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      Cursed to never be loved; fated to never be alone …

      Cursed cupid Tamuel has been told he will never love or be loved, a fate to which he’s long been resigned. Yet from the moment he meets powerful trainee witch Korinna Soteira at the Amazonian and Gargarean training camp, he knows this to be a lie – he loves Korinna like he’s loved nothing and no-one in his life. But his curse is right in one respect: he may be able to love, but he can never be loved. Korinna will only ever be his friend, a fact he has spent the last twenty years coming to terms with.

      However, malignant forces are stirring in the darkest reaches of the Realms. They have plans to use Korinna and her unusual powers – plans that can only be thwarted by the cursed cupid and an impossible love. Yet breaking Tamuel’s curse now could release a force too ancient to destroy – and thus destroy any future.

      What if the only way to survive the present is to place the future in peril?

      

      Fractured Curse is a prequel novella to my popular Gods Cursed Series centring on unknown history between two of readers’ favourite characters from the series. It takes place 2000 years before the events in Love Cursed and can be read as an introduction into the world or at any time during the reading of the series.

      It’s exclusive to my newsletter subscribers, so to get your copy, just click the link below, fill in your details and it will be winging its way to you along with other free reads, deals and bookish info.
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      A FEW DAYS AFTER LAST CHRISTMAS

      “Demeter. Where are you? Come out and face me!”

      Loki stormed through Demeter’s palace, determined to find the Goddess. Her handmaidens, mostly Nymphs of one sort or another, scattered as his power crackled around him. The Soteira – her warrior handmaidens – who weren’t with Persephone in Hell were all out on various secret missions like the ones Demeter sent him on, so there was nobody here to protect the ‘delicate flowers’ that she liked to keep around her.

      But he couldn’t allow himself to care he was frightening them. His focus was all on finding the Goddess who had kept the truth from him. The one truth that would have made so much difference to his life.

      His one true love was alive!

      He’d been so shocked on Christmas Day when she’d told him the truth of what she’d done as they’d watched Trip and the Stevens celebrate the festival. The shock had made it difficult to think and he hadn’t really taken in the full extent of what his mentor had said.

      But he’d had two days for the shock to clear. Two days of watching his Callianthe and her boys, Harry and Charlie, plus a third, younger son, Gideon – his son. Two days of longing to go to her but being held back by Demeter’s instructions and her – very unclear and wholly unfair – reasons.

      And he was furious.

      More furious than he’d ever been before in his very long life. Furious enough that the handmaidens who usually fawned all over him were scattering before him like frightened deer before Diana’s bow.

      He wanted answers. And this time, rather than the usual waffling nonsense about secrets and prophecies that made conversations with Demeter as frustrating and fruitless as trying to reason with his insane mother-father, he wanted answers. Clear answers. And a proper reason for him not to go down to Earth right now to make Callianthe remember him.

      “Demeter! You can’t hide from me. You need to account for what you did. Demeter!”

      “I’m here, sweet boy.”

      He swung around as she stepped out of the secret door that led to the garden where she kept her most guarded treasure – her scrying pond. The one that Cassandra had helped her to magic into existence.

      He went to shout at her – she deserved a bit of shouting at after dropping the bombshell on him like she had – but the shout died in his throat as he took in her appearance.

      She looked terrible. She often looked like the weight of the world was on her shoulders rather than Atlas’ – which it was in an existential sense – but this was different. There was a greyness to her usual dewy complexion, a dullness that blunted the usual brilliant spring green of her eyes, a droop to her shoulders that indicated she carried more than the weight of the world on them. Had she seen something truly terrible in her pond? More terrible than what she had previously seen? Had they missed something? Or done something wrong? Were the odds now truly stacked against them?

      His anger, like his need to shout at her, slipped away as he rushed to her side to put his arm around her, feeding a little of his strength into her through his touch. “What did you see?”

      She looked up at him – so much sadness and grief welled in her eyes. “I saw you coming.”

      “You … what?” He staggered back a little. “You had a vision of me? And it did this to you?”

      She nodded gravely, a tear welling in her eye. “I am so sorry, Loki. I am so sorry you are so angered. I am so sorry you had to go through such grief. I am so sorry I could not tell you. And most of all, I am so sorry to ask you now – no to demand from you – a promise that you will not go anywhere near your Callianthe and her boys for much longer than I originally thought.”

      “But you said they’d remember at the right time. That I had to train Gideon so he’d be ready for the fight ahead.”

      “I did say that. But things have changed and right now, Gideon cannot know who you are if he is to come into himself in the way we need him to. None of them can know who you are. Not until the right time⁠—”

      “And when is that exactly?”

      Her shoulders drooped even further and she looked close to collapse. “I do not know. The future is so nebulous right now, too much fluctuation to see clearly. We are not even certain how the Stevens and their mates are to defeat Perses any longer.”

      “You said it was the hearts curse.”

      “I did. And that is still part of it. Love will bring Perses down. But to do that, all the Stevens and their mates must come together as one in their powers. Unfortunately the way ahead is not clear. We just have no idea how they are supposed to meld their powers as one, only that it must be done.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Precisely.”

      Loki stared at her for a long moment. “But you said I would know my son and he would know me. As would Callie and the boys.”

      “Yes, I did.” Her shoulders sagged further and she sighed. “You know, he resembles you.” She touched his face, a small smile curling her lips. “I think it’s in the eyes and that straight nose and stubborn chin of his. He’s going to be a heartbreaker just like his father.”

      Her words reminded him of his anger – although in the face of her sadness and worry and grief, it was barely a flickering candle flame. Even so, he crossed his arms, looking down and pouting as he said, “I wouldn’t know. I’ve barely had a chance to look at him given you kept them all hidden from me.”

      “And I am sorry for that.” She touched his arm and he met her gaze. “Sorrier than I can say. But it was necessary. Still is necessary. Not only do we need them in the now to help the Stevens but Zeus would have killed them. Just like he did to Callie’s sisters when he found them.”

      Loki blanched as he remembered the mess of blood and gore strewn around the outskirts of the village the sisters had been about to attack. There hadn’t even been body parts, just clumps of flesh. There was no way to tell how many had been killed from what little was left, so he’d believed Demeter when she’d told him Callie and her boys had been slaughtered too. At the time, all of his shock and grief was for what had been done to his love and her boys, but now he knew they were safe, the horror of what had been done to her sisters fully hit him. “I didn’t do enough … I should have taught them better control. Should have hidden them better.”

      She shook her head sadly. “Oh, Loki. You kept them hidden well for the time you were with them, but even you could not have stopped Callianthe’s sisters from giving into the nature King Lycaon forced upon them. It is to your credit you kept them hidden for as long as you did. And kept those boys from feeding on the flesh of humans.”

      He nodded even though, deep down, he didn’t truly believe her. He could have done more. Should have done more. Her subterfuge shouldn’t have been necessary if his had been better. He was the God of Mischief after all. Who should do subterfuge better than him?

      Apparently Demeter. She’d kept the wool pulled over his eyes all these thousands of years and kept Zeus in the dark too.

      “But that still doesn’t explain why you hid the truth from me. Why tell me they were dead? That Zeus had killed them as he’d killed all the others?”

      “Because Zeus knew of your love for her and he was watching you. He could not doubt the rage you aimed his way – rage I only just managed to stop you from following through on. Nor could he doubt your grief after your self-destructive five centuries of wallowing in your sorrow and despair. By the time you came back to me, begging for me to keep you busy, he had long stopped watching. But if I had told you … well, no matter how much you tried to hide it, you would have given away that your grief was not real.”

      An ember of his anger flickered to life again. “I am a fabulous actor. I could have⁠—”

      “You are a fabulous actor. One of the best. It’s one of the reasons you are my best operative. But not with this. Your grief had to be real. Zeus would have seen through anything else. Besides, I don’t think you would have stopped trying to get to where they were in the future. And that would have spelled disaster because of the secret you hold deep inside. The power vacuum of your missed presence would have created all sorts of imbalances in the life forces that hold the Realms and the pantheons together.”

      “If I’d killed Zeus in my rage, it would have done the same.”

      “True. But I was never going to let you kill my brother, no matter how much at times I want to do the same. However, your absence could possibly have created a crack in the Void large enough for Perses to squeeze through. For the sake of our shared mission, as much as anything else, I had to lie to you. I had to make you believe they were gone. And it worked.”

      She stroked his face, pushing an errant lock of his messy hair off his brow. “Zeus has no idea Callianthe and her children are still alive. And we must keep it that way. Because he must not know. If he gets wind they are still alive, he will not stop until they are dead. He cannot let what Lycaon did in defiance of him be known. It is too much a stab in his prideful soul to allow others to know that a human under his watch harnessed powers only a God like Zeus should have and created a new kind of Being. Not to mention the threat they posed. Lycaon intended his creations to stand against Zeus and his tyranny. My brother can’t allow others to know that is possible.”

      Loki’s lip curled. Zeus. That bastard. Loki would kill him with the cuts of a thousand knives – one of the most painful ways to die so he’d been told – if not for the ramifications on the Realms should a God as powerful as he be killed. It was those ramifications that had stopped him from killing him in the past. Demeter had reminded him how much Callie had loved this world and the humans who inhabited it, and it had been enough to stay his hand – because he had come to love what she loved and it was the only part of her he was able to hold onto.

      But that didn’t make him hate Zeus any less and he’d spent much of the intervening years doing everything he could to make Zeus’ life just a bit miserable. Zeus of course never knew it was him – Loki was that good. But hearing of his rages when things continued not to go his way just made something like happiness burst open inside Loki for short periods.

      The only truly good thing Zeus had ever done was killing his father and banishing most of the rest of the Titans and their troublesome children to Tartarus – or in the case of the very troublesome ones like Perses, through the Void and into the Beyond. The problem was, in banishing a tyrant, he had then become one. Although, he was much better at hiding it than his father had been.

      Knowing all this was one of the reasons he’d happily gone to help hide Callie, her boys and sisters from Zeus when Demeter had seen they would be important to the future in some way. Of course, he’d had no idea he’d fall in love – practically at first sight – and that protecting her and her remaining family would become such a personal matter.

      He’d only left after six months because Demeter needed his unique gifts on a special mission he couldn’t even remember now – there had been so many – and she had promised to keep her eye on them and protect them with her shields. He frowned. “I still don’t understand how he saw them through your shields.”

      Demeter looked for a moment like she was going to cry. “Because I was unaware the sisters had eaten human flesh and so hadn’t accounted for their strength and ferocity as the moon rose. The impact of them changing and running under the moon drew Zeus’ attention before I realised what was happening. It was all I could do to get Callianthe and her boys out of there. I had seen them in my pond – only the day before – settled in the future with Trip on his farm, so knew that was where I had to send them. I made a decision in the spur of the moment and wiped their memories, giving them new ones, changing their names so they could not be recognised in any way.”

      “The boys names are almost the same.” Charlemagne was now Charlie and Harrar was now Harry.

      “Yes. It was easier to get them to accept the new memories if their names were not too different.”

      “Why did you change Callie’s name to Daphne?”

      “Callianthe is a flower as is a daphne. Daphne is one of my favourite flowers.”

      Oh. Well if that didn’t fully take the wind out of his sails! But he tried to rally and gather back a little bit of his pissed-offedness as he said, “If you think naming her after your favourite flower makes up for the grief I’ve endured all these years⁠—”

      His words cut off as she cupped his cheek. “I know that nothing I can say or do now will make you forgive me for that. But I will say once again that it was necessary. And it had a side-effect I never foresaw.”

      “What is that?”

      “You could have allowed your grief to become everything you were. You could have become embittered by it as so many have before you, yet you didn’t. After those first few centuries, you picked yourself up. You endured. Even when in the deepest wells of your grief I knew you would come out of it because you continued to look after those servants and slaves you helped her save. You tried to live up to Callie and how much she loved this world and its people. You took that love inside yourself and claimed it as your own. You have become my best agent in the war ahead as well as my right-hand man.”

      “Right-hand God, thank you very much.”

      She smiled. “Right-hand God. Yes. I trust you more than I trust anyone except Persephone. I trust you as equally as I trust her and she is my beloved daughter. You know more about what lies ahead of us than any of my other agents. And you are stronger and more adaptable to any situation than any other Being I know. Which is why, though it is probably the most difficult thing I have ever asked of you, you must stay away from Callianthe and the boys. Not only for their own safety, but for the good of us all.”

      “Why for us all? Have you seen something else?”

      “I have. And it changes what I told you only a few days ago.”

      “What?” He gripped her arms. “What did you see?”

      Her eyes misted over slightly and she said in that prophecy voice tinged with shadow and pain, “What they are flies in the face of everything we know and everything we are. They are different and yet the same. They are more than us. They are the future. They are the way ahead if only those with eyes too blind could see the truth of it. They could be the difference in the fight before us.” She jerked as the last words left her lips and the mistiness left her eyes.

      “They are that important?” They were that important to him, but to everyone else? It seemed impossible to believe that of a Nymph and her boys who had been made into something that should never have been.

      “They are,” Demeter said quietly. “They must be protected. And at the moment, the person they need most protection from is you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you,” she said, dropping her hands to his shoulders and gripping tight. “Your love would give them away. If expressed in any way it would break the spell I placed on them, and once broken, they wouldn’t be able to stop their change. Zeus would see them then kill them.”

      “I would protect them.”

      “Yes, you would. As would Trip and the others, giving away exactly who and what they are. Who and what you truly are. And then we would be fighting a war on two fronts – one against Zeus and the other major Gods and Goddesses of each pantheon who would take all of your existences as a threat, and the other against Perses and his minions as they took advantage of the power fluctuations caused by such a war. So you must stay away. It is the only option right now.”

      “I could force them not to change. You know I could do it,” he said gesturing nebulously at himself, knowing she would understand he was talking about the secret of his true power.

      “And you could destroy who they are. There is a reason you suppress that part of yourself, why you hide it away. You can’t now think to use it on those you love.” She shook her head sadly, reaching out to tuck his unruly black locks behind his ear. “You have to trust in me. You have to trust in my visions and what I have told you.”

      “But the only thing holding them back now is the spell you wove around them. Is that still strong enough?”

      “It will be unless you reveal yourself too early and they remember who they are at the wrong time. If that happens, the suppression spell will be broken along with the memory one.” She rubbed her forehead and frowned. “If things fall into place the right way, Zeus will be too busy with the repercussions of denying the threat of Perses to worry about going after Callie and her sons. But until that time, nobody in the pantheons can be aware of what they are or what they are capable of doing until the time is right.”

      “What are they capable of doing?” Aside from the lycanthrope that made them want to feed on flesh – any flesh would do, but the human kind made them more powerful and not a little insane – he was unaware there was anything more significant about them. Aside from Callie’s Nymph powers she’d somehow managed to use to shield them until he got there, none of them had shown any special powers when he’d been with them for that six months – the best six months of his life.

      “That is yet to be discovered.”

      “You do not know?”

      “Not precisely. But I know it is big. I know it is dangerous to those who wish to hold power to themselves. And I know it will help us in the fight ahead.”

      Such a nebulous, non-specific answer. He expected that from Demeter after all these years, but right now, that expectation didn’t lessen his frustration. With her. With prophecy.

      With himself.

      She leaned in and kissed him on the lips then pulled back with another sigh. “I know this is not the answer you came here for. But I cannot give you that answer. I cannot say that you may go to Callianthe and her boys and gain back that which you have lost. I cannot allow it. And I think, if you are truthful with yourself, you cannot allow it either. You always protected them. You must continue to do so.”

      He wanted to shout at her, to deny her words, but he couldn’t. She was right. He couldn’t bring danger down upon his beloved and her children – their children – just so they would remember him. Just so he could gain back the love he and Callie had once shared and have the family he had always longed for. The family he’d only just gotten a taste of all those thousands of years ago with her and her boys before they were torn away from him. He’d never had that family with his ex-wife and their children, or his ex-mistress and their children. He’d certainly never had it with his insane mother-father. And he’d been too much of the outsider in Oden and Frigg’s household to truly feel like one of their family, no matter how Frigg tried to be a true mother to him.

      And now, it seemed, there was a high possibility he would never have the family he longed for more than anything else because Callie and her boys were now involved in the fight ahead and there was a possibility none of them would survive.

      It seemed he shouldn’t have laughed off the curse that powerful witch, Merriweather Weale, had placed on him a few thousand years ago. He’d played a trick on her – it was his thing after all – when he’d discovered she had a penchant for killing wolves for their fur and then eating their meat for her supper. He’d made her think her husband had turned into a wolf and that she’d killed him and served him up for supper. He hadn’t actually done any such thing as he rather liked Petar and had only kidnapped him and put an illusion in his place.

      Meriweather had not only received the message, she’d gained a righteous fury on top of it. She stopped killing wolves but she cursed him to wander through his eternal life alone, always longing for the one thing he could never have even though she may be only a handspan away: his greatest love.

      She’d said some other stuff at the time that he hadn’t really listened to because he’d been too busy laughing – something about mercy because he’d shown Petar mercy. That if he was humbled, or ate humble pie or something like that, and put his love and her wishes first rather than always thinking of himself and his own amusement and what he desired, that he could possibly attain happiness.

      It had only made him laugh harder. Not because he wasn’t capable of putting someone else first – he wasn’t truly the narcissistic God of Mischief he portrayed – but because of the secret he held deep inside that only Laufey, his mother-father, and Demeter knew. He did nothing but put others first because if he didn’t, it would mean the end of everything in a way Perses could only dream of doing.

      But keeping such a secret – it drove a wedge between him and those he wished to love and trust and have trust him. It was why he could never be close to his ex-wife and ex-mistress and all their children. It was why he’d always held himself a little apart from Callie even though he’d loved her true. Self-sacrifice obviously wouldn’t break his curse because if it did, the curse would never have taken root in the first place.

      No, his curse had been in place long before Merriweather Weale had come along, he realised now. The witch’s curse – it had just been the voicing of the curse he’d been born under. The voicing of the curse though, it brought it to the fore. It made the Fates aware of it. It made it a reality and now he was realising just what that meant.

      It made him realise all he could never have. All he could never be.

      Suddenly he felt more alone than he’d ever felt in his long, lonely life.

      “Are you going to be okay, Loki?” Demeter asked him.

      He looked at her and shook his head. “I’m fine,” he said.

      But as he trans-apparated out of her palace and back to his home, he knew he wasn’t even close to fine. He was screwed. More than screwed. He was completely and utterly fucked by a curse voiced by a witch that he had no ability to ever undo. Looking up to the ceiling he swore at the three Fates. “What did I ever do to you three bitches to make you hate me so much?”

      There was no answer.

      Typical.

      Now what was he going to do?
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      KIND OF BUT NOT QUITE ALMOST 5 MONTHS LATER (LOKI’S TIME IS NOT OUR TIME!) AFTER A RATHER HEROIC RESCUE (IF HE DID SAY SO HIMSELF) AND A VERY SERIOUS WOUNDING BY A POISONOUS HELLSBEAST …

      “Agh! What are you doing? I’m not a pin cushion!” Loki slapped at Violetta as she tried to reseat the cannula needle.

      She shifted sideways and snapped, “Stop moving around, you big sook, and let me do this. You need this medication.”

      Sook! Did she not know who she was talking to? He opened his mouth to tell her when she came at him with that bloody great pokey-jabby thing they said was essential modern medicine. Modern medicine, his rather luscious arse! Or it would be luscious if it wasn’t covered in bruises from all the other pokey-jabby things she and Bas and Jules had stuck him with over the last few weeks – unfortunately, the only thing helping him to heal after the Hellsbeast attack was human medicine.

      How he’d come to this ridiculous piece of ingloriousness, he had no idea. He waved his hand at the pokey-jabby thing. “I don’t understand why you have to create yet another hole in me! I would think the Hellsbeast made plenty.”

      “Which would be far worse if not for all that we have been doing,” Violetta snapped, managing to capture his arm and pin it to the bed by sitting on it.

      He glared at her – mostly because he was so very frustrated at still being as weak as a mewling human child despite their supposedly fabulous and magic-free modern medicine. Completely unable to fight her off as he once would have done with ease, he snapped, “I think you just like torturing me, witch.”

      A single brow hiked up into a rather superior arch. “When you carry on like this, you bet I do.”

      “Well … that’s just mean!” He deflated, pouting a little as he did so. “I didn’t truly think you wanted to torture me.”

      She sighed heavily and rubbed her forehead as if she was trying to rub away the headache she said he kept giving her. “I don’t want to torture you. I promise.”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “Words slipped out I shouldn’t have let slip out. You do aggravate an old witch so very much.”

      “I don’t mean to be aggravating.” She gave him a sideways look and, unusually, he felt not a little chagrin. Shrugging briefly as he looked down at his hands, he said, “Well, I don’t mean to be aggravating to you and Bas and Jules. It’s just … this is so very humiliating.”

      She sighed again, this time more sympathetically. “I imagine it is. I imagine you’ve never felt so … mortal.”

      “You bet your frilly lilac knickers I haven’t.”

      She glared at him and opened her mouth as if to tell him off but then, closing her eyes, took in a deep breath. “Not reacting to that. Not reacting to that,” she said sotto voce.

      “You know I can hear you.”

      “I’m aware.” She sighed heavily again and opened her eyes.

      “Do you mind awfully getting off my arm? It’s starting to lose all sensation.”

      She looked down, her eyes flaring wide as if she was shocked to see herself sitting on his arm – strange to be shocked given she was the one who sat on his arm in the first place. Purposefully too. And only a minute or so ago. Maybe her short-term memory was going. She was old for a mortal after all. Or was she? He kind of didn’t have much knowledge about those things. Time passed or didn’t pass depending on where he was and what he was doing, so he lost track.

      Violetta leapt to her feet and said, “I’m so sorry.”

      He moved his arm around – it flopped on the bed rather like a landed fish – and then he let out a howl as something prickling and unpleasant started jabbing into his hand and fingers. “What in the name of Hades’ balls is going on in my hand!”

      She grabbed his hand and started to massage it. “It’s called pins and needles, you big baby. And it’s not that bad.”

      He glared at her. “It’s pretty bad.”

      “In comparison to getting gutted by a Hellsbeast? I’d imagine it doesn’t even register on the pain scale in comparison to that.”

      “I was a bit busy rescuing people and being all hero-like to truly notice the pain.”

      “Probably because you were in shock.”

      “Shock? I don’t get shocked. I give shock.”

      “I don’t mean shock like that. I meant the kind of shock that happens to a body when it’s injured badly.”

      “And this is that? Shock-thing?”

      “No. This is simply pins and needles.”

      “There’s no ‘simply’ about it.” He howled in pain as she rubbed his arm harder – although why she was doing that he didn’t know because it didn’t seem to be helping anything at all. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.”

      She made a sound of aggravation. “Nobody likes pins and needles.”

      “That’s such a stupid name for such an all-encompassing pain.”

      “It describes the sensation – it’s like being jabbed by tiny pins and needles.”

      Well, she was right there – if there were millions of them jabbing at him all at once and they were also on fire! “It hurts. And it feels like my arm is about to explode.”

      She snorted. “You are so dramatic. You could win awards.”

      “I know.” He would have waggled his eyebrows at her except the pain took away his ability to fully play with her in the way he would have done pre-gutting-by-Hellsbeast.

      She shook her head at him. “It should be backing off now,” she said, continuing to massage. “How does that feel?”

      The pins and needles sensation had begun to fade, but he rather liked the massage she was giving his hand and arm. “It still hurts quite a lot. Why did it happen?”

      “It happened because I sat on your arm for too long. Your circulation was cut off. The pins and needles happen when the circulation is restored quickly and the blood rushes back into your flesh.”

      “Why did you sit on my arm then if you knew that would happen?”

      “I didn’t mean to sit on it for so long and—” She looked up at him then swore and let go of his arm, dropping it on the bed. “You are trying to play me.”

      “I think you’d know if I was. We’d be having much more fun.” He wiggled his brows at her – possible now the pain was gone – as he flashed a smile. But then the smile fell as she glared at him and he said, “And we are obviously not having fun.” He stared down at his arm. “Are you going to sit on my arm again?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “To stick that jabby-pokey thing in me once more. Weren’t you about to do that when this entire conversation began?”

      “You’re right. Thanks for the reminder.” She picked up his arm and reached for the needle.

      “Agh! No.” He pulled his arm away.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Keeping my arm away from you and that pointy-ouchy thing.”

      “But you just reminded me that’s what I was doing.”

      “Doesn’t mean I want you to do it.”

      “For the love of all that’s sacred and magical! You are the most aggravating patient I think I’ve ever had the misfortune of looking after.” She pointed the needle at him. “You know, I wouldn’t have to do this again and again if you didn’t stop fidgeting and moving around so much. You keep tearing the needle out which means we have to find a new place to seat it more regularly than we normally would.”

      “I don’t see why you need to give the medicine this way. It’s barbaric. You know the torturers in the Underworld use needles as part of their program? Souls are genuinely frightened of them for a reason – they’re a Gods-damned torture device. And you keep expecting me to be okay with you constantly sticking these foreign metal jabby torture devices into my Godly flesh? You have rocks in your head, witch!”

      Violetta rolled her eyes and ran her hand through her hair, sending her usually immaculate bob into disarray, her hair poking up every which way as if she’d had an electric shock. Which given the magic gathering in her might very well be partly true. She didn’t fix it though, or the sleeve of her twin set which was tucked halfway up her arm while the other was fully down, but just very deliberately straightened her back and shoulders as she placed her hands on her hips and glared down at him with a look Loki hadn’t been given since well …

      The last time he’d seen that look had been on his adoptive mother Frigg’s face after he’d smeared giant filur snot on the senior servants’ toilet seat and his nurse had got stuck there and needed Frigg’s magic to unstick her without ripping half her flesh off.

      Maybe he had gone too far with that one, but he still didn’t think he’d deserved that look. It had been a scary look that had made him feel as small and insignificant as the thrips that Frigg loved to squash on her rose leaves.

      And here it was again from a woman he very much admired – even though his behaviour and words of the last few weeks might have given the impression he felt otherwise.

      He felt ashamed and sorry for how he’d behaved. But what was he to do when they kept torturing him with pokey-jabby things that truthfully were the inspiration for Tartarus’ torture devices? Not to mention these ‘medications’ they kept expecting him to swallow and also shoving through the tubes and pokey-jabby things! Not only were they disgusting and made him feel funny, but it was such a blow to his pride that he needed them. Even more so that they were making him a little better every day. Although not better enough for all the ickiness of them he had to endure.

      But endure them he must. Or so that look on Violetta’s face was telling him. He had to put on his big God pants and God-up. Or Goddess-up. All the Goddess’ he admired would have handled this entire situation far better than he had. The one he most admired would probably be looking at him like Violetta was right now if she knew the way he’d been carrying on.

      Not that Demeter could know. The shields were still up around the house – the ones Trip had raised to protect them from the Hellsbeast and to stop anyone from knowing about Dawn’s powers or Korinna’s prophecies or Ilia’s new powers.

      But still, the thought of a bunch of them standing there next to Violetta giving him that same disappointed-frustrated look was enough to make him swear to the Eternal Well that he was going to behave better and not complain about any of this.

      From now.

      He smiled up at Violetta – well as much of a smile as he could muster in the face of that look – and held out his arm. “I will behave. I promise.”

      Violetta’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t trust him. The fact made him sad in a way that surprised the Hells out of him. He didn’t used to care that much about what people thought of him – he knew he was pretty bloody awesome after all, so it was easy to ignore when other people didn’t see him like that because he knew they were wrong. But now he was here with the Stevens and their extended family – all of whom he’d been watching for so long – it wasn’t easy to keep thinking about himself in the same way he’d always done. They were just so … so …

      Well, he didn’t quite have the words to express exactly what they were except that they were more than awesome.

      They were everything he had thought to once have with his Callie, her boys and her troublesome sisters – a ready-made family. But that had been stolen away from him so long ago and he’d never dreamed to experience it again. Hadn’t even wanted it if he couldn’t have it with Callie.

      And yet … she and her boys were here. Here with these people who made him feel like maybe he still did want it. Not that he could have it given the secret that made it impossible for him to truly trust himself with them. And of course there was the witch-voiced curse he was under. That just compounded the situation. But still, his secret and a curse didn’t stop him wanting that kind of love and respect and trust more than he’d ever wanted anything else. It was dangling so close and yet …

      It was further away than ever before. Because Callie – Daphne as she was called now – and her boys remembered nothing of their life together. Couldn’t remember. Not until Perses made his presence known in a way Zeus couldn’t ignore so that he wouldn’t have the time to look their way.

      So, here he was – exactly where he’d promised not to be – with the woman and her boys that he loved and he couldn’t say a thing. Not only could he not say a thing, he had to do everything he could to make sure no part of his being here would make Demeter’s spell on them fail. He was constantly on tenterhooks. Which was probably what was making him extra crabby and bad-patienty.

      Thankfully, being objectionable to everyone who came near – according to Violetta, Bas and Jules – was probably helping his cause. The few times Callie and her boys had come in to thank him for rescuing them and see how he was doing, he’d put on quite the show to ensure that there was no chance they’d remember the loving person he’d once been to them.

      But by Odin’s hairy balls, them not remembering was tearing him apart.

      It made him even more cranky and objectionable. But maybe he’d been a little too objectionable given how exhausted and beyond her wits-end Violetta was.

      He didn’t want her to hate him. He didn’t want anyone to hate him. But he’d been so busy making certain Callie – Daphne! He really had to remember her name was Daphne here – didn’t see any sign of the God she’d fallen in love with, that he had perhaps pushed things a little too far.

      He needed to make it up to Violetta. And Bas. And Jules.

      Which meant he needed to be the kind of patient that got all the gold stars.

      He lifted his arm higher and said, “Jab that pokey thing into my arm and I promise I won’t move or say another word.”

      She blinked at him, obviously surprised, “You won’t?”

      “No.”

      “You won’t knock it out after I turn my back?” she asked, obviously suspicious – he didn’t blame her.

      “I won’t knock it out after you turn your back.”

      “Or complain when I ask you to drink the tisane that will be coming into the room soon.”

      “I will drink the tisane.”

      “And you won’t complain.”

      “And I won’t complain. Even if it curls my nose hairs and makes my tongue pucker into a prune in my mouth.”

      “Hmm.” She raised a brow, her finger tapping against her arm. “That sounds like complaining.”

      He raised his arms. “Not a complaint. A simple truthful comment on what might happen – although I won’t mention it again if it does because I wouldn’t do anything so uncouth. Or disrespectful to your wonderful, healing tisane.”

      Violetta’s glare didn’t give up, but her lips twitched in a way that told him she was amused by his nonsense.

      Good. He could work with her being amused with him.

      He flicked his fingers, using the most basic part of his magic, the only magic that seemed to be available to him right now – at least with any consistency – and a cape swirled around his shoulders. It was sparkly and his favourite colour – scarlet – with the word, ‘Superpatient’ written in swirly, sparkly, silver script. And to top it all off, he magicked himself up a matching pair of stove-pipe pants with the words ‘Big’ and ‘Boy’ written in the same silver script, one word for each leg. He flipped the sheets and blanket down so Violetta could see the brilliance of his sartorial choices and moved the cape around so she could see the word written on it too.

      “I’m dressed for the job I want,” he said.

      Her lips twitched more and she pressed them together tightly for a moment before saying, “And what job is that?”

      “Best patient in the world.”

      “And what makes you think you can be the best patient in the world?”

      He gestured at his new clothing. “I have my big boy pants on and am proclaiming myself the best of Superhero Godly types: the Superpatient. Not only am I super and a patient, but I will be super patient and put up with anything you throw at me with that super patience and an equanimity that will put the God Shiva to shame.”

      “That’s rather a big call. How do you think you will manage that?”

      “If Shiva could find inner peace and do all that self-discovery stuff, then I certainly can. That God was the biggest selfish dick I ever met when he was a young Godling. If there had been a yearbook for us young Godlings then he would have been ‘Most likely to suck.’ So if he could turn into the most boring and pliable God like he did, then I can certainly be a Superpatient. The patient to beat all patients. The patient you wish all patients could be like. You’re going to jump out of bed in the morning and you’re going to want to rush in here to see me with a song in your heart and a skip in your step and a⁠—”

      Violetta lifted her hands and started to laugh. “Enough. Enough. I get it. You’re going to be a wonderful patient and I’m going to enjoy treating you.”

      “More than you’ve ever enjoyed treating anyone before.”

      She shook her head, still chuckling. “Well let’s see how I enjoy reinserting this cannula and we’ll go from there.”

      He held up his arm. “Superpatient ready and willing to be jabbed at your convenience.”

      She snorted, but the snort ended in another chuckle and without saying another word, she set about doing what she’d come in here to do half an hour ago.

      He managed not to wince or use his limited magic to stop from being jabbed with the miniature torture device. And when she finished and said, “There,” he couldn’t help but feel a little proud of himself for not doing any of the things that his learned nature was pushing him to do.

      Violetta stood and said, “I will just go and get the fresh bag of antibiotics and see what’s happened to that tisane.”

      “Mmm-mmm-mmm, tisane. Can’t wait.” He smacked his lips.

      Violetta chuckled and wagged her finger at him. “Would you say that if I left the honey out of it?”

      “Honey-schmoney. Who needs it when you’ve got something that tastes so sweet and yummy – and not like sewer water at all – and you know is doing you so much good.”

      “Right,” Violetta said. “Just don’t knock that cannula out.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      She tutted at him and said, “I’ll be back shortly.”

      “And I’ll be here waiting breathlessly in anticipation for the best witch-healer there ever was to return to this Superpatient.”

      “Enough of your ridiculous hyperbole. Just try to rest and if the tisane arrives before I get back, make sure you drink it all down.”

      “Will do.”

      Violetta left, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

      From his right there was a soft chuckle. A husky chuckle he knew so well. A chuckle he’d never thought to hear again. A chuckle he’d mourned for thousands and thousands of years. He turned his head to see Callie – no, Daphne – standing in the doorway in the corner of the room that led to the adjoining bathroom that was shared with the bedroom next door.

      She smiled at him and it felt like the sun had finally come out on a cloudy day after there had been thousands of years of cloudy days. “Daphne,” he said softly. Then swore internally at himself for saying it so softly – the kind of softly that was used by lovers the world over.

      She didn’t seem to notice as she said, “That’s my name. Don’t wear it out.” She pushed off the door, a tray in her hands, and walked across the room in a way that made him want to pant – those shorts she was wearing showed off too much of her lovely long legs. And the way her chestnut-brown hair curled loosely, kissing her jaw – well, he wanted to put his lips there and join in the kissing.

      But no. No. That was a bad thought. Bad thought!

      Swallowing down the desire that was too eager to rise up and try to catch her attention, he managed to say, “How long have you been there for?”

      “Long enough, Superpatient.”

      She looked down at him, her gaze roving over his cape and then down to his legs in a way that made his cock twitch. He hastily pulled the covers back over his legs and misbehaving groin.

      With a smile twisting her lips she said, “Love the big boy pants and cape by the way.”

      He stroked his cape, thankful for the distraction of it, and sat forward so she could see more of it. “I rather like capes.”

      “I can see that. And sparkles too,” she said, her warm cinnamon-coloured eyes dancing as she placed the tray on the bedside table. It was the first time since he’d saved them that he’d seen her smile so openly at him. Admittedly, he’d been such an arsehole, purposefully making her think ill of him, that there hadn’t really been a reason for her to smile at him. He hadn’t realised how much not seeing her smile had hurt.

      Even though he shouldn’t smile back, shouldn’t engage, should say something to make her leave, definitely shouldn’t make her smile more, he couldn’t help saying, “Nothing wrong with sparkles.”

      “Nothing at all. Now,” she turned to him, smile firmly in place, a cup of steaming liquid in her hands that smelled like some kind of swamp water mixed with the heroic citrus and honey – heroic because it was doing some kind of feat to partially cover the stench – that would undoubtedly fail to cover the horrible taste no matter how hard it tried.

      She held the cup out to him. “Let’s see how super you truly are and how well those big boy pants fit.” She put the mug into his hands and then stood back, the smile turning a little wicked. “Drink up, my big boy Superpatient. Let’s see how well you wear your cape.”

      Loki lifted the cup and almost hurled as the underlying scent of sewage curled up his nostrils.

      Her lips widened into a smile as her gaze roved over his face, taking in every twitch of muscle. “Good right? I found a new recipe in one of the healer-witch grimoires that Jules gave me. It’s full of everything you need to give you the energy you are currently lacking. And it might even help you with your little magic problem.”

      His brows rose at that. His ‘little’ magic problem wasn’t so little. Being a God without access to the magic that made you who you were wasn’t a ‘little’ problem at all. Especially when he could have used that magic to shore up Demeter’s spell and make certain it didn’t break. There was also the not inconsiderable fact that he used his regular God magic to keep other, more dangerous magic shoved behind an adamantium-like magical cage inside him. Thankfully that cage was still well and truly intact, but he was keeping a close eye on it.

      Of course, Callie – Daphne Gods-damn it! – didn’t need to know the ins and outs of any of that right now. In fact, the less she knew the better it would be, because anything that might make her memory come tumbling back could spell disaster.

      So all he said was, “Sounds perfect,” then lifted the mug to his lips. He didn’t stop staring at the woman he’d thought never to see again outside his dreams, as he took a big gulp of the steaming hot sewer water. And somehow – he wasn’t quite sure how given this was the worst thing he’d ever put in his mouth – he swallowed the mouthful down without dry retching.

      Hoping it wouldn’t come right back up, he smiled at her, licked his lips and said, “Yummy.”
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      Daphne couldn’t believe Loki had swallowed down the revolting concoction she’d brought to him. She’d told a little lie about finding it. Jules had actually been the one to find it, pointing it out to Violetta and her. “What kind of crazy healer-witch would think this was a good idea? It would make a disgusting tisane – more disgusting than even the worst of the ones you tried on me when I was younger, Grandmama.”
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