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        To my awesome readers, thank you for waiting and waiting.

      

        

      
        Also to my Nespresso machine, without the extraction of your decadent coffee there would be no words.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY OF GREEK TERMINOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Anagke - Force.

      

        

      
        Apokalypto - To reveal.

      

        

      
        Asteievesai - You’re kidding.

      

        

      
        Booboona - Idiot.

      

        

      
        Bougatsa - Custard Pie.

      

        

      
        Chora - Separate.

      

        

      
        Efharisto - Thank you.

      

        

      
        Egeiro - Awaken.

      

        

      
        Entaxi - Okay.

      

        

      
        Gamoto - Swear word for fuck.

      

        

      
        Gyros - Grilled meat on pita bread with salad and yogurt sauce.

      

        

      
        Horkos - Oath.

      

        

      
        Kakodaimones - Demons.

      

        

      
        Kalimera - Good morning.

      

        

      
        Kalinychta - Goodnight.

      

        

      
        Kalispera - Good evening.

      

        

      
        Kalos irthes - Welcome back.

      

        

      
        Kleio - Shut, close, confine.

      

        

      
        Kori - Daughter.

      

        

      
        Kori mou - Daughter mine, my daughter.

      

        

      
        Koukla - Greek endearment, meaning doll.

      

        

      
        Kourambedies - Greek shortbread with almonds, covered in icing sugar.

      

        

      
        Kotosoupa - Chicken soup.

      

        

      
        Logographer - Professional authors of judicial discourse in Ancient Greece.

      

        

      
        Lykoi - Wolves.

      

        

      
        Lykos - Term used for wolf.

      

        

      
        Mageia - Magic.

      

        

      
        Malaka - Wanker.

      

        

      
        Mati - Evil eye.

      

        

      
        Mou - Mine.

      

        

      
        Nevrospasma - Used to show when someone is angry.

      

        

      
        Nisi - Island.

      

        

      
        Paidi mou - My child.

      

        

      
        Pappou - Grandfather.

      

        

      
        Pastitsio - Greek version of lasagna.

      

        

      
        Pauo - Cease, stop, bring to an end.

      

        

      
        Phaino - To make visible, bring to light, appear.

      

        

      
        Phantasia - Fantasy.

      

        

      
        Phi - Immortals protecting mankind. Also known as Athanatoi.

      

        

      
        Philaso - Hide.

      

        

      
        Rigos - Cover.

      

        

      
        Skasi - Shut up.

      

        

      
        Skata - Shit.

      

        

      
        Stifatho - Beef stew.

      

        

      
        Stous theous - To the gods.

      

        

      
        Thitsa - Auntie.

      

        

      
        Tora - Now.

      

        

      
        Vlaka - Idiot.

      

        

      
        Xenia - Hospitality.

      

        

      
        Xiphos - Sword.

      

        

      
        Yiasas - Good bye but also hello.

      

        

      
        Yiayia - Grandmother.
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        Even if you are a priest, you get in line. ~ Greek proverb

      

      

      
        
        Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church; Charleston, SC

      

      

      “Asteievesai—you’re kidding me.” Carissa Alkippes turned to face Xen Lyson, her six-foot-plus fiancé⁠ and head of the Phi Athanatoi, the immortals who protected humans from unearthly creatures. A few weeks ago, she had been a regular police officer.

      And mortal.

      Now she had a new status—daughter of Ares. But it didn’t end there.

      She had powers. Powers she couldn’t control. Powers and perks she didn’t want to think about now.

      “This could be a trap.” Xen’s voice vibrated, adding a touch of gloom to the flash of lightning cracking across the sky and illuminating his features.

      “Ridiculous. Who would attack a church?” Carissa scoffed. Sure, unusual circumstances had put her on the most-wanted list of a demigod. Hal, her once-upon-a-childhood-friend, had planned to sacrifice her for his demented, deranged, and deadly quest to gain godly power.

      Hal, who’d died by her father’s sword.

      That didn’t stop Xen bringing his Phi Athanatoi protection skills to the concrete jungle that resembled modern suburbia.

      “Best to be prepared.” He scanned the darkness, completing his full surveillance of the church perimeter before refocusing on her.

      The severity of his demeanor contrasted with the ludicrous odds of attack, had her squashing into submission the laughter bubbling in her chest. “Yeah, my eighty-plus-year-old grandmother will attack us with her walking stick and a tray of baklava. That’s a real trap.” She rolled her eyes at her vampire. “Is it safe to go inside?” She teased, tugging the double wooden doors open.

      Power surged through every nerve in her body. Instead of jerking away, she tightened her hold, becoming one with the power. Her fingertips tingled. “What on earth was that?”

      “Calm yourself, koukla.” Xen placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “My power has a life of its own.” A nervous laugh left her throat.

      “Well, we don’t want every unearthly creature to know there’s a human candle in the church, so control it.”

      “Okay, you have a point.” Carissa had a long way to go to learn the full extent of what, exactly, she could and couldn’t do and that sudden surge added to the list of uncertainties.

      She closed her eyes. “Rigos.” She whispered the ancient Greek word that blanketed her power. A spell her father, Ares, had given her when he’d reappeared to tell her it might take longer than three days to gain an audience with the Olympian gods. It had been three weeks. Apparently, Olympus had its own administrative problems.

      “Okay. I’m good to go.”

      “I never insinuated you weren’t.” Xen’s wink sparkled with amusement. He handed her some coins.

      She placed them into the donation box, picked up two candles, and moved over to the stand of flickering lights. God and gods, she thought.

      An epiphany hit, and her jaw dropped. She pivoted on the balls of her feet to face Xen. “But you…you’re a vampire and immortal.”

      He held up his hand, and a slow saucy grin spread over his face. “Now is not the time for the discussion on Greek religion. Light your candle, koukla.”

      Carissa shifted her attention away from his. Xen surprised her. Every time she thought she knew him—bang—new information to digest.

      She lit her candles and pushed them into the sand tray near other burning candles. Fragrant incense hung in the air. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and held it for fear of blowing out the candles like wishes on a birthday cake.

      She straightened her shoulders and moved to venerate an icon of Mary and Jesus. Carissa completed the sign of the cross three times and placed a light kiss on the icon. Even after learning the truth about her heritage, she couldn’t forget the ecclesiastical customs. Xen stood with his hip propped against the smooth surface of the pew, arms folded and watching her under heavy lashes.

      “Come and meet my yiayia. I promise she won’t hit you with her walking stick.” A wicked smile tore over her face.

      “Hm.” The subtle doubt-filled sound vibrated in his throat.

      Carissa didn’t miss the devious turn of his mouth. He was up to something. They walked up the carpeted aisle toward the altar, still without a sign of her yiayia.

      It’s odd only a few lights are on. Carissa could communicate telepathically to Xen. A bonus of being bonded to him. She halted midway down the aisle.

      A rock formed in her belly. Something tasted sour in her mouth. Her warrior’s words from earlier repeated. Maybe it was a trap.

      Xen gave her a quick nod before answering her the same way. Let’s take a look around. He motioned for her to check the left. He took the right, walking between the long wooden pews toward the side aisle.

      With stealthy steps, Carissa inspected the left side pews and arches. A loud roar cracked the air and echoed in the church. Her shoulders tightened and adrenaline rushed through her body like a mini tsunami. She spun on the balls of her feet and ran toward Xen.

      She found him behind one of the arches and stopped.

      He rubbed his head.

      Her yiayia stood with her walking stick raised and her glasses halfway down her nose. She lifted her arm for another swing.

      Xen held up his arm in self-defense.

      “Yiayia. Stop,” Carissa shouted.

      “Carissa? Is that you, my child?” Yiayia squinted and put down her walking stick. “It’s hard to see in here and my eyes aren’t what they used to be.” She pushed her glasses into place.

      “The man you attacked is my fiancé, Xenocrates Lysandros.” Carissa’s voice softened. She should have taken Xen to meet Yiayia earlier, but life-and-death battles and training had prevented her from the introductions that should have been her priority.

      “Sorry, Carissa mou. You shouldn’t be sneaking around in the church.”

      Xen lowered his voice. “We were looking for you.”

      Yiayia lifted her shoulders. “Oh, sorry.” Her feet shuffled closer and with her tiny frame she pulled Carissa in for a tight ompa-loompa-hug.

      Carissa’s eyes widened to saucers. Wow, Yiayia sported some skills when it came to hugging and swinging a walking stick. “Yiayia, you’re cutting off my circulation.” She managed to inhale enough air to speak.

      Yiayia released her from the temporary vise grip. “Sorry, I don’t know my own strength.”

      Air rushed into Carissa’s lungs. “No kidding.” She peered at Xen in apology.

      The corners of his mouth tugged in humor. “What did you say about walking sticks?”

      She punched his arm. He faked a silent ouch. Their bond had strengthened in the past few months. Their self-defense practice sessions often ended up in a steamy, tangled, and intimate mess. Images flashed through her mind.

      “Don’t project, koukla.”

      Butterflies fluttered in her belly. “I was thinking, not projecting.”

      Her grandmother brought the banter to an end by tackling Xen with hugs and kisses to both his cheeks. Yiayia shuffled to the side. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, paidi mou. Please forgive me.”

      “There is no need to apologize.” He flashed her with the smile that had its own address and zip code.

      Yiayia giggled like a schoolgirl.

      Carissa rolled her eyes. “This is my grandmother Vetta Atheneous.”

      Yiayia huffed out a short breath. “Okay, I’ve asked the pater if we could use his office to talk. I only have half an hour, so let’s not waste it.”

      “Lead the way, Yiayia.” Carissa had questions of her own. The biggest one—why her yiayia wanted to meet here? With Xen at her side, they entered a room off the main altar.

      Yiayia pulled the door open and the aroma of dolmades, tiropites, and spanakopita wafted like sweet perfume around the small room. Her stomach growled in appreciation. “You’re seriously going to feed us?”

      “What?” Yiayia shrugged her small shoulders. “I make stuff for the church all the time.” She smiled, and mischief danced the Zorba in her dark brown eyes. “They let me use the kitchen on occasion.” She winked.

      “If you want to cook up a storm, why not come home?” Carissa asked.

      Yiayia took Carissa’s hands in hers. “It’s not safe. That is why I put myself into an assisted living home.”

      “Yiayia, if someone threatened you…” The words died on her lips. Never had it crossed her mind that her grandmother would be in danger for any reason.

      “No, paidi mou. It has more to do with your pappou’s death.”

      “Is there something you haven’t told me?”

      Yiayia’s brows scrunched together, “There are things I haven’t discussed with you, and I have failed to keep you from any distress.” She swept an interested glance over Xen. “It appears you’ve found your own glorious trouble all by yourself.”

      Carissa caught the quick blink.

      “I’m honored.” Xen returned Yiayia’s playful wink.

      “I may be old, but I’m not oblivious to everything going on.” Yiayia paused. Her warm fingers squeezed around Carissa’s. “I’m sorry for the horror you endured at the hands of Poseidon’s son.” A tear spilled down her cheek.

      Carissa’s eyes misted. Her grandmother had always been remarkable in her empathy.

      Realization slammed upside Carissa’s head like a walking stick. “Wait a minute, how did you know?”

      Yiayia clucked her tongue. “Oh, I’ve been keeping my own surveillance.” She glowered at the wooden floor before returning her gaze to Carissa. “I should have been there so that rat couldn’t get you in his clutches.”

      Words were coming out of Yiayia’s mouth, but they made no sense. Carissa shook her head to clear the fog in her mind. Clarity. She required clarity. “No, Yiayia, how do you know about Poseidon and Xen and the whole other world stuff?”

      Her yiayia had the nerve to cross her eyes, flare her nostrils, and pull her lips in a thin line. “I have my own spies and please… I knew your grandfather’s lineage quite well.” She waved a hand in the air. “And never thought I’d see a god until your father, Ares, popped in for a visit right after your mother’s death.” Yiayia searched Carissa’s face for understanding. “He made it quite clear you were to be protected at all costs.”

      Her maternal pappou, like her father, had mythical origins? Nausea rolled and pushed its way around Carissa’s stomach. She was going to retch on the polished timber floor. Here in the pater’s office.

      Xen reached over and put a palm on her shoulder. Calm, koukla.

      He faced Yiayia and said, “With all due respect, Grandmother Atheneous, Carissa’s protection lies with me, so the fault is all mine.” His warm hand still hadn’t left Carissa’s shoulder.

      Carissa took a deep breath. Images cascaded behind her eyes, pulling her into a nightmare she desperately didn’t want to visit. Hal was demented, Xen. Do not blame yourself. She met his gaze and the look in those sea-green eyes told her he kept fighting those demons.

      His jaw tightened.

      Carissa cleared her throat and turned to Yiayia. “Why don’t we sit and you can fill me in on what’s been happening. Why did you want me to come here and not to your house?”

      “That house is yours, child.” Yiayia let go of her and sat. “I’m being watched and I don’t want to bring any more bad things to you. You’ve suffered enough.”

      Xen arranged the other two chairs in front of Yiayia and motioned for her to sit. He dropped into the other chair. “Tell us who you suspect is tailing you and why?” Xen’s tone demanded an answer.

      “You’re going to think I’m a crazy old woman.”

      Carissa placed her hands in her grandmother’s. “Crazy is the new normal.”

      Yiayia let out a soft chuckle. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She coughed. “First, I checked myself out of the assisted living home, with a little help, to make any link with you difficult.”

      “And you were going to tell me this when?” Carissa asked.

      “Tonight.”

      “What if I went there to visit you and found you missing?”

      “You wouldn’t have. I knew it the moment your Aunt Paula called and told me you were with Xenocrates. Besides, Paula helped me check in another one.”

      Carissa’s Aunt Paula— Yiayia’s younger cousin so it was a courtesy title--lived in Virginia. She had invited Carissa to a charity event which was the night she’d danced with Xen, but it had not been her first encounter with the vampire.

      She’d have words with Aunt Paula the minute she saw her. “What exactly did she say and how many people did she tell?” By now, all of her relatives from Charleston to Greece would know. She rubbed her temple where an ache throbbed like a woodpecker going at a tree.

      “Your Aunt Paula knows of your heritage,” Yiayia said. “Has always known. Rest assured that on this subject, she isn’t the gossip you think she is.”

      Carissa’s heart jerked into a steady jog and spikes of rage ballooned within her chest.

      Calm yourself, koukla. Xen’s comforting voice filled her head and held the rage beast at bay.

      “You didn’t think to cue me in at any point?” This was rich in ways Carissa couldn’t fathom. Everyone had known she was a daughter of god.

      Everyone, except her.

      What a fool she’d been.

      “Carissa mou…There is so much to tell you, please don’t be upset,” Yiayia murmured. “Hopefully, you will understand by the time I’ve finished.”

      “Okay, Yiayia. Why don’t you start.”

      “Last week when I was in the garden picking flowers, I saw shadows moving about. I thought maybe I’d been out in the sun too long. Then it happened for three days in a row.” An anguished look settled on her features. “I thought my imagination was getting the better of me, so I asked one of my friends, Doris, if she had a shot of brandy.”

      Yiayia picked up a plastic plate from the table and started fanning her face. Beads of sweat started at her temple.

      Carissa grabbed the carafe of iced water on the table. She filled a glass and handed it to her yiayia and watched as she took large gulps.

      “Where was I? Oh yes, I had two shots of brandy and then went to my room, everything had been turned upside down and the bed had been ripped to shreds.” Her face scrunched up in frustration. “Who would do such a thing?”

      Carissa leaned forward. “Before you go on, Yiayia, were you keeping something valuable in your room?”

      “No, just the usual. A bit of cash and some jewelry which were still there, surprisingly, considering the mess.” Yiayia took another gulp of water. “Of course, the police did the whole fingerprinting thing, and asked questions like, did I suspect someone, or did I have any enemies.”

      Carissa’s gaze crashed with Xen’s. Do you think it’s connected to me?

      It’s hard to say with so little to go on. Xen answered to her mind.

      Yiayia held the now empty glass in a tight grip. “That night after we cleared some of the mess. I locked everything up tight and went to my friend Doris’ room. I was worried that whoever did this might return.” She licked her lips. “Doris let me have her pullout sofa and after midnight I fell into a deep sleep. A voice demanded that I wake up. Naturally, I did, and someone stood at the end of the sofa. He said he was Hypnos and he had a message.”

      “Hypnos?” Carissa searched Yiayia’s face for confirmation.

      “Yes, the god, Hypnos. The message…” Yiayia stuck out a crooked finger. “It was for you.”

      Carissa held both palms up. “Then why didn’t he appear to me?”

      “He said it was too dangerous. He couldn’t go anywhere near you.”

      Xen cut in. “Dangerous? In what way?”

      “Hypnos mentioned that something big is brewing on Olympus.” Yiayia returned her attention to Carissa. “He pointed out that you should trust no one.” Yiayia tossed the plastic plate on the table. “All I know is that whatever is going on up there, it has a direct link to Carissa.”

      “Yiayia that makes no sense,” Carissa said. “I mean, I know my father’s not in good graces with Poseidon, but the gods couldn’t possibly want anything from me.”

      “Carissa is right. Hal is to blame.” The pitch in Xen’s voice rolled with spikes of anger.

      “This isn’t about Hal and Poseidon,” Yiayia said.

      “Then what is it about?” Carissa asked.

      Her grandmother bounced between Carissa and Xen. “Hypnos said your father and the other gods are in danger.”

      “From who?” Xen probed.

      “He didn’t say,” Yiayia answered.

      “What’s it got to do with me if the gods are in danger?”

      “Since the gods are not permitted to interact with mortals, then what happens on Olympus, stays on Olympus.” A lopsided grin ripped across Xen’s face.

      A laugh tore from Carissa. “Comedian.”

      “I have my moments.” He did the winking thing again, with those ridiculously sexy eyelashes. Why did men always have better eyelashes? She needed new mascara.

      “Now isn’t the time for jokes. I’m serious.” Yiayia the killjoy raised her walking stick and thumped them each on the knee.

      Xen and Carissa raised their hands in surrender. You didn’t mess with a grumpy yiayia.

      “He said his brother is coming and you’re the only one who can help.”

      Xen turned his head to look at Carissa. He lowered his voice to a whisper, “Thanatos the god of Death.” He stood and pulled her into his arms. “Your training and practice will have to be stepped up. I can’t afford to have you vulnerable in any shape or form.”

      Great, just when she thought she was out, they pulled her back in. Right now, in her mind, her godly family resembled the relentless mob that wouldn’t allow Michael Corleone the peace he craved.
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        Syracuse is the grandest of cities, a sojourn dear to the indomitable Ares. ~ Pindar

      

      

      
        
        Xen’s mansion, underground gym; Charleston, SC

      

      

      Xen’s personal gymnasium had been designed to take the brunt of rough exercise. His Phi Athanatoi, a warrior group of vampires and werewolves who protected mankind, usually trained there. Tonight, though, this space belonged to Carissa and her father - Ares. She rubbed her ass for the twentieth time, the exact number of times she’d been thrown in their kung fu practice. Each time she hit the mat like a piece of tangled spaghetti.

      Her father had appeared when they returned from her visit with her yiayia. Perfect timing or coincidence? She couldn’t decide. She had yet to fill in her father on what she had discussed with Yiayia. It would have to wait until after they finished his so-called test of her ability to fight and use her power of compulsion. Yes, she had power but she had no idea how to control it.

      “Focus, kori mou.” Ares brushed a few sweaty locks from his forehead.

      “It’s a little tough to do that if you are in the air every minute.” She pushed up to her elbows from her current starfish landing. Her energy would be depleted soon; her fuel gauge pointed to empty.

      “Your mind controls the power.” Ares held out his hand. Her fingers closed around his. A flow of energy danced between them. Recognition. Daughter to Father.

      “I thought you said when you returned, we’d be paying Olympus a visit.”

      “I need to know that you can call forth your power in a crisis situation.” He pulled her up to her feet. “You’ll be walking into the lion’s den. All they will see is a tasty morsel.”

      “How is tossing me around like pasta training me?”

      “Now, use your power of compulsion.” His hands darted to her neck, “Stop me.” He commanded, his fingers tightening, tightening, tightening around her throat.

      Time froze, expanded, flipped to a moment in a warehouse where a demon had his claws around her throat. Her life’s essence slowly extinguishing. Death had been close. Now it was her father’s hold that choked her.

      She spotted Kane, Xen’s trusted right-hand man and wolf, holding Xen back. A roar cracked and vibrated through the air. She had to summon her power.

      Her gaze collided with her father’s. In the depth of his chocolate-colored eyes, she saw flares of fire. Fire spiked and tingled through her body. Somewhere in a deep chamber of her mind, she took control. “Release me.” The words a soft command.

      His grip loosened, his hands falling away.

      She coughed to stabilize her breathing. The air around her shifted, and Xen had her in his arms before she could swallow her next bit of air.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t pierce my xiphos through your heart, Ares?”

      “Relax, vampire. I wasn’t going to harm my daughter.”

      “Your practice sessions leave my woman battered and bruised every time.” Xen inspected Carissa’s throat. “I’ve been patient enough with all your methods. It ends here. There will be no more.”

      “Xen, it’s okay. I’m okay.” Carissa tried to defuse the argument between god and immortal before it got messy.

      “My daughter is right. If you weren’t in such a fit of rage, you would have seen that she compelled me to stop with a whisper.

      “Whether she stopped you or not, that was going too far.” He removed his hands from around Carissa and closed the distance to Ares in two strides.

      Carissa watched the nose to nose scene in slow-mo. She could see only one outcome in this - Xen hurt.

      “You have no power or place to command me.” Ares spat. His nostrils flared and he clenched his fists. “The Athanatoi belong to me. You exist because of me.”

      A growl ruptured from Xen, tearing through the air and vibrating in her ears. A tornado gathered and wrapped itself around her father and Xen, and now she would witness its consumption of them both.

      Her mouth became Sahara-desert-dry. She had to stop them. Her body tensed, and power surged through her. She raised her hands; light glowed from her fingertips.

      “Pauó.” The power of the ancient Greek word froze both men’s mouths shut.

      “Chorá.” Their feet began to move in opposite directions.

      “Stop.” She commanded when they were both a safe distance from each other. Her right foot tapped on the gym mat, and she placed herself in the pig-in-the-middle position and crossed her arms.

      “Now, you will both listen to me. I love you both, but you spend too much time worrying about how I’m doing. I’m fine.” She pointed to her father. “It’s not me everyone should be stressing-out over. Hypnos has made it clear that you, Father, are in danger, and so are the other gods.”

      She shut her eyes. “Rigos.” The power in her fingertips and body ebbed to a flickering burn.

      Ares disappeared from where he stood and appeared right beside her. She jumped backward and dropped into a martial arts stance. Xen sped to her side.

      “Congratulations, kori mou. You can defend yourself without a weapon.” Laugh lines surrounded his lips but it was short-lived. His jaw set into a hard line. “Now, tell me what you know about Hypnos.” He shifted his gaze from her to Xen. “And don’t leave out any details, no matter how insignificant you think they are.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You want to do this here and now?”

      “It would be a more comfortable discussion in my office,” Xen suggested with a snarl. His anger had not ebbed. Ares did a good job pushing his buttons.

      In a fractured second, she was blindsided. The air shifted, and before she could control her father’s actions, they were standing in Xen’s office. The sudden change crushed her balance, nausea threatened its way up her throat. She took deep breaths.

      Xen wrapped his arms around her and tugged her over to the couch in his office, lowering her on the cushioned surface as though she might crack. “Let me get you a water.”

      She wanted to thank him, but the words were sewn shut behind her lips.

      You’re welcome, koukla. He spoke in her mind. She watched as he pulled a bottle from his minibar and poured liquid into a glass; she’d have drunk it straight out of the bottle.

      Ares’s voice broke the brief moment. “Now reveal to me what you know and how exactly am I and the other gods in danger?” He’d made quick work seating himself on the sofa opposite her, and his boots were already settled on the antique, polished coffee table.

      Her eyes met Xen’s as he dropped onto the cushion next to her and a mute confirmation occurred: she would lead the discussion. “We met with my human grandmother, and she delivered the news. Hypnos visited her and told her to relay a message to me. That message was that you and the other gods are in danger and that his brother is headlining the show.”

      “Thanatos.” Ares moved his booted feet from the coffee table and sat forward. “Did she say why?”

      “That’s the thing, Hypnos didn’t relay anything further.” She flexed her hands and a chill swept over her. What if someone tried to hurt her grandmother? “My yiayia is none the wiser,” she added.

      “What do you make of this, vampire?”

      “I don’t trust him.” Xen got to his feet and started a thinking pace on the Oriental rug. “Why would Hypnos go to all the trouble to warn a human? Also why would he not come directly to you if he had a message?”

      “My thoughts precisely.”

      “Which leads me to one conclusion.” Xen stopped pacing and faced Ares. “If you step foot on Olympus with Carissa, you’ll be walking into a trap.”

      “You believe he’s setting us up?” Carissa asked.

      Xen pinned her with a stare. “Koukla, it reeks of ambush. It’s rather odd that the gods are playing in our field.” He pointed at Ares. “You, Ares, know more than anyone else how Zeus feels about the gods cavorting or interacting with humans.”

      “I’ve stirred the hornets’ nest with my presence here.” He rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. “Still, nothing explains why Thanatos would want to knock back an ouzo or two, with me. Yes, I’m on trial for the death of Poseidon’s son, but that doesn’t warrant a visit from good old death.”

      “Father, is there a way you could check what the gossip mills are saying on Olympus?” He must have heard something up there, she thought.

      “My reputable sources report to me regularly on all serious matters and gossip. An uprising or trouble would have been snuffed out already…” He paused and skimmed a look between her and Xen. “…which can only mean one thing.”

      Carissa swallowed her last bit of air and held her breath, waiting for Ares to shed stadium lights on the situation.

      “Zeus doesn’t know. If the all-seeing Zeus is unaware, then someone is yanking some serious chain to pull this off. The question is who?” He jumped to his feet. “I have to be there, tora, which means you do too.”

      “No.” The word exploded like thunder from the depths of Xen’s vocal cords and through his lips.

      “Calm yourself, vampire. I would not endanger my daughter.”

      “There is no reason for her to be there right now. You’ve yet to confirm if the gods have granted her an audience.”

      “Kalispera, I’m right here.” Carissa waved a hand.

      Their heads snapped in her direction and toward each other again.

      Great. Nobody takes me seriously. “I think I want a burger.”

      Xen ripped into a renewed verbal clash. “Taking her is too risky. You know it. She’s magnet central for trouble.”

      “Taking her would help me bring to light what’s really going on. You know this.”

      “Ares, I can’t have you take that risk. Take me with you.”

      “You know that it isn’t allowed.”

      “Well, make an exception. The Athanatoi are your creation.” A vein in Xen’s neck throbbed.

      The wave of anger coming from him washed over Carissa. She opened her mouth to tell her father to stop, but his answers hit Xen fast.

      “You are not a descendant from the gods themselves. You were mortal, you died. I resurrected you and you are a creature of the night. None of that grants you access.”

      “In this instance, my bond with Carissa should be considered.”

      “Do I have to remind you what happened when Bellerophon tried to reach Olympus and step foot on it? Zeus sent a mere gadfly to attack. Pegasus threw Bellerophon from his back.”

      “He died,” Xen finished.

      “You have no idea how much wheeling and dealing I had to do with Olympus’ administrative office for Carissa to step foot where no mortal or demigod has set foot before. The gods don’t agree to give a mere demigod an audience without something in return.”

      “I understand it is complex, but you could plead me as part of her cause.”

      “Impossible. They won’t allow it.”

      “Try,”

      “I. HAVE.”

      Carissa took in everything they were saying. If her father had truly tried to get Xen entry, then he obviously had considered there might be trouble. “Father, are you expecting things to go sour? Is that why you requested permission for Xen?”

      “My reasons for requesting the presence of your vampire had nothing to do with insecurity. I have enough men guarding me on Olympus.”

      “Then why?” She tried to process his intention.

      “Let’s say my request had something to do with your emotional state at the time.”

      Her chest expanded, and her heart began to fill with love. The man before her, a man she didn’t know up until a short time ago, was concerned for her and her well-being. That morsel of information added another layer to this complex, bad boy god. A bubble of grief threatened to rise. Gods, she had cried so much, she didn’t think she had any more tears left.

      “Carissa.” Xen’s soft voice brought her to the here and now.

      “I’m fine.”

      He turned to Ares. “I think you should find a way,”

      “I’ve told you, it’s not possible.” A vein popped in his neck.

      “Then sneak me in; you shouldn’t have issues with that. You’re always doing something to irk the other gods. They know you don’t play by the rules.” Xen ran his fingers through his hair and let out a frustrated breath.

      The room shook. Xen had hit a raw nerve in Ares. “I may bend the rules, but I will not break the most sacred laws. There is a difference.” The minuscule tremors stopped. “Don’t question me on this again.”

      Xen took a step closer and let his fangs elongate. “I will question you as many times as I have to. The welfare of your daughter, my fiancée, is my first order of business. It is above everything else. You, yourself, threatened me when Hal injured her, do I have to remind you?”

      Carissa understood Xen’s urgency to be there. She would feel more comforted having him by her side. When her grandmother told her what Hypnos had said, the niggling words that were stuck on repeat over and over danced in her mind, “Don’t trust anyone.” She thought that Hypnos had been trying to warn them, not set them up, but she could not forget that the gods often played with mortals by weaving complex webs of deceit. Right now, she’d had enough of the testosterone show that had been escalating. She did a quick sweep of the room. They’d smash everything if she let this go on longer.

      “Yia sas.” Carissa stood and made for a quick exit, her strides long. Her fingers closed around the door handle, and a whoosh of air hit her in the face. Xen’s strong arms were on either side of her head. “Okay, I take it that I can’t leave yet?”

      His right hand snaked around her tummy and tugged, her posterior connecting her with his front, his left arm stayed extended on the door. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “The only place you will go from here is my bed.”

      Warmth pooled low in her belly and a quiver ran through her body. She’d been trying to stay focused; his proximity and his guttural voice undid the invisible armor she’d used to shield herself from the intense attraction that burned between them. When moments like this manifested, he won every time. She swallowed. Her mind turned to a ball of fuzz and her body grated against the evidence of his intentions at her posterior.

      A low growl escaped his lips. Not the one he reserved for when he showed his anger, no, this one was only for her.

      “Carissa.” The sound of her father’s voice splashed cold water over the fire that burned through every inch of her anatomy.

      “Yes, Father.” She managed to squeak out.

      “We leave in the morning.” Bright light filled every corner of the room.

      “Now that’s what I call an exodus,” she said, smiling at the door. She had yet to move.

      “There’s no escape for you.” Xen released his grip, and she turned around.

      She took a paltry gulp of air before his mouth covered hers. The glide of his tongue against hers ignited a fierce euphoria. Her body relaxed into his, and all thoughts of Olympus dissipated.
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        “Not even the gods fight necessity.” ~ Simonides 556 B.C.

      

      

      
        
        Xen’s mansion; Charleston, SC

      

      

      “I wish you would change your mind, koukla.” Xen had voiced his concern multiple times in the early hours of the morning. He would be in his rejuvenation sleep before sunrise, so he was working his case to keep Carissa from going.

      She’d almost caved, but a lot had been riding on this, retribution for what had been done to her was the driving force, regardless of what problems Olympus had or the danger to the other gods.

      Hal, her childhood friend – as well as a demigod and son of Poseidon—had kidnapped her over a month ago. Xen and his team had rescued her, but Hal had had grand delusions of becoming an Olympian god and residing on Olympus, so he kidnapped her again. This time she was pregnant with Xen’s baby. An impossibility, yes, but not when divine intervention had been at play. Carissa lost her baby in her fight with Hal. After her ordeal, she decided to resign from the Charleston police force and focus on getting an audience with the Olympian gods. Once she got what she wanted—justice—she would decide on her next steps. Poseidon had to take some responsibility for his son’s actions.

      “I would rather be by your side. I don’t trust them.” Xen’s words brought her out of her flashback and thoughts on her future.

      Her fingers interlocked with his. “I agree. Hypnos said not to trust anyone, so I filled my bag with my version of extra precaution.” She opened the duffel bag and let him peek inside. An array of guns, magazines, knives, and other weapons were packed.

      The corners of his mouth tilted up. “You never cease to amaze me, but you do realize that bullets are ineffective when it comes to the gods.”

      “It will slow them down,” she said with practicality. “Xen, I have to do this. You know that. It’s for us…” she choked, unable to finish her sentence. Her aching heart pounded in her throat. She couldn’t find the words to tell him it was for the child that neither of them would ever know. They didn’t get that chance. Hal had made sure of it.

      “Koukla, I understand the why of it. I just don’t like the where.” He paused, then severed the clasp of their hands and pulled her by the waist so that they were a kiss apart. He leaned his forehead to hers for a silent heartbeat then shifted so that his gaze pinned hers. “Ares may be strong, but you will be outnumbered. I won’t even know you’re in trouble.”

      “Trust my father, Xen. I’m sure he isn’t going to leave me—or himself for that fact—without his version of a small army. Besides, I’m of no interest. This is about the gods.” She’d work on that because it didn’t sound convincing to her ears. A quiver in her stomach told her to expect the unexpected. “I owe Father. One, for getting me an audience with the gods and two because he is being charged with the murder of Hal. This is monumental--no god has ever been on trial for murder. I want to be there for him. They have to hear our side.” Hal had hurt her, and in retaliation, Ares had unleashed his wrath. Hal had been no match for her father. Unfortunately, Poseidon wouldn’t let the issue go, so a trial would be held. She wanted to share her version of the events to the godly court and hoped that Poseidon would be held accountable for his demigod son’s actions against her. The gods needed to check in on their demigod children. The ruling of no gods visiting their offspring had to be changed. She searched Xen’s eyes. “You know I have to go.”

      “I do. What I don’t like is the uncertainty and length this trial might take. As you said, no god has gone through this before, so there is no precedence.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “A few days, tops.”

      “Carissa, on Olympus, a few days can become weeks and weeks turn into months. What if it drags on indefinitely?”

      “I doubt it. They’ll want to get it over with fast, especially when they find out that they have bigger problems. Ares will have to bring Zeus up to speed about Thanatos’ visit.”

      “If any harm should…” The words were gobbled up by the tendrils of thick emotion that ran through both of them. “I will find a way to climb Mt. Olympus if they so much as hurt a hair on your head. I will denounce everything the Phi Athanatoi stand for, I will denounce the gods, I will denounce my belief in them. They cannot exist if we refuse to believe in them, Carissa. Just remember that, that’s where the real power is.”

      She nodded her head in understanding.

      “Remember everything Ares taught you, especially your ability to use anagke. Don’t hesitate to use it. Stick to him like glue.”

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered. Though she knew her ability to use compulsion required more fine-tuning. She wouldn’t worry him more. He’d be stewing like a pot of stifatho till she returned. She’d have to get his mind off her somehow. Kane had told her how he’d reacted when she’d been abducted by Hal. Xen had fallen short of slaying everyone and everything just to get to her. She couldn’t have that happen again. Time to change the subject and focus on someone else.

      “You know I need you here. You have to get Yiayia out of those stupid arrangements she made for herself and get her home. I’m going to be living with you from here on, and there’s no reason for her to sneak around like some aged ninja.” Her grandmother had voluntarily put herself in an assisted living home, claiming that she needed the care. But after their secret meeting in the Greek Orthodox church, Carissa knew that had been a ruse. Yiayia had secrets, and Carissa had every intention of uncovering them when she returned from Olympus.

      A laugh escaped from Xen’s lips, breaking her internal musing. “You have to hand it to her—she does have a stellar style with that walking stick.”

      “You were playing with her. Clearly, you could have ducked if you’d wanted to.” The humor in his eyes told her as much. He had let her hit him.

      “You know it’s not going to be easy trying to change her mind.”

      “I’m sure Kane and Adam can cope.” Adam Pelopidas, like Kane, worked closely with Xen and the Phi Athanatoi. Adam reminded her of a playful pup. Silly wolf, she thought. “Right? They can handle my eighty-year-old grandmother and her seventy-year-old cousin.” Her yiayia and Aunt Paula were first cousins, their mothers were sisters, and as much as Carissa hated to admit, they shared some of their quirkiness. She cocked her head to the side as scenes exploded in her mind. Mayhem, yep that’s what Kane and Adam would be exposed to with her family.

      Amusement danced in Xen’s eyes. “I’m going to let them do this, just for the sheer entertainment.”

      He picked up on what she had been envisaging. “You’re wicked.” Her lips turned up at the corners, Xen’s version of the word wicked was a euphemism for sex.

      Without warning his lips met hers, hot and passionate. It promised so many things, which she knew he would not fail to deliver had she the time. With that thought, the air shimmered and crackled around them.

      Ares eyed them both.

      “Take your paws off my daughter, vampire.”

      Xen broke the kiss. “She’s mine.”

      “Enough,” Carissa shouted. The love/hate thing between these two kept blowing the Richter scale. One minute they were chummy, the next they were ready to do battle. The past few days had been immensely tiring for a whole different reason. She had been conscious of the fact that they both got off on fighting. A game to them, one she did not understand, nor did she want to.

      “Yes, but she’s my daughter.”

      “She is my wife under vampire law, so get used to it, Ares.”

      Her father raised one eyebrow and shot Xen an intimidating stare. Xen did the same. Unspoken words passed through their menacing competition. Time to break the tension.

      “I’m ready when you are, Father. Just give me a moment to say goodbye to Xen.”

      Wind whipped around the room; Ares disappeared.

      “Koukla, it’s not too late to change your mind.”

      “You know I can’t do that, Xen.”

      He pulled her close again and gave her another scorching kiss, his tongue dancing around hers, leaving her panting and wanting more. She stepped out of his embrace and picked up her duffel bag, rummaging through it as a last-minute check. Not knowing what to expect, she had to be as deadly as possible.

      “Before you go, koukla, there’s something I would like to give you.” He moved to his desk, leaned over, and pulled out a sword.

      “This is yours, koukla. Promise me that you will keep it on you at all times.” In his outstretched hands, he held a classic Greek sword.

      She moved to touch it. A tingle ran up her arms when he placed it in her grasp. A sense of familiarity eased over her.

      Xen brought out a harness made of brown leather. Moving closer, he threaded it over her right shoulder and sheathed the sword into it. It felt good. She hated to admit it. Looking up into his eyes, she met his smiling face.

      “Thank you. It’s perfect.” Stretching up on her toes, she placed a tender kiss on his lips. He seized one of her hands and kissed it. She braced herself for what was to come, and gave him one more distracting assignment. “You must help Ligi to track down Kelly. No one has seen her or heard from her in weeks.” Ligi Achilles had raised the alarm that their friend Kelly Black had disappeared with a demon named Lox. Xen knew him and didn’t think Kelly was in mortal danger. Ligi had insisted on working alone, but they had filed a missing person’s report. Gelon Jones, her former partner on the force, now a detective and a wolf, had promised to keep them up to date.

      Jones worked with Kane and Xen and managed cases that involved unearthly creatures. This minimized suspicion from humans that there were far more dangerous things walking in the night. Carissa hadn’t known that Jones was a wolf or part of the Phi Athanatoi while he was her partner. She only found out after she met Xen.

      “You’re worried,” Xen said.

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Yes, I can’t help feeling that we’ve missed something.”

      “Lox is not an easy man to find.”

      The thought that something awful had befallen her friend sat heavy in her stomach, “What if…” The words died on her lips.

      “I know that he would not harm her or any woman.”

      “I’m going to trust you on this.”

      “It’s on the top priorities list along with your yiayia.”

      She gave him a tender smile, then called, “Ares.”

      Cold wind blew around them and around Xen’s library, knocking small trinkets over. She rolled her eyes at her father’s extravagant entrance; she knew that he did it to irritate Xen. A burst of joy bubbled in her chest, glad that her immortal warrior wasn’t as childish as her father. She pulled away from Xen, his hesitant release feathered a light touch to her fingertips. Walking to her father, she took her place next to him - ready for the unknown Olympus and whatever came with it. Ares placed his arm around her shoulder. She barely had enough time to raise her hand in goodbye, when bright light enveloped her, and a familiar pull tugged at her insides. Air whipped around her and her father, and her eyes met Xen’s. His fangs had lengthened, he appeared ready for battle, and then he vanished from her sight.
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      Xen’s phone rang. He peered at the caller identification. It was Spiro from his R&D department. He swiped his finger on his smartphone to answer.

      “Yes, Spiro.”

      “Hi, Xen. Good news, that bullet we’re working on has had successful results. You can start using it.”

      “Have you produced enough for the weapons my men use?”

      “More than enough.”

      “Good. I look forward to taking it for a test drive on some demons.”

      “Night, Xen.” Spiro hung up.

      That had been a new turning point. The team had developed a process to infuse bullets with poison and vitamin A. The idea had been to have a product that would disintegrate a demon. Clean-up costs had become hefty. Every time they had a skirmish with demons, it would cost them money to dispose of the bodies. This new technology would ensure they got the demons from a distance. No need for up close and personal fighting, which led to more gore and danger to his men.

      His lips turned up in a smile. Taking the weapons for a test drive would distract him till his koukla rejoined him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There are two sides to every question.” ~ Protagoras

      

      

      
        
        Xen’s home office; Charleston, SC.

        Evening, mortal realm – Day 1

      

      

      “I can’t help you without details on your missing friend.” Xen’s irate tone bounced around the room.

      “Listen, Xen…” Ligi paused trying to formulate the best way to tell the big scary vampire she didn’t do charity. Her elbow dug in the armrest of the chair. She met his angry gaze. “…I don’t need your help.” Ligi didn’t trust other unearthly creatures, and even though she had heard over the years that the man sitting before her, Carissa’s fiancé or husband depending on which world you lived in, had a good reputation, she couldn’t bring herself to accept help from those she didn’t know well. Help always had a price and help sometimes burned you because unearthly creatures didn’t do you favors for free.

      “Carissa has a vested interest in the well-being of your friend, so in her absence and at her request, it falls to me.”

      “Of all the high-handed…” She gritted her teeth. “I’ll say it again, in slow-mo in case you missed it.” She raised her fingers to make quotation marks. “I. Don’t. Want. Your. Help.”

      Xen stood and leaned over his desk. His fangs elongated. Ligi shivered at the sight of them. A growl escaped his lips, and he retracted his fangs. “Make no mistake that it was never a question of whether you wanted my intervention.” She watched him watching her, taking in every minuscule movement of her body. She swallowed hard.

      “Okay, keep your pants on Mr. Nevrospasma vampire. I’ll update you on Kelly but know this…” She stood on shaky legs and cleared her throat. “I will be conducting my own search.”

      “Sit. I haven’t finished.”

      She slumped into the chair.

      “You know Carissa won’t be happy you have not revealed your true self to her.”

      Heat flushed through her body. “What I do is none of your business.” Her voice shook.

      “Wrong. Anything that affects her affects me.” His words boomed in her ears.

      She dropped her head to her lap, where she wrung her fingers together. She’d thought about telling Carissa many times in their long history, and each time she weighed it up, she thought she would be doing more damage than good. Did this vampire before her not fathom the betrayal and hurt her friend would feel? Did he not envisage that she could potentially lose the best friend she ever had? Did he not know that this was bigger than her, that it included Kelly? Did he not comprehend how tormented she had been all these years holding her other self a secret?

      Slowly she raised her head and met his eyes, but before she could open her mouth, he answered her. “I have evaluated every possible scenario and the outcome of each, should she find out.”

      Her mouth fell open, and her brain caught up. He could read her mind.

      “Stay out of my head.”

      “Stop projecting.”

      “I’m thinking, not projecting.”

      “Well, you’re thinking loudly.”

      She paused. “If I tell her, there’s no telling how she might react. This is Carissa we are talking about. It doesn’t take much to raise her hurt and anger and after what she’s been through, I fear making things more difficult.”

      “Difficult?” Xen let out a laugh. “You do realize that she is on Olympus with the god of war.” He stabbed the air. “She couldn’t possibly be in a more Herculean situation. Right now, all I want is to walk in there and Arnold Schwarzenegger the place.”

      Ligi pushed herself out of the chair. Men were testosterone junkies who wanted to blow things up all the time. The conversation had reached its end. No one would be preaching to her on how she should conduct herself toward her friends. Least of all, a man. “Well, I guess you have a point, but I’m not marching to your tune.”

      Xen rose to his feet too. “Okay, then let’s return to your friend. Why would Lox want to take her?”

      “As I said, I have no idea what he wants with her, and just in case you missed the first memo. I. Do. Not. Want. Your. Help.”

      What was it with men and their refusal to accept the word no?

      Males of any species couldn’t take no for an answer. Well, this time, he’d have no choice.
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      Even though Xen was several thousands of years old, he still required his rejuvenation sleep during the daylight hours. For his species, the sun sent a lethargy that forced them into a deep slumber till dusk. They’d become, after all, a nocturnal breed. When dusk hit, he’d have a bag of blood and get to work. His age and power allowed him to push the limits of when the sun would pull him into sleep and when he would rise.
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