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Author's Note





This short story fits in the timeline between Wicked Satyr Nights and Under the Satyr Moon. As Jacen and London's story progresses in All Hallows' Satyr, I felt it best to place it here rather than featuring it as bonus material at the end of this collection.


    
  The Cursed Satyori Reading Order


Wicked Satyr Nights



Midnight at the Satyr Inn



Under the Satyr Moon



Mercury Rising



Satyr from the Shadows



The Satyr Prince



Pride Before the Fall



All Hallows’ Satyr



A Satyr for Christmas



Gods and Monsters



Requiem for a Satyr
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Dedication





To book lovers, readers, writers, and dreamers.


Without you, stories would be empty words in a world without light.
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London rewound the DVR recording and then pressed play. How the hell had those guys pulled that one off? She paused the video and there, on the wall behind the host of the paranormal investigation show, was the shadow of a demon. Ram horns adorned his head and his legs tapered down to hoofed feet, the shadow went undetected by the film crew until they replayed their footage upon leaving the location, but it was pointed out for the viewers to notice on the show. London hit play again and watched in amusement as the shadow crept down the hall while the host shouted for the entities in the small local inn to "come at him." 

The remainder of the episode contained the standard cheap thrills and weird Electronic Voice Phenomenon, EVPs, as they attempted to locate the source of the strange music guests often reported hearing at night, but the image of the demon shadow stayed with her.

Breaking out her laptop, London ran an Internet search for The Aegean Inn. She'd passed it once or twice while wasting time between classes and hadn't realized it. London had lived in Savannah all her life and actually had a small apartment close to the area since she was a student at SCAD—Savannah College of Art and Design. But she had been on just about every ghost tour in town, and The Aegean Inn wasn't featured on them, but after this television program that would change. How did something like that remain unnoticed for so long by locals?

The website was elegant, showcasing the historical setting of the establishment, but also said the owners had named the inn after the Aegean Sea as a tribute to where they grew up. Searching beyond the website, London then discovered the building was once used to treat yellow fever during the epidemic in 1820—a trait many of the haunted locations downtown shared—and was rumored to sit on top of one of the tunnels built under the city. Nowhere was there mention of ghosts or goblins.

Picking up her cell phone, she quickly dialed the number listed on the website. London didn't usually act so impulsively, but something about discovering a new haunted spot in town excited her. She loved scary stuff, and she had a free weekend with nothing to do. Maybe she'd even luck out and finally have a paranormal encounter. She'd always wanted some kind of verification of ghosts or anything fantastical, even though she had no idea how she'd react to such a thing.

After the fourth ring, a woman answered, "Hello, thank you for calling The Aegean Inn. How may I assist you today?"

"I would like to make a reservation."

"Did you have a date in mind for your visit, ma'am?" The lady on the phone had a pleasant voice. London thought she didn't sound at all like someone who willingly worked in a demonic hotspot.

"Tonight through Sunday."

"I'm sorry, ma'am, but all the rooms are booked this weekend."

London figured that would be the case. "How unfortunate. I've only just discovered you guys were in town and really wanted to check it out."

"You might have better luck at one of the larger hotels. If you wanted a historical element, the Marshall House—"

London blurted, "Are you sure there are no cancellations or anything? Could you call me if someone doesn't check in? Please, I would be alone and have no preference on room size." London realized how rude she sounded, "Sorry for cutting you off."

The woman was silent for several seconds. She gave a sigh of impatience, and with a curt, "Please hold," the line clicked as the hold button was pressed.

London watched the clock tick, tick, tick away on her living room wall while she waited. The woman came back onto the line and asked, "What is your contact information should a room become available last minute?"

Oh my God, did that actually work? She listed off her info for the woman, grinning. It was a slim chance, but still a chance. For whatever the reason, she had a good feeling about it.

    
  Jacen knocked on the office door and entered when Vander acknowledged him. Orestes and Calix were already seated inside. Nothing like spontaneous meetings in the middle of the day. Vander gestured for Jacen to take a seat, so he did. They had been cursed the night he, Orestes, and Calix had accompanied Prince Evander, to "observe" Dionysus and his followers on Kithairon. Evander, the prince of Dia, had eventually dropped the first letter in his name, and though he was no longer the prince of a Greek island, he became known to them as the Satyr Prince. Not that a title meant much anymore. However, the rest of them had once been Vander's royal guard, and having gone through the change together left them forever bonded.

"What's happened this time? Did Orestes get caught on film again?" Jacen asked, smirking when Orestes looked away and fidgeted. His shadow had been caught on video and broadcasted all over the world on a television show. The inn's reservation list had gone out of control since the episode aired.

"Don't even joke, Jacen. If we draw too much attention, we'll have to move on earlier than expected. We've been here eight years and remained under the radar until now." Vander rubbed the bridge of his nose between his index finger and thumb. He'd recently cropped his hair to below his ears, and the reddish-brown strands looked as though he'd rolled out of bed before sitting at the desk.

"Have you been sleeping with the receptionist again?" Jacen accused.

Vander put his hand down. "That would be sexual harassment."

"Ha! Like all of us haven't hit that." Calix smirked. "Why else would we have 'willing' employees? It keeps us from molesting all the guests."

Whenever they hired human staff, they knew what their employers were. It was always a risk. Vander would use the magic Pan had given them to ensure the mortals believed their encounters with satyrs were merely dreams when it was time for a staff change. The downside? All their employees were women, and once they'd gotten a taste of satyr... Jacen worried they left the job ruined for human men whether they remembered what happened or not. Perhaps it was an arrogant assumption, but mortal men needed to rest at some point. Satyrs could keep it up all night without taking questionable medication. They were the perfect lovers, and that alone kept the human employees from outing them. That and they paid very well.

"Look," Vander protested, "I went downstairs to get away from the office a bit when Beatrice ambushed me." They had their own rooms in the bottom floor of the building, located below the entry level. Only staff was allowed there, and Jacen kept trying to tell Vander if these women had access into their bedrooms whenever they wanted, they would end up busted for sleeping with the staff. They usually only had one human employee working at a time, which left the ground floor unsupervised, and someone would get nosy someday. Not to mention, technology in the modern age was terrifying. Orestes had sneaked upstairs to spy on the ghost hunting people and his shadow was captured on infrared camera. How long before Beatrice, or one of the others, planted a hidden camera in their room? They were currently considering their options of how to proceed.

"Uh huh," Jacen replied. "I bet you fought back really hard."

"So much for having my three loyal guardsmen around to save me from a brutal attack."

Calix snorted. "Puh-lease. You plowed her like she's never been plowed before. I saw her ten minutes ago in the kitchen. She can't even walk in a straight line."

"I didn't bring you in here to discuss Beatrice when I know for a fact all three of you have been with her earlier in the week. At the same time."

"She told you?" Orestes actually looked shocked. Jacen and Calix shared a look.

"Oh, yes. She told me." Vander smirked when he'd regained the higher ground. "When she asked if she could have all four of us at once." He studied his nails as he added, "After I finished with her today she said I, alone, was much better than the three of you combined."

"Such a lie!" Calix crossed his arms, actually looking put out. "Obviously, she didn't want to make you cry by telling the truth."

"So," Jacen attempted to return to the original subject. "Why are we here?"

"Yes, of course. About two hours ago, Beatrice told me she took information down for a possible replacement reservation."

"Unattached female?" Orestes asked, sitting up straighter in his chair.

Vander nodded. "I might have rescheduled a family and told them there was a plumbing issue in order to get the woman here tonight. You're welcome."

Jacen glanced at the others. The majority of the guests they received were couples. They'd have the occasional group of friends, but the elusive single female did not reserve a room as often as they would like. The Aegean Inn was so obscure that not many locals knew it was there. And a single woman on her own was easier to seduce than one surrounded by friends. They long ago ceased feeling guilty for sleeping with paying guests. Whatever it took to keep their curse at bay.

"Whose turn is it?" Orestes scratched his chin. His short dark hair and coloring was a stark contrast to Calix's long fair hair and lighter skin beside him.

"It's Jacen's turn this time," Calix replied sourly.

"Don't pout, Callie. It's unbecoming," Jacen said.

"Fuck off."

The four of them took turns playing the roles of concierge in case female guests turned out to be nymphs. Since nymphs had either totally died out or were still hiding themselves from the Satyroi, there was no way of finding the keys to breaking the curse—except waiting for one to reveal herself. Granted there were flaws to their system: a nymph had to reveal herself to them or she remained invisible to their perception. If they could see her before she sought them out and approached them, then she was not a nymph. If someone magically appeared who wasn't there before, then she most likely was.

So far, they have not encountered a single nymph since the night they were cursed.

Savannah wasn't the first place Jacen and the others had tried the hotel business before. They'd begun running a bed and breakfast type of establishment because, after night fell, the glamour which gave the satyrs human form would falter. They couldn't go out and meet lovers as normal men could, and satyrs needed sex regularly. Vander hated preying on hotel guests, and Jacen shared the feeling. But they did what they had to in order to survive. To keep the public safe from them should they avoid dealing with their needs too long and become mindless with lust.

Which is how they decided when single, unattached female guests arrived at The Aegean Inn, the four of them would take turns being the one to greet them and decide if they wanted to seduce them. That way there wouldn't be a fight over a nymph if one did wander into the inn. They all were given a fair chance.

"When does she arrive?" Jacen asked Vander.

"She checks in at five."

He checked his watch; it was a quarter after four in the afternoon already. "Well then, I guess I better go look like I work here."
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"I hate downtown parking," London muttered as she parallel parked as well as she could in front of the bed and breakfast. As she climbed out of her Volkswagen, she grimaced at the crooked angle of her car, way too far away from the curb to be legal. She could have parked in one of the public garages, but she decided since the B&B had a valet service, she hadn't wanted to lug a suitcase for several blocks. 

The Aegean Inn looked more like a mansion than a hotel of any kind. It was very similar to the Kehoe House, but the bricks were more a weather-worn grayish brown. The windows were lit up with lamps from the interior, showcasing elaborate blue and gold curtains. The shutters, French doors, and balcony on the third floor were painted white. The doorway was on the second floor, with a double sided stairwell leading to it. The windows on the lowest level had cast iron bars to keep out intruders, and the building sported fish-shaped waterspouts that opened over the sidewalks.

London took a deep breath and unlocked the trunk to her car. She had packed two bags; although, to be fair, the smaller of the bags was nothing but toiletries and cosmetic supplies, along with extra shoes. She stacked the smaller case on top of the suitcase and slammed her trunk closed.

"Ms. Bridges, I assume?"

London glanced up at the minutely accented voice and sucked in a breath. An incredibly handsome man leaned against the railing on the front stoop, looking down at her. Warmth spread through her body, and her hormones snapped to attention. The man smiled at what she could only imagine was an expression of shock on her face. She felt her cheeks heating up.

"Allow me help with your bags, ma'am."

"Please don't call me ma'am. You make me feel like I'm my mother's age." London was twenty-five. She wasn't ready to be a "ma'am" yet.

She checked him out as he approached her. His dark slacks were freshly ironed, and he had a matching jacket over a crisp, white button-up. His shoulders were broad, his jawbone exquisitely chiseled. His dark-brown hair was too long to be considered short, but not particularly long, making him look like a dashing rogue who had dimples when he smiled.

"You must be the bellboy?" London blurted.

The man stopped a few feet from her and collected her luggage. He lifted the heavier suitcase like it weighed nothing. London had struggled pulling it out of the trunk.

"I prefer the term, 'man who will provide any service necessary.'" He winked at her, causing her to notice his pale indigo eyes.

"Um, that was more like a phrase..." Yeah, she was really smooth.

"So it is. Let me escort you to the front desk to get checked in. I'll take your things upstairs, and then I'll move your car after I show you to your room. Feels like you packed a lot for one weekend."

London followed him to the door, and as he set down the luggage to open the door for her, she knew she was blushing for sure. She smiled shyly and ambled inside. "I couldn't decide on what I wanted to wear, so I brought multiple options."

"The whole closet?"

"Not even close." When she brushed past him, London had the strongest urge to pretend to trip and fall to see if he'd catch her. She resisted, barely.

"So if you don't want me to call you ma'am, what should I call you? Ms. Bridges?"

"My name is London. Call me that." She glanced at him as he fell into step beside her.

The man's smile brought his dimples to their full glory and London inwardly groaned. She knew what was coming before he chuckled and replied, "Your name is London Bridges?" Like I haven't heard it a million times before.

"I was conceived in London. Parents thought it would be hilarious given our last name." And it was. To everyone who wasn't her.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to make fun of your name. It took me off guard." They reached the desk in the corner of the grand entry room. A blonde woman with a messy bun and scarlet red lipstick regarded them with an arched brow.

"I'm used to it. To tell you the truth, I'd hoped to be married by now to change it." Oh God. Why did I say that? Way to scare a man off, London!

The man's smile widened as he put the suitcase down again and held out his hand for hers. "Well, it's a pleasure to meet you, London. My name is Jacen."

London put her hand in his, expecting him to shake it, but gasped when he bowed low and kissed her knuckles. His breath was warm over her skin, his lips soft as a whisper.

"I'll be back to show you to your room in a moment," he told her, and then with a nod toward the woman at the desk, Jacen made his exit with the luggage.

Tearing her gaze from Jacen's backside was a trial in self-control, and it didn't go unnoticed by the other woman. Beatrice, as her nametag identified her, smiled. "He's a tremendous flirt. Try not to get too attached."

London looked around while Beatrice pulled up the reservation on the computer. The lobby smelled like magnolias. It wasn't an overwhelming smell, but very southern and surprising for a place named after the Aegean Sea. The floors were hardwood, a deep mahogany. And the gold colored sofas and chairs were laden with blue throw pillows from navy to cerulean to the palest of hues.

"I could live here," London noted under her breath.

The corner of Beatrice's mouth tilted upward. "Honey, you couldn't handle it if you did."

    
  Jacen set the luggage in the corner of the single. A king-sized bed filled the room, and he couldn't stop his mind from wondering what London would look like spread out upon it, legs opening to him. True, he'd been momentarily disappointed when he spotted her after her terrible attempt at parallel parking, but then he saw her. Really saw her.

She wasn't a nymph sent to rescue him from an endless curse, but she was beautiful. Her long, straight chestnut hair had wafted alluringly in the breeze outside. And she was tall, level with his shoulders, which not many women were, and would be even after she took the dainty heeled sandals off her feet. Sandals that emphasized long legs and impeccable calves beneath the hem of a sunshine yellow dress. He wanted to run his hands all over those legs. Pull them around his waist as he—

Control. Control the lust, Jacen. You can do this. You are not a beast. You are a man, so act like it.

A man who looked beastly when the sun set. And the sun would be down in two hours, which meant he'd have to resist giving into his nature until the next day. London would probably spend the evening out, and he couldn't go with her. Couldn't get caught in the crowds downtown and reveal his presence to the world. Whatever it was about her that made his heart beat a little faster would have to wait until the morning.

He locked the door with the antique key and headed back downstairs. Beatrice was telling London about the included breakfast-in-bed service. London didn't know it yet, but Jacen would be delivering her breakfast personally, with a side of seduction. He'd let her think it was a dish of pancakes until then.

London turned to face him with a smile, her gaze trailing down the length of him and back up again. Jacen hoped she liked what she saw, because he planned to show her more of it.

"All checked in?" He offered her his elbow. London hesitated, but only a second, before she looped her arm in his. He shamelessly pulled his arm closer, trapping hers to where she had to stay pressed to his side as they ascended the creaky wooden stairs to the next floor.

"So, uh, how long have you guys been here?"

"Eight years. We bought the building, decided we liked the historic setting, and went from there."

"You talk as though you own the place. I've never heard of The Aegean Inn, and I live in Savannah."

"I am one of the owners, yes. And we aren't big into advertising. With the rooms being few, we stay pretty booked up."

"Oh. You and your wife?"

"I'm not married." Jacen noticed she perked up at his response. Yes, London. You can have me at your beck and call during your stay. "It's just me and my three brothers."

They reached room 304 and Jacen escorted her inside, he placed the little key on the table beside the bed and watched as London perused around. He took great pride in the way her eyes widened at the huge bed, the hand-carved headboard, armoire, table, and chairs—woodwork the four of them had labored over decades before. The walls were painted a soft, dusty gold to give the room an elegant and regal atmosphere. The color scheme in this room was more of the turquoise variety, with a very teal comforter with faint golden scroll work. Above the bed was a print of the William-Adolphe Bouguereau classical painting of the satyr being dragged into a lake by nymphs.

"Oh, wow." She pulled away from him to peek inside the TV armoire. "This place is gorgeous." Jacen strode past her and opened the doors to the balcony. London practically skipped in her rush to see outside.

"Oh, man." London looked over the railing. "My parking sucks ass."

He came up beside her, pretending to be interested in her car, but he wanted to be closer to her. Something about her sparked an interest that was more than the lust brought on by the curse. He liked her. Wanted to know about her, and not just fuck her and go. The wind blew her hair into his face and he caught the scent of pomegranates, his favorite fruit. "Well, in all fairness, whoever parked their Subaru there should have pulled up farther. They didn't leave you enough room."

"Yeah. Thanks for humoring me."

Shifting, and hoping his arousal wasn't obvious to her in the starched trousers. Jacen knew he had to retreat before he stayed there all night and frightened her with his true appearance. "I should go move your car before you get a ticket. Unless you're driving to dinner tonight?"

"Nah. Gonna walk over to City Market."

"That's right," he said. "You did say you were local." Which could be a problem if he became attached to her over the weekend. His reaction was enough to worry him in that regard.

"All my life."

"Good, so I don't really need to tell you to stay safe."

"Why, Mr. Jacen, it sounds like you're angling to act as my protector."

"Just Jacen is fine. Unfortunately, I'm working tonight. However, I would love to take you to lunch tomorrow."

London opened her mouth and closed it again. Maybe he'd been too forward.

"S-sure, Just Jacen. Does noon sound okay?"

A grin split across his face. "Noon sounds excellent." He turned to leave, but paused. "Car key?"

"What? Oh!" London reached into the little tan handbag she'd brought in with her and pulled out a set of keys with a purple butterfly keychain. She removed the car key and handed it to him. Then she started scrambling in her purse once more. "I almost forgot to tip you."

"No need."

"Really, you've been so helpful, I can't—"

"London," Jacen put his hand over hers, stopping her from pulling her wallet free of her purse, "I'm taking you to lunch tomorrow. That's all I need."

"Are you sure? Because I don't mind."

"I'm sure." He winked at her again and headed toward the door. He needed more, but there wasn't enough time before sunset. He could wait until after their lunch date. "Until we meet again."
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"I didn't see anyone chained to your bed when I borrowed your iPod, so I'm guessing single chick wasn't a nymph." Calix flopped into the lounge chair next to Jacen and grabbed the television remote. He didn't wait for verification before he started flipping channels. "Which also means she is fair game." 

Likewise, Jacen didn't look up from the newspaper he'd only partially read. He'd watched out the window earlier as London left for dinner, and had been attempting to keep his mind off her and out of the gutter for the past hour. Something his curse didn't give him the luxury of accomplishing; sex was all he thought about. Ever.

"She's not a nymph, no. But hands off."

Calix paused in his channel surfing and stared at him. "Hands off? Moi? I thought we shared around here, brother."

Although they weren't related, they'd been together so long it felt like they were. Even Vander seemed more like an elder sibling than a boss or their former king's heir. The four of them had attempted living apart at one point, but they found each other again when the New World was still "new" to European settlers. Deciding immortality seemed less lonely with companions, they'd been together ever since.

"I am not sharing this one. I only have two days with her, and then you know what happens. That said, you may need to cover my shift Sunday." He had front desk duty, but that wouldn't work so well if he was in bed with London.

"Do I look like I have nothing to do but cover for you?" Calix paused and then said, "You know, we'd get more single people checking in if we didn't have to make them think they were dreaming the wild satyr sex. Frankly, walking past a room and hearing honeymooning couples humping like rabbits does nothing to improve my situation. It sucks. Why did Apollo have to hide all the nymphs? Damn gods."

"Done whining, Callie?"

"Stop calling me Callie."

"Then stop whining like a little girl."

Calix growled and switched the TV off. "I'm heading below. Sun sets in about ten minutes anyway."

"Put the iPod back where you found it before you go sulking in your room," Jacen called after him and glanced out the window at the darkening sky. He tossed the newspaper on the coffee table and rubbed his face with both hands. As much as he wished London had been a nymph, he was glad he didn't have to burden her with his curse. She could pretend he was only a weekend fling, and later a wonderful dream she'd had. Jacen hated that London wouldn't remember he was real, and being forgotten had never bothered him in the past. But for some reason, it bothered him this time.

    
  London woke up how she had fallen into her bed: one shoe on, the other across the room. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and grimaced at the warm hint of drool. It was a quarter after eleven on a Friday night, and after one really strong drink, she'd passed out. Such a lightweight.

She rolled out of bed, eventually stumbling to the bathroom where she brushed her teeth while waiting for the hot water to heat up in the shower. Then, as she washed her hair, she thought about how the night had gone. After she'd eaten dinner, she'd gotten a drink and listened to a band play classic rock song covers in City Market. She eventually worked up the nerve to stagger back to the inn and hunt for Jacen. He said he was working, but his shift had to end sometime, right? Dear God, that man is hot.

Beatrice was still there, apparently working a double, and had been pleasant until London asked for Jacen.

Apparently, he was out picking up supplies.

At nearly ten o'clock at night. A likely story. Beatrice was a twat-blocker.

It was after midnight when London crawled into bed wearing a red cami and black and white polka dotted pajama shorts. Her hair was damp from the shower, but she didn't feel like drying it. She tried to read for a bit, but London was too restless to sit still. Just when she was about to give up and attempt going back to sleep, she heard it.

Music. It sounded like it came from a flute of some kind, like the people on the TV show had talked about. It was so soft at first that she'd thought it was her imagination playing a trick on her, and then the volume began to build.

London rolled out of bed and tiptoed to the door. As quietly as she could, she unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door a crack. The hall was awash in shadows, with only dimly lit wall sconces to enable returning guests to see where they were going in the dark. There was definitely music coming from downstairs. It didn't sound like a television or a radio, and somehow London didn't picture Beatrice as the instrument playing type.

Grabbing her cell phone to have a camera nearby in case anything weird happened, she kept the door unlocked and sneaked down the hall. When she reached the top of the landing, the bright light below made her squint. The stairs had been creaky earlier, so she took caution to avoid alerting anyone of her presence and tiptoed as quietly as she could manage. At least she was sobering up.

By the fifth step, she could see Beatrice typing away at her computer. The music continued to play, but the blonde didn't even seem to hear it, or if she did, she paid it no mind. London took another step down.

Creeeeeeeeeak.

She moved into the shadow of the wall beside her as Beatrice glanced up at the sound. Silence, apart from the music, answered her from below. When she heard a chair rolling across the wood floors and the sharp clack, clack of high heels, London's breath caught in her throat. She was good and caught.

This is silly. Why am I afraid of being caught out of bed in a hotel? London peeked around the corner. Beatrice sauntered past the staircase and down the hallway toward the doors marked STAFF ONLY. She had taken down her hair and was running her hands through it, giving it a tousled look. London let herself breath normally again and somehow avoided any more creaky steps as she made her way to the bottom.

The volume of the music increased when Beatrice opened the door to the employee area. Was it all a hoax the owners of the place set in motion for word of mouth exposure? Jacen said they didn't do a lot of advertising, and if they didn't it was a wonder they could afford to remain open and still have steady customers. People did get a thrill of staying at haunted hotels. Hell, that was the whole reason behind London being there. Could they be using the haunted aspect and the demonic shadow and mysterious flute playing for free publicity?

She transferred her phone to her left hand and slowly turned the knob for the employee door with her right. It wasn't locked, and no one waited on the other side of it to shout at her for sneaking about, so London ducked inside. A bathroom was located on one side of a sitting room containing chairs and a coffee table. Someone had been reading a newspaper in the chair next to the window earlier. On the other side of the room she could see a decent sized kitchen with a dining area through the open doorway.

But where the hell did Beatrice go? The bathroom was empty, and London was the only one standing in the sitting room. She tiptoed to the kitchen doorway and peered in. Ah, ha. Another door.

As she inched closer to the door, the music became more defined. It seemed to pulse through her, like the song was more than a song—an invitation. Her skin prickled with awareness, and she suddenly wanted to run back to her room and lock the door, convinced discovering the source would change her life forever. Yet she had stopped everything to investigate this place. There would be no turning back until she had answers. She told herself the worst that could happen would be Beatrice or another staff member catching her and telling her off, so she opened the door.

Another stairwell greeted her, but unlike before, no lights illuminated the bottom. It was the entrance to the first floor of the building. What was down there? Stockrooms? The entrance to the mysterious tunnels beneath the city? An in-house flute player? The hairs on her arms stood on end as the tune of the song changed slightly. Maybe it was her imagination, but the music seemed like it was telling her to strip naked. What the fuck was in my drink? London shrugged it off and used her phone as a flashlight while she crept down to the dark corridor below.

There were four doors, two on each side. Three of them were closed; the other was cracked. A sliver of soft light poured through the gap, leaving a single beam across the floor. A line she could cross at her own risk of being caught. One that crossing could answer all of her questions about the B&B she'd never heard of but had been there in front of her for eight years. London took care with each step, her bare feet soundless across the cold floor as she approached. The music was coming from behind the first closed door she passed, and she halted, hand outraised toward the doorknob when she heard a voice.

Beatrice was speaking to someone, but London couldn't make out the words. She abandoned the door containing the source of the music and moved closer to the next. She peeked through the opening. There was Beatrice, unbuttoning the top buttons of her blouse while perched on the end of a bed. "Come on, Calix. You can't reject me now. Not when I know how much you appreciate my...assets."

London reigned in her impulse to snort.

A man with long blond hair, presumably Calix, stepped into view, wearing nothing but a pair of silky boxer shorts. But that wasn't what drew her attention. He had horns bulging out of the sides of his head, like the shadow on the TV show. And his feet... He didn't have human feet. They're hooves! Cloven, devil-monster hooves.

It couldn't be real. Cosplay was in, right? Maybe she was witnessing weird kink that had nothing to do with the paranormal at all. Or maybe he was gearing up to further along the hoax they were using for publicity and Beatrice was in on it...which she apparently found sexy.

But what if it was real? What Calix was a deep, dark secret monster Jacen and his brothers hid beneath The Aegean Inn. Could that be why they didn't go out of their way to advertise?

London had always wondered what would happen if she found herself in a horror movie situation. Would she be the cool, calm chick who made it to the end, or would she be the dumbass killed in the opening scenes? Fate made the judgment when her cell phone started to ring.

Oh, shit. Oh, fuck. Oh, fucking shit!

The mutated demon-man turned toward the door, frowning while he scratched his head beside the base of a horn. London franticly attempted to mute the noise as she backed away, she didn't recognize the area code of the caller. Of all times to get a wrong number! She started to run, but it was too late. Two of the other doors opened. Belatedly, she noticed the music that had led her downstairs was silent, but that door remained shut. However, a naked man with shortish black hair and matching demon horns gawked at her, and then he smirked as his eyes perused her body.

"Hey," he said with a sly grin. She tried not to notice how attractive he was even though he was obviously the same kind of demon as Calix. In fact, she tried to look anywhere but at him because she couldn't stop noticing his very aroused penis, and since he was facing her, she wasn't sure she approved of where it was aimed.

The man who'd opened the other door wore a bathrobe, but like Calix and the black-haired man, he too was obviously a demon. The Aegean Inn was a Hellmouth. She was going to die.

Calix approached the crowd in the hallway, crossing his arms over his chest as he took in the situation. "If you wanted to join in, you only had to ask," he said it so casually, like naked hoofed men collected in B&Bs all the time. His accent was faint, barely perceptible like Jacen's, but she didn't want to make that connection. She couldn't connect those dots to the one person not in the hallway. The one door still closed.

The man in the robe frowned at Calix. "Join in with what?" Robe Man shoved past Calix and disappeared into his room. "Beatrice! Do you ever actually work? Don't make me fire you."

"I can't help it. When your music plays at night, I think about what you could be doing to me," the woman responded from within.

"We will have to wipe her soon, won't we?" Calix whispered to Robe Man as he returned to the hallway.

Robe Man nodded once in response.

"Wipe her? Like wipe her out? You're gonna kill her?" London stumbled backward, seeking escape. Naked Man caught her by the shoulders and prevented it. Oh God, its penis is on my hip. It is touching my hip. Demon penis! Demon penis on my hip! She pulled herself out of his grip and left a wide berth.

"No one's killing anyone. How'd you get down here anyway?" Naked Man asked, unbothered by her hasty retreat.

"Nobody locks doors, that's how. Also, no employees in the lobby to prevent me." She made eye contact with Robe Man as he cursed and glared back in the room at Beatrice, who had not joined them. London had the feeling Robe Man was their leader. "What are you? Demons?"

"Only in bed, love," Calix chimed in and approached her before Robe Man could answer. He sandwiched London between him and Naked Man. "So why did you come down here? It's very rude to spy on satyrs."

Satyrs? Like the painting above her bed? She trembled when she felt Naked Man's hand rest on her waist, and then Calix leaned in closer. Everything she'd learned about satyrs in school made the situation much more dire. They were symbols of unrestrained sexuality.

"Satyrs aren't real. They're myths."

"Well then, I guess it's time you learned some myths hold a grain of truth," a new voice chimed in. One she recognized. With a lump in her throat, London turned. Jacen leaned against the doorway of the fourth door, the one closest to the stairs. The one where the music had originated from. He wore a bathrobe printed with The Aegean Inn emblem on it like Robe Man did. Like the others, he was also a...satyr. "Come inside," Jacen gestured to his room. "We need to have a chat."

For some inexplicable reason, London trusted him despite the fact he was like the others. She found herself rushing toward him, surprised when the two pressing against her backed off with no fuss. Still, she glanced at the stairs, debating her chances.

"I'd catch you before you reached the door."

Unsure what would happen next, London took a deep breath and entered Jacen's bedroom. She heard him talking to the other three, but only caught bits and pieces. Had he called one of them a prince? London stared dumbly at his ornate bed with the sheets pulled back. Waiting for someone to join him in it. She shivered and found herself thinking about how Beatrice seemed to have no issue with Calix being a satyr. In fact, she had been propositioning him when London was caught spying.

What would it be like to have sex with a satyr straight out of the myths? To have all that lust focused on her, a mere mortal? London felt flustered at the very thought.

Behind her, Jacen closed the door with a resounding click.
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"Cell phone." Jacen held his hand out for it, waving his fingers impatiently. 

"Why do you want my phone?" London clutched it against her.

"To ensure you didn't take pictures or video of what you saw."

London frowned at him, but finally relinquished the silver sequin-encased device. He promptly strode over to his nightstand and dropped it in a full glass of water.

"Hey!" London lunged for her phone, but Jacen caught her, holding her back against his chest as she struggled against him. Her ass pressed against his groin and the more she wiggled, the more his body became aware of her.

"Stop squirming. I'm ensuring our protection from exposure."

"Get off me!"

Jacen let her go, and she whirled around, brows furrowed as she made a great show of straightening wrinkles in her tank top. She obviously wasn't aware it only brought her breasts back to his attention.

"There was nothing on my phone because I didn't even think to take pictures with it. My eyes are up here, mister." She gestured at her face.

"I know where your eyes are." Jacen was temporarily mesmerized by the way her nipples had hardened beneath the thin cotton before his eyes. She also hadn't worn a bra. "Wasn't looking there though."

"Stop it."

"Stop what, being a satyr? It's a curse. One which befell me for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. So, since you found me out as the lascivious beast I am, I'm just going to leer at you creepily to uphold the stereotype." He paused. "Try not to take offense."

London crossed her arms, breaking the trance. He glimpsed her blank expression.

"You've failed. You look offended."

"You are so weird."

Jacen considered the criticism. "I've heard worse."

"What will you do to me?" It came out as a mere whisper. Jacen knew what he wanted to do to her, but vocalizing them wasn't the best course of reassurance. Not when their secret was exposed, and Calix and Orestes had been toying with her in the hallway.

"No one will hurt you, London. You're safe here."

"You aren't going to wipe me like Beatrice?"

"Wipe...?"

"I heard one of them say they needed to wipe her because she was getting out of hand. What if they decide I'm out of hand?"

Jacen looked around for some kind of support from the thin air, but he was on his own. "Sit." He motioned toward the bed.

"There? On your bed?"

"It won't swallow you. Sit down."

Jacen paced as he thought of how to explain the circumstances of keeping them out of the public eye. Unfortunately, Beatrice was getting out of hand. This wasn't the first time she'd abandoned her post for sex within the past week, which meant they would have to wipe her memories and hire a new receptionist before the situation escalated further.

"It's really unnerving when you do that?" London muttered, eyeing his hooves as she sat down.

"What is? Walking?"

"You have demon feet."

"Your second toe is longer than your big toe, so maybe you have monkey feet." Jacen regretted the response instantly, but London merely chewed on a fingernail and peered down at her bare toes. She wiggled them.

"I do pick things up with my toes from time to time..."

Gods, but she was adorable. "Oh, like what?"

London shrugged. "Stuff."

"I don't really think you have monkey feet."

"I know." She began kicking her right foot back and forth against the bed. When she looked up at him, her cheeks were pinker than before. "Sorry I said you have demon feet, but...hooves..." She motioned at them with both hands.

"Don't worry about it. As I said, I've heard much worse."

"Not from Beatrice." It hadn't been a question.

Jacen rubbed the back of his neck. "Beatrice has been here about five years now. Too long actually. We have to change out our human staff frequently or they start behaving like her."

"Like a ho?"

"It's not her fault," he said and London looked abashed. "Satyrs can't be around people if we go without sex too long, we get...well, we aren't ourselves. And human women aren't meant to have frequent intimate encounters with us. The curse was meant to repel women with our appearance, not attract. She's been around us so long that it's affecting her. She starts craving us like we crave sex."

"Your employees have become dependent on sex with you?" She wrinkled her nose.

"I hate it, but it seems that way. I generally avoid our human staff as much as necessary, or include Calix and Orestes when the need becomes too strong. It feels less personal in a group."

London's eyes widened. "In...include? Are you going to share me with all of them? Your own brothers?" Her voice climbed in pitch until the last word was nearly a shriek.

"We aren't related; being brothers is a cover story. And they're not touching you. I hadn't intended to share you at all."

"But...you intended on having sex with me?"

Jacen clenched his fists, wanting badly to kiss her. To show her how much he wanted her. Her fear was mostly gone, and he didn't want to give her a reason for it to return. But he found he had no control around her.

"I planned to swoop into your room with breakfast and dazzle you with my charming personality. Afterward, I would gain your trust and admiration and then treat you to lunch wherever you wanted to go. And when we came back to the inn, I was going to ravish you until your toes curled against my skin and you screamed my name so loud the windows cracked."

London visibly gulped and looked away. A line formed on her forehead as she contemplated how to respond to his confession. She stood, squaring her shoulders." What happens when you wipe Beatrice?"

"London…"

"What happens? I assume the same will be done to me, so I deserve to know what I am getting myself into."

He turned and retrieved his panpipes from the same table his glass of water was on. Seven reeds were bound together by leather. They varied in size, arranged from smallest to largest. He'd been playing earlier to pass the time until he could see London again. Instead, he'd accidently drawn her down to him while thinking about her. "We play her a tune, and her every encounter with us becomes a dream in her mind. She will remember some, but dismiss it. She will believe she quit her job because she couldn't stop fantasizing about her bosses and needed a change."

"Robbing her of her memories? You create illusions and lies."

"It would make it impossible for her to turn to mortal men again if we didn't, they would all be lacking. And if she leaves here and tells the world we exist, where will we go? The forests of the world are getting smaller every day. We don't even know where the rest of our kind is, not for sure."

"Were you going to erase my mind after you had mind-blowing sex with me?"

"You would only see me as a human, a weekend fling. There was no need, unless you came back wanting more than I could give you, and I could only give you two days."

"But now?"

"You saw what we are. It's not me I'm protecting. Calix, Orestes, and Vander are the only family I have left. I will protect them at whatever cost." Even if it breaks my heart to do it.

"And what is the cost? I don't want you to steal my memories, Jacen."

"I won't have a choice. You'll remember it all as a dream, and then tomorrow you can tell me about it at lunch. We'll laugh at the absurdity of satyrs and then still have the mind-blowing sex I promised." But it would be stale. As much of an illusion as his human form. It would contaminate the whole experience with deception.

London's eyes glittered with unshed tears as she crossed the room, stopping in front of him. "But if you do, you'll never know what would've happened if I accepted you as you are."

Before Jacen had a chance to comprehend the meaning of her words, London kissed him.

    
  The terrycloth of the robe was soft and warm in her hands, but his mouth was hot, molten. London rejoiced when his shock melted into passion. Jacen wrapped his arms around her body, gripping her ass and squeezing as she allowed her tongue to mate with his. He tasted like ginger and sin, and she couldn't get enough of it. 

Jacen pulled away, opening his mouth to question, but London wouldn't have it. If he wanted to erase her memory, he would have a damned hard time trying. She would hold him to his definition of mind-blowing, because she wanted this night scorched into her brain to where no magic could remove it. She wanted to remember wanting him for all he was and not the image he chose for her. If anything was being taken from her, she'd make damned sure it was worth it.

London yanked the front of the robe to the sides, exposing his naked body to her gaze. The tie held the garment in place around his waist, but a quick tug and that was gone too. He was magnificent. The classical artists made a mockery of satyrs in their glory. This wasn't a half-goat, little cherub-faced creature with modestly petite genitals. No. But other than the hooves, the horns, and the thicker leg hair on the bottom half of his legs, he was all man. All hard lines and rough edges. His dick was fierce, and London bet he would be too when uninhibited.

"No fair keeping your clothes on." He reached for her top, but London wagged her finger at him.

"Not yet. My memory's the one being erased; I choose the way this goes. Drop the robe."

Jacen untangled his arms from the robe and tossed it behind him.

"You know, the artwork in my room upstairs? I've seen it before in Art History." While she spoke, Jacen stalked her, herding her toward his bed. "Everyone always assumes the nymphs were pushing him into the cold water to punish him for watching them bathe."

The back of her thighs hit the mattress, but she wouldn't let him take this moment from her. She stood tall. "You know what I think?" she whispered in his ear as he leaned over her, attempting to cage her between him and the bed. "I think they were dragging him off to have their wicked way with him." London grabbed her satyr by the horns and yanked his head down for another kiss. She couldn't tell if he'd picked her up against him or if she'd climbed him like a tree, but either way her legs were around him before her back ever touched the mattress.

Jacen trailed kisses down the side of London's neck, stopping to explore a spot that made her body tremble at the brush of his lips. He licked it there again, chuckling when she spasmed beneath him from only a touch. She still had his horns in her grip, clinging for dear life to keep his lips on her body. The horns were cool to the touch, but hard and strong.

"Rip my clothes off. Rip them and take me like I'm some maiden who has trespassed in your forest."

Jacen groaned against her neck and sat back to stare down at her. She released his horns as he ripped the holy fuck out of her cami. The chilled air hit her nipples, making them nearly painful from her arousal. His nostrils flared, and he took his sweet time licking and fondling her breasts, making London moan from the exquisite sensations. She wriggled against his groin and enjoyed the way his breathing hitched against her. Somehow she knew his control was barely in check. She wanted him to break loose with her. To give her everything he was holding back. If she would think she had dreamt this night, she might as well ensure the fantasy was as erotic as possible.

"The bottoms. Don't neglect the bottoms." London rejoiced at the sound of ripping cotton, and her body responded by getting wetter between her legs. She arched against him, impatient.

"Oh, I won't neglect any bottoms." Jacen sat up again and lifted her leg to remove the rag her pajama shorts had become and swatted her butt cheek. London gasped.

"You spanked me!"

Jacen ripped her panties and flipped her over to her stomach. He smacked her ass again, making the same spot sting before kneading the flesh there. He leaned over her so he could whisper, "You've been naughty...bossing a satyr around." He tsked, and gave her another swat, this time the other cheek. "Methinks the fair maid needs to learn her lesson."

"Do your worst!" She cried and it earned her another swat, and then a squeeze. She was so wet she was almost embarrassed by it. Was it possible to be overly aroused?

"You will rue the day, maiden."

London's giggles were cut short when Jacen moved his right hand between her thighs, his palm sliding against the part of her aching for his touch. He ran his left hand up the length of her back, stopping at the base of her neck. Jacen lifted her by her pelvis, rubbing his fingers against her in the most delicious manner and causing her legs to tremble. With his other hand he ensured she kept her head against the mattress. She tried to arch against his hand, but he nipped her backside in a silent command to stay still. He'd taken her up on her knees at the very end of the bed, with her legs spread apart, but wouldn't allow her to rise on her hands. He stood beside the bed, admiring her that way.

"I'm going to stop holding you down. Behave."

She turned her head to tell him she'd behave when he did, but stopped short when she felt Jacen's tongue slide between her folds, sinking as deep as it would go.

Oh, Sweet Jesus!

London's hands clenched the sheets as his tongue assaulted her. Penetrating, retreating, sweeping down to pass over and around her clit and repeating until she was whimpering and writhing. London felt more exposed than ever in her life. In this position, the blunted tips of his ram horns pressed against the backs of her thighs. She should be repulsed, but she wasn't.

She loved every second of it.

When London was on the brink, a jolt of pleasure coursed through her that was so intense she was sure she'd explode into a million pieces. Except, instead of finishing her off, Jacen backed away. The mattress shifted as he kneeled behind her, and then he placed a hand on her hip. He rubbed his cock against her, lubricating himself on the moisture he'd wrought from her moments before.

"I was so close!" Her voice didn't sound like her own; it had been raspy and breathless.

"I know." Jacen probed her opening with the tip of his shaft. "I wanted to feel you come around me as I push inside for the first time."

She shuddered. "I lied, you know." Jacen stilled behind her. "I'm no longer a tender maiden. I haven't been in years."

"I'm really glad to hear you say that." He pushed a fraction of an inch inside, using both hands to hold her still as she attempted to shove herself backward. She wanted all of him.

"Why does that make you glad?"

"Because this is going to be a rough ride."

Jacen pushed all the way in, and true to his word her muscles contracted around him instantly. He pulled halfway out and pushed in again, thrusting his hips while not allowing hers to move. He pushed her shoulders back into the mattress as she attempted to raise onto her hands to meet him stroke for stroke. The position he wanted her in allowed him to go in deep, and the friction drew her orgasm out longer than she thought was humanly possible.

Her post-orgasm flesh was extra sensitive, and the continuing thrusts—all the way in, half out, back to the hilt again—felt painfully good. Tears from blissful rapture formed in the corners of her eyes. She was lost, so lost, in the sensation that she barely registered her moans were half sobs. She didn't know if she could take much more, but she wanted it. She wanted it all.

London clawed the sheets, powerless as he drove on. Could she die from pleasure?

Then Jacen slid one of his hands over her hip and down her stomach, and when he rubbed her over-sensitized clit, she screamed—actually screamed—his name as she came a second time. Her body bucked and writhed, and she felt it then, the tensing in his body, right before hot jets of his semen filled her and they were both panting and coming back to Earth.

London sucked in a breath as Jacen pulled out of her. They lay on their sides, face to face, and he smiled smugly as he ran his knuckles across the fevered skin of London's hip. She closed her eyes, totally content for the moment.

"You aren't tapping out yet are you?"

Her eyes snapped open. He couldn't possibly be ready for more. Men didn't...they couldn't...she wouldn't be able to handle it!

Opening her mouth to protest, she was answered by his kiss. Her body tingled with awareness, knowing then what it hadn't known before: the glorious sex drive of a satyr. How could any woman ever willingly give this up? They weren't given the choice.

Jacen rolled onto his back and pulled her across him. He was hard again, and he stretched languidly. "I know you're probably thinking you couldn't possibly be up for more, but you will be. Ride me. Start slowly and let the need carry you the rest of the way."

How could she resist? It took her a few tries to find the right leverage, but soon she was lowering herself onto him. She moved painfully slowly, as the tenderness of her body had not yet faded. London enjoyed the way his fists clenched the sheets as hers had not long before. Was he doing it from the pleasure, or was he leashing the beast of himself from picking up the pace?

Before long her speed grew frantic, and her legs were weak from pleasure, making it difficult for London to keep the control in her court. As though he sensed her difficulties, Jacen sat up with her, and rolled her onto her back, taking control of the act. He kissed her as she came and followed her into ecstasy.
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Jacen barely slept through the early morning hours. Instead, he'd been content to lay there holding London as she snored. After they'd finally settled down to rest, he'd told her all about Pan and Dionysus, the curse, and his life as a veritable bodyguard for Vander on the island of Dia. She had listened intently, asking questions where questions made the most sense. London then told him about her classes at SCAD, her job in the library, and her love of the horror genre and how it brought her to The Aegean Inn. When she finally drifting off, Jacen let her sleep. She needed her rest after all they'd done together. 

Shortly after sunrise, Jacen rolled out of bed and collected his panpipes. A simple little instrument, but enchanted by magic. He blew into them, playing the cords to make him appear as a human during the day. When he heard a knock at the door, he donned his robe and slid the panpipes into the pocket. He had to keep them close at hand to retain the glamour. Vander stood in the hall. His former prince was always astute, and his gaze narrowed on the sleeping mortal in Jacen's bed. Vander motioned for him to follow, so Jacen shut the door behind him and obeyed.

"What are you doing? We heard you for hours. Calix had to entertain Beatrice while Orestes watched the lobby, wearing a hoodie. Which doesn't hide horns very well, by the way. Luckily no guests came downstairs."

"I'm keeping her, Vander."

"Excuse me?"

"I'm keeping her."

Calix came down the stairs in time to hear the exchange. "What's this then? Jacen gets to have a girlfriend?"

"Keeping her will only make it worse when we have to wipe her memory in a few years. She's not immortal. She will form a dependency." Vander ignored Calix.

"I need her. It's strange, but I wonder if...I wonder if it's love. There is something between us I've not felt with anyone."

Vander's lips formed a hard line across his face. He wasn't impressed. Jacen was asking to go against everything they put into place to avoid attachments for a relationship with an expiration date attached. But what use was immortality if he didn't allow himself to live, to feel things, to mourn people when time caught up with them?

"Um...what?" London was in the doorway, eyes as big as a frightened doe.

"I felt it the moment we met yesterday." Jacen faced her. "I brushed it off as desire, but after last night..." When she rode him slowly, so sweetly, she bound his heart to hers. He couldn't wipe her memory. He couldn't let her go.

"She's not a nymph, Jay." Calix mumbled, "It's infatuation."

Jacen glared at him." I know she isn't a nymph! I could give a rat's ass about a nymph for all the good they have done me. I don't want one, I want her. It's more than lust, but I need more than a weekend to know. I've never asked for anything from any of you, but I am asking for this. That is, of course, if she wants the same."

London had wrapped herself in one of his bed sheets, the dark blue bringing out the color of her eyes: the precise color of the Aegean. Of the ocean surrounding his home. She brought him back to a time when he was human, being with her. She exited the bedroom and strolled over to him, stopping once she was at his side. Jacen wrapped his arms around her, the delicate treasure that was too good for him to keep.

"I would like to see where things can go from here," she said, barely above a whisper.

"Are you sure? You're not just saying it because you are afraid of your memories being tampered with?"

London shuddered, but she shook her head. "I admit the memory thing does freak me out. But no, if I didn't want this I wouldn't have slept with you, and having my memories changed would be welcome. Also, it would seem you are in need of a new receptionist..." She let the last part linger.

Vander stared at her, mouth agape. "Well, we are, but..." He looked to Jacen and then back to London. "Fine."

"Pardon?" Jacen asked.

"Keep her. But the moment, I mean the moment, this goes south...she's getting wiped. We have to protect ourselves here." To London he added, "It's nothing personal."

She nodded. "Thank you for giving us a chance."

Calix perked up. "He's gonna share her, right?" 

"I'm not sharing her." Jacen bit out.

"Aww."

"Shut up, idiot." Vander knocked Calix in the back of the head. "Let's leave them to discuss this decision and ensure it is mutual."

When it was just the two of them alone in his room again, London asked, "Do you really want me here, or was it because you didn't want to wipe my memory of last night?"

"London," he swooped her up into his arms and took her back in his room, "I have never wished more that I was an ordinary man than I did the moment I met you. If you think you can handle a lover who can only go out on the town with you during the day, it would be an honor to see where these feelings lead." He placed her back in his bed and joined her there, amazed he'd been given more time with her.

"But how do I know I am safe, my memories..."

"I won't let them. None of us has ever tried keeping a permanent lover before. It's new to them and there will be adjustments. We have time to figure it out—what we have."

"But, the dependency..."

"That was more of an issue because they were employees we slept with, but we weren't in a relationship. They functioned away from us fine, but around us only cared about sex. In a relationship, I don't think it will be a horrible problem to have. And who knows, maybe we can find a solution in the meantime."

London sucked on her lower lip and was silent for several minutes. "You could go out on Halloween. I bet you'd win all the costume contests."

"Does that mean you will stay with me?"

"I think I might try it." Then the corner of her mouth quirked up in a grin. "I kind of miss your horns in your human form. I almost didn't notice the difference."

"I can bring them back at any time. It's a mere glamour. I'm always horny."

She giggled. "It doesn't matter to me which form you take. Truth be told, I felt an instant attraction to you as well. I can't say if it is lust or love or curiosity. Not yet, though it makes me really happy to know I'm not the only one experiencing it." London arched her back and stretched, reminding him she was naked under the sheet. "But until we figure it out, ride me hard, satyr."

Jacen could scarcely believe he had her to himself, for however long it was.

It was enough. Nymphs, be damned.
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Dedication





This book was written during one of the most difficult years I have spent as an adult. While the world suffered under a pandemic, natural disasters, injustice, an incredibly exhausting election year, and yes, even murder hornets—and the year isn't even over yet—many, myself included, fought personal battles with themselves. There were times I didn't think this book would be finished on time. There were days I didn't think I would ever even get out of bed again. The thing 2020 did not realize though is I'm stubborn as hell, and even my own mental health is no match for how stubborn I can be sometimes.


Depression is never a walk in the park, and you never know when it will rear its ugly head. As circumstances grow dire, mental health is prone to choose those moments to fail you. It's important to remember that even as you are stumbling down a dark tunnel, lost and afraid you'll be stuck there forever, there will eventually be a way out of it. Through loved ones, through doing something you love, through cutting toxic people from your life that feed on your pain, through finding ways to get out of the house, to changing jobs. Don't let it win. Don't be afraid to talk to those who care about you. You can get through it.


You WILL get through it.


This book is for you.


Persevere.











  
  

[image: ]

1





A witch must do what a witch must do… 

Sage Graham had never quite fit in with anyone else, and a few weeks after her twenty-second birthday, the day after the sun came back from the strange anomaly that had caused the sky to go dark for, like, an entire day, she'd found out why—she had magical powers. Therefore, the obvious conclusion would be that she was a witch. Honestly, she couldn't come up with any better explanation, but it wasn't like there were a ton of self-help books on gaining supernatural abilities.

This perplexing, yet exciting, change in her very existence left Sage lost in thought. Powers were amazing, but why her? There had to be a reason, after all. No one in her family had ever had anything other than the absolutely boring and ordinary happen to them. When footsteps echoed down the hallway of the apartment, she blinked rapidly, coming back into the present and out of her jumble of thoughts. Darcy, her roommate, strode into the room, tugging her long, curly blonde hair into a high ponytail. The fullness of her locks made it puff out behind her head like the feathers on a helmet. She rolled her eyes as she turned to the television. "Why are you watching this nonsense?"

Sage hadn't been paying attention to the news program that had come on while she doodled in the margins of her spiral notebook. She was supposed to be taking notes on a chapter in her college civilizations class she attended on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Something about Ancient Greece and the Peloponnesian War. Yawn. Greek mythology she loved. Wars and politics…no thanks. She'd take the wild, romantic, though often problematic sexcapades of the gods over politics of any time period, especially the present.

"The footage caught from the helicopters was doctored." Darcy gestured wildly at the screen. "There's no such thing as giants. Where would they even live?"

Ooh, it must be an update to the recent strange events in Greece. Her attention perked up and she shot Darcy a look. "Obviously, they climb a beanstalk and go back home when no one is looking. Duh." Now that she was a witch, she didn't want to discount anything paranormal, but she had to admit giants were a pretty difficult pill to swallow.

Sage turned the volume up a bit as Darcy sat next to her on the couch. "If the footage is real, and that's a big if, we have three giants, a swarm of formerly extinct, very large snakes, and some kind of flying humanoid with horns, hooves and wings," a reporter droned on, barely concealing enthusiasm. "I'd say it was a trailer for the next poorly made-for-television monster fight movie, but the effects are actually decent for once. I'll be honest, it's really impressive work. Hell, I even want to believe it's real."

"You have to admit though," Sage said, biting into a piece of licorice and chewing before continuing her thought. Candy helped focus on homework. "What happened with the sun was strange and unexplainable. You can't be surprised that someone would try to do a large-scale hoax like this." But was it a hoax? The rational side of her brain said yes, but how crazy would it be if legit? She had abilities, so what else had yet to be discovered out there? "They did find several snakeskins large enough to belong to Titanoboa near Mount Olympus. The landscape was wrecked too."

Darcy shrugged, but offered no further debate.

Back on the television, the reporter introduced a clip of an interview with Dr. Katerina Silverton, a zoologist who'd managed to become widely-known after a successful documentary on the Jersey Devil had been leaked. She'd sued Bach Industries for releasing it without permission, which made people want to believe the footage of her being snatched by the Jersey Devil was true. A creature that looked remarkably similar to the figure seen flying in the footage from Greece. So, naturally, the doctor was being sought for interviews about the coincidence.

Sage loved cryptid documentaries, so she'd watched the Jersey Devil one the night it aired. And, despite being pulled from the channel, it would live forever on the Internet.

The reporter on TV leaned forward. "Dr. Silverton, you and your fiancé were in Greece during the solar blackout. Did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary?"

When Dr. Silverton looked like she wanted to roll her eyes, Sage felt a kinship to the woman. Her facial expressions were amazing. And she was a ginger too, like her. Of course, Sage had been dying her hair purple for several months now, having decided she liked it. She couldn't do anything about the freckles, but she loved the darker hair color.

"You are aware that Greece isn't a tiny island, right?" Dr. Silverton said dryly. "I wasn't anywhere near Olympic State Park, but if I was, the only danger would have been from the meteor shower that night."

"Yes," the reporter agreed. "The meteorites did a lot of damage, but most landed in the water and were small. Sadly, there were twenty-two deaths in Greece and the surrounding islands, and even more injuries caused by meteorites."

Dr. Silverton nodded solemnly. "A huge loss. And it makes it even more important not to sully their deaths with conspiracies and fairy tales." She held up a hand when the reporter tried to interrupt her. "No, you brought me here to say my piece because of the lawsuit against Bach Industries. I'm not a cryptozoologist, which I told Mr. Bach before he hired me, and again after I quit and didn't finish filming. He continued to make the film without my knowledge and used our footage anyway. As for Greece, you are more interested in snakes, meteorites, and giants because all that occurred at Mount Olympus than you are with finding out what happened to the sun. I implore you: seek the answers to what matters to our survival, not imaginary monsters." 

"Damn," Darcy said. "She has a point. I like her. I think I'm a fan."

"Yeah. Too bad she probably won't do any more documentaries like the Jersey Devil one." Sage clicked off the television and yawned. The clock on the wall read seven-fifteen. "I need to get ready." She could feel Darcy's disapproval washing over her without looking.

"Seriously?" Her roommate crossed her arms and pouted, stepping into her line of sight. "We were supposed to carve pumpkins and watch old scary movies."

"We can do that tomorrow. It's a Saturday."

"I don't like you going out into the middle of nowhere alone." Darcy's blue eyes sparked with concern. "Anything could happen."

"Exactly." Sage stood and stretched her arms over her head until she felt her spine pop in a satisfying way. "And now that I'm a witch, I want to test my capabilities. I found a spell online, and it sounds so ridiculous that I really want to try it." The only way she could learn what she could do was through trial and error.

Darcy hadn't seen Sage's powers in action, and so while she humored her, disbelief ran evident in her tone when it was brought up. "Sage..."

"Nope." She pointed the half-eaten strawberry licorice stick at her. "I'm an adult, and if I want to conjure a sexy mystical lover in the middle of the forest, I damned well will." She barely held in her laughter at Darcy's open-mouthed shock. She'd expected nothing less. The two of them were complete opposites of each other. Sage left a slew of broken hearts behind wherever she went, and Darcy, well, she was pretty sure Darcy was still a virgin at twenty-three. One day she'd find a man she'd throw caution in the wind for. Sage hoped it was soon so she eased up on being such a prude.

"You meet new guys all the time. Why conjure one?" her roommate finally managed to say and then stuck her hands in her jeans pockets, an intense frown still on her face.

Sage couldn't not mess with Darcy when she was like this. It was too easy. "Are you calling me a slut?"

"W-what?" Darcy stammered, cheeks turning pink. The girl was polite to a fault and rarely said a cruel thing to anyone. "That's not what I meant, and you know it."

Don't laugh. Don't laugh. "Do I?" She leapt to her feet, abandoning her candy on top of her notebook, then ambled to the window and leaned against the wall, looking down at the parking lot. "There's a guy over there taking out his trash. Maybe I'll go bang him behind the dumpster. I'll tell him you send your blessing because he's safer than summoning a forest spirit."

"That is absolutely ridiculous." Annoyance added an edge to Darcy's voice as the joke became clearer.

Sage couldn't hold it in; she laughed. If it wasn't so easy to get under Darcy's skin, she wouldn't. Nah, I still would.

Darcy threw a pillow that hit Sage lightly in the chin as she turned around to face her. "I wish you wouldn't tease me like that. I'm seriously worried about you being alone in the woods at night. I know you think you have these magic abilities and stuff, and they may help you escape a bad situation, but wouldn't it be easier to just…not go looking for trouble?"

Getting into trouble was half the fun, but the trouble she sought was of a different sort. And that was part of the reason Sage needed to go experiment with her powers—she hadn't been able to show Darcy anything yet.

"I have pepper spray and a Taser, and I know the ancient art of kicking a man in the balls. I don't really think the spell will work anyway since it came off the Internet, but it's almost Halloween and it will amuse me." She clasped her hands together and put on her most innocent of faces. "Don't I deserve a little fun? After doing all this homework, mid-terms, and a long weekend off from class?" And work since she got fired for calling out too many times when scheduled for morning shifts at the mall. A girl needed sleep!

Honestly, she'd been twitchy for weeks. She had an overactive libido, and at first, she had felt a bit slutty as her sex life became seriously active. It had kicked in after she'd popped her cherry as a high school senior, and since then she hadn't been able to keep a relationship with a dude longer than a few months before she got bored with them and their lack of imagination in the bedroom. It'd been fine until she'd hooked up with some hot guy that worked in a hotel downtown a few months ago. Best. Sex. Ever. But she'd never gone back to look for him. Sometimes she thought about it, but even when she intended to find him again, she got sidetracked by other things. Almost like her brain had been programed to avoid him. She couldn't even remember him much, or what hotel he worked for. One of the small cozy ones. Both his name and the hotel always seemed to hover on the tip of her tongue but refused to manifest into a fully fledged thought.

So now, she compared every guy she was with to that guy, and they failed. Badly. Witchcraft was her last hope of finding good sex in Savannah. Desperate times…

"What if you conjure a demon or something?" Darcy asked as she headed into the kitchen and out of view. The refrigerator opened and closed, and a can of soda popped and fizzed.

Well, if a demon showed up, then Sage would be experimenting in real life monster hentai then. She found that notion strangely erotic. She wouldn't tell Darcy about it though. The poor girl already thought she was weird as hell, and if things got any stranger, she might try to have Sage committed. Or worse…evicted. Until she secured a new job, her school loans were paying her half of the bills. She couldn't get booted right now. "I'll figure something out."

When she finally escaped the one-woman questioning squad, Sage closed herself up in her bedroom and flipped on the light. Her black satin sheets were wrinkled and in need of a wash. She'd spray-painted all her wooden furniture black or dark purple, and most of her accessories were the same. Maybe she fell into some stereotypes about art students, witches, and whatever, but black and purple were her favorite colors, and it made decorating for Halloween easy because it was a year-round theme.

As she passed her dresser, Sage ran her fingers over a miniature bronze statue of Persephone. She wasn't sure why she'd chosen the goddess of the Underworld as her goddess, but she felt a bond to her. A daughter meant to be one thing in life, but seduced by another world, by a man everyone else misunderstood. Sure, Hades had kidnapped the goddess and tricked her into eating the pomegranate so she couldn't leave him, but she loved him too. 

Oh, to be the object of affection by a man who had challenged Olympus itself to have her.

She sighed. The concept of a mysterious and deadly man riding out of the shadows because a woman's beauty and innocence was all that could keep his darkness at bay was utterly romantic to her. Erotic. She wanted it for herself more than she could put into words—well, other than the innocence part. Darcy had that down though. Sighing, she picked a flower off the weeds she'd put in a vase earlier in the week and placed it at the goddess' bronze feet. "You're so lucky, Persephone. Maybe one day I'll find my own Hades."

Sage went about gathering up the printed spell and her bag of essentials, checking that she had her lighter in the small pocket. Then she changed into the black sheath dress she'd sewn for this very occasion. She frowned at the chipped black polish on her fingernails she had painted only last night—she would have to live with it.

To finish her appearance, she kept her makeup simple: purple eyeshadow, winged eyeliner, blacker-than-midnight mascara for her light lashes, and dark purple lipstick to match her hair. Though her fashion sense lay somewhere between goth and punk rock chic, black lipstick never worked out for her, unfortunately. It always stained her teeth.

"Do I look the part?" she asked as she exited her bedroom, bag in hand, and twirled.

Darcy set down the book she was reading and grunted. "You're not wearing a bra." It wasn't a question. "Are you at least taking a jacket?"

"No, Mother. If I'm dancing naked in the moonlight to conjure a lover, I'm not covering my assets with a jacket. I expect to be kept warm by the flames of sexual conquest."

"Your assets are going to freeze off," her roommate ignored her other statement altogether. "It's dropping into the sixties." It had been seventies and eighties all week even though it was the end of October. Got to love coastal Georgia weather.

"You're welcome to come with me if you're concerned I'll die of frostbite." Sage was from Connecticut. This weather would be comfortable. "Live a little. Some nature deity might ravish and corrupt you. We'll laugh about it later."

Darcy picked her book back up but couldn't quite hide her masked laughter. "You're insane."

"Just in tune with my sexuality is all." She picked up her keys and cell phone and headed for the door. "See you tomorrow. Don't wait up."

"Can't wait to hear all about it." Darcy didn't sound that thrilled.

After picking up some dinner to-go, the drive out of Savannah took a good twenty or so minutes with traffic. She found the spot she had been drawn to for some reason she didn't yet understand over the last few weeks. In fact, it was near where her car had blown a tire after the weird event with the sun. She'd been in the grass, in a patch of dandelions, trying to figure out how to change the tire since her dad wasn't nearby to do it for the first time in her life, when it happened.

Someone had stopped to help but kept walking around the car looking for her and asking where she'd gone, hearing but not seeing her. When she stepped out of the flowers, the old man had shrieked and ran to his car like he'd seen a ghost. Sage had stood there, baffled. She hadn't realized her distress had made her invisible among the dandelions until she'd done it in class during a test. There had been a plant in the corner by her desk and she was leaning back in her chair, her arm and shoulder swinging into the middle of it. She hadn't studied and was stressed out. Next thing she knew, her professor was demanding someone tell her where she'd gone.

Somehow, she could disappear around plants and flowers, but only when she was stressed. It was another reason why she wasn't afraid of coming out here alone. No one could find her if she was scared enough to use her magic.

If only she understood it and knew what all her abilities were. That was her other purpose. What good were powers if she couldn't control them?

She turned down the dirt lane that led to a vacant house. Though condemned with no one living there, she thought she'd heard someone near the house once. It could be a squatter. If they didn't know she was in the woods, they wouldn't bother her. Before coming too close, she pulled off the road into the dark woods, far enough that no one would see her car if they were headed to that empty house, parked and cut her lights. Grabbing her bag and her flashlight, she made her way to the clearing she favored.

Sage sat on a stump and ate a sandwich as the sky turn from pink and orange sunset to the dark blue of night. After packing up her trash from dinner, she set up a large circle with thirteen white pillar candles, lighting them as she placed them on the ground. The soft glow from the candles paired nicely with the nearly full moon above, visible through the trees. The full moon would begin on the night after Halloween, with a lunar eclipse on top of it. She'd wanted to do the summoning spell then, but she had this strange gut feeling she should be out here tonight. When a strong feeling hit her in the gut like that, it was useless to try to ignore it.

So, here she was.

With her bag outside the circle, she turned off the flashlight and kicked off her flip flops before pulling out a ceremonial dagger. She'd memorized the chant. When she returned to the middle of the circle, she winced as she pricked her left thumb on the sharp blade. It looked so much easier in the movies, but it took a bit of force to willingly cut oneself. Dark liquid beaded up, and she let a drop fall to the north, south, east, and west. She tossed the dagger out of the circle toward her bag and inhaled, straightening her shoulders.

"Goddess Gaia of earth, hear me and heed my request." She raised her arms to the sky, closed her eyes, and smiled. "I am a child of the earth, here to pay tribute through dance. If you approve of my offering, send a spirit of the forest who's worthy to accept all I have to give under the light of the moon."

The words were silly, pure fantasy, yet an electric charge of need coursed through her. By the goddess, she was horny. She imagined some phantom figure appearing in her circle, ravishing her, and she trembled. What would she do if it happened? Maybe she was sick to fantasize about sex with a stranger. Maybe there was something wrong with her. What she wanted was beyond comprehension, and every rational part of her brain begged her to think about what she was doing.

She couldn't. Something had drawn her to this place, had given her powers. She was but an instrument of some higher purpose, and she would see this through. Perhaps it would provide answers, and maybe it would only provide a one-night stand. Either way, she was good with the possibilities. 

Sage thought of Persephone picking flowers when Hades had torn out of the Underworld, driven by lust and longing for the light he saw within her. What Sage craved was a lover she couldn't name. She'd know him when she saw him, and anyone else wouldn't do. She needed a Hades to her Persephone. Demanded that life grant her this. Some grand adventure of lust and sex and love and danger that knew no bounds through the good and bad.

Sage began to dance, undulating slowly as the cool air caressed her body through the thin fabric. Her nipples were hard, the movement of cloth sending delicious shivers through her. She'd end up masturbating in the backseat of her car most likely when nothing came of this, but dancing in the dark woods felt natural, like she was meant to do it. The movements lived in her blood, her heart. Her soul.

She didn't know how long she danced, but she didn't stop. Desire overwhelmed her, exquisite all the same. She became one with the earth, a vessel for Gaia, the primordial goddess. 

Sage opened her eyes and stared directly into his.
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When the call rolled over into voicemail for what seemed like the hundredth time, Adonis nearly threw the cell phone at the wall instead of leaving a message. "Where are you, Hermes? This isn't funny anymore." He ended the call and dropped the phone on the table, then rubbed both palms over his face. His one tie to the world outside of this crappy little house in Georgia was missing. 

Again.

Adonis hadn't needed his help the time Hermes got himself thrown into Tartarus unexpectedly, but it'd been a month now since the god had talked a siren into sleeping with him. A pity fuck. Before that, it had been some minor goddess with entirely too much fascination in ways to utilize his horns in the bedroom.

As deplorable as it was, Hermes had become his pimp. Nothing could be done about it though. This was his punishment, and Adonis took it as graciously as he could—there may have been some complaining—but after he'd broken his thyrsus and Pan and Ariston denied him the use of panpipes, he had no way to create glamour. He couldn't hide his hooves or his horns in the daytime to fit in with society. The only satyr to get away with that was Cyprian, but as a rock star, he was able to use his band's costuming and theming to make it work. Something he shouldn't have been allowed to do, but Pan wouldn't punish one of his precious Arcadians. 

Oh, nooooo. Never that.

After parting ways with Dionysus several months ago, Adonis had originally remained in the Blue Ridge Mountains, fully intent on using Ariston's old cabin to get through the withdrawal of Dionysus' wine. And while the craving for the compulsion-laced beverage had eased, he hadn't counted on the guilt from his actions affecting him so strongly, breaking down and asking Hermes to find him a new place to stay. Why the god had decided to make him his favorite charity case was beyond him; Adonis didn't particularly like the god, and the feeling was mutual as far as he could tell. But he was grateful.

Until his dependency on the god created more issues than it was worth. He could feel his control slipping and didn't know how he could convince a woman to look past his slight…disfigurements…

Adonis paced the dark kitchen, hating how loud his cloven hooves clacked against the tiled floors. The house Hermes found for him had been condemned for flooding—and for good reason considering the state of disrepair and proximity to the Ogeechee River—but no one bothered him here. He didn't have electricity, used a solar charger for his phone, and Hermes had managed to get the water and sewage system turned on for him. That was all he needed, really. That and access to the Internet on his phone to order nonperishables every few weeks, and the odd, delivered meal when he had a craving he couldn't ignore. It only became a problem when the irresistible cravings of a different kind arose. Normally it wouldn't be so bad, but now…

"What am I going to do?" He slammed a fist down on a counter. If he were closer to downtown Savannah, or if Hermes had let him bring a car here, he'd venture out in a few days and pretend he was in a Halloween costume.

If he could last that long.

Halloween was convenient for that sort of thing, but what if the lust madness took him and he hurt someone? Like what he'd almost done to Lily… If he actually lost control—no. He wouldn't.

I need some air. Thankfully, the house was so far down a dirt road through a patch of forest that he could wander around at night without worrying he'd be seen. Without lights, he'd be nothing more than a trick of imagination in the time it would take him to disappear into the trees.

Tonight, the moon gleamed big and bright. Not quite full yet, but very close. A lunar eclipse would occur in a matter of days, and Satyr Moons always put him in foul moods. He shoved his hands in his pockets and meandered toward the trees. Adonis didn't really have a destination in mind, but before he could think on it, he started in a direction and stuck to it. Not like there was anything else to do, and it kept his mind off his problems. In fact, the anxious need to rut like a common animal had completely dissipated since entering the woods. He felt almost normal, calm, which was unusual with or without the curse in such a heightened state.

Pausing, he squinted at something up ahead. Light? Was there someone camping out in his woods? A homeless person maybe? No good. It was a risk of exposure, and he couldn't go anywhere without Hermes to take him there. Unless he could convince a ride-share driver that he had a Halloween party to attend.

Maybe he should do that, but now that he was out here, he couldn't seem to make himself turn around and head back to the house to get his phone. Like he was drawn to that spot. Considering the kind of beings and creatures he knew existed, that could bode ill if he wasn't cautious. Taking care not to make noise, Adonis skulked toward the light—correction, lights—up ahead, the loose dirt softening the fall of his hooves. Candles lit a small clearing. About a dozen or so. And in the middle, a woman danced.

She was…magnificent.

Lurking in the shadows of the trees, he observed her, barely breathing as she twisted and turned to a song she alone could hear. Her thin dress revealed as much as it covered with the movements, and the high slits up the sides and a draping front and back left her skin on display. The globes of her pale breasts were bright in the darkness. Her hair was black maybe? But no. It held a hint of color. Violet?

For whatever reason, he felt compelled to touch her, yet his curse wasn't urging him to do anything at all. Very peculiar. This should be alarming, but he couldn't focus on that. He stepped closer, barely avoiding kicking over one of her candles. She didn't sense him there in her circle as her breathing came faster and faster. Her nipples were hard and beaded against the fabric. Still, he was unaffected when it came down to his body's physical response. This was a good thing though, right? He didn't want to be treated like a whore anymore. He wanted to be normal. He wanted his human life back that had been stolen from him. 

The woman opened her eyes and looked right at him. Her lips parted and she raised a hand to her chest.

"I didn't mean to startle you." Stupidly, he'd forgotten what he looked like and sank back into the cover of trees. Foolish. He could never be normal again. To still believe there was hope after all this time, after all he'd done, was reprehensible.

"Wait!" The woman chased after him, grabbing him by the wrist. Her touch was cool from the night air, and it didn't provoke any lustful reaction at all. Though his heart thumped harder in his chest. The only contact he'd had with a woman in years had been in order to control his curse—or had been influenced by Dionysus. 

Shame filled his gut and he choked down bile. He couldn't blame Dionysus for everything he'd done to torment his brother. What he'd nearly done. Not all his choices had been ripped from him. He'd never forget, could never forgive himself, let alone expect Ariston to forgive him.

This woman touched him of her own accord, but then again, she didn't know what kind of monster he was. He stared down at her. She was tiny, slender, barely taller than his chest, but she wasn't afraid of his appearance. Adonis frowned as he glanced at her feet. "You shouldn't be running around barefoot." Not to mention, why was she on his land to begin with?

"I'm fine," she said with certainty. Her cheeks and throat held a slight flush, discernible even in the candlelight, from her dancing. "The earth won't hurt me."

Adonis arched a brow and allowed his gaze to drop down to drink in her body in a slow perusal, and then he met her gaze once more. "But how do you know I won't?" He was, after all, the very definition of the monster that mothers warned their daughters about in order to protect their virtue.

She let him go and retreated a step. Maybe he'd scared her after all. "I summoned you."

He blinked. "Why would you think that?" Then he remembered the candles and he nearly cringed. Had she been attempting a spell?

"I'm a witch," she confirmed his suspicion, "and I prayed to a goddess to send a man or spirit of nature to accept my offering to her." She raised her hands to the shoulders of her dress, pulled the straps down ever so slightly, and the entire garment pooled to her feet.

"You're naked," he said dumbly and stared at her slender body, curved in all the right spots. What was going on? Why wasn't he rock hard right now?

She giggled and stepped out of the pile of cloth, shimmied right up to him, and pulled his head down to hers. Helpless to the moment, Adonis stood stunned as she kissed him. Her warm lips invited him to taste, explore, claim. She smelled good, like vanilla. When he opened his mouth to protest her actions, she swooped her tongue in. Gods, he had once loved kissing women, and yet his lower region still refused to get onboard.

Why is this happening to me?

She pulled back, her chest moving up and down with her breathing, and her nipples slid against his bare chest. The sensation was nice—but still did nothing for him down south. Gods, she was turned on as hell and he had nothing to show for it. What were the odds? Satyrs never had performance issues. He couldn't tell if he was annoyed or relieved. Maybe a mixture of both? Honestly, his bafflement overrode every other emotion or thought and rendered him completely speechless.

"Come." She grabbed his wrists and pulled him toward her circle of candles.

If only I could.

He followed her, too bewildered to do anything else. When they stopped and she reached for the button on his jeans, however, he regained some composure and stepped back. "What are you doing?"

"I promised an offering through dance to a nature deity in return for sex. I wasn't expecting the denim...or, oh my, you have hooves too. That's new."

He blinked rapidly. She was completely not freaked out. Forget about what was wrong with him; what was wrong with her?

And wait a second...

"I'm not a nature deity." Did she think he was Pan? "I'm...a satyr."

Did her eyes just dilate? He could almost swear her breathing got heavier. The Fates must truly hate him to torture him this way. Or was he so far gone that this fantasy in his head had taken over while his body wreaked havoc in real life? He'd never lost control to the lust before. Anything was possible.

"Well, no, but I did ask for a spirit of the forest. Looks like the deity delivered." Her gaze drifted down his bare chest. "Can I tell you a secret?" She curled her finger, beckoning him to come closer. Out of curiosity, he obeyed. "I have always fantasized about satyrs. I'm really looking forward to this."

"This?" He really had lost the rest of his wits.

"How do you want me?" she continued like he hadn't even spoken. "On my back? On my knees? On top? Against a tree?"

His jaw dropped. She was serious. This woman wanted to fuck him in her candle circle like some weird ritual. She hadn't made up the whole witchcraft thing. "I, uh..." Apparently, his ability to form words and think straight had disappeared along with his ability to become aroused. 

She ran her hands over his chest, and he closed his eyes. Her hands were so soft and warm. Adonis longed for the contact, someone to want him and not fear him. Someone who didn't come to him out of pity or a favor owed to Hermes or curiosity about Aphrodite's castoffs. For some reason, the witch woman was into him with a ferocity he wasn't used to by someone who hadn't known what or who he was beforehand.

"I don't even know your name."

She smiled up at him and it lit up her whole face. She really was a beautiful woman, albeit strange. "Sage."

He almost snorted. It even sounded like a witch's name. "I'm Adonis."

"You could pass for the original, I bet."

This time he did snort. "You have no idea." What would she think if she knew he was the Adonis from the myth, renown for perfection he'd never truly possessed? And he couldn't even give her what she craved from him. So much for the supposed paragon of masculinity. He was a mess. Broken. Incapable of the most primitive of functions.

"How did you know I'd be here?" Maybe Hermes had sent her but was too busy to make a phone call or shoot him a text.

Sage ran her hands through his long blond hair that was in dire need of a cut; it reached the middle of his back. "I didn't. Since discovering I was a witch a few weeks ago, I began exploring these new powers and I kept being drawn out here."

He narrowed his eyes, suspicion hovering in the back of his mind. Something he should have considered from the start. Witches did exist, but they rarely traveled alone without a coven or attempted summoning spells without practice. "What deity were you communing with?"

She waved a hand dismissively, and Adonis caught it in his, bringing it up to catch the light. A small cut on her thumb held a smear of blood. "Gaia," she said, seeming nonplused as though this was nothing out of the ordinary.

The primordial goddess…of the earth. His gut knotted. Had the bloodletting caught the ancient deity's attention? And what's more, why would she listen to Sage if there wasn't a bigger reason. If she wasn't of her bloodline…

"What are your powers?"

"Oh, nothing too fancy," she said airily and grinned. "I can disappear sometimes. If I'm near trees or flowers."

Adonis sucked in a breath and retreated from her as though he'd been burned. "Fuck. You're not a witch. You're a nymph."

She cocked her head and pursed her lips, considering it. "Actually, that would make more sense than a witch, but when you get powers you don't think dainty forest sprite so much as you do Harry Potter or The Craft."

What in the name of Hades? He'd run smack into a nymph at the very time he needed to find one. Yet, something was considerably wrong. Had his body gone on shutdown because the Satyr Moon was close? No, that couldn't be right. Ariston hadn't had that happen. He'd been drawn to Lily so strongly that Pegasus was sent to chaperone them. So why now, when it mattered most, did his body decide to close off desire and arousal?

Words spoken in anger flooded his memories. A thyrsus breaking. Edicts and curses and yelling. Pan's glowing red eyes. Dread swept through his veins like ice.

That motherfucker.

Adonis released a string of expletives that actually gave the thus-far-unflinching Sage pause. Good, then she wasn't completely immune to shock and danger. "What's going on?" he asked though he had a really good freaking idea, and if it were true, it made this whole situation almost tragic. Part of him was ashamed he'd ruined whatever attraction had Sage drawn to him, but if he was right, there couldn't ever be anything between them. Not after what Pan had done to him. He turned away, unable to look her in the eye. Might as well tell her the truth. "I'm damaged." Cringing, he continued, "Satyrs were cursed a long time ago, and only nymphs can break the spell…so to speak. If we had sex, it would have to wait until the Satyr Moon—a lunar eclipse."

Sage didn't respond immediately, but she surprised him when she touched his shoulder; it was almost comforting. "There's a lunar eclipse the night of November first. Would that work? Maybe that's why I've been drawn to this spot, to you. Let me help."

When he could do no more than stare at her like she was crazy, she added excitedly, "If I were granted abilities, I should use them to help others. Like a superhero."

He had…no words. "A superhero?" He shook his head. "How old are you?"

She winced at his harsh tone but didn't break eye contact. "Twenty-two."

"Gods. You're practically still a child." He took several steps away. She fantasized about satyrs and superheroes and witchcraft. He should be shoving that dress back over her head and sending her home to her parents. Or straight into a church to confess.

"I'm an adult. I'm in college, living on my own—well, with a roommate. I'm not a novice at sex, and you don't have to be a jerk about it. If you don't want me to help you, say so."

His eyelids slammed shut and he turned away. Breaking his curse was everything, but being around him wasn't good for her. He would only corrupt her, bring her down. She'd grow to hate him like everyone else did. For some reason, the thought of Sage hating him was more than he could bear—this gorgeous girl who sought to help him, no questions asked. She was too trusting, too good, and the world would chew her up and spit her out for it. He wanted to protect her, but couldn't. She wasn't for him. Couldn't be with him, couldn't save him, and she damn sure wouldn't be ruined by him.

Then again, he couldn't touch her in the way she wanted, so maybe she was safer than he gave her credit for in his presence. And wasn't that the kicker? Finally, something had gone right for him, and he couldn't even have it. He would have to watch his freedom from this hell he'd been trapped in for centuries pass him by.

"You can't help me. Nobody can." He met her gaze, sadness overcoming him as rage boiled with in him. His hands shook and he clenched them tightly at his side. "I made a mistake, several if we're counting. A god bestowed an additional curse on me, one I didn't truly understand until tonight."

Her brow wrinkled as she tried to make sense of him. "What does that mean?"

Pan's words echoed in his memory, like they were spoken only yesterday. "I hope one day you find a nymph who desires you more than anyone else ever will, and your own hubris prevents you from reciprocating it."

The sting of his fingernails pressing into his flesh made him loosen his fists, but he didn't feel any better. "It means you were to be my salvation, but I can never desire you or gain my freedom." Adonis put his hands on her shoulders and met her gaze, leaning in close. "We can never have sex. It's physically impossible for us. I'm sorry for interrupting your…" He released her and gestured at the candles. "Dance."
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