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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Gods no More series.
      

      

      She's dreamed of one man her whole life - now it's time to meet him.

      Anna is normal save for one fact. Every night, she dreams of the gods. The nightmare is always the same. She's thrown from Olympus for stealing her husband's thunderbolt. He banishes her into the human realm to live out a tortured existence.

      She's about to find out her dreams are real. When she meets the richest man in the city, she's thrown head-first into the modern world of the gods. It's a realm of retribution, violence, power, and lies. And at its heart sits the one man who broke her heart - Zeus.

      It's time for Anna to seek her revenge.

      ....

      Gods No More follows a forgotten goddess and the man who condemned her fighting for the truth and each other. If you love your contemporary fantasy with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Gods No More today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Gods no More Book One

  
    Prologue

    The guards led her away. Her long white dress sashayed around her legs as she strode with her head held high. She was being taken to her execution, but she didn’t once let her chin drop.

    Her long black hair tumbled around her shoulders as wind raced along the side of the palace, its haunting cry shaking over the mountaintop. It rustled through the megalithic trees that stood beside the grand building and brought her attention to a solitary white bird seated on a swaying branch.

    She stopped to stare.

    Once upon a time, they’d called her a bird. The little white bird who always got away.

    This time, there would be no escape.

    “Move,” one of the imperial guards snapped as he shoved in close and jabbed the hilt of his golden spear into her back.

    He didn’t measure his hand, and he hit her more than hard enough that she stumbled to her knees. The long golden chains that tied her to her guards jangled as they fell around her.

    “Up,” the same guard said.

    Move. Up. Stop. You’ll soon die, witch.

    Those were the only words these men had deigned to share with her.

    “Move faster,” the other guard snarled as he repeated his friend’s move and rammed the hilt of his spear into her already tender side.

    She didn’t make a sound as she fell again and rose. She wasted no time in drawing her head up high and silently walking on.

    The king’s chamber lay directly ahead. Squeezed between the palace and a sheer drop off the celestial cliff behind, it was the most sacred building atop Olympus.

    It would be the last place she’d ever see. Once her sentence was carried out, she’d be thrown off the cliff.

    And there, she would tumble into the mortal realm. Not technically death, but a fate far worse. Stripped of her power and, most importantly, her memories, she would never have a chance for revenge.

    As they neared the king’s chamber, other gods strode from the palace to watch. Every one of them wore looks of rage, derision, and satisfaction.

    To them, she deserved this.

    “Broken queen,” one hissed.

    Slicing her gaze over, she said nothing.

    “Lying witch,” another snarled.

    “Your wings will be torn from your back, little bird,” another whispered.

    Every comment she ignored but the last. At that violent promise, the fear she’d been hiding exploded in her chest. It streamed through her body until it centered on her back.

    Glowing symbols charged over her skin, becoming as bright as dying stars as they ate her magic. She wasn’t only trapped by chains – the tattoos that had been scorched into her flesh by Hephaestus himself were her true prison. They locked her power in her body, ensuring it could never come out.

    “Your wings will adorn the new queen,” that same hateful voice whispered.

    As more fear bolted through her like a charging horse, her body desperately tried to spread her wings. It couldn’t. Hephaestus’s magical symbols only burned all the brighter as they channeled her power back into her body.

    She felt like a bomb that could never explode. Like a fire that would never be more than a spark.

    For no reason, one of the guards shoved her again. She fell, splitting her knee on the jagged path.

    This only drew more gleeful jeers.

    The crowd wanted blood.

    They wouldn’t get it.

    He wouldn’t kill her.

    Zeus wouldn’t dare….

    She closed her eyes as tears rimmed her lashes.

    There’d been a time when she’d loved him, and in all her long existence, she had never loved before.

    He’d be her first and last.

    She would never trust again.

    They reached the king’s chamber. Standing either side of the door were Eris and Phobos. They smiled. Tools of the war god, Ares, they knew precisely how to smile with death behind their eyes.

    She stared past them.

    The great golden doors opened, and there he was.

    Zeus seated on his throne. Zeus, the god of thunder. Zeus, the king of Olympus.

    Zeus, her ex-husband.

    Zeus, the man who’d betrayed her.

    Zeus, the man she would never forgive no matter how many lives she led.

    The path leading up to the throne was carved from gold. Magic – the lifeblood of the gods – ran through it.

    And that magic centered on Zeus. Everything did. There was a reason he was the king of the gods – he was by far the most powerful.

    But power is one thing – the wisdom to wield it correctly another. There’d once been a time when she’d thought Zeus the wisest man on Olympus.

    That time had ended.

    She was taken to the foot of his throne. There, her two guards parted and walked out. They were no longer needed. Behind Zeus stood his brothers, Poseidon and Hades. At the front of his throne, just to the left, stood Ares.

    In full ceremonial battle armor, the god of war looked like an apparition of death. His sword was slung at his side, but at the sight of her, he reached over and settled a large, powerful hand on it. Immediately, it reacted to his touch and started to burn a devilish red.

    She stared at it, knowing what would come. Of all the weapons on Olympus, save for Zeus’s lightning bolt, Ares’s sword was the only tool that could cut her wings off. Zeus wouldn’t dare get her blood on his hands.

    Ares would enjoy it too much, anyway. A fact he proved as a smile drove into his lips and tugged his left cheek up.

    Footfall echoed from the side of the room, and a goddess pulled herself out of the lines of deities either side of the throne.

    Hera. She’d always had eyes on Zeus. Now she’d be able to have him.

    Hera smiled as she strode forward and stopped in front of Zeus. “You have made the right decision, my King. The witch Fos must be punished for betraying you.”

    The witch. So that’s all they were going to refer to her as now? Once, she’d been queen. Once, she’d been Zeus’s one and only light. Now she was nothing more than a meaningless trickster.

    But this witch still had wings.

    And that’s what they were truly after.

    “She must be made an example of. Fos tried to steal your thunderbolt, the very seat of your power,” Hera continued. “She tried to usurp your throne. This creature, this witch who isn’t even a god – she must be punished for all to see. Strip her of her power and send her to the humans. Let her live their meaningless, short lives in punishment for reaching too high.”

    Zeus said nothing.

    Fos hadn’t looked at him yet, and he hadn’t looked at her. She could tell this, as his chin was still level. Here she was at his feet – at his mercy – and he couldn’t even muster the courage to gaze at her.

    There’d once been a time when he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. When he’d found her and protected her from those who hunted her wings, Zeus had watched over her with all his heart.

    Now he didn’t glance her way once, and nor did he speak.

    Hera smiled as she turned, her long purple dress sashaying around her legs. She stared down her nose. “You will reap what you have sown. You have angered the gods. It is time to pay the price we have set. You will be banished to the human realm, but not before your wings are cut from your back.” Hera took so much pleasure in the word cut, it could have sliced through the very air.

    There was muttering through the room.

    No one actually expected Zeus to cut Fos’s wings off. He’d done so much over the years to protect her and her unique power – it would be for naught if her wings were lost at his hand.

    He moved. For the first time, he acknowledged her as he tilted his head down.

    He stared at her.

    She lifted her head up and stared at him.

    … There was nothing in his eyes. They were dead. Zeus was nothing but a statue in that throne – nothing but a king in name only.

    “What do you say, Fos?” he asked, his tone emotionless.

    “What do I say? The only thing I’ve been saying since this hateful charge was brought against me. I did not try to steal your thunderbolt.”

    “I saw it with my own eyes.”

    “Your eyes were deceived.”

    Hera took a quick step forward. She tilted her head back until her long hair played attractively around her face. “There is no need for this, Your Highness. We have heard her lies before. You saw her crime with your own eyes. She,” Hera pointed behind her in a vicious move, “is nothing but a deceptive witch. No one but you and your ex-wife has the power to wield – or touch – your thunderbolt. You saw it in her hands. There is no deception. She must pay for her crimes.”

    Zeus turned his gaze to the ceiling. “The decision has been made.”

    The room became quiet.

    “For a love betrayed, you will be banished to the human realm,” he said, his voice even on the word love.

    Hera took a step forward, her expression falling. Ares straightened too, the skin around his mouth becoming tight with worry.

    It was clear they both feared that Zeus would decide to leave Fos’s wings.

    They needn’t have worried.

    He stared right at Fos and did not remove his gaze once. “And for a power betrayed, you will lose yours. I gave you the ability to touch my thunderbolt. I cannot remove that permission, but I can take your power. Your wings will be removed.”

    Removed.

    He couldn’t even say the word cut.

    Hera nodded adoringly at her king.

    Ares smiled at Fos as he pulled out his sword in anticipation.

    So this was it? After years of loyalty – and love – at Zeus’s side, it was over. After years of protecting her, he would be the hand to cut her down – or at least, the voice that ordered it.

    “You’ve said your piece. It is time I say mine.” Fos stared at him. She didn’t let her hatred show. She showed something far more frightening – the cold indifference of someone who knows they are right. “One day you will learn you were duped, my king. One day, you will learn I am innocent.”

    Ares opened his mouth to snarl an insult.

    Zeus lifted his finger to silence him. All the while, Zeus never once dropped his gaze from her.

    Was there still love somewhere in his stare? Was there even a grain of the loyalty they’d once shared?

    No.

    There was nothing but cold betrayal.

    Fos stiffened. She couldn’t open her wings, so she let her eyes show what little power she had left. “And when that day comes, when you finally understand what you’ve done, I won’t come for you. No matter how hard you try to find me, you never will. You have sealed your own fate, Zeus. You can rule without me, but you will never be happy again. I won’t be able to fly,” she voluntarily took a step toward Ares and his glowing red blade, “but you won’t be able to love.” She kneeled down in front of Ares. As she tore her gaze off Zeus, she knew she would never gaze upon his face again. Every loving memory they had ever shared would be nothing but dust at her feet.

    The feel of his hands, his heat, his power – the unique experience of being trapped in his otherworldly gaze – she would wipe all of them from her soul like someone washing paint from a once-great canvas.

    Zeus made a sound. Without staring at his expression, she had no clue what it could mean.

    Perhaps it was the only admission he would ever give that he could be wrong. Or maybe it was the sole tear he would ever cry at what he was about to do to her.

    Zeus raised one of his fingers. Hephaestus’s seal broke across her back, tingles of power rushing through her body as her wings naturally unfurled.

    With her face still turned to the ground, she watched the shadow of her wings play over the golden floor.

    Ares waited no longer. She heard the wind whistling along his blade as he brought it down.

    It sliced through her wings.

    Her unique white blood splattered over the floor by Zeus’s feet.

    He made a noise. She couldn’t discern it – all she could feel was pain eternal as it ripped through her body and blasted through her mind.

    She only just stopped herself from screaming.

    “Remove her from his sight,” Hera demanded, her shrill, strident tone the only thing that could make it through Fos’s pain.

    Ares kneeled down beside Fos. He would carry her to the cliff behind Zeus’s throne and throw her into the mortal realm.

    No. She would do that herself. She no longer had magic without her wings, and blood pooled down her back, staining her already white dress, but that didn’t stop her from staggering to her feet.

    She wouldn’t look at Zeus, not once as she pushed away from Ares and staggered toward the gaping open hole at the back of the chamber.

    She tuned out every hiss and jeer.

    Wrapping her arms around her middle, she made it to the hole. And there, she stared down at the mortal realm. It was visible as nothing more than a flicker of light at the base of the celestial cliff.

    There was no climbing up that cliff. She would never reach Olympus again.

    Good.

    She would turn her back on it, and him, forevermore.

    She staggered to the edge of the cliff. The wind sliced up it, moaning like a trillion lost souls. It brought with it the messy, bloody smell of humanity in all its murky glory. She swore she could even see them – trapped mortals with lives like flickering candles. They lived with no power, in the hands of the gods with no way to ever hold on to what mattered to them.

    She took a step, one bare foot hanging over the edge of the cliff. Her toes tingled with the heat of summer and the frozen cold of winter. Her nose started to pick up the scents of pollution, of bodies, of food, of the dead – of a world beyond the clean beauty of the realm of Olympus.

    Before she could step over the edge, she stopped. She’d decided not to stare at Zeus ever again, but just at the last moment, the remaining few flickers of her love for him rose.

    Once, he had loved her. She’d felt it in every lingering touch, heard it in every soft whisper. And she’d seen it, over and over again as he’d protected her from those who would use her wings for evil.

    … Maybe somewhere in Zeus’s heart, a flicker remained.

    She went to turn.

    Someone locked their hand on her shoulder, preventing her from moving any further.

    She stared up into Ares’s hate-filled eyes. His cold blue irises were rimmed with flickers of fire. As his fingers squeezed her blood-covered shoulder, his magic sending sparks blasting over her dress, he drew close for one last word. “Don’t look back. There’s no need. He won’t ever find you again. But I will, Fos.” With that, he pushed her off the cliff.

  
    Chapter 1

    Anna Smith

    She jolted out of bed. It took barely any time to realize that it had been a dream. Another damn dream.

    Anna let out a sigh as she crammed her hand against her forehead. The slap echoed around her small single-room apartment. Pulling her legs up and pressing them in tight against her chest, she crammed her face against her knees as a begrudging smile spread her lips.

    “… Another one for the dream diary,” she commented as she reached over, opened her bedside table with a forceful tug, and yanked out her tattered journal. Securing her tongue between her lips, she remembered every detail she could. It was always different. She might’ve been having a variant on this specific dream most of her life, but every time, different facts stuck in her head.

    “He won’t come for you, but I will,” she said, repeating the last words she’d heard as she scrunched her lips between her teeth. “That guy called me something, didn’t he? What was my name?” Tapping her pen against her lip, she took several seconds to think it through, but when nothing popped into her head, she shrugged, finished off writing the details she could remember, then crammed the book back in her bedside table. Yawning and stretching, she jumped out of bed, then immediately curled in on herself. “Damn this apartment is cold. If only I could afford more heat.”

    Anna enjoyed speaking to herself. It was kind of a requirement. She led a solitary life. Nobody lived with her, and her job cataloging rare books at the library was hardly a social one.

    Dressing quickly, she grabbed a bite to eat and headed out the door.

    She was immediately met by a cold, wintry blast of air. Huddling her arms around her middle, she clenched her teeth. “Seriously? It’s only mid-autumn. Why is it only freezing on the days I have to get out of bed early?”

    She knew that answer. Ensuring no one was around her, she muttered to herself as she replied, “Because you are the unluckiest person in the entire world, Anna.”

    It was a refrain she’d repeated to herself more often than she’d like. Because it was true.

    If Anna had money, she lost it all as the world conspired to send her mysterious bills she hadn’t been expecting. If she had friends, they quickly became ex-friends as misunderstandings way beyond Anna’s control drove them away. As for family – there was no point. Her parents had died in a car crash when she was six. She’d been in and out of foster care since then.

    Just before Anna could be pulled into those morose thoughts, she shook her head hard and clenched her teeth. “Remember what that fortuneteller told you? No more negative thoughts. You’re not the unluckiest person in the world, Anna Smith,” she said forcefully and a little too loudly as a guy striding beside her took his time to give her a suspicious once up and down before he walked to the other side of the street.

    Anna just rubbed her hands, crammed them into her pockets, and tilted her head down so she didn’t have to see the world that had always conspired against her.

    Once upon a time, she would never have dared to see a fortuneteller. She didn’t believe in that stuff. Anna might have a job cataloging rare, ancient tomes, and a lot of those might’ve been steeped in myths and fiction, but she herself only believed in things she could see and touch. There was no point in painting mystery over the world. It distracted you from its cold, harsh realities. And the more you did that, the more you left yourself open for a surprise when it inevitably kicked you in the gut.

    Over the past several months, Anna’s so-called bad luck had turned into something insanely worse. She’d gone on three dates recently. Every single man had failed to call her back, not because they weren’t interested, but because each one of them had been struck by lightning.

    She wasn’t making that up. Each damn guy had been hit by a lightning strike within 24 hours of meeting her. Hell, the guy who’d seemed keenest had been struck by dry lightning an hour after he’d kissed her.

    “And that, Anna Smith, is why you will always be alone,” she commented to herself morosely as she ran to catch the subway. She was already late. She’d woken up with plenty of time, and she hadn’t wasted any when she’d had breakfast, and yet somehow time had slipped through her fingers.

    She ran down the street that led straight to the subway only to find that it was closed off. Yellow barricades prevented pedestrians from getting on either of the sidewalks, and witches hats blocked off every lane of traffic.

    “What the hell?” she muttered just as a construction worker walked past.

    “Lightning damage,” the guy said gruffly as he took a sip of a steaming cup of coffee.

    “What?”

    He jammed his thumb in the direction of the middle of the road. She could see a smoldering hole gouged out of the bitumen.

    “I had no idea lightning could do that,” she commented as the guy strode past.

    “Turns out it can. That one section of road was struck four times.”

    Though she wanted to continue the conversation, the guy was already out of sight. A group of other construction workers joined him as a big truck rolled in further down the street.

    Scratching her arms, a deep frown dug itself across her lips. It stayed there as she yanked up her watch and realized she was well and truly going to be late.

    “Dammit,” she spat. She whirled on her flat ballerina shoe, almost fell on a hard lip of asphalt, and threw herself down the detour.

    She eventually made it to a subway station and got on the train with no time to spare.

    If she thought she was about to get lucky, she was fresh out of luck. There was a tunnel problem, and rather than take her to the correct station, she had to stop one station away from the library.

    “This is insane,” she muttered to herself as she ran up and out of the station.

    Turning her head up, she stared at the pristine, clean architectural towers of downtown. She never got off at this station. She never had a reason to. This was the business district. What the hell would an out-of-luck rare-book expert like her have to do with a place like this?

    She had to run through it as quick as she damn could. She hit the street as fast as her little legs could manage, powering around several other late commuters as she got a head start. Glancing down at her watch, she realized she had all of two minutes to make three city blocks.

    “You are so screwed,” she commented as she dashed down the road.

    She rounded a corner and smashed into an immovable object. She wasn’t expecting it, so she didn’t have time to react. She fell flat on her ass with a hard, echoing thump.

    “What the hell?” a man muttered.

    It took her too long as she tilted her head up and stared at him to realize she’d hit a person and not an immovable brick wall.

    As the guy turned, she was treated to the sight of one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. Powerfully built, tall, and with features that would make any statue of a Greek God blush, he looked like a character out of some fantasy novel come to life. More than that, he was in one seriously expensive suit. She hardly worked for some boutique clothing store, but even she could tell it had to be made of the finest Cashmere wool. It was the way the light bounced off it. Or maybe it just bounced off him. One look at this guy, and it was clear nothing could touch him.

    When she didn’t pull herself up, he reached down and offered her a hand. In a daze, she accepted it. As soon as his fingers touched hers, pain stabbed down her back. Located between the middle of her shoulders, it felt like someone had just picked up a sword and stabbed it through her spine.

    She let out a cry.

    Shocked, the guy stepped in close and locked a hand around the middle of her back as she staggered to the side.

    “I didn’t realize you fell that hard,” he muttered quickly. “You okay?”

    Anna almost couldn’t pick his words up. Her mind had shut down.

    Her brain was taken far away to a place it felt like it would never return from.

    Fortunately, her eyes didn’t roll into the back of her head. And just as fortunately, the guy took a step back. As soon as his hand fell from her back, the pain simply stopped as if it had never been.

    Startled by the sudden change, she stood there and stared at him, even as an unsure smile spread his lips. “You okay?” he asked again in a much clearer tone you would use on someone who was hard of hearing.

    Reaching an arm around and trying to touch the middle of her back but failing, she shrugged. “I’m really sorry about that. I think I must’ve just bumped my back,” she said. It made no sense – she’d fallen flat on her ass, not her spine.

    “No need to apologize. Look after yourself,” the guy said with a beguiling smile as he turned and walked away.

    She simply could not tear her gaze off him as he strode down the street. She walked off after him. It took her too long to realize she was following him. And it took her way too long to realize she didn’t have the time to be distractedly stalking some mysterious handsome man she’d seen randomly in the street.

    She couldn’t stop herself. Something was in control of her body. The one thing she could be thankful for was that she wasn’t obvious as she ogled the guy. She stayed behind him, and considering a lot of people like her had gotten off at the wrong stop, she didn’t stick out like a sore thumb. If the guy had turned to look at her expression, however, he would have seen how broken and confused she was.

    If there was one thing Anna could be proud of, it was that while she was unlucky, her mental health was relatively stable.

    Apart from the fact she’d been dreaming the same damn dream her entire freaking life, Anna Smith didn’t have nightmares. Sure, she was unlucky, and terrible crap happened to her all the time, but she always had a relatively stable sense of her own sanity and self.

    Now it felt like she was fraying on fast forward, all at the sight of that man and what his mere touch had done to her.

    It didn’t take long until he pared off. A guy like that in a suit as nice as that would hardly be heading anywhere save for the business district. Sure enough, he quickly walked to the side and stopped in front of one of the most expensive towers in the city.

    It had taken five years to build, and according to what she’d read in the paper, it was singularly the most expensive building in the country, let alone the state.

    It had been a year since she’d walked down this street. The sight of that building and its sheer imposing glory was the only thing that could tug her attention off the mysterious man. But it couldn’t do it for long. The guy appeared to be waiting for someone, and rather than walk up the grand stairs that led to that tower entrance, he shoved his hands in his pockets and turned around. That brought him within line-of-sight of her again, and the guy looked right at her. Hiding her completely torn, confused expression was one thing when he wasn’t staring at her. As soon as he made eye contact, she knew she would’ve looked like a gaping fish out of water.

    That didn’t stop him from giving her an affable nod and letting his lips tug into a tight, handsome smile that wouldn’t be amiss on the pages of any celebrity magazine.

    That smile did something to her. It raced down her back, punched into her gut, and wiggled through her torso. It felt like somebody grabbing hold of her shoulders and squeezing hard.

    She had no clue if it was a pleasant sensation or exactly the opposite, but what it was was powerful.

    Aside from her dreams, Anna didn’t lead an interesting existence. Apart from her foray into fortune telling, she had no reason to believe in magical forces, but the sight of this guy was doing something to her…. It was enough that rather than walk on and hide her embarrassing surprise, she stupidly stopped in front of him. She didn’t want to, but there was absolutely nothing she could do to stop her treacherous body.

    The guy shot her a confused smile and opened his mouth to no doubt ask what the hell she was doing. He didn’t get the chance. A crazily expensive car rolled up to the curb.

    In slow motion, Anna turned her head. In a second she’d never forget, her attention – her full focus – locked on it. Even if an explosion went off behind her, she wouldn’t have turned. Even if an entire army had appeared, rattling their sabers over her shoulder, she wouldn’t have glanced their way. And even if she was struck by lightning, she would not have moved.

    That mysterious man jumped off the first step that led to the tower, strode past Anna, and opened the door to the car.

    Anna slowed down until she stopped like a puppet that had had its last string snapped.

    It felt like her heart, her lungs, her brain – everything that made her up – just disappeared as she turned into an empty husk.

    The car had tinted windows. It was a good tint, too. She couldn’t see through it. She had no clue who was inside until the passenger door opened.

    She caught sight of the side of a man’s arm. He was in an expensive, dark, navy blue pinstripe suit. She couldn’t see the rest of it, but she could see his wrist and hand. A broad, strong hand with a single ring on his wedding finger.

    It wasn’t a standard wedding band. It was made of a curious gold metal the likes of which she’d never seen. Even from here, somehow, despite the fact she was at least 10 meters away, she swore she saw an engraving on it. It depicted two wings.

    Anna was the kind of girl who didn’t like to stick out. If people tried to smile at her on the street, she kept her head down and she strolled right past. Hell, she hated having her photo taken. She wouldn’t do anything to draw attention to herself. Yet here she was, standing in the middle of the pavement, staring all goggle-eyed at that car as if it were the chariot of a frigging god.

    The guy finally got out of his car.

    Anna couldn’t describe what was happening to her. She didn’t have the vocabulary to try. Her body was doing things it had never done before. Her mind simply couldn’t keep up.

    If there was one thing she could be thankful for, she wasn’t the only person who stopped to stare. Either this guy was some rock star, or he was frigging royalty, because people even brought out their phones to take a snap.

    It gave Anna the one thing she needed – anonymity.

    If she hoped she could hide among the crowd, she was wrong. As soon as the guy stood, she let out a whimper. It wasn’t girly. She wasn’t like some starstruck teenager who’d just seen their idol appear in front of them. It was the kind of whimper you’d give if someone had just stabbed you through the heart.

    It brought the guy’s attention to her. His eyes locked on hers.

    His eyes were….

    His eyes were memorable. They dug right deep down into her soul. They reached a place she hadn’t even known existed. And they shook her. It was like an earthquake going on inside her soul – all at one simple damn look from this man.

    The guy she’d bumped into was unquestionably handsome, but this guy was…. He was something else. Something that spoke right to the deepest part of Anna. His looks went beyond handsome. It didn’t matter that he had a build almost exactly as powerful as his friend’s. It didn’t count that he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, or that his shoulder-length ebony hair and trim beard made him look like a knight from olden times. The only thing that counted was that he fit.

    There was another reason Anna had never been lucky in love. It wasn’t just that every man she wanted to date was struck by frigging lightning. She’d always been looking for something – someone. Her perfect type. Until today, she’d never known what that perfect type looked like. As the guy made eye contact with her, her body recognized he was exactly what she’d always been looking for.

    Anna shouldn’t have to tell you that she didn’t believe in love at first sight. It was far too fictional to be true.

    Whatever this was, it wasn’t that, anyway. It was just a moment that would never end. Until it did end with a bang.

    Somewhere out in the city limits, the clouds that had been gathering all morning finally coalesced into a storm. There was a single clap of far-off thunder.

    The guy who’d taken her breath away crumpled forward and clutched his chest.

    It brought Anna back into the real world with a snap.

    That mysterious guy who’d knocked her flat on her ass jolted forward and grabbed his friend’s arm. “Zach?”

    There was a collective gasp from around her. Other people rushed forward to help, but she was the only person who stayed exactly where she was.

    Try as she might, she simply could not move.

    “Zechariah?” the mystery man said again as he gripped his friend with an even stronger grasp.

    When Zechariah didn’t move and continued to clutch his chest as if he was having a heart attack, his friend rapped his hand on the driver’s window hard. Then he shoved Zechariah back into the car.

    The next thing Anna knew, the car sped off, presumably to the hospital. And she… just stood there.

    There was a crowd around her by now, and everyone had their phones out.

    Her mind was functioning just well enough to be able to tune into people’s conversations.

    “What the hell is wrong with him? That looked like a heart attack.”

    “They would’ve called the paramedics. Maybe he has some health condition.”

    “Who was that guy with him?”

    “You mean the man with the arms that could wrestle a cyclops? Adam Croft.”

    Anna couldn’t help but shiver as if someone had just dumped ice cold water down her back.

    Again, a slight pain picked up between her shoulders. It reminded her of the stabbing agony she’d felt only minutes before. If it hadn’t been for the sight of that man – Zechariah – she would never have forgotten pain like that. It was the kind your body held onto for the rest of its life.

    “Try the rest of your existence,” she found herself muttering out loud at that thought.

    The two people who’d been chatting about Adam turned and frowned at her. “What?” one of them asked.

    Dropping her gaze, she shook her head. “Sorry, I was just reminding myself of something important. I really… hope he’s okay,” she forced herself to say. It was only polite to point that out. And Anna usually had absolutely no trouble being polite. She was the kind of person who would apologize even if something was patently someone else’s fault. But pushing those words out was like draining every last drop of blood from her body.

    Shoving into an unsteady jog, she finally forced herself to leave.

    Before she made it to the end of the block, she felt something on her cheeks. Bringing a hand up and wiping her thumb down them, she realized they were wet.

    She stared at the sky. She might’ve heard far-off thunder earlier, but impossibly, the clouds were already clearing. Which meant her cheeks weren’t wet with rain. No, she was crying. And Anna Smith had no idea why.

  
    Chapter 2

    Zeus

    “You got lucky,” Apollo said as he leaned in, stretched his fingers wide, and allowed crackles of magic to blaze over them. The god’s power was unmatched. When it came to healing, there was no one under heaven who could equal Apollo.

    Or at least, that’s what legend claimed. And legend can be a fickle master.

    Zeus leaned back against the plastic bedhead, brought up a hand, and secured his large palm flat against his brow. “Any idea what caused my attack?”

    “First things first, you want to know what it is,” Apollo corrected him, “not what caused it.”

    Zeus arched an eyebrow.

    Apollo leaned back, his hospital scrubs scrunching around him as he grabbed a chart off the end of the bed.

    They were in a private hospital – the penthouse room – somewhere where no one could disturb them. So Apollo felt free to show more of his magic as he opened his hand wider and let it crackle between his fingers. “I have two theories.”

    Zeus waited to be told.

    When Apollo didn’t immediately tell him what was going on, Ares snorted. He was standing by the door, his back to it. He was still technically in his human form, but that did little to hide his strength. Even if a bull tried to barrel through that door, it wouldn’t be able to get through. “Apollo, you might’ve only met our ascended king three months ago, but let me give you a hint—”

    “He doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” Apollo finished for Ares before the guy could put another word in.

    Zeus simply smiled. It was the kind of smile that gave nothing away – the kind of smile he’d been born to give. He still couldn’t recall his full memories from his time as a god, but there were certain things that came naturally to him.

    “My best theory is that you’re suffering from symptoms related to the storm that’s coming tonight. I don’t need to be associated with the weather to feel that it will be a significant one,” Apollo informed him as he let his gaze trace over to the window beside Zeus’s bed.

    Clouds were gathering on the horizon again. Briefly this morning, it had looked like they would coalesce into a storm. But as soon as Zeus had been whisked away to the hospital, the storm had died down. For now. He didn’t need to be the god of thunder to appreciate that it would come back. It was only a matter of time.

    “What’s your second theory?” Ares asked as the god shifted his broad shoulders, blocking even more of the door. Now it would take a tank – or two – to get through.

    Apollo looked wistful. He let his gaze shift around the windowpane before he stared at the city with nostalgia flashing in his deep blue gaze. For just a few seconds, it flashed to yellow, the god’s actual eye color.

    “The other theory is that you ran into somebody,” Apollo revealed.

    Zeus’s gut clenched. “Ran into somebody?” His voice was almost even, but right at the end, it ticked up with something that was uncomfortably close to worry. A certain memory struck him. A certain memory of a certain woman just standing there and staring at him, her brown eyes wide with an emotion he couldn’t begin to understand.

    Zeus’s memories of what had happened when he’d gotten out of the car were sketchy – but that woman’s face was clear. She’d stared at him in a way no one else had. All the other gawkers had looked as if they’d just seen a celebrity. She’d looked like she’d seen a ghost.

    Apollo rested back and drummed his fingers on his thigh. “It’s highly unlikely, but you might have run into somebody from your past.”

    Zeus didn’t need to ask which past Apollo was referring to. It would be Zeus’s life atop Olympus.

    Once upon a time, the gods had never dreamed of leaving Olympus. But times change. As the realm of man modernized, the gods had been forced to keep up. Sent to protect man, it had become harder to keep humanity from destroying itself as people had developed bombs, guns, viruses, and an insatiable desire to destroy the very environment they lived within. So decades ago, the decision had been made to integrate the gods with mankind to keep a closer eye on them.

    Zeus had been the final god to come down from Olympus.

    His integration with mankind was meant to bring about a new Golden Age. The same Golden Age his father Kronos had ruled over multiple millennia ago.

    Suffice to say, that Golden Age had not yet arisen.

    By coming down to the human realm, Zeus – and all the other gods – had taken a hit when it came to their power.

    They could still take on any humans, but shepherding them into peace was another matter.

    “I wouldn’t be too concerned by my second theory,” Apollo continued. “If you’d recognized someone from your past, you would have immediately felt their magic. Ares, did any gods appear this morning unannounced? Any cyclopes? Any fell monsters from old?”

    Ares grinned and shook his head. “Not that I noticed. And I tend to have a pretty keen eye for things I can fight.”

    “Yes. Considering you’re the God of War, not a lot gets past you,” Apollo continued as he turned back to Zeus. “So discard that theory. It would have been impossible for you not to recognize someone from your past, anyway.”

    A pronounced frown marched its way across Zeus’s lips. “I don’t have all of my memories of my past.”

    Apollo shrugged. “Some memories might still be hidden from you, but trust me when I say a memory like that would not be. If it had the power to induce symptoms like the ones you felt,” he pointed at Zeus’s chest, “then the person in question would have been extraordinarily significant to you. You might have forgotten a lot, my liege, but you would not have forgotten that.”

    For the first time since Ares had rushed him here, Zeus started to feel at ease.

    He stretched a hand up and locked it behind the back of his head as he tilted his gaze to the side and stared out the window. “It will be a significant storm tonight,” he commented to no one. Apollo was already associated with the weather. As for Ares, he’d be able to feel the sheer chaos in the air.

    Apollo chuckled. “You don’t need to tell me that.” He arched his head over to the window. “I’ve been feeling this particular storm brewing for months. Hell, ever since you arrived in the city, it’s been on its way.”

    Ares pushed off the door. “Enough talk about meteorology. Can Zeus get back to work? If the storm really is producing these symptoms, then maybe he should—”

    Zeus didn’t give him the chance to finish. He brought up a hand and spread it in an authoritative motion.

    Zeus might not have all of his memories of his time atop Olympus, but he’d never had trouble displaying authority. “I’ll be fine. It won’t happen again,” he said with the kind of confidence he shouldn’t have. He still had no real clue what had struck him, and though he wanted to believe Apollo, something told him this situation could be more mysterious than the sun god was willing to admit to.

    “I’ll continue with my usual duties,” Zeus proclaimed.

    Apollo laughed quietly. “Said like a true king.”

    “There’s too much to do.” Zeus hooked his legs over the bed, stood, and arched his shoulders. He immediately switched his attention to Ares. “Any luck finding the book yet?”

    Ares brought his hands up as if in surrender. “No need to look at me like that. I haven’t forgotten my task.”

    “So have you found it?” Zeus asked even though he already knew the answer. Once upon a time, Ares might’ve been a tricky character. Back on Olympus, he might’ve had a reputation for stirring up trouble when he wasn’t distracted by a convenient war, but the god had grown. Now he was one of Zeus’s most trusted confidants, save for his brothers Poseidon and Hades. If Ares had found the book, he would’ve told Zeus immediately. A matter of such importance would not have slipped the war god’s mind.

    “I have a promising lead,” Ares revealed.

    “Then hunt that lead down. Take whatever time you need today.” Zeus fixed his tie in his reflection in the window.

    Ares frowned. “Don’t you have an important meeting today? I thought you’d need your trusty bodyguard with you. Especially considering one of those meetings is with a suspected demon sprite,” he growled.

    Zeus finished fixing his tie and shrugged. “I told you, I’ll be fine. Just get the book. We’re running out of time.”

    Out of the corner of Zeus’s eye, he saw that Apollo shot Ares a meaningful look. It was the kind of look Zeus had never seen back atop Olympus. There’d been no cause for anyone to ever give it. Because that look was the kind of worried glance you would shoot a friend you were deeply concerned about. In all of Zeus’s previous existence, no one had ever needed to be worried about him.

    “Undue stress might not help your condition today,” Apollo said diplomatically.

    Zeus fixed his cufflinks with quick, practiced sweeps of his fingers as he tilted his head over and stared at Apollo. “Stress?” He emphasized the S sound with a hiss.

    Apollo sighed. “We know you’re looking for her, and we know you need that book to find her, my liege, but—”

    “But I don’t have my full memories of her. But she betrayed me. But I was the man who cut her wings off,” he said, his voice becoming quieter, even though he wanted to remain strong. The strength came a second later as he yanked his gaze up. “But I still want to see her.”

    Apollo said nothing. Ares was the only one to move as he took several steps away from the door. “And what exactly would you do if you found her, King? You cast her out of Olympus. Without her wings, she has no power. She’d be nothing more than a mortal.”

    Zeus dropped his gaze and stared at the foot of the hospital bed. “And yet, I still wish to see her.”

    “Need I remind you, my liege,” Apollo scratched his nose with a careful hand, “that you are engaged to Hera.”

    “I don’t need to be reminded. That has not and will not change.”

    “But he still wants to see Fos, one of the last angels,” Ares sighed. “Have you thought about what would happen if you brought her back into the realm of the gods?” he asked, for the first time, a harder note infiltrating his tone. “There is no creature who has ever fallen as far as she.” True anger twisted his words now.

    It was an anger Zeus had heard all too many times before. It was anger he’d felt. Over and over again for millennia. He may not be able to recall all his memories of Olympus, but the fact of what Fos had done remained. One thing did not. Her face. He couldn’t remember it. Not a single detail. From her lips to her hair to her wings to the feel of her fingertips – nothing remained. It was as if it had been wiped from his memory like a human computer destroying its files.

    That’s what he wanted to get back.

    His feelings for her hadn’t changed. He simply wanted to replace that one missing memory of her face.

    As for what the gods would do to her if they found her, a part of Zeus didn’t care. Sitting under the need to see her face one last time was the anger that had never gone away. She had betrayed him. She’d used him to get to his thunderbolt. And with his power, she would’ve usurped the gods and replaced his reign.

    Even thinking about it brought up a well of anger – a knot of unresolvable pain. It sat in his gut, perpetually locked in his torso like a monster caged in his heart.

    Apollo sighed. “This is all theoretical, anyway. It’s highly unlikely you will ever see her again, Zeus,” he said, dropping my liege as his voice became tight, either with concern or disappointment. “Even if you find that book and unlock the full powers of your thunderbolt, it is unlikely to be enough to track her down. You stripped her of all her powers when you removed her wings. Not a single scrap of magic would remain in her veins. There would be nothing for your thunderbolt to find.”

    “Apollo is right. You won’t be able to find her,” Ares said. There was a certain look in his eyes as he said that – one Zeus couldn’t begin to place.

    The only thing he recognized was the certainty behind Ares’s claim. It was as if he knew something Zeus did not.

    Apollo stood. “Ares is right. You will never meet her, sir. You wouldn’t want to. Though you cannot remember this, her betrayal almost broke you.”

    Zeus opened his mouth to say that he remembered, but he couldn’t push the words out. It was a lie. He remembered facts about Fos, but just like he could no longer recall her face nor the touch of her hands, his memories of the centuries after her banishment were closed off from him.

    Apollo had told him multiple times that he didn’t want to remember. They were dark times in Zeus’s history. In many ways, they were the reason he was here now.

    His grip on the gods and Olympus had slipped after her betrayal had hit him like a spear through his chest.

    His power had never been the same since. His command over his thunderbolt had slipped until even on Olympus he’d only been able to draw up a fraction of its once-unstoppable power.

    Her betrayal was also likely the reason that when he’d been reborn into a human form, he’d been incapable of recalling all of his memories. The other gods thought that was a good thing. It stopped him from spiraling into the depression he’d endured after Fos’s banishment.

    “I’ll find that book,” Ares said, clearly changing the conversation. “Without it, you won’t be able to assume your full power in your human form, and we can’t have a king without a throne, can we?”

    Zeus managed a smile. The movement was there, but there was precious little meaning behind it. One last time, he swiveled his gaze over to the view. He stared at the storm gathering on the horizon. He could feel it in his bones, in his blood, and in every scrap of skin and centimeter of flesh. Tonight, there would be lightning, thunder, chaos and power in the skies. If he’d still had a measure of the power he’d once had on Olympus, tonight would be his opportunity to change the destiny of humans. But without that power, all he could do was watch to see what would happen next.

  
    Chapter 3

    Anna Smith

    “I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again,” Anna muttered in her most conciliatory voice as she shrunk down, scrunching up her already petite size as she hid behind her desk.

    Her boss had just read her the riot act for being over 20 minutes late. “I just—” Anna began, about to launch into her excuse again.

    Meredith Bishop brought up a hand, her old, wizened fingers catching the harsh down-light that adorned the basement of the library.

    It was the kind of devilish fluorescent glow that would make even the best complexion look like the skin of a rotting corpse. Anna didn’t have the best complexion to start off with, and she never bothered with makeup. Whenever she caught a glimpse of her reflection down here, she’d be a shadow of herself. And that… for whatever reason, it had always been an appropriate image.

    Though Anna had already pointed out that she had a relatively stable sense of self, there was one impression she’d never been able to shake – that she was half of something – some incomplete equation. A puzzle that had once been whole, but one someone had ripped to pieces and scattered until it was lost for good.

    Bringing up a hand and shrugging into it, she pressed her fingers hard against her trapezius. “I’m sorry,” she said one last time. “Please don’t fire me,” she added in a weak tone.

    It took several seconds for Meredith to snort. “Fire you? Who’s talking about firing you? You were late, and you deserve to be sorry for that, but I wouldn’t sack you over something so slight, especially considering you’re the best we’ve ever had in this job. Your command of ancient Greek and Roman is unsurpassed. You have a talent for protecting these books,” Meredith said as she shrugged over her shoulder, indicating the compact stacks and the rooms behind where the most valuable tomes were kept in hermetically sealed drawers. “And you have a talent for finding old books perfect for our collection. I’m not going to fire you, Anna,” she confirmed one last time. “But—”

    Anna warily ticked her gaze up. “But?”

    Meredith sighed. “I just wish you were more with it. Your work is one thing, but—” she began again without bothering to finish.

    Anna looked down at her frumpy clothes and her windswept hair. Her ballerina flats – which she’d bought new only yesterday – already had chunks of asphalt stuck to them. She hadn’t walked through wet asphalt, and she had no clue where it had come from. “But the rest of me is a mess,” Anna finally finished off what Meredith obviously wanted to say but was too polite to suggest.

    Meredith let out a deep sigh. “Your words, not mine. You’re a smart girl, Anna, and you deserve better than the life you lead. I don’t know what one piece of advice to give you, just that you’re worth more than you get. Oh, and try not to be late tomorrow,” she added with a kind smile as she walked off.

    She quickly disappeared through the stacks of ancient tomes, reached the elevator, and opened it.

    Anna fully intended to wait until the elevator had swept Meredith away before she collapsed her hands over her eyes and cried.

    Anna usually wasn’t one for tears, but today had been so disruptive, she couldn’t stop herself.

    But Meredith didn’t disappear. The elevator doors opened, and she let out a startled noise. “Who are you, and how did you get down here?” she asked in the kind of officious tone that Meredith had perfected as the senior librarian over decades. It was exactly the kind of voice you could use on an unruly gang to get them to shut up and be quiet.

    “Sorry. I got special dispensation to come down here. My boss has just bought another wing for your library. Maybe you know his name—”

    “Zachariah Hope,” Meredith said, her tone and demeanor changing. “I apologize. I wasn’t aware that you were visiting today. I thought we’d arranged a meeting for later in the week.”

    Anna froze. She recognized two things. The name Zachariah, and the precise timbre of the voice that said it.

    It was the mysterious man from this morning. More than that, he was talking about him. The man with glossy black hair, the man with the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. And the man who fit what she had always been looking for. Yet the man who still terrified her to her very core.

    “I don’t have the time to help you with your request today, but…” Meredith trailed off. “Our rare books librarian should be able to help you. Come and I’ll introduce you to her.”

    “Thank you,” the guy – Adam, if Anna remembered correctly – muttered quickly.

    Anna didn’t have the time to control her expression – or her thumping heart – as Meredith led Adam through the stacks. As soon as he appeared wearing the same perfect suit he’d been in earlier, Anna felt that same pain fleetingly stabbing through her back. For just a few seconds, it felt like someone shoved a knife right through the center of her spine and twisted.

    As soon as Adam came into view, it was clear that he recognized her. A muddled half-frown, half-smile crumpled his lips.

    “This is Anna Smith,” Meredith said with a polite nod Anna’s way. “I believe the book you’re looking for is ancient Greek. Her mastery of that language is unrivaled.”

    This brought a particular smile to Adam’s lips, and he let out a quiet chuckle. “I’m pretty good at ancient Greek myself. It’s nice to meet someone whose mastery is unrivaled,” he said, being sarcastic without actually coming off as offensive. And that was a particularly rare feat.

    For several startled seconds, Anna didn’t do anything but sit there behind her desk and stare.

    Meredith was not the kind of boss to allow Anna to be rude to a patron. It wouldn’t matter to Meredith that Adam’s boss had bought a new wing for the library. Meredith expected all her staff to be kind and polite at all times unless someone was rude to them. Even then, you were only allowed to be professional and curt, but never out-right mean.

    Meredith quickly cleared her throat. “Anna,” she said in a low voice.

    Anna shook her head, trying to push her confusion away.

    Adam walked over to her and reached out a hand. This was where Anna should just grab it. Her body didn’t let her.

    Meredith cleared her throat.

    “It’s okay; I won’t bite,” Adam muttered quietly, that confused, somewhat amused smile still crumpling his lips.

    Anna just did it. With a swallow for courage, she reached forward and let him do all the shaking.

    As soon as their skin touched, pain rippled down the side of her back. It wasn’t enough that she screamed out loud this time. She was thankful for the fact she was sitting, though. If she’d been on her feet, she would have staggered obviously.

    She couldn’t hide the wince that crumpled her lips. Thankfully Meredith didn’t notice. Adam did. That half-frown half-smile turned into all frown. It didn’t last. He dropped her hand, and her pain fell away with it.

    He quickly turned around and stared at the stacks of old books. “Quite a collection you’ve got here.”

    “It’s not my collection,” Anna said awkwardly. It was stupid. The comment hadn’t been directed at her, and of course Adam would know that this wasn’t her private library.

    Meredith shook her head slightly but didn’t comment. Thankfully, neither did Adam. He took one last sweeping stare at the room, then returned his attention to her. “I’m looking for a specific book. Maybe it’s in your collection, maybe it isn’t. Your boss seems to think that you have the resources to help me find it, either way.”

    All levity was now gone, and Adam was clearly ready to get down to business.

    “I will leave you two alone. Anna, if you need to, you can take time off today to help Adam find that book. If it isn’t in our collection, perhaps one of the rare booksellers downtown has it.” With that, Meredith strode off.

    That just left Anna alone with Adam.

    Anna didn’t even bother to say goodbye to Meredith. She couldn’t. Her full attention was locked on Adam as he gazed around the room then nodded at her with a certain smile crumpling his lips.

    Anna’s stomach tied itself into knots.

    “Should we begin?” he asked through that smile.

    Anna took way too long to answer. Her lips didn’t want to work. Neither did her voice box. But eventually, she let out a soft, “Sure.”

    Adam wasted no time in pulling his phone out of his pocket. He unlocked it and thumbed through images until he found one. He turned the phone around and handed it to her. “Have you got this in your collection? I looked online, but I’ve been told that not everything is registered there. Your boss didn’t recognize—” he began.

    Anna couldn’t move. She couldn’t frigging breathe. Tightness spread across her chest, feeling like wires someone had wrapped around her heart. They dug in and in until she let out a strangled gasp.

    She dropped the phone right on the table. Judging by the guy’s suit and solid gold cufflinks, it wasn’t a standard phone. The frigging case looked as if it was 14 karat gold.

    Adam didn’t immediately snap at her for dropping it.

    A suspicious frown marked his lips. “You okay? You’ve seen the book, then?” he concluded. It was fair enough. After a reaction that strong, anyone would assume she had some previous dealings with this book – an emotional one. But here’s the thing. She’d never seen it before. Not once.

    It took too long for her to shake her head.

    “What’s the matter, then?” Adam reached forward and plucked up his phone. He didn’t even bother to check it as if the fact she could have damaged it was irrelevant to him.

    The last thing she wanted to do was react even more suspiciously, but she couldn’t stop herself from lifting her hand up jerkily and grabbing the collar of her shirt. She hooked her fingers in until she could’ve ripped the damn fabric in half. “I’ve never seen it, but—” she began. But what? She screamed in her mind. What the hell are you doing? You’ve never seen this book. You’ve never seen anything like this book. Stop acting like an idiot in front of him.

    Anna might have screamed that to herself in her mind, but saying and doing it were two very different things. She continued to stare at his phone in his hand, even though she couldn’t see the picture of the book anymore.

    Adam didn’t say anything. He turned around as if he was giving her space to pull herself together.

    He shoved one hand into his pocket, twiddled his thumbs, then turned around again. “You’ve never seen it before, but could it be in your collection anyway?”

    She was finally calming down. She let her hand drop from her collar.

    Spreading her lips out then scrunching them in as she finally regained control of her mouth, she said, “You’re welcome to look through the collection, but I know every single book in it. I’ve never… seen this one,” she said. For whatever stupid reason, she paused as if she was lying.

    She kept begging herself to get a grip, but a grip was the last thing she could get.

    He smiled. She didn’t need to be an expert on body language to appreciate that there was a stiff edge to it.

    He might look nice, but if she kept acting shiftily like this, he would suspect something was up.

    “The book would be about 200 years old. It comes from an Italian Catholic Monastery—” he began.

    “From Florence, yes,” she finished his sentence.

    He’d been staring at the book stacks again. Slowly, his hand still in his pocket, he turned around. “How do you know it’s from Florence?”

    That word had just popped into her head, and she’d said it without thinking. She managed to control her expression as she came up with a quick, plausible excuse. “I’m a rare books expert, sir. It’s the cover. I recognize the patina on the leather and the binding.”

    Slowly, he nodded. “Of course. Can I look at your collection?”

    “I’ll take you to our books from that period. They’re this way.” Shakily, she got out of her chair. She disappeared between the stacks, deliberately walking faster than him and taking a circuitous route to the right area. The further she got away from Adam, the more time she had to calm down and tell herself that this was just stress. She didn’t know why she was stressed, but it was the only conclusion that made any sense.

    All these crazy feelings of déjà vu must have had something to do with her dream. Sure, she’d had that same dream her whole life, but maybe last night had been especially disconcerting. And heck, she hadn’t been eating well lately, had she? It had been several weeks since she’d exercise properly, too. There was a stack of biological and psychological reasons to explain what was going on with her.

    Realizing that calmed her down enough that she finally acted like an ordinary human being when they reached the right section.

    She said nothing and let Adam search as he meticulously pulled out every book. She’d already provided him with a pair of gloves, but she hadn’t needed to show him how to deal respectfully with the books. He was a natural. For a man with a body as powerfully built as his, he had the unnerving ability to act with gentle care.

    It brought her attention to his hands. He was so absorbed in looking at the books that he wasn’t focused on her. She unabashedly stared at him.

    His hands were just as broad and strong as you’d expect. But there was something about them… something that almost brought up a flicker of the dream she’d had this morning.

    Once he was done, he turned and nodded at her. “You sure this is all you’ve got?”

    “I am. We don’t have the book you’re after, Mr. Croft. I’m sorry.”

    A muddled
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