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        Hermes promised I'd get to fly around on the back of Pegasus if I dedicated this novella to him.

      

      

      

      
        
        I'm still waiting for the follow through.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      "Hermes!"

      Of all the bad timing. Hermes stilled as he recognized the voice. Only one person could pack so much disapproval and judgment into two syllables. Unfortunately, the voice belonged to the one goddess he wasn't prepared to bump into. Bracing himself, he turned and faced her.

      Hybris, the goddess of hubris, glared daggers at him, arms crossed and one blood red, stiletto-heeled foot tapping impatiently. Her long dark hair wafted unnaturally in the breeze. It didn't muss itself; it fell back into a perfect arrangement, with nary a stray strand out of place. Human women must hate her.

      A mortal teenager several feet behind her elbowed his friend as he laughed obnoxiously. "Bro...I think that hot chick just told a dude he gave her herpes!" His friend gawked open-mouthed as he stared hard at Hybris' backside.

      "Hold your criticism on the tip of your tongue, please," Hermes muttered as he launched into flight.

      In a matter of three seconds, the tattooed wings around his ankles extended from his flesh, and he zipped toward the boys, knocked their heads together, and then returned to the precise spot he'd previously vacated. Mission accomplished, the white feathery appendages fluttered against his skin, sinking back inside and leaving the dark outline as the remaining visible evidence of their existence.

      "Was that necessary?" Hybris smirked as the humans rubbed their craniums and attempted to peel themselves and their skateboards from the ground. "You could have given those poor boys brain damage."

      "Like you actually care. They thought you said herpes. It pissed me off."

      "In their defense, your name is a one letter difference from herpes. It's funny. I will have to remember to call you that when you piss me off. Which is often." She felt the need to elaborate further and added, "Like now."

      "Can we get off the populated street? I need booze and a hot tub if I have to listen to whatever you came here to insinuate." He grabbed her arm, and pulled her against his chest. The middle of a tourist and paparazzi covered Los Angeles street didn't provide the best setting for their inevitable argument to occur. Her gasp of surprise made him grin as he lifted her in his embrace and soared away too quickly for the humans below to take notice. Before the goddess had anything to say about his manhandling, Hermes descended onto the back patio of his private Malibu beach house.

      On a whim, he dropped Hybris into the swimming pool. The shallow end.

      Seemed appropriate.

      The splash she made as she resurfaced for air was surprisingly louder, and less graceful, than the one she'd caused going in. Truthfully, there had never been a more beautiful sound of indignation.

      "You son of a bitch!"

      "Now that's a little harsh, don't you think? My mother had nothing to do with it."

      Hybris flashed herself out of the pool and attempted to shove him in, growling as she attacked. Hermes evaded her, and she almost fell in again.

      "I could do this all day, but get to the point. What have I done this time? Cut my hair too short? Wear too many flip-flops in winter? Make swim trunks fashionable? Every time you show up there's always some nitpicky reason." Her mere presence reminded him of things he'd taken for granted so long ago. The sight of her pained him, forcing him to divert his gaze, feigning distraction. Knowing what she did to him would only please her.

      Hybris wrung the water from her short black sundress—an absurd concept. Sundresses were supposed to be sunny, summery. Black was neither of those things, but then, neither was she. Hybris personified sultry to her very core. She'd lost one of her high heels to the depths of the pool. Realizing it about the same time he did, she reached down and removed the other, mumbling about them being ruined and chucked it at his head. Hermes ducked, but the window behind him proved less fortunate if the shattering crash afterward revealed anything.

      "As much as I would love to berate you for those hideous...swim trunks you called them?" She gestured at his orange shorts, no longer than his knees and splattered with navy blue anchors. "They are awful. That color is so...is so...appalling to my eyes. No matter. Not why I'm here." She straightened her posture, bracing for the attack. "You told Pan about me. We agreed he would never know."

      Stabbing pain sliced through the left side of his chest. A glance down revealed nothing had impaled him through the heart, though the skewer of her words had struck true. Remnants of the life they could have had, supposed to have had, haunted him. "You're about to have a grandchild. Do you really want to go through eternity never knowing your family?"

      She sniffed haughtily. "Do I look like a grandmother to you? I'm youthful. I'm gorgeous. I need to be out in the world using my charms on the dense humans and not wasting away indoors on a rickety rocker while life flies by unnoticed."

      Hermes wasn't surprised. Hybris' argument for why she didn't want to stay around for Pan never faltered. Nevertheless, she would never admit she'd sneaked back every now and then when Pan was a child to spend time with him. She assumed Hermes didn't know. For the longest time, he wondered if she'd run from Pan, or if she couldn't bear being with him anymore. Though, for the life of him, Hermes couldn't figure out what he'd done wrong. What made her leave him? What made her leave her son?

      Yet she'd secretly visited Pan in his youth. It never added up, her words and her actions.

      "He's in love with the child's mother," Hermes said. Hybris glanced at him, and he could tell she wanted more details. The arrogant tilt of her chin hinted she was too proud to ask. Perhaps the idea of love intrigued her, since Hybris was crippled by a pride strong enough to bring out the worst of it in others if she stayed in one place too long. She couldn't remain unaffected by her own powers, so Hermes believed her ability to love was flawed beyond measure.

      "The baby is due any day now, there have been two false alarms already, but it's time. They're having their wedding ceremony after Katerina has her figure back, or so she says."

      "Well, I don't blame her at all," Hybris bit out. "Who wants to be married and deal with stress when you have a watermelon about to fall out of your crotch?"

      "Ever the sympathetic one, love."

      "Sympathy is weakness."

      Hermes rolled his eyes. "Others would say the biggest weakness of all is hubris." Never a truer word. If there were a drum set nearby, he'd play a sting to emphasis his own barbed comment.

      "Only because they haven't had a piece of this," she pointed at herself with both thumbs. "I'm not weak."

      Methinks the lady doth protest too much.

      "I doubt they referred to how hubris fares in the sack." He wouldn't think about it. He wouldn't. Annnnnnnnnd I'm thinking about it. Damn.

      She sighed. "We're doing it again. The constant bickering. Why can't we be around each other for five minutes without doing this?"

      He put his hands around his neck and pretended to choke. Cough. "Hubris!" Cough. Cough.

      "I really hate you."

      "Not what you said the night you conceived."

      "Ass."

      As fun as grating her nerves could be, he really wasn't in the mood to go down nostalgia lane with her. "I don't have time for this, Hy. I have things to do. Important things." A promise made to a satyr, one Hermes intended to keep. A damsel in distress. Heroics and all.

      Hybris yawned. "Yeah. I see. Meandering around California and swimming at the beach is a matter of life or death."

      Shaking his head, he opened the glass door into the house and darted inside. He attempted to shut it behind him, but Hybris shoved past. Hermes made an extensive effort not to notice she still smelled like pomegranates.

      He failed.

      "Well, I was waiting for Zeus to summon me before you showed up with your judgy...judginess." He closed the door and turned back to find her relaxing on his couch, despite her soaking wet clothing. Rude.

      She studied her nails. "And did he?"

      "Not yet."

      "Then you aren't doing anything important." Her gaze flicked down to his groin. "Yet." Standing, Hybris advanced toward him.

      "No. Oh, no, no, no. No." Hermes rocketed away and hovered out of her immediate reach. "We are so not going there again. Not this time. Not this day. Not happening." Was she for real? After all she'd done, she wanted sex from him?

      Unsure if his ego or her influence on his personal hubris affected him, a warm smugness took hold. He'd always been cocky, but she could bring it out to the maximum.

      "And why not? I'm a beautiful woman, you desire me, and you have an open schedule. Take off your pants and pleasure me."

      She'd finally lost her ever-loving mind if she expected he would go there with her. Was she starving for another helping of his humiliation and hurt?

      "I'm not your love slave. Go find a witless human to dominate. See ya." And with a mocking salute, Hermes didn't pass Go or collect two hundred dollars as he bolted back out the door and toward Olympus. At least he could hide from Hybris under the guise of meeting with the boss. And if he was lucky, Zeus would want to meet with him today on the matter of Daphne.
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      Hermes paced in front of the gated entrance to Zeus's temple. Even he couldn't barge in uninvited, and he could go anywhere. Payback, he supposed, for all the silly nicknames he called his father, the king, in front of other people when Zeus couldn't do anything about it. And it wouldn't bother Hermes if Melancton and Daphne hadn't deserved an immediate answer.

      In a moment of despair, Melancton had made a deal with Apollo. Again. Satyrs, he shook his head sadly, they never learn. He'd promised not to ever attempt to rescue Daphne again in order to keep her alive. Not that Melancton could enter Olympus anyway, but still... Of all the gods to make a deal with, Apollo was among the most vicious when crossed.

      There was no way, none whatsoever, Hermes could stand by and watch an honorable man, er...satyr, suffer brokenheartedly while Apollo tortured his true love any further. For centuries, Apollo kept Daphne chained to the laurel tree in his Olympian temple. Without the benefits of earth below—Olympus had separated itself from the human realm, the place where wood nymphs flourished—Daphne had weakened, joining with the tree she was bound to as a means of survival. Nymphs also thrived on sex, which they enjoyed exuberantly, but she loved Melancton, and therefore refused to lower herself to Apollo's demands.

      Doomed lovers doomed to exist apart forever or doom one another to impending dooms of well...doom.

      Boring. No one liked an unhappy ending. Except maybe Apollo. And Dionysus. And Hera. And Hades. And Poseidon. And... Okay, his family enjoyed watching others suffer on occasion. Not the point.

      "I see your daddy hasn't invited you in yet." Hybris appeared to his right, hip cocked to the side and her hand braced against the dangerous curve, with sass. Shit.

      "He's busy."

      "Right." She'd conjured a new pair of heels—hot pink. Such a feminine color. And on her... Snap out of it, man!

      "Hybris, why don't we continue this conversation at another time. Say, in a few centuries?"

      "You don't really expect me to agree, do you?"

      Hermes sighed. "No, but it was worth a shot."

      "Now, see here." Hybris advanced on him again, a long tapered hot pink fingernail—she'd altered her nail color and lipstick with her shoes—stabbing him in the chest. "I told you I didn't want Pan to know of me, and you gave him my cell phone number. How could you?"

      Though he'd not seen her in ages, Zeus ensured Hermes had the numbers for all the Olympians to make delivering messages for him easier. Using human technology in their realm didn't simplify the process of sending a mass text. No. He texted Hermes, and Hermes sent it to everyone else. Ridiculous, yes, but his job depended on sending Zeus' messages.

      However, Hybris behaved as though admitting she'd borne a child exhibited the worst sort of defeat.  They'd created a beautiful baby boy together who he couldn't be more proud of. Hermes narrowed his eyes. "Why does it bother you so much?"

      Hybris pursed her lips and contemplated his question. "Because I abandoned him to your care—fine job you did there too. Letting our son get cursed as a satyr. A satyr, Hermes!" He sputtered indignantly; he couldn't take the blame for Pan nailing a woman Dionysus wanted. "And you know the limitations of my powers." She glanced away, fury quickly abating into sadness. "I can never tell him the things I wish to say."

      Which demonstrated the reason why it would never have worked out between them. Hybris' power made her physically incapable of admitting she was wrong. She would always be "right," and nothing either of them said or did could change it. She could never apologize, and she'd never concede in an argument. If he made a valid point, Hybris' pride would prove too great to allow her to acknowledge the fact. She would continue to bite into him about it regardless because she couldn't accept defeat.

      "Then don't rehash the past, just focus on the present and the future."

      She didn't seem convinced. "Why do you want this?"

      Hermes glanced around, seeking help from a non-existent crowd. "You sought me out. I don't want anything from you, nor do I expect anything. Pan needed to learn the identity of his mother, end of story. I grew weary of avoiding the question."

      The entrance to the temple opened, mist rolling out dramatically to greet them. Zeus had pulled out the fog machines again. For some reason, his father believed mist gave him a more ethereal and intimidating air. It made him look like a D-bag, and Hermes had said as much, and then had to spend two weeks zigging and zagging through the mortal plane to avoid an encounter with a thunderbolt. To make it even more tragic, Zeus could manipulate the weather. He didn't need the stupid-ass machines! Oh, how the mighty have fallen into laziness and convenience.

      "Hey, the big guy is ready to see me. Guess you'll have to hit the road now. Buh-bye." Thank Olympus for small favors. He waved a hand at her and strolled into the temple at a leisurely pace, purposely acting pompous about it.

      Hybris snorted and, judging by the clicks of her shoes, followed him into the temple. "Whatever. I'm going too. Maybe Zeus will tell you what an ass you were for breaking your word. I'll even hold you down so he can zap you for once."

      "You wouldn't." Wait...

      He was the ass for breaking his word? Like her leger was pristine? What!

      "Don't tempt me."

      Zeus lounged upon a gold and marble throne, cheek resting against his fist as he leaned against the side. These days, he wore his hair cropped short and the dark color of it contrasted with the long, white Olympian robe draped over his broad figure.

      Hermes brushed past Hybris and kneeled. "Zeus, an honor to be summoned before you today."

      Zeus waved dismissingly, nodding to Hybris who bowed her head. He sat up straight and said, "I see you have manners today, Hermes. I'm not certain if it's because you want something of me or if you're trying to impress the mother of your son, or both." Zeus was one of the few people who knew the truth of Pan's parentage.

      "Who?" Hermes glanced around and pretended to be startled to find Hybris there—she raised a finely trimmed eyebrow in response to his antics—"Her? She's unimportant." He could feel the acidic death stare eating through his flesh when he turned his back on her, but he could deal with her later. He'd waited for an audience with Zeus and couldn't screw it up because of a distracting she-devil of a goddess. "Have you had time to consider my request?"

      He'd promised Melancton he'd bring Daphne back, but even if he did, Apollo would never allow her and Melancton to run off together into the sunset. If Zeus didn't intervene himself, Hermes still could find a way to free her from Olympus...as long as Zeus didn't forbid him to do it. What Melancton and Daphne did afterward would be up to them, but he intended to give them the opportunity they deserved.

      "I have considered it, but Apollo is important. He controls Helios, and without him the sun will not rise as it should. As you recall, the chariots of the sun and moon keep the planets in orbit, which is why Helios and Selene aren't imprisoned with the rest of the Titans. If Apollo doesn't keep Helios in check, the chariot riders will rebel. It's bad enough Artemis allowed the spectacle last month with the eclipse."

      Hermes brushed it off. "There has to be some way to convince Apollo to give up the nymph. I've suggested unleashing Eros on him before. A lead arrow—"

      "How would you feel if I ordered Eros to shoot you with an arrow to make you despise someone?"

      Really? "If I had a woman chained in my temple in a non-kinky way and believed I could make them fall in love with me by force, then yes. Tell Eros to stick it to me!"

      Zeus sighed. "I cannot have a role in it, Hermes. I have to listen to Hera complain day in and day out about anything you can name. I don't need Apollo jeopardizing the humans to more abnormalities because of it. They are a fragile species. If their science can't explain it, they implode upon themselves and chaos breaks out. You know the rules."

      "Yeah, yeah. Don't interfere with the affairs of humans, other gods, or the syrinx."

      There were those who took action and those who observed. Hermes was constantly warned against doing more than twiddling his thumbs on the sidelines as people he cared about were harmed. Zeus demanded no action taken by him or any other of the Olympians be influential in significant ways. Ever since Olympus became naught more than a story in mythology books, gods hid their true nature to prevent exposure. Humans of the modern age prayed for miracles daily, but when confronted with anything unexpected they panicked and sought to destroy it.

      As the acts of the Satyroi began drawing the notice of the gods, interference quickly became unavoidable. Artemis had reversed the dawn for a matter of hours to give Ariston a second chance at humanity. Hermes had killed Silenus, leading many other gods to believe Pan performed the act himself. He'd then given Kat the ambrosia of immortal life on Zeus' command, allowing Pan to keep the woman he loved with him forever. Hermes sucked when it came to remaining neutral. He wanted to play a part since things tended to escalate from unfortunate to disastrous every time he turned his back.

      Dionysus sought a magical instrument called the syrinx and would kill to get his hands on it, having made attempts on Pan and Ariston already. Hermes knew the instrument's location, but he couldn't reveal it without putting it right out into the open for anyone to find. So he kept quiet, even if silence went against his nature. He had other things to occupy his attention at least, like picking up chicks and taking them back to his California beach house and generally being awesome. Yet there were only so many times he could turn his head and pretend not to notice someone he cared about suffering when he could do something about it.

      Hermes did the one thing he'd never done before. He clasped his hands together, sinking to both knees in the fog-filled temple and begged. "Please. Daphne is dying without the ability to actually die. She's miserable and neglected, and Apollo mocks her suffering. Melancton has been through so much and even gave her up so another satyr could have their own happy ending. Does he not deserve happiness of his own as reward for his selflessness?"

      Zeus' eyes widened at the sight of him behaving as such, and while Hermes didn't glance at Hybris, he could imagine he'd shocked her as well. Hermes didn't beg. He could get what he wanted through bribery or trickery, but in this case, he'd actually believed his father would interfere and make things simple and clear to Apollo that Daphne was not his to torment any longer.

      "I regret Melancton's broken heart, Hermes. But I will not take part in this. You're on your own. I've forbidden any interference with the fate of the satyrs. I keep telling you this, and then every other day you're surrounded by those horned creatures."

      Zeus stood and glowered down at him, and Hermes' knees ached with the suffering of his own pride as he continued, "You took Pegasus into the mortal realm without permission and allowed him to scamper about on his own whims. You placed Melancton into hiding, and I will not divulge that information as I too am displeased by Apollo's treatment of the nymph. However, your continued association with Ariston's hateful twin in the banishment ordered by your own son gives me pause. I can understand visiting Pan, but the rest?"

      "Zeus, sire." Hermes bit his tongue not to smart off in response and make matters worse. What if his father forbade him from speaking to any of the Satyroi? He would be forced to disobey. He cared too much about them. They were Pan's family, and as such, an extension of his own. "I can explain..."

      "Can you?" Zeus said in a clipped tone. "No need. Nothing I say will keep you from visiting them again. But understand this, Hermes. You will not do anything to place the syrinx into the hands of any who does not claim it themselves. If you do this, you will be punished. Understand?"

      "I do."
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      "Where are you going?" Hybris grabbed his arm, pulling Hermes to a stop. For once it would be nice if he would slow the hell down and think before charging into action. He had stormed out of the temple ahead of her, fury surrounding him like a cloud. She'd had to sprint after him, and he was lucky she had perfect balance in heels. Zeus did not take kindly to using powers in his throne room, Hermes aside. Although, the exception could be attributed to the fact Hermes moved too fast to smite down.

      "What," he snapped.

      Hybris knew him well enough to suspect he had already comprised a Plan B if Zeus declined his request. Hermes never took no for an answer. For him, “no,” existed as an obstacle he would find a way around. He'd always been so frustratingly clever. Sometimes she missed it, but not at the moment. Apollo angered easily of late, and lashed out when antagonized. Initiating anything with him would require patience and caution.

      Clearly, without her help and careful plotting, Hermes would end up with the nymph and satyr being killed, and himself kicked out of Olympus, if not something worse. Her goal had been to argue with him, get some, and then saunter away again. But what kind of a goddess would she be if she let him go half-cocked into some flea-brained scheme of his?

      "Where are you going?" she repeated.

      "To speak to Artemis and then try to figure out how to save Daphne so I can take her to Melancton without breaking the terms of his deal." Hermes pulled his arm free of her grasp and continued on his path. True to his word, he stalked toward the goddess of the hunt's temple. Hermes rarely traveled by foot in Olympus. His wings and speed had become second nature to him. That he stomped down the stone paths merely demonstrated his determination, or perhaps a delayed amount of time to devise a proper plan.

      "What do you have to talk to Artemis about?" Her tone came out sharper than intended as she hurried after him. She gnashed her teeth, realizing she'd sounded way too interested in the nature of his involvement with Artemis. They'd separated a long time ago, both having taken other lovers since. Nothing to be jealous about.

      "Not for what you think it means."

      Hybris breathed a soft breath of relief. She was one of the few Olympians he'd slept with, and she was a minor goddess birthed by other minor deities of little consequence or direct relation to him. Artemis shared a parent with Hermes. Not unheard of among their kind, but she remembered his horrified reaction to human myths pairing him with family members.

      "I'm not jealous, so your implications are unwarranted. I'm above such triviality." A lie, she hated to admit to herself. She'd burned villages to the ground as a result of her jealousy in the past. Pride wasn't her only fault. There was the violence, the insolence, the arrogance, the superiority complex and just about anything capable of provoking humans and gods alike to start a war, an argument, or commit murder. She didn't like her powers, but the Fates had chosen her to bear their burden. Thankfully, she'd learned to dampen down her influence for the most part, but not where it counted, like apologizing to those she loved.

      It sucked. Solitude had kept her from hurting those she cared about in the early years, and lately she stayed away out of shame she couldn't even admit to. It became the surest way to prevent harming them with her very presence in their lives. She broke the connection before it could form with Pan and hoped it saved him from the inevitable grief of loving her. Hermes, she knew she'd devastated him, but there hadn't been another way to spare Pan. Sacrifice always hurt as much as it helped.

      "I wouldn't dream of accusing you of something so beneath you as jealousy, my dear," he said with mock-sweetness as he flung the heavy doors to Artemis' temple wide, having little regard to the goddess he sought within. While the original design of the temples in Olympus were open on the sides, most of the major deities had taken to enclosing their walls and building doors. Even gods enjoyed their privacy.

      Artemis lounged upon a fluffy fur blanket, peering into the reflection pool at the heart of her temple she used to spy on humans during the night hours in their parts of the globe. Her favorite hobby. Beside her, a coppery haired centaur held out a silver dish topped with chocolate covered strawberries for his mistress.

      Not waiting for an invitation, Hermes plowed into the temple. The man had no manners or decency. He didn't even knock.

      "Could you be any ruder?" Hybris whispered. Of course, she ranked beyond such pleasantries since she did what she wanted, so she followed him in.

      He heard her and chuckled softly. "Why, yes. Yes, I can. Watch this."

      Shrugging, she continued behind him, curious as to what he had cooking in that head of his and why he thought Artemis would be much help.

      Upon the intrusion, the centaur dropped the platter, sending strawberries careening into the reflection pool as he stumbled to his four hooved feet, drawing a bow and an arrow from the quiver over his back. The tufts of hair on his elbows matched the long reddish braid hanging down his back. Puckered scars crisscrossed his golden brown horse body, left over from the humans who'd attempted to murder him. The humans had managed to geld him before Artemis saved his life and issued out retribution on his behalf. Hybris had always respected the goddess for saving the centaur, even if she gifted him with ambrosia to make him her eternal servant. He didn't seem to mind though.

      Artemis shrieked as strawberries pelted her while the majority splashed into the water. "For the love of Hades, Xylon, I've told you a thousand times not to drop food in my pool. It fries it out and makes it cloudy. Ariston and Lily were doing it in the stream again. Oh." Artemis noticed them finally. "I didn't hear you come in." The door had been monstrously loud. Too focused on her act of voyeurism to notice trespassers.

      "Artemis," Hermes said. He tilted his head ever so slightly to be respectful. Pfft. After barging in. How considerate.

      "Hermes," she replied, and then her gaze drifted to Hybris and she frowned. "And you."

      "Me," Hybris said, amused. Nobody ever seemed excited to see her. Not like she cared. She stifled the urge to kick a wayward berry into the pool as she passed, but refrained. No need to cause turmoil. Artemis hadn't done anything to offend her. Yet.

      "What brings you two to my temple?" Artemis attempted to hide her confusion behind a cheerful smile. She flipped her long, silvery blonde hair over her shoulder. "I would offer you strawberries, but this oaf dropped them all." She shot Xylon a scathing glance, which sent him crashing into the pool to collect the fallen fruit. The water was knee high.

      "I have a favor to ask you." Hermes shot out of eyesight and the doors slammed behind Hybris. He reappeared a second later on the chaise lounge Artemis had placed on the opposite end of the pool.

      "I wish you wouldn't flit around so like a menacing insect. It's irritating." Artemis rose to her feet and then paced the marble floor, her brow furrowed in concentration. "This is about my brother, isn't it? And the nymph?"

      "How did—" Hybris began, but Hermes cut her off with a wave of his hand. She would seek vengeance for all the insolence he kept tossing her way when he least suspected it. Perhaps she'd gouge out his eyes and make him watch from outside his body as she kicked his ass. Nah. Why ruin perfectly good nail polish, glamour or not.

      "Yes," Hermes replied to Artemis, interrupting Hybris' fantasies of violence.

      "Zeus forbade you," Hybris warned. "Specifically."

      Artemis raised a brow and turned to Hermes. "Oh, did he? And you come here wanting my help defying not only my brother, but Zeus as well?"

      "Of course not." He grinned. "He specifically stated not to interfere with the satyrs. I'm interfering with a nymph."

      "That particular nymph means an awful lot to a satyr. Saving her interferes with a satyr." Hybris crossed her arms, daring him to argue. She wasn't a fool. No matter what he did would lead to trouble. Artemis joined her beside the pool and mimicked her pose. She supposed the fair-haired goddess didn't intentionally mock her, but Hybris forced herself not to reveal how Artemis' nearness repelled her. Shoving Artemis away would be counter-productive.

      "What's this? The two of you teaming up against me?" Hermes lifted his feet from the floor and lounged back in the chaise. "So this is what Ariston felt like." He snickered at something only he recalled.

      Xylon made a great commotion while extracting himself from the pool with the soggy strawberries and headed out the back exit to dispose of them. Unaffected, Artemis tilted her head to the side and regarded Hermes. Then she motioned for Hybris to take a seat in one of the other chairs—not that Hybris waited for her to offer—and took another for herself, lifting a bedazzled robe enough to cross her legs daintily.

      "What did you have in mind?"

      Hermes shrugged and placed his hands beneath his head as he gazed up at the open sky above. "Oh, nothing elaborate. Distracting Apollo long enough to move Daphne to a secure location before he realizes she's missing. Then everyone pretends ignorance of the whole thing afterward. I'll figure the rest out later. It's essential to get Daphne to Melancton as soon as possible."

      Artemis laughed. "You're sentencing them both to death. Apollo says Melancton swore not to rescue his nymph lover."

      "But he's not rescuing her. I am. Melancton is merely going to protect her."

      Oh, yeah. It all sounded brilliant until the very people he wanted to save ended up killed. "You're playing with fire. Remember what happened to Prometheus for tempting to fool the gods." Hybris tried to hide her smugness. Prometheus had enough hubris to feed her powers without her lifting a finger to push him toward his downfall. She'd all but floated on a hubris high for weeks.

      "Prometheus was an asshat and a mortal. I am a god. It will take a lot more than Apollo throwing a temper tantrum to bring me down." Hermes turned his head in her direction as though eye contact would make it true.

      His arrogance sent a thrill through her blood and she bit her lip to hold in a sigh of pleasure. Hybris grinned and uncrossed her legs. She re-crossed them slowly, fully aware she hadn't worn anything beneath her dress. Panty lines still showed even when one wore naught but a string. Hermes promptly tumbled face first off the chaise and took to the air in a flutter of miniscule wings.

      He was prideful, arrogant, narcissistic, but not completely obnoxious...unless he wanted to be. Bringing him down a peg never ceased to excite her. It was part of what had attracted her to him in the first place. He was her perfect match. She wished she hadn't wrecked it.

      "Does it thrill you to torment me?" he whispered from behind her. Hybris shivered.

      "Tormenting you is entertaining. I don't plan to stop. Ever."

      "Did I miss something?"

      Hybris turned to find Artemis observing them with a smirk that teased the edges of her lips.

      "Hybris was being obscene." Hermes moved away from her, leaving nothing but the chilled air of the temple behind. "You know her."

      "Mmm... Whatever."

      It occurred to her that Artemis was not her normal, talkative self. Usually the goddess would not shut up, but she'd remained relatively introverted since they arrived in her temple. As much as incessant chatter could grate her nerves, the absence of it piqued Hybris' curiosity. "Is something wrong, Artemis? You seem down?"

      The other woman blinked, not quite expecting the speculative questions to descend on her for a change. "Why ever would you think so?"

      "No, she's right," Hermes added. "There is something off about you. What happened? One of the couples you were spying on have a dry spell in the sack?"

      "No." She crossed her arms. "It's just..." And then she became her glowing, bubbly self again. "I'll help you, but you will owe me a boon."

      Hermes glanced back at Hybris, wary, before returning his attention to Artemis. "What boon did you hope for?"

      "I can't tell you yet. You won't agree."

      "Don't do it. We'll find another way," Hybris warned. If Artemis couldn't say what she wanted, it meant it resulted in either dangerous or dire consequences. Probably both. She would have laughed in Artemis' face if she made such a foolish suggestion to her.

      "If you don't agree, I might have to have a little talk with my brother." Artemis fiddled with a rhinestone on the cord she had tied around her waist like a belt. As if she hadn't laid down an ultimatum where the one acceptable option forced him to do what she wanted.

      Hybris' temper rose with a boiling burst of fury. "You dare to blackmail Hermes? Zeus' right hand—"

      Artemis dismissed her words with a wave. "Please. Like I care who he is. If he wants me to stick my neck out for him, then he will stick his neck out for me later, at a time of my choosing. That's the deal. The only deal."

      "A deal he has no choice but to take." Hybris was prevented from pouncing upon the other goddess and drowning her in the reflective pool by Hermes. He'd placed himself in between them, gripping her by the shoulders. She tried to stomp on his foot with her stiletto, but of course, he anticipated what she meant to do and caused her to miss.

      "Ladies. No need to fight over my virtue." He gave Hybris a heated onceover promising everything he claimed he didn't feel for her, and she shut her mouth. How had she kept away from him so long? Being around him for the past couple of hours almost seemed, well, natural. Like she'd never left. All couples bickered; if everyone complimented each other perfectly all the time, there would be nothing to do but exist. What would stir their emotions enough to ignite the passion within them? Not sex, not entirely. No, the passion of emotion which thrives when shared mutually and combusts when they clash.

      Hybris studied Hermes as he contemplated his options—at least he actually tried to put thought into it before answering this time—and saw his passion reflected in the set of his shoulders and in the gleam of his eyes. He had every intention on breaking Daphne out of Olympus, and nothing and no one would talk him out of it. His passion consisted of righteousness. She wished she could be like Hermes: no regard for consequences. Brave, truthful, and dependable.

      None of those things characterized her, not when it counted.

      He nodded, decision made. "I will agree to your boon, Artemis. Hopefully you won't sign me over to Tartarus the moment we finish the task at hand. But I don't have time to come up with another option, regardless if you tell Apollo
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