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      “So good of you to show up, Epimetheus.”

      The ruler of Mount Olympus was not a happy camper.

      Great Zeus! Why did I always listen to the…well, the Son of Zeus? It never ended well. To top it off, that asshat Dionysus was nowhere to be found.

      When would I learn to think ahead like my twin, Prometheus? Yeah, remembering Pro’s warning now wasn’t going to help. Too little and too late.

      Story of my life.

      Okay, I loved Dionysus like a brother. Maybe that was the problem. Like my real brother, Dion loved to stir the pot and get me into trouble. And, like an idiot, I walked into it time and again. We’re talking thousands of years here.

      Our latest prank had somehow gone overboard, though I wasn’t sure why. All we’d done was tease Pele until she blew her top and created a new Hawaiian island. Heck, that could happen by tapping her on the shoulder.

      “You’re a grown god!” Zeus bellowed, drawing my attention back to him. I winced as thunder rocked my ears. “I’m tired of cleaning up your mess just to have you screw up all over again. This time you will pay, and maybe you’ll finally learn to think about consequences.”

      I stood up straighter. Punishment could mean anything with Zeus, depending on his irritation. Judging by the volume of thunder and lightning that punctuated each word, he was plenty pissed.

      I wished I knew what I’d done that was so bad.

      My confusion must have shown because Zeus’s eyes narrowed and he leaned in closer to get right in my face. “Let me spell this out for you, since you don’t seem to have the brainpower to get there on your own.” The thunder and lightning stopped, but his tone remained as hard as Medusa’s stone victims. “You two stooges teased Pele to see if you could get her to make a volcano erupt, even though you knew an eruption would create another Hawaiian Island. You with me so far?”

      “Yes, Sire.” What an asshole! Even Coalemus could follow that statement of facts, and I wasn’t stupid. I just didn’t tend to think things through before I did them. But I always felt bad if things didn’t turn out well, and I actually cared about mankind, which was more than I could say for Zeus.

      “You sat right next to Dionysus,” Zeus continued, “in this very room, when I told my son about my plans with that fine young mortal woman who likes to wear wings with her undergarments.”

      “Yes, Sire.” I nodded, figuring I’d better go along with it. “The one who models lingerie for that not-so-secret organization. You were going to disguise yourself as a rock star.”

      Zeus raised a thick white brow. We stood there and stared at each other until a trickle of sweat ran down my back. It was suddenly so hot in the room that I’d swear Hades was standing behind me, which wasn’t entirely out of the question.

      It didn’t help when the thunder and lightning started up again right before Zeus bellowed over the noise. “Oh, for the love of me. Do you recall where this model and I were carrying out our plans?”

      “Sure. Right off the island of Mau—” Oh, shit! “Great Zeus, we didn’t intend—”

      “Silence! Not only did you interrupt my plans at a most inopportune moment, Hera is asking questions.”

      It all fit into place with sickening clarity. After the fact. This time, I didn’t need hindsight to kick my ass, though. Zeus was going to do it for me.

      Something was still missing from the big picture. There wasn’t any reason for Dionysus to try to thwart his father on purpose. There was certainly no love lost between Dion and his stepmother, Hera. Had he heard rumors as Hera must have, and left me to shoulder the punishment when he realized the magnitude of what we’d unwittingly done? That didn’t sound like him. Trying to wriggle out of something by being his charming self, yes. Leaving his best bud to face Zeus’s wrath alone? No.

      But I wasn’t about to ask Zeus where his son was. For all I knew, he’d been given to Hera for punishment, and I was lucky to be right where I stood. I shuddered at the thought. That was one vindictive goddess. I’d rather take my chances with Zeus, thanks. No matter how angry the ruler of Mount Olympus was, I’d be more likely keep my head attached.

      “Titan or not, I’ve always liked you, Epimetheus. Not like that jackass brother of yours.” Zeus’s tone was full of regret, and I reached for my neck, wondering if Hera would have been the better choice after all. “But I’ve had it. By the gods, you will learn how to think ahead this time. Go! Get out of my sight. When you awaken, you will be living your punishment. Have care, and you may come back.”

      Come back? I was hoping for more information, but Zeus ran me out with a thunderbolt aimed at my ass.

      When you awaken…

      I didn’t go to bed that night. If I didn’t close my eyes, I’d be fine. Maybe Hypnos could help. He’d successfully tricked Zeus before, so maybe he’d consider it a challenge to do it again…
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      Bang! Bang! Bang! “Showtime, Keester! We have a situation brewing.”

      “Keester?” I rolled over and opened my eyes, and found myself in unfamiliar surroundings. The last thing I remembered was summoning Hypnos, and having him shake his head and place his hand on my shoulder. His touch had felt strange, like he was draining my energy.

      It all came back to me with a jolt. This was it. This was my punishment.

      Hmm, nice soft bed, and my surroundings looked like a high end hotel room. I didn’t seem to be missing any limbs, no deformities…shit!

      I jumped up and ran to a mirror before heaving a sigh of relief. The beard I’d grown to look older was gone, and my brown hair was now long and wavy, but I was looking at my light brown eyes, set in my face, atop my muscular body clad in boxer briefs. Hey, name a Titan, or even a half Titan, who didn’t choose to be muscle-bound. If Zeus thought it added punishment for me to look like a prima-donna pretty boy, so be it. I could live with that.

      The banging came again, rattling the door. “C’mon, Jack! Move it!”

      Jack? Jack Keester? I rolled my eyes. Yes, Zeus, you think I’m a jackass. Got it.

      “Give me five,” I called out. Whatever waited for me on the other side of that door could wait a bit longer.

      I used one of those minutes to throw on a pair of jeans that were flung over a chair, and continued to take stock of myself. There was no feeling of power coursing through me, I seriously had to piss, and my mouth tasted like I’d gnawed on Hermes’ shoe after an Olympiad. I was apparently human for the duration, however long that might be.

      It took another whole minute to don a shirt. Not because I couldn’t choose one, but because no matter how many I pulled out, they were all the same. Every shirt in the drawer was black and stamped with the words Property of a Greek God.

      Yeah, fucking hilarious.

      The last three minutes were spent taking care of those mundane human needs in the attached bathroom. Then I took a deep breath and opened the door that separated me from Zeus’s version of purgatory.

      “You asshole!”

      A plate went whizzing by my head and hit the far wall, splattering what looked like bits of bacon and egg in an impressive arc. Judging by the voice, there was a woman in the other bedroom. A very angry woman with an arm to rival the great Nike.

      “I believed you!” the same voice cried.

      Before I could enter the room, a blond guy ducked out, quickly followed by a flying slice of watermelon.

      He turned to look at me with vivid blue eyes that held no emotion whatsoever, jerking his head toward the bedroom. “Take care of that, Keester. Now. This one has a temper.”

      I’d seen him somewhere before, but I couldn’t place where. The guy stepped around me and into my room, and a second later I heard the snick of my lock.

      I entered the war room in time to get nailed in the chest by a bread basket. There was a coffeepot and silverware on the room service cart. I eyed them warily, but the pretty little blonde didn’t reach for either one when she saw me.

      “Sorry,” she said, sounding defeated. “I didn’t know it was you.” Then she sat on the edge of the mussed King-sized bed and started sobbing. “You were right. Tony Woods is a lying scumbag.”

      Shit. There were two things that got to me like no other. Crying women and hurt animals. The latter because, well, I had created animals. The first because it always reminded me of my sweet wife, Pandora.

      After all this time, even thinking her name was painful.

      I sat next to the crying woman on the bed and waited it out. Truth was, I couldn’t “handle” the situation since I had no idea what had transpired—beyond the obvious. Plus, in god form or not, I was male. I had no idea what to say.

      It was a solid ten minutes before she lifted her head to look at me, her big blue eyes full of tears.

      Tony Woods.

      I remembered where I’d seen the guy before. He was some young actor who thought he was the gods’ gift to women. Oops. How many times had Dionysus and I cracked some inside joke linking Zeus’s womanizing to the actor’s actions on Earth? Somewhere along the line, Zeus must have caught wind of it.

      The blonde took a deep breath and used it to steel herself. It was almost worse watching that coldness invade the soul of such a physically beautiful woman. “So,” she said. “Did I rate the five thousand, or the ten thousand dollar payoff?”

      Thankfully, since I had no idea what the Hades she was talking about, she pointed toward the low dresser where I could see a stack of papers held down by a pen. I went and looked them over until I had the gist of it.

      “Neither. Twenty thousand.”

      “Yay, me.” She crossed her arms over her chest in classic defense mode. “Of course, that probably includes severance, right? I can’t imagine I’m his assistant anymore.”

      I nodded. “Would you really want to be?”

      “No. Not unless you know of some way to poison him that won’t lead back to me.”

      “Sorry.” I partially lied. I knew roughly fifteen ways, twelve of them incredibly painful, but I couldn’t pull off the anonymity part while human.

      She brightened for a moment. “How about ways to make him impotent?”

      I couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Still sorry. You know, you don’t have to sign this.”

      Her arms tightened around herself. “That would make me an even bigger fool. We both know sexual harassment complaints add to his desirability and make it easier for him to do what he does. Besides, I can’t say I wasn’t warned. The best I can do is hope karma is a bitch.”

      “Oh yeah.” I nodded again. “That I can promise.”

      She gave me a smile that offered hope she’d be okay, then surprised me by flinging herself into my arms. I hadn’t been thinking of her in a sexual way, but holy Hades, she was wearing some silky little number covered by an even silkier short robe, and it felt good to be held. Too good. The last thing this woman needed at the moment was a guy—

      “I’m so glad you were here for me, Jack.” Her voice was muffled against my chest. “I know it’s selfish and totally un-PC, but I wish Tony was gay instead of you.”

      Er…no. Don’t get me wrong; plenty of gods swung either or both ways, exactly like humans. Unlike humans, there was no judgment. I happened to be straight. Zeus could control a lot of things, but my sexual orientation wasn’t one of them.

      “Did I tell you I’m gay?” I took a chance asking. If it was planted in her memory that I had told her, it would seem strange if I didn’t remember doing so.

      “No, Tony—” She pulled away and looked up at me in horror. “Oh Jesus, you’re not gay?”

      I shook my head.

      She turned beet red. In under a minute she had gotten up, signed the document, grabbed the check from the counter and yesterday’s clothes off the floor, and was out the door. I didn’t know what she thought she’d said to me in the past, but those comments must have been a doozy.

      I sat where I was, going over what little information I had, hoping it would help me think ahead. Because I was trying. I really was.

      My physical appearance was nearly the same, though my name was now Jack Keester. And wouldn’t that be fun? I worked for an asshole actor who used women like Kleenex, one blow and thrown away.

      Was I a bodyguard? Probably not. I had a feeling that job belonged to whomever had pounded on my door. Their voice had been much deeper than Tony’s.

      Whatever it was I did for the actor, he wanted people to think I was gay.

      By the gods, there was a lot of thought that went into thinking ahead, and all I had to show for it was more questions and a headache.

      The headache part walked into the room.

      “I heard the door slam.” Tony went straight to the dresser. “Yesss! You are so the man, Keester.”

      Good thing for him I was merely mortal with no way to summon my friends, or he’d look like a cockroach on the outside too. And my boot would be hovering. At least I could get one answer. “Why did you tell her I’m gay?”

      “Aren’t you? My bad.” Tony shrugged, clearly not giving two shits either way. “Gotta say, it wasn’t that hard to convince her, or to get into her pants. I thought she’d be more fun than that.”

      Yep. This guy was quite possibly the most self-absorbed asshole on earth.

      “The studio is sending someone over to interview as my new assistant,” he continued, gathering the papers. “I’ll probably still be in make-up when she gets here. Make sure it’s a hot woman. God knows what they’ll send, since they seem to think I need some glorified babysitter 24/7.”

      And there it was. I was to spend my penance doing damage control for this selfish bastard, and get cock-blocked along the way. Well played, Zeus. Well played.

      When Tony left, the first thing I did was walk over to the window and open the curtain. I was clearly in a hotel on the Vegas Strip. Then I went over every nook and cranny of the place to see if I could find anything that told me more about my job.

      All in all, it wasn’t a bad gig if I could refrain from killing the human roach. Which was probably why I’d been made mortal for my time on earth. It sucked, but I’d survived worse. Much worse.

      So when the knock finally came on the hotel suite door, I opened it thinking I knew what to expect. Female, about an eight rating on the fuckability meter. Human cockroaches had standards, and, Tony’s misgivings aside, the studio loved publicity of his sort, including immorality. I was merely their insurance to make sure legal lines weren’t crossed.

      When I opened the door, what stood before me was a perfect ten by any standard, a twenty by mine.

      It was Pandora. My dead wife.

      “Pandy?” I breathed her name with reverence.

      I’d never forgotten how stunningly beautiful she was, but it still hit me like a ton of bricks. That narrow, perfectly proportioned face. Those haunting dark brown eyes. The thick mane of soft black hair that hung halfway down her back. Abundant curves in all the right places.

      Go ahead and call me a poet; she was perfection. It was also clear she had no fucking clue who I was.

      She shook her head. “My name is Hope. I’m here for the job interview?”

      Oh no. No, no, no!

      “Hello?” Now she was eyeballing me like I had been touched by the Maniae, the spirits of insanity. “Is the job still available?”

      “No!” I shouted. No way in Hades was my sweet Pandora getting anywhere near that—

      “No, what?” the human cockroach asked as he approached the door. Damn, I was so rattled, I hadn’t seen him or his hulking goon get off the elevator.

      “Wow, you’re Tony Woods,” Pandora breathed with nearly the same reverence I’d used to say her name. “The studio sent me to interview as your assistant.”

      “You’re so hired. This is Jack, my gay publicist, who for some reason is still blocking the door.”

      Fuck. Me.

      I opened my mouth to set things straight, when my brain threw two blips. One, I couldn’t let this happen. Two, if I protested, it would happen anyway. Without me.

      Look at me, thinking ahead.

      I stepped aside. I was trying. I really was.

      But this was going to suck.
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      First order of business, tell my wife I’m not gay. Second order of business, wipe that starstruck look off her face with a few hard truths.

      Dammit, she used to look at me that way. Of course, I’d turned out to be an epic failure in the protection department. There’s not much that’s worse off than dead. I had to maintain control or I’d fail her again.

      I ground my back teeth as I watched Tony’s gaze follow Pan— Hope’s ass to the couch. The brawn went off to the third bedroom in the suite, but not before he gave us a depraved look behind Hope’s back that made me want to pound him into the ground too.

      Tony sat with Hope on the couch, leaving me the chair. Surprise, surprise.

      “That was Smith, my bodyguard,” Tony told her. “He’ll protect you too. There are a lot of crazy people out there, and I wouldn’t want you to get hurt. By the way, please call me Tony.”

      The fake sincerity was back twofold, and I wanted to hurl. Couldn't she see it was the exact same look he’d sported through every nauseating chick flick he’d done? It was laughable, especially in full on dirt, scars and fake blood makeup for the action movie he was currently filming.

      “I’m not supposed to be here, but I snuck away for a few,” I heard him say. “I want to get off on the right foot before Jack fills you in on the rest. My last assistant left abruptly this morning. She got an offer she couldn’t refuse, which isn’t surprising. That’s the name of the game in Tinsel Town.”

      I was seriously ready to vomit.

      But Pan— Hope, dammit! was sucking it up like candy, completely enraptured. She always had wanted to see the best in everyone, and that curiosity of hers was a killer. Literally.

      I was trying not to focus so much on Hope that I missed anything being said, but something odd was happening. The more the human cockroach spoke, the more her excitement seemed to wane. If I hadn’t been watching so closely, I would have missed it, along with a flash of the birthmark below her right ear when she pushed her hair back. At that moment, the shock completely lifted and I knew, without a doubt, that this really was Pandora. She had always been good at everything because she was efficient, curious, kind, caring…and too smart not to see right through fake sincerity.

      That’s my girl.

      Shit. Was. She was my girl.

      Hope and Tony stood. The interview portion was over, not that she’d been asked any business questions.

      “We’re shooting one scene in the alley behind the hotel, so I shouldn’t be more than a few hours.” Tony said, before he turned his attention my way. “Make sure you fill her in
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