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The bloodcurdling scream of a woman in distress brought Achilles to his feet in a single heartbeat. “Did you hear that?” He grabbed his tunic from the ground and slipped it over his head, the smooth silk curving along his sun-glazed muscles as it slid to his upper thighs and stopped.

Hercules, who was lounging in the sun with his friend beside the River Styx, replied, “Sure I heard it. So what?” He, too, jumped up and grabbed his tunic, already knowing the inevitable before he’d asked the question.

“It sounds like a woman in trouble,” Achilles snapped, plunging into the woods as Hercules reluctantly followed.

“So why do you have to be the one to rescue her? We should just stay out of it, Achilles,” he complained, panting. “Every time you play the hero, we get ourselves into trouble with Zeus again. The last time, we had to clean every stable on Mount Olympus! Talk about of load of horse...”

“Since when do you worry about Zeus?” Achilles asked, cutting him off.

“Since he banned all contact with earth’s inhabitants,” Hercules retorted. “He got tired of the Gods always being the bad guy in most of earth’s historical records. It was only because of my mother, Alcmene, that he didn’t completely wipe the ‘ungrateful asses,’ as he put it, off the face of the planet.”

Achilles snorted and held back a branch so it wouldn’t flip into Hercules’ face. “You know darned well if you found another mortal and fell in love, your words would be ‘Zeus be damned.’” Achilles lightly mocked his friend, one of the few he had in the immortal world. One thing about the gods, they were temperamental and vengeful. Earth historians were right about that.

Hercules grunted, an unintelligible mutter of mixed curses and profanities. On earth he would have been the first one to come to a woman’s rescue, but since losing his fourth and last wife, he hadn’t felt the same. He supposed he should feel some shame for that, but it was hard to muster it up. 

Living in the immortal world was boring and at times he longed for the simplicity of the mortal earth. People, for the most part, were kind and uncomplicated until you reached the hierarchies of the populations. That was when true greed for power came into play and left the rest of the mortals gasping in the wake of their often-cruel retribution and disregard for life. No, the gods didn’t have much of an edge on some of the rulers he’d met while he’d sojourned on earth. 

“There she is,” Achilles exclaimed, stopping so abruptly that Hercules slammed into his broad back. 

“Ow! I think you broke my nose,” he complained loudly, stepping around Achilles, his hazel eyes searching. His fingers gingerly moved his nose from side to side as he spied the couple struggling in the wash of the tide as it drained off the sands. He sighed dramatically.

Here on the Grecian Isle of Ikaria, the veil was very thin between the immortal and mortal world. The woman in trouble was on the mortal side and off limits as far as Zeus was concerned. 

No matter what!

Immortals were never to mix with mortals and Achilles knew this well, but his friend couldn’t help himself when someone was in trouble. Hercules called it his “hero” complex. Not that Hercules didn’t have a hero complex of his own, it was just pretty rusty at the moment.

“You know she’s on the wrong side of the veil,” Hercules pointed out knowing it wasn’t going to make any difference. It didn’t.

“It’s Epaphras,” Achilles shouted, dashing towards the beach where one of Poseidon’s many sons was bending a young slender figure backwards over his muscled arm and trying to ravage his victim’s mouth. That was odd. When did Epaphras favor boys? 

“Is that a boy?” Hercules asked, still panting as he raced along beside his friend. “I thought it was a woman by the unholy scream.” Maybe he needed to start exercising a bit. This sprint was turning into a workout.

“Doesn’t matter if it is, he obviously doesn’t want the sea brat’s attention either,” Achilles barked. He was in full hero mode pounding across the shifting sands.

Hercules rolled his eyes, “Zeus is going to kill us when Poseidon chews his ear off for this,” he muttered to himself. Not that Zeus would actually kill them, but he could make them wish they were dead for a while. 

“Get your filthy hands off of me,” the boy screeched, his left hand pushing at Epaphras ’chin to avoid the smacking lips trying to latch on. 

“Epaphras,” thundered Achilles, “let the boy go!” 

When Epaphras looked up, his reddish-colored eyes annoyed at the interruption, the boy suddenly brought his knee up into a very sensitive area. His wet grip on the boy loosened as he bent forward with a groan. “May Hades slay you twice a day, Achilles,” he ground out in agony as he slowly slid towards the sand, holding his abused male sack.

Achilles had to give the boy credit, he had good aim. He was doubly surprised when the boy furiously continued his counter attack by bringing both fists down behind Epaphras’ head and then reaching out with a side kick in the face that completely annihilated any possibility of future resistance. The sea brat lay in the sand, a moaning mess.

“Well done,” Achilles boomed as he came to a stop behind the boy. He was caught off guard when the boy whirled towards him, sending his long hair flying about in riotous curls as whatever sort of band that had been holding it down his back slid off. Achilles’ mouth dropped open as he instantly realized that this was no boy. Standing before him, an angry scowl on her face, was a young woman more beautiful than Aphrodite herself. 

“Holy mother of Zeus,” he breathed, his eyes drinking in the sky-blue eyes, the free-flowing platinum strands of hair billowing around her in the sea’s teasing breeze, and a body that would make the goddess of love herself drool. 

Achilles had seen enough of earth’s changing fashions over the centuries to know that her dress was not unusual for the time. The sky-blue sleeveless knit shirt that left a slice of her satin belly exposed hugged her curves, leaving little to the imagination and matching her gorgeous eyes. The same-color pants were calf-length, leaving her feet encased in what they called running shoes or tennis shoes these days. Not since Briseis in the aftermath of the Trojan War had any woman had such an immediate and lusty effect on him. He wanted her like he needed air to breathe. “Where in the name of Hades did you come from?” he blurted out.

***
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ANGE ALISSA GALANOS stared at the two men facing her. Briefly her eyes flickered to the man behind the first one, effectively dismissed him, and returned to the one in the forefront. Instinct told her that these two meant her no harm, not like the one behind her who was still a wallowing mess on the sand. Adhering to the principal that it was better to be safe than sorry, she stepped sideways so he was in her peripheral vision while never taking her eyes off the god-like males before her. “I live here, what’s your excuse?” she asked haughtily. 

She reached down to pick up her hair tie so she could get her windblown hair back under some semblance of control. There was nothing she could do about the rapid beating of her heart which had her slightly out of breath. A breathlessness that had very little to do with the struggle she had just engaged in. 

The rapid beating of her heart was due to the shock she’d received when the man had attacked her. Thank God her professor friend and trainer at the college in Athens had been intentionally jumping out at her from dark corners so she could practice getting out of sudden holds. It was like an electric shock to the system when he’d suddenly appear, but it had also taken the shock of debilitating fear away.

No, the breathlessness was from the instant attraction she felt to the first male in front of her. She tingled all over, her eyes drinking him in like a thirsty sponge. Muscles abounded everywhere, even his muscles had muscles. Golden, bulging muscles that her fingers itched to touch and her body wanted to crawl all over.  

Both men were dressed weird, like they were out of some movie set of ancient Greece or something. White, open-throated tunics with gold thread edging coming down over tight-fitting leggings to the calf and ending up with sandaled feet. Cool and comfortable in Greece’s summer climate.

The impossibly handsome one smiled. “We heard you scream and thought you might need some help,” he replied in gravelly tones that danced across her abdomen and puckered her breasts, “but I can see that the thought was misplaced.”

“You mean she got lucky,” interjected the other one dryly. “Epaphras is just a sea pup.”

“Even pups can be dangerous.” Green eyes flashed in annoyance at the friend behind him.

Both men exuded a dominant strength that had Ange prickling as if she’d developed a sudden case of heat rash. It wasn’t just the muscles bulging in their clingy tunics. They had an air of confidence about them like men who had conquered their world and feared neither man nor beast. Her thoughts echoed the first one’s question. Where in Hades had they come from?

“You had no right to interfere, Achilles,” whined Epaphras from the sand. “And you either, Hercules. Just wait until I tell my father. Dad will have Zeus fry you both with a thunderbolt.”

Ange identified the gloriously handsome one as Achilles when he smiled suddenly, although it wasn’t a good smile now. The humor evaporated from his striking green eyes. “I’d say we are at a draw, Epaphras, you aren’t supposed to be here either. Your father will have the Kraken nibbling on your toes if he finds out you’ve violated the mandate. Now go on, get out of here.”

“And keep your mouth shut,” Hercules added with a warning look.

“Go sit on a sword, Heracles,” Epaphras snarled, using his given name at birth.

Ange watched in stunned amazement as the one called Epaphras got to his feet and limped into the sea, disappearing swiftly from view. When he didn’t reappear, she shook her head, unable to believe her eyes. 

The man would die out there!

This was the most dangerous piece of beach in this area. It was off limits to swimmers and always had been. “Why did you let him go into the sea here?” she asked.  “Don’t you know how dangerous this beach is? People disappear here all the time. I know he’s disgusting, but he didn’t deserve that.”

“Probably with his help,” Hercules snapped. “Epaphras is one of Poseidon’s spoiled brats, more spoiled than most. Instead of wasting your sympathy on him, you need to be careful because he’ll probably be back.”

“Poseidon?” Her eyes bugged out; she couldn’t help it.

Achilles smiled at her question. “The God of the sea, of course. Who else has ever been named Poseidon?”

Ange couldn’t believe her ears. For a moment, she was at a loss for words, then the sarcasm kicked into gear. “God of the sea, right,” she replied dryly. “And you two are the real Achilles and Hercules. Got it.” She whipped out her cell phone in a mock gesture as she put it to her ear. “Hello? Ikaria Sanatorium? I have two new patients for you named Achilles and Hercules.”

Even Hercules cracked a smile. “How did you know my earth name was Hercules?”

Ange rolled her eyes. “Because I teach Greek mythology in my spare time,” she mocked. Then she pointed at Achilles. “I know that just like I know Achilles was actually killed during the Trojan War, so you can’t possibly be the real Achilles. You were shot by Paris through your tendon by a poisonous arrow guided by Apollo.”

Achilles bowed slightly, his green eyes glimmering as he stepped closer to her. “Your mortal historians are famous for getting the story wrong, of course. It was actually guided by Artemis on behalf of Apollo. However, Zeus granted me immortality and took me to Mount Olympus.” 

The closer Achilles came to the woman, the more the hairs on his entire body snapped to attention, as if electrified in her presence. He must have her! “And what is your name, Angel?” he asked throatily. For she did indeed look like an Angel fallen to earth. 

Ange felt a twinge of disgust. Angel? Really? Who did this tanned, would-be hero think he was flirting with? In spite of her attraction to him, she had no use for philanderers, and this one had player written all over him. “My name is Ange,” she replied frostily, her hands on her hips, her fierce frown of displeasure designed to send him packing. 

Achilles pounced. “Aha—short for Angel, right?” 

“No—short for Angelina, not that it makes any difference.”

“I knew it,” he replied exultantly. “You are an earth angel, and the most beautiful one I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh? And what about Briseis?” she asked scornfully, deciding she’d play along for the moment. “I thought she was your angel, at least according to history.”  She was amazed to see his smile falter and his face close, the flash of pain in those green eyes very real. 

“At the end of the war, I brought her into the immortal world, but I could not grant her immortality,” he replied tightly. He bowed slightly. “I suggest you don’t come to this beach anymore. Epaphras has a wide playground, so I would avoid the Aegean Sea altogether until he gets you out of his spoiled brain. He doesn’t give up easily when he wants something, but he can’t stay long out of the sea.” He turned abruptly and stalked off, Hercules following him with only a backward glance and a shrug before he caught up with his friend.

As Ange watched them to the edge of the trees, they suddenly vanished into thin air. She blinked her eyes, rubbed them for a moment, and looked again. Unable to believe what she’d seen, she followed their footsteps across the sand and along the grassy knoll until she reached the spot where they had disappeared. Cautiously she reached out and half expected to see her hand disappear, but instead she found the smooth bark of a tree. Letting out a whoosh of breath she didn’t know she’d been holding and shook her head with a laugh.

“I must be crazy,” she said, looking around to make sure they didn’t pop out somewhere. “There has to be a rational explanation for where they came from, but I’m not following those two nutjobs into the mountains.” 

She couldn’t quite pull herself away yet, so she stood there, her eyes searching the gloom of the shaded trees. Something undefinable pulled at her and she sighed wistfully. “Too bad you weren’t for real, Achilles. History says you were the most handsome warrior in Agamemnon’s armies. If he looked anything like you, history got that part right at least.” As she stared into the trees, the words of Agamemnon from The Chorus drifted through her mind. 

‘Listening for something murky, something emerging from the gloom.’ 

She shivered, although she couldn’t name a reason as to why, she wasn’t cold. It was just the way they had suddenly vanished that had left her doubting her own eyes, and perhaps, in some cobwebby corner of her mind, a desire to believe they were real.

Being an avid researcher of Greek mythology, the tales of the gods had always fascinated her. Especially the story of Achilles and his tragic, short-lived life of war and lost love. Being the modern young woman that she was, of course she didn’t believe in the reality of the Greek gods. People just needed something to believe in. 

It was her opinion that the stories and legends of the gods were just that, something to give the people of those times hope. Something to worship and pray to in times of good fortune, and someone to blame when they weren’t so fortunate. Not so different than today’s reality, when it came right down to it. 

Finally, Ange turned and headed back towards her cottage, her thoughts drifting to the legends surrounding Briseis. History recorded that she was the wife of King Mynes of Lyrnessus, who was an ally of Troy during the war. When Achilles killed her husband in battle, he took Briseis as a war prize. Others say that Agamemnon had given her to Achilles as a war prize. Either way, she had been reputed to be beautiful. It was also recorded that Achilles may have asked her to marry him. No one seemed to know what happened to her after the legendary Achilles was killed though.

Once she reached her little cottage and was back in cell range, she called the authorities. What good it would accomplish, she didn’t know. Ikaria wasn’t known for a heavy police presence since crime rarely occurred on the island. She gave them a description of the man who had assaulted her and let them know that he ran into the sea. They told her that if a body washed up, she would be asked to identify
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