard me, Penelope,” she said, rapping her glittery pink fingernails on the tabletop. “Five hundred thousand dollars—okay… I’ll make it one million. But not a penny more!”


How the hell did she know my name? And had she really offered me money for what I thought? Was today April Fools’? No. It was November 30.


Then it dawned on me. I was being punk’d. Wait. That show was canceled. Yes, Ashton had moved on to corny camera commercials, a sitcom, and a very unflattering Ringo Starr beard.


Well, double dammit, whatever was going on, I didn’t have the patience for this today; I’d just received bad news. The worst kind of bad news.


I dog-eared my book, Spanish for Linguistic Tards—never too late to learn another language, you know—and slapped it down. “I don’t know which of my friends orchestrated this crappy prank, but I’ve got work in twenty minutes, and it’s going to be a long, long night—”


“Hold your jicama!” she interrupted, shoving her index finger in my face as her phone squawked. She quickly dug through her oversized pink fuzzy handbag and pulled out the device. “Wassup? Yeah. Yeah. Oooh my…” The odd woman, who appeared to be in her thirties, continued her egregiously loud banter while stroking the lapel of her furry coat.


I glanced over my shoulder, wondering if anyone else inside the bustling café was witnessing this obnoxious display. Oddly enough, not one person was.


Whatever. Didn’t matter. I’d already decided to go find my pre–night shift triple-skinny cappuccino (hold the weirdo finger) elsewhere.


I pushed away from the table, and she latched onto my wrist, instantly igniting a surge of numbing static throughout my entire body. Every muscle ground to a halt. Except my pounding heart. That worked fine.


She narrowed her eyes and then made a little no-no wave with her scrawny, pale finger.


“Yeah. Uh-huh. Oooh. Nice,” she continued, chatting on her phone while I experienced the world’s quietest panic attack. “I’m thinkin’ we go with the chicken fingers.” She shook her head a few times. “No, silly. Real ones. I love crunchy food.” Pause. “How the hell should I know what to do with the chickens? Make them some special shoes.” Pause. “Yup. Yup. Clothing is optional. Except for the clowns. They get too carried away with the ball jokes. Seriously. It’s disturbing. Even for me.” Another pause. “We can talk about it later, Fate. I gotta take care of this girl before she throws a hissy.” Pause. “Yes. It’s that girl. This is gonna be dramalicious!”


She ended her call and sighed happily in my general direction. “Gods, I rock. I should be a ride at Six Flags. They should name a country after me—Wait! No. The planet. They should name the entire planet after magnifique moi!” She suddenly snapped back her head and locked her eyes on the ceiling. “Oh yeah? You just try it!”


I couldn’t move my head, but from the corner of my eye, I noticed a little black dot.


A fly? She’s talking to the fly?


She then pointed right at the little bugger. “That’s right! I’ll take you down. I’ll cut you, bitch!”


The fly buzzed away.


The woman shrugged and then leaned into the table. A wide, evil grin stretched across her elfin face. “Okillee-dokillee, Penelope. Let’s not play games—for the next five minutes, anyway—Pin the Tail on the Donkey is my favorite, though. Just in case you were wondering.” She snorted. “I like it when they squeal.”


Her paralyzing grip didn’t allow a response, but I was all ears; this woman scared the crappity crap out of me.


“I know everything about you,” she continued. “You’re Penelope Trudeau. You were raised right here in good ol’ NYC. Your mother has been fighting a mysterious illness for the past year, which is why you’ve put off going to grad school even though you’ve been accepted to several excellent programs.”


Who the hell was this woman? She recited every fact about my life, including how I was a size 8—or size 10 after the major holidays and sporting events—had a black belt in karate, was afraid of spiders, and had no intention of celebrating my twenty-fifth birthday tomorrow. Birthdays freaked me out.


“My brother and I mean business, Penelope. This isn’t a joke. Though…” She snorted twice. “… Did you ever hear the one about the porcupine who married the sheep?”


She released my wrist.


Ever so slowly, my body sparked back to life. Terrified, I blinked several times before nodding no. She was insane. Truly. Unequivocally. Bonkers. And she apparently knew how to do that Vulcan grip thing. Not a good combo.


“Well, their children were able to knit their own sweaters!” She chuckled loudly and slapped her knee.


Then, for no apparent reason, her expression transformed into a void of human warmth. It sent shivers deep down into the pit of my stomach, which was now telling me to run. Run far, far away. I didn’t know if her offer to pay me one million dollars was genuine or the ramblings of a madwoman, but God save me, I didn’t want anything to do with her.


“So, you in or out?” she asked, crossing her arms. “One million dollars, honey. It will solve all your problems: help your mother, pay for school… What’s one little egg and nine months of your life?”


The insane woman continued staring as I realized I had full control of my body again.


The words “My womb is not for rent!” exploded from my mouth, and the entire café fell silent. Everyone stared with gaping mouths.


“Oh, sure. Now you’re all paying attention,” I mumbled.


I turned my attention back to Ms. Nut Job and slowly stepped away, preparing to make a mad dash for my life. “I’m not interested.”


“Great!” She popped up from her chair and flicked her hand in the air. “You’ll get half the money now—just for showing up to the party. I mean that figuratively, by the way—’cause you’re not invited to my actual party. Friends and family only. Plus a few people who won the raffle. And some clowns. And my unicorn—don’t ask.”


I felt my face involuntarily contort. She wasn’t just disturbed, she was batshit crazy.


“Come to my house tomorrow morning, nine a.m. sharp.” She began digging in her purse again. “My lawyer slash Twister coach, Rochell, will have the papers ready along with a Welcome Handbook. I suggest you read it. There will be a pop quiz, and Rochell doesn’t mess around.”


I stepped away from the table toward the door. “I don’t know who you are, but I said no, and I meant it. Stay the hell away from me!”


That something in my gut, which had told me to run, now screamed at the top of its lungs.


I listened.


I bolted onto the bustling street filled with evening holiday shoppers making their way down the snow-covered sidewalks. But when I glanced over my shoulder, back toward the corner café with its floor-to-ceiling windows, the madwoman wasn’t inside or on the street.


I stopped in my tracks and shook my head.


Had I dreamed the entire thing? Had some deranged woman dressed like pink cotton candy, using a scuba mask as a headband, just propositioned me to be the surrogate mother of her brother’s baby for one million dollars?


Nooo.


I seriously needed some sleep. Or therapy.















Two
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For the record, I’ve never been one to look down on a hard day’s work. I come from a long line of hard workers despite my hoity-toity French last name. But truth be told, I couldn’t wait for the day I’d leave behind waiting tables in exchange for a real career. My dream was going to grad school to get my master’s in political science. Eventually, I wanted a PhD and to teach. Unfortunately, that dream was far off, some untouchable horizon beyond the daily grind of my current life that consisted of taking care of my sick mother during the day and working two back-to-back night shifts at Carmine’s Trattoria seven days a week.


What about my dad? We didn’t talk about him much, but I knew he’d studied at the same university as my mother and hadn’t been ready for fatherhood. So that left us two girls and a few random cousins out West.


Mind you, I didn’t complain about taking care of my mom because she was the sort of person worthy of any sacrifice—kind, generous, always finding the silver lining in everything. Still, that didn’t mean our situation wasn’t hard. Her condition was a medical mystery with only one real symptom: She suffered from a crippling exhaustion. She barely stayed awake long enough to get in one meal a day. And not one of the dozen or so specialists I made her see knew what caused it.


Regardless, I wasn’t giving up. Even if the cards seemed stacked against us.


Case in point, this morning I’d received a call from her doctor. I wanted to get her on a new European immune-boosting drug, but found out her insurance wouldn’t cover the eighty-thousand-dollar-per-year prescription. Now she’d been turned down as a candidate for FDA trials.


“Miss? May I have some more water, please?”


I glanced up from the polished cement floor I’d been staring at while deep in contemplation. Table nine.


“Right away,” I replied with an apologetic smile. I trotted back to the drink station and promptly returned to fill glasses and clear away empty plates. All the while, my mind wasn’t far from that one nagging question: What the hell was I going to do?


You’ll figure this out, Penelope. You always do. You just need some sleep so you can think clearly.


I squared my shoulders and made my rounds, remaining cheerful for my customers. After all, they weren’t at the famous Carmine’s spending their hard-earned money to watch me sulk. No, they deserved all the joy they could have. Life is short.


I displayed a bottle of Chianti for uncorking to my regular at table five, and my mind drifted back to the bizarre incident at that café before my shift. Had it been real? Sure felt that way. Or maybe the sleep deprivation finally had me by the big toe.


But what if it was real? You wouldn’t be the first woman on the planet to be a surrogate mother.


Then an image of the crazy redhead popped into my mind. “My womb is not for rent! Okay?” I slapped my hand over my mouth. “Sorry, Mr. Z, I have a little brain baggage today.”


Mr. Z, who thankfully dined alone, smiled graciously and nodded at the bottle. I reached into the pocket of my black slacks for my corkscrew, but instead of finding the slim, plastic-covered tube, I felt paper.


“Oh. Jeez. So sorry. I must’ve left my corkscrew in the kitchen.” I held up one finger. “Be right back.” I scurried toward the kitchen, distinctly remembering having put the corkscrew in my pocket.


I smiled at the line of three chefs working their steaming skillets as I headed to my locker toward the back of the cramped kitchen. I popped open the lock and then dug through my purse. Sure enough, there it was. This particular corkscrew with a large gripper was the only professional model that didn’t require me to place the bottle between my thighs. Funny to watch, yes. Professional, no. Not many diners wanted to see their wine wedged in my crotch.


Picky, picky.


I pulled the paper from my pocket to deposit it in my bag, but the moment my eyes registered what it was, my heart stopped.


Paper-clipped to a small business card was a cashier’s check for five hundred thousand dollars drawn on the Bank of New York.


“Holy crap,” I whispered, my hand trembling. The check seemed official enough—watermark, signature from the bank president.


But… but… it was just a dream, wasn’t it? I stared at the card. It had the name Cimil and an address near Central Park written on the front. On the back, a handwritten note said:






9:00 a.m. sharp. Don’t be late. Have garage sales to hit.








No. It most certainly hadn’t been a dream.


Okay. So I get how in this situation, especially for someone with my particular set of challenges, the proper reaction might be to ignore how the check ended up in my pocket and then jump up and down in gleeful hysterics. One might even fall to his or her knees and thank the angels above for such a gift. Five hundred thousand frigging dollars. It would solve all my problems. I could go to the bank in the morning, cash the check, pay for my mother’s treatment, and go to school.


But the fact was, an ugly cloud of bizarre hovered overhead along with an equally bizarre string attached to the money. And on the other end of that string was some crazy woman with a fetish for hot pink.


A baby? She really wants me to have a baby with her brother? What I couldn’t figure out was why. Why would anyone believe I’d go for such an insane idea? And why would anyone think I’d make an ideal surrogate? Was it the four Big Gulp–sized cappuccinos every day? How about my addiction to mochi ice cream and sourdough bread with extra butter? Oh, I know. It must’ve been the four hours of sleep I got each night. Yes, I could see how anyone would want to rent my womb.


My mind raced. I felt so damned cornered. Yes, I needed the money, but I didn’t want to have kids yet. Someday, yes. When I found the right man. Not now. Not like this.


That’s when it hit me. Anger. How dare this strange woman…


I glimpsed at the card. Cimil.


How dare this… Cimil pop into my life and throw money at me. She obviously knew about my horrible situation and was taking advantage. How did she know? Good frigging question! I wasn’t going to stand for it! My eggs and body weren’t for sale! No way would I have a baby with some stranger and then give it away to a bunch of crazy, rich people. What sort of person would I be?


“You’d be a bad bumper sticker waiting to happen.” I huffed loudly and shoved the check in my purse. After work, I would give Cimil a piece of my mind. I’d find some other way to get my mom her medicine. I could go to private organizations for funding. I’d also petition the Swedish company directly. I bet they gave away dozens of grants each year. It would take time, but with a little luck and lots of persistence, I’d find a way.


You’ll figure this out, Penelope. You always do.
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Chock-full o’ determination and hell-bent on defending my honor, I stomped up the steps of the insanely gorgeous brownstone located in the exclusive Carnegie Hill neighborhood. Despite the late hour, salsa music and laughter poured outside through several cracked windows.


What kind of people would want to party with a depraved woman like her? I wondered.


I leaned over the side of the porch and tried to catch a peek inside through a tiny gap in the noxious pink curtains, but could only make out the shapes of a few bodies.


“Some seriously messed-up people, that’s who,” I mumbled to no one.


The door flew open. A very large, fierce-looking man with spiky, dark brown hair, wearing leather pants and biker boots, filled the doorway. He looked me over with a glare that could melt the half inch of snow right off my parka. Despite the death sneer, the fact that he held a baby—dressed in a girly Santa-style outfit, chewing a cracker, and slung over his hip—sort of ruined the tough guy image he was going for.


He frowned and waited for me to say something.


“Oh. Um. Is Cimil here?” I asked.


“Name?” He sounded like a soldier working a checkpoint.


“Penelope. Penelope Trudeau.” I don’t know why I suddenly felt guilty, like I was trying to crash the party, so I offered, “I have an appointment with her in the morning, but it can’t wait.”


He looked me over once more and then stepped aside to let me in.


I brushed the snow from my shoulders and slid past him. The adorable, cherubic blonde baby with enormous green eyes cooed and then reached for me.


“Oh, hi, honey,” I said and shook her plump, little hand. “I’m Penelope. What’s your name?”


The baby opened her mouth and leaned forward. I could swear I saw a full set of gleaming, white teeth.


The man swept my hand away and moved the baby to his other hip. “No, no, Matty,” he said lovingly. “No biting.”


I gasped as I noticed little red puncture marks all over his hand.


Yikes!


He must have read my thoughts because he shrugged. “She’s teething.”


I made an uncomfortable little laugh and refrained from cracking any Addams Family jokes. Instead, I unzipped my coat and wiped my damp feet once more on the waterhog rug.


“Wait here,” he said and then headed to the end of the opulent foyer, disappearing through a large doorway.


I scanned the room quickly and noticed an ornate crystal chandelier overhead, decorated with streamers—pink, of course—hanging down in uneven strips. Two shimmering suits of armor were situated on each side of the entryway, and the high-polish white marble floor displayed weird little circular mats that ran down the middle of it like stepping-stones. Each mat had a large word printed on it. “Just. Say. No…” I frowned. “To. Naked. Clowns?”


Beyond a doubt, these were the worst holiday decorations I’d ever seen and this was one of the strangest women I’d ever met.


I stood there for several minutes listening to cheers and the clinking of glasses coming from the other room. I was dying to see inside. Was her entire house pink, too? I moved a few steps closer to what I assumed was the living room doorway, wondering if the man had forgotten about me.


I paced a few times before deciding how ridiculous I was behaving. I didn’t want to make a scene in front of her guests, but I wasn’t going to wait around all night. I wanted answers. Like how she knew so much about me. Or how she’d managed to put a check in my pocket. And where she’d learned that Vulcan paralysis trick.


I took a deep breath and approached the end of the foyer. The crowded room with gold-leafed moldings and vaulted ceilings was in fact decorated in pink, including a hot-pink Steinway in the corner next to the extra-large fireplace.


And… clowns.


Really, really unhappy-looking clowns.


Was it because Cimil had made them wear clothes?


Then I noticed everyone else. They were dressed to the hilt in tuxes and ball gowns.


Was this a party for the obscenely rich and gorgeous? I could swear every man measured at least seven feet tall and every woman had fallen out of the Victoria’s Secret catalog.


With friends like these, why in the world would Cimil’s brother want me? Couldn’t he find a better surrogate within this gene pool?


I suddenly felt like a skuzzy, little bug, the kind you might find living beneath your refrigerator stuck inside a cluster of dust bunnies. I’d come directly from work, so I still had on my white button-down shirt (complete with spaghetti stains) and black slacks, with a giant black parka to complete my ensemble. My long, dark hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the nape of my neck. Though I didn’t consider myself a slight woman at five foot six, I felt two feet tall in comparison to the stylish crowd.


I started to back away from the room, thankful no one had taken notice of me. My fury and I would come back in the morning when all of the Greek gods were gone. I know—a totally spineless move.


I was almost home free when a man, who stood with his back to me, talking to a leggy blonde, turned around. We locked eyes, and the air whooshed from my lungs. I’d never seen anyone like him. Pure male magnificence.


Like the other men in the room, he wore a tux and was close to seven feet tall, but his eyes… they were a mesmerizing turquoise green. His skin was smooth and deeply tanned, like he’d just flown in from the Bahamas. And his shoulder-length hair resembled silky caramel ribbons streaked with rays of sunshine.


Images suddenly flashed in my mind like an erotic slideshow of sweat-slicked skin, of steel-cut muscles intertwining with the soft limbs of my eager body, of flesh on flesh writhing in a primal rhythm under moonlit shadows. With one simple glance, he’d made me feel empty inside. Deprived. Hungry. And the look in his eyes promised salvation from the burning hole deep within my clenching stomach.


I swallowed hard, feeling my mouth go dry while every other nook and cranny of my body turned into a hot, syrupy mess.


At first he studied me, narrowing his eyes, but then a quick smile flashed across his full, delicious lips.


My knees began to wobble, and I was about to tip over when Cimil came from behind and spun me.


“Penelope! What are you doing here?” she hissed.


“I… I… um.” Why the hell was I there? I could no longer remember.


“Dammit, girl! You’ll ruin everything!” She yanked me in the opposite direction of the gawking crowd, back through the foyer toward another doorway. She dragged me down a long hallway with blond hardwood floors and several life-sized portraits of… well, they looked like… pirates holding small jars? before she shoved me inside a room and slammed the door behind us.


“Hell in a handwoven Easter basket!” she barked and began pacing in front of a large, mahogany—not pink—desk situated in the center of the room.


Her study was filled with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a few leather armchairs. For all intents and purposes, it seemed like the study of a fairly normal person. I wondered if she just hadn’t gotten around to decorating this part of the house yet.


She quickly plucked a thick leather-bound book from the shelf and slammed it down on the desk.


Now? She chooses now to catch up on her reading?


Cimil flipped through the pages and ran her pointy little finger over the text. “No! It was here when I checked last week. I know it was. You weren’t supposed to come until tomorrow morning. This is bad. Bad! Something changed! Why didn’t I recheck the book? I always recheck.” She shook her head and covered her face. “Damn you, Love Boat and your sinfully delightful marathons! I shall shun you for eternity!” She swiveled in my direction. “You have to go. Right now! I need to figure this out. Something’s gone wrong.” She ushered me back to the door. “Come tomorrow. I’ll have the answer then.”


I had no clue why Cimil was in hysterics or why anyone would eternally shun the cheesy goodness of Love Boat—I mean, who could resist Gopher, Captain Stubing… Charo? Cuchi, cuchi, cuchi—but the insane didn’t need a reason.


In any case, her sitcom issues weren’t my problem. I pulled the check from my pocket. “I’m not coming back. I’m not interested in your money or having a…” I winced. “… baby. And, to be honest, I have serious issues with you being around any child, let alone any of mine—not that I want one. Yet. Seriously, have you spoken to anyone about your problems? I mean, has anyone told you that—”


“Did you say you’re… not doing it? You’re rejecting my offer?” Cimil tilted her head and then glanced at the check in my hand.


“My eggs and womb aren’t for sale, and I resent you trying to take advantage of my situation. I have no clue how you’re even aware of it! And what kind of person does this? For Christ’s sake, my mother is sick. She could die.”


She frowned, regarded her feet, and then glared at my face.


I was a good six inches taller than her, yet for some reason, I felt small. She radiated a sort of massive darkness despite her brightly colored clothing (hot-pink evening gown, of course) and flaming red, Cleopatra-style hair.


She unexpectedly burst out cackling like a madwoman on a mad, mad mission. “You drive a hard bargain, but okay. You can keep the five hundred g’s just for showing up. All you have to do is meet with my brother and hear him out. ’Kay?”


I was this close to stomping my feet like a three-year-old. “No. The answer is no!”


“Great! Come back in the morning, and we’ll finish this. But you need to leave now. You can’t be here.”


Oh. My. God! She’s frigging insane! “No! I said no!” Stomp. Stomp.


A rancid expression swept across her face. “No? Nobody ever says no! And… did you stomp your foot at me? That’s my move!”


I crossed my arms. “It’s mine now, honey.” Stomp. Stomp.


She closed the gap between us. “You’re supposed to take the offer,” she snarled. “I give you the money. You use it to save your mother and you end up mated.”


Mated? I moved one step back toward the doorway. “Don’t even think of doing that Vulcan thing on me again! It won’t change anything. I’m. Not. Interested.”


I shoved the check at her, but she refused to take it.


“Fine. I’m leaving.” I let it fall to the floor. “I don’t know why you’ve decided to stalk me—which I’m pretty sure is illegal in most states—but I’m warning you to stay the hell away. I know people.” I really didn’t, except the owners of Carmine’s who were Italian. Maybe they knew people. Or maybe I could find some people on Craigslist.


I reached for the door, eyeing Cimil cautiously, afraid she might jump on my back and pull out my hair. She seemed like the type who fought dirty.


I turned and ran straight into a wall. My palms quickly assessed the barrier and discovered it wasn’t brick or plaster but a very firm set of abs cloaked in very fine fabric.


I snapped up my head, and staring down with a surly expression was the man who’d turned me into a mindless, sex-starved heap moments earlier.


Once again, my knees wobbled, and I felt myself tipping over.


He grumbled something and then grabbed my shoulders to steady me before shifting his gaze to Cimil.


“Cimiiil?” he said, his voice filled with authority and disapproval.


“Son of a beach ball!” Stomp. Stomp. “You’re not supposed to be in here!” she barked. “Do you have any idea what I went through to align the events correctly? Out! Out!” Cimil practically knocked me over while attempting to extract the exquisite, irate man from the vicinity.


He didn’t budge an inch. Instead, he studied me with his intense aquamarine eyes.


“I think I’ll show our guest to the door.” He grabbed my elbow and pulled me down the hallway toward the foyer. My entire body lit up like a slot machine that had hit the big one. I could swear beeps and sirens went off, too, but my mind was scrambled from his electrifying touch. One thing I did grasp, however, was the howl of Cimil’s voice as she cussed up a storm, ranting about stars, planets, and all sorts of random garble.


We were almost to the front door when the man finally released me. “I’m sorry about that,” he said in a deep voice that threatened to undo my equilibrium permanently.


Like a brainless fool, I simply stared up at him, unable to speak. His eyes were the most amazing swirls of tropical greens and blues. Being near him made me feel like I was on an exotic beach, bathing in the warmth of the sun.


I sighed.


“Can you hear me?” He snapped his fingers in front of my nose. “Penelope? That is your name, yes?”


I realized he was talking to me, but I lacked the cognitive agility to respond verbally, so I bobbed my head instead.


He narrowed his eyes for a split second. “Good. I suggest you do not return.” He ushered me out the front door. “My sister is not to be trifled with.”


Huh? Did he just say… I pivoted on my heel as the door slammed shut in my face.


“You’re her brother?”















Three



[image: image]


That night, I tossed and turned for hours, obsessing over the beautiful man.


Something about him… mesmerized me.


His full, sensual lips perhaps? I imagined they could do things I’d only read about and kiss in ways I’d only dreamed of. And his size. Did men of such enormity occur naturally? Or were they grown on farms where they were fed raw buffalo and worked out from sunup to sundown?


Outside. Nude. Sweating.


I kicked off the blankets. Boy, it’s hot in here.


Why couldn’t I purge him from my brain? Maybe I didn’t want to. What I really wanted was to see him again. In my bed. In the shower. Ironing naked in my living room. Folding my undies—the pretty ones I reserved for special occasions, of course.


I sighed deeply and rolled over for the fiftieth time.


I hadn’t had a case of lust this bad since Jimmy Roberts in the fourth grade. He had the coolest BMX bike—Ninja Turtles motif with flag, bell, the works. Jimmy also resembled the blond guy from Saved by the Bell. I followed him around at recess, offered him my cherry Capri Sun every lunch, and had his name written twenty times inside my Care Bears notebook. Oh yeah, I’d had it bad.


But this… this thing with Cimil’s brother was far worse. I could practically feel my eggs shaving their legs and painting their toenails—hooker red—in preparation to meet him.


Ugh. Stop it. You don’t even know the man. And Cimil… double ugh! Anyone with a sister that twisted has to be bad news. She screamed “dysfunctional family.”


I glimpsed at the glowing green numbers of my clock on the nightstand and sighed. In only twenty minutes, it would shriek.


I rolled onto my other side and continued the mental Ping-Pong match. See him again? Not see him again. See him. Not see him.


I have to.


No. If you go back there, you’d be deceiving the poor guy. You’d never have a baby with a stranger. And there’s nothing he or his sister could ever say to change your mind.


I bet he could say something. Something like, “I will make steamy, steamy love to you with my hard-as-steel, muscled body all night long if you agree to have my baby.”


I swallowed. Yeah, that actually might do it.


Really, Pen? I countered to myself. Come on. Don’t be ridiculous.


Bringing a child into the world was a serious matter, and giving it up to strangers was in another league altogether. Not that I knew from personal experience, but anyone who had a heart could figure that one out.


I suddenly felt a warm, gentle hand on my back.


“Oh,” I said, “you’re up…” It wasn’t my mother coming to see if I’d woken up yet. It was…


Shit! Cimil’s brother.


I sat up so fast I almost head butted him. “Christ! What are you doing here?”


It was still dark outside, but since I’d left my curtains partially open, my room glowed with a faint silver hue from the streetlamps outside.


He reached out and swept the hair from my forehead. “That doesn’t matter. What is important is that you listen to me.” His deep voice washed over me like a calming tropical wave.


I was about to say something. It was…


I’d already forgotten.


His hand cupped my cheek, and when he stared into my eyes, the expression on his divinely handsome face was unreadable. Warmth. Suspicion. Acceptance and determination.


Me sooo confused. I sighed inwardly while my mind floated in a pool of dopey bliss.


“Penelope, please focus,” he said affectionately.


I nodded dumbly. “Okay,” I whispered.


Why can’t I think straight?


“Good,” he said. “Because you’re not thinking this through properly. Not everything in life is a question of absolutes, love.”


He called me “love.” I liked the sound of that.


“Not an absolute?” I asked.


He traced his finger along my jaw. “No. This is why you must keep an open mind. This is why you must come to see me.”


“See you. Uh-huh,” I responded, my mind feeling rich with a hormone-induced fog.


He leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. A soul-shattering surge of elation rocketed through my body. I wanted him with every cell in my body, every molecule of oxygen in my blood, and every beat of my heart. I never wanted to be without him, his touch, or the sweet, rich, exotic scent of him that filled my lungs.


“Ah. Now you’re catching on.” He made a deep, hearty chuckle.


The screech of my alarm clock pierced my ears and jolted me to life like a defibrillator. I blinked and found myself faceup on the floor next to my bed.


I clenched my fist over my chest as the adrenaline fueled my palpitating heart. “Son of a beach ball,” I said in a breathy voice. “What the hell was that?”


Oh, great. Now I’m talking like that crazy lady.


“Are you all right, Penelope?”


The thin silhouette of my mom in her pajamas appeared in the doorway.


“Must’ve fallen out of bed,” I replied.


She flipped on the light, causing me to wince.


“Oh, Penelope,” she sighed. “You look like you haven’t slept in days. I told you, no more double shifts.”


I smiled. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”


She didn’t laugh at that.


“Sorry.” I rolled over and crawled back into bed, flopping facedown. “I have a lot on my mind.”


“You know, baby”—the bed sank when she deposited herself next to me—“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about all this. About me.”


I flipped onto my back.


My mom’s frizzy blonde braid and bloodshot hazel eyes broadcasted her exhaustion, and her posture—sagging shoulders and head hung low—reeked of surrender.


Well, maybe she’d given up. I hadn’t. Not yet.


“Penelope, I can’t keep letting you sacrifice your life for me. I’m your mother. I’m supposed to take care of you. Not the other way around, sweetie.”


I mumbled a few angry words and got up to collect my clothes for the day. I knew what speech was coming next: her backup plan. I’d heard it fifty times, and I’d rejected it fifty different ways. She had a cousin, a holistic healer in California, who’d offered to take her in and treat her. Although the probability of success would be extremely low, it was fine by me. But she didn’t want me to go with her, and that was ridiculous. She insisted I stay in New York and move on with my life: apply for financial aid, finish school, get a boyfriend… live. What she really meant was she planned to wither away out of sight from me.


I stared at her face. Despite the hollow cheeks and dark shadows under her eyes, she still held a youthful appearance with barely a wrinkle. In perfect health she could pass for my sister. She was beautiful and strong, and I loved her with all my heart, which is why I blurted out, “I got the money. A private grant.”


Her eyes filled with tears. “How?”


“It’s one of these trust fund charities. Sorry I didn’t say anything last night when I found out, but you were asleep. Didn’t want to wake you.”


She hugged me with as much energy as her weak body could muster. “I love you, Penelope. You truly are an angel.” She pulled away. “I almost forgot! It’s your birthday. Now we have two things to celebrate.”


Ugh. I hated celebrating my birthday. It was one of my many quirks. Something about getting older made me feel… old. And now that I had to see Cimil again, I felt even less like celebrating.


She left the room and returned with a small box. “I hope you like it.”


“Oh my God, how did you find the energy to buy me something?” Sometimes it truly is the thought that counts.


I unwrapped the shiny red paper covering the box. Inside was a small silver ring with tiny black cabochons.


“Do you like it? I got it from an antique shop. The woman said it would bring you good luck.”


It was lovely. “I’ll wear it forever.”
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At a quarter to nine that same morning, I found myself pacing the sidewalk across from Cimil’s house with giant spoon in hand, ready to chow down on a heaping helping of crow. My mother’s health was well worth a few kicks to the ego, but I still needed to go in with a game plan.


I’d agreed to listen. Just… listen. Five hundred thousand dollars.


I blew out a quick breath and watched the steam billow from my lips. The air outside had to be in the teens, though it could have been one hundred and eight for all I knew; my body, riddled with adrenaline, felt like it was on fire. Maybe because I felt like an animal about to be caged.


Yes, here’s the yummy carrot, bunny. Jump! Jump!


No. You agreed to listen, to consider their proposal in exchange for a boatload of money your mother desperately needs. Nothing more. There is no obligation to share your eggs.


Not that my eggs would mind. Little traitors. They were already creating decoupage memorial plates in her brother’s honor.


In any case, the chances of Cimil saying anything to convince me were slim to… never, ever, ever. I mean, who in their right mind would consider this sort of scheme, aside from those weird people who show up on the cover of the National Enquirer between articles titled “I Was Carjacked by a Yeti” and “Aliens Are Living in My Shampoo Bottle.”


I took a quick sip of my extra-strong coffee, taking comfort in its fortifying bitterness.


See. You could never say yes to Cimil. You’d have to quit coffee if you had a baby.


I stared at my constant companion for the last year. Coffee and I had done things. Been places. My bud. I ran my finger lovingly down the side of the paper cup. No, I could never give you up.


Still, that dream… You can’t deny there’s a subliminal somethin’ somethin’ going on.


My mind quickly replayed the imaginary conversation. What did it mean?


“Not everything is a question of absolutes…”


Were they somewhere in between? Areas of gray?


What’s your gray, Penelope?


I bit my lower lip and took a sip of my rapidly cooling coffee.


“You know, Penelope,” said a deep male voice at my side, startling me from my personal force majeure. “Sometimes it’s best to treat fate like a Band-Aid.”


The man who’d answered the door the evening before stood next to me. Only this time he wore a black turtleneck (not a baby) and a full-length leather jacket.


His breath was thick as smoke when he said, “I am Andrus.”


He held out his leather-clad hand, and I immediately wondered if the gloves were meant to mask the creepy bite marks rather than shield his fingers from the formidable cold. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who got chilly.


He gave me the once-over while we shook hands. “You’re going to catch a cold standing out here in that,” he pointed out.


I’d worn my jeans and faux fur–lined boots with a white sweater. My parka was tied around my waist. “Not really the high nail on my list of worries.”


He nodded and then shifted his gaze toward the front door of Cimil’s house. “Take it from me, life never turns out as one expects. The sooner you let go of what should be, the sooner you’ll see the forest through the trees.”


“Great,” I said, “just what I needed… life lessons brought to you by the bumper sticker.”


He laughed at that.


“Who is she?” I asked.


He smirked and rubbed his black stubble-covered jaw. “She’s someone extremely powerful. And someone who knows what you need even before you do.”


Well, la-di-da! Didn’t that make it all better?


“And what exactly did you need?” I asked, wondering why anyone would choose to have someone like Cimil in his or her life.


He scratched his sprouting beard again. “To heal a piece of me that was broken long ago.”


“How’s that workin’ out for ya?”


He smiled a bright, glowing, heartfelt smile. “Well. Really, really well.”


“Sorry, buddy. Not drinking the Kool-Aid.”


“Kool-Aid?” he asked.


“Never min…” I turned to fully face him. It was then that I noticed his eyes were an inconceivable amalgamation of light blues and greens, almost iridescent.


Just like Cimil and her brother.


I swallowed my shiver. Something about these people felt… different. Very, very different. “I’m not in Kansas anymore, am I, Andrus?”


“No, Dorothy. You are not.”
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“What do you mean, he’s not coming?” I said. “I came to hear him out, like you asked.”


Cimil sat at her desk, flipping through the pages of the same thick book she’d been reading the night before. “You will meet with him tonight before you say yes or no. That is my one condition to your keeping half the money.”


“Fine.” That would be easy enough. And I had to admit, the part of me that craved to see him again was Hula-Hooping.


Her finger carefully skimmed a page and then stopped on a word. “There’s more. How could I forget?” Her head snapped up.


Here come the strings. I knew it! Would she ask me to ride a pink pogo stick to this meeting? Perhaps I needed to be escorted by clowns. Clothed, of course.


“Yes?” I replied.


“I’ve got something for you.” She reached to her side and began fishing through a drawer. “Oh, pickle. Where is it?” She pulled out a Slinky, a Taser, a pack of Bubblicious gum, and a pink Troll—the kind you put over a pencil eraser. “Ah! Here it is.” She plunked down a large three-ring binder labeled “Handbook.” “You must read this before tonight.”


She’d been serious about the handbook? “You’re not telling me there’s really going to be a pop quiz, too?”


Cimil’s eyes glowed with wicked joy. “You’re off the hook. Rochell, who handles that little tidbit of fun, is resting after an unfortunate Twister mishap at last night’s party.” She shrugged. “Strippers. Policemen. They all look the same to me. Especially after you steal their clothes and grease them up. Yanno what I mean?”


I blinked as my mind tried to form a cohesive connection between those thoughts. I was coming up blank. “No. No, I don’t.” Moving on… “What sort of handbook is this?”


“The kind that will give you answers, silly. For things.” Long awkward pause. “What else?”


Well, that was vague. And weird. Just like this entire depraved situation. “Okeydokey. Anything else?” I asked.


She laughed hysterically for several moments and then shook her finger. “You! You’re a firecracker. Kaablam! Pow! Fire! Cracker!” She paused and stared at the ceiling, completely checked out.


Damn, she freaked me out. “Are we… done?”


She burst back to life. “Yep. Here’s the address and time.” She handed me a slip of paper from the pocket of her pink satin jumpsuit.


I snatched it from her hand, swiped the handbook, and prepared to flee. I wanted to skedaddle before this got any weirder or she tied any more strings to this little bunny.


“Penelope,” she bellowed as I was almost home free and out the front door.


I cringed and turned to find her scampering after me.


“Aren’t you forgetting something?” she asked.


Oh, jeez.


“The check.” She shoved it at me. “Buy yourself something nice for tonight. It’s your birthday.”


Thanks for the reminder. I put the check in my purse and gave her a polite smile as I reached for the door. Then I paused, fighting the urge to kick my own tuchus.


Dammit. I couldn’t leave without saying something. As awkward and ludicrous as the situation might be, she was about to help my mother.


I took a deep breath and faced her. “Cimil, I know you’re not doing this to help my mom, but I wanted to thank you anyway.”


She flashed another wicked smile. “Don’t mention it. Helpful is my middle name—except on Saturdays. Then it’s Jaaaasmine…” She waved her hand in a semicircle through the air.


It was actually Saturday, but I thought it best not to say anything.


“Anyhooo”—she shrugged—“you’ll pay me back someday. They always do.”


I didn’t like that answer one little bit. In fact, my body lit up with tiny adrenaline-fueled tingles. Why did this woman evoke the fight or flight—mostly flight—response?


I scrambled out the door.


“And Penelope,” she called out when I reached the bottom of her front steps.


No, no, no. More strings. I reached for the wrought iron railing at my side to steady me.


“There are three rules…”






“I ask you to leave here tonight,


you knew it was planned


When the world takes your heart from the fight


You do what you can


You’re living here lost in this land


So brother, don’t force my hand


Please let’s see the forest for the trees


’Cause it’s time to rise up, it’s time to rise up


from your knees”


—Pilot Speed
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Kinich. December 1, 9:30 p.m.


Grinding his teeth, Kinich watched his brother, the infamous God of Death and War, stroll into the trendy Manhattan hotel bar with an expression on his face that could—well, kill. The maître d’ took one look at the towering mass of muscles in an Armani suit and thick, black hair wild and loose, and practically dove out of the way. The crowd parted like the Red Sea, leaving a trail of gaping-mouthed females in this muscled man’s wake. Like all gods, if he did not leash his energy, humans of the opposite sex—sometimes of the same sex, too—turned into rioting, sexually flustered mobs.


“Good evening, Kinich.” Votan took the barstool at his side.


“Nice of you to come, brother, but must you always flaunt your powers in public?” Kinich scolded to hide his uneasiness. Votan was the one brother whom he admired and respected above all others. But this was not a conversation either would enjoy. Kinich could only hope that Votan’s sense of duty would prevail over his anger.


“Can’t help it. It is impossible to contain such strength inside this humanlike body.” Votan stretched his neck from side to side.


“Perhaps you need to return to our realm for a vacation,” Kinich suggested.


“I cannot. Emma has forbidden it until things are”—Votan cleared his throat—“settled. So what’s your excuse? Why haven’t you returned?”


“I have been spending time with an old friend—a very old friend. One who may help us with the Obscuro problem.”


“Who is he?”


“I am unable to discuss the details, Votan—”


“I no longer go by that name,” Votan snarled.


“Ah yes.” Kinich stifled a laugh. “You’ve chosen a new name. What is it that Emma calls you?”


Kinich knew, but enjoyed egging his brother on.


“Guy. She calls me Guy.”


“Very modern,” Kinich said teasingly.


The bartender tiptoed over like a gazelle about to serve two hungry lions. Kinich ordered a bottle of Chateau Petrus 2008.


Guy raised his two dark brows. “Yes. I bloody well like my new name. Nick, is it?”


“Touché.” Only his brothers and sisters called him Kinich. Everyone else called him Nick. But the gods had many, many names, depending on the culture. Votan, on the other hand, now had just one: Guy. Guy Santiago. Not very deity-like, but whatever. Didn’t change his gifts: killing and fighting.
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