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Kronos. Cronos. Saturn. Karma. Father Time.

The deity to whom I refer in this work of fiction has many names, and has been known, venerated and feared for hundreds and hundreds of years. 

Way before either of us were born, dear reader, He was King of the Titans.

I would not have been able to write this book without His permission, approval and input, and I would like to thank Him for His blessing.

I’ve taken His story in my signature direction, but in doing so, I hope I have given Him a new energy and brought His legend to the attention of more people.

Thank you, Kronos for saving this dark romance, for walking alongside me when things were tough and giving me space when it was required.

May this series of tales do you justice, and speak to your strength, discipline and endurance.
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Shelley Roper
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TUGGING THE SCARF TIGHTER around her neck, Shelley stumbled along the street. The wind was colder than she remembered, shriller, as though each icy blast was destined to hold her back. Sniffing back her tears, her lips twisted at the irony. 

Everything in life seemed fated to bring that same bitter conclusion.

Every time she thought she was inching closer to something akin to contentment, each time happiness peeked out from behind its veil, it was grasped from her reach again.

“Like Joel...” She whispered his name into the breeze, turning her collar up against the gale. “I really thought he was the one. Really thought we had something good, but...”

Her words trailed away, lost to the choking emotion caught in her throat. If Joel wasn’t happy, then why hadn’t he sat her down and talked to her about his needs? She’d have been eager to hear them, eager to please. Instead, he’d been flirting with Leanne from Accounts for the last few months, and it had taken until that morning for him to find the balls to actually tell Shelley. 

And only then because she’d noticed a text message from the new lucky lady on his phone. 

Blinking away her tears, Shelley drew the strap of the rucksack higher on her shoulders. She didn’t blame Leanne. Not really. No doubt she was only the latest woman to flatter his ego and catch his eye, just as Shelley had once been. The responsibility lay with Joel, a man whose birth certificate claimed he was almost forty, but whose emotional maturity rivalled most teenage boys. He was the one who’d made promises to her about monogamy. If he’d changed his mind about their relationship, then he should have been the one to tell her before she’d found the errant message on his device.

Glancing up, the twinkling lights of a nearby café drew her attention, and seeking shelter from the freezing gusts, she opted to go inside. She checked her watch as she yanked open the door, acknowledging there were still forty-five minutes before she needed to catch her bus.

Plenty of time for one drink.

The tinkling bell over the door welcomed her, as did the rush of warm air and noise of other patrons that hit her in the face when she walked inside.  

“Good afternoon.” The man behind the counter was unusually tall and well-built with a kind face, his lips curling as the door slammed shut. “Come out of the cold.”

“Thank you.” Shelley wiped her eyes hastily with the heel of her hand.

Hours of crying meant her face must have been red and swollen. She hadn’t intended to stop for a drink, but something about the cozy place had drawn her in.

“Are you okay?” The man’s tone was sympathetic. “Do you need a tissue?”

He produced a box from behind the counter, thrusting it in Shelley’s direction.

“Oh, thank you.” Shuffling closer, Shelley took one, dabbing the paper at her eyes. 

Fleetingly, it occurred to her how strange it was that a café kept tissues by the till, but she swallowed back the thought. The stranger was only being thoughtful. She should have been grateful. 

“What else can I get you?” Withdrawing the box, the café-owner gestured to the blackboard behind her head. 

“Just a hot tea, please.” Shelley cast an eye over the board, scanning the list of tempting homemade cakes. “It’s so cold out there.”

“One pot of tea.” His smile grew. “Take a seat. I’ll bring it over to you.”

“Thanks.” 

Turning to choose a seat, Shelley was struck by how empty the café was. She was sure the place had been teeming with customers when she’d walked in, but scanning the rows of tables, she saw they were all vacant.

That’s odd. 

Her brows knitted briefly, but she instantly pushed the oddity away. Either she’d misjudged the volume when she’d walked in, or perhaps some people had left since she’d been chatting to the man at the checkout.

But I would have heard the bell if anyone had left. 

Her focus flitted to the tiny silver chime waiting over the doorway. She’d distinctly heard it on her way in, but it hadn’t rung again since.

“Here you go.” The man appeared behind Shelley, clasping a tray including one small teapot, a china cup and saucer, and a small jug of milk. “Will you need sugar?”

“Er, no.” Flustered at being unable to deduce a logical reason for the abrupt emptying of the café, Shelley forced a smile. “This is perfect.”

“Sit down.” He nodded to the table behind her. 

“Thanks.” Pulling back a chair, she dumped her huge bag on the floor beside her and sank onto the seat, watching as he unloaded the items from the tray. “How much do I owe you?”

“Oh, there’s no rush.” Tucking the tray under his arm, he dismissed her with a small flick of his large hand. “My customers always pay on their way out.”

“R-right.” Shelley’s heart rate accelerated at the peculiarity of the unfolding events as she watched him wander away. 

She’d never seen the café by the bus station before, but for some reason, she’d decided to come inside and buy a drink. Not too unusual given the wintry clime, but she wasn’t normally someone who wasted money on drinks and meals out. Coupled with that was how weird it was that the man had produced a tissue for her, seemingly on demand, and then the way the shop had gone from being busy to empty without her even noticing the exodus.

It’s just a strange day. Shaking her head, she poured a drop of milk into the cup before filling the rest of the vessel with rich-colored tea. I’m exhausted over Joel. It’s nothing.

Nothing that had transpired since she’d found that text on Joel’s phone had turned out the way Shelley had expected. That was why she was headed to the bus station in the middle of the gale in the first place. 

Pulling in a deep breath, she dragged the teacup closer, thankful for its heat as she wrapped her hands around it. The bus didn’t leave for another forty minutes, and the station was only around the corner. There was time to enjoy that one small luxury before she boarded it and her life turned the page on yet another despondent chapter.

She lifted the cup to her lips, breathing in the aroma of English tea before she took a sip. Reaching into her coat pocket for her phone, she checked her messages, foolishly hopeful that Joel might have changed his mind and left her a groveling message begging her to come back to the apartment they’d shared, but there was nothing. 

No pleading missives and no signs of regret.

“Fuck him.” She mouthed the words, peering out at the darkening street as she drank more tea.

Sitting there, the idea cemented. If Joel wasn’t man enough to communicate his feelings to her, that was his problem. She hadn’t expected to be moving out of town so close to the holidays, but his behavior had made the decision for her.

What would be, would be.

She’d finish her drink and move on to a brighter future, even if it did mean moving back in with her mum until she found the deposit for a new place. 

Resigned to her situation, her sadness morphed into a new emotion, something steadier and more determined. There were no more tears as she poured herself another cup, and only the faintest glimmer of a headache as she supped at the intense, chocolate-colored liquid.

Funny.

The beverage had been steaming hot at first, yet over the few minutes she’d been ruminating, it had almost cooled entirely. It was good, though, a point she acknowledged by draining the remainder of her second cup and checking the teapot for the possibility of a third.

“Would you like more?” The man’s question echoed from behind the counter.

“No, thank you. I have a bus to catch.” 

Shelley emptied the teapot and swirled the liquid around her cup, watching the motion of its ever-decreasing circles. Her grandmother had read tea leaves when Shelley was a little girl. The matriarch had been something of a local oracle, advising other women who visited looking for advice. 

There was no such wisdom in the bottom of Shelley’s cup, though, only her recognition of a swell of surging heat and a sudden wave of exhaustion that began at her feet, rooting her to the spot.

“I should go.” She considered reaching for her wallet at the top of her rucksack, but turning her head seemed to shake the walls of the café around her, the table and window trembling as she straightened.

“Oh, you’re not going anywhere.” The man’s laughter snaked around her, but even then, as the normal world bled away, there was nothing ominous in its tone. 

“But my bus?” Shelley’s head was pounding by then, her chin difficult to raise when he floated closer. 

“There are no buses from here.” His compassionate expression was back, the only fixed point in the room as Shelley’s mind desperately grasped for answers to the disturbing riddle.

What was happening to her? Why couldn’t she get up from her chair?

“Not for you, Shelley.” 

“Wh-what?” Shelley stammered. “How do you know my name?”

“I know who you are. I’ve been waiting for you, Shelley-Ann.” His hazel eyes bored into her, their hue lingering even as her gaze slid closed.

“Nobody calls me Shelley-Ann, except my mum.” 

She thought she murmured the words, but it was possible she only dreamed them. Reality had been lost to whatever toxins were swimming happily in her system. A product, she supposed, of the only thing she’d consumed since she’d seen that awful text from Leanne—the tea from the café. 

The final thing she acknowledged was being lifted from the seat and thrown, rather unceremoniously, over someone’s shoulder. She couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes and confirm the disconcerting sensations, the weight of her lids too heavy to assist, but she reasoned it was why her limbs hung free as she moved through the air.

Then, at the moment that sickly sleep came to claim her, she heard his voice again, her brow creasing as she made sense of his words.

“He never deserved you anyway, Shelley-Ann. You’re right where you need to be.”
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Kristina
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ARE YOU EXPERIENCING relationship woes?

Do you keep hearing, “It’s not you, it’s me?”

Well, maybe it is you.

Inject the magic back into your relationships,

Message me now.

Kristina Malmon stared at the message that had been typed onto a glossy leaflet. She didn’t know which idiot was responsible for pinning it to the graduate notice board, but she didn’t appreciate the sentiment. 

Pulling the flier from the corkboard, she grasped it in her hands, her brow furrowing as her eyes swept over its message again.

“Maybe it is you?” she repeated, shaking her head. 

If the owner of the leaflet intended to offer relationship guidance, she hoped they had better interpersonal skills than their choice of vocabulary suggested. 

“Everything okay, Kris?” Cindy Bachelor interrupted Kris’ lingering disdain, and shoving the card into her jacket pocket, she spun to face her friend.

“Yeah.” Kris smiled. “I’m just musing on the audacity of some people.”

Some men... 

She had no way of knowing the card had been put there by a guy, but she’d have put money on the fact that it had been. Only a man could have offered such a callous critique.

“Uh-oh.” Cindy cringed. “What did Shaun say this time?”

“I haven’t heard from that sniveling idiot since the last message I showed you.” Kris hoped her bravado shone through, and not the crushing sense of rejection Shaun’s radio silence had provoked in private. 

They’d only been dating for a couple of months, but she thought they’d shared a connection, and the way he’d gaslighted her hurt more than she was prepared to admit. 

“He still hasn’t been in touch?” Cindy’s knitting brows conveyed how dreadful Shaun’s non-response was. 

“No.” Sighing, Kris turned from the board. “I guess he’s showing me how he feels in his own stunted way.”

“Yeah, but to not even message you...” Cindy blew out a breath. “What a jerk.”

“Quite.” Kris ignored the stab of pain Shaun’s dismissal had ignited. “I guess I’m moving on to bigger and better things.”

“Like the leaflet you just pocketed?” Cindy’s tone was wry. “Is that someone you’re interested in?”

“What? God, no!” Kris spat, sinking her hand into her pocket to produce the offending article. “I’m removing this to save other people’s feelings. Consider it a public service.”

Flicking the flier between her fingers, she flashed it in front of her friend. 

“Inject the magic into your relationships?” Cindy sneered. “Who the hell would put a message like that up around here?”

She glanced around the study hall as though she expected the guilty party to come forward.

“God knows.” Kris peered down at the card again. “But I’m not leaving it up to upset someone else. In fact, I might message the bastard and give them a piece of my mind.”

“Good idea!” Cindy snorted. “The fewer of these so-called relationship gurus we have around, the better.”

***
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IT WAS HOURS LATER when Kris found the leaflet again. Staggering into her student house after two too many glasses of wine, her fingers grazed over its hard edges when she pushed her hand into her pocket.

Slamming the door closed with her foot, she tugged the flier free and once again found herself staring at its goading words.

“What kind of a prick wrote this?” she hissed, flicking her shoes against the small mountain of footwear growing in the hall. “I bet he has his head shoved up his ass.”

Hanging her jacket up on the rack, she grabbed the leaflet and her purse and headed for the stairs. Bed beckoned. It was gone eleven, and she had a nine o’clock lecture the next morning, but before her head hit her pillow, the alcohol coursing around her system taunted her to act, to tell the architect of the leaflet how she felt about their distasteful circular. 

“No,” she muttered, climbing the stairs on her hands and knees. “He could be a freaking psycho.”

Or just someone else who ignores you. 

She halted at the snide remark, her thoughts returning to Shaun. It had been two days since she’d asked to see him again, and the moron hadn’t even got back to her.

“Bastard,” she mumbled, turning the corner at the top of the staircase. “They’re all bastards.”

Lurching down the landing, she attempted to be quiet so as not to disturb her housemates, but she found every creaking floorboard en route. Stopping into the bathroom to empty her bladder, the idea of messaging Shaun surfaced again, and sitting on the toilet, she scooped her phone from her purse and played with a few ideas.

Hey, jackoff. How’s things?

She stared at her phone, fuming at his arrogance, and deleted the words she’d typed, replacing them with the next line that leapt into her head.

How dare you ignore me! Her fingers shook with anger as she typed.

I’m a woman. I deserve to be treated with respect.

Placing her phone on the edge of the basin, she flushed the toilet and washed her hands, her attention fixed on the small screen the entire time.

She preferred the feel of the second draft, but the impending pounding in her head warned her of repercussions if she sent it.

“I shouldn’t be the first to give in.” She gazed at herself in the mirror, tired blue eyes reflecting at her. 

What had happened to her? 

She never used to be the sort of woman who hung on a guy’s reply, but the older she got, and the more she saw her friends pair off into blissful coupledom, the more frantic she was about being single.  

“Delete it,” she instructed herself. “I don’t want to give that bastard anymore ammunition to hold against me.”

She should have deleted his whole contact, but that seemed a step too far, so, brushing her teeth, she made do with erasing her message instead. 

“Get a grip, Kris.” Running her fingers through her dark blonde hair, she switched on the faucet and splashed cold water on her face. “I’m in my twenties, not my forties. There’s no rush to find Mr. Right.”

If he even fucking exists. 

She rolled her eyes, regretting the gesture when the room around her started to sway. Based on the dicks she’d dated so far, she doubted the idea of a dream man was real, but she was still young enough to hold onto hope.

“Bedtime.” The words were like a sigh. “I’ll be exhausted tomorrow.”

She scooped to collect her possessions, spotting the leaflet she’d pulled from the noticeboard. Eyeing the wording all over again, she perched on the edge of the tub as she contemplated disregarding her own advice.

She should have been getting well-needed rest, and after all the alcohol she’d consumed, she definitely shouldn’t have been messaging strangers, but denying herself the satisfaction of chasing Shaun meant the thought lingered. Maybe the owner of the flier might be the next best dopamine hit. 

Turning the leaflet over in her fingers, she ran her digits over the smooth surface. 

“I bet you’re a man.” She held it up toward the bathroom light. Kris didn’t know much about graphic design, but the paper was thick, silky, and a good weight. It wouldn’t have been cheap to produce the leaflets in bulk. That suggested its owner had a bank balance to match his ego. “And even if you’re well-meaning, your messaging sucks, Mister.”

Lowering the flier, she smiled, already knowing what she should do. If she’d been thinking straight, she’d have tossed the paper in the bin and gone straight to bed.

So, why wasn’t she? 

“Because toying with you is about the only interesting thing in my life right now.” 

She shook her head at the depressing analysis. Sure, she adored her postgraduate work, and she had a lovely group of friends, but there was little genuine excitement. That’s what she’d hoped Shaun would be, but he’d turned out to be another disappointment.

Stooping to find a coin from her purse, she flicked the metal into the air, sending it spinning.

“Heads, I message you, tails, I don’t!” she declared, watching as the coin hit the tiles below and rolled off under the basin.

“Shit,” she spat, balancing the leaflet on the edge of the bathtub as she fell to her knees and searched for her answer. 

Gleaming in a shard of light coming from the bathroom’s unflattering strip lighting, she spotted the coin and grasped for it in the dust. Dragging the metal toward her, her focus fell to learn her fate, her lips tugging at its solution.

“Good call.” 

Leaning against the bottom of the basin, she found her phone and took the coin’s advice, only pausing to plug the unknown number into the device.

“Take that, asshole.” 

Hoisting herself to her feet, she collected her purse and peered back at herself in the mirror. She might not have had the opportunity to tell Shaun what she thought of his behavior, but she’d more than communicated that to the leaflet’s owner.

Whenever he next looked at his phone, he wouldn’t know what had hit him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The shrill screech blared on, no matter how long Kris tugged her pillow over her head. Groaning, she rolled to one side, her eyes reluctantly flickering open to acknowledge the time. 

08:10.

It took a moment for the digits to register, and then another before she remembered why they were so significant.

“Shit!” Sitting bolt upright, she rolled her neck and stretched her back as the grim realization dawned. “I have to be on campus.”

Sliding her feet from the warmth of her covers, she searched her bedside counter for water but found no evidence of a drink. Jesus, how drunk had she been to have come to bed and not even brought a glass of water with her?

The question rattled in her head as she rose wearily to her full height and glanced at herself in the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. It had been fun to go out with Cindy and Liz the evening before, but deep down, she knew she’d mainly been trying to drink away her blues.

Shaun still hadn’t replied to any of her flirty missives, and despite how well-attended the bars had been, there hadn’t been anyone who’d even vaguely appealed as a substitute.

“I just have to accept that I’m destined to be single.” 

Walking to her dresser, she grabbed her hairbrush and dragged the bristles through her unruly mane. If she’d woken earlier, she would have showered and tamed her tresses before her first lecture, but as it was, there was no time.  As well as having no man in her life, she’d also have to accept greasy, lank hair.

Fabulous.

Ten minutes later, she was dressed in her favorite low-rise jeans and an oversized hoodie. Tugging her hair into a messy ponytail, she wandered over to where her purse had been abandoned, wondering for the first time since she’d awoken where her phone was. 

That was unusual. 

Normally, the device was the first thing she reached for when she opened her eyes, but in the haze of her dehydration and knowing she was short on time, she hadn’t considered her phone until that moment. Hopefully, in the drunken frenzy of the night before, she’d at least had the good sense to charge it before she collapsed into bed. 

Her gaze darting to the place she kept it overnight, Kris was pleased to see that she had, in fact, had the foresight to charge the device, and moving toward it, she yanked the wire free. 

“I don’t suppose that moron, Shaun, has replied yet,” she complained, using her fingerprint to log her into her account.

Her gaze flitted to the recent notifications, her heart missing a beat, as she had several new messages. “Maybe Shaun loves me after all.”

She laughed at the idea but couldn’t deny the fizz of excitement that the prospect elicited in her tummy.

She was young, intelligent, and reasonably attractive. Was a little male attention too much to ask for? She hoped the swine had replied, if for no other reason than so she could protract his misery before replying, but the fact she yearned for his focus still gnawed at her.

She was a capable woman. What should it matter what one lousy guy thought of her? She blew out a breath as she mused on the conundrum. Her head said she shouldn’t care, yet no matter how hard she tried, her heart craved the companionship.

And the sex. 

She bit back on her grin as she imagined tumbling between the sheets with Shaun. She hadn’t yet experienced the pleasure, but the recent evening they’d spent together had seen them do everything but the dirty deed. Maybe his latest missive would be the first step toward tasting that final treat.

Finding her bag, she skimmed through the contents to ensure she had what she needed for her lectures before flicking into her messages. There, where Shaun’s groveling replies should have been, were two messages from a number she didn’t recognize.

Heart pounding, she opened the first.

Well, good morning.

That was quite a statement, Kristina.

Her throat dried as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. How could someone from a number she didn’t recognize know what her name was?

I would ask what your problem was,

But there’s really no need,

We both know his name, don’t we?

S
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