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      I’ve put together this collection to help new readers get acquainted with my writing.

      In it, you’ll find three short stories, Mortal Wish (part of the Scanguards Vampires universe), Steal Me (a standalone romantic suspense set in London), and The Wrong Suitor (a Western), as well as excerpts to all my other books (50 in total!), including an early preview of my new werewolf series, Werewolf Alliance.

      I’ve been writing since 2008, and publishing romance novels since 2010. I’m a very prolific author, and sometimes it can be a bit daunting to wade through my various series to decide what to read next. This compilation will make it easier for you to decide if you’ll enjoy my romance novels (and my one and only thriller, Eyewitness). I write about Vampires (Scanguards Vampires & Venice Vampyr), Greek Gods (Out of Olympus), Demons and Immortals (Stealth Guardians), psychic CIA Agents (Code Name Stargate), Time Travelers (Time Quest), Bachelors (The Hamptons Bachelor Club), and Werewolves (Werewolf Alliance).

      

      This collection includes:

      Out of Olympus: Excerpts from 4 novels

      The Hamptons Bachelor Club: Excerpts from 6 novels

      Time Quest: Excerpts from 2 novellas

      Code Name Stargate: Excerpts from 5 novels

      Venice Vampyr: Excerpts from 4 novellas

      Stealth Guardians: Excerpts from 7 novels

      Scanguards Vampires: Excerpts from 19 novels and 1 novella

      Excerpts from my Thriller: Eyewitness

      Free short story: Mortal Wish

      Free short story: Steal Me

      Free short story: The Wrong Suitor

      Preview of my new series, Werewolf Alliance: New Blood

      

      I hope you’ll find a series that you enjoy!
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      A fast-paced, sexy, and magical high-stakes Greek Mythology Romantasy full of action and humor:

      Out of Olympus is a humorous and sexy paranormal romantic comedy series following the romantic adventure of four gods in Charleston, South Carolina: Triton, Dionysus, Hermes, and Eros. It's full of mischief, laughter, comedic scenes, sensual love scenes, witty dialogue, and a little slapstick. Interference by Zeus and Hera, and other Greek Gods, is guaranteed!

      

      
        
        Reading Order:

        Book 1: A Touch of Greek

        Book 2: A Scent of Greek

        Book 3: A Taste of Greek

        Book 4: A Hush of Greek
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      “A blind woman? That’s your brilliant plan?” Triton shook his head at his friend Dionysus who nodded eagerly.

      “Of course. It makes perfect sense. A blind woman won’t love you for your beauty, because she can’t see you. Now you just need to pick one, and you’re on your way home.”

      The god of wine and ecstasy had a self-satisfied grin on his face. His dark looks were in stark contrast to Triton’s blond hair and sun-kissed skin. Dionysus was a handsome god, Triton had to admit—at least to any woman who was into the dark and brooding look.

      Triton’s bare ass still hurt from his rough landing in a stone garden behind an old house. If it had been Zeus’s idea of a joke to drop him there, naked and without any means of procuring clothes, then Triton failed to see the humor in it.

      At least Dionysus had heard his calls immediately, just like any god could hear a mortal’s call for help if addressed by his name. He’d listened to Triton’s story and acted. After supplying him with a decent set of clothes, Dionysus had disappeared again.

      Triton felt better now that he was dressed, and luckily Dionysus’s taste in fashion was impeccable, as was his eye for size. The jeans fit like a glove, hugging Triton’s backside tightly.

      As he’d walked through this strange new city, map in hand like a hapless tourist to follow Dionysus’s directions, he’d noticed more than one woman admiring the fit of his jeans—both front and back. Well, he wasn’t complaining.

      He wandered through this little town with its cobblestone streets, narrow alleys, and old brick and wood houses with their large ornate balconies and quaint inner courtyards to find the place where Dionysus expected him. But it was all too cute for his taste—wherever here was.

      Triton glanced back down at the map in his hands. Right, Charleston, that’s what it said. And if that wouldn’t have explained it, he read the plaque on the building Dionysus was leaning against: Charleston School for the Blind.

      “Let’s go,” Dionysus suggested.

      Triton put his hand on his friend’s arm to hold him back. “You can’t just walk in there. It’s a school.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a school for the blind. Nobody will see us.”

      Triton had to admit that on one hand Dionysus’s plan was ingenious. If he could find a blind woman to romance, she would fall in love with him without being aware of his good looks, and Zeus’s challenge would be met. He’d be home in no time. But to go traipsing into a school for the blind and take advantage of a more than vulnerable woman—that went even beyond what Triton was prepared to do.

      Hesitantly, Triton entered the sheltered courtyard of the school and surveyed the scene in front of him. Children from the ages of about five through not older than seventeen were assembled in the grassy area. Some sat on benches, others stood around in groups, talking loudly. He couldn’t see any teachers. Where were they all? Wouldn’t at least one person be on duty to watch out for the kids?

      Triton let his gaze sweep over some of the older girls.

      “You can’t possibly expect me to ...” Triton started and swallowed hard. “They are kids. Your father clearly said woman, not girl. I’m not going to—”

      “I wish you wouldn’t call him that. I don’t even call him Father. What a father he’s been so far!” Dionysus was off on one of his rants. “All he wants from me is to set him up with gorgeous women. Can you imagine? My own father? And he started when he was still with my mother, as if ….”

      Triton tuned out his friend’s ramblings. He’d heard it all before: how Zeus had betrayed Dionysus’s mother—which technically wasn’t even correct since Dionysus’s mother Semele had merely been Zeus’s mistress—and how he felt abandoned, and at the same time, used by him, and how it had influenced Dionysus’s relationships with women. Complete psychobabble if anybody asked him.

      “Dionysus, focus!”

      “You’re not the only one who has problems, Triton!”

      Triton tossed him an impatient glare. “But mine are a bit more urgent right now. And this—” He gestured at the blind kids. “—this is not going to work, so let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Yes, but not without a woman for you,” Dionysus agreed.

      “What and take her with us? As in abduct? That’s gross even by your standards,” Triton retorted.

      Dionysus slapped his flat palm on Triton’s forehead. “Of course not, you idiot. We’ll watch her, follow her and find out where she lives. And then you’ll find a pretext to approach her and get to know her. You’ll have her panting for you in no time.”

      The plan wasn’t bad. But Triton didn’t feel like patting his friend on the back for his ingenious idea. He felt repulsed by it.

      “Okay, then,” Dionysus continued. “Which one of these little fillies do you fancy?” He pointed at a group of three girls who looked to be around seventeen. All three had fresh young faces attesting to their youth, but this wasn’t Olympus, where any girl over fourteen was considered a woman. This was the mortal world, which had different standards.

      They were kids, hardly women.

      “Go on, pick one,” Dionysus urged again. How low did he think Triton would go? But before he could tell Dionysus to forget the whole idea, he heard a scream from behind.

      “Pedophile!”

      The scream filled the courtyard a moment before a cane hit against Triton’s calf.

      “What the fuck?” he hissed and swung around to face his attacker.

      The cane belonged to a boy who was no older than ten. While he was blind, he didn’t seem to have any problems figuring out where to hit Triton again and promptly repeated the assault.

      “Stop!” Triton yelled.

      “Pedophile! Help!” the boy screamed again, attracting more attention from his classmates now. Led by the boy’s shouts, more of them came toward him and Dionysus.

      “Fuck,” Dionysus ground out. “This is not good.”

      “You think?”

      More kids surrounded them, and suddenly they all started screaming and shouting. Words like pedophile, jerk, and kidnapper flew freely around the courtyard. He and Dionysus fended off the furious blows of their canes.

      “Great, now see what you’ve gotten us into,” Triton complained.

      Triton felt another painful hit against his thigh, followed by one on his ass before he heard an authoritative adult voice.

      “What on earth is going on here?”

      Triton looked in the direction of the voice and saw one of the teachers look out from a window. The woman stared right at him. Damn, she was obviously not blind.

      “Pedophile!” several of the kids yelled again.

      “Police,” another one screamed.

      “We’ve gotta get out of here! Run!” Triton called toward his friend who was in the midst of fighting off a vicious attack from a couple of twelve-year-olds. Kids shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near those deadly instruments they wielded right now—those canes.

      Triton had to get the hell out of there before anybody could give an accurate description of him and deliver him to the authorities, cutting his sojourn in this lovely Southern city short.

      Triton ran past Dionysus, grabbed him by his arm and jerked him away from the two little assailants. In the distance, a police siren blared already. Who’d ever said the South was slow?

      He exchanged frantic looks with Dionysus and launched into a sprint out the school gate.

      “This way,” Dionysus ordered.

      Triton followed him along the narrow side street. He tripped over a missing cobblestone, but caught himself in time and continued running.

      The siren came closer and could only be a block away now. Dionysus dove into an alley, Triton close on his heels. After half a block, his friend turned left into an old overgrown cemetery.

      Spanish moss hung from the weeping willows, and weeds graced the old tombstones. The filtered sunlight shining onto the graves made for an eerie atmosphere.

      Breathing heavily, Triton followed Dionysus’s example and let himself fall against a gravestone. His chest heaved from the unexpected exercise. He wasn’t used to running. As a sea god he was an excellent swimmer, and he missed the water, but on dry land he was merely average. To really relax now, he’d give anything to feel the ocean’s waves break against his body.

      “That was close.” Triton exhaled and wiped a pearl of sweat off his forehead.

      He’d had it with Dionysus for today. Seducing a woman was one thing, going after a blind one—and one who was barely a woman at that—was something even he as a god could not stomach. Sure, the gods weren’t exactly known for their humane treatment of mortals, but to seduce a blind teenage girl? Only the most depraved of gods would sink that low. And for all his callousness, even Triton drew the line somewhere.

      “I need a drink now.”

      “Sounds like an excellent idea,” Dionysus agreed. He wasn’t the god of wine for nothing.

      “Without you,” Triton barked.
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      Ariadne squinted in the dark and read the numbers on the cute two-story cottage. If her memory hadn’t failed her, this was Dio’s place. She remembered the address from when she’d had a case of wine delivered to him, but she’d never been here before. From what she could make out in the dark, there were two mailboxes, so the cottage had obviously been split into two apartments.

      “Your keys,” she asked and stretched out her hand.

      A surprised frown crossed his features. “Don’t you have keys? I mean, don’t we live together?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “But we’re engaged.” He said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world that engaged couples lived together. If they were really engaged, then they probably would live together. So many couples did. What better way to really get to know somebody before marriage?

      “We’re not yet married,” she added.

      “You should at least have a key to my apartment.”

      “You never offered.” And why should he? They’d only been dating for two weeks.

      Suddenly a bout of nausea hit her. What if Dio gained back his memory in a few hours and her whole charade would blow up in her face? She should have never lied to him.

      Don’t second-guess yourself, the voice in her head chided. He needs to be taught a lesson.

      No, she had to tell him the truth. She steeled herself and looked at him again, but the words that came out of her mouth weren’t what she’d planned. “So, where are your keys?” Why was she such a coward?

      He rummaged in his pants pockets and pulled out a keychain, but he didn’t hand it to her and instead unlocked the door himself. A moment later, the light in the foyer came on, and Ariadne followed him inside.

      “Upstairs or downstairs?” he asked.

      Panic skidded through her. She eyed the door to her right, where a brass letter gleamed. ‘B’ it said simply, which meant apartment A had to be upstairs. But she remembered clearly that on his wine order neither A nor B had been listed. He’d only given the house number. Frantically, the reels in her mind spun. Would he live upstairs or downstairs? If she brought him to the wrong apartment now, he’d never believe that they were engaged.

      She let her eyes glide over his body, and despite the rumpled clothes and the bloodstains on them, she knew they were expensive. The wine he’d ordered hadn’t been of the cheap varietal either and whenever he’d taken her out, he’d insisted on paying. The restaurants he’d taken her to had been the best in the city. No, she was pretty sure that Dio was reasonably well off. So, would he really live in a downstairs apartment where he’d be subjected to the sound of footsteps from above?

      “Upstairs, of course,” she said and prayed that her hunch was correct.

      Her heels echoed on the wooden steps as she followed him up the narrow stairway. She was glad that he went first. If she was wrong and his key didn’t fit, at least she wouldn’t be trapped between the closed door and his body and have to face the inquisition. She could simply bolt. And maybe that would be the preferred course of action in any case since she could clearly not muster the courage to tell him the truth. She darted a cautious glance over her shoulder, eyeing her escape route and wishing she wasn’t wearing high heels.

      Chicken! her inner voice chastised. Remember, you want to teach him a lesson because he hurt you.

      Ari swallowed away her doubts and lifted her head.

      That’s the spirit!

      Now if she could only stop talking to herself in her head, things would be perfect.

      The clicking of the lock and the sound of the old door hinges made her release the breath she’d been holding. Lucky guess, Sherlock! It seemed that the many hours spent reading detective novels had sharpened her powers of deduction and finally paid off. Putting two and two together had resulted in her guessing the correct apartment.

      “Aren’t you coming in?” Dio stood holding the door open for her, the apartment behind his broad shoulders flooded in light.

      “Sure, of course.” Ari crossed the threshold and heard him close the door behind her.

      The place wasn’t big. There was no foyer. Instead, she already stood in the open plan kitchen—or rather, kitchenette—which quickly melted into a comfortably furnished but utterly male living area: a big flat screen TV dominated one wall, and in front of it an oversized black leather couch took over most of the floor space. Tasteful modern prints adorned the walls, and rugs hid the worn—and most likely original—wooden floor.

      She watched as Dio inspected the place like a new tenant would during an open house. He strode through an open door.

      “The bedroom,” she heard him say.

      Ari planted her feet firmly in the living room, determined not to follow him into the bedroom. No, that was definitely a place where she had no intention of being caught alone with him.

      “Don’t you want to see?” he asked and turned back to her.

      “Seen it already,” she lied.

      Dio came back into the living room. “Guess I’m the only one for whom this is new.”

      She gave him a faint smile. “I think we should clean your wounds and see whether you need some bandages.” The least she could do in exchange for deceiving him was to take care of his injuries.

      Ari turned on her heel and headed for the bathroom. The sooner she helped him take care of his wounds, the faster she could leave and bring her thundering heart under control. She had hoped that after the way he’d treated her, she wouldn’t feel this continuing attraction for him. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. Seeing him like this when he seemed vulnerable, his arrogance stripped away like dead skin, made her feel almost protective of him. He needed her now that he knew nothing about his old life.

      When Dio stepped into the small bathroom behind her, she felt his presence physically. She busied herself with searching for a first aid kit but found none. Figured. She would just have to do with some clean hand towels and warm water.

      She raised her lids and saw him inspecting his face in the mirror.

      “Shit, I look like crap!”

      She chuckled. “Not all the time.” It was out before she could stop herself. And it was true; Dio was a handsome man, even though his face was in bad shape right now. But underneath lay more beauty than any man should possess.

      He grinned at her admission. “I’m glad to hear that. I’d hate it if you’d merely settled for me when I know you can have any man you want.” He swept an appreciative gaze over her face, and Ari felt her cheeks heat at his hidden compliment. Did he really mean that? But if he did, why had he broken up with her? It made no sense.

      “Go ahead and sit on the toilet there so I can tend to your face.”

      When she turned back to him, a moist towel in her hand, Dio sat there like a good boy and surveyed her expectantly. His legs were spread eagle the way a dominant man sat. It left her no choice but to stand in between his thighs to get close enough to clean up his face.

      Some of the blood was now encrusted along his lips and around his eyes and nose. Ari shelved his chin on one hand and applied the wet edge of the towel to his skin, gently forming circles to remove the blood without putting too much pressure on the cuts and bruises beneath.

      When she wiped away the blood around his bruised eye, he winced and pulled back, but she didn’t let go of his face.

      “Keep still, or it’ll take longer.”

      “Thanks for doing this.”

      “Mmm hmm.” He had no idea how hard it was for her to touch him. It reminded her of the night before, and she didn’t want to be reminded of that right now, not when her feelings were in such an uproar—when one minute she wanted to hurt him and the next make love to him.

      “What do I normally call you?”

      “What do you mean?” Ari concentrated on the cut next to his right eye.

      “Like ‘sweetheart’ or ‘darling’ or ‘baby’?” he asked.

      At the sound of the endearments, she felt heat course through her. A bittersweet memory surfaced: he’d called her ‘my love’ last night. “You call me Ariadne.”

      His eyebrows rose in surprise. “I think we’re gonna have to change that.”

      “That’s my name, and nobody’s ever complained about it,” she protested, stiffening slightly. Well, maybe Dio hadn’t been stripped of his arrogance by losing his memory. Some character traits definitely remained, amnesia or not.

      Dio suddenly placed his hands on the back of her thighs, startling her. “It’s a beautiful name. But I think I’d like to call you ‘baby’. It feels rights.”

      Ari froze in her movements. He wanted to use an endearment on her? “Why?”

      A confused frown swept over his face. “Does there have to be a reason other than that I obviously love you, considering we’re engaged?”

      “But how would you know that you love me? You’ve lost your memory.”

      “I can feel it.” He lifted one hand from her thighs and took hers, leading it to his chest. Under her palm, his heart beat in a rapid rhythm. “When I’m near you, my heart beats faster.”

      She tried to pull her hand away, but he kept it captured beneath his. “That’s probably because of the trauma you sustained.”

      He shook his head. “No, and you know why I know that’s not the case?”

      Ari held her breath. Had he regained his memory already and was taunting her now? She didn’t dare answer, and a moment later, he guided her hand down his torso until her palm felt the hot pulsing length of his erection. His eyes connected with hers. “I know it because I’m hard when I’m around you.”

      She pulled her hand back. She couldn’t go down that road as tempting as it was. It hadn’t worked the first time.

      “There’s no need to be shy, baby.” He lifted his hand to her face and stroked her cheek. “I know that I can’t remember anything about our lives together, but I don’t want you to worry for even one second that I don’t love you anymore.” Then he drew her closer. “My lips might be split and my face a disaster right now, but the rest of my body is working just fine. Let’s go to bed, baby, and I’ll make sure you won’t even know that I’ve lost my memory.”

      The implications of his words were crystal clear. But if she had any doubts, his hands wiped them away as they slid over her backside, stroking her suggestively. Before she could succumb to the delicious sensation his touch conjured up in her, she pulled herself out of his embrace.

      “We can’t do that!” Because what guarantee did she have that he’d stay with her once he’d slept with her?

      “Of course, we can,” he said and rose, coming after her.

      Ari braced her hands against his chest so he couldn’t pull her closer while her mind worked frantically on coming up with an explanation why she couldn’t hop into bed with him despite the fact that she told him they were engaged.

      “We’ve decided to wait,” she blurted.

      “Wait? Wait for what?”

      She scrambled for another word. “We’re celibate.”

      “Celibate?” Dio’s forehead scrunched up as if he didn’t understand that word either.

      “Yes,” she said more firmly now, an idea forming in her head. “We’ve agreed to be abstinent until our wedding night.”
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      Gone!

      Once more, Hermes searched the guest room in Triton and Sophia’s bed and breakfast that he’d spent the previous night in, but the result remained the same. His winged sandals had disappeared.

      He’d come to visit his best friend Triton, the god of seafarers and sailors who lived in Charleston with his mortal wife Sophia. Ever since not only Triton but also his fellow god Dionysus, the god of wine and ecstasy, had taken up residence in this charming southern town, he and his friend Eros visited quite often.

      Hermes walked out onto the balcony and looked down at the fountain, then perused the balcony. Nothing.

      The French doors of the room next to his opened, and Eros stepped out onto the balcony, stretching. “Hey, morning! Isn’t it a great day?”

      The love god’s grin was just a little too cheerful, and there were only two reasons why Eros would grin like this: either he’d gotten laid the night before, or he’d pulled a prank on somebody.

      Hermes jumped over the low divider that separated the balconies from each other and peeked into Eros’s room. The bed was empty, and there was no sign of a woman.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      He turned back to his fellow god. “Give ‘em back. Now!”

      Eros tossed him a confused look. “Huh? Give what back?”

      Hermes slammed him against the wall. “Give me back my sandals, you idiot! I’m not in the mood for your stupid jokes this morning.”

      “I didn’t take your frilly sandals! So get off me! What would I do with them? Do you see me flying around?” Eros pushed him off and pulled his T-shirt straight. “I would have gone to sleep at my palace on Olympus had I known I’d be accosted this morning.”

      Hermes tilted his head. “You really don’t have them?”

      “No! Go look someplace else. Why am I always the first to be accused? Last time I checked, the house belonged to Triton. Doesn’t that mean he’s got keys to every room?”

      Hermes took a step back. Eros was right. Triton had had every opportunity to sneak into his room and take the sandals.

      “That jerk!” he growled and rushed through Eros’s room, yanking open the door to the hallway, when he felt Eros behind him. “Why are you following me?”

      Eros grinned unashamedly. “You didn’t think I was gonna miss a fight, did you?”

      Hermes rolled his eyes, then continued on his quest and hurried upstairs, taking two steps at a time. He didn’t bother knocking on the door of Triton and Sophia’s private studio, and simply pushed it open.

      “Triton,” he bellowed, walking inside.

      Triton appeared from the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, water dripping down his shoulders. “What in Hades is going on? Can’t you knock?”

      “My sandals. I want them back. Now!”

      “I don’t have your bloody sandals. Why would I have your sandals?”

      “Very funny,” Hermes shot back. “But the game is over.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve lost your sandals.” The seriousness in Triton’s voice, coupled with his incredulous look turned Hermes’ annoyance into worry. Triton wasn’t that good of an actor. If he didn’t have his sandals, then who did?

      “They’re gone!” Hermes ran a shaking hand through his hair. “Fuck!” He looked at both his friends again, when he noticed Sophia enter the studio.

      “What’s the ruckus about? Are you guys forgetting that we have guests here? And it’s Sunday, everybody’s still sleeping!” Sophia chastised them.

      “Sorry, baby, but it looks like Hermes misplaced his sandals,” Triton said calmly. Then he looked back at him. “Have you tried to teleport?”

      Hermes shook his head. Then he tried just that, concentrating on the place he wanted to go: Dio’s apartment in the city. If neither Eros nor Triton had his sandals, then Dio had to have played this prank on him. He hoped he was right.

      His body didn’t move. He tried again. “I can’t teleport.”

      “Fuck! This can’t be happening!” Eros yelled and knocked his fist against Hermes’ forehead. “You idiot, I’ve got a hot date in Greece tonight!”

      Sophia shot Eros an inquisitive look. “What’s that got to do with Hermes’ sandals?”

      “Everything!” Eros cried out.

      Triton looked at his wife, his face etched with concern. “If Hermes can’t teleport, that means that every god, including Zeus, will have lost his power to teleport. Because the power to teleport lies in Hermes’ sandals, and that power is only active when the sandals are in the possession of a god.”

      Hermes swallowed, his stomach turning at the implication. “That means a mortal has them.”

      And there was only one mortal who could have taken them. No, not just taken—stolen! His precious sandals.

      Zeus would have his hide once he found out.

      
        
        Enjoyed the sample?

      

        

      
        Purchase the book here:

        Tina’s Store (US, AUS, CA, NZ readers only)

        Kindle

        Google Play

        Kobo

        Apple

        Nook

        Smashwords

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT FROM A HUSH OF GREEK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cover a hush of greek]
        

      

      Love. The biggest con of all time!

      Eros huffed and strolled aimlessly along sleepy King Street in the center of Charleston. A canopy of sparkling stars blanketed the night sky, providing a romantic backdrop for the cozy restaurants lining the street, many of which had thrown open their windows and French doors to provide al fresco dining on this unusually warm Valentine’s Day. But there was no romance in the air.

      Despite the tempting offers of half-price prix-fixe dinners for couples, there were few takers. No young lovers walked hand-in-hand to celebrate their new relationship, no marriage proposals were being made tonight. All because of Eros.

      It was ironic. He’d always loved Valentine’s Day, because it was the day on which he could see the fruits of his labor in all their glory. First love, engagements, happy couples. It was what he’d lived for ever since he could remember. Being the god of love had seemed like the best job in the world. Shooting his arrows and making mortals fall in love had never been a chore. He’d taken pride in it, and his heart had warmed every time he watched another couple fall in love and start a life together.

      But he hadn’t had the same luck he’d bestowed on so many mortals. No, he, the god of love, had experienced heartbreak so painful that it had obliterated his belief in love altogether. He now knew that love was only an illusion. It wasn’t real. Never had been. So how could he in good conscience make mortals fall in love, when he knew that it was all a lie? Why do it when it would all end in pain and sorrow, in tears and broken hearts? No, he couldn’t be that cruel.

      So he’d done the only thing he could to save the mortals from what he’d been through: he stopped shooting his arrows. While some mortals still fell in love for some inconceivable reason, they made up only a tiny percentage of the world’s population. The rest needed that little push that his arrows provided. And which he was now withholding.

      As he continued walking, restaurant owners tried to entice him to enter their establishments, but he declined and continued on his aimless path. He passed a shop called In Vino Veritas, a wine store, which belonged to the wife of his fellow god Dionysus. Dio had found love with a mortal several years earlier. But how long would it last? What if Ariadne were to leave Dionysus too, despite having given him a son in their first year of marriage? How could anybody ever be sure that their love would last? How could they live their lives with such uncertainty hanging over them, knowing it could end in a flash?

      A lightning bolt suddenly split the sky, followed by deafening thunder. Eros glanced up at the cloudless canopy and lifted his right hand, middle finger extended.

      “Screw you, Zeus!” he hissed under his breath.

      Eros knew all too well that he was being summoned, but he had no intention of accepting Zeus’s invitation to join him on Mount Olympus. Apparently, Zeus didn’t appreciate that, because a few moments later, more lightning lit up the night sky, and the rumbling thunder grew more threatening.

      “I heard you the first time, old man,” Eros grunted. “Can’t you take a hint?”

      All of a sudden, he felt a surge go through his body, and realized he was being teleported away.

      “No, and apparently you can’t either,” Eros heard Zeus say the moment he felt solid ground under his feet again.

      He didn’t have to glance around to know where he was. This was Zeus’s study in his palace on Mount Olympus. It was early morning here. Large French doors led out to a terrace overlooking the mortal world of Greece, while a large, round, mirror-like inlay in the floor provided Zeus with a view to anywhere in the world: his all-seeing eye. The room was as opulent as the mortals would imagine the god of the gods’ palace to be: white marble everywhere, columns galore, murals on the walls, and skylights in the ceiling. But Eros didn’t take even a second to appreciate the beauty in front of him. Nor to greet his grandfather, who looked like a handsome man in his prime, impeccably dressed, as always, in designer clothes that made him look like he’d just come back from a fashion shoot for a men’s magazine.

      “What do you want?” Eros barked.

      “A little respect would go a long way, boy.”

      “I’m not your boy!”

      “Then why are you behaving like one? You’ve been neglecting your duties.”

      Eros narrowed his eyes. “Leave me be.” He tried to turn and teleport away, but felt a strange force rooting his feet to the ground, rendering him immobile.

      “Obviously you’re not going anywhere. So you might as well listen to what I’ve got to say.”

      “A whole lot of good that’ll do,” Eros grunted under his breath.

      “In light of the fact that you’d rather be somewhere else, I’ll make this quick,” Zeus said pleasantly.

      But Eros knew his grandfather well enough to know what was brewing under the other’s seemingly calm exterior. He’d been at the receiving end of one of Zeus’s rants before and knew what was coming. He wasn’t afraid. There was nothing the old man could do or say to sway him. His mind was made up: there would be no more romantic love in the mortal world.

      “Do you have any idea of the problems your inaction has caused?” Zeus thundered, his face suddenly only inches from Eros’s though he hadn’t seen the god of gods move.

      Fuck! He hated it when Zeus did that. It involuntarily made his heart race, and he’d vowed never to let Zeus rattle him. Instinctively, he balled his hands into fists. He’d never struck his grandfather, but there was a first time for everything.

      “Not talking, are you, boy?”

      He hated that, too, the way Zeus called him boy as if he were a servant, not a fellow god. But he’d be damned if he let the old man goad him into a response.

      “Then let me lay it out for you, since you clearly can’t see your own mistakes.” He pointed to the eye in the floor. “Businesses are closing because of you: florists, wedding planners, hotels, wedding chapels, wedding dress designers. There’s a shortage of housing, because nobody’s moving in together anymore. Restaurants are empty. Nobody’s going on dates. Midwives are abandoning their profession. Do you get the picture?”

      Eros tightened his shoulders. “Are you done?”

      “No, I’m not done! I’ll be done when you start doing your job again! You’re the god of love, for fuck’s sake! You have a duty. And you’ve been slacking off for how long? A year? Eighteen months?”

      Eros filled his lungs with air, unable to hold back the answer. “One year, two months, and thirteen days, since you’re asking.” As if he could ever forget the day he’d been betrayed.

      “Pull yourself together. I’ve given you some time, boy. I’ve been lenient, but this has gotten out of control. Aphrodite is appalled at your behavior.”

      “Let’s leave my mother out of this.”

      “Let’s not.” One side of Zeus’s lip curled up slightly. He knew about Eros’s unconditional love for his mother and would exploit it if it suited him.

      “Cheap shot, Zeus, even for you.”

      “Would you rather we involve your father?”

      Eros contemplated his grandfather’s words for a moment. Zeus was locked in a constant battle with Ares, the god of war, and had done everything to destroy the union between him and Aphrodite. Maybe because Zeus had wanted Aphrodite for himself—lecherous old fool. However, there was no way Zeus would admit to Ares that he couldn’t bring Eros back in line. So Eros called his bluff.

      “Given that good old Dad loves a good war, I think he’ll be on my side in this little dispute.” He folded his arms over his chest, waiting.

      Zeus poked his index finger into Eros’s pectorals. “You listen to me, boy. You get that magical bow and arrow of yours and start shooting twenty-four hours a day.”

      Eros didn’t budge an inch. “Shoot ‘em yourself.”

      Zeus raised his arms, and suddenly bolts of lightning shot from his fingers. The lightning bolts exited through the doors and rolled down the mountain. His anger was palpable now.

      “You know as well as I do that you’re the only one who can shoot the arrows.”

      Eros was fully aware of it. Should another god ever shoot one of his arrows and hit someone, it could have devastating consequences. He remembered all too well what had happened to Triton after Orion had shot him with one of Eros’s arrows. Triton, who’d temporarily lost his godly powers, fell in love, even though the arrows normally had no effect on a god. And even after gaining his powers back, Triton remained in love with his now-wife Sophia, although the effect should have vanished at that point. Eros could only speculate what would happen if another god shot mortals with the magical arrows. Quite possibly they could even have the opposite effect.

      But he shrugged nevertheless, because he didn’t care anymore. He’d stopped caring a year, two months and thirteen days ago. “Too bad. Guess we’re done here.”

      “I say when we’re done!” Zeus thundered even louder than before. “I will punish you! You hear me?”

      “I hear you, and so does half of Greece.” Eros jerked his thumb over his shoulder indicating the mortal world below the mountain. “Go ahead. Punish me! See if I care.”

      To his surprise, Zeus let out a heavy sigh. “Why, Eros?”

      “True love is a lie. I should have seen it earlier.” He stared right at his grandfather, hoping that maybe now he would understand. “How can I do this to those mortals? Make them fall in love and then watch as they get their heart ripped out? Have some compassion!”

      “We all get disappointed from time to time,” Zeus hedged.

      “Disappointed? You think I’ve been disappointed? Try betrayed.” The thought of it still produced a bitter taste in his mouth.

      “Nothing can have been so bad—”

      Eros lifted his hand. “How would you know? You’ve never loved anybody but yourself.”

      Zeus lifted an eyebrow in apparent surprise. Slowly, he shook his head. “I’ve loved many women.”

      “You mean you lusted after them,” Eros corrected him. Zeus was well known for his raging libido, his affairs, and his many illegitimate children, both in the world of the gods and the mortal world.

      Zeus narrowed his eyes. “I know the difference between love and lust. But maybe you need a lesson.”

      “Not interested.” Even lust had deserted him. He hadn’t touched a woman in over a year. He’d had no urge for sex, no appetite for chasing any woman, no interest in vigorous bed sport.

      For a moment, there was silence in Zeus’s study, then the god of gods turned abruptly and walked to his desk. He sat down, then looked up at Eros. “My blood runs through your veins. Don’t think you’re so different from me. You need love just as much as the rest of us. And I’m going to prove it to you.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that,” Eros scoffed. “Are we done?”

      “For today.”

      Eros turned on his heel.

      “And Eros, I don’t think you know what love is. Not yet, anyway,” Zeus claimed.

      “If that’s the case I’m sure not gonna learn it from you.” Choosing not to wait for Zeus’s retort, Eros teleported away.
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      “Holly, you home?” Sabrina called out and headed for the kitchen, placing the bags of groceries onto the counter. Before the ice cream could melt, she put it in the freezer and turned when she heard a sound coming from the bathroom down the hall.

      “Holly, you ok?”

      The bathroom door was ajar. Holly was crouching on the floor in front of the toilet. She was in her pink bathrobe and throwing up.

      “What’s wrong, sweetie? Did you eat something bad?”

      Sabrina squatted down and pulled her friend’s long blond hair back. Her face was ashen.

      “Don’t know. I was fine a couple of hours ago. But then …”

      Holly’s head veered toward the porcelain throne again, and she lost yet more of the contents of her stomach. Sabrina rose and seized a washcloth from the linen closet, soaking it in cold water before she sat next to her friend again.

      “Here you go, sweetie.” She pressed the cold cloth against Holly’s neck. “Just get it all out.”

      “You look stressed. Bad day?”

      Sabrina smiled gently. “Obviously not as bad as yours.”

      “Hannigan again?” Holly clutched her stomach again and held her head over the bowl.

      “Not any worse than before,” Sabrina lied. It was getting worse. He’d started making distinctly sexual suggestions and she’d run out of excuses to get out of his way. But she wasn’t going to burden Holly with this right now.

      “You should really do something about it.”

      “Well, let’s take care of you first before we make any plans on how to deal with Hannigan, shall we?”

      She helped Holly up and sensed how wobbly she was. Sabrina supported her weight while Holly cleaned her face and rinsed her mouth with mouthwash.

      “Do you want to stretch out on the couch or your bed?”

      “The couch, please.”

      While Sabrina helped her to the living room, the phone rang.

      “Let the machine get it. I can imagine who it is.”

      As soon as the beep sounded, an irritated female voice came through the answering machine. “Holly, it’s Misty. I know you’re there, so pick up the damn phone. Do you hear me? If you think you can just leave me a message to say you’re not taking tonight’s booking, you’ve got it coming. After what you did with the Japanese client last week, I have no more patience with you.”

      Holly scowled.

      “All the other girls are booked, so there’s nobody to take your place. You’ll work tonight, no matter how sick you are, or you won’t work for me anymore. Do you hear me? And I’ll make sure nobody else in town will hire you either. I hope we understand each other. I want you at the Mark Hopkins Intercontinental, Room 2307 tonight at 7pm, or you’re fired.”

      The machine stopped.

      “Old hag!” Holly croaked, her voice hoarse from throwing up.

      “What was that with the Japanese client?”

      “Pervert.” At first it looked like Holly didn’t want to give any more information, but Sabrina knew her friend well and knew that eventually she’d tell her what she wanted to know. Holly wasn’t one to keep secrets.

      “So, we’re in his hotel room, and I think he just wants what most of these guys want. But no, that man had to go all kinky on me. He brought with him these little steel balls on a chain, and you really don’t want to know what he wanted me to do with them …”

      Sabrina gave her a look, confirming that no details were necessary. She’d already received more information than she cared for.

      “So, anyway, I bolted, and when Misty found out, she basically put me on probation. Said if I walked out on a client again, she’d fry my ass. Pardon my French.”

      Holly’s French was never the problem. In fact, most of her clients liked her French and anything else she could do with her tongue. Sabrina shook her head and laughed.

      “Let me make you some chamomile tea.”

      While she busied herself in the large eat-in kitchen and tried to find some dry crackers to go with the tea, Sabrina wondered whether any of her colleagues would find it strange that she shared a flat with a professional escort.

      She and Holly had grown up together in a small town on the East Bay. They’d been best friends back then and had reconnected after college when they’d found out that they both had decided to move to San Francisco. Nothing had been more natural than sharing a flat.

      While Sabrina went on to go to law school, Holly had bounced from one job to the next until she’d realized that there was an easier way to make money.

      Blond and blue-eyed, she was quite a beauty. In the right clothes, she was a stunner. So why go out on dates with guys, who’d just buy her dinner and then expected her to sleep with them, when she could actually get paid for what she was going to do anyway?

      Of course, there were always clients like the Japanese businessman from the previous week, but according to Holly most of the guys were normal men, mostly businessmen from out of town feeling lonely.

      At first, Sabrina had been shocked at Holly’s choice to become an escort, but when she saw that Holly enjoyed her job, at least most of the time, and had remained the same kind of person, who she was before her odd career choice, she’d stopped trying to change her friend.

      In any case, Holly’s large income had come in handy when Sabrina hadn’t been able to maintain her part-time waitress job during the last year of law school due to the demands of her studies. Holly had taken over paying the entire rent for the flat and always made sure the fridge was stocked.

      Her friend had never let her pay anything back, not even now when Sabrina had gotten a job that paid her well enough to put a few hundred dollars aside every month. What were friends for, Holly had insisted. She was more a sister to her than a friend, and she knew Holly felt the same about her.

      Holly was still as pale as Snow White when Sabrina brought her the tea and made her sip some of it. She was propped up on a couple of cushions.

      “You can’t possibly work tonight. She’ll have to understand that.”

      Holly frowned. “That’s what I told her, but you heard what she said. If I don’t get my ass over there, I’m fired. And this time she means it.”

      Holly tried to sit up, but instantly dropped back into the cushions. “Oh, damn. So dizzy.”

      “You can’t go. I’ll call her and explain it.” Sabrina got up but felt herself be pulled back by Holly’s hand.

      “You’re not my mother, so don’t. There’s no use. She’s about as understanding as Scrooge.”

      “Can’t you find anybody to sub for you?” Surely there were other girls, who could take this call for her. There wasn’t any convention in town at the moment, so business should be slow.

      “I’m not a teacher, Sabrina, I’m an escort. We don’t have a central system that we call when we need a substitute.”

      “There must be some independents out there. Don’t you know anybody?” There was no way she’d let Holly work tonight. She needed her rest to recover from whatever bug she’d picked up. What if she had salmonella poisoning?

      “What? You wanna do it?” Holly laughed and then stared at Sabrina’s shocked face.

      “Oh, come on, I wouldn’t know what to do.” She and sex weren’t exactly on speaking terms right now. She’d barely dated in years, and hadn’t … Well, never mind. It wasn’t an option. The closest she’d gotten to sex in the last three years was listening to Holly’s stories about her clients.

      “It would be perfect. Just look at it like a date.”

      “Out of the question.” Was Holly completely out of her mind? She probably had a fever. She put a hand on Holly’s forehead to feel if she was hot.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking if you’re feverish.”

      “I’m not. Listen, you might not even have to sleep with him. Some of the guys just want company.”

      “Like they pay that kind of money just to talk to somebody, puh-lease!” Sabrina huffed indignantly. Not even she was that naïve. She knew exactly what an escort was expected to do, at least she knew enough from the stories Holly had told her. There was no need to find out first hand.

      “And besides, I have enough trouble just fending off Hannigan every day.”

      “Well, that guy’s a jerk. I don’t know why you haven’t kicked him in the balls yet. I’ll do it for you, if you let me.” Holly’s grin turned truly wicked.

      “Maybe I’ll let you do that one day. In the meantime, I still need my job.” Sabrina tried not to think of the predicament she was in. She wanted her career to flourish, but she didn’t want to do it at the expense of her integrity. Giving in to Hannigan would mean plum assignments to interesting cases, but nothing disgusted her more than the thought of Hannigan touching her. She’d rather have leeches put on her skin.

      “And I need mine. We’re in the same boat.” Holly’s voice sounded resigned.

      Sabrina gave her a long look. “I can’t. I can’t just sleep with some guy I don’t know.”

      “When did you last have sex?”

      “You mean sex other than with a battery operated device made in China?”

      “Yes, sex with a man.”

      “You know that as well as I do, so what’s that got to do with anything?”

      “When?”

      “First year of law school. As if you didn’t know the story—hell, everybody watching YouTube sure had a good look at my ass.” Sabrina shuddered at the memory of it. Without her knowledge, Brian had videotaped them having sex and then posted it on YouTube for everybody to see.

      “That was quite unfortunate, I admit. However, you shouldn’t let one bad experience like that hold you back. You need to let loose, pretend to be somebody else and just let yourself go. You can’t wallow in those bad memories and be afraid of what the next guy is going to do. You’ve got to take charge of your life. If you assert yourself in your sex life, you’ll get what you want. So, don’t sit around like a wallflower. You’re pretty, you’re charming, you’re smart. You could be anything. And you could get any guy you wanted.”

      “I could never pull it off.” She could come up with a hundred reasons why she couldn’t do it. “I’m not like you, Holly. I don’t jump into bed with guys on the first date. Hell, I barely kiss on the first date. I’m so not a candidate for this.”

      “Bull! You took drama in college. Don’t tell me you can’t playact a little. Just pretend you’re me. In fact, that’s what you’ll have to do anyway, so the whole thing doesn’t blow up in your face, or in mine. You just go there and tell him you’re Holly Foster, and then you’ll behave like Holly Foster. Just pretend you’re going on a blind date.”

      Strangely, the more Holly marketed the idea, the less unreasonable it sounded.

      “A blind date? He’ll buy me dinner, and then he’ll expect to have sex with me. Like that?” Sabrina tried it on for size. It sounded strange in her ears. “Ridiculous. I’m not the type for this. You’ve known me all my life. What in my history makes you think I could even pull this off? The guy will see straight through me.”

      “Don’t be so paranoid. All he’ll see is your pretty face, and nothing else will matter. It’ll be like a date, only that he paid for it in advance. And you know exactly what’s coming. In fact, you’ll be in charge. Most guys let me take the lead. They want to be seduced. It’ll give you some practice. I tell you, you sure need it.”

      That jab hurt. Sabrina had put herself on the shelf after the disaster with Brian, who’d obviously just wanted to see if he could get her into bed so he could post a sex video on the internet. The humiliation was something she never wanted to feel again.

      “You need to get over it. What better way to do it, knowing exactly what you’re up against? It’s a one-night thing. He’s from out of town. You’ll never see him again. This is your chance to do something crazy, have fun, have fabulous sex, enjoy yourself, let loose.”

      Holly gingerly bit into a cracker as she glanced at Sabrina.

      Sabrina was torn. She wanted to help her best friend out of a jam. Holly had helped her out so many times over the last few years, and she really owed her. But this? How could she agree to pretend to be an escort and go to a strange man’s hotel room to have sex with him?

      If her parents ever found out, they’d be appalled and sink into the ground out of shame for their daughter. Yet, one thing Holly had said, stuck. She had wallowed in her bad memories and hadn’t let anybody close because of it. She was afraid of getting hurt again and had passed up sex because of it.

      Perhaps it wasn’t any worse than a blind date. Two strangers, a dinner, some sex. Wasn’t that what most men expected anyway from the women they dated? Only they got away cheaper, with just a lousy dinner. Why not sell herself for something more, something closer to what she was actually worth?

      And besides, she’d started missing sex and the touch of a man. You couldn’t cuddle with a vibrator. But her fear of being hurt again had held her back from dating. She’d figured that once she met the right guy, things would fall into place. But they hadn’t. She hadn’t met anybody, and she was just as lonely now as she was after the debacle in law school.

      Maybe Holly was right, and it was time to let loose and have one wild night with a stranger. Without regret, without ever having to see the guy again, so there could be no embarrassment and no hurt. He wouldn’t even know who she was. Anonymity was a great protector.

      “Will I have to ask him for the money upfront?”

      Holly smiled. “No. Everything’s already paid for through the office. No messy dealings with cash. It’ll be like a date.”

      Sabrina nodded slowly. There was no going back now. She had to be brave to help her friend—and herself in the process.

      “Ok. I’ll do it. I’ll be Holly Foster for tonight.”
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      The air was warm, the stars were bright, and the moon was full.

      Daniel laced his fingers with Sabrina’s. “How did you enjoy your time with my mom?”

      “I had a lot of fun,” she said honestly. “She’s a great woman.”

      “That she is. I’m glad you and she got on well.” He smiled.

      “We did. She talked about you a little. About how you love cannoli.”

      He chuckled. “I love more than just cannoli.” He tossed her a hungry look.

      She decided to ignore it, considering that they’d already reached a more populated area with people walking on the sidewalks and cars passing. This was not the place for a passionate kiss. Instead, she changed the subject.

      “It must have been wonderful growing up here. It’s so peaceful.”

      “It had its perks and its disadvantages.”

      “Disadvantages?”

      He motioned to the people around them. “Everybody knows everybody.”

      “And that’s not a good thing?”

      “Not when they constantly poke their noses in your business. Like the Boyds.”

      “Oh.” She knew Daniel had a point. But every town had people like the Boyds. It was unavoidable. Though she wished the Boyds didn’t know Audrey. Would Daniel’s ex-girlfriend always come up whenever they came to visit his parents?

      “Are the Boyds very good friends of your parents?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Rather acquaintances, I’d say. Mom never got very close to Linda. She finds her too cold and superficial. But Dad likes to play golf with Kevin, so Mom often gets stuck with entertaining Linda.”

      Sabrina sighed. “I feel for your mom having to be nice to Linda when she doesn’t really like her.”

      “She does it for Dad, really. I guess that’s part of being a couple, accepting the other’s friends, or at least tolerating them.”

      Daniel’s words made her think. Would she have to put up with friends of Daniel too and pretend to be pleased to see them even if she didn’t like them?

      “I’m a little worried about meeting your friends,” she confessed.

      He whirled his head to her, his eyebrows snapping together in confusion. “But why? Trust me, they’re nothing like the Boyds.”

      “It’s just, what if they don’t like me? Or what if I don’t like them?”

      “Of course they’ll like you!”

      “Did they like Audrey too?”

      Daniel stopped walking and faced her. “Why are you bringing up Audrey?”

      She pulled in a deep breath. “Because somebody will always bring her up. If not the Boyds then one of your friends.”

      Daniel ran a hand through his hair and let out a breath. “I have a past, Sabrina. We all do. I can’t change that. I can’t change the fact that Audrey and I dated and that my friends know her. We’ll have to deal with it as best we can.”

      She nodded. “It’s just . . . ”

      “What?” he asked encouragingly, his voice soft and pleading.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his. “Linda Boyd’s words made me feel so inadequate. As if I wasn’t good enough for you. I mean, in a way she’s right, isn’t she? You could have any woman you wanted, but you chose me.”

      “Exactly. I chose you. Because you’re exactly what I need and what I want. Don’t listen to people like Linda. There’s only venom coming from her mouth.” He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “We’re together, and nobody can change that.”

      Slowly, she nodded. “I’m just scared. Everything is so new. We barely know each other.”

      Daniel caressed her cheek with his knuckles. “Yes, it’s new. And a little scary. I get that. But we’ll make it. We belong together and we’ll prove it to everybody who might think otherwise.”

      “You think we can do that?” she whispered, moving closer.

      “I don’t only think so, I know so.”

      He dipped his head for a kiss and she savored the brief moment their lips touched. Daniel’s love was giving her strength. She wouldn’t disappoint him; she would do everything so that his friends and family accepted her.

      “Come, we’re almost here,” he said and squeezed her hand.

      Sabrina looked toward the large open space where a huge Ferris wheel and lots of smaller rides and booths had been built. The area was crowded, but the sounds of the rides and games and the squeals of laughter pulled her in. She felt like a child again.

      “Wow. I don’t think I’ve been to a fair like this since I was in high school.”

      “Neither have I, but I used to come to this every year when I was in school.” He let go of her hand and draped his arm around her shoulders. “What would you like to do first?”

      “I don’t know. Surprise me.” She smiled. As long as they did it together, she didn’t care.

      “We’ll start with the Haunted House.”

      “Way too creepy.” She shook her head. “That’s one ride I don’t like.”

      “I’ll protect you.” Daniel led her toward the ride.

      While Daniel purchased tickets at the booth, Sabrina looked around, watching the people as they walked from booth to booth, from ride to ride. Mostly adults and teenagers wandered around the fair grounds, since it was well past most children’s bedtime.

      “Ready?” Daniel said, waving the tickets in his hand and ushering her toward the entrance.

      An operator took their tickets and directed them toward a car that reminded her of an old bumper car.

      Once they were seated in it, Daniel put his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Sabrina leaned her head on his shoulder and slung her arm across his chest. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      When the car jerked to a start, she blew
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