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      Rebecca Clark could stare at naked chiseled men all day, which was a good thing considering it was her job. Well, a part of it. As the curator of a small New England art museum, she looked at naked men all the time.

      But they weren’t real men. They were marble, not flesh and blood. For the last three years she’d specialized in marble sculpture collections, and right now she was staring at the perfect specimen.

      It was carved from a single slab of exquisite Italian marble by some obscure sculptor in London more than two hundred years ago. The only clues as to the sculptor’s identity were two words carved into the statue’s base: “Oath” and “Pride.” The Adonis—it had to be Adonis, as perfect as he was—stood proudly at six feet tall, though the statue was actually seven, given its foot-high pedestal.

      As the lights of the room illuminated the statue’s broad shoulders and smooth abs, she let herself wonder how long he had been hidden away in the large packing crate he’d arrived in, now lying discarded behind him, straw from the wooden crate littering the floor.

      “Well, he looks ready to me,” a man in gray coveralls announced as he brushed straw off his hands. He and his partner had spent the last hour carefully moving the statue through the warehouse and into the temporary exhibit that had come from London.

      “Thank you, Stan. See you tomorrow.” Although Rebecca planned to stay another couple of hours to finish the paperwork on the exhibits, she didn’t want her staff to work late. She genuinely liked working with everyone at the museum, except for her boss.

      “Thanks, Ms. Clark. Have a good night.” The pair picked up the crate and carried it out of the exhibit room, leaving a trail of packing material behind them. Rebecca smiled and shook her head. It could be cleaned up tomorrow.

      She checked her watch and sighed when she realized it was almost ten. This wasn’t unusual. She was used to burning the midnight oil, and this was an exciting new exhibition. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had a social life or anything—anyone—to go home to. A flicker of embarrassment made her cheeks flame.

      I shouldn’t be ashamed of working hard and still being single.

      But no matter how much she told herself that it didn’t seem to change how she felt. It seemed like the world judged a woman’s value by whether she could catch and marry a decent man. Rebecca wanted to be in a relationship, not because society expected it of her, but because she wanted to be loved. But after all the men she’d dated in the last several years she’d given up on finding a good one.

      Her gaze was drawn to the marble man and his lean, exquisite body with slightly sloped muscles and bulging cords of sinew. Everything was carved so perfectly into the stone that she almost thought she could see them move in the right light.

      He was bigger too—down there—than other male statues she’d seen, and far more masculine with his broad shoulders and slim hips. She couldn’t help but walk a full circle around the statue to admire him…er…it from every angle.

      Full sensual mouth, soft bedroom eyes, and literally a chiseled jaw. But the hair—tousled rock-hard waves—that was the hair of a man who’d stumbled from the bed of his lover before posing for the artist. He was gorgeous.

      Real men didn’t look like this. Men were petty and selfish. They clung to women, used them or cheated on them, especially the good-looking guys.

      She shook her head, banishing the dark thoughts. It wasn’t true. There were good men in the world—fathers, brothers, husbands, friends. But aside from her own father, she’d never encountered a good man in her life. If there was a lazy, spoiled, or rotten man out there, she’d found him and dated him. Not by choice, of course. People were clever about hiding their faults, and she always found new ways of being fooled.

      The pattern was always the same. First she’d be smitten with a man, and she would date him casually. They’d enjoy each other’s company, the sex would curl her toes, and she’d hope it would lead to something more. Three to six months later she’d find herself exhausted and fed up with the cooking and the cleaning up after a man only to have lackluster sex—if she was lucky enough to snag his attention before he passed out on the couch to the news. Even when she was lucky, she’d be so tired that all she could do was lie there and let him get his, without ever getting hers.

      It meant that she was still single at thirty-two, but she’d almost come to accept that fate. Better to be alone than to be totally unhappy. Rebecca stared up at the beautiful statue, and with a bashful smile, she reached up to touch his hip. The marble was cool beneath her fingers, but she jumped and pulled her hand back when she felt a little electric spark. She studied the statue, trying to figure out how she could get a static zap from marble. Then she returned her hand to the stone again, laughing at her foolishness.

      “Why couldn’t a man like you be real?” Her soft voice echoed in the darkened gallery. “Someone tall, handsome, strong, yet caring when I need him to be, and sexy as hell.”

      But it was a dream and nothing more. Men like this didn’t exist, couldn’t exist.

      A sudden chill stole through the room, and Rebecca curled her arms around her shoulders, hugging herself as she gazed at the man’s stone face.

      “See you tomorrow, handsome.” She bit her lip, and with a shy smile at the statue, she turned and walked back to her office. There was a mountain of paperwork waiting for her, though all she wanted was to go home with a man like the one on the pedestal in the gallery.
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      Moonbeams cut through the wide windows, playing with shadows in the art gallery. The figures in the paintings were silent but watchful, as if waiting for something to happen. There wasn’t a sound to be heard throughout the gallery. Everything was still and silent…

      A woman in a white gown appeared, as if the moonlight itself had coalesced into human form. She smiled as she made her way to the statue in the middle of the room, her eyes both playful and hard. Its white stone gleamed like solid moonlight in the darkness.

      “Hello, Devon,” she said as she brushed a fingertip along its marble thigh. “Are you ready to be a good boy and please your goddess?”

      An electric pulse shot through the stone, and she chuckled. So the mortal still had some fight in him, even after two hundred years.

      She studied the stone figure’s face, and her eyes sharpened. “Hear me, Devon Blake. You were punished for failing to please your goddess and seeking only your own pleasure in my arms. It was my right and duty to punish you. Now I am feeling lenient and merciful. Do not make me regret such soft emotions.” She studied the words “Oath” and “Pride” inscribed in the stone. She’d made an oath to herself to punish Devon for his pride. A smile twitched the corners of her lips. The words oath and pride also spelled her name: Aphrodite. A little goddess humor she couldn’t resist indulging in.

      She paused, brushing a hand down the diaphanous white gown that hung from her shoulders and clung to her full curves. “You must prove to a mortal woman that you are able to please her without sating your own lust for an entire week. If you cannot do this, and fail to win that woman’s love because of your selfishness, then you will return to stone. And it will be far more than two hundred years before I grant you another chance.”

      The gallery vibrated with the goddess’s words. The spell—or rather the curse—settled into the stones and the frames of the paintings and, most importantly, into the marble statue of the man once known as Devon Blake.

      The goddess glanced about the room, eyeing the silent witnesses to her curse before she faced the frozen man.

      “She who has woken you with her touch shall be the woman who will set you free—if you have the strength to put her desires before your own.”

      And with that, the goddess vanished. The gallery seemed to sigh its own quiet relief that a goddess had come and gone without leaving a path of destruction in her wake. Instead, she’d left a lingering sense of dark enchantment that could only be broken by the power of love.

      Such was a fitting curse from the goddess Aphrodite.
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      Devon Blake, the fifth Earl of Richmond, heard every word Aphrodite had spoken. For two centuries, he had been able to hear everything and yet see nothing of what was in front of his marble eyes. He had been trapped in a nightmare, unable to speak or cry out. He had spent the last two hundred years traveling from museum to museum around the world, and he could hear Aphrodite’s mocking laugh each time he reached a new city. In his frozen stone state, he’d been able to hear bits of conversations of people around him but could not see, could not truly grasp how different the world must be around him now.

      How much life have I missed while trapped in stone?

      He had been reduced to a creature put on display, to be marveled at and gawked at like a common street performer—and a naked one at that—as opposed to the aristocrat he’d once been, with power, good looks, and wealth.

      And it was all Aphrodite’s fault.

      Had he not come across her in a quiet corner of Covent Garden one night while the fireworks burst over his head and whispered laughter slithered through the hedges and blooms, he might never have made the mistake of bedding her. His mind howled at the memory of that night, how he’d slaked his lust upon the goddess’s beauty and had not one care for her pleasure before he’d abandoned her.

      It was my downfall, to care only about myself.

      He’d walked not twenty steps before he’d heard the booming shout from behind him.

      “How dare you walk away from me, mortal!” And in seconds, his heart had stopped, his world had crumbled into darkness, and he’d been imprisoned in this marble nightmare where he could experience no sight or touch, but hear only what happened around him.

      Now he had a chance to undo his mistake and earn Aphrodite’s forgiveness. He had to last seven days with one woman and not seek his own pleasure, only hers. He could do it. He had to.

      But who would be the woman to free him of this curse? He thought of the woman who’d been in the gallery a few moments before Aphrodite. He’d had no eyes to see her, yet he’d felt her hand on his cold stone skin, and his body had responded with desire at her sultry whisper, longing for a perfect man. How could her touch have made him feel something when nothing else had since he’d been transformed into stone?

      There was something in her plea that had called to him, and he had cried out inside his mind for her to keep touching him. It had been too long since he’d been a living, breathing man with a body to touch and hands to touch with. Too long…

      He listened to the sounds of the quiet gallery now, the distant chime of a clock, the creak of a wall settling into place, and he wondered where he was. Somewhere in America, if he had heard the movers correctly. He’d lost track of how many times he’d been moved and had long since ceased to care. It hadn’t mattered—until now.

      The woman’s words echoed in his mind, taunting him. “Why couldn’t a man like you be real?”

      And then it happened. His skin began to burn, and his insides churned as though he was going to be sick. Though he couldn’t see or move, his head was spinning and he wished he could stand the dizzying feeling that…

      His body hit the cold wooden floor with a thud. For a moment he feared he would shatter until he realized it had been flesh that hit the hard floor. Every muscle in him screamed in agony. After two centuries of being stone, he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

      An agonized gasp escaped his lips, the sound ricocheting off the walls of the room around him. He kept his eyes closed, panting as he lay on the floor, his body awkwardly twisted, but there was no helping it. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, listening to his heartbeat pound against his eardrums, before he heard a sound.

      “Hello? Is someone there?”

      It was a woman’s voice. The realization crept into his mind as he focused on breathing. He might as well have had dust in his lungs, after all the time they hadn’t been used.

      “Hello?” the woman said again.

      This time, Devon forced his eyes to open, then promptly clamped them back shut. The moonlight that swept in through the windows was too bright. He couldn’t take it.

      “Oh my God!” the woman said with a gasp from close by. The sound of her footfalls and then the touch of her hands—it was shocking, and he tensed, emitting a low groan of pain.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” The woman’s speech was hurried and her accent definitely American. Warm feminine hands touched his shoulder, his lower back, his arm, and then his cheek.

      “Please don’t be dead,” she whispered. “Oh God, please don’t be dead.”

      “Not. Dead. Need. A. Moment.” Every word he muttered had to be dragged painfully out of his unused throat.

      “Thank God!”

      Her exclamation made him chuckle. It was not the Christian God she should be thanking but a very clever goddess. He’d spent the last two centuries trying to come to grips with the theological implications of that fact, and he was no closer to an answer now than the day he’d been turned to stone.

      “What are you doing in here? How did you get in?” the woman asked as she helped him to sit up. He could feel her trembling as she touched him. The ladies of his era would have screamed and likely fainted at the sight of a strange unclothed man appearing out of nowhere.

      “I swear I mean you no harm, my lady…” His throat felt like shards of glass had cut him deep. “I’m afraid I had an…unfortunate accident.”

      “I think I should call the police. I’m sure they can help you…er…” The woman stumbled over her words.

      Devon wasn’t sure if police were the men of law and order from his century, but he could guess by her tone that they would likely take him away, which would damn him forever.

      “Please, no, I beg you. Do not summon the…police. I can explain why I am here if you but give me a moment to rest.” He rubbed at his eyes, and then, blinking owlishly, he opened them. It took him a moment before he could bear the bright moonlight, and then he got a better look at the woman.

      She sat on the floor beside him, in a knee-length tweed skirt that flared out. She wore a waistcoat of the same tweed, with a white blouse beneath and strange leather shoes with heels. It was quite a fetching and certainly scandalous-looking outfit that immediately caught his attention.

      Devon looked to the woman’s face, startled by the warm brown eyes and the little upturned nose that was smattered with light freckles. A pair of rimless spectacles perched on her nose, giving her a scholarly look. Her hair was pulled back in a chignon with a…a pencil sticking out of the back? Did the woman know she had a writing utensil stuck in her hair? Surely she didn’t. Only artists and craftsmen used pencils. What did that make this woman?

      “You’re naked!” The woman’s gaze dropped to his lap, and he cursed as he glanced down. His body was already showing signs of interest in the woman, and he was not about to forget Aphrodite’s words of warning regarding his own lust.

      “That I am, my lady. Could you please tell me what year it is and where exactly I am?” He sighed and rubbed at his face, relieved that he didn’t have to shave, at least not yet. That was one thing he hadn’t missed in all those years trapped in stone. “And perhaps something to cover myself with?”

      “What year? If you’re going to tell me to come with you because some robot is trying to kill me, you can forget it. I’ve seen the movie.”

      Robot? Movie?

      “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand you. Please, where am I?”

      “You’re in Mistlethwaite, near Boston. Oh God…” The woman choked suddenly, and her distress made his heart race. “You shipped yourself here in a freight container, didn’t you? I heard about some magician doing that stunt once. But why did you do it naked?”

      He looked around the exhibit and saw a banner announcing the current exhibition
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