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A young woman with unexplained powers of seduction.

An ancient Greek god come to life.

And two powerful men who might threaten his existence.

Why can’t she resist them?

All of them.

Three men? At once?

Jade’s not sure that’s possible, but she’d like nothing better than to try.

College student Jade knows there is more to this world than meets the eye.

She has met immortals and gods.

She can’t explain how she’s drawn to two dangerous men who threaten the future of the world as we know it.

Karl Smyth is a rich, arrogant property developer who’s annoyingly hot.

Rugged, muscular Nic Mason is hands-on at the construction site, and he’s Karl’s right-hand man, in more ways than one.

These powerful and domineering men want to share Jade.

They please her, yes. 

They adore her, truly. 

But things are not as they seem.

Each man can trace a link to Jade’s secret. 

And after a morning of passion, they disappear, just like Philip did a year earlier.

She has a bond with the god of architecture that she doesn’t understand.
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IN THIS SERIES DEFENDERS and Ravens take place over the same time period. All the books can be reads as standalone titles but the recommended reading order is:

Defenders

Ravens

Architects
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PROLOGUE

PHILIP
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Philip took Jade’s hand and tucked her arm through his as they left the courtyard and walked in the direction of the olive grove. “For a while, I won’t be here when you visit. I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, Philip, but I thought you lived here in Sparta.”

“I’m here in Sparta because you’re here.” He wondered if she understood his meaning. The beautiful blonde woman was the main attraction. “Even though we’ve only known each other for a short time, I reckon we’ve become excellent friends.” 

“Well, I’ll miss you too. I haven’t laughed so much in forever as I have with you these last few days. I can’t believe we’ve only known each other days. And I never dreamt I’d be friends with a god. It’s amazing how Lauren’s move to live in a mythical dimension has changed my life.”

“You think this is amazing, you should visit Olympus, home of the gods.”

“Is that where you’re going?”

Philip held up his perfectly manicured fingers, decorated with shimmering blue nail polish. “Sadly, no. When I’m not hanging around here and looking pretty, I’m an architect, a chief builder. I’m working on a grand construction project and just taking a little break right now to be here with you.”

“You don’t look like a builder.” Jade giggled. “Be careful you don’t break a glittering nail.” She waved her fingers out in front of her.

He laughed because she did, but he didn’t understand her humor. He took pride in his appearance, as did most of the gods. His fingernails were currently sparkling with golden flakes. Why not? Gods had infinite time to sort out hair, makeup, and clothes. He wasn’t sure what architects looked like where Jade came from, but among Olympian gods, they took care of their appearance as he did.

Philip could barely take his eyes off Jade. Even if she made no effort, she was as beautiful as Queen Helen and as lovely as Aphrodite, but he didn’t want to frighten her with his attention. Humans were different from the gods. They didn’t fall in love as fast, which was strange considering their lives were so short. And they were so much more fragile.

“I’m a builder. I’ve heard that in your world people talk about moving mountains. In my world, we literally do move mountains, it’s not so hard. There’s little danger of breaking my fingernails. But the destruction and upheaval involved is a heavy price to pay. Mostly, these days, we let the mountains stay where they are.” He sensed Jade didn’t understand what he was trying to say; he’d change the world for her.

Jade pouted. “You aren’t moving a mountain, are you? If there are any earthquakes in the news, I’ll blame you.”

“No. Earthquakes are down to Poseidon; we call him the Earth-shaker, and volcanoes are the domain of my grandfather, Hephaestus. There’ll be no acts of god bringing destruction to your world that you can blame on me.”

Philip turned to face the Spartan settlement. “Those three warriors have been loyal to Lauren over the centuries. While she was missing, many women tried to entice them, and each failed.”

Jade turned to look in the same direction. Her white hair blew about in the breeze, and stray locks swung in front of her face. Her flawless complexion was glowing. Her eyes sparkled as they always did. “I can understand why they’d try. They are three good looking guys and incredibly sweet when you get to know them.”

He laughed and sat down. There was no sense wandering further into the olive grove when they’d already reached a place distant from the others. He didn’t want Jade to feel uneasy in his company, which she might if they ventured too far away. “Still, through all that time, at least they had each other. I asked if they’d like me to join them for a foursome on many occasions.” He sighed. “It’s a good thing I can handle rejection.”

“Really?” She sat down beside him. Their bare knees knocked together. Her short cotton dress rose high, completely exposing her thighs. She looked him in the eye. Her beautiful, flawless face only inches from his. “So, hunky Spartan warriors are your type, are they?”

“I wouldn’t say no,” Philip huffed. “But they did, so there’s not much to that story.” 

Understandably, Jade raised an eyebrow in surprise.

“Jade, they are perfect specimens of Greek male beauty. You have seen those bodies. Don’t you agree?” He worked a finger through his long black hair that hung loosely over his shoulders. He may be a god and several thousands-years-old, but he still felt nervous when so close to Jade. He sensed he’d taken the conversation in the wrong direction. He wanted to tell Jade he had romantic feelings for her but found himself confessing his secret fantasies about a group of her friends. Oh, well. 

“They are gorgeous. Lauren’s lucky. I just never suspected you were gay. I suppose I should’ve guessed what with you being as you are,” Jade said.

For a moment, Philip couldn’t follow what Jade was saying. English was far from his first language, and some of the concepts within the phrases were strange too. Most things were new to the gods. Antiquity, Jesus’ time, and the start of the Roman empire were all recent epochs in Philip’s long life. 

He recalled the word gay as a modern concept. Some of the gods were straight, no doubt about it. Mostly they loved freely, with no judgment, and it didn’t need a label.

“I pride myself on my modern vocabulary, but sometimes I struggle to follow you. What do you mean, as you are?”

“You’re quite feminine. In a very attractive way, I must add. I like the neutral, gender non-conformist look on you. I love the crop top, tummy button piercing, and leather skirt. They all suit you.” 

He frowned. He doubted their definitions of femininity were quite the same. 

“It’s fine by me; I’m into girls too.” She continued, Jade looked at him with concern. “Philip, are you all right? Did I say the wrong thing?”

“Oh, yes. Sorry, I had to concentrate so hard it may have shown on my face. I don’t want to argue with you, Jade, but this isn’t a skirt. I have it on good authority that men in your world wear kilts like this one.” With a sudden urge to put some distance between them, Philip soon up in front of Jade.

Things were going all kinds of wrong.

In his attempt to not come on too strong, he’d given all the wrong messages. He rubbed his palms over the leather of his kilt. “I’m attracted to handsome men, but I’m not gay, Jade. I positively love women. And I have a gift to give you as a token of my feelings for you.” He unhooked a small pouch from the waistband of his kilt. “You’re my type, and that’s why I want to give you this clasp woven by my grandfather from fine threads of adamantos.”

Rising to her feet as well, Jade stood in front of him. “Oh. It’s beautiful. I’m sorry. It’s just after what you said about the Spartans, I thought they were your type.”

Standing so close, she smelled wonderful, and he could barely raise his eyes from her red lips as she spoke. “For fun, they’re my type. For a relationship, not so much. I prefer intelligent, beautiful, blonde women with an appetite for adventure.”

“Oh.”

From her expression, it seemed she might have grasped his meaning. Her lips remained parted, her pupils dilated, and his inhuman hearing heard her heartbeat increase its rhythm. He had only to move a scant distance in order to brush his lips against hers.

He spoke in a whisper. “I’m older than Christianity, much older. And in all my time, I’ve met few women as enticing as you, Jade.”

Fearful of how she might respond, Philip was reluctant to move too fast. Humans could be very skittish around gods, and for excellent reasons. It appeared, Jade, never got the memo warning about the perils of amorous Greek gods. 

She moaned as their mouths met. 

A sound that addressed his cock directly, it sprung forward, and as at it rose, it pushed against the soft leather of his kilt.

He placed his hands on her hips. The taste of her mouth excited his hunger. The mental image of her bare thighs forced its way to the forefront of his mind.

He’d only intended to explain how much he liked her. Not much more. That he’d like to romance her in the future. That she should visit him in Olympus and consider whether they might date. But he’d said none of it.

Her hand slipped under his kilt (okay, he’d call it a skirt) and wrapped around his cock.

“Mmm, no underwear,” she said. It sounded as if she approved.
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Nine Months Later

NIC
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With shut eyes, Nic snuggled into the fresh-smelling pillow as the mattress to one side of him dipped and bounced. “You don’t want to stay the night?”

He didn’t need to watch his lover get out of bed. They’d gone through this countless times over the years. Different hotels but the same routine. Always separate rooms. They never spent the night together.

“There’s a line, and we both know it,” came the predictable reply.

“Friends and fuck buddies don’t sleep together,” Nic mumbled with a smile repeating the often said mantra of his friend. “Not if they can afford separate rooms.”

“I don’t want you getting too attached to me, Nic. I’m not the sort of person to settle down. I won’t be marrying you.”

That feeling was mutual. Marriage! No way. They didn’t have that kind of relationship. Friends? Yes. Fuck buddies? Fuck yeah. Love? Sure, there was plenty of that too. But romance? No romance. But still, spending the night together wouldn’t be wrong in Nic’s opinion.

“Don’t for one minute think I’d dream of asking you.” With his eyes still closed, Nic chuckled. “Just sayin’ you don’t need to get dressed and leave. I ain’t gonna jump you in the middle of the night; I’m too tired.”

“No can do Nic; it wouldn’t seem right. That’s too much like a relationship. And I need to be ready for an early morning meeting.”

“Wouldn’t want to ruin our friendship.” Nic turned on to his back and opened his eyes. It wouldn’t hurt to gaze once again at the man about to leave his room. 

Almost decent, Karl fastened the buttons on his shirt, ready for the short walk back to his room on the lower floor of the hotel. “Wouldn’t want to give the ladies the wrong impression. They’d be upset if they thought they didn’t stand a chance with me.”

“You’re one arrogant bastard, Karl.” Nic smiled as he recalled the many one-night stands, and the many women they’d shared.

Many of those ladies didn’t realize the two men weren’t just work-colleagues, and they shared more than women. The guys were as likely to come together whether or not they had a woman with them.

“Go on. Fuck off, and leave me with the wet sheets and sore ass, and I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

Karl leaned over and kissed Nic on the forehead, which was an unusual move for him. Kisses, along with all signs of affection, were usually reserved for during sex or in the immediate run-up to it. He didn’t linger, he strode across the room, making for the exit. 

“Hey, Karl. About tomorrow when we’re at work.”

Karl stopped at the door and turned toward Nic. “What?”

“I’ll try not to picture you with my calves on your shoulders.”

Karl grinned. “Fuck off, Nic.” 
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The Next Day

KARL
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“There’s someone who wants to talk to you, boss.” Nic, the site foreman, turned his head and glanced over his shoulder.

Karl followed the gaze. At the far end of Beaumont High School parking lot, a scrawny young woman stood near the open gate.

“Any idea what it’s about?” She didn’t appear old enough to be a concerned resident. She looked more like the young barely-legal kids who’d try acting grown up on their first time in a bar. The sort who wouldn’t invite you home because they still lived with Mom and Dad.

She looked like a young woman who’d be wild in his hotel room with her hazel brown hair flying wild in the breeze and her casual shorts and ripped T-shirt. So far, he hadn’t hooked up with anyone in this small town, and a man had to consider these things.

Nic was probably thinking the same thing. 

They could both do with an adventurous woman.

“She wants to hear your plans for the forest.” Nic shrugged. “I didn’t tell her anything. Said I’d get you to talk to her.”

There were always people turning up to the site with questions whenever land developers first appeared in any town. After more than a decade in the business, Karl had learned these queries had to be handled sensitively. Otherwise, there was a danger of one person’s concerns turning in to an avalanche of protest, resulting in delays and costing the company money if fear and misinformation spread among the locals.

“I’ll go and talk to the girl. First and foremost, we want to get the fencing off the truck,” Karl pointed to the far end of the schoolyard where it butted up to the trees beyond. “Somewhere over there as all of that has to be replaced.”

Nic nodded and went to round up the men and get them started. They’d spend all day standing around if someone didn’t keep shepherding them.

Assessing the situation, Karl walked across the parking lot. The woman took that as an invitation to move toward him.

Karl didn’t feel defensive about the woman trespassing on his property as this wasn’t his property. For a small fee, he had permission to use the school grounds during the vacation time.

His work offered a clear benefit to the school as he intended to replace the perimeter fence and rectify any damage to the grounds, which would involve new turf at the very least.

“Hello, I’m Karl Smyth. What can I do for you?” he asked when they reached speaking distance but were still too far apart to shake hands.

“I want you to tell me exactly what your men are doing in the woods?” No greeting. No introduction. With feet shuffling and fists clenched, the woman looked agitated.

Instinct told Karl this kid would be trouble. She looked skinny but not undernourished. Most young people wanted their towns to prosper, bringing work and better prospects, so Karl decided to play that card. “We own that land, so I’m here to make good the fences. We’ve planned for development in the area, creating jobs and building houses.”

The girl’s face didn’t relax or smile. Her every muscle seemed to clench tighter with emotion. “You can’t. You must stop.”

“Why’s that?” Karl tempered his voice, hoping he sounded sincere. He wanted to laugh in the kid’s face. There was no logical reason to stop his work because someone not long out of school requested it.

“It’s dangerous. That’s all. Just keep away. Build your houses, or factories, or whatever on the other side of town.” The woman looked like she only just restrained herself from stamping her feet and having a full-blown meltdown.

Karl couldn’t understand how he’d badly miscalculated the situation. He hadn’t expected this outburst and wished he could start again. For the time being, it was just fencing and felling a few trees, they had planned nothing more. Eventually, a housing estate or an industrial park might make it to the site, but that might be years or decades away.

“All right. I want to understand the issue here. I didn’t catch your name.”

“I’m Lauren.”

“All right then. If you explain to me why you’re worried, we’ll see what we can sort out. I presume you live around here?”
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CHAPTER ONE
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Spring break papers sucked. Having three of them sucked even more. Jade had three pay-wall databases opened in three tabs and five physical books strewn across her bed—including on her chest. The smell of dusty, ancient textbooks filled her nostrils. The bottom of her computer burned hot against her legs.

She sat on her bed, guiltily neglecting her work, but unable to find the will to put fingers to keys. Her mind wandered across the question, the subject matter, and onto thinking about alternative, fun things to do. Why did she need to write essays?

Because they will teach me the skills I need to present my research effectively.

Jade scowled and pushed the laptop aside.

It all seemed grown-up. 

As if.

Spring break would never be much fun, anyway, so Jade might as well study. She picked up the textbook on her chest and leafed through it absentmindedly. While other kids had taken off for Florida beaches, she stayed in Riverside with papers to write and not enough money to do anything else.

Jade kicked out her legs and rolled over. The edge of Ferguson’s Psychoanalysis in Motion bit into her ribs. Jade sank down on top of it, feeling very much like a tranquilized sloth.

Spring break.

Hurray.

With a snort, she reached for her bedside table and snagged her phone from where it was charging. Maybe a few dozen games of sudoku would help.

Before Jade navigated to the app, Lauren’s name appeared on the screen to announce her call. Under normal circumstances, receiving a phone call from her best friend wouldn’t be anything out of the ordinary—but over the last few years, their lives had taken a turn for the bizarre.

Strange things were happening in her hometown of Beaumont, which had stolen Lauren from ordinary life and taken her to live in another place. Everyone in the world had heard of Sparta, probably, but you wouldn’t find Lauren’s house on Google Earth. It had no internet connection, and it required magic to get there. Her Spartan home existed in a different dimension.

Needless to say, Lauren rarely had any phone service.

Jade answered the call. “Hey, babe.”

“Oh my god, Jade,” Lauren grumbled. “Really?”

Lauren was most certainly not Jade’s babe. Jade snickered. “Are your boyfriends going to warn me off encroaching on their territory?”

“They’re not my boyfriends.”

Lauren called her three men her soulmates, which sounded very forever in a permanent and final way to Jade.

Jade rolled her eyes in the same way that she imagined Lauren doing at the other end of the call. “Right. Your life partners. Or whatever. Will they summon a giant to run into Brenna’s car or a God to dazzling blind me with bright light and...? Or will they chain me up and throw me into another dimension?”

“It’s your car now. Brenna made it quite clear she didn’t want it back.”

“Really? I say all that, and you pick up on my calling it Brenna’s car.”

Brenna had planned on staying in Beaumont for just a few months when she met three princes in the woods surrounding Beaumont, literally, and went to live with them in another dimension. Jade and Brenna were practically strangers when Brenna had to get rid of her car; she couldn’t take it with her, so she gave it to Jade, who did need one.

It solved both of their problems.

“No, I don’t expect any immortal will take their godly form because of anything you might do. And the defenders of the forest aren’t going to capture you and send you into a dimension where you don’t belong.” Lauren snapped. She didn’t sound in the best mood for banter.

Not that Jade understood soulmates, or getting tied down to one man. Lauren had three, but it was still very exclusive and forever in a way that Jade couldn’t comprehend when they were still so young.

Exclusive and forever, that didn’t appeal to her at all.

When there is just one lifetime and so many sexy hot people out there, men and women, how should a woman choose one person forever?

Nevertheless, she’d also harbored the contradictory hope that she would stumble across a special someone from beyond the veil or, better yet, a group of someones. Jade was more than a little envious, and she longed to have someone who cared for her like the Spartans loved Lauren. Eventually.

Lauren’s boyfriends, the sexy Spartans, were immortal warriors resurrected by the ancient Greek gods to defend Olympus and the earthy realms from vile monsters and magical entities who might otherwise traverse between different dimensions creating havoc.

From what Jade could tell, the Spartans kept watch over one of many gateways to Olympus and between the different worlds.

They looked tough and fierce, and they had one hell of a reputation. Once you got to know them, however, they seemed gentle and playful, with quite a sense of humor. They had many soft spots. They loved music and worshiped the goddess of fertility, Artemis, as if she were their own mother.

If you judged them by appearances only, they looked every bit as terrifying as you’d guess from the stories. Lauren never made much of it, but Jade had read up on Spartan warriors. They’d trained as brutal fighters from infancy, could kill with only their hands as weapons, and more than likely in their sleep. They were as badass as it gets. And Jade didn’t doubt it after discovering more about some of the giants and monsters they fought in combat. Lauren was safe with those three as her minders.

Lauren and the Spartans’ souls were bound together. It involved rebirth, magic, and a goddess: all kinds of things that Jade would’ve called crazy if she hadn’t seen some evidence.

Along with other gods, the Spartans prevented the worst of the worst from other realms passing through dimensions and worming their way into the human world.

Lauren had taken Jade beyond the thin fabric that divided the dimensions on a few occasions, and Jade had glimpsed those other realms. That would’ve made for a fun spring break trip and being half a day’s drive by car; it was within Jade’s budget. She hoped the purpose of Lauren’s call was to invite her over.

“Not even if I call you ‘babe,’ babe?” Jade placed her laptop to one side so she could enjoy chatting with Lauren.

“I don’t think so, but they can be jealous, so I won’t tell them, just in case,” Lauren joked.

Lauren was totally straight, and Jade would never have threatened their friendship in that way, anyway. Jade was just a friendly, with everyone, male or female. And she often came across as flirting even when she didn’t intend to.

“So, what’s up?” Jade asked.

“You need to come home.”

Yes!

“There’s something going on around the woods. They’re fencing off the area, securing it, and preparing to take down trees.” There was an unfamiliar serious tone to Lauren’s voice. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I think they might level the woods.”

“What?” Jade sat bolt upright, brow furrowing. “They’re leveling the woods? What do you mean?”

“I mean there’s a bulldozer and fences and men in safety vests. I have no idea what’s going on. They’ve already started putting up a fence with signs to warn people to keep out. I don’t know what to do. I’m freaking out.”

The smile fell from Jade’s face, and all the excitement at the thought of visiting Lauren melted.

“Are you safe?” Jade didn’t understand how it worked, but she worried that if the trees went, the rift would close, and Lauren wouldn’t ever be able to visit the mortal world again. “Are the Spartans safe?”

“Are you kidding me? Of course they’re safe,” Lauren reassured her. “It’s not them I’m worried about. Our safety isn’t the problem. If they tear down the forest and put in buildings, it will be a lot harder for me to come back and forth, and I don’t know what I’d do. But more importantly, can you imagine what would happen if there were houses or businesses put in place? How many people would accidentally travel between dimensions? Or how many would come face to face with monsters before my guys have caught them and sent them back?”

“Yeah.” Jade’s stomach knotted up with tension. “So... you need me to come home?”

“Right now they’ve got some gigantic traps set up, they’re trying to capture a stray minotaur but, at the same time, trying to keep it all hidden from these construction workers who are traipsing among the trees. Not easy.”

“Sounds a nightmare. A minotaur, huh?”

“Yes, they’ll get it. I need you here so we can fight these developers together. I can’t do this alone. I doubt I’ll gain much support from the town, and I need someone here to help me. I don’t want this to happen. Not only is it going to be a pain for me, but it will be dangerous for everyone. People will slip through into other dimensions and die or be trapped. They might find themselves in the Labyrinth or even Tartarus. People will disappear forever. A monster or a titan might kill them.”

“I get the picture. Calm down, I understand. You’re completely right.” Jade rose from the bed and glanced at the window. Still daylight outside. A four-hour drive, without stopping, and it was already late in the day. “I’m going to pack my things and head on over in the morning, okay? We’ll figure this out together.”

“You’re the best, Jade.” The relief in Lauren’s voice was telling—Jade knew right away how hopeless she felt. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Bright and early.” Getting an early night and setting off first thing seemed like the best plan.

They said their goodbyes and ended the call. Jade tugged her suitcase from her closet and pulled open her dresser drawer. She tossed clothes in, unconcerned with what she picked out or how it landed in the suitcase.

Ten minutes later, it seemed, Jade hit the snooze button on the alarm, sure it was too early to wake up. Way too early for a student on spring break.

She suddenly remembered why she was waking up so early, and at least that spurred her on.

Jade cleared the sleep from her eyes, and double-checked her belongings one last time.

Toiletries? Check.

Jewelry? Well, just one item. Sentimental value. Check.

Clothes? Check. Neatly packed so she wouldn’t have to iron them at the destination? Who was she kidding? Kinda folded so she wouldn’t look any more crumpled than usual in her never-ironed clothes? Yeah, sure. That.

Wallet and keys? Check, check.

She needed breakfast and to wake up properly before she hit the road for a four-hour drive. A shower would help.

Still sluggish from just waking up, Jade headed into the kitchen. She shared the apartment with a roommate, but Adriene had promptly left for Florida the night spring break began.

The lucky bitch.

At least it meant Jade had an empty house.

She opened the fridge and took stock of what she had. Maybe it’d be best to take care of perishable items before she left. Jade couldn’t guess how long she’d be gone, but she assumed that stopping a deforestation attempt would take more than one night.

It was a damn excellent thing they weren’t exactly rolling in produce.

There were seven eggs and some butter; they’d keep okay. The ketchup wasn’t about to go bad, and the bottle of soy sauce next to it was just about immortal, so it was safe to leave those. Everything else, she jammed into the freezer.

Jade closed the door and scribbled a note for Adriene.

Hey. Had to take off. We’ll go shopping when we’re both back in town. :)

Jade frowned at the note, then added to it.

PS Still hate you a little bit for going to Florida without me <3

PPS How the hell are you getting your papers done? Teach me your secrets?

There. That seemed better. It seemed a lot less like an urgent emergency with a little embellishment and teasing.

Jade didn’t like confrontation. She had no problem speaking her mind, but she always tried to do it diplomatically. The less serious she needed to be, the better. There was nothing worse than a heady conversation without some humor to give it perspective.

She was more than a little depressed at the prospect of a humorless confrontation in Beaumont. With so much at stake, she didn’t imagine it would be a barrel of laughs.

She hoped she wouldn’t be drawn into this any further than just being a cheerleader for Lauren. In the pit of her stomach, she sensed this campaign would require more from her than she wanted to give.

She did a last sweep of the apartment, grabbed her suitcase from her bedroom, and left. Cooler slung over her shoulder, suitcase wheeling behind her, Jade took the stairs to the ground floor and left her Riverside student apartment behind. She needed to get on the road and get the journey back to Beaumont underway.

The drive wasn’t easy.

The back roads leading to Beaumont twisted and often turned sharply, a nightmare for even the most experienced drivers. Jade had grown up in Beaumont and was used to the roads, but she’d seen more accidents than she cared to admit.

She took the drive slowly that morning, partially because she didn’t want to push her luck and end up skidding off the road, and because she dreaded what was to come.

Four hours offered a long time to reflect on things, and Jade had a lot to think about.

She worried about Lauren. They’d been best friends since their freshmen year in high school, and Jade had taken to her quickly. Theirs was the kind of friendship where nothing changed even after a time apart.

Since Lauren had gone to live with the Spartans in another dimension, Jade had seen a lot less of her, but every time they met up, they picked up right where they’d left off; they never experienced any awkwardness. But what of the future? What would happen?

They might never see each other again. While Lauren worried for the safety of others if they developed the area, Jade’s concerns were more selfish. She’d lose her friend and her opportunity to travel to the mythical lands beyond.

If Lauren had to choose, she’d be with the Spartans no matter where or what the consequences. Hot sex and three gorgeous guys notwithstanding, they were soulmates.

At only twenty-one, Jade wanted what they had, but she didn’t want to give up on casual flings and one-night stands. She hadn’t had nearly enough of them.

And she was only interested in helping because she didn’t want to lose Lauren. Deep down, Jade was thoroughly self-centered, but at least she knew it.

Realistically, they’d only just turned twenty-one—how were they going to convince a commercial development to quit destroying legally obtained property?

Jade thought she already knew the answer, but she didn’t like to linger on it. The answer was, they wouldn’t. They couldn’t. No matter how influential Lauren was when it came to interdimensional travel, and ancient Greek gods, she was just a kid as far as anyone in Beaumont was concerned. As was Jade.

Life would change irreversibly, and it wouldn’t be for the better. What would she do if Lauren’s passage to the earthly realm was barred? Jade had been away attending college, but they’d spent their summers together, both at Jade’s parents’ place and in other dimensions since Lauren met the Spartans last year.

Jade’s phone rang. She’d left it on the passenger’s seat, propped up against the cooler. She spared it a glance and saw Lauren’s name.

“Shit,” Jade muttered. There was no way she could answer. She was about ten minutes outside of town, and on treacherous windy roads. Lauren would have to wait.

The call rang and rang, then got sent to voicemail. As soon as she got into town, she’d call back.

Lauren had found happiness in the supernatural, and a few years ago, so had another girl, Brenna. Both of them were newcomers to Beaumont, and both of them had found their soulmates amidst the trees surrounding the town. Both of them found not one but three men to love and adore them.

Lauren and the cute bookworm, Brenna, had found three gorgeous guys to live with, in societies where foursomes were nothing out of the ordinary.

It just wasn’t fair. Jade wouldn’t say no to some of that.

After living her whole life in Beaumont until recently and going to college in Riverside, she’d never come across her fated partner or men who’d be happy to share.

Brenna had found love with three royal princes, including the heir to the throne of the Corax, she’d be a queen one day.

The Corax could fly by virtue of the fact that they had wings and their ability to transform into ravens. Or they were a land of ravens who sometimes turned into people. Jade hadn’t quite clarified which, or whether there was a difference. Many of the original Corax were people who’d been transformed by the ancient gods, thousands of years before smart-phones could have captured any of it on a clip and sent it viral.

It seemed the woods around Beaumont offered the best place to find broadminded magical boyfriends, and they seemed to come in a set of three. Lauren had three. Brenna had three. Destruction of the forest might dash Jade’s chance of finding her own magical fuck toy.

She’d had a fumble among the olive trees with a cute minor god the previous summer, but it didn’t amount to much. After that one time, she never saw him again. Not that it bothered her. She liked him as a friend but hardly knew him. And she didn’t expect an ancient god to be seriously interested in her when she wasn’t interested in dating anyone, anyway. Still, she always carried the jewelry he’d given her, a small metal clasp. It was a gift from a god, after all.

Jade drove past the sign welcoming her to Beaumont. She slowed down. It wouldn’t be long until she had to face whatever she had to face.

The high school was on the way to her parents’ place. Jade spared it a glance on her way past. The parking lot should’ve been empty, but there were a few cars, a couple of construction vehicles, and other construction-related stuff that Jade couldn’t identify at a glance. Just gray and metal stuff that wasn’t usually in the parking lot outside of the school.

The crew had torn up the football field to get at the forest. It looked like it was a routine workday—people unloading kit from trucks and walking about the grounds with a sense of purpose, some working to clear away recently fallen trees while others did, well, Jade wasn’t sure what they were doing. To her, construction always seemed like a whole lot of standing around and talking, and not a whole lot of work. She had no clue how things got done on a construction site, really.

It wasn’t the workers or the heavy machinery that drew her eye and kept it—it was Lauren. Jade screeched to a stop. Lauren was standing at the other end of the parking lot, her slender frame distinct against walls of workers.

From her body language, shoulders squared, and fists clenched, Lauren did not look happy. She was arguing with someone, and it wasn’t going well. She looked outnumbered and in need of help.

Jade couldn’t get a clear view of the man Lauren was arguing with, but she got the impression that whoever it was, he was important.

“Shit,” Jade murmured. With a change of plan and no need to return the call, Jade started the car moving again. Slowly she turned into the parking lot.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“You need to stop! You’ve no idea what you’re doing!” Lauren had probably shouted this same comment and similar, several times over already. Lauren sounded a little hysterical as if barely able to restrain herself from breaking into a full-blown, foot-stamping toddler tantrum.

Not good.

“Is that so?” The man sounded calm, though too weary for mid-morning. He seemed like a parent who’d witnessed these hysterics many times before. “Look, there are plenty of other forests in the area for your walks. They surround this entire town. Just not this bit of land because I own it. It’s private property, and the trees on it aren’t endangered or protected. I can fence it all in and chop them all down if I want to.”

Jade slammed the car door shut and locked it out of habit; no one here would steal her old car. Stiff after her long drive, she rolled her shoulders back; it helped to straighten up and ease the tension in her muscles. Only a few feet from the argument and able to hear every word, Jade hung back by her car to listen.

“You can’t just... just go destroying the woods! Do you even realize how much danger you’re in?” Lauren’s voice sounded shrill and desperate.

Jade cringed. She recognized crazy, and Lauren seemed like she’d dove off the deep end.

“From what?” The man’s dignified voice sounded steely, professional, and in control in a way that made Jade shiver. Under different circumstances, it was a voice she’d listen to just for the hell of it. “Wild boars? Bears? Deer?”

“You have no idea what you’re getting mixed up in,” Lauren warned, still sounding too crazy to do herself any favors. “You need to stop this, and you need to stop it right now.”

“Are you threatening me? And if so, with what? Where are your hippie friends? Or is your witches’ coven going to cast a spell? Or come to get me?” the man asked flatly. “Listen, I understand you’re an advocate for nature. That’s great, and I love the environment too. All I’m doing is fencing off this section and taking down a few trees for now, as is my legal right to do. There’ll be no impact on global warming.”

As Jade glanced around, she saw men gathered listening to one man who appeared to be giving a speech. Beyond that, truckloads of metal fencing of the sort she’d often seen temporarily erected around construction sites. It was a lot of fencing to put around the woods.

Judging it high time, Jade stepped up to support her friend. As she stood behind Lauren, Jade took a good look at their adversary.

She wished she hadn’t.

Dark and handsome, probably around thirty years of age, the man was exactly the type that made Jade drool.

Something about him suggested he was more than just a suit
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