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      When fire meets storm, destiny ignites.

      Zoey has always felt the burn of something more beneath her skin—an untamed fire that refuses to be extinguished. After years of hiding her power, she’s finally found belonging and a chance to be normal… as a stunt double on a Hollywood set.

      Layla is the picture of grace and fame, a star with a global following. But behind the camera, she’s hiding a dangerous secret: she can control the weather.

      When a monstrous creature straight from myth attacks during filming, Zoey and Layla are forced to reveal their powers—and discover they’re not alone. Chosen by ancient forces, bound by a forgotten legacy, the two women must join forces to face a truth that will shatter everything they thought they knew.

      Because the world is on the brink of chaos.

      And this is only the beginning.
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      Madison adjusted her sunglasses as she crossed the threshold into the mansion. She maintained her usual professional demeanor, though she wanted to gape in awe and shrink with intimidation.

      “This way, Miss Katsaros,” the butler beckoned. Fitting that a home of this grandeur would have a silver-haired butler, though the penguin suit seemed excessive.

      She followed him along a corridor where bold columns stretched high to a vaulted ceiling and down to accentuated white floors so polished she could practically see her reflection in the marble as her short heels clicked. Inset coves displayed gold statues of ancient warriors with gladiator swords, their expressions some mix of surprise or anguish. Oddly, these weren’t the usual fearless battle gazes of Greek art.

      Gold was also an unusual choice. While the gleaming color contrasted beautifully with the white walls, Madison knew from her work in art restoration that most Greek sculptures were made of marble or occasionally bronze. Why had someone painted them gold?

      Farther down the hallway, they passed magnificent oil painting scenes from Greek mythology—Achilles falling in battle, an arrow through one heel, hands touching on the ground while crushing defeat hung his head low; Hercules conquering Cerberus with one of three heads dangling limply as the other two snarled with rage-filled red eyes; Perseus wielding the head of Medusa to petrify Phineas and his coconspirators. Myths and legends—or so the world believed.

      Madison shivered at the last image. The demon, snake-headed woman had turned many men to stone before being decapitated, and even in death, she’d been deadly. Her story was even more tragic, considering how she’d been cursed simply for being beautiful.

      The butler paused before the entrance to a sitting room. “If you would please wait here for Master Chloros.”

      Master? This is twenty-first-century America. Who calls anyone master?

      Madison had grown up in England and only noted the word “master” still used occasionally when addressing a young boy not yet old enough to be called “mister.”

      Nodding, Madison stepped into the room. The space looked equally lavish with a stone fireplace, more paintings of Greek misery and triumph, and more strange gold statues capturing people in moments of shock and awe. The exquisite detail of the work made them lifelike, but what could have been works of beauty were rendered creepy by their expressions.

      Movement near the window startled her. A man, perhaps early thirties with brown hair dusted in blond highlights, turned toward her. His sapphire eyes were stunning, the depths of which spoke of hidden secrets. His chiseled face had a couple of days’ stubble covering his jaw. With his khaki trousers, airy off-white button-down shirt, and thick-soled shoes, he needed only a machete to look fresh from the jungle.

      “You’re not Mr. Chloros,” she said.

      “No. I’m Rex Alderman.” His voice sounded deep, rugged, and American. He walked over, extended a hand.

      “Madison Katsaros.” When they shook, a warm, tingling sensation spread through her.

      He didn’t smell like jungle. His scent was a manly musk with a hint of cinnamon. Rex Alderman. Something in the name caught her attention and set her mind churning. Releasing his hand, she took a step back and distanced herself from the allure of him. Personal involvement was a complication she didn’t dare entertain … with anyone.

      “Do you work for Mr. Chloros?” Rex asked.

      “No. I’m an art conservator. He invited me to discuss a restoration project.” She began to regret accepting the invitation. She preferred to work in solitude, and already she’d met a butler and this man. Yet, Mr. Chloros had paid a generous upfront fee for her to come in person and learn about his project.

      “Interesting. I’m an archaeologist,” Rex said. “I was also invited to discuss a business opportunity.”

      “Archaeology.” She couldn’t contain the fascination in her voice or the double-take at his appearance. She wondered what his civilization of interest was when the name triggered a memory. “Wait. Rex Alderman.”

      He gave her a lopsided grin as though flattered she’d heard of him.

      “The Rex Alderman who pulverized a two-millennium-old Scythian crown?”

      His smile faded.

      Stepping closer, she hissed, “You desecrated a priceless artifact. Took me weeks to restore that crown to something resembling the original.” When she’d been assigned the job to repair the fresh dents and chips, she’d wondered how the man who’d discovered it could even call himself an archaeologist. She’d heard the entire grave site had been a disaster, as if trampled by a horde of drunken centaurs.

      He cocked his head to one side, seemingly unfazed by her scolding, as his grin returned. “They say never meet your heroes.” He raised his hands shoulder-high as if in surrender.

      Taking a retreating step back, she bristled even as her core warmed to the sight of his cocky mouth. Her body’s reaction irritated her further.

      “You, sir, are not my hero.”

      “I could be.”

      She did a double-take. Was he flirting with her? Preposterous. He was the Tasmanian devil of his field, and they were here to discuss a job. She hoped it didn’t include cleaning up his messes.

      Before she could devise some retort to wipe the self-satisfied look off his face, he asked, “You fly across the Atlantic to come here?”

      “No. I live in New York.”

      “But grew up in London? The accent,” he added. “But your last name, Katsaros, is Greek.”

      She shook her head. “I grew up in a little town in England called Dunchurch where my mother’s family is from.” Madison walked around the room, feigning admiration of the art so she’d stop admiring him. There wasn’t enough space in this room for his ego and the two of them. “My father was American, but his father immigrated from Greece.”

      Small talk risked the personal involvement she meticulously avoided, so she changed the topic of conversation back to work. “Do you suppose Mr. Chloros accidentally scheduled us at the same time, or that his project involves you finding an object and me restoring it?”

      “We’ll soon find out. Your, uh, glasses are particularly dark.” Rex tapped next to his eye.

      Ah, yes, the inevitable question—or implied question—about why she wore dark glasses indoors. And so came the well-rehearsed lie. “I’m photosensitive.”

      “All the time or you just came from the ophthalmologist?”

      “Always and forever.”

      The butler swung the doors open wider. “Mr. Alderman and Miss Katsaros, I present Master Chloros.”

      A large man entered, dressed in an iridescent blue suit. A swirl of black hair topped his head and appeared to contain enough gel to hold up a palm tree in a hurricane. “Thank you both for accepting my invitation.” His voice had a medium-pitched Southern twang. His mansion may be in upstate New York, but he’d clearly been raised in the South.

      When Madison had spent three months at the Mississippi Museum of Art on a restoration project, she’d found the dialect charming. Chloros’s shadowy mysteriousness, however, was anything but charming. Her initial relief that his arrival meant the meeting would get underway and she could avoid further conversation with Trampling T-Rex Alderman was replaced by an unease from Chloros’s demeanor.

      The butler closed the door behind him as he left.

      “You have quite the collection,” Madison began, hoping to keep the conversation professional and brisk. “And I’ve only seen the hallway and this room.” She’d already begun cataloging items in her mind, a remnant of her college days working in a museum basement and a by-product of her belief in order and tidiness.

      “I’ve spent decades collectin’,” the man drawled.

      Rex turned, lifted a sword off one rack on the wall. “It’s a fantastic place. This is a gladiator’s sword.” He twirled it. “Weighted perfectly.”

      Mr. Chloros stiffened slightly, making Madison wonder if he didn’t like his trinkets touched—or if he knew of Rex’s propensity to damage priceless artifacts. Turning toward her, Chloros smiled broadly with gleaming white teeth, though something calculating glimmered in his gold-flecked eyes. He glanced at Rex who played with the sword as Chloros moved toward Madison.

      “Should we discuss why you need my services?” she asked.

      Something about Mr. Chloros slinking toward her had her skin crawling. In a word: dodgy. She also didn’t care for the young Indiana Jones lookalike slaying the air with a sharp object. Though she didn’t consider herself claustrophobic, the room felt suddenly small and the closed door paradoxically too far out of reach.

      Rex set the sword down and walked over to inspect a golden statue—a hoplite soldier wearing a muscle cuirass shirt.

      Mr. Chloros eased even closer to Madison. “I am interested in your particular talents.” He extended his hand toward her.

      They had already dispensed with introductions and hadn’t settled on an agreement of any specific work, so the handshake seemed oddly timed. Whatever. She could be polite until she could politely leave. This place, despite its lavish expense and pristine cleanliness, had a disconcerting feeling crawling up her spine.

      She swallowed back her discomfort as she extended her hand. “What do you need restored?”

      When she touched his hand, it felt like gripping ice straight from the Antarctic tundra. Cold—sharp and bone-deep—spread rapidly from her hand through her chest and abdomen and into her other extremities. She opened her mouth to scream, but her entire body became immobilized.
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      Rex Alderman needed funding for his next archaeological expedition, so when he’d received an invitation to upstate New York to talk about financing, he had booked the soonest flight. Once inside the mansion and its trove of artifacts, he was certain he’d found his cash cow. He only needed to convince Mr. Chloros to be his benefactor. Rex could be charming when he wanted to be, so he’d been mentally rehearsing his pitch since walking through the front door.

      His mind had momentarily gone blank when Madison Katsaros had entered, a slim five ten and wearing a pencil skirt showing off shapely legs, conservative pumps, and a Louis Vuitton crossbody purse. Spiraling strands of pale blond hair, almost white, dripped down from a soft updo. Deeply shaded sunglasses obscured her eyes, though he could see the edge of dark, shapely eyebrows. She was impeccably dressed, like a work of art herself. Her voice held a rich British accent, akin to the actress Eva Green. And Madison had heard of him. Sure the Sky Wrath’s dig wasn’t one of his best sites, but he’d been lucky to leave that place alive, much less with a few marketable trinkets like Kharon’s crown.

      Now, Rex gaped at the lovely young woman who’d metamorphosed into a gleaming gold statue, an expression of shock and terror in the raised eyebrows and shape of her open mouth. He knew enough Greek mythology and had witnessed enough strange events, even ones he’d thought impossible, in his lifetime to understand what had happened as Chloros lifted his hand off Madison’s still form.

      The man turned toward Rex slowly, golden eyes now positively glinting with a demonic and terrifying glee. Rex grabbed the sword he’d been playing with moments ago in his now sweating hand.

      He pointed it toward Chloros. “What the hell do you want?” He’d been in dangerous situations, and he’d seen unbelievable magic, but this was both combined.

      “Redemption. I destroy the two of you, and I will once again be in the good graces of the master.”

      Rex’s heart rate kicked faster as his senses narrowed to focus on the threat. The man dressed like Elvis, spoke like a Southern Baptist minister, and wielded the power of Midas’s touch.

      And had Rex backed into a corner—wall on one side, chaise lounge on the other.

      “What master? I don’t even know you, man.” Rex would sure as hell skewer him if that hand got too close. He glanced over Chloros’s shoulder. Yup, Madison was still a hundred and thirty pounds of solid gold.

      Chloros smirked. “He watches even now.” His gaze flicked back to Madison. “I had to handle her first. She’s particularly deadly.”

      Madison? Rex had only met her for five minutes and had assessed her as introverted, gorgeous—despite the dark sunglasses—and utterly harmless with her prim and proper demeanor.

      Now, she was dead. Dead or suspended? If she was as lethal as Chloros claimed, making a risky next move might pay off.

      Rex gripped the sword in his hand tighter as he shuddered and summoned his saddest memory. With his left hand, he wiped at his eyes. He faked right, then lunged left, leaping over the chaise lounge. As he landed, he swiped a finger across Madison’s smooth, gold forehead.

      Behind him, Chloros dove toward Rex, who pivoted, narrowly missing the demon’s outstretched hand. A pulse of fear spiked through Rex as he slashed the sword. His attacker jerked his hand back before Rex could cut it.

      After fumbling the door open with sweating palms, he backed out of the study. On his way, he grabbed at another statue—this one of an armed gladiator—and yanked.

      Rex had envisioned bringing the statue down as a barrier to slow Chloros’s pursuit, but the damn thing was actual gold—Duh, Rex, he scolded himself—which meant it weighed a freaking ton and didn’t budge.

      Arms wrapped around Rex from behind, pinning his biceps against his chest while he jolted in alarm. Shit, of course, the butler was in cahoots with this psychopath. Rex struggled against the man restraining him. Anger warred with terror, both causing his heart to beat wildly, as Chloros closed in.

      “I will have my redemption,” the man declared.

      Jerking his head back, Rex slammed his skull into the butler’s nose with a satisfying crack. The man’s grip slackened enough for Rex to pull away, turn, and launch a right hook into his face, made all the firmer by the sword handle in his grip.

      The retaliation cost him precious time. Time enough for Mr. Chloros’s metallic touch to extend toward him. Rex brought his sword around but already knew he couldn’t chop the man’s arm off before those creepy fingers grazed him. Then what? Would he become another hallway decoration for this monster? Dead and fixed in time or imprisoned for eternity in an immobile hell?

      Golden Elvis was a mere inch away from touching Rex when his hand halted, spasmed, and flew to his abdomen where a long spatha gladiator blade protruded.

      Heart threatening to pound out of his chest, Rex stumbled back out of reach, putting more distance between himself and the Elvis-Midas hybrid. Then he saw who had impaled the man. The warrior who’d been frozen gold when Rex tried to topple him was now flesh and blood. Rex had never been more grateful for his powers than this moment. If his remnant of tears on his hand had reanimated the gladiator, did that mean⁠—?

      “Hey, tosser!” Madison’s furious voice came from the study.

      Chloros turned his head in surprise. He snarled as his entire body went rigid with his back to Rex. His skin paled while the color seemed to leach from his bright blue suit. All of him turned a sickly gray filled with cracks and imperfections.

      When Rex peered around the stone Mr. Chloros—a move he would later reflect on as quite careless—Madison was adjusting her sunglasses back in place, cheeks flushed crimson.

      Ah, well, not so harmless after all.

      “Master! No!” The butler flung himself at stony Elvis. “You monsters!” Red-faced, he reached into his jacket pocket.

      Rex spun toward him and tightened his grip on his sword. Before the butler could withdraw what Rex suspected would be a gun, the gladiator brought his bloody blade around, cleaving the head off of the butler’s body.

      “Oh, my, God. I’m going to be sick.” Madison stumbled out of the study and skirted around the stone figure, avoiding the blood pooling around the stone statue from the butler.

      As she scurried down the hall, Rex trailed after her. “Wait. What the hell just happened?”

      She didn’t stop until she neared the front door. Brushing pale hair out of her paler face, she bent over to catch her breath. “Well.” With one hand pressed to her stomach, she fanned herself with the other as she took several steadying breaths. “Seems Midas lured us both here with a promise of work when his real intention was to turn us to gold, apparently to earn favor with his master boss—whoever the hell that is. You reversed his magic by touching me, and you also freed our decapitating helios.”

      The Greek warrior approached, sword lowered, and watching with a curious, nonthreatening expression. Rex could figure out his story later. For now, he focused his attention on Madison.

      “You omitted the part where you turned golden Elvis to stone.” With the threats seemingly managed, his heart rate slowed to normal, but he kept a grip on the sword in the event further surprises awaited them.

      “Elvis?” She glanced back at the stone statue, turned a shade of green and looked away. “Oh, yeah, I get the reference. So, yeah, I don’t have the ability to turn things to gold—if I did, I wouldn’t be here looking for work.”

      “You petrified him.”

      “I’m cursed.” She tugged at her blouse a few times rapidly as if to cool her body. “Any living thing that looks into my eyes turns to stone.”
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      Rex took a moment to digest Madison’s words. “So … not photosensitive?” he asked.

      “No. Are you finished with your questions, officer? Can I leave now?” she said on a huff. The tension around her lips and jaw suggested she was holding herself together, but barely.

      “Sure, but I think we should stick together until we sort this out. Apparently, Midas has a boss who wants us both dead—or out of commission.” They were more likely to uncover who was after them and why if they worked together.

      “Fine. What about him?” she asked.

      They turned to look at the bronze-skinned gladiator who’d been studying their conversation with quiet interest. He didn’t seem the least concerned he’d beheaded someone. For now, the warrior seemed to be on their side and Rex intended to keep it that way. His gaze slid down to the sword the man held and the long trail of red blood on pristine white tile it had made down the hallway. Perhaps if Rex had been a warrior imprisoned as a statue for a few thousand years, he wouldn’t be fazed by spilling blood either.

      “We certainly can’t leave him here,” Rex said. “He doesn’t so much blend in with upstate New York, and we can’t have him slaying people.”

      “I am Alexios.” The ancient Greek spoke the words slowly and carefully.

      “Oh, English. Didn’t see that coming.” Rex couldn’t place Alexios’s accent; then again, he’d never heard an ancient Greek speak English.

      “I listen. I learn. First time speaking English.” He grinned as though pleased with himself. The smile was disarmingly out of place on such a muscled fighter holding a bloodied sword.

      “You’re doing amazing,” Madison said. “But can we go now?” She hugged herself while looking around as though expecting another attack.

      She could be right.

      “OK,” Rex agreed. “I took a rideshare here. Alexios, I’m guessing, doesn’t know what a car is since being solid gold for, oh, roughly two thousand years. Have you got wheels?” Rex asked Madison.

      “I have wheels.” She took out a pair of keys, dangled them in the air.

      “I know cars,” the Greek warrior interjected. “I watch movies when I was at Chloros’s home—until he moved me out of the entertainment room. I drive?”

      “No,” Madison and Rex said in unison.

      The three of them dashed down the hall to the front door. Rex glimpsed the many statues as a tingling sensation slipped down his spine. He suspected many of these were still alive, frozen and watching as Alexios had been. The battle-hardened warrior had fortunately come to their aid. What of the rest of these? Friends or foes? And how would they acclimate to a world they’d watched evolve around them for thousands of years? How many would have abandoned sanity from that sort of slow torture? He made a mental note to come back here and try to free who he could when he could safely return.

      Rex glanced at Alexios as he hurried ahead of him to ensure he rode shotgun. Outside, a crisp April breeze greeted them, and Rex instantly felt calmer in the expanse of fresh air.

      “Before you get in my car,” she told Alexios, “wipe that thing off.” She gestured to the sword.

      When Rex slid beside Madison, she was already cranking the engine. No. It had already been on, which meant she had the forethought to start it remotely.

      Smart, quick-thinking, and kept herself together under pressure—all attractive qualities. Too bad she could turn men to stone. She could just leave those glasses right where they were, and Rex would be sure to keep his distance.

      When everyone sat inside the white Camry with doors closed, she zipped down the long driveway bordered by an immaculate lawn. She spun onto the main road and didn’t drop to the speed limit until they were back near civilization.

      Head straight, she focused on the road as she gripped the wheel with white knuckles. She looked like she was still fighting for composure. Who wouldn’t after watching a beheading?

      “Are we going to talk about what happened?” Rex asked. “I feel like we should talk about it.”

      “I’m still hyperventilating over the fact I just killed a man.”

      Rex decided he’d omit his speculation that Elvis might not be technically dead, but suspended the way Alexios had been. Rex’s life was all about movement and freedom. Rex couldn’t imagine a worse curse than what Midas was about to face. The butler, however, was very much dead, and Alexios wasn’t so much distraught as he was … smiling in the back seat of the car like a boy on his way to his favorite burger joint.

      Jeez. The guy would probably want a meal soon.

      “We talk,” Alexios said. “On the way to Milopas.”

      “Milopas?” Rex asked.

      “It is a Greek island near Naxos,” Madison explained.

      “Yeah, I know where it is,” he snapped. “I want to know why Alexios wants to go to the same island I’ve been dreaming about.”

      Madison turned her head sharply to look at him, mouth parted in surprise, before turning her attention back to the road.

      “Ah, so we’re apparently all summoned to go there.” Rex crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat, thinking of the strange mental tug he’d been experiencing for several weeks imploring him to go to Milopas. “Well, seeing as how our last invitation almost turned me into currency, I’m fine keeping my life the way it is.” He wanted to know who Chloros’s master was but not at the cost of traveling halfway around the world.

      “I think it’s something important,” Madison said, voice conspiratorially low. “I’ve been putting off the pull to go there, because I can’t make sense of it and I don’t do adventure. I restore art. Alone. I travel for clients only, and even that’s a risk. After today, though, what if we’re supposed to go? What if going provides us with answers?”

      “What if going only gives us more questions? What if it has more demons, like golden Elvis back there?” Rex asked.

      Madison shook her head. “What if something at Milopas has the answers to who and what we are—don’t smirk at me, Rex. I know I have Medusa’s powers. But why? And what if there’s a cure? You have powers too. You restore life to the inanimate. Do you know why?”

      He shook his head. “I heal. I didn’t actually know if my tears would work to free you until they did.”

      “Do you know why you have powers others don’t?” she pressed.

      “We go,” Alexios said. “We get questions and answers, and more monsters.” His brown eyes lit with excitement.

      Rex gestured to Alexios as he listed exactly why they shouldn’t go, but Madison just raised her dark eyebrows above her glasses expectantly, as if silently asking if Rex would back down from a challenge.

      Rex could have bailed and felt certain there would be times in the future he wished he had. But he’d become an archaeologist out of genuine curiosity about the world, and he couldn’t temper that tendency just because someone threw around the word monsters. He also had some fairly badass companions to travel with—surprisingly feisty Medusa Madison and a Greek gladiator unafraid of danger and not squeamish around dismembered bodies.

      “Fine. We’ll go,” Rex said. “Some of the best advice I’ve taken has come from ancient Greek guys—Aristotle, Plato, Socrates. Why not take Alexios’s advice?”

      The warrior grinned like a schoolboy. “I met Epicurus. 260 BCE in Colophon. He founded Epicureanism. He is now a famous Greek … guy.” He said the last word like he was trying out the sound of it.

      “Pleasure above all else. I can appreciate that,” Rex said with a playful wriggle of his eyebrows.

      “Not quite,” Alexios said. “Pleasure is the highest good. Mental pleasure more so than physical. And the ultimate pleasure is freedom from anxiety and mental pain.”

      “I’m liking this Epicurus’s outlook,” Madison said. “I don’t think I would recognize life without anxiety and mental pain.”

      “You must learn emotional calmness,” Alexios said.

      “You certainly have. You’ll have to teach me.”

      An unfamiliar irritation crawled along Rex’s spine. He didn’t like the idea of Madison learning hedonism from Alexios, even though the Greek warrior wasn’t making a pass at her. Surely, Rex couldn’t be experiencing jealousy when he’d only just met Madison. He should be more concerned about her Medusa powers or that the three of them were all being subliminally summoned to a Greek island.

      “Wait. Epicurus?” Rex turned to gape at Alexios. “That puts you alive around the time of Alexander the Great.”

      Alexios smiled broadly. “We conquered all the way to India.”

      Rex turned back to face the road, astounded into silence. The gladiator really was twenty-three hundred years old and didn’t look a day over twenty-nine.

      Madison turned right at a stoplight. “Aside from the fact that we all just saved each other’s lives, I don’t know either of you. Still, today’s events are prompting me to consider this trip to Milopas.” Her voice sounded slightly breathless, showing she was still hyped on adrenaline. “I’ll need to go home for my passport. You?” she asked Rex.

      “Always have it on me because I travel so much,” he replied.

      She glanced back at Alexios. “How do we get him across international borders?”
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        * * *

      

      Madison drove south with two strangers in her car while she mentally planned how to rearrange her life in order to travel to a Greek island. Today’s events meant she needed to stop delaying the need to explore the pull toward Milopas. Thinking about this trip was preferable to dwelling on what happened at the mansion.

      She’d been turned into a freaking gold statue!

      Then, a man with apparently magical tears brought her back from that momentary frigid hell, following which, in self-defense—and part retribution—she’d stoned another human being … or mostly human.

      Replaying events threatened to unravel the tiny threads of control she clung to. Cracking the windows, she let cool, spring air inside to ease her nerves. She tried to recall if she’d seen any cameras or touched anything that would have left fingerprints. Maybe there wouldn’t be any proof she’d been there when authorities found the corpses … well one corpse, one statue.

      Athena, I’m hoping for answers in Milopas.

      For so long, Madison had carried this curse as she tried to pass through life unnoticed by normal humans. What if more like her were out there? What if they were evil like Mr. Chloros?

      She had to break the heavy silence in the vehicle, or her mind would keep spiraling. “I’ve always wondered if more people existed in the world with powers. Although healing is so much better than petrification.”

      In the back seat, Alexios flipped the middle console up and down like he’d never ridden in a car before—which, she supposed, he hadn’t. He shifted his weight to put his nose near the partially open window like a golden retriever. Moments like this and when he smiled so boyishly made it hard to believe he was a deadly soldier.

      Rex trailed a finger along the edge of the open window. “Not a manly trait when you have to cry in order to heal. Also, not a great gift when you’re excavating in Iran—once ancient Persia—and inadvertently bring a Scythian soldier to life. But definitely handy when you fall down in a crypt and break your leg. Or you have to turn a block of gold back into a beautiful woman.”

      Madison swallowed. Rex had distributed the compliment so effortlessly, she wasn’t sure he’d realized it. Was he flirting? His tone didn’t suggest as much.

      Flirting would get Rex nowhere. One careless move during a relationship and her date could become an outdoor decoration—the equivalent of a giant garden gnome. She’d tried to take the risk a few times, but dates always wanted the glasses off for intimacy … not happening. Those who hadn’t cared if she’d worn them, hadn’t been worth dating.

      “Or beautiful man,” Alexios said, with a jovial innocence that made Madison chuckle and forget her self-pity.

      “Or that.” Rex laughed, a good-natured sound that had her wishing she could flirt with him.

      “You healed your own leg?” she asked.

      Rex shrugged. “Because I was already crying like a baby over the pain, wasn’t too hard to sprinkle a few tears over the wound.”

      Madison smiled, hardly believing this rugged man who kept his wits about him while dodging the golden touch of death would ever cry. “Like a baby, huh?”

      “Should you ever divulge that outside this trio of trust, I will adamantly deny it.”

      She chuckled. Wow, he was good at diffusing tension.

      “I am good keeper of secrets,” Alexios said.

      “Good,” Rex said. “Because the world you just joined doesn’t believe in magic, Greek curses, or many-millennia-old Greek warriors reanimated from elemental captivity. Those are big secrets we all have to keep.”

      “I keep.”

      “You reanimated a Scythian soldier?” Madison asked him.

      “Apparently my tears can bring back the dead, sort of. I’ll tell you, he was not happy about it. Hell hath no fury like a resurrected warlord.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Rex picked at the handle of the sword propped against the car door with its blade pointed down. “Ah …” He cleared his throat as the humor in his eyes faded. “I had to kill him all over again. Not fair to him, but he made it clear it was him or me.”

      “How do you kill something that’s already dead?” When she asked, she eyed him warily as she wondered how accustomed this stranger in her car was to violence and death.

      “Well, he’d been sort of … preserved. I think he’d been buried in a salt pit. Anyway, being somewhat mummified—which I think is why I could inadvertently revive him—I, uh, had to decapitate him.”

      “Seems like the theme of the day,” Madison commented, swallowing back the repulsive images of a mummy and the butler’s beheadings.

      Alexios clapped Rex on the shoulder. “You are also a warrior.”

      “Nah, man. Just a survivor.”

      “Madison is a survivor,” Alexios added. “She turned Mr. Golden Elvis to stone.”

      Rex grinned. “She sure is,” he agreed. “Was he your first?” he asked her.

      “Stoning? No.” She pursed her lips. “He wasn’t my first.” Her voice was tight. The topic wasn’t up for discussion. Mr. Chloros hadn’t been her first, and she had a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach that he wouldn’t be her last.
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      They picked up drive-through burgers on the way to Madison’s apartment. She lived in the Upper West Side. Sweet spot. Near The Met, Rex noted. She parked the car in the lot, and they walked toward the building.

      “You live in a high-rise,” Rex remarked as they took the elevator up.

      Madison rolled her shoulders. “Can’t turn anyone to stone when you live on the twelfth floor. No one’s looking into your windows way up here. It was either this or a basement. Actually, I did live in a basement apartment until I could afford this.”

      Rex thought about how difficult her life must have been. Still, she’d worked toward a successful career despite the challenges she’d faced. She couldn’t look at people unfiltered, but she could look and restore the art they created.

      Alexios kept trying to push the buttons on the lift once he noticed they glowed, forcing Rex to continually slap his hand away so they wouldn’t stop on every floor. Fortunately, they’d left his sword in Madison’s car, but the warrior still stood out like he was fresh from a Renaissance fair with his skirt and breastplate.

      Rex followed her out of the elevator and into her apartment. Rex glanced around at the open-concept living area, which was airy and light thanks to tall windows that offered a sweeping view of the skyline. Soft gray walls served as a neutral backdrop for pops of deep emerald and gold. A cashmere throw was draped over a sleek, modular sofa beside a low, matte-black coffee table with a stack of art history books, one open to a page on Hellenistic sculpture. One wall was dedicated to framed sketches of Greek constellations. A small bronze bust of Persephone rested on a floating shelf.

      As Madison set her keys down on the counter, he walked to the window.

      “Try not to destroy anything, Rex.” Her British accent held a mix of tease and warning.

      “Come again?” he asked, detecting the teasing tone in her voice. “Wait. Are we back to discussing the crown? That wasn’t my fault.”

      She walked to the kitchen and fixed herself a glass of water. “You know you have a nickname in the world of art restoration?”

      “Oh, yeah?” He crossed his arms and grinned.

      “Trampling T-Rex Alderman because of the damage you do.” She drank her water.

      “I’ve had a few unavoidable complications.” He shrugged as he walked to the window. “You chose well. Great view. You’re right, can’t make eye contact with anyone up here.”

      When he turned back around, she stood still with one hand gripping the glass on the counter, but he couldn’t read her expression through the sunglasses.

      “Sorry,” he offered lamely. “I’m sure it’s a sensitive subject.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, feeling like a schmuck.

      A sound bubbled up from her throat. She folded her arms on the counter and put her forehead on them. Her shoulders shook. Rex couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying. A good example of why he didn’t get involved with people. People were complicated and emotional. Thousand-year-old buried treasures were not. A knot of guilt formed in his stomach for having upset her.

      He looked to Alexios for help, but the man unwrapped and intently sniffed his cheeseburger, unconcerned by Madison’s behavior. He glanced around as if something else might offer assistance. Her galley kitchen was tidy and had brushed brass fixtures, open wooden shelves, and a Greek key backsplash in blue and white tile. Olive oil in a ceramic amphora sat beside a marble mortar and pestle.

      Now what? Did he offer her comfort, or would she prefer he left her alone? He didn’t want to be accused of being cold-hearted, though it wouldn’t be the first time.

      “Madison?” Rex asked.

      After a moment, she lifted her head and sniffed, but her cheeks were dry. “It is such a sensitive subject. I’ve been keeping this secret, carrying this.” She gestured to her sunglasses as she gave an ironic smile. “Suddenly, people know! People I helped and who helped me know. I’m terrified of the great unknown future, but for just a while I can enjoy not hiding the ugly truth about who I am.”

      “There’s nothing ugly about who you are,” Rex said. She was gorgeous, and that beauty extended to the inside of her
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