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  Blurb


   


  Eliana Shay is an ordinary college girl with an extraordinary birthright. When handsome professor, Aiden Klemenson, sees her, he singles her out as a potential Chosen of the benevolent gods of Creation. He tries to convince Eliana that she is born to do the work of the gods—something unique and powerful. But Eliana’s past doesn’t allow her to have the trust she needs—in Aiden’s gods and the man himself.


  Aiden must employ all of his considerable charm to break through her defenses, while trying to keep their relationship strictly platonic. A difficult task when the lush and curvy Eliana’s obvious desire and seductive aura shreds his self-control. Despite his best efforts, desire burns between them with an enchantment all its own.


  The gods of Destruction will stop at nothing to keep Eliana from becoming a powerful force against evil. Cunning and deceitful, they send demons and magical serial killers to exterminate her before she can become a Creation god's Chosen hand on earth. In order to survive, Eliana will have to learn to have faith in her own strength and the warrior who stole her heart.


  This title is previously published and has been extensively revised and lengthened in content.
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Chapter One


   


  Elaina Shay balanced on the tips of her knock-off Prada sandals and prepared to play chicken with the downtown Washington D.C. traffic. She joined a group of students scanning the speeding cars and trucks for an opening. The closest traffic light was a ten-minute walk from her dorm, but crossing the busy street here would get her to class with time to spare. There was no way she was going to do the knock of shame on the locked classroom door on the first day of class. Especially when her professors used magical wards to make sure no one snuck in with an illusion spell.


  A girl with purple streaks in her black hair next to Eliana said, “I'm going to throw a slow charm, but I have to wait for that light to change to red so I don’t cause an accident. When it does, cover me.”


  Eliana and the rest of the students around her did their best to hide the girl's actions. Since Eliana was only five-foot-one, any cover she could add was minimal at best unless the girl wanted to hide behind Eliana’s big butt. The rest of the students crowded around the girl as she dug through her backpack. If she was caught using a charm to disrupt traffic, she could be expelled from the university and face charges from the police. They all watched the lights on either end of the street, waiting for the red light to come on. As soon as it did, the girl ducked down so she was hidden in the mass of students.


  “It's got a fifteen-second timer. Everyone get ready!”


  They all watched the purple-haired girl invoke power in the wooden charm and toss it over the traffic with a casual flick of her hand. The traffic for a couple hundred feet on either side of the road slowed down to a crawl.


  Elaina’s long honey-brown hair blew across her face, and a horn blared as she took an impressive leap off the sidewalk. Cars passing through the bubble of the charm slowed down enough so she could easily avoid them. Dodge the taxi, slide off the bumper of the Buick, and dash in front of the delivery truck. Do a little touchdown dance in front of Victoria's Secret and resist the urge to shop. She blew out a breath and glanced over her shoulder as the traffic resumed its normal speed and the drivers yelled out a few choice words to the laughing students. She shook her head and gave the purple haired girl a friendly smile as she passed with her friends.


  Life was good. It was the first week back to school, and she was excited to be back in the city and out of her parents’ house. She would make it to class with time to spare—without having to run in her super-cute yet impractical sandals. It was nice to be able to dress up again in something other than the worn jeans and dingy t-shirts she wore during the summer while helping out at her parent’s landscaping business.


  Fall was almost here, and the breeze drifting through the packed streets around the university held a hint of decaying leaves beneath the stink of exhaust. The air moved along her skin with a caress, and the sun seemed to shine a little bit brighter past the tall buildings. All around her the world seemed to buzz with energy and excitement and she soaked up busy atmosphere with a smile.


  After spending the summer with her parents in their isolated atheist community located in the Shenandoah Valley she was amazed anew at how magic was seamlessly woven into the fabric of society in the rest of the world. Hell, she’d forgotten how nice it was to be able to invoke a cleaning charm that would clean a room with a flick of her wrist. It had actually taken her a bit to get used to living without magic again and her mother had been none too happy, accusing Eliana of being caught up in the religious web of lies that would turn her into another mindless goddess worshiping sheep. Though she would never say it to her parents’ face, she found them far more fanatical about their stance against magic and religion than any magic user or god or goddess worshiper she’d ever met. Memories of spending hours and hours in the local community hall listening to the village elders lecturing about the evils of organized religion made her shudder.


  Trying to clear her mind of those unpleasant thoughts, she looked into the stores she was passing. The sparkles reflecting off her rhinestone-covered backpack sparkled in the bright sunlight like a deranged disco ball against the windows of Victoria's Secret. Her glue-gun-happy witch roommate, Chrissy, had gotten drunk one night and decorated the backpack with protective runes in pink and yellow rhinestones. It was horribly tacky, but Eliana didn't want to hurt Chrissy's feelings and scrape the jewels off. Besides, for all she knew, the runes actually did keep her safe. She just had to hide the backpack from her parents.


  Saying they were less than thrilled about Eliana having a witch roommate was the understatement of the week.


  Eliana shook her head and sighed. Her parents’ prejudices had kept her isolated from the rest of the world for most of her life, and she hated how close-minded they were. A dazzling display of sequenced bras in the window of the store to her left caught her eye. She snorted at the giant photos of size 0 models with DDD boobs pouting their way through life. Eliana had a Marilyn Monroe body in a culture obsessed with starving teenage models. It made her want to eat some chocolate.


  She checked her lip-gloss in the reflection of the window then turned to head down the street to the main campus.


  “Excuse me, miss,” said an old man in a zip-up sweater with patches on the elbows and crooked, yellow teeth. He placed a liver spotted hand on her arm to stop her on the busy sidewalk.


  “Can I help you?” A shiver raced over her skin and she casually shifted her backpack again in an excuse to remove his hand. It felt cold and slightly moist on her arm. She took a step away, forcing him to release her.


  “Are you Mary Sharp?”


  “No, my name is Eliana.”


  His gaze intensified, darkened somehow, and unease began to speed her heart. He seemed like a harmless old man, but her feeling of disquiet grew and she took another step away from him with a barely disguised shudder of revulsion. He gave her a hurt look, and she immediately felt like a bitch. She was in the middle of downtown D.C. with a crowd around her. It wasn’t like an old man was going to assault her with a hundred people watching. He was just obviously confused and thought she was someone he knew. Yet even as she thought that the hair on the back of her neck stood up as goosebumps raced along her body.


  She moved back another step, not taking her eyes off him. He stunk; a mixture of urine and body odor wafted from his sweater. His thin lips curled back from his teeth in a bad parody of a smile and she blinked at how large they were, like he was wearing dentures three sizes too big for his mouth. Old man or not, he creeped her out.


  His hands flexed at his sides, the skeletal fingers curling like claws. “Oh, my apologies. You look like the daughter of a friend of mine. Such a pretty girl.”


  His smile was wide and friendly, but it didn't reach his eyes. They remained calculating and cold, like the look of a shark before it snatched its prey from the water and swallowed it whole. Panic sped her heart until it thundered in her ears and she glanced around them, hoping someone had noticed their exchange, but no one was paying them any attention. She tried to catch the gaze of a passing middle aged man, but he looked right through her like she wasn’t even there.


  Eliana took a deep breath in an effort to chase away her unease, then shook her head. “Um, nope, sorry that's not me. I have to go. Can't be late for class.”


  “Yes, we wouldn't want anything horrific to happen to someone as special as you.” The wide smile continued to stretch his wrinkled face, and it was definitely mocking now. He tapped a yellow-nailed finger against his temple with a knowing wink. “So young, so innocent, so naive. Bad things happen to little girls like you all the time.”


  Sharp and biting pain suddenly filled her head. It ached like the beginning of a migraine, but with more pressure. His words scared her, but what frightened her even more was the menace in his tone. It sounded as though he hated her. Loathed her even. She tried to think, to make her body move, to do something other than stand there like a statue, but she couldn’t do anything other than moan softly through lips that refused to respond.


  The man's voice cut through her thoughts. “You don't look well, young lady. Why don't you come with me, and we'll go get you some aspirin?”


  He held out his hand to her and she stared at it, her own hand lifting to his like she had no control over it. Yes, that seemed like a wonderful idea. This kind man would take her to get some aspirin, and everything would be all right.


  Aspirin? No, no aspirin, it makes me throw up, her mind managed to blurt out past the pain.


  “I have to go.”


  The words came out sluggish, as if her mouth was filled with cotton and the man shook his head. “Come with me, sweetheart. Come with me. Take my hand and come with me. Now.”


  The pressure in her head increased, and she trembled on the edge of passing out. In Victoria's Secret, a black magic alarm blared from the front door, and the ice pick of agony that was stabbing at her rapidly diminished. She retreated further from the old man, the use of her body rapidly returning to her. The alarm was probably just some stupid kids trying to shoplift with a curse they’d found on the Internet, but it helped break whatever weird hold the old guy had on her.


  The blinding pain faded to a memory, and Eliana took another step back, then another as the old man glared at her before bumping into an irritated woman in a business suit.


  With a frown the woman glared at Eliana. “Watch where you’re going.”


  “Sorry.”


  She turned to look back at the man and found she’d somehow made it at least a dozen steps away from him without even being aware of it. His face slipped back into the friendly smile so quickly she didn't know if she had imagined the fierce look.


  “Have a nice day.”


  The automatic response that had been drilled into her head since she was old enough to talk slipped out. She turned and walked as quickly as she could away from him, the icy feeling in her veins slipping away the further she got. A quick glance over her shoulder showed her the man still standing in the center of the sidewalk, talking into a cell phone, looking once again like someone’s beloved grandfather rather than the menacing figure of moments before. She rubbed the back of her neck, wondering what the heck was wrong with her.


  Guilt rounded her shoulders as she walked away. He’d offered her some aspirin, and she’d acted as if he’d tried to sell her crack—just an old man going for a walk, not a killer muskrat from outer space. Hopefully she hadn’t hurt his feelings too much.


  Taking a deep breath through her nose, she tried to clear the weirdness of the morning out of her mind. There were bigger things to worry about, like maintaining a grade point average that would keep her scholarships flowing.


  The sound of traffic faded as she entered the main campus of the university. Mature oak trees surrounded a large green space bordered by the brick student union and glass religious studies hall. She waved to a girl who lived on the same floor of her dorm as she crossed a small bridge leading to the modern glass-paneled building.


  Shouldering the heavy doors of the religious studies hall open against the wind, she shoved her giant backpack inside. It was her junior year, but this was the first time she had been inside the building. Despite her attempts to be open minded and accepting of everyone, she couldn’t help a sliver of unease as she entered the building. Being lectured all her life about how evil organized religion was, then walking into a building devoted to that worship to learn about it made her almost want to look over her shoulder to see if any of the village elders were watching. The punishment for practicing a religion in her community could be everything from a public shaming to being expelled. But she wasn’t bound by their willful ignorance any longer and she squared her shoulders as she entered the foyer.


  The impressive entranceway made her slow down and stare. In the center of the foyer sat a massive green marble fountain devoted to the Hindu goddess of knowledge, Saraswati. Students lounged around the wide base of the fountain talking and listening to their iPods before their next class started. The religious studies hall was one of the largest—and newest buildings on campus, and they were still finishing the underground spell-testing labs located four stories below ground. A wealthy Indian software developer had given most of the money for erecting this building as thanks to her patron goddess of knowledge.


  As she turned to look around the massive foyer she noticed a vast mural of unfamiliar gods and goddesses dominated one wall in shimmering glass tiles. It was beautifully rendered and she almost felt as if they were watching her as she slowly walked past it. Noting that she had a few minutes to blow before class started, she pulled a copy of her schedule out of her backpack and chose a seat on the edge of the fountain.


  10:20 Introduction to Modern Mythology PRF A. Klemenson PRF J. Ventan.


  “Professor Klem-en-son, K L E M E N S O N,” Eliana said softly.


  “I heard talking to yourself is the first sign of insanity,” an amused voice said from over her shoulder.


  She turned and saw her friend, Tracy, smiling at her while she flipped her auburn ponytail over her shoulder. Eliana grinned and stood up, giving the other girl a quick hug before sitting again. “I'm just making sure I get the professors' names right.”


  “Oh yeah. I remember the little incident in Professor Braf's class last year.” Tracy set her backpack on the edge of the fountain. “I don't think I've ever seen anyone as embarrassed as you were, other than Professor Braf.”


  With a groan, Eliana covered her face with the schedule then peeked over the top at her friend. “I swear I thought his name was Professor Barf.”


  Tracy giggled then watched a cute blond guy walk past before turning back and giving Eliana the once-over. “You're looking good, girl. Where did you get that amazing tan? Did you go somewhere this summer?” Tracy fanned herself with a southern belle sigh. “Someplace with guys that have abs so cut you can wash your panties on them?”


  She swatted at Tracy with her schedule. “Not even close. I spent the summer working for my parent’s landscaping company. My mom is half Greek and half African-American, so I get tan pretty quick. Unfortunately, the only abs I saw were on my sixty-year-old neighbor, and he has a set of man-boobs that put my chest to shame.”


  The sound of Tracy's laughter mixed with the tinkling sound of cascading water from the fountain. Looking at her watch, Tracy said, “I’ve gotta head off to class, I'm taking Advanced Runes and Charms with Professor Bherz. What do you have?”


  “Introduction to Modern Mythology.”


  Tracy frowned at Eliana. “That's a freshman class. Why aren't you taking the advanced magic classes?”


  “Yeah, well, my parents are atheists, so I'm totally behind on the whole gods thing.”


  She avoided looking at Tracy and studied the smiling face of a dark-skinned goddess in the mural before glancing back at her friend. Embarrassment heated Eliana’s cheeks as Tracy stared at her in shock. Great, here came the uncomfortable questions that everyone asked when they realized she’d been raised by atheists, and even worse, the way she went from being just another person to a freak.


  “Seriously? How did your parents manage to miss the religious revolution? How do you guys function without magic?”


  She fiddled with her schedule and wondered how many times she was going to have to have this conversation this semester. “Oh, we manage. I guess it's similar to the Amish living without electricity; if you never had it, you don't miss it.”


  She didn't want to mention that she’d grown up in a dry town, a place where gods and magic were taboo. She already felt like a massive freak because her parents were atheists, but when people learned she’d lived without magic for the first eighteen years of her life they often assumed that she hated magic as well. Unfortunately she’d lost more than one friend that way, and though she could understand why she hated being judged for her parent’s decision to isolate themselves from the rest of the world. While the rest of America had embraced ancient gods and goddesses during the Religious Revolution of the 1980s, her parents had gone in the total opposite direction and refused to believe in any religion at all. While her parents belonged to a pacifist atheist community, there were some small groups of atheists that committed hate crimes against magic users, burning witches at the stake and other horrible shit like that.


  Tracy shifted from one foot to another as the uncomfortable silence stretched between them, then she gave Eliana an overly bright smile. “So, you know Professor Klemenson is super hot, right? He just got his doctorate last year, and he's the youngest High Priest of Odin in the country. My roommate has a major crush on him. Young, handsome, famous, and employed. What more could a girl want?”


  Thankful for the change in subject, she shared a grin with Tracy. “It's been a long time since I've found anyone super hot, let alone a professor.”


  “Ain't that the truth? No offense, but you seem to date some of the biggest losers.”


  With a groan Eliana slipped her schedule into her backpack. “I know, I know. They appear so normal. Then I find out they run an Internet sex website devoted to balloon porn or some crazy shit.”


  The foyer was starting to clear out, and a crowd stood waiting for the elevators. She didn't need to be sexually frustrated and late for class.


  “Gotta go, Tracy. Good luck with your class.”


  “Try not to drool all over yourself when you see Professor Klemenson. See if you can sneak some pictures of him on your cell phone for me. I’d rather look at him than crabby old Professor Bherz, that woman’s a bitch and a half.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  She gave Tracy a wave and stood in line for the elevator, making sure she wasn’t standing in direct sunlight. The last thing she wanted to do was blind someone with her backpack. Butterflies started to dance around in her stomach again as she got ready for her first religious class, ever. She just needed to make sure she didn’t mention anything about her parents or her upbringing in case the teachers were prejudice against atheists. Thankfully, with having a witch as a roommate she knew enough about magic that she should be able to fake being normal enough to not draw any attention to herself.


  The bing of the elevator arriving broke her out of examining her reflection, and she shuffled in with the rest of the students. Because of her height, the world around her became a sea of chests and backs as bodies continued to pile into the elevator. The backpack of the guy in front of her had an Eye of Horus patch on it to ward off evil. He was probably a protection magic major. Next to her a girl texting on her phone had an elaborate pentacle tattooed on her wrist marking her as a witch. It seemed like everyone in this elevator had something to do with magic except for her and she felt very out of her element.


  The doors to the elevator opened, and everyone filed out into the hall. Dry erasers and cleaning supplies scented the building with the aromas she had come to associate with school, mixing in with faint hints of fragrant herbs and incense. The marble floors were polished and shiny, and the walls held wooden panels with the images of what she assumed were more gods and goddesses. Undergraduate students wandered back and forth, trying to get their bearings and make it to class on time.


  Butterflies flopped around in her stomach when she walked into her classroom saw the size of the lecture hall. It was as extensive as the auditorium of her small private high school, and she felt lost while she looked for a place to sit. She moved over to the side as people continued to enter the room and tried to get a grip of her nerves.


  Students wandered into the raised seating and spread out in random patterns. She noticed her friend, Rachel, whom she’d met in her European history class the previous year, and waved a hand at her. Relief filled her at the sight of a familiar face. She made her way over to where Rachel sat and slid into the empty seat next to her.


  “Hey, Ellie, I'm so glad you're here!” Rachel bubbled. “How is your schedule so far? This is only my second class. My first one is Spanish at 8 a.m. What in the hell was I thinking signing up for an 8 a.m. class?”


  “You were thinking the 1 p.m. Spanish class would cut into your soap opera time, and the 5 p.m. class would cut into your potential dinner-date time.”


  Rachel snickered. “Speaking of dating potential, have you seen the new professor? He's super hot. Like oh ‘my god take me now you sexy beast’ hot”


  “So I heard,” Eliana replied in a dry voice.


  The door at the front of the room opened, and two men entered, as different as night and day. One was an older gentleman with a ring of silver hair wearing a wrinkled green suit and a mustard yellow tie. Then man that came in behind him was so handsome he made Eliana’s mouth dry and her panties wet. Her friends hadn’t been lying, he was amazing. Tall, with deliciously broad shoulders beneath his black suit jacket, he moved with an easy grace and confidence seemed to fill the air around him. Thick reddish-brown hair curled over his forehead, and his teeth were toothpaste-commercial white. His black pants clung to a perfect butt that made her hands itch to touch him as he walked past, talking with the older professor, then giving a husky laugh that made her heart go pitter patter.


  There was a noticeable sigh among the female students and a disgruntled rumbling mutter from the males.


  As the two men put their briefcases on the table, they smiled and continued talking in hushed voices. The younger professor paused and tilted his head as if he’d heard something, then turned to look at the students. He scanned the class while the older professor continued to unpacked his laptop and set up the projector, unaware his partner was no longer paying attention to him. While he looked over the crowd she couldn’t help, but devour the perfect angle of his square jaw, the shadow beneath his high cheekbones, and how perfectly shaped his lips were. Lips made for kissing, for licking, for sucking on as she plunged her fingers into his thick red brown hair to hold him closer so she could devour him.


  Her breath caught in her throat as Rachel leaned over and whispered, “Oh my god, is he for real? No way he's the professor. He must be a model who got lost on his way to a photo shoot. Maybe I can get after-school special tutoring with him. Oh, teach me professor, teach me!”


  “Shut up, he's going to hear you,” she hissed, trying to hide her laugh even as her hormones were running rampant through her body. Turning to get a better look at him, she found Professor Klemenson staring at her and her pussy contracted with a hard clench of need. A burst of heat radiated through her body, making her nipples hard enough to ache. Green eyes, the green of pine trees, locked with hers and held her captive for what seemed like an eternity. She had a brief impression of firm lips and arched brows, but it was the eyes that captured her. Amazing…she’d never seen anyone as hot as he was in real life.


  Deep and heated, his gaze traced her mouth, and she could feel his touch like a phantom press of flesh stroking over her mouth. She licked her lips and heat flared in his eyes before his gaze dropped lower, and the ethereal touch traveled on, moving down her neck like the stroke of a finger, pausing at the junction of her neck and shoulder to place a gentle bite. She barely choked back a moan as the delicious sensation of kisses feathering over her neck drove her arousal higher. Her breath came out in a soft hiss when his gaze returned to hers.


  Hunger, heat, and need all swirled in those green depths.


  Abruptly, Professor Klemenson looked away, and she could hear and function again.


  “Wow, he was totally staring at you!” Rachel said in awe.


  Eliana ducked her head in the pretense of getting something out of her backpack when in reality she was almost shaking with desire. A deep ache radiated from her pussy, and her pulse pounded in her throat. She would have happily thrown herself on Professor Klemenson's desk and yanked down his pants right now if she wasn’t in a crowded classroom. Trying to gather her wits and figure out what the hell was going on, she shook her head. “No, he wasn't.”


  “Yeah, he was.”


  “Maybe he heard you being a pervert,” Eliana offered and gave her friend a big, false smile.


  “I wish. Hey, Professor Klemenson,” her friend whispered, “if you can hear me right now, Eliana wants to ride your baloney pony.”


  “Shut up,” she whispered back, trying to contain her laughter as Rachel made exaggerated expressions of sexual bliss.


  They hushed their giggles as Professor Ventan, the senior professor, cleared his throat then began his lecture.


  Her heart still thumped as she replayed the eternity that Professor Klemenson held her in his gaze. Of its own accord, her hand stole up and traced the path of those imagined fingers, her body tightening in need. Rachel grumbled and read the syllabus and test schedule while the rest of the class did the same. Eliana jerked her mind back to the present with a hot blush heating her cheeks and tried to return her attention to the material they were going over.


  The rest of class was spent fighting a losing battle to keep her mind on the lecture and off the man who had devastated her with a glance.


   


  ****


   


  New York City still hummed with energy despite the late evening hour as an elegant woman knelt next to a pile of dirty blankets and wet cardboard in an out of the way alley. Glancing up, Linda scanned the shadows then looked over her shoulder to check the street behind her, hidden from view by a pair of huge garbage bins. She was alone with the homeless man and she let out a silent sigh of relief. Finding a victim had been especially hard tonight and she’d wasted hours walking through dirty alleys trying to find a sacrifice. Normally she didn’t like to hunt so close to home, but she needed a victim for the spell and she needed one now.


  With a swift jerk, she jabbed the sleeping man with a potion-filled syringe. He woke up with a muffled shout and tried to fight the influence of the drugs, but all he could do was breathe as his eyes rolled in panic. Linda watched him as a soft rain began to fall, tapping her fingernails on her knee. After a few moments she decided the potion had taken effect and smiled. From within her black vinyl trench coat, she pulled out a fillet knife and kissed the blade.


  Working swiftly, she jerked the stained shirt and grungy jacket the man wore open, revealing his pale and sunken belly. He made a high, whimpering sound, like a scared rabbit, and she drank down his terror with a delicious shiver. She loved that, loved the fear in her victim’s eyes, loved seeing the hopelessness fill them as they realized they were looking at their death. Closing her eyes, she opened her mind and soul to her goddess of war and destruction, Eris. She pushed back the sleeves of her coat, and a soft chant fell from her cosmetically enhanced lips while she began to methodically butcher the man alive.


  After peeling his skin back, then cutting through the thin layer of fat and the muscle of his abdominals, she plunged her hand inside warm cavity of his stomach and began to pull out his intestines, slowly running over each rubbery inch while continuing the chant. This careful evisceration continued for a long time while she read the future in his entrails. Silent tears of agony ran through the stubble on the man's cheeks and she had to keep herself from being distracted by the urge to luxuriate in his suffering.


  Suddenly she read something, a prophecy that struck fear through her and she dropped his intestines with a startled yelp. Linda stood and washed her hands in a puddle alongside the edge of the building, then wiped them off on the man's jacket while she tried to make sense of what she’d just learned. Distracted, she scanned the alley while she jerked a pink crystal-studded cell phone from her pocket and began to pace.


  The clicking of heels echoed on wet concrete as she paced and tapped out a number from memory. “Identification, please,” a soothing computerized voice intoned on the other end of the line.


  “I am an instrument of Eris, a silent carrier of her destruction, a poisoned blade in the dark,” the woman said in a soft, sweet voice as she watched rainwater collect in the blank eyes of the corpse.


  After a short pause, the machine answered, “Identification accepted. Please continue Dark Oracle Linda.”


  There was a click, and Linda began to speak into the phone. “My Brothers and Sisters, I have foreseen a woman of remarkable power coming into her time of Choice. If she fulfills her destiny, she's going to be a tremendous pain in the ass. We must concentrate on her and find out who she is. Focus your scrying on places within a 200-mile radius of New York City.”


  She paused and twisted her lips into a small pout as she noticed a chip in her glossy pink nail polish. “Oh, and one more thing—her weakness is love. Find her, but do not kill her, and my goddess will reward you.”


  Linda checked her boots for blood and removed a travel pack of baby wipes from her pocket. She made fussy little sounds as she cleaned the viscera from around her nails. Tossing the raincoat and used wipes into a nearby trash bin, she fluffed her blond hair and strolled out of the alley into her waiting limo.


  Word of her prediction would spread through the servants of destruction.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Two


   


  Eliana stumbled back to her dorm in a daze. The paper she’d received from Professor Klemenson smelled like his delicious cologne, amber and cedar, similar to the woods in autumn. He’d caught her sniffing it in class and given her an odd look. Professor Klemenson probably thought she was some kind of weirdo ink huffer in addition to her embarrassing staring match with him earlier.


  Cheeks burning with a blush at the memory of her spazzed-out hormonal reaction, she let herself into her room. Stuffing the key card into her jacket pocket, she kicked the door shut behind her and went through the small foyer. She toed off her shoes and put them into the small closet to the left of the foyer then entered her shared bedroom to dump off her stuff. The bedroom itself was tiny, and every available inch of space was crammed with books and knickknacks. Her dorm was actually a two-bedroom suite with a shared bathroom, but she and her roommate had converted one of the bedrooms into a small lounge area. After tossing her backpack on her computer chair, she stretched out and looked around the room with a smile. The space was an eclectic mix of tastes and Eliana loved it.


  A large dream catcher hung over the window, the little crystals attached to its web throwing rainbows on the walls. Impressionist posters and pictures of her family decorated the walls on her side of the room. On her roommate Chrissy's side, there were posters of shirtless soccer stars along with spell and hex charts. A bundle of fresh herbs sat on Chrissy’s desk next to a big white marble mortar and pestle. From the lounge area in the next room came the sound of music and Chrissy singing along to the song.


  Eliana yelled in the direction of the open door, “Hey, Chrissy, I'm leaving for work soon. Do you need anything while I'm out?”


  “No,” Chrissy yelled back, “not unless you can buy us beer for the party on floor five tomorrow night.”


  “I wish. I look so young they would card me for Kool-Aid.” She popped her head into the doorway of the other room. Chrissy sat on the couch in front of their small TV with a tray of herbs on her lap. The room was decorated in classic “poor college student” style: hand-me-down furniture, mismatched throw pillows, and a huge fuzzy white beanbag. She sat in a ray of sunlight that made her wild blond curls flare in a halo around her face and brought out the green in her hazel eyes. Her pretty looks combined with her lean soccer player’s body gave her the appearance of a model, and Eliana had been intimidated by her friend’s beauty when they first met, but Chrissy was as down to earth as could be and they’d instantly clicked. She’d missed Chrissy immensely over summer break and realized with a start that her dorm and friend felt more like home than her family.


  With a frown Chrissy began to sort through the bundle of herbs. “Can you believe this shit? First day of class and my herbologist professor gives us a giant plastic baggie full of mixed plants and wants them all separated and labeled by tomorrow.”


  “That sucks.”


  “Yep.” Chrissy sighed and held up a green twig with dark leaves up to the light. “As if that wasn’t hard enough, she put some kind of spell on them so I can’t identify them by smell. What an evil bitch.”


  Eliana laughed. “I'm off to work. Can you help me study when I get back?”


  Chrissy nodded as she arranged herbs in front of her and began to tape them to a graph. “Sure, good luck with your first day on the job.”


   


  ****


   


  Seven hours later after a long day at a local greenhouse and craft store where she worked, Eliana drove through the parking lot of her dorm. It required extra time to hunt for a spot large enough to accommodate her old Cadillac, Big Fran. On the dash of the enormous car, a pink Grateful Dead bear wobbled back and forth in a hula girl skirt. It seemed as though no one was leaving the dorms any time soon, and she had to venture farther and farther out to find a parking space.


  At first, her new job hadn’t been so bad. She was to run the register and help the customers. The owners were gracious, and the employees, most of them college students, were friendly. The only problem she had was the head cashier, Linda, had given her major attitude the moment she walked through the door.


  Linda was an older woman with dyed red hair and an offensive attitude. She favored too-tight T-shirts and jeans that gave her a muffin top. Her permanent expression seemed to be either disgust or contempt. No matter how polite Eliana was to her, the head cashier gave her the stink-eye and ignored all of her questions. Working at the outside cash register, and away from Linda, was a relief.


  The garden center had a large selection of outdoor statues of gods and goddesses, very popular items. One of the stock boys explained that the statues were arranged first by human, animal, or symbol, and then alphabetically. He could have told her they were arranged by chin length and it would have been as helpful. After stuttering and blushing her way through trying to help a customer find a statue of the goddess Ishtar, she vowed to study her mythology textbook tonight. It seemed like no matter where she went or what she did there was magic and religion somehow involved and she was tired of sounding like an idiot. So even though part of her still feared religion, thanks Mom and Dad, she’d do her best to figure it out.


  After shouldering closed the heavy door of her car, she tugged her leather jacket closer and checked her watch. It was just passed seven so the cafeteria was closed, but maybe Chrissy would want to go in on a pizza while they studied. Preoccupied with thoughts of homework and what to eat, she didn't notice the sound of footsteps approaching until they were close. A glance over her shoulder revealed a matronly woman with a large patchwork bag and flowing peasant skirt walking toward her. Thinking it was someone's mom coming to visit, she gave her a quick smile and turned back to her dorm.


  A few seconds later, the sound of footsteps came louder and faster. She was astonished to see the woman running at her full out with her elbows pumping in the air. With a squeak, she ducked between two cars as the woman barreled past her. The woman threw something on the ground by Eliana’s feet and shouted, “Bogge be gone”, before hustling off between the dorm buildings.


  “What the fuck?” Eliana muttered as she tried to slow her galloping heart. “Did I almost get mugged by someone's mother?”


  She leaned to see what the woman had thrown at her. It was a small fluffy yellow ball that tinkled when she shook it. Turning it in her hand, she frowned as she figured out what it was.


  “Okay, seriously, a crazy woman threw a cat toy at me?” She shook her head and tossed the small ball into a garbage can, keeping an eye out for old hippies dressed like Stevie Nicks throwing cat toys.


   


  ****


   


  Linda sauntered into the wood-paneled bedroom after work and posed in the doorway. A silver-haired gentleman in a well-cut suit reclined on the bed, looking out of place on the cheap Washington Redskins quilt. His hand rested on top of a bloodstained golf club and, above his head hung a stitched sampler that read Gods Bless This Mess.


  “Well, what do you think?” she asked as she ran her hands through her now bright red hair. Gone were the designer clothes. In their place she now wore a pair of ill-fitting jeans and a tacky purple blouse.


  His lip lifted in a sneer and he said in a smooth, cultured voice, “I think you look like you should be serving pie to rednecks at a truck stop.”


  “Perfect. I need to blend in with those soccer moms and Wal-Mart grandmas at the store. Plus Linda”—Linda looked at the driver's license in her hand—”Bartlet has red hair on her ID. A persuasion spell was all I needed to get the job at that little bitch's work.”


  “I don't see why you didn't use an illusion spell. Seeing you in polyester is distressing.”


  “Because, Dillon,” she gritted out with an icy smile, “I don't want the Creation Chosen in this town pestering me before I have a chance to frame our little problem child. She's bound to acquire a mentor eventually if we don’t manage to turn her to the Destruction side first. And I don’t want that mentor noticing me at her workplace. It's going to be difficult enough shielding my aura from them without also trying to hide a major illusion spell.”


  From the side of the bed came a stifled moan. With an annoyed expression, Dillon retrieved the bloody golf club on the bed next to him and beat the man on the floor as casually as a woman beating a rug. The moaning increased and Dillion smiled down at the battered man.


  “Don't kill him!” she snapped. “I need to use him for divination later. He can join his wife out in the garage.” She swept the framed picture of a redheaded woman kissing a dark-haired man off the dresser and placed a Chanel makeup kit in its spot.


  “How long do we have to stay here, pookie? I miss our penthouse in New York. I need to get back by the end of the month for a major trial.”


  “A week or two should do it. I'm going to kill two birds with one stone. We'll obtain that chemical supply that we need for our little fireworks show in the Temple District, and I'll take care of that pain in the ass for Eris.”


  “I don't understand why you won't let me kill her. We could be back home in time for dinner. I swear I'll never get the stink of cheap fabric off of me.”


  “There is still a chance to turn her to the destruction side. Eris wants me to try to break her, to fill her with despair and hopelessness. Then she will be ripe for my goddess to come in and rescue her.” She turned in the mirror, drawing in her eyebrows with a red cosmetic pencil. “And I know just the way to do it.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Three


   


  Eliana coughed as Chrissy blasted her blonde curls with another layer of hair spray.


  “Yuck, watch where you're aiming!” Eliana said as she waved the mist out of her face. She wore her own waist-length hair loose tonight, except for two small braids around her face. She bit her lower lip and decided to pin the braids back with a small gold clip.


  “Sorry, sweetie, getting ready for a party always makes me nervous. I tend to over-spray my hair when I'm anxious. It's an offensive habit from my beauty pageant days,” Chrissy said as she teased her curls into ever-higher mounds of blond fluff.


  “How many pageants were you in?”


  “I did all kinds of pageants when I was a kid. They are big in the South where I grew up. Little Miss Miracle, Little Miss Universe of Joy, Little Miss Unicorn, Little Miss Off-Road Racing. I stopped when I was nine and discovered soccer, thank the goddess.” She gave a mock shiver.


  “Well, what do you think?” Eliana did a mock pageant twirl. A pair of artfully faded jeans clung to her hips while a red silk shirt slid off one shoulder. While she wasn’t really looking for a boyfriend, or even a hook up tonight, it was nice to have an excuse to dress up and feel pretty.


  “Girl, you look fabulous. I wish I had the butt to fill out jeans like that.” Chrissy patted her rear end. “Sadly, I'm a tragic victim of the no-butt-at-all disease.”


  “Oh please, you have no end of boys coming to our room to see if you need 'help' studying. If you don't pass every class with flying colors, it will be a miracle. Besides, you have those killer legs, and I envy your curls.”


  “Thanks, Ellie, you're sweet to the genetically butt-deficient. Now let's go turn some heads.” Chrissy grabbed her pink travel mug and handed a lilac one to Eliana. “Your mug, madam.”


  “I've heard of bring your own beer, but bring your own mug? That's a new one,” Eliana said as she locked the door. “What exactly is Jungle Juice by the way?”


  “A mix of like nine or ten different liquors with a 1 lb bag of sugar, a few cans of fruit cocktail, and a bunch of cherry Kool-Aid. They put it in a big bucket and let it all ferment for a few days then, voila, Jungle Juice.”


  “Yuck.”


  Tossing her curls, Chrissy tugged at the straps of her bra and pushed her chest even higher in the low-cut tiger-print top. “Oh, it's not so bad. Just don't drink more than one cup, and don't take the lid off your mug.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Some guy last year slipped a bunch of girls something in their drink that made them pass out. It didn't make the papers, but my sister said the girls woke up with their clothes all messed up and their underwear missing. A couple of the girls had bite marks on their breasts.” Chrissy shuddered. “How nasty is that?”


  “Very nasty,” Eliana agreed as she tugged the top of her shirt, the thought of some stranger groping her while she was passed out making her shiver. “I think I remember hearing something, but I thought it was gossip.”


  “I didn't mean to scare you. I'm sure that guy graduated and is long gone, off doing perverted stuff to sheep on the Internet. But better safe than sorry, so we use mugs with a screw-on lid. I also added protection magic to the mugs so only you or I can take them off. It counts as extra credit for my charm class.”


  The sound of the party grew louder as the elevator lurched upward. Shifting from foot to foot, Eliana hoped she didn't make a fool of herself. She put on a brave front, but inside she was always nervous to meet new people, and at five-foot-one, it was easy to get lost in the crowd. While Chrissy was an effortless social butterfly Eliana would get nervous and tongue-tied. She was a lot better at talking to new people than she had been her freshman year, but it still took courage to start up a conversation with a stranger. She couldn’t help it, having been raised in relative isolation, going to school with the same group of kids her whole life, she’d never really had a chance to hone her social skills.


  Maybe some liquid courage would help, but she didn't want to get to the point of doing, or saying, something stupid. As if sensing her thoughts, Chrissy gave her a quick hug and whispered, “You’re going to be fine, you’re going to have fun, and you’re going to be so hung-over tomorrow morning you’re going to want to die.”


  “Sounds great,” Eliana said with a laugh, giving Chrissy a squeeze before letting her go. “Make sure you have some of your Mom’s hangover tea ready for me when I crawl out of bed.”


  The doors opened, and music and talking roared through the hall then filled the elevator, the thump of base from someone's room shaking the walls.


  Chrissy glanced at her and grinned, pulling Eliana out the elevator and into the crowd. They made their way along the hall through the press of bodies to the lounge area. All the tables and couches stood aligned with one wall, clearing an area that held a giant blue plastic tub and dance lights, as well as a huge set of speakers from someone's room. Inside the plastic tub, fruit floated in a sea of what appeared to be red punch.


  “Two please,” Chrissy said as she batted her lashes at the guy with a giant ladle. Next to the ladle guy stood a statue of the god Dionysus, drinking from a red plastic cup filled with Jungle Juice.


  Eliana looked at Chrissy, then at the statue with raised eyebrows and her friend whispered in her ear, “Dionysus, god of drunken frat boys everywhere.”


  She snorted and moved to avoid the crowd, which ebbed and flowed around the table.


  Chrissy unscrewed the lids of their travel mugs and handed them to the cute guy with the large ladle.


  “Are you ladies old enough to drink?” he asked in a mock serious voice, his dark hair falling artfully over his forehead as he gave them both a flirtatious look.


  He was cute and Eliana gave him a sassy grin. “Of course we are. I'm thirty and my friend is thirty-four. We're two cougars cruising the night looking for a good time.”


  The dark-haired guy laughed. He had a nice smile with an all-American-boy look that complemented a good body. While he wasn’t as broad in the chest and the shoulders as Professor Klemenson, he was decent to look at. Then again, there weren’t many men that could compete with Professor Klemenson’s good looks. The man was a sex god and she’d like to… well she’d like to do things to him that would never happen.


  The guy took one of the mugs from Chrissy. “Name’s Kyle. Can I get the names of you two hot cougars?”


  “I'm Chrissy, and this is my roommate, Eliana. We're down on three.” Chrissy waved to a group of girls on the other side of the crowded room.


  “Gotta go, I have to say hi to a couple friends. Come and join me when your cup is filled,” Chrissy said with a wink and a theatrical eye roll at Kyle who was now openly checking Eliana out.


  “Sooooo,” she said as he was filling her mug, “what exactly is in this?”


  “A little bit of this and a little bit of that. You know, the usual eye of newt and tongue of toad.”


  “Sounds delicious.” Wrinkling her nose, she eyed her mug. “Well, no rest for the wicked. Cheers.” She took a sip and gasped. “Oye, I don't know if I should drink it or take my nail polish off with it.”


  “It's not bad, as long as you don't mix it with beer. I haven't seen you around here before. Are you a freshman?”


  Eliana grimaced as she moved to his other side to make room for more people scooping out a refill from the bucket. “No, I was just a better student last year.”


  Smiling at his puzzled expression, she said, “Last year I skipped most of the parties to study.”


  “Well, if you need any help with your homework, let me know. I'd be more than happy to lend you a hand.” He looked at her with an appreciative glance.


  “Will do. Thanks for the drink, but I need to catch up with my friends.”


  She waved back at him as she shuffled her way through the crowd. Chrissy was hanging out with a group of girls and swaying to the music.


  When she got closer, a tall bleach-blonde gave her a catty look. “My my, don't we work fast?”


  “What's the matter, Michelle, jealous?” Chrissy said with a teasing grin then slung her arm around Eliana’s shoulders. “This is my roomie, Eliana. Be nice to her or I’ll curse you with frizzy hair.”


  The girls laughed, but Michelle was still giving Eliana the stink eye.


  “I'm sure he was just being nice.” Eliana fiddled with her mug. “He seems like the kind of guy who would talk to anyone.”


  The tall blonde rolled her eyes. “Be careful of that nice guy. That's Kyle Martinsen. He tries to date anything with two legs and a heartbeat. Don't fall for his nice guy routine. He’s an asshole.”


  The blonde’s friend elbowed her. “Michelle's mad because she and Kyle used to date. They broke up over the summer, and now Kyle's giving her the cold shoulder.”


  “I'm not mad, and I broke up with him. He got all creepy and possessive.” Michelle huffed. “Besides, there are bigger fish in the sea than Kyle.”


  The blonde’s friend turned to Eliana. “My name’s Kim. Chrissy was telling me you have Professor Klemenson. You lucky duck. He's so hot. Almost makes me want to change my major to stare at him some more.”


  Janet, one of Eliana's neighbors on floor three, joined them with another girl dressed in a sparkly blue top. “Oh God, not Professor Klemenson again. Kim, give it up! He ran from the room by the end of class last year to avoid your not-so-subtle attempts to get in his pants.” Janet grinned and hooked her arm around Michelle's shoulders. “I think the only reason he didn't fail you was out of fear you would have to retake his class.”


  Michelle took a long drink from her cup then cast a longing gaze in Kyle’s direction, her longing for the cute guy obvious. “Professor Klemenson must be gay. Only a gay man can be that hot and still not want anything to do with an obviously available woman.”


  Eliana felt sorry for the dejected girl. “Thanks for the tip about Kyle. I'll keep it in mind. I don't know many of the guys here, so I don't know who to avoid. Last thing I want is to get my heart broken by a guy who goes through girls like toilet paper.”


  She glanced over her shoulder and saw Kyle watching them with a slight frown. Turning back to the group, she noticed Michelle smirking at him and raising her cup in a mock salute. Feeling uncomfortable, she took a big drink from her cup and gasped as the overly sweet liquor burned her throat.


  Chrissy grabbed Eliana’s hand and began to walk away. “I'll see you guys at soccer practice. We need to mingle.”


  Eliana spent the rest of the night hanging out in different rooms and catching up with friends from last year. As the night wore on she went through two more mugs of Jungle Juice, feeling increasingly self-confident to the point where she found herself dancing on a couch with Chrissy while a group of frat boys cheered them on. When the song ended she realized she was about to pee her pants. Excusing herself, she stumbled into the nearest bathroom and locked the door against the noise.


  After using the bathroom, she took a second to fix her makeup and hair in the small mirror above the sink. The room was spinning slightly and she leaned against the wall, realizing that she was way more drunk than she’d realized. A movement behind her shoulder in the mirror made her spin around, which made the room start to spin, but no one was there. She could have sworn she saw a dwarf in a fur cape in the mirror’s reflection.


  Well, it was official, no more Jungle Juice for her. Weird how she didn't feel drunk until she was in a quiet room then bam, little men in furry capes began appearing behind her. The thought made her giggle, which turned into an unattractive, drunken snort. She dabbed at her makeup again, trying to fix the rings of melted mascara, but only managed to poke herself in the eye, twice. Okay, maybe she needed to lay down for a bit.


  After leaving the bathroom Eliana found Chrissy and yelled into her ear over the blaring music, “I'm going to hit the hay. I have studying to do before class tomorrow, and I don't want to fail out of college my first week back.” Chrissy laughed and told her she would meet her back at the room later. They had thirty minutes until Floor Monitors shut the party down.


  Feeling her back pocket to make sure her key card was still there, she made her way to the elevators past a drunk and merry crowd. As she waited for the elevator, she found the wall was helpful to keep her from falling. Letting her head tilt back, she moved her long hair out from behind her and tossed it out of the way.


  “You have gorgeous hair,” a male voice murmured in her ear.


  “What?” Eliana said as she whipped her eyes open and stumbled forward, then back against the wall as her equilibrium failed her and fell on her ass.


  “Oh jeez, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you!” Kyle put his hands out to assist her.


  “It's cool. I didn't hear you,” she said and realized how lame it sounded. An elephant could sneak up on her with all the noise from the party. She grabbed his hands and hauled herself to her feet.


  “I saw you talking to Michelle,” he said as they moved against the wall to make way for a crowd of people heading for the stairs.


  She tried to keep her expression blank, which wasn’t hard to do when her face was numb from the liquor. “Oh yeah. Chrissy's friend from the girl's soccer team.”


  “Yeah, well, she's also my ex-girlfriend. I don't want to go all Lifetime movie–of-the-week on you, but Michelle is a jealous girl. Even if she no longer wants to be with a guy because she wants to date other people over the summer.” His lips thinned out with anger. “It doesn't mean she won't talk shit about him to keep other girls away.”


  “It's really none of my business what happened with you two,” she said quickly as she wished the elevator would hurry the hell up. She was feeling more sweaty and nauseous by the second, and the Jungle Juice that had tasted so yummy going down was threatening to come back up. “Besides, I try to judge people for their own character, not what others say.”


  “Oh good.” Kyle looked relieved and grabbed her hand. “I would like to hang out with you sometime. Nothing too fancy. Maybe grab a coffee and hang out at the cafe.”


  She hesitated, not wanting to hurt his feelings, but also not wanting to incur the wrath of a jealous Michelle. “That sounds fun, but I'm really busy with work and classes. I'm sure we will see each other around.”


  The elevator doors opened, and new people poured out as more shoved their way in. “I've gotta go, nice meeting you!”


  She dashed into the elevator as the doors were closing, not wanting to be stuck with Kyle. He’d looked really pissed at her rejection and she let out a silent sigh of relief. The last thing she needed was boyfriend drama. The elevator started its descent, and her stomach lurched with it. Someone next to her made a gagging noise.


  Oh crap, please do not let anyone puke. If they puke, I'm going to puke, and this is going to become a moving puke bucket. The doors opened to the fourth floor, and a couple students stumbled out.


  She was grateful to make it to her room without getting sick. Flicking on the lights, she squinted at their glare. They seemed so bright, and she longingly eyed her bed. Standing in the foyer for a minute, she debated washing her face before she passed out or just going to the bathroom so she didn't pee her bed.


  Too bad I didn't grab my grandmother's adult diapers before I left home. Then I could have passed out and peed myself in peace.


  After using the bathroom and scrubbing her mouth out with her toothbrush, she tossed on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and managed to climb the ladder to her bed, only almost falling three times before she reached the safety of her mattress. Each bed was an elevated loft, which gave their tiny bedroom more floor space. With a grateful sigh, she pulled the soft down comforter around her shoulders and snuggled into her pillow from home.


  A talking owl arguing with a lion over a cup of coffee starred in her dream. She couldn't make out what they were saying, so she gave up, drank her dream espresso, and watched the clouds float by overhead. Professor Klemenson was having coffee at the table across from hers, and they kept exchanging flirtatious glances filled with a delicious heat. She could have happily spent the rest of her life looking at his perfection.


  At one point, she thought she woke to a dwarf floating next to her bed and looking at her. Still drunk and mostly asleep, she said, “Unless you have a puke bucket, I suggest you move out of the line of fire, Mini-Me.” Chrissy groaned in her bed across the room and muttered something that sounded akin to “Shutddupup.” The dwarf appeared to laugh without making any noise. Eliana closed her eyes and was in a deep, drunken slumber in seconds.


   


  ****


   


  Aiden Klemenson strode across the dark wood floor of his devotional room and stopped before the altar to his patron god, Odin. A family heirloom, the altar had been passed down on his mother's side for generations. Moonlight streaming in the tall leaded glass windows made the room bright enough for him to light the pillar candles on either side to brighten the granite statue of Odin. He took a moment to press his fingers to the stone base, trying to gather his scattered thoughts. The statue was around four feet high and showed an older man with a long, flowing beard dressed as a Viking warrior. He stood with a spear in his hand and a battle-ax at his side.


  Blowing out a frustrated breath, Aiden struggled to get into the right headspace for communing with his god, but all his body could focus on was the beautiful young woman in his class earlier today. He tried to push the image of her full lips, her wide silver eyes, and her impressive breasts out of his mind but it was next to impossible. To make matters worse he’d been almost constantly hard since he’d laid eyes on Eliana Shay and no amount of jerking off had relieved the need to possess her, to touch her deep tan skin and see if it was as soft as it looked, to kiss her until her eyes glazed over with pleasure and she whispered his name with those pouty lips of hers. Lips that would look perfect wrapped around his cock.


  He’d been around plenty of beautiful women and not lost his mind like this. Unfortunately, or fortunately depending on how he looked at it, his attraction to his student wasn’t just physical. Her psychic signature, her spiritual scent had slammed into him like a potent aphrodisiac once he’d gotten his first hint of her scent. That delicious mix of orange blossoms, vanilla, and hot woman had gone straight to his cock even as his shocked brain realized she was a potential Chosen of the Gods. There had been no mention of her among the local Chosen so he was pretty sure she’d just entered her time of Choice, a danger fraught period where the Chosen of the Destruction Gods would be doing everything they could to either turn her to their side, or kill her.


  Anger, no rage filled him at the thought of anyone harming that innocent girl and he removed his hand from the statue, not wanting to offend his god. No, he needed to clear his mind, calm his thoughts if he was going to help Eliana. He needed guidance, in this case divine guidance, and he needed to put his personal shit to the side.


  Which would be a hell of a lot easier if her silver eyes didn’t haunt him.


  Kneeling before the statue, Aiden closed his eyes and began to take in long, measured breaths before releasing them, focusing only on his breathing, and the slow beat of his heart. Gradually his training took over and he began his descent into the Spirit Realm, a place outside reality where gods and their Chosen could meet.


  As he spiraled deeper, he kept on flashing to the image of Eliana looking at him from her seat, with her tilted eyes and her wide, sensuous mouth. Arousal stiffened his cock, and he shifted on his heels, not struggling to banish the images, but letting them fill his mind as he drifted every deeper, towards the invisible spiritual boundary between the world of men and that of the gods.


  The fierce brightness of her aura had caught him by surprise, the intensity of the sky blue color indicating a potentially powerful Chosen. How she’d slipped beneath the radar was beyond him. The first high priest or priestess for whatever god or goddess she worshiped should have identified her long ago. To him she blazed like a jewel in the sunlight, and the hidden sensuality in her energy, the pure sexual power she unknowingly wielded had struck him like a physical blow, making him lose control of his own aura in front of a room full of students. The psychic caresses he’d given her had been an accidental, instinctual need to touch her, to taste her even if it was with his aura rather than his body. He’d gotten caught up in the seductive nature of her energy and lost control. Thankfully his friend, Murphy, who was teaching the class with him had managed to shield Aiden enough so that any gifted students in the class wouldn’t have seen him psychically molesting the young woman.


  Not that she seemed to mind. If he’d thought her energy was intense when he’d first seen her, he’d been blown away when her aura had responded to his caress, filling his body with a heady lust that nearly destroyed his self-control. Thank the gods Murphy had been there to snap Aiden out of it, otherwise he might have given the watching students a lesson on seduction they’d never forget.


  He’d watched her during the rest of the class and laughed to himself when he caught her smelling his psychic scent on the papers he passed out.


  A rush of cold air blew over his body, ruffling his hair and chilling his skin. When he opened his eyes he found himself in the Spirit Realm, the physical home of the gods. Rough granite rock walls surrounded him as he knelt in a grotto with a small pool of clear mountain water. The same altar that sat in the private sanctuary of his home rested against the sheer face of the cliff across from him. A tremendous stone throne, three times the size of a normal chair, sat empty before him, and tiny white flowers grew out of cracks in the rocks. Mounds of gray clouds streaked across the sky and raced toward the north in a dizzying stream.


  He was dressed in a long, white, homespun tunic embroidered with Nordic runes done in blue and gold silk thread. A thick belt of woven leather secured the tunic, and soft leather pants and boots encased his legs and feet. Gods often clad their Chosen in the clothes of their priests and priestesses when they were at their height of power, whatever century that may have been. In Aiden’s case, during the time of the Vikings.


  The sound of the iron-tipped end of a spear striking the earth made him want to turn his head, but careful training kept his eyes on the ground as the clank of metal came closer.


  A deep voice echoed through the grotto. “Rise, My Chosen, and tell me what brings you before Me.”


  “My Lord, I have come across a potential Chosen, a young woman with an enormous amount promise of strength. I'm unsure if she's mentored yet and would ask how you would like me to continue.” He kept his eyes to the ground even as his heart beat faster.


  In front of him, the edge of leather boots filled his vision, and next to the boots, the tip of an iron staff inscrolled with silver images that seemed to shift and transform. He glanced away to the staff so he didn't become distracted and felt the light touch of the god looking through his memories.


  Embarrassment filled him as Oden looked through his memories and laughed. “She is rather beautiful, isn’t she?”


  “Yes, she is.”


  Moments passed, and he tried to remain patient.


  “Here is my judgment. You will mentor this woman-child and teach her what she needs to know to survive. You will obey the rules of mentoring, and you will do your best to prepare her for the time of Choice ahead.”


  “Your will is my life, my Lord.”


  Excitement filled him as he fought a smile. It was a great honor to be a mentor and this would be his first time being picked to help train a potential Chosen. On a more personal level he rejoiced at having an excuse to be around this young woman, to figure out why he was so attracted to her, and to keep her safe. The time of Choice was very dangerous and a fierce protective instinct rose within him. As long as he lived he would make sure no harm ever came to her. Now he just had to figure out how to train her properly while keeping his hands to himself. The last thing she needed was the distraction of a sexual relationship with her mentor, so though it pained him, he would have to try to control himself.


  Yeah, right. He’d be lucky if he managed to make it through their first meeting without falling on her like a rutting beast. Maybe Odin could fashion some kind of magical chastity belt for him. Then again his cock was so hard at just the thought of touching her that it could probably break free of any kind of restraint.


  A laugh resembling rolling boulders shook the ground as Odin read his mind. “We're aware of the charms of this particular woman. She calls to you and intrigues you, and your fascination with her will only grow stronger. But you must not let your attraction to her cloud your judgment. Your job is to keep her alive long enough to survive her time of Choice, to give her the knowledge and skills she will need to fight. Take care of her, Aiden. She is a very special young woman and I am trusting her to your care.”


  Aiden nodded in agreement his mind racing as he began to plan her training. “I will, my lord.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Four


   


  Even with her shaded sunglasses on, the bright light of the day seared into Eliana's brain like a baseball bat studded with nails. Rusty nails. With a groan, she picked up the bottle on the ground next to her, chugged more water, and leaned back against the tree trunk. Both she and Chrissy were hung over, and Chrissy's way to combat her hangover involved going to McDonald’s and getting a big, greasy breakfast to bring back to their room. The food quickly drove Eliana outside in search of air that didn't smell like deep-fried pork and cheap syrup. Drinking excessive amounts of water helped, but she kept having these nasty, fruity burps that made her want to throw up.


  Fluffy white clouds floated across a surreal blue sky, and a soft breeze stirred the leaves of the trees. The open grassy area, called The Green, stood in the shadow of the philosophy building. A popular place for students to relax in-between classes, it was a great spot for people watching. To the west, a small man-made pond with a bridge lead to the religious studies hall. She shoved another cracker into her mouth and chewed it, forcing herself to swallow it down.


  Crossing her legs, she groaned and drank more water. Doing anything with her hair, other than putting it in a long braid, had been beyond her this morning. In a perfect world she’d still be in bed, sleeping it off. Instead she had to be a responsible adult and get on with her day, which meant reviewing materials for her religious studies for her religious studies class even though she’d read the same page about nine times now without remembering a single word. Being hungover sucked, but being hungover and having to go to a class that she really needed to pay attention sucked even more.


  She glanced at her watch and decided to take a break. It was forty minutes until class started, and her muzzy brain didn't understand a word about the prehistoric earth goddesses. At least she had the yummy eye candy that was Professor Klemenson to distract her, though she didn’t know if that was a good thing. Just like every other female student on campus, she’d been nearly obsessed with him since she’d seen him yesterday. He’d been the last thing on her mind when she went to sleep and the first thing when she woke up. She was afraid she’d drool all over herself in class today and wondered what he’d be wearing. In a perfect world he’d be naked, but she didn’t think she’d be that lucky. She stared at the book in her lap, not seeing a single word as various very naughty images came to mind of all the ways she’d like to see Professor Klemenson naked.


  Something tickled at her senses, a feeling of warmth from her right that made her look up. Her breath caught in her throat as she noticed Professor Klemenson setting his laptop on a bench not too far from her tree. She blinked hard, wondering if she was hallucinating, but the image of him remained solid and her heart raced as she realized he was really here.


  Well, there went any chance she had of studying. Her brain and body were once again totally focused on the breathtakingly handsome man no more than a dozen steps away from her. He looked even more amazing than she’d remembered, if that was even possible. The sun caught the red highlights in his brown hair and accented the angle of his sharp cheekbones. He removed his jacket and set it on the bench while her hormones went into overdrive. Underneath, he wore a form-fitting white shirt, which showed off the impressive muscles of his arms and the glint of a thick gold band on his wrist. He must work out because his body was big and tight all over. Dark glasses hid his eyes, and he didn't seem to notice her admiring him as he sat on the bench and began typing.


  She adjusted the book on her lap, turning slightly to the side so she could peek at the professor from beneath her sunglasses. Gods, he was hot, and every once in a while, the wind shifted and brought the scent of his cologne to her. It made her want to rub her cheek against his chest like a cat and purr.


  Good lord, girlie, keep your pants on. You need to worry more about passing this class and less about that yummy-amazing-too-old-for-you-and-doesn't-know-you-exist man. She blew a strand of hair off her forehead with a sigh.


  “That's right, woman-child, you should be brushing up on your Greek mythology rather than ogling a man like some drunken harlot,” said a sharp and high-pitched voice from above her head.


  Eliana gasped and looked up in the direction that the voice came from. A quick scan of branches revealed a little gray owl. No one else. Had someone spiked her drink last night?


  Looking around to make sure no one was watching her talk to a tree, she whispered, “Who's there?”


  “I am here to see you, woman-child. You're looking at me right now. I'm a messenger of my goddess sent to evaluate you.” The owl turned its head to look at her and hopped down a branch.


  She shrieked and scrambled back from the tree, falling on her butt. Two times falling on her ass in fewer than twenty-four hours must be a record. Her thoughts fled as she stared at the talking bird, a scream caught in her throat.


  The owl managed to look confused as it turned its head toward her. “What's the matter with you? Why are you creating such a public spectacle?” Hopping onto another lower limb, the owl snapped its yellow beak in irritation. “Come now. You're attracting attention.” The owl ruffled its feathers and managed to appear annoyed.


  Professor Klemenson was suddenly at her side, pulling her to her feet. She was momentarily distracted from her panic by being so close to him. When she turned to look, his gaze captured hers even as part of her mind was shrieking that a fucking bird was talking to her. She hadn’t been close enough to notice it before, but Professor Klemenson had small flecks of amber in his green eyes. Even the presence of the yapping owl couldn't distract her from the tingle that went through her hand and straight to juncture of her thighs at his touch.


  “What happened? Are you hurt?” Professor Klemenson asked in a low voice. Noticing the crowd watching them, he added loudly, “It's okay. She saw a rat in the tree, and it scared her.”


  A few of the guys laughed and returned to their football game. The other students went back to their studying once they realized there wouldn't be any drama. Just a girl scared of a rat. Didn’t he hear the owl? Was she going crazy?”


  With a shaking hand, she pointed to the tree. “Talking owl in the tree. Am I losing my mind? I swear an owl talked to me from that tree.”


  She winced as she realized the words sounded a little, no a lot, insane when she said them aloud. “I'm so sorry, Professor. I must still be drunk from last night.”


  She gave her cheek a light slap and looked at the tree. Nope, the owl was still there, and it was glaring at her. Now that she looked closer she realized it wasn’t like any owl she’d ever seen. It was pure white and the gleam of its feathers had an almost iridescent sheen. And she was pretty sure owls didn’t have glowing purple eyes, at least not the owls where she came from.


  “Drunk from last night? You're too young to be drinking.” Professor Klemenson appeared distracted.


  “Priest of Odin, are you this woman's Mentor? Why have you been so slack in your duties? She knows nothing of me, or the Chosen.” The bird scolded him and ruffled its feathers. “How am I to evaluate her for my goddess when she's chattering like a scared monkey?”


  She stared at him and to her surprise he gave the owl a small, differential bow before tugging her along with him so they returned to her spot beneath the tree. Bending to gather her books and sunglasses, he said softly, “My apologies. I haven't had the chance to approach her yet.”


  What in the hell was going on? Was he talking to a bitchy owl, or was she having some kind of mental breakdown? She pinched her arm to see if she was still dreaming, but everything stayed the same.


  Turning to look at Professor Klemenson, the owl said, “Get on with your training, Mentor. We cannot have her screaming every time I visit.” With a poof of amethyst light, the owl vanished.


  Professor Klemenson handed her sunglasses back. “What's your cell phone number?”


  “Huh?” was the most intelligent thing she could come up with. She stood staring at him with her sunglasses dangling in one hand. He smelled so good, warm and masculine. He was close enough to run her hands over his broad chest and down the flat surface of his stomach. Yep, she’d officially lost control of both her mind and her hormones.


  “Your cell phone number. You do have a phone, don't you? I never see a girl these days who’s not talking or texting on one of those things.”


  “Uh, cell phone. Yeah. I have one of those. My number is 555-1354.”


  Professor Klemenson shot her a look as though he was unsure about her mental capacities, and she strived to appear normal.


  “Good. Now sit down and go back to reading your book as though nothing happened. I'm going back to get my things, and I’ll call you before class starts.”


  Professor Klemenson handed her the book she’d dropped, gave her a polite smile, then shook her hand for anyone watching to see. The rush of desire filled her body again as her fingers lingered in his after the handshake. He gave her another odd look as he turned to leave. Standing there in shock, she watched his perfect butt as he walked back toward his things.


  She glanced up into the branches of the tree to make sure they were talking owl-, squirrel-, and grasshopper-free and leaned back on the trunk in a daze. Okay, get a grip. You're not crazy unless Professor Klemenson is part of your delusion as well. He talked to the bird as if it was the most normal thing in the world. Yep, no big deal. I must have missed the part of the campus tour where they mentioned the rare talking owls as part of university life.


  Her phone rang in the side bag of her backpack, and she dug it out. The display said, Klemenson A., followed by his number. Flipping open the phone, she glanced over at him as he gathered his things from the bench and held his cell phone in one hand.


  “Hello?”


  “Eliana, stop looking at me. I'm trying to keep the other students from paying any more attention to the situation. You staring at me while we both talk on the phone is not helping.”


  “Oh, um, sorry.” She held the phone to her ear while she opened the book on her lap. Then she flipped it around when she realized it was upside down. “There, is that better?”


  “Yes, thank you. I'm sure you're pretty confused about what's going on right now. I'll explain as much as I can before class starts, but I'm afraid we don't have much time. Can you meet me in the library after class?”


  “Sure,” she said quickly and grimaced. “Um, no, actually I can't. I have another class after this, and I said I would meet some friends in the cafeteria for lunch. I can meet you after that, say around one o’clock?”


  “That'll work. It's important you keep to your normal life as much as possible in public. Your friends and family must not think anything is out of the ordinary with you. The last thing you want is to have your owl friend pay a visit to your family to wipe their memory.” He paused and blew out a breath. “Things get strange when that happens, and it's hard to lead a double life. We try to keep the lies to a minimum.”


  “Double life? Forgive me, Professor, but can you please tell me what the hell is going on here? I'm pretty sure I'm having a nervous breakdown.”


  Professor Klemenson strode across the small footbridge leading to the religious studies hall as he talked. “No, you're not having a nervous breakdown. You're part of a small and elite group of people known as the Chosen.”


  “The what?”


  “Chosen, as in Chosen by the gods and goddesses to serve as their warriors on earth.” Professor Klemenson cut her off as she began to speak. “Listen. I'm going to be inside soon, and I don't have much time. I'm also a Chosen, and I'll be your mentor and help guide you through all of this. I'll answer your questions and explain things the best I can, but we do not have the time right now. I wish this had happened differently, but I'm afraid Athena forced my hand on this.”


  Professor Klemenson paused outside the doors and she watched as he rubbed his hand over his face. “Look, you're the first person I’ve ever had to mentor, so please bear with me. I need you to get through the rest of the morning as normally as possible and to meet me at the library after lunch. Can you do that?”


  The unreality of the situation made her want to break into hysterical giggles. Here she sat, talking with the man of her dreams about gods and goddesses she wasn’t even totally sure were even real. She swallowed a hysterical giggle. “Okay.”


  “Okay?” He laughed and her nipples hardened at the husky sound. Shit, even his laugh was sexy. “Okay you believe me, okay you don't think you're crazy, or okay you're going to run off and try to tell someone about talking owls and psychotic professors?”


  His teasing made her feel better, and she managed to relax a little bit and think. “Okay I'll keep my cool and wait to talk to you. But you have to promise to explain everything please. And what do you mean Athena forced your hand? Is that the name of the owl?”


  Professor Klemenson chuckled. “No. I need to get to class now, and so do you. Remember, keep it as ordinary as you can, and I'll see you at the library, second floor. If anyone asks why, say you needed the extra credit and you're helping me with some of my fellowship research.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Five


   


  The seconds dragged by as Eliana’s mind raced, turning over thoughts of the strange afternoon she’d just experienced. She accepted the idea that she wasn't going crazy as the class wore on, but she still wasn’t sure exactly what the fuck was going on. Trying to keep Professor Klemenson's words in mind, she chatted with Rachel and compared notes on the upcoming test while trying to act normal. The only time she had faltered was when the two professors came into the room.


  She wondered if Professor Ventan, in his purple velvet smoking jacket, was a Chosen, too. Trying to imagine the portly old professor as a magical warrior just didn't work. He certainly didn't have the same presence Professor Klemenson did. Every person in the room turned to look at him when he entered the room, and it echoed with the now-familiar sighs of the female students. Even with her mind going through a mini-meltdown he was still the hottest man she’d ever seen.


  Her eyes locked on his butt as he wrote on the dry erase board, and his lecture faded to a drone. She gave herself a mental shake and tried to focus. This is pathetic. Her gaze dropped to her laptop. I have to get my hormones under control around this man. As if I don't have enough going on right now without adding a mountain-sized crush on my professor, who is possibly delusional.


  The lights dimmed as Professor Ventan set up the projector. In the near dark, she chewed on the end of her pen and stared at Professor Klemenson. Even though he faced her, she couldn’t see his face clearly. She began to imagine what it would be like to sit across from him in the library. Close enough to touch, but just out of reach. She fought back a yawn as her lack of sleep and hangover caught up with her.


  Chewing harder on the edge of her pen, her breath came out in a soft hiss as the phantom touch from yesterday returned. Warm, soft fingers traced themselves over her lips and down the edge of her jaw. Shifting, she clenched her thighs tight when she noticed Professor Klemenson watching her intently. For a moment she swore she saw a beautiful deep green glow around him, but it faded as her body warmed further beneath the phantom touch. She had no idea what was going on, but she was certain it had something to do with Professor Klemenson. Was he somehow touching her with magic? The idea wasn’t as preposterous as it would have been before she had her little chat with the talking owl. And if he was touching her, why was he doing it? Was he trying to turn her on? He’d given no indication of being attracted to her in any way, yet the feeling of being touched was one of the most sensual experiences of her life. Maybe she was losing her mind, but gods did it feel amazing. The touch went lower now, tracing a descending circle over her breast toward her nipples. It was unreal how amazingly good it felt. Rich and decadent, the scent of Professor Klemenson's cologne washed over her and she drew in a shuddering breath.


  Biting her tongue, she tried to keep from arching her back into the phantom touch. Just before the finger reached her painfully tight nipple, it faded and vanished. Totally confused, and with sopping wet panties, she rested her head on her forearms for a moment. Okay, this was just too weird. He needed to knock it off if he was doing it. The last thing she wanted to do was have an orgasm in the middle of class, but how the hell was she supposed to ask him if he was magically seducing her without sounding like an idiot?


  The lights flipped back on as Professor Ventan finished his portion of the lecture, and she sat up, staring at her empty notebook. Shaking her head, she blushed and realized that she must have been asleep and had an erotic dream. How utterly embarrassing. She only hoped that she hadn’t made any lusty moans in her sleep. A sense of relief filled her that she’d just been imagining it. Well, relief and a tiny slice of regret.


  As soon as class ended, she walked back to her dorm with Rachel. Thankfully, Rachel didn't mention Eliana making any hot monkey sex noises. They talked mainly about the party last night, who was there and all that usual bullshit. She forced herself to focus on their conversation, to think only about normal things. It was easy to do with Rachel, she’d missed because she’d had to work at her new job at the cafe and wanted to know all the details.


  “It was fun,” Eliana said as they crossed over the footbridge. The party that had seemed like the highlight of the week last night suddenly wasn't that important anymore. Funny how a visit from the gods changed her priorities. That and a wet dream to end all wet dreams. Her panties were still soaked. No, no more thinking about that.


  “Fun? I miss everything, and all you can say is, 'It was fun.” Rachel flapped her hands. “Give me the dirt. Any cute guys? More importantly, any cute single guys?”


  “Lots.” Eliana grinned at her friend and let herself get drawn into Rachel's enthusiasm. “A few freshmen, but mostly sophomores and juniors. Adam from your dorm was there.” She paused for effect and watched Rachel out of the corner of her eye. “And he asked about you.”


  “Really?” Rachel perked up, and her eyes got sparkly.


  They spent the rest of their walk talking about Adam and the party before parting ways and going to their separate dorms.


  She found the door to her dorm rooms open and Chrissy sat typing away on her computer in their bedroom.


  “Hey, roomie,” Chrissy said without looking up. “Your mom called while you were gone, said she couldn’t reach you on your cell phone. She asked you to call her back when you can, and she grilled me on how you're doing. I said you spent all your time studying and working. Oh, and that you joined a cult worshiping My Little Pony and that I finally convinced you to become a witch.” Chrissy gave her a grin and a wink before returning to her homework.


  Eliana groaned and hung her backpack up. “Sorry about that, Chrissy, the battery on my phone is dead. My mom can be...intense about me. I'm her only child, so she's overprotective.”


  “That's one way to put it. Scary as shit is another. Every time I talk to her she suggests another atheist book I should read.”


  Rubbing her eyes, Eliana leaned against the post of her bed. She hated how her mom made Chrissy uncomfortable but nothing she said would change her mom’s opinion of her witch roommate. “I'm sorry. She's hardcore about her beliefs. And thanks for covering for me. Three years later and my mom still thinks it was a mistake to allow me to attend a public university.”


  “Don't worry. I've got your back.”


  Eliana checked her watch. There was enough time for a quick phone call before she had to run to her next class.


  Her stomach filled with knots at the thought of all that had occurred earlier, and she shoved all of it into the back of her mind. She had to deal with the here and now, and that meant dealing with a mom who resembled a mama grizzly bear and her cub. If her mom felt like something was wrong she was apt to show up at the dorm and that was the absolute last thing Eliana wanted to happen right now.


  After grabbing a bottled water out of their mini-fridge, she went into their small living area. She flopped back into the furry white beanbag and took a deep breath as she dialed her mom's number from her dorm room phone.


  “Hello, Eliana.” Her mom must still be at work because her voice held that cool, professional tone she used in public.


  Eliana's throat got tight as a wave of homesickness washed over her. As crazy as her parents were, they were still her parents and they loved her. It was nice to hear her mother’s voice and to take comfort from it, even if she could never tell her mom what was going on. If the owl had to visit her mom to wipe her memory, her dad would probably shoot it and get it stuffed for his study.


  “Hi, Mom, it's me,” she squeaked out and cleared her throat. “I'm returning your call.”


  A second ticked by, and her mom said, “Is something wrong? You sound funny.”


  She barely choked back a hysterical laugh at the thought everything that was wrong at the moment. Where did she start? Talking owls? Magical warriors? Or the fact that she was turning into a nymphomaniac about a certain hot professor? Yeah, all of those things would guarantee a visit from her mom, and probably her dad as well.


  “Oh, no. I'm fine, just allergies.” She gave a cough that she hoped didn’t sound too fake. “You know how I am. As soon as it gets warm in the spring and cold in the fall, my allergies start acting up.”


  “I see. And how is your roommate doing?” her Mom asked in a frosty voice.


  “Chrissy is doing great. The soccer team might go all the way this year.”


  “Is she still a witch?”


  “Yes, she's still a witch, and, no, she's not trying to recruit me, and, no, I'm not falling for any religious scams.”


  Guilt pierced her as she lied to her mother. It's not entirely a lie. I'm pretty sure the talking owl and Professor Klemenson aren't trying to scam me.


  Eliana toyed with the fluff of the beanbag. “Sheesh. I keep telling you what a great person Chrissy is, and all you care about is she worships a goddess,” she said quietly. She didn't want Chrissy to overhear them.


  Her mom’s voice turned brisk and cutting. “I'm afraid your father and I sheltered you too much, Eliana. You don't know how persuasive these cults can be.”


  “Mom, they aren't cults. Most of these religions predate Christianity and—”


  “I know exactly what they are, Eliana. Made-up religions used to lure innocent and naive kids into bad situations. We celebrated Easter and Christmas with you because those events are more about fun and presents than anything religious. I never lied to you and told you Santa and the Easter Bunny were real.”


  “Yeah, and you also let me watch the Scooby Doo Halloween special. After a lecture that lasted five hours about the religious fanatics trying to recruit people while wearing the mask of entertainment.” She regretted her words as soon as they’d left her lips and winced.


  “Don't get sassy with me, Eliana. I'm simply trying to keep you safe. You have no idea how manipulative those religions can be. Oh, sure they say they’re looking out for your best interests and their god is going to do miracles for you. What they mean is as long as you keep giving them money, and doing what they say, they'll keep stringing you along.”


  Tipping her head back to watch the curtains flutter in the breeze, Eliana rubbed her hand over her face. “Mom, please, can we not have this conversation again? I'm not going to be joining any cults or temples. So please try to be decent when you talk to Chrissy, okay? She's a great girl and my best friend.”


  Oh, and be nice to the messenger of Athena if she stops by. She'll be in the form of an owl, so please don't let Dad get out his shotgun.


  Her mom sighed. “We'll talk about this later. I have to go now, Ellie. I love you. Please stay safe and remember, studies before boys.”


  “Love you too, Mom, bye.” She did love her parents to death, but their close-minded vision of the world got on her nerves.


  As she tugged her dark gray sweater over her head, she started to laugh. Her mom would freak out if she realized the “boy” she was distracted by was her professor. Not to mention he was on a first-name basis with the same gods her mom thought were scammers. She would be sent off to an all-girls college in the Antarctic before she could blink.


   


  ****


   


  David Primson squeezed the woman's blood off his hands and into the bronze offering cup. She strained with all her might to move as far away from him as possible while she made little whimpering noises behind her gag, but the shackles holding her to the wall gave her no wiggle room.


  A tall, non-descript man, he knew how to blend into the crowd. People often described him as nonthreatening, even weak. Very skinny with dark hair and pale skin, he appeared sickly and did nothing to make people think otherwise. Around campus, he usually wore a typical professor's suit and tie, along with small, round-frame glasses. He thought of these clothes as a costume, a character and persona he could put on and take off as quickly as most people changed their shoes.


  If his students saw the truth of his soul and the visions his mind contained, they would run screaming.


  Walking carefully over to his altar, he knelt before it and added a mixture of herbs and minerals to the blood in the offering cup. Black marble made the altar that held a statue of the goddess Eris of the same stone. Chanting softly, he lit the brew on fire. The smell of blood and herbs filled the air with an acrid stench. The bloody woman chained to the wall behind him whimpered, muffled by her duct-tape gag.


  He reflected on the glory of his goddess as he descended into his spiritual center. Eris was brilliant, able to turn the hearts and minds of humans against one another through a single whispered word. Stupid humans were so easy to manipulate. All he had to do was know what their secret wishes were and convince them they deserved to achieve their desires, no matter what the cost.


  This was why he’d chosen to teach philosophy. His students would often reveal their inner desires in their debating. Things they wanted more than anything else in the world. He could pull those needs out, search for those who would do his bidding, and corrupt those who could cause the most harm.


  A flicker of doubt moved through his mind as he descended, his physical body breathing in scorched blood, his soul feeding on the pain trapped in the smoke. Dark seers had alerted their gods and goddesses to Eliana's coming. She would be a powerful warrior of the Creator if allowed to pass her time of Choice and become a full Chosen. It was his job to stop her.


  He had seen Athena’s messenger talking with Eliana and had informed his goddess at once. Eris had been delighted. Athena was a fierce opponent in battle, but shackled by the requirement that her followers be as chaste as she was. Athena was the eternally virginal Maiden of Battle. Only virgins could enter her service. Eris ordered him to find a willing and attractive male to assure Eliana lost her virginity before Athena made her decision. He had asked why he didn't have the girl raped. Eris told him it had to be a willing decision on Eliana's part to give up her virginity.


  Kyle, a vicious young man with a taste for cruelty, had been more than happy to take on the task when David approached him on Eris's behalf. He’d found Kyle last year after Eris asked he take him on as a student. While David didn't doubt his goddess's wisdom in using Kyle as a tool, he found the boy to be dull in everything but his taste for blood.


  Kyle had failed to connect with Eliana so far. He’d spoken to her at a party, but that was about it. To make up for his failure, Kyle had brought the woman chained to the wall as a sacrifice. David hoped it would be enough to sweeten Eris's mood.


  Opening his eyes, he found himself kneeling in the familiar white marble hall. This was his personal place to commune with his goddess. She wasn't there in her physical form. She rarely left her private temple. To have an actual visit from her was an honor he had only experienced once when she’d picked him as her Chosen twenty years ago. A giant white marble statue depicted Eris reclining leisurely on a couch while she played with the long ropy intestines of a slain man at her feet.


  Flanking both sides of the hall were smaller statues representing Eris's thirteen children. Minor gods and goddesses, they served their mother and reveled in her destructive schemes. They were Battle, Dispute, Famine, Rape, Lawlessness, Lies, Murder, Oathbreaker, Oblivion, Quarrel, Ruin, Sorrow, and Toil.


  “My goddess, I have come before you as your humble servant. Your will is my life,” he intoned as he waited for her presence.


  The torches flickered and gutted, and a cold wind moved through the hall. As always, he was alternately terrified and exalted as the goddess’s presence filled his mind.


  “What news do you bring me, servant?” It was a woman's voice, but it held the echoing shrieks and groans of the dying within.


  Taking a deep breath, he said, “Kyle has failed to seduce the potential Chosen, my goddess.” He tensed, awaiting the punishment he was sure was coming for his failure.


  “There is still time. My seers have assured me of Kyle's success. If he does not claim her maidenhead in two weeks, I want you to kill him and take care of it yourself.”'


  His shoulders sagged in relief at her words. While she couldn't hurt his physical form here, his spiritual form would feel just as much pain, and it would not die. The torture could continue for a long time.


  “Your will be done, my goddess. I will not fail you. I will paint the walls of Athena's Temple either with her maiden blood or her heart blood.” He prepared to ascend to his physical form, but a solid wall of power stood between his soul and his body. He began to tremble with fear.


  “David,” Eris's voice purred in his head, the screams of terror increasing in pitch. “You have to pay the price for Kyle's failure. I need you to be dedicated to my will. I need you to remember the price you pay for failure. I need you to remember that I expect my work done quickly, David.”


  Shakes wracked his body, and his stomach twisted in terror. A cold hand landed on his shoulder, and he screamed shrilly. Spinning around, he saw the statue of the god Rape standing behind him with an expressionless face. His large marble manhood stood out from his robes.


  “I give you to my son, Rape, to play with, David. Do not fail me again. Remember, your failure with Eliana brought this on. Repay her for this pain.”


  The torches guttered as Eris's presence left, and his pleading screams began.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Six


   


  Eliana spotted Professor Klemenson at a set of tables in the back of the second floor of the library. The room was vast and held a deep quiet that only places full of books could manage. He’d picked a section that was about as isolated as he could get in this public place, and one situated so they would see anyone coming. It gave her a dangerous sense of intimacy with the handsome professor. Occasional murmured conversations broke the silence, along with the sound of books thumping onto tables in the distance.


  Professor Klemenson watched her approach, a small smile curving his lips. She felt her breath catch as need warmed her skin at the sight of him. He no longer wore his suit jacket and his white dress shirt was unbuttoned enough to give her a glimpse of his chiseled chest covered with a light dusting of dark brown hair. She wanted to run her fingers over that soft pelt, to stroke him and nuzzle her face against his body. His eyes widened and she had the distinct feeling he knew she was having naughty thoughts about him. Quickly averting her gaze from his delicious body she focused her gaze on the books spread out on the table around him.


  She shuffled over to the table and her arousal fled as her earlier nerves returned. Would he be appalled at how little she knew about deities and magic? How was she supposed to explain her ignorance? And how was she supposed to tell him she doubted gods even existed? He was the youngest High Priest of Odin, ever. Would he be aghast that she had never even entered a temple? The thought of the man that she had a mountain-sized crush on looking at her as though she was an idiot made her shrivel inside.


  Too late to chicken out now.


  She gave Professor Klemenson a bright smile. “Hi.”


  He nodded back at her. The intensity of his gaze stoked the fire in her blood. They stared at each other in silence, the charged tension between them building. She clenched her thighs as his gaze moved to her breasts, and her clit rubbed against her panties.


  “Um, shouldn't we have some books from class in front of us or something?” she asked to break the silence. As usual, she seemed hyperaware of Professor Klemenson. The way his strong hands moved on the table, the glint of gold from the bracelet around his right wrist, and the way his sleeves were rolled to reveal his muscled forearms.


  “Right, yes.” He seemed to visibly shake himself and a more authoritative mantle fell over him. “Eliana, I promised I would explain some ideas about being a Chosen. Important things you'll need to remember. If you’ll have a seat I’d like to begin.”


  For a moment she was tempted to pull out the chair next to his, but that would only lead to her looking like an even bigger fool as she would no doubt drool all over herself. Taking a seat across from him, she set her backpack on the ground and placed her hands on the table, looking up at him expectantly and praying her sweater was thick enough to hide her rock hard nipples. The background murmur of students talking and the copy machine humming faded as he leaned closer across the table. Her attention focused on him, and everything else faded but the amber glints in his green eyes. It would have been embarrassing if he hadn’t seemed as equally focused on her.


  He drew in a deep breath and her gaze focused on his lips as he said, “I'm going to make this as basic as possible. I realize it's a lot of information to absorb at once, and some of it's hard to believe. I need you to suspend your disbelief and try to pretend everything I'm saying is true.”


  With a small, wry smile, she said, “If I can believe what happened earlier today wasn't some delusion caused by drugs slipped into the cafeteria food, I can believe anything you tell me.”


  “Well, yes. Today was, um, exceptional even for me.” Professor Klemenson grinned and she was struck by how young he was. He couldn’t be more than five, maybe eight years older than she was, tops. “But please call me Aiden. Hardly anyone calls me Professor Klemenson, and as your Mentor, we will be spending a lot of time together.” He glanced at her and quickly looked away. “Studying what it means to be Chosen.”


  “Okay, Aiden.” The way he smiled at her when she said his name made her swallow back a sigh.


  “Eliana, I’m going to be upfront with you. I read your student file before I came here and I’m aware of your atheist upbringing.”


  Shame filled her and she looked away, hating the fact that this amazing man knew she’d been raised by people the world considered whackjobs. “I’m sorry.”


  “Why are you sorry?”


  “Because…” she shrugged, unable to articulate how she wasn’t freak, and that she didn’t hate him because of his beliefs. How she tried not to judge people and that she wasn’t as judgmental as her parents or as closed minded. But most of all she wanted him to like her and she’d lost more than one friend and boyfriend after people found out about her family. Not that she had much of a chance with him in the first place, but now she was sure she had none.


  He reached across the table and drew her hand into his, the heat of his touch burning her skin as he held it. “Eliana, it’s okay.”


  She shivered, actually shivered from the riot of pleasurable sensations coming from where there skin touched. “Thanks.”


  When he removed his hand she wanted to groan in protest, but managed to hold it back. He seemed to have sensed it anyways because the corner of his mouth quirked up in a half grin before he continued. “You're going to attract different gods from now until you're Chosen. You give off energy like a light that all the gods can see. They, and their worshipers, will be drawn to you in different ways. Normally it's not a big deal, but sometimes they can get a little pushy, like Athena's owl today. They usually wait until you're alone somewhere, but who can tell what a god, or in this case a goddess, will do? They have their own thoughts about how things should go.”


  “Pushy, huh? That's one way of putting it. Another way would be scaring the crap out of me.”


  His laughter danced over her skin like a caress. “You handled it well.”


  “Only because you were there,” she said in a husky murmur. His eyes went wide and she quickly cleared her throat. “So you’re one of these Chosen?”


  “I am.”


  “When did you find out? I mean did a bird come talk to you?”


  He shook his head. “No, I was born into a family of Chosen so I knew, at least I hoped, early on that I would be born with the gift.”


  “The gift?”


  Aiden's long fingers drummed the table as his gaze went distant. She briefly wondered what they would feel like on her skin. “Not everyone is born with the essential spark that makes a Chosen. A tiny portion of humanity is blessed with the extra light, and it's those people the gods pick as their special priests and priestesses, their warriors if you will. There is a higher concentration of Chosen in major cities. We have a couple thousand here in D.C.”


  “Wow.” She sat back in her chair and tried to wrap her mind around the concept. “So you’re sort of like super heroes?”


  He laughed loud enough to silence the voices around them, then gave her a chagrined smile. “Kind of, but different. We’re still human beings, we’re just…blessed by our patron god or goddess more than most people. A lot more.”


  “How many gods and goddesses are there?” she asked hesitantly, testing the waters to see how he would react to her ignorance.


  “Hundreds of them and from all different parts of the world. Let me think of how to best explain this,” he said as he turned the book holding the map of the world to face her. “There are two basic forces in the universe. Creation and Destruction. The Creator made us, the earth, the universe, everything out of nothing. The Destructor ruled that nothing and wants to destroy everything, returning to that absence. Hence our calling them the Creator and the Destructor.”


  Underneath the table, she accidentally bumped his foot. He stared at her and slowly slid his foot next to hers, keeping it still, but touching her nonetheless. She blinked at him as her pulse sped. With a hitch in her breath she moved just the slightest bit so their calves brushed and a rush of cream spilled from the swollen folds of her sex.


  For gods sakes, he’s touching your foot, not your pussy. Calm down!


  Aiden cleared his throat. “Each region of the world was given entities by both the Creator and the Destructor to further their cause. The faith and belief of human beings is a powerful thing. It shaped these emissaries of either side into what we call gods and goddesses. Each region and people gave different attributes and powers to these entities, and over time, the deities began to take on the emotions and personalities of their worshipers. But they didn't change who they were at their core.”


  She held up her hand. “Wait, let me get this right. An entity came down to earth, sent by either the Creator or the Destructor, and imagination turned them into a god?”


  “Kind of, but not really.” He locked his eyes with hers and smiled, sending delicious heat rushing through her body. “Think of it more like a piece of clay. You can shape the clay to look like something, even paint it and give it different colors. But, at its core, it's still clay no matter what you make it look like or work as.”


  “Okay, so all gods and goddess are Play-Doh. Got it,” she said with a straight face, but by his less than amused expression she didn’t think she was hiding it well. Under the table, she shifted her foot ever so slightly alongside his. Her leg was falling asleep, but she didn't want to lose contact with him.


  Aiden buried his face into his hands then looked up, fighting a grin. “I'll forgive you that blasphemy for now, but yes, that's the basic idea. Each of these gods and goddesses would gain more power as more people began to believe in them. The basics of worship are faith and belief. The more worshipers you have, the more power you have from their faith and belief.”


  He rubbed the gold band on his wrist with his thumb. “As more cultures mixed and the people intermarried, the potential pool of gods available to a Chosen has grown as well. All you need is a drop of the blood of their homeland to be fair game.”


  Slowly, he reached over the table and ran the edge of his hand down her cheek. Her eyes half closed in pleasure, and her lips parted as he stroked her skin. Oh gods, he was going to make her orgasm from simply putting his hand on her face. “Take you for example.”


  “Me?” she practically moaned. She wanted to curve her face into his palm and gently bite the tender skin of his inner wrist, which made her blush all the harder. With his skin this close she drew in a deep lungful of his scent, her sex aching with the need to be filled by Aiden, as soon and as hard as possible.


  He removed his hand from her cheek and drew in a shaky breath. “Yes, you. Who knows what kind of blood you have flowing through your veins? You have light brown hair and silver eyes, but your skin is like creamed coffee, and your lips are fuller than you’d normally find among European woman, at least ones that haven’t had plastic surgery. You're the result of many cultures coming together, as are most Americans, which is why the States are such a hotbed for Chosens.”


  “Makes sense.” Actually, very little was making sense to her hormone-flooded brain at the moment, but she wanted to at least appear that she was paying attention.


  “The freedom of religion in the United States has allowed all of these different gods to gain a foothold.” He lowered his voice and glanced at the papers in front of him as a group of students walked past the entrance to the bookshelf-lined alcove where they sat. She kept her eyes on her laptop as the girls ogled Professor Klemenson and looked at her with barely disguised jealousy.


  Beneath the table, his foot shifted forward again, and his ankle rested beside hers. A warm pulse began to beat in the pit of her stomach, and she licked her dry lips. Her panties were damp with her cream and she was two heartbeats from throwing him down on the table and kissing the hell out of him.


  He shook his head. “I was picked to Mentor you, and I serve a Creation Deity. If you had the temperament, the soul to serve the Destruction side, a Priest or Priestess of Destruction would Mentor you. However,” he said with a wink, “you smell too good to be Destruction.”


  “I smell too good?” she asked with raised eyebrows.


  “Er…yes,” he said as he cleared his throat. “It's a genetic survival thing. Each side has its own psychic scent, and each individual has their personal scent that only smells good to their side. You'll learn how to shield your scent to avoid detection, but that's a more advanced exercise that will come to you later. For right now, you need to start at the beginning.”


  “How would I smell if I was one of the bad guys?”


  He wrinkled his nose, a gesture she found unbearably cute. “If you were Destruction slated, you would have smelled like spoiled bologna or dog farts and you will smell similarly bad to them.”


  “Nice to know I don't smell like dog farts,” she muttered and gave him an arch look.


  He winced. “No, because you’re Creation oriented you smell very appealing to me—a combination of orange blossoms, honey, and vanilla. Edible, delicious.” He glanced at the book in front of him as he said, “How do I smell to you?”


  “I don’t know. I can’t really smell you.”


  He stood up and came over to her side of the table, leaning over her and flooding her with the heat of his body. As he placed one hand on the table and the other on the back of her chair she had to clasp her hands into fists to keep from reaching for him. Her reaction to him, this crazy strong desire, was so intense it almost scared her and she wondered if it was part of this whole Chosen thing, but didn’t want to ask.


  “What do I smell like to you, Eliana?”


  “Oh, um, I thought you wore cologne. You smell… um, nice,” she said lamely and looked up. Noticing his slightly wounded expression, she added, “You smell like the woods in autumn, warm and crisp.” Gods, could you sound cheesier?


  Wanting to break the charged silence that surrounded them, she doodled on her notepad and let out a silent sigh of relief when he returned to his seat. Things were getting way too intense between them and she wasn’t sure how to process all of this. He was her professor, but he was also her mentor and she really should be paying attention to what he was trying to teach her rather than figuring out if she could seduce him. Plus, if the talking owl showed up again she wanted to at least have some clue as to what was going on.


  Gathering her wits, she took a deep breath and tried to ignore how hot he was. “So, how come these different gods and goddesses aren't performing miracles left and right to convert more followers? I don't know about you, but if a god gave me a winning lottery ticket, I'd be more likely to worship them.”


  “Again, such blasphemy.” His full lips curved into a smile that took the sting out of his words.


  She stuck her tongue out. “Yeah, yeah. Spank me, I'm a naughty girl.” Her eyes grew wide, and she paled realizing what she had said and to whom she’d said it.


  He raised his eyebrows and pressed his lips together in an effort not to laugh at the mortified look on her face. “Yes, well, I don't think they allow corporal punishment in schools anymore, and I think you're too old to be tossed over my knee.” His hands flexed on the table, and he murmured something in a tone that made her clit hard…well harder.


  She cleared her throat. “So I can identify other Chosen by their smells?”


  “We're also marked to show who we belong to, in a way other Chosen can see. I wear this bracelet to show my loyalty to Odin and I have a tattoo bearing his mark. Some Chosen hide their status, but everyone knows I’m a high priest of Odin so there isn’t a point in hiding it.”


  She reached over and turned his hand so she could look at the bracelet. The thick gold band with runes running over it wrapped around his wrist. She ran her fingers over the runes, aware of the warmth of his skin and the strength of his hand.


  He made a soft, barely audible groaning sound and she quickly dropped his wrist.


  “With so few Chosen, how do you know who is going to pick you? Do they all check you out like that bitchy owl today?”


  “No, you have to be a blood descendent of their worshipers.”


  “What if no one likes you? What happens then?”


  His expression turned stony. “Then you become a Rejected. You lose the spark that makes you a Chosen and become like the rest of the humans. All knowledge of what you have learned is wiped from your mind. Oh, you can still do magic and worship, but you're no longer the god's hand on earth.”


  “That would suck.”


  “It does. To be Rejected is to be branded a social outcast among the Chosen. Even though you have the spark, there is something fundamentally wrong with you that would cause the gods to turn their backs on a potential new priest or priestess. I come from a long line of Chosen, called a Dynasty, and my family prides itself on not having any Rejects in our bloodline.”


  She raised her eyebrows and said in a teasing voice, “Never? Not one Reject in your family tree? Come on, we all have a weird Uncle Larry or a Crazy Aunt Sue.”


  He looked offended. “Never. We wouldn't taint our bloodline with a Rejection. All of my ancestors with the spark have been Chosen.”


  “Well exxccuuuusee me,” she mumbled. “I guess us melting-pot babies aren't as pure.”


  He looked chagrined. “No. I didn't mean it like that. You're stronger for being from a mixed background. More gods and goddesses will want you as theirs, and your chances of being Chosen are stronger for it. You'll be called by the god who is the best fit for you, and you both will be happier because of that choice.”


  “How so?”


  The alarm on her phone went off with a loud beep, startling both of them. “Oh shi—er, shoot. I'm going to be late for my next class if I don't bust a move out of here.”


  His soft lips curved into a grin. “You can swear in front of me, Eliana. I may be your Mentor, but I'm not one of your parents.”


  As she gathered her things, she shot him a pert glance. “I've been taught you don't swear in front of your elders.”


  “Elders? How old do you think I am?” he growled.


  “At least twenty-six, and that's old.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her, and she shivered at the predatory nature of his stare. Stalking over to her side of the table, he leaned past her slowly and his chest brushed the backs of her hands as he picked up a book on the desk. Standing too close, he handed her the book and she was pretty sure she melted into a hormonal puddle in the chair. “Study this. It's a breakdown of the regional gods and goddesses of Europe, Asia, and the Middle East.”


  “Okay,” she said in a faint voice. She was drowning in his delicious psychic scent and the electricity that moved between them. No way he was attracted to her; she must be projecting her feelings onto him like they’d learned in psych class. Yeah, the thick erection that she thought she saw in his pants must be a figment of her oversexed imagination. Holy moly that man was hung.


  He took a step back and studied her. “Be careful, Eliana. Try not to go anywhere alone until I can work with you on your powers. I...I wouldn't want anything to happen to you.”


  “What do you mean? What could happen to me?” She stood and began to gather her things.


  To her shock he cupped her face with one of her hands, looking into her eyes as he said, “There are those that would seek to harm you, to kill you before you have the chance to come into your powers. I will not let that happen. I’m not only your Mentor, but I’m also your guardian and I don’t take that responsibility lightly. Believe me, Eliana, I would rather die than let anything harm you.”


  He dropped his hand before she could respond and gathered his things without looking at her. “Remember what I said, oh, and Eliana?”


  “What?” Her voice came out in a breathy whisper, but she was proud that she could say anything at all.


  “You really do smell delicious.”


  The wicked grin he gave her went straight to her sex and as she watched his fine ass work while he walked away she really hoped Chrissy wouldn’t be in their dorm when Eliana got back so she could spend some quality time with her vibrator.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Seven


   


  Dark clouds thickened in the sky as Eliana jogged down the dirt path, the adrenaline flowing and helping to clear her mind. She’d decided to go for a morning run in Panther Hollow after yesterday's revelations. A cool breeze blew in the clouds piling up overhead, and her jogging shorts and hoodie were enough to keep her comfortable.


  Her conversation with Aiden from the day before preoccupied her mind. Well, their conversation and his insanely hot self. Most of her intellect accepted what he’d said as being true. She’d seen and experienced enough enchantments outside her hometown to make any protests against the reality of magic seem foolish. But that didn’t mean she really understood any of it and she couldn’t talk to Chrissy about it, the one person she could trust to keep her secret. For all Eliana knew the gods would know right away and smite her or something.


  All of her dreams last night Aiden filled her dreams, and what fucking hot dreams they’d been. Choppy and without rhyme or reason, her fantasies had morphed from one hot scenario into another in a never-ending stream of sexual excess. She was pretty sure half the shit she’d dreamt about wasn’t even possible in the real world. When she woke this morning, her thighs had been sticky with her cream, and she’d wished like hell that Chrissy wasn't there so she could find some relief with her vibrator. At this rate she’d go through a pack of batteries a day.


  An exposed branch caught her ankle while she daydreamed, and she fell to the ground, swearing as she scraped her knee and hands. With a wrinkled nose, she evaluated the damage. The knee was oozing blood, but she didn’t appear to have majorly damaged anything. She brushed the dirt off and blotted at the cut with a tissue from her pocket. As she dabbed at the blood, she noticed how quiet the woods had become.


  Wind blew through the trees, moving the branches, but it made no noise. There was no sound of rushing water from the waterfall in the distance, no birds singing. She slowly stood, wincing as a cold drop of rain plinked off her cheek. Even the sound of rain hitting the branches was silent.


  Pounding blood rushed in her ears, and her breath hissed out of her mouth. She licked her lips then gave an experimental whistle, the sound coming through loud and clear. Tripping and scraping her knee hadn't made her deaf. The rest of the world had lost its voice. She picked up a good-sized rock and threw it into the forest off the side of the trail, trying to fight back her growing fear when it didn’t make a sound. This was wrong, really wrong. Picking up another stone, she tried it again and still no sound even though it hit the bark of a tree right by her hard enough to leave a mark.


  It was at least a five-minute run back to her car, and she suddenly wanted to get out of here as fast as possible. Her intuition flared to life, screaming at her that something bad was coming, and it was almost here. The rain began to fall harder, stinging her face with its cold little spikes. Right now the sound of the water filtering through the forest should be filling her, but the bubble of silence kept her isolate.


  Trusting her instincts, she let the primitive urge for survival sweep away her rational mind. Trying to look everywhere at once, she began to jog back to her car, while wiping the rain out of her eyes and wincing at the throb from her knee.


  Farther up the trail, a spot of yellow formed in the center of the path. Pouring rain turned the spot into a soft blur that for some reason wasn’t resolving itself as she got closer. The ground quickly turned into slippery mud, and she had to slow her pace to avoid falling again. The mud splattered up on her legs with each step, dotting her grey running leggings with dirt.


  As she got closer it soon became apparent that the yellow spot was a person. A handsome, older man in a yellow rain slicker with a Washington Redskins patch on it. Not that he needed protection from the rain. It arched around him as if he were standing beneath a giant, invisible umbrella.


  Shit.


  She stumbled to a halt, and the man watched her intently.


  “Hello, Eliana,” he said with a chummy grin. His hands were in his pockets, and he made no move to get any closer to her.


  She considered turning around and running the other way, but she didn't think she would get far. And she didn't want to turn her back on the man. Friendly smile or not, the sight of him made her skin crawl.


  “Who are you?” she tried to demand, but her voice quavered on the last word.


  “Your friend sent me to get you. My name is Ron.”


  She shook her head, her thoughts became muzzy, and her skull began to ache. One of her feet slid through the mud and tried to carry her toward him. She stumbled back and shook her head, trying to clear it as black dots danced around the edges of her vision.


  “Your name's not Ron.” The words came out of her mouth of their own accord and she took a gasping breath of air.


  The man in the yellow slicker frowned at her, his face wavering into a vicious snarl that distorted his features into a mask of hatred. She gasped and wiped the rain off her face, her mind clearing a bit and she took another deep breath, realizing that she’d been about to pass out because she’d stopped breathing. It was as if she’d suddenly forgotten that was important.


  “How did you— Well, that's not important now. Let's pretend my name is Ron, shall we?” Hands shoved into his pockets, he stayed in the same spot on the trail. “You're much better trained than I expected. Who taught you to shield your mind?”


  “I don't know what you're talking about.”


  “Oh, come now, Eliana. Don't play coy with me. Someone taught you to resist a suggestion spell. Don’t want to share? Fine, I’d much rather use my…other persuasive skills to get the information from you.” His eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned farther. “Let's cut to the chase then, shall we?”


  She lifted her chin and tried to appear like she was in control of both herself and the situation when on the inside she was shaking with fear. Her voice held only the slightest of tremors when she said, “Okay.”


  “Excellent. I knew you were a smart girl. I'm here to make you an offer.”


  She kept her expression blank, trying to think of a way out of this mess.


  He watched her, waiting for her to speak, but she just continued to stare back at him. His patience broke first. “You still have a chance to join the winning side. You're not pledged to any Creation god yet. You can still become a part of Destruction.”


  She shifted back on her heels, the panic now firmly rooted in her muscles. Fuck, fuck fuck, this must be one of the Destruction Chosen. She tried to think of something to say that would keep this guy talking, something to buy her more time to try to find a way to escape. Unfortunately she was pretty sure that even if she had the next ten thousand years she wouldn’t be able to think of a way out. Still, she had to try. “I thought you were Destruction or Creation slated from birth.”


  “Of course not. The Creator”—he sneered and spat on the ground—“gave us free will. You're free to change your path if you want to. Once you become a Chosen, you're locked in, but until that point, during your time of choice you have...options. Think about it, Eliana, you could have everything you ever wanted, everything. Lucifer doesn’t believe in self-denial or all that other pious bullshit the Chosen gods are so fond of. You would have freedom, true freedom, the world would be yours for the taking. Nothing is taboo, no pleasure or desire is forbidden. Everything you ever wanted is within your reach, Eliana. All you have to do is take it.”


  “No thank you.” She wished she hadn’t sounded like a scared little girl when she said that.


  He threw back his head and laughed. “No thank you? Dear girl, you don't know what you're turning down. Power and riches like you’ve never dreamed.”


  The ache in her mind spiked, but she continued to take deep breaths. For whatever reason breathing seemed to help her fight off whatever he was doing, but she could feel her time running out and she still couldn’t think of a way to escape. He blocked the path leading to her car, but maybe she could head off into the woods then double back. The suit and dress shoes he was wearing beneath his raincoat weren’t made for running and she was pretty sure she was in better shape than he was. With this in mind she began to try to scan the woods on either side of her, looking for the best place to run.


  “No thank you. I have everything I need.”


  His fake smile fell from his face, and his lip curled away from his perfect and gleaming white teeth.


  “Everything you need? That's not true, but I can't get through your blasted shield to find out. Are you sure I can't convince you to give us a try?”


  “I, uh, I don't think so.” She shrugged and tried to appear nonchalant. “I don't know if I'll join any side to be honest. Maybe I'll try to forget about all of this and lead a normal life.”


  “Now I know you’re lying to me.” He gave an apologetic sigh, but his eyes lit up with glee. “I tried to be nice, I tried to give you a chance, but it looks like we're going to have to do this the hard way.”


  She tried to run but found herself sinking into the mud up to her calves. She screamed and struggled to lift her legs, but she was trapped. Terrified, she watched Ron take out something from his pocket. Her shriek cut off in surprise when she saw it was a lancet device, like the kind her diabetic aunt used to test her blood sugar.


  Maybe there are gods and they'll have him go into a diabetic coma before he can hurt me. A hysterical giggle escaped her lips, and the desperate sound scared her.


  Ron watched her with an amused expression as he drew some blood from a finger. “Much easier than sticking myself with a pin,” he said in a conversational tone.


  Kneeling, Ron sketched some symbols into the dry earth at his feet. He squeezed more blood from his finger onto the design and stepped back, his lips moving with whispered words. A great shudder wracked her body as Ron slapped his hands together with a clap and reality flinched.


  The earth began to crumble in on itself as a hole opened, swallowing the design into the darkness. Two great black paws tipped with long, arched claws dug into the dirt at the edge of the hole. The ground where those paws touched smoked as if burning without fire and her mind blanked as she tried to comprehend what she was seeing, what was happening to her.


  A great black demon dog lurched out of the ground, its jaw too stuffed with teeth to close properly. It looked to Ron, who spoke to it in an unfamiliar language. A long, red tongue lolled out over its teeth, and it turned to her, a deep growl pouring from its mouth accompanied by a cloud of red tinged steam.


  She screamed again and fell as she tried to run, forgetting in her panic that her feet were trapped in the mud. The creature approached her, stopping at the edge of the circle of dry earth.


  “Last chance. Come with me and learn about your new gods or become lunch.” Ron moved next to the creature and raised his eyebrows at her.


  Wet leaves stuck to her hands as she tried to push herself back. Anger began to replace her fear and she embraced it. All she was trying to do was take a jog in the woods. And now this asshole was threatening her with some dog out of a cheesy horror movie.


  “Tick tock, Eliana.”


  He said he was sent to convert you. Can't convert you if you're dead. Need to call him on his bluff.


  “No thank you,” she said, trying to keep her teeth from chattering.


  His eyebrows arched up and back down into a glare. “You stupid bitch. Fine, we'll do it your way. Let's see how many body parts you lose before you change your mind.” He knocked on the air in front of him three times, and the invisible umbrella around her fell.


  The demon dog nudged the air with its nose. A massive paw tested the wet ground, and it began to slink toward her. Its movements were odd, as if it had more bones and joints than a normal dog.


  Curling her hands into fists in the mud, she fought the urge to scream. The demon got closer, and she could smell its stench now, a combination of sweet rot and bitter bile. Okay, she could get out of this, she could…that thought scattered as the heat rolling off the beast warmed her icy skin.


  Out of options, she did something for the first time in her life—she prayed. Please, if anyone is up there listening, please help me. Gods and Goddesses of Creation, I’m begging for your help. Please!


  The mud squelched between her fingers as she tried to claw her way across the wet earth then a sharp whistle pierced the air. Ron and the creature turned to look behind her. A blue foam ball arched over her head as a woman's voice shouted, “Go get it, boy!”


  The creature leapt after the ball and snatched it in its jaws. Clear liquid seeped out of the ball as the creature clamped its jaws shut. It howled and tore at its face with its curved claws as it tried to pry the ball off its fangs. The ground fell open beneath its feet, and it plunged, howling, into the abyss. As swiftly as it had opened, the earth rose and filled the fissure.


  Eliana's jaw dropped and a hard tremble wracked her. Looking back to Ron, she saw him snarling at whoever was behind her. His shoulders hunched into his body, and with a leap any cheetah would be proud of, he turned and ran down the trail at a blinding speed.


  Okay, maybe her idea of running away into the woods wouldn’t have worked.


  “Oh my. You're a mess. Here, let me help you.” Soft hands festooned with silver rings grabbed her arm and hauled her out of the mud with surprising strength.


  Eliana stared at the older woman with salt and pepper hair holding her arm. She looked oddly familiar, but she couldn’t quite place her.


  “Are you okay?” the woman asked as she stared down the trail in the direction that Ron had run. She wore a long blue skirt today with a purple crushed-velvet jacket and her large patchwork bag. In one hand, she had a long yellow string with a series of knots tied in it.


  Eliana stood there, taking in deep breaths of air. She began to shiver harder, her teeth chattering like coins rattling in a can. The noise of the forest came back with a noticeable snap, the water dripping off leaves and the chatter of birds sounding like an explosion after the deadly silence. She tried to say something, but all that came out was a choked sob. The fear that she’d been trying to hold back came rushing in and she began to cry in earnest.


  The woman clucked her tongue and brushed Eliana's wet hair from her face. “Come with me. Let's get you back to the ranger station and warm you up.”


  Fifteen minutes later, Eliana found herself seated in front of a fireplace with a hot cup of black coffee in her hands. The shakes had tapered off to shivers while she washed up in the small bathroom, but the fear remained. She kept looking at the door, wondering if at any moment the man, Ron or whatever his name really was, would reappear.


  The older woman added another log to the fire and looked over her shoulder at Eliana. “Feeling better?”


  Tugging the rough wool blanket around her shoulders, Eliana said, “Thank you again for saving me. I would have been a goner without your help. I'm sorry I've been so quiet, I'm a little— No, I'm a lot freaked out.”


  The woman sat across from her and sipped at her tea. “No worries. It's not every day you get attacked by a Barghest. I'm glad I got to you in time. Their bites are loaded with all kinds of nasty bacteria. If they don't eat you alive, you'll die of blood poisoning.”


  Eliana closed her eyes, trying to form a coherent though. “Who are you? Haven't I seen you before?”


  “My name is Mrs. Bherz, and I'm one of the forest rangers of Panther Hollow, among other things.”


  The inside of the forest ranger station reminded Eliana more of a cottage out of a fairytale than an office. Cozy, it had big handmade wood furniture and plants in the windows. A locked gun case next to the wall and a CB unit on the desk disrupted the tranquility of the scene. As did what appeared to be a spear tipped with a razor sharp metal point leaning up against the wall.


  Mrs. Bherz tapped her finger against the side of the teacup. She studied Eliana, her dark eyes unreadable and her face carefully blank. “You did see me at the university. I was on patrol that night.”


  Sudden recognition filled Eliana and she sat up straighter in the chair. “I saw you in the parking lot at my dorm. You’re the lady that threw that cat toy at me. Why did you do that?”


  “Because there was a bogey on the loose. I caught sight of him at the end of the parking lot. I threw the charm at you in case he doubled back and came for you.”


  “Uh, it was a charm? I thought it was a cat toy.” Eliana shifted on the chair in her wet shorts. She made a mental note to do an Internet search on bogeys. The list of things she didn't know that could kill her was getting longer by the minute.


  Mrs. Bherz laughed and set her teacup down. “You really don't know much about magic, do you? It’s hard to believe you’re so completely ignorant.”


  Eliana didn't say anything and picked at the dirt in her nails. Mrs. Bherz didn’t sound exactly complimentary when she said that. In fact, the other woman sounded downright suspicious.


  The rain picked back up again and tapped off the tin roof of the ranger station. Mrs. Bherz shifted forward in her chair, her silver earrings swinging in the light of the fire. She studied Eliana closely and she tried to keep from squirming beneath the woman’s heavy gaze.


  “The demon dog coming after you today was a Barghest. A nasty English demon, deadly, but not bright.”


  “What was that thing you threw at it?”


  “Oh, it was a dog toy.” Mrs. Bherz chuckled at Eliana's suspicious look. “I'm not poking fun at you. It was a foam dog toy soaked in holy water.”


  Trying not to be obvious about it, Eliana took a deep breath to see if she could detect some kind of psychic scent from Mrs. Bherz, but she didn’t notice anything. Then again she hadn’t smelled anything on the man blocking the running trail either. Maybe they were somehow hiding it from her. Fuck, if that guy wasn’t a Chosen, just a regular person, she wouldn’t stand a chance against a true Destruction Chosen. She was so dead.


  She needed to call Aiden. A sudden need to speak with him, to tell him what happened, to see him and hide in his arms filled her and she pated her pocket beneath the blanket to make sure she still had her cell phone with her. “Um, if you’ll excuse me for a second I need to make a phone call.”


  “Stay where you are. You aren’t going anywhere until you’ve answered my questions first.” Menace suddenly rolled in almost visible waves from Mrs. Bherz and Eliana wondered what the fuck was going on. “Why was a Satanist attacking you in my forest? He must have wanted something from you. He didn't kill you outright and there was no reason for him to toy with you first. What were you talking about with him?”


  “A Satanist?” Eliana squeaked. Mrs. Bherz continued to look at her with a penetrating stare. “I don't know. He kept on saying something about trying to get me to join him. Honestly, I've never even seen a Satanist before.”


  Mrs. Bherz continued to look intently at her. It reminded her of her mother's probing look when she thought Eliana was lying, and she fidgeted with her cup. “You weren't trying to make some kind of deal with him? A little helpful curse to take care of a professor failing you or a succubus spell to attract the attention of a certain boy? Or maybe he’d come to collect payment on a past deal you’d made.”


  “What? No! I don't even know what a succubus is!”


  Something tickled at Eliana’s mind, a weird feeling like her head was being poked at.


  “You expect me to believe you? That you don’t know what a succubus is?” Mrs. Bherz shifted in her chair and Eliana had the distinct impression that the woman was about two breaths from trying to kick her ass. “What kind of fool do you take me for? I have ways of making you talk, girl, ways you don’t even want to think about. Stop lying to me.”


  “I’m not lying, I don’t know. I was raised as an atheist, I don’t know anything. I just had my first day of the only religious class I’ve ever taken and we’re talking about earth goddesses, not demons.” The other woman gave her an openly disbelieving look. “Check my student file, I’m telling you the truth. I have no idea what the fuck is going on. One minute I’m jogging, the next second some demon dude is attacking me, and now you’re accusing me of…well I have no idea what you’re accusing me of, but I didn’t do anything and you’re pissing me off.”


  She didn’t mean to say the last part aloud, but she was getting pissed. This was such bullshit. She didn’t ask for this and she certainly didn’t deserve this antagonistic questioning.


  Finally, Mrs. Bherz sighed. “I believe you. You're holding something back, but it's not about the Satanist.”


  “I’m telling you the truth.” Eliana curled her toes in her wet shoes and a shudder wracked her muscles at the memory of being stuck in the mud and watching the demon dog approaching her, seeing her death in jaws. “How did you get rid of him? He seemed scared of you.”


  Sipping at her tea again as if they were having a normal, civilized conversation, Mrs. Bherz said, “I teach a course on demonology at the university where you're a student. Taking care of demons is what I do. What I live for.”


  “Oh,” she mumbled before she drained the last of her coffee. She stood and placed the now-wet blanket across the back of the chair to dry off, eager to get the hell out of here. The other woman seemed to flip flop between anger and calm too quick for Eliana’s liking. “Thank you for saving my life.”


  Mrs. Bherz took their empty mugs to the sink and rinsed them out. “My god has his eye on you. I trust his judgment, and he brought you to me for some reason. I'm going to do my best to honor his will and help you as I can.”


  She didn't know what to say to that. It was impossible to deny now the Gods of Creation were real, as were the Gods of Destruction. And she was hopelessly ignorant of both. After she got out of here and someplace safe she and Aiden were going to have a long talk.


  Mrs. Bherz turned around as she dried her hands on a small blue towel. “Off with you now. I'll be looking for you at the university. Try to stay away from demons. Once they become interested in you, it's hard to keep them away. Nasty things can happen to your loved ones if you're not careful.”


  Something about the other woman’s statement prickled at her. “What do you mean?”


  Placing the towel back near the sink, Mrs. Bherz closed her eyes and gripped her hands together. “When I was a young girl I had an aunt who liked to dabble in the black arts. She thought she could control the demons she summoned, that she was powerful enough to contain them. Unfortunately for her, and for the rest of her village, one night she lost control and a demon broke free. It managed to slay half her village, starting with the children, before a creation Chosen was able to defeat it.” Mrs. Bherz closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “My cousins were among the first killed and I swore then that I would do everything I could to make sure that those who consort with demons were brought to justice.”


  “I…I’m sorry for your loss.”


  Opening her eyes, Mrs. Bherz visibly gathered herself. “Yes, well that is the past and this is the present. Off with you now. I’m sure you’re eager to return to school.”


  “Thanks again for saving me.” Eliana moved quickly towards the door, wanting to get home, take a shower, eat a whole bunch of chocolate, and have a small nervous breakdown.


  Mrs. Bherz's voice stopped her as she opened the door. “Eliana, if I find out you lied to me and you are working with demons…you will be very, very sorry.”


  Eliana gaped at her, but Mrs. Bherz turned her back and began to make another pot of tea. Eliana shut the door and slogged through the wet woodchips to her car, more eager than ever to go home and she fervently hoped she never saw Mrs. Bherz again. Even if the older woman did work for the Creation side, she scared the hell out of Eliana.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Eight


   


  The cash register chimed as Eliana rang up the giant pot of pumpkin-orange mums and helped her customer put it back into her basket. A festive atmosphere filled the garden center, and she enjoyed being outside in the warm weather. People were glad to be off work, and they browsed for objects to make their homes beautiful. The store did a quick business in seasonal religious items, and there were many harvest celebrations coming up.


  It was so pretty, so normal that she could almost pretend the morning never happened.


  Almost.


  As if her encounter with a demon hadn’t been bad enough, it seemed like the head cashier, Linda, had it out for her. Linda had handed Eliana the keys to the outdoor register as soon as she arrived for her 4 p.m. shift after berating Eliana for being five minutes late. After she was done yelling at Eliana and being a complete bitch, Linda had told her to make sure the delivery drivers drove their loads to the back and to sign for the deliveries. Eager to get away from Linda, she said she would and hurried outside.


  As she walked away, Eliana could hear Linda saying something in a nasty tone of voice about her to one of the other cashiers.


  She didn't know what Linda's problem was, but for fucking sure she didn’t need the other woman’s petty drama. For a forty-something woman in a pumpkin sweater, she sure acted like a bitchy teenager. Eliana didn't know what she had done to get on Linda's bad side, but she was getting pretty fed up with her crappy attitude.


  As if she didn't have enough to deal with at the moment. She only had to rethink her views on reality and the cosmic order of the universe, no big deal. After her little run-in with the demon dog earlier today, she’d hit the Internet in an effort to find out everything she could on demons and how to defeat them. What she’d found was actually fascinating. There were thousands of different kinds of demons from all parts of the world. For every demon, there was a different way to fight against them. A lot of the magic required reciting protection spells in Latin. So basically she had to learn hundreds of different religions, demons, and how to banish them along with amassing an arsenal in charms and weapons.


  She was so screwed.


  She’d called Aiden as soon as she got home, but all she got was his voice mail. She’d left him a message to call her as soon as possible, and that she would be working at the store tonight. Chrissy had been concerned when she saw Eliana all covered in mud, but seemed to buy her excuse of being stuck on the trails in a rainstorm. It had killed Eliana not to confide in her friend, she was afraid that some demon would come after Chrissy because of her association with Eliana, but she couldn’t break her promise. For all she knew the gods would smite her and her friend for revealing any information about the Chosen. After the events of earlier today nothing seemed out of the realm of possibility anymore so she was going to play it as safe as possible.


  As if she didn’t have enough to think about at the moment, her overly hormonal body wanted to only think about Aiden and all the dirty things she wanted to do with him. It didn’t help that the book he’d lent her smelled like him. She found herself sniffing the leather binding of the book without even thinking about it. It must have come from his personal library because it smelled like his cologne.


  After taking a quick look around to make sure there weren’t any customers that needed help, she pulled the book out of the alcove beneath her register and gave it a quick sniff. With a sigh, she flipped open the small book and stared at the first two pages. She examined the familiar map of the world, but with odd country divisions and names. Places like Gaul and Babylon were shown, along with the gods and goddesses of the region. There were so many. How was she supposed to remember them all?


  “Good evening, Eliana.” A voice as smooth as butterscotch pulled her out of her studies. Aiden.


  She spun around so fast her braid whirled around her and smacked his chest. Without thinking she wrapped her arms around him and held him tight, burying her face against his chest and taking in deep inhalations of his scent. Peace immediately filled her and for the first time since the attack earlier she felt safe. And he was warm, and strong, and it felt so good to press her body against his. Arousal burned through her like a match thrown onto a gasoline soaked log and Aiden stiffened against her. He took in a deep breath and she swore he trembled against her before he gently pried her off of him.


  “Eliana, we’re in public.” He said in a strained voice.


  Embarrassment heated her face and she ducked her head as she said, “Sorry about that.”


  “It’s okay, I didn’t mind, but it wouldn’t be a good idea for a professor to be seen with a student in his class like that.”


  She peeked up at him and was glad to see he appeared amused instead of angry. “Right, sorry, I’m just so happy to see you.”


  He grinned and brushed some dirt off her upper arm with a gentle touch. His palm felt so warm on her skin. He seemed to hesitate and slow his movements down, turning a casual movement into an erotic caress. The wind must have shifted because she was drowning in the scent of his cologne. Her heart thudded, and she leaned into his touch before he pulled away with a small smile.


  “I’m happy to see you as well.” He glanced around and grabbed the nearest pot of flowers and put it on the small counter of her register. “I got your call. What’s going on?”


  She took a quick look around. At the moment, they were almost alone in the garden center. The only other people there were an older couple loudly arguing about planting tulips.


  She fidgeted with the edge of the counter. “Well, I went for a run at Panther Hollow...and I kinda got attacked by a Barghest.”


  He stared at her. “You what?”


  “Um, I was in the woods, and all of a sudden, it got quiet. This guy in a yellow rain slicker—”


  He held up his hand. “Start at the beginning please.”


  She did, describing the man who had tried to turn her and the rescue by Mrs. Bherz.


  “I should have been with you, Eliana. I'm so sorry I failed you. I didn't think things would move this fast.” He appeared distracted, running his hands through his hair as he scanned the garden center.


  “Yeah, well, you forgot to mention in your little speech yesterday that I would have to watch out for demons.” She crossed her, and a thread of anger burned through her.


  “You're right. I assumed the Destruction side didn't know about you yet. I'm going to need to step up your training.” He cupped her face in his hand, smoothing a thumb over her cheek. “I promise I won't let anything happen to you.”


  “Okay,” she said faintly. His hand on her skin did wonderful things to her body. She turned her face slightly and rubbed her cheek against his fingers. His eyes turned dark, and his full lips softened. She wanted to purr. Gods, what was it about this man that made her so insane with lust? Right now she should be worrying about her chances at surviving another day, yet all she could think about was how good his touch felt, how much she wanted to kiss him. And she was pretty sure he wanted to kiss her as well.


  He cleared his throat and moved the flowerpot between them. “What are you doing tomorrow?”


  She made her racing mind focus on the question he’d asked. “Tomorrow is Saturday, right? I have to do some studying in the morning, and I promised to have coffee with Janet, but after that, I'm free. But, I can cancel all of that if you need me to.”


  He nodded and glanced at the husband and wife walking toward them. They obviously decided to plant tulips after all if the wife's victorious march was any sign. “No, don’t cancel anything. I want to take you around and introduce you to some of the Chosen in the area. It'll help you get an understanding of what we do and who we are. And it will help protect you.”


  He handed her a business card shaped and colored like a whoopee cushion. “Meet me here at two o'clock?”


  “Sure,” Eliana said as she read the card. It said Jack's House of Wisecracks in bold black letters. “Is this by the old movie theater in Georgetown?”


  “Yes,” he said as he put the flowerpot back. “I have to go, but I'll see you tomorrow. Stay where there are lots of people around. Destros normally won't try to move against you in public places. Lock your doors and don't let anyone in you don't know. The dorms have some pretty good shielding on them, and there are a ton of Creation priests and priestesses on campus, but I want you to be careful.”


  “Okay, I'll see you tomorrow.” Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him leave. Man, did he know how to work a pair of jeans.


   


  ****


   


  Inside the store, Linda paced the worn linoleum floor in the break room. Hands clenched at her sides, the hot pink color of her nails standing out against her white fists. She would give up her designer clothes, she would live in Linda's little white trash suburbia house, but there was no way she was giving up her manicures. Everyone had standards.


  She felt the moment the Creation Chosen out in the garden center with Eliana lowered his shields; it felt like sudden sunburn on her skin. Thank Eris she kept her shields tight, or there could have been a messy situation. While she doubted the Creation Chosen would have attacked her in the store—too many potential innocents around—it would have screwed up all her careful planning.


  Dillon's attempt to recruit the girl earlier today had failed miserably. He was unable to magically influence her into accepting the Destruction side and had lost his temper. She couldn’t understand how Dillon could have failed. Even without his powerful persuasion spells, Dillon was one of the best lawyers in New York City. He could talk anyone into doing anything, but he couldn’t get that little bitch to bend to his will. Then, Dillon had the bad luck of some random Creation Priestess showing up and spoiling the fun.


  Linda continued to pace as her anxiety built. She needed more time. There was another load of fertilizer coming in tonight, and she had a truck waiting to pick it up. Plus she had to finish forging the paperwork on that dippy bitch Eliana. So sweet, so innocent, she should have been ripe for the plucking.


  Linda was so distracted she nearly didn't notice when the burning sensation faded and the Creation Chosen left the area. She let out a deep breath, carefully expanding her senses to make sure she was safe, or as safe as she could be. Flipping open her sparkly pink phone, she called Dillon.


  “Hello, pookie,” Dillon said in a cultured purr.


  “I think the little bitch has a Mentor, or some Creation Chosen is interested in her.”


  “Funny you should say that. I just got off the phone with David. He thinks Aiden Klemenson, a Chosen of Odin, is her Mentor.”


  Linda sucked in her breath through her teeth. “Fuck.”


  “Fuck what, sweetie?”


  “That would be the darling son of Rana Klemenson, Chosen of the goddess Freyja, a Nordic war deity. She's been a serious problem in the past.”


  The door opened, and a cashier slouched in to take her break. One look at Linda's scowl turned her right back the way she came.


  “Rana…that’s a blast from the past. Shit. All we need is Rana on our asses for killing her baby boy's student.” Dillon sighed. “How close are you to being finished?”


  “A couple more days. I want this to be as airtight as possible. Eris doesn't take well to failure.”


  “No, she doesn't. I'll be waiting for you when you get home, pookie. I have a nice little paperboy stashed for you in the garage. He can't wait to do his part for the cause.”


  “You always get me the sweetest presents. I'll see you soon. Oh, and, Dillon, try to not kill him before I get there.”


  Dillon said in a put-upon tone, “Fine. He's roughed up, but I'll put a tourniquet on him, and he should be okay. Kisses.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Nine


   


  Aiden leaned on the glass display case that held a collection of rare antique gag toys and novelties, absently scanning the items within. His friend Jack, who owned the store, sold every kind of rubber chicken, whoopee cushion, sneezing powder, joy buzzer, and blow-up sheep imaginable. As usual the air was filled with laughter and everyone that walked out the door left with a smile.


  Though Jack looked like a tanned, blond surfer dude from the West Coast, he was a shrewd businessman and skilled Chosen—and Aiden's best friend.


  Jack stood on the other side of the counter and played with an X-rated Yo-Yo while Aiden talked to him. The pinup picture on the Yo-Yo took off her top as the toy spun up and down its string. Aiden found it tacky, but Jack thought it was hilarious.


  Jack often found something even funnier if it offended someone, a personality trait that had gotten him into trouble more than once. Lucky for Jack, he was as charming as he was offensive. If talking his way out didn't work, Jack was a master of Lua, an ancient Hawaiian martial art.


  “So, you're a big, bad Mentor now, bro,” Jack said with a grin, then did an elaborate trick with the Yo-Yo that had it spinning over his head in a tight circle before returning neatly wound into the cradle of his palm. Jack often went heavy on the surfer lingo because he knew it annoyed Aiden and annoying Aiden was one of Jack’s favorite past times. Even after being friends for twenty years, he still wanted to strangle Jack on a weekly basis.


  “Yeah, to a young and new potential Chosen. She doesn't come from a Chosen family, so this is all weird to her, but she's handling it well. I checked out her school record to get more information on her. Her name is Eliana Marie Shay, and she was born and raised in a small town west of here...a dry town.”


  Jack whistled. “Wow, I didn't think they usually let their kids go to public universities where magic is taught.”


  “I know. I was surprised when I saw her parents were atheists. She has a full ride scholarship, very smart girl. I think her family didn't have the money to send her to a private.”


  “How's she handling all of this?”


  “Great. She's open-minded despite her upbringing and eager to learn. I think I overwhelmed her with information yesterday. So I'm trying to take her around today to show her some of the things we discussed.”


  Jack watched his friend with shrewd eyes. “Sounds good. What is it you're not telling me?”


  Aiden sighed and rubbed his face with his hands. “She's hot, I mean really hot. I don't think she knows how pretty she is though. She has this amazing long light brown hair and these stunning eyes. I can't decide if they’re silver-blue or gray. And her lips...the things I could do to those full, pouty lips.”


  “And her…?” Jack asked as he made the curving gesture in the air representing a woman's figure.


  “Soft everywhere a woman is supposed to be soft. You know I like my women curvy.” He glanced at the door and back to Jack. “I think she likes me too. I'll catch her staring at me, and her eyes turn to this molten silver color. Makes me want to eat her like a peach.”


  Jack laughed as he arranged a display of expensive mood rings. “So what's the problem? You have a hot little bodacious bunny that you're going to spend a lot of time mentoring. Why not teach her a thing or two?”


  “Because,” Aiden said with a groan as he fiddled with a box of gag garlic chewing gum, “she's my student. I can't have anything to do with her in a sexual way. If she talked or someone saw us and told the university ethics board, I'd be fired. Not only would I be fired, but I could kiss my career and all my hard work goodbye.”


  Jack ran a hand through his hair, and his expression grew grim. “You know how much David, that Destro Chosen in philosophy, has been looking for a reason to get me fired. Don’t let him catch sight of you together.”


  “I hate that guy. He's such an asshole. He's been trying to get me fired since the moment we laid eyes on each other. After I stopped his attempt at inciting a student riot last year, he’s been even more determined. Fucker.”


  “I remember that. Didn't he try to throw a curse at you to make your heart explode?”


  “Yeah. The last thing I need is for him to get any whisper of Eliana and me. He would try to ruin her before she could become a Creation Chosen, and he’d take me out for vengeance.” His hands clenched at his sides. “And I'll be damned if I'm going to let him hurt her.”


  “Getting fired would also piss off your family, big time. They take their status as a Dynastic family within the Chosen seriously.” Jack patted his shoulder. “Be strong, bro. Picture my Aunt Charlene in her leopard-print, size thirty-two spandex dress anytime you feel like you're losing control. Besides, how bad can it be? She's one little bunny, and you're Aiden, Chosen of Odin, bane of the forces of Destruction.”


  “Yeah, well, I'm not the only one interested in her. Some Destruction flunky tried to get her to switch sides yesterday while she was jogging at Panther Hollow.”


  “Shit, is she all right?”


  He nodded and glanced at Jack with a guilty expression. “She is, but that's only because Mrs. Bherz happened to be on duty. She's a demonologist at the university. I hadn’t fill Eliana in on the dangers part yet and I feel like a major fuck up for not warning her about all the bullshit coming her way. I wanted to try to see how she would accept the concept of gods and goddesses before I added the part about demonic creatures wanting to eat her soul.”


  “Is she a borderline soul?”


  “No, she has a good, pure spirit. Normally Destruction wouldn’t make such an effort to turn someone like her.”


  “If they’re already trying to make a move on Eliana, she has to be someone important.”


  “That's my thought as well. Odin was pretty straightforward about Mentoring her, so I don't think I'll be getting any help from him there.”


  Jack shuffled behind his counter. “I'll give her something to help her along, Aiden. You know we can't interfere too much. The shit we try to protect her from may be the shit she needs to do to attract a god’s attention.”


  “Athena is interested in her too, so that's even more of a reason to keep my hands off her.”


  A hard bolt of lust went through Aiden as he remembered the feeling of her cuddling against him yesterday at her work. It had taken a monumental act of self-control to keep from throwing her up against the wall and kissing her until she couldn’t breathe. Her breasts had been so soft crushed against his chest and she smelled so damn good. He wanted to eat her alive, to bury his face between her plump thighs until she was screaming his name. He bet she tasted like candy.


  Just then, the brass bells above the front door rang and he knew even before he looked at her that Eliana had arrived. Her sensual energy brushed over his aura like a physical caress and he tugged at his shirt, trying to hide the major erection he now had. Gathering his willpower, he turned to watch Eliana enter the store and looked around. Her long silken hair was held back in a high ponytail, exposing the delicate line of her jaw and curve of her neck. She wore a long-sleeved ice-blue top that dipped in the front of her ample chest and a pair of jeans that hugged her hips. His cock punched against the fly of his pants as he stared at her and he had to choke on a primal growl of need.


  She spotted them at the back of the store, and her silver eyes shone as she stared at Aiden, then smiled as joy filled her face at the sight of him.


  Jack whistled and whispered, “Bro, you're in so much trouble.”


  “I know,” Aiden said in a low, pained voiced.


   


  ****


   


  Taking a deep breath, Eliana approached the counter at the back of the store and tried to hide her nervousness. She passed a display of what must have been at least three dozen different types of rubber chickens. Some poultry wore clothes, and one appeared to be wearing a sparkly purple thong. Aiden and a tall, tanned guy with wavy blond hair watched her approach.


  Her eyes locked on Aiden, and the embarrassing flutter in her belly and thump in her heart started again. He stared back and her nipples tightened beneath his gaze, begging for his lips to suckle them. Crap, she promised herself she wouldn’t let her hormones make her lust dumb today. She needed to put on her big girl panties, as Chrissy would say, and act like the mature woman she was. It would be a lot easier if he didn't look so damn good in a tight T-shirt and jeans. Jeans that he filled out really, really well in the front.


  That couldn’t be his hard dick pressing against his pants, but if it was he tucked to the right and he was more than a handful. Way more. Way…way more. Her pussy clenched, reminding her of how long it had been since she had sex.


  When she reached Aiden she stared up at him, reminded of how much bigger he was than her. The ability to speak fled her and she swore she saw a glimmer of dark green around him for a moment, swirling like an odd combination of mist and incense smoke. A hint of that green reached out to her and she sucked in a tight breath at the sensation of fingers lightly tracing over her cheek.


  “Hello,” Aiden said in a rich, husky voice that did wonderful things to her body.


  Before she could respond the blond guy cleared his throat and said in a loud voice, “My name’s Jack.”


  She blinked hard and tore her gaze away from Aiden, turning to look at the Jack and automatically extending her hand, her good manners kicking in even though her mind was totally occupied Aiden. “Hi, Jack.”


  Jack gave her a roguish smile and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. “You must be the lovely Eliana.”


  She grinned, regaining some of her wits now that she wasn’t looking at Aiden, and raised an eyebrow as Jack continued to place gentle kisses on her hand. “Well, I'm glad I washed my hands after cleaning the toilet this morning… or did I?” She pouted her lips in a mock-puzzled expression.


  Jack dropped her hand and turned to Aiden with a grin. “Oh, she's a sassy bunny. I like it.”


  She glanced at Aiden with an arched brow. “Bunny?”


  “Jack was born and raised in Hawaii. His father is a High Priest to the Hawaiian god of music and fertility, Lono. Bunny is a surfing term for a girl.”


  “A very beautiful girl,” Jack said with a wink. “But, yeah, I was hoping to get picked by some fertility god like my dad so I could be a babe magnet. Instead, thanks to my Swedish surfer-girl mother, I’m a Chosen of Loki.”


  “Maybe because you have the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy?” Aiden asked dryly.


  Jack grabbed his chest and staggered back. “Bro, you wound me. My sense of humor is at least that of a fourteen-year-old.”


  She laughed at them. It was so different watching Aiden interact with Jack. He seemed much younger and more carefree than the serious professor she thought she knew. If it was possible, it made her like Aiden even more.


  “So, what brought you out to D.C., Jack?”


  “Loki did. He said I was needed out here to do his will.” Jack shrugged. “When my god says jump, I tend to say how high. He's good to me. Loki keeps me busy, and my life is always filled with laughter and hot ladies, such as yourself.” He gave her a million-dollar smile. “What more could a guy want?”


  She laughed and glanced over at Aiden, accidently catching his eye as she realized he was staring at her. A sudden tension filled the room, and they gazed at each other. The air seemed charged, and she was once again painfully aware of how close he stood next to her at the counter.


  Jack said in a too-loud voice, “Oh hey, Aiden. I have some new merchandise your little bunny might like to try out for me.”


  She glanced away from Aiden and gave Jack a suspicious look. “If it's a gag gift, I think I'll pass.”


  Jack gave her a dramatic wounded look. “Nah, I wouldn't do that to you. Well, yes, I would, but I wouldn't give you that much warning. Besides, being a ravishingly good-looking and charming man—”


  Aiden added, “And don't forget modest.”


  “Yes, and modest as well, I make little surprises to help battle Destruction. Like this beauty.” Jack pulled out a black velvet bag from behind the counter. He shook out a small gold ring with a mood stone in the center and runes running around the band.


  “A mood ring?” she asked dryly. “That'll be helpful. The Destruction agent can see by its colors if I'm happy or sad when they kick my ass.”


  “Not just any mood ring. It should tell you when a Destruction agent is close by. That is if they’re not heavily shielded, I’m still not sure on how sensitive the rings are. Oddly enough, the Destruction Chosen don’t want to help me experiment.” Jack gave her that charming smile of his again that would normally have made her all fluttery, but because of Aiden, didn’t do anything for her. “If none are about, it'll act like a normal ring, but if one is near, it'll turn black.”


  Aiden accepted the ring from Jack and turned it in the light, watching the rainbow colors of the stone shift around before handing it back. “Interesting. Do you know how far its range is?”


  “Yeah. I've been testing it out on that douche bag Priest of Set who works down the street. As far as I can tell, the ring has a twenty-foot radius when he’s not shielding. I'm trying to get it more accurate, but for right now, just know that if it turns black you better haul ass out of there, Eliana.”


  Jack handed the ring to her with a serious expression that did not look at home on his face. “Think you can test it out for me? Let me know how it works for you? I know Aiden's your Mentor, and he will do a damn fine job of it, but you need all the protection you can get right now.”


  She slipped the ring on, admiring the skill that went into making it. To the casual eye, it would look like a piece of jewelry any girl would wear. Nothing too flashy, an everyday ring. “What do you mean protection?”


  Jack looked at Aiden with a questioning glance. “I mean, right now, you’re bait, of course. Any Destro that runs across you is going to want to take you out before you gain the patronage of your god.”


  “Fuck. When I ran into that guy in his snazzy yellow rain slicker, with his demon dog in need of a dental plan, I thought it was an isolated thing. Like, you know, they would get the hint and leave me alone.” She tried to keep the panic out of her voice. “Are they going to attack me in my dorm? I don’t want anyone to get hurt because of me. What if they send that demon dog against me while I’m at work? What if-”


  Aiden placed his hand over her mouth and said in a soothing voice, “Don't worry. It's not like they're going to gun you down in your sleep.” Jack started to open his mouth to protest and shut it when Aiden glared at him. “They'll try to make your life difficult and keep a god from choosing you, but I highly doubt they’ll strike at you while you’re at school. The risks are too high. As your Mentor, I'll protect you and show you how to protect yourself.”


  “And I've got your back too, little bunny. You should be safe at school and work. Destros like to do things in secret. They don't want too much bad publicity coming their way, and they don't want to give us an excuse to come after them. Keep in groups and be aware of your surroundings when you're not with Aiden, or another Creation Chosen. No worries, nothing bad will happen to you.” Jack gave her a reassuring smile that was a tad too big and sincere to be trusted.


  She closed her eyes and leaned her head onto the counter, sticking her butt out into the air behind her. When she looked up she caught both men staring at her rear end and she stood up straight, fighting a blush. “Okay, big girl panties time.”


  “What?” Aiden lifted his gaze from her butt.


  “Umm, nothing. The surprises about being a Chosen keep on coming. As soon as I feel like I've got a grip on it, you throw something new at me.” Eliana straightened her shoulders and stood to her full five-foot-one height. She wasn't going to whine about this. It would do her no good, and she hated weak women. She sure as hell wasn't going to act like one of them now.


  “It's sink or swim time, so I need to learn as much as I can. I appreciate you taking the time to help me, Aiden.” She turned to Jack and gave him an arch look. “And, Jack, I appreciate you not using your joy buzzer on me.”


  “Is that what they call it these days? Don't worry, bunny. Your joy buzzer is already spoken for.” Jack gave Eliana an innocent smile, ignoring her glare.


  Aiden glowered at Jack. “We need to get going. There's someone else I want to introduce you too.”


  Jack gave Eliana a hug and slipped his hands onto her butt. “It was nice meeting you, bunny. Don't let Aiden hog you to himself. You can come visit me anytime you're in the neighborhood or you need to talk.”


  She removed his hands. “Thanks, and if you try to cop a feel again without my permission, you'll be pulling back stubs.”


  Jack laughed and easily dodged a mock punch Eliana threw at him. Aiden watched them play with tight lips and he gave Jack a warning look. She had to hide a smile, rather pleased at the way Aiden seemed almost…jealous.


  “Let's go,” Aiden said in a gruff voice.


  Eliana made one more try to punch Jack's shoulder and followed Aiden with a wave. “Wait up, Aiden. Where are we going? Do you want me to follow you in my car?”


  He stopped and turned to her. The sunlight brought out the red in his hair. “It might be easier if we ride together. Where did you park?”


  “Next to the store. Will my car be okay there?” She patted her pocket to make sure her keys were there. The thought of being alone with him, really alone, for the first time made her heart race. She bit her lower lip, trying to hide a smile.


  “Sure, Jack has anti-theft spells on his lot, so no one will mess with it. We can take my car.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Ten


   


  Eliana let out a low mental whistle as they cruised the street in Aiden's SUV. She didn't know where he got his money from, but unless they paid teachers like movie stars here, he had a big bank account. She leaned back into the butter-soft leather of his black Hummer H2, with its tinted windows and chrome plating. It was a far cry from Big Fran, and she felt out of place in its luxury.


  He turned down the radio from the jazz station they were listening to. “We're going to meet a friend of mine who is a Chosen of Cupid.”


  “Really? I didn't know there were any Temples to Cupid around here.”


  “There aren't, but Cupid doesn't need a Temple to have a power base locally. He has Valentine's Day and all the romantic notions of love to keep him going.”


  “That makes sense. Those greeting cards with his image on them have to give him a boost if gods gain their power from people worshiping them. And every kid knows who Cupid is.” She glanced through the windshield at the park they were approaching. “It's nice being so high like this. You can see a lot more.”


  “And it's nice having armor plating, bulletproof glass, and puncture-resistant tires,” he replied as he glanced at her with a playful grin.


  “Wow.”


  “My mother had it custom-made for me,” he explained. “She's a High Priestess to the Norse Goddess of War, Magic, and Love, Freyja. She takes the protection of her children seriously. Hence the tank with leather seats.”


  “And I thought my parents were bad,” she said in a shocked voice and tapped on the thick window.


  He pulled into a parking space in front of a large playground. Brightly colored swings and jungle gyms sat in the middle of a circle of benches while parents watched their children play as they sat and read books or talked with each other. Aiden got out of the SUV and came around to her side, opening her door and helping her down.


  Trying not to stare at Aiden, she strolled across the park with him. Scanning the parents at the playground, she tried to figure out which one worked for Cupid. Was it the cute blonde lady with the bob and the baby girl in the pink stroller? Or the tall brunette who gave her boy a hug and a kiss before sending him off to play.


  “Billy!” Aiden called out and raised a hand in greeting. The two women ignored him, but a giant black man wearing a leather vest over a white flannel shirt stood and waved back.


  “That's Cupid's Chosen?” she asked in a low voice.


  He leaned and whispered into her ear, his breath warm as his lips grazed her skin. Her nipples hardened painfully and she barely bit back a moan. “Not what you were expecting, huh?”


  “Um, no.”


  “Aiden,” Billy called out in a deep voice. “It's good to see you again, my friend. How's Kayla doing? Last time I saw her was at the racetrack.”


  “She's doing great. Working on another winner for a buyer out in California. I'll let her know you said hi,” Aiden replied as he shook hands with the enormous man.


  Billy was at least a foot taller than her and pure muscle underneath a keg of a belly. Different colored beads decorated the dreadlocks that hung down his back, held back with a leather thong. His fists seemed as large as her head, and a tattoo of Cupid stood out on his muscled forearm.


  “Hello there, you must be Eliana. Aiden forgot to mention how pretty you are.” Billy winked at Aiden, who rolled his eyes.


  “Eliana, meet Billy. Billy is our resident chubby love angel.”


  Billy laughed in a booming voice and she couldn’t help but grin. Several of the mothers sitting near them shot a nervous glance their way. “I may be chubby, but my wife and kids still love me.”


  Billy waved to an adorable little girl and her older brother playing on a tire swing who waved back with big smiles.


  “Billy owns a local nightclub.” Aiden selected a seat on the park bench. “It's a great place to do his work for Cupid. He sets up couples, gets paid, and helps to keep an eye on the coming and goings of the Destro crowd.”


  “A successful local nightclub,” Billy added. “The job allows me to spend time during the day with my wife and kids while shooting people for Cupid’s amusement.”


  “Shooting people?”


  Billy laughed again. “With Cupid’s love arrow.”


  She looked at Billy. “You shoot people with an arrow?”


  Aden chuckled and Billy said, “No, that might be a little obvious and freak people out. So Cupid improvised, hence my fashion accessories.”


  Billy touched a purple bead wrapped around one of his dreadlocks.


  “I don't get it,” she said with a puzzled frown.


  “It's the beads. They are Billy's equivalent of a love arrow,” Aiden explained.


  Billy slipped the carved purple glass bead from his hair and handed it to her. It was cool in her palm and seemed heavier than its size. Her hand faintly hummed with a low level vibration as she rolled the bead around.


  “Each of these is a different love spell,” Billy continued as she watched the sunlight glimmer on the sparkling surface of the bead. “One of my gifts from Cupid is to see potential love of different kinds and help it along if I can. The purple one is for possessive love. The type of love that makes you want to protect and cherish someone.”


  She started to hand the bead back to Billy, who shook his head and held his hands up. “No, that one is for you. Cupid sent me an email this morning asking me to give the arrow to you if I happened to see you. Put it on a necklace or something so you don't lose it. Last thing we need is for a moron to find the bead and accidentally invoke the power in it.”


  “An email?” she asked with arched brows as she carefully put the bead in her pocket.


  Aiden seemed distracted as he glanced at her. “The gods and goddesses move with the times. They find email much more efficient than a messenger pigeon or smoke circles.”


  “Why would he want me to have an arrow?”


  “Who knows why the gods do what they do.” He shrugged. “I’ve been in Cupid’s service long enough to trust him completely, so he says to do it, I do it.”


  Billy's little girl ran to them and said in a sweet voice, “Daddy, would you push me on the swing please?”


  He shook his head. “Sorry, Lindsey, I'm talking with my friends right now. Maybe Erol will push you?”


  The little girl stuck her lower lip out in a pout. “But he can't push as high as you can!”


  Eliana smiled and held out her hand. “Hi, Lindsey, I’m Eliana. If your Daddy doesn't mind, maybe I can give you a push?”


  The little girl studied her and broke out into a wide smile. “Okay. Daddy, can your friend push me on the swing please?”


  Billy looked to Eliana, who stood holding the little girl’s hand. “Are you sure? Don't feel like you have to. Her brother can push her on the swing just fine.”


  “No, it's okay. I worked at a day camp in high school. I like playing with kids.”


  “Okay then. Have fun,” Billy called after them as they raced toward the swings where Erol was waiting for them.


   


  ****


   


  Keeping a smile on his face, Aiden turned to Billy. “What the hell is going on?”


  Billy lowered his voice to a low rumble. “I should be asking you that. Cupid was serious about me making sure she got that bead. Have you seen any Destro taking notice of her yet?”


  Aiden nodded, his lips pressed into a grim line. “Yeah, some asshole tried to attack her yesterday.” He gripped the back of the bench and tried to keep a friendly smile on his face as Eliana watched them in the distance. “I hardly know her at all. I have no idea who she hangs out with or what her home life is like. It makes it really hard to protect her.”


  “Don't forget you find her attractive,” Billy said with a small smile. “I could see your interest in her shining out of your aura as you walked up here.”


  Aiden tried to keep the hopeful look off his face. “True. Can you tell me what she thinks about me?”


  Billy chuckled and shook his finger. “I could, but that wouldn't be much fun now, would it?”


  “Asshole,” Aiden muttered with a good-natured smile.


  Aiden watched Eliana walk toward them with both children in hand. The sun brought out the gold and amber highlights in her hair, and made her tanned skin glow against the pale blue of her shirt.


  Billy quickly said, “Keep an eye on her. For whatever reason, she has a lot of gods interested in her well-being at the moment. They would only be offering all of this protection if they expected or saw something bad coming her way.”


  “I know. I need to get her trained on shielding as soon as I can. I wanted to introduce her to you and Jack so she would know you can be a Chosen and still lead a normal life.”


  Billy roared with laughter. “You think Jack and I are good examples of normal? Man, you need to get out more.”


  Aiden ignored him and watched Eliana. Her long ponytail blew behind her in the breeze and her smile brought out her dimples. Her easy grace and good nature made her a natural with the children. To his dismay, Aiden realized he was falling for her, hard, and there was nothing he could do to stop himself. It wasn’t just lust, he liked her. A lot. His mind knew she was forbidden, that he could majorly screw up both her life and his if they got involved in anything beyond a mentor/student relationship. Unfortunately, his heart and body obviously didn't care what his logic had to say about the matter.


  Watching Lindsey run toward them, Billy knelt and opened his arms.


  “Hi, Daddy!” Lindsey said as she threw her arms around Billy. Erol was more subdued, but he held onto his dad's hand and watched Aiden with big dark eyes.


  “I haven't seen you at my club, Eliana. When are you going to come grace my dance floor with your presence?” Billy asked as he swung Lindsey onto his shoulders.


  “I wish. I'm afraid I really don’t have a lot of free time between work and school.”


  “Aww, well, we can't have our newest Chosen left out in the cold. You make Aiden take you to my club some night, and I'll make sure you get the VIP treatment. Or you can ditch this boring old man and come by yourself, tell the bouncer to come get me, and we'll see what moves you have.”


  The idea of dancing with Eliana, of feeling her soft body against his, made Aiden clench his hands into fists and dig his nails into his palms to try and distract himself. “We need to head out.”


  Eliana gave him a shy glance that did nothing to help his self-control. “Okay.”


  After saying their goodbyes, Aiden and Eliana strolled back to the car. Once inside, she ran a hand over her pocket. “How am I supposed to invoke the charm, and what does it do?”


  “You invoke it by saying 'Cupido' and tapping it with your fingernail three times. Then you throw it at the person you want it to work on.” He drove out of the parking lot, trying to keep his mind focused on the road and not on how good she smelled. “Billy said that is a possessive love charm, so whoever you use it on will fall in love with you in a way that will make them want to protect and cherish you. Handy to have, but also dangerous if not used wisely.”


  “Why do you think Cupid told Billy to give it to me?”


  Aiden glanced at her and found himself drowning in the molten silver of her gaze. He didn’t think she was aware of how naturally sensual she was, of how the simple act of her licking her lower lip made him grip the steering wheel to keep himself from stroking over her plump lips with his thumb, his mouth, his cock. The sudden image of looking down and watching her suck him had him gritting his teeth.


  Forcing himself to respond to her question, he said, “Could be for a lot of different reasons. An oracle could have seen you would need it and passed along the word, or a prophet could have predicted it. While Cupid is a god, he's not all seeing and all knowing. Gods know infinitely more than we do, or ever will, but they are still servants of the Creator. Nothing is set in stone. A different decision here or there can change the path of many lives.”


  “Well, at least I got cute jewelry out of the day. And I got permission to go clubbing,” she said in a teasing voice, then held up her hand to admire the ring on her slender finger. It was shifting in patterns of green and purple now with a touch of gold.


  “I'm glad it wasn't a total waste of time then. And you're not stepping foot in that club without me, Student.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you're underage. I don't want you getting into any trouble or getting Billy's club in trouble with the police.” And because he would kick the ass of any man that touched her.


  “Oh, well, I guess you can come along... as long as you don't cramp my style too much.”


  “I'll try not to embarrass you,” he said in a dry voice as they pulled into Jack's parking lot.


  He eased the Hummer into the spot next to the Cadillac. “Now that is a big car.”


  “Hey now, Fran is a senior citizen. You be kind to her,” she yelled as he walked around to her door.


  He held his hand out for her and helped her out of the SUV. Closing the door after her, he leaned next to the hood, blocking the way to her car. He should move, he really should, but his self-control had almost reached its limit.


  “Let me see your phone.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m going to program in some numbers of people you can call in case you need help and I’m not available.”


  She handed over her phone and silently watched him as he put in a bunch of numbers. Once he was done he handed the phone back to her and watched her scroll through the names he’d added, her brow furrowing. She looked so adorable when she frowned that he wanted gather her into his arms and kiss away those soft lines around her mouth. Well, he actually wanted to do a lot more than that, but mainly he wanted to keep her safe.


  “Twenty-eight new contacts? Really, Aiden, isn’t that a bit much?”


  “I can only hope it’s enough,” he said in a serious voice and hated the fear that flashed through her beautiful silver eyes. “Please be careful. If you see anything weird or threatening, get to a public place as soon as possible and call me. If I don't answer, call Jack or Billy at their work right away and if they don’t answer, just start calling people. Tell them that I’m your mentor and they will come help you, no questions asked. Even if you think you’re being paranoid, please call them just to be safe.”


  “I'll be fine, don't worry. I have a strong survival instinct, and my dad taught me how to take care of a boy who won't take no for an answer.” She patted his shoulder in a soothing manner, and he grabbed her in a lightning fast move.


  Ignoring her gasp, he said, “Eliana, the Destro Chosen you face are stronger and faster than the average human. For the most part, they aren't superhero fast, but they will be able to overpower you easily. Please be careful.” He ran his thumb across the back of her hand, briefly looking into her eyes before releasing her and stepping away from the SUV.


  To his shock she pushed him up against the side of the Hummer and placed her hands on his chest, leaning into his body. “I’m not a complete idiot, Aiden. I do know how to take care of myself.”


  Oh how he ached to show her just how much he could take care of her, how much he could please her, how much he wanted to take her and fuck her up against the side of the Hummer until the fear that he sensed beneath her desire melted away in the heat they could generate together.


  Despite his best intentions he found himself lifting her by her arms and turning her around, pressing her back against the side of his vehicle. She gasped, then wrapped her arms and legs around him. They were close enough to kiss, but he kept his lips from hers as he said, “I don’t think you’re an idiot. I think you’re a very smart and brave young woman who has been thrown head first into a situation that would make most people piss themselves in fear.”


  She trembled and he tried to ignore the heat of her pussy pressing against him just as he hoped she was ignoring the press of his erection between her legs. God she was hot, so fucking hot and he was dying to sink into her heat, into her softness. Her aura wrapped around him in a ball clenching wave of raw lust and he choked back a moan, dropping her so quick she almost fell before bracing her hand on the side of her car.


  As she stared up at him with wide, shocked eyes he quickly moved away. “I have to go.”


  She nodded and as he was pulling out of the parking lot he looked into his rear view mirror and found her still staring at him with a confused expression that matched his own. He didn’t know why he found it impossible to keep his hands off of her, but he had to get a fucking grip. She was hands off, no touching, absolutely no grinding his cock into her lush body against the side of his car. His dick ached like an open wound and he wondered how the fuck he was going to survive her training.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Eleven


   


  Eliana sat on the couch in her suite’s small living area with Chrissy and watched a new episode of their favorite game show. The show was about three witches trying to find their way out of a series of booby-trapped mazes to win $10,000. The witches brought spells and whatever magical equipment they could carry with them. As long as they didn't kill, maim, disfigure, or permanently harm one another mentally or physically, they could use magic in any way they wanted to get out first and win.


  Currently, the eldest witch, a redheaded old lady in a sweater vest, worked her magic to try and disarm an illusion spell. Part of the floor in the hall ahead was real, and part of it was an illusion that would lead the unwary witch to tumble into a pit and out of the competition. What the elder witch didn't know was that there was another witch behind her. The other witch had wrapped herself in a cloak spell so she could follow the older witch undetected and try to push her from behind into the pit.


  “Behind you!” Chrissy yelled, bouncing on the cushions. “For the love of the goddess, use your third eye and look behind you!”


  Eliana followed the up-and-down motion of Chrissy's bouncing with an amused smile. “I didn't know you were so into this stuff.”


  Keeping her eyes on the TV, Chrissy said, “My mom is the coven leader in my town. I haven't committed to it yet, but she would love me to join and start a matriarchal line of witches in our family. So I grew up watching her do spells. When she couldn't find a babysitter, I went to coven meetings with her.”


  “Really?” She rescued a throw pillow from Chrissy's bounce. “How did your mom, Betty Homemaker and pageant parent extraordinaire, get into Wicca?”


  Chrissy bared her teeth at the TV in a savage smile that she usually reserved for her opponents on the soccer field.


  The older witch put up a sight shield of her own and disappeared from view. The camera switched to an infrared lens to show their heat signatures. The older witch snuck behind the younger one and began to chant a spell while tracing figures in the air with her hands. The younger witch heard her and crouched next to the wall. With shaking hands, the younger witch tried to sort through the stack of amulets she had around her neck.


  “My mom got into it because of the pageants,” Chrissy said. “It was a common practice for pageant moms to cast the evil eye and hexes on other girls they thought were the biggest competition.”


  Chrissy glanced at Eliana and snorted. “Yeah, I know it's crazy. For many of those women, having their kid win a pageant crown was their life. Reliving their childhood and all that crap. Anyway, it got bad. Not just small evil eye curses that would make your hair snarl or your dress fall to pieces, but big ones that could hurt people. So my mom decided to learn about all that stuff so she could protect me, and it turns out she's got a natural gift for it.”


  Eliana winced as the older witch on the TV began to chant something that made her teeth hurt. Chrissy turned down the volume. “It's mellowed her out too. You can't work with the Mother Goddess as much as she does and not take on some of her energy. She's a lot more confident now. After my parents' divorce, my mom went through a rough patch with trusting men. Now she's seeing a nice shaman and teaching a Zumba class on the weekends.”


  “I'm glad your mom is doing well. She was really cool when she came to visit us. I loved the complexion potion she gave me. My skin has never looked so good.”


  They paused to watch the younger witch begin to build her energy. Her aura began to flare orange in ever-increasing arcs around the amulets as she tried to invoke them. The show had a special camera filter that showed auras of the participants so the home audience could see all the action.


  Eliana toyed with Cupid's bead, now on a necklace. “That's crazy about the beauty pageants though. All that drama for your kid to win a crown that costs less than the gas it took to get you to the competition,” she said and put another pillow behind her back. “They must have made some rules after that because I know at the Miss America pageant they have anti-hex and anti-curse witches and protection all over the place. And you're disqualified if you use any charms to enhance yourself or influence the judges.”


  Chrissy nodded. “Yep, and they do a sweep on the audience to make sure no one has any long-range spells. That started after a voodoo Priestess threw a no-hair hex on one of the pageant contestants in Louisiana. Nothing like having all of your hair fall out at once, on live TV, to throw a kink in your day.”


  On the TV screen, a gob of green slime began to ooze out of the younger witch's mouth, and it dripped all over the amulets in her hands. It sealed her hands, and the amulets, into a thick green wad. Having effectively rendered the younger witch useless, the older witch dropped her sight shield. She gave the younger witch the finger and sauntered through the disarmed illusion trap.


  A knock at the door interrupted Chrissy's loud cheering.


  “Got it,” Chrissy said, and she bounded off the couch.


  Eliana couldn't see who was on the other side of the door. A deep male voice said, “Hey, Chrissy. I was wondering if you guys wanted to share a pizza with us.”


  “One second. Let me check with my roommate.” Leaning around the door so they couldn't see her, Chrissy mouthed, “Oh my God it's Ryan!” Ryan was a cute guy from the men's soccer team who Chrissy had a crush on. Eliana gave her a grin and thumbs-up.


  “Sure, come on in,” Chrissy said.


  Ryan's sable hair brushed past his broad shoulders. Behind Ryan stood Kyle, the cute guy who had served them beers at the party on the fifth floor. Kyle squeezed in the door behind Ryan and gave Chrissy a charming smile.


  “I hope you don't mind, but I brought my roommate, Kyle. It didn't seem fair to leave him in the room alone with no pizza,” Ryan said as they entered the small TV room.


  “Yeah, especially when I paid for half the pizza and went and got it,” Kyle said as he winked at Eliana. He plopped onto the white fur beanbag on her right. “Hey, Eliana. How've you been?”


  She gave him a smile and crossed her legs. A few days ago she would have been happy to have this cute guy in her room and obviously flirting with her, but after being with Aiden, Kyle suddenly looked like a kid to her. Just the thought of Aiden made her heart race and she firmly pushed him from her mind. She would not spend every minute of every day thinking about him…just every other minute.


  Turning her mind to the present, and forcing it to stay there, she smiled. “It's going good. Tons of homework, bad cafeteria food, and it takes me half an hour to find a parking spot, but other than that...good.”


  Kyle laughed and stood to help Chrissy with the paper plates and Ryan with the pizza. After he set the pizza on the small table in front of them, they dug in and watched the end of the game show. They talked about school, soccer, and what bands were coming to the local arena in the coming months. Eliana had a good time, and the pizza was delicious. She usually didn't like mushrooms, but these were super yummy and she had three slices.


  With a contented sigh, she leaned back into the couch. She glanced at the clock above the TV and let out a small groan. As she stood and walked toward the bathroom, Kyle said in a worried voice, “You're not leaving us already, are you?”


  “No, I'll be right back. I promised my mom and dad I would call them tonight. And unless I want them showing up at my door at 2 a.m. with the police, I need to talk to them soon.”


  She used the restroom and checked in the mirror to make sure she didn't have anything in her teeth. Her lips felt more sensitive than usual, and she wondered if she’d burned them at the park today. Her cheeks were pink, but nothing too bad, so she decided it must be nothing.


  After an uneventful conversation with her dad about home, family, and all that fun stuff, she noticed a missed call on her cell phone and her stomach clenched when she saw it was from Aiden. Her skin flushed at the thought of him, and her nipples hardened painfully.


  Oh for the love of spaghetti, get control of yourself! With a shaking finger, she dialed Aiden's number.


  “Hello?”


  “Hi, Aiden.” Her voice sounded low and unexpectedly sultry. She cleared her throat and continued. “It's Eliana.”


  “I know who it is. Caller ID is a wonderful thing,” he teased softly. She bit back a sigh as his voice warmed over her skin, and she clenched her legs together. “I was wondering if you were free tomorrow to come over to my house. I need to start teaching you shielding and a couple other things.”


  Oh yes, I would love to come over to your house and have hours of hot, sweaty sex with you, she thought and gave herself a mental shake. Focus, woman. Stop making an idiot of yourself...even if he does have such long and probably talented fingers. And don't forget about those lips, also probably very talented...and his ass, a work of art. I'd eat a cupcake off that ass. And his dick, his big hard dick pressing against your clit as he ground himself into you in the parking lot and almost made you come in your pants.


  “Eliana, are you there?”


  “Yeah, I'm here. I'm more tired than I thought, and my mind is wandering.” Wandering right into the gutter. “I'd love to come over tomorrow.”


  He gave her directions to his house, and she hastily said her goodbyes and hung up. The warmth was spreading over her body, making her feel hot and liquid inside. Her clit was hard, and she groaned when she squeezed her legs together again. The sound of laughter came from the room next door, and she flushed with embarrassment.


  I must be having some weird allergic reaction to the pizza. I need to take an antihistamine and go to bed, Eliana thought, and she shuffled back over to the small living area next to the bedroom.


  She poked her head in the room. “Hey, guys, I'm not feeling too well. I'm going to hit the hay.”


  Ryan and Chrissy were sitting close to each other on the couch, holding hands while talking in low voices. Kyle frowned at her and stood. “Hey, are you okay? Want me to help you into bed?”


  He came across the room and put his hand on her forehead. His cool palm felt good. She had never noticed before, but he had lovely brown eyes and a dimple in his chin. She felt a burp coming on and backed away saying, “No, I'm okay, but thanks anyway.”


  She darted into her room and closed the door on his frustrated face. After letting out a big belch, she pressed her hands to her stomach and made a sour face. Yanking open the mini-fridge next to the door, she grabbed a container of water and shook out two antihistamines from the bottle in her desk drawer. As another burp came up, she added some Tums for good measure.


  Turning on the fan at the end of the room, she took her hair out of its bun and climbed the ladder into her loft. The wood of the ladder felt rough against her palms; she could feel every grain of it. When she stretched out in her bed, her sheets felt as smooth and slippery as silk against her body. It felt wonderful to rub her legs against her sheets.


  As she lay back in the dark room, she thought she heard the door handle turn, but no one came in, so she flopped her head back onto the pillow.


  After tossing and turning for ten minutes, she scooted her pajama pants off and tugged the sheet over her. Her skin felt as though it was buzzing, and when she licked her lips, they tingled. Her clothes felt too tight on her body, but she wasn't about to sleep topless in front of Chrissy. They were friends, but not that good of friends.


  The allergy pills finally started to kick in, and she fell into a deep sleep.


  She dreamed of Aiden. They were in the backseat of her car looking over the lake in her hometown. It was night, and the glow of a full moon illuminated his face. It made his eyes look black, and his cheekbones cast dark shadows into the hollows beneath. He leaned forward and kissed her gently, light, tiny movements all over her mouth and cheeks as his scent of amber and cedar washed over her. His kiss was magic, sinking into her skin and dancing along her nerves.


  “Eliana,” he said with a soft moan before he began to kiss her more deeply. She groaned back into his mouth, more turned on by those soft kisses than from hours of foreplay with her past boyfriends. She wrapped her arms around his neck and deepened the kiss, pulling back to trace the contour of his lower lip with the tip of her tongue. She fit perfectly into his arms, and their energy stroked against each other in a way that made her shudder against him.


  He began to lean forward, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest. She felt his heart beating against her palm, and he felt so warm and good. “Be still.”


  He obeyed, and she continued to tease his lips with the tip of her tongue, holding his face between her small hands. He managed to hold still until she gently bit his lowered lip, and then, with a growl, he pulled her onto his lap. She felt the hard length of him through his jeans, and she ground on him, her gasp echoing his. He repositioned himself so he lay long and hard against her slit. She rocked against him again and whimpered when her clit ground over the firm head of his cock through his jeans.


  Feeling nothing but her panties between herself and his jeans, she looked and saw she wore a cheerleader's uniform. And there were pom-poms on the seat next to her.


  “Why am I wearing a cheerleading outfit?”


  “Because this is my dream, and I like cheerleaders,” he said with a devilish grin. The thought startled her out of her sleep. She woke up enough to roll over and fall back into a more natural, and dreamless, slumber.


   


  ****


   


  Outside her door, Kyle jerked at the stuck doorknob. His friendly smile turned into a snarl, and his eyes squeezed into angry slits. He had put enough aphrodisiac onto the pizza to have her begging for a man between her legs right now. He was only too happy to satisfy her with some dick, but she was on the other side of the door, and there was some blasted protection spell on it. He didn't think pounding on the door and demanding she let him in would be the best idea right now. David wanted him to seduce her with finesse, not take her with force.


  Kyle backed up and glanced into the small lounge area. Chrissy and Ryan were kissing as if they were trying to eat each other's face. Ryan had no idea what was going on and Kyle wanted to punch the idiot’s face in as his frustration built into a burning rage. He was just another brainless jock tool Kyle had used to get closer to Eliana. When he’d heard Ryan talking about Chrissy, he knew he had a way into their room, and he talked Ryan into the pizza idea. It should have been easy, but no, by some fucking stroke of bad luck Eliana’s roommate happened to be a witch strong enough to ward her bedroom door against evil.


  Seething, Kyle stormed back to his dorm room. Locking the door behind him, he turned on his computer and began going through his layers of security to access his secret files. The first file he opened was one named Eliana. Kyle clicked through dozens of pictures of Eliana, all taken from his cell phone as he stalked her. The need to hurt, to maim, to kill filled him and he took a deep breath, struggling for control. As much as he wanted to he couldn’t give into his instincts. He had to blend in, be the all-American college boy that no one would suspect the kind of monster he was beneath the skin.


  With a fond smile, Kyle opened a file named Butterfly. Inside were pictures of a young blond woman in a T-shirt with a sparkly butterfly on it. As he browsed through the file, Kyle began to fondle himself through his pants. Image after image of the woman flashed by, each detailing a different torture, a different expression of pain or disgust on her face, at least while her face was still recognizable. By the end she was little more than breathing meat and he shuddered with pleasure as the memories of her long, exquisite torture filled him.


  He didn't know who most of the women his goddess, Eris, asked him to punish and kill were. A letter would arrive for him and inside would be a picture of the girl and specific instructions where she would be at a certain time and date. Kyle would be there, waiting for her with his backpack full of knives, bleach, lighters, and other fun toys. Then he would play with them, sometimes for hours, sometimes for days and his goddess would reward him with fresh victims for his good behavior.


  Soon it would be Eliana's turn, and he couldn't wait. Opening the human anatomy book next to his computer, he went back to planning on how to keep her alive for the longest time possible and in the most pain.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twelve


   


  Checking the address on the directions one more time, Eliana slowed her car down and counted the house numbers. With no sidewalks, the wide street was flanked by mature trees that butted against high brick walls. Intricate wrought iron gates, often with the owner's initials on them, guarded vast winding drives. The glimpses through the gates showed huge houses and stately grounds.


  Pulling into the driveway that led to Aiden's house, she drew in a deep breath to calm her nerves. Rolling down the window of her old car, she leaned out and pressed the green button on the keypad with a speaker in front of the massive black iron gates.


  “Um, Eliana here to see Professor Klemenson.”


  A few moments passed, and then there was a small buzz as the gates swung open before her. Aiden's gate had a series of steel runes in the center that gleamed in the sunlight. She drove up the winding black driveway, past manicured old trees and golf-course-green grass. The house itself looked like an English country mansion. Leaded glass windows sparkled in the sun, and ivy curved artfully over the white walls and exposed wood beams.


  She parked her car next to a giant clay planter that held a riot of flowers. More of these pots flanked the massive wooden front doors. She should have dressed up more for this visit, like in a ball gown or something similar.


  As she approached the wide, dark wood doors, she smoothed her sweaty palms on her jeans. Standing there, she was gathering the courage to knock when the doors opened and Aiden stood there, smiling at her. As always, his mere presence undid her. Images of her erotic dream flashed through her head, and her hormones did a happy dance at the idea of spending the rest of the day alone with him.


   


  ****


   


  Aiden opened the doors and studied Eliana, drinking in the sight of her as if they had been separated for weeks rather than hours.


  She wore a tight pink shirt that showed off the full swell of her breasts, and her hair hung in a braid down her back. The shirt highlighted how small her waist was, and a tiny portion of her smooth, tan lower belly showed. He wanted to lick that little strip of skin. Her jeans hugged her hips, and she had a gloss on her lips that made it look as though she had just licked them.


  His thoughts flashed to the hot dream he had of her last night. He had to get it out of his head before he had to hide an embarrassing bulge in his pants from her. All morning he’d been lecturing himself on behaving professionally, of reminding himself that Athena wouldn’t want anyone who wasn’t a virgin, but all his good intentions vanished the moment he looked into her melted silver eyes.


  She gave him a sassy grin and put a hand on her cocked hip. “What, no butler?”


  He laughed and held the door open for her. “No, I don't have a butler. I do have a housekeeper, a gardener, and a cook. But that's only because I'm too lazy to wash all these windows, I tend to kill rose bushes, and I can’t cook anything more advanced than spaghetti.”


  She laughed again, then glanced around with wide eyes, and he felt strangely proud to show her his house. He found he wanted her to know him better, to be comfortable around him, and to share himself with her. Basically, he wanted to impress the girl he was falling in love with. He cursed himself for his foolishness and tried to sternly remind himself that she was off limits.


  “So, how long have you been a drug dealer?” she asked.


  “What?”


  She grinned at his expression and made her way over to an oil painting on the wall of the Eiffel Tower at night. “Well, I'm pretty sure most professors can't afford mansions on a teaching salary. And if they can, then I need to start looking into getting a teaching doctorate.”


  He sighed and led her over to the small, dark wood table with a marble top across from the stairs. A large gilt mirror framed them as she looked at the pictures on the table and he took a moment to study their reflection. He was taller than she was, but she seemed framed by his figure rather than dwarfed by his body he stopped behind her. She studied the pictures on the table before them, so he didn’t think he noticed his careful examination of her reflection until she looked up. Her exotic silver eyes met his in the mirror, and he stepped closer, close enough so the line of her back was touching his front. Without a doubt he was playing with fire, but he couldn’t be near her without wanting to touch her. He sucked in a deep breath, loving the sweet notes of her psychic scent. With a start, he noticed her nipples harden beneath her shirt as she watched him. He dropped his eyes and stood next to her, distracting them both by holding a small picture.


  “This is my mother and father on their wedding day.” The picture was of a beautiful blond woman with flowers in her hair. A tall, dark-haired man, who was dipping her back for a kiss with a roguish smile, held her in his arms. His parents looked impossibly young and he wondered what they would think of Eliana.


  Putting the picture back, he gestured to the house around them. “All of this belongs to my family. We own several houses around the United States and ancestral homes in Norway and Ireland.”


  “Must be nice to have your pick of mansions,” she murmured as she wandered over to the sitting room off the massive foyer.


  He followed her in and sat on one of the delicate cream silk couches. She ran her hand over the elaborate carvings on the fireplace. “It is, but I also have a job by living here.”


  Turning her head to look over her shoulder, she gave him an impudent smile that he wanted to kiss off her lips. “What, do you have to make sure the floors are vacuumed, and the pool is clean?”


  “No, this house is also a Sanctuary.”


  “You called it a Sanctuary. What do you mean by that?”


  She selected a seat on a blue brocade chair across from him as he continued. “A Sanctuary is a place where Creation Chosen can go to find safety and a place to rest and heal if the need to. In modern times, it's mostly used to house visiting Chosen or Chosen who have been recently moved to the area. In the old days, it would be a place where the Chosen could go to find refuge if they were being hunted.”


  “So it’s like a safe house?”


  “Yes, and my mother helped design it. She takes her role as Chosen of a battle goddess seriously and has basically turned it into an elegant fortress. Much like my Hummer, she outfitted my mansion with the latest in home protection.”


  He watched her fingers stroke the brocade of the chair and wished it were his chest. Standing, he offered her his hand and pulled her from the chair. She was such a little thing to hold so much power over his life.


  Giving himself a mental shake, he led her over to the marble mantel she had been admiring. With a thumb and pointer finger, he pressed scrollwork in the marble in two different places. The front of the mantel seamlessly rolled down, and a velvet rack with guns, ammunition, and two swords rolled out.


  She gasped. “Holy shit. How very James Bond of you, Aiden.”


  He put a arm around her waist as he turned her to face the windows looking out onto the drive. “The windows are bulletproof. The outside of the house has six-inch slabs of stainless steel over concrete. There are motion detectors, heat detectors, chemical detectors, safe rooms, weapons, secret rooms, secret passages, and escape tunnels. Before you leave I’ll give you the code for the front gate and the security system. If you ever need somewhere safe to go and I’m not with you, come here.”


  Turning her again, he brought her over to the threshold of the two rooms. On the floor, inlaid into the wood, were symbols and runes in white marble chased in gold. “That's not even getting into the protection spells on this place. It would take an army of Destros years to break in here.”


  “This brings us back to you, my Student.” He still held his arm around her waist. It would be so easy to pull her close and lose himself in her lush curves, and by the desire streaking through her aura he was more than aware that she wanted him. His dick hardened and he swallowed hard, fighting with all of his might to not sweep her up in his arms and take her upstairs with him. He couldn’t make love to her, couldn’t take her virginity. If she became Rejected because he failed to control his arousal he’d never forgive himself. “I'll give you the grand tour later. For now we need to do something about your shielding.”


  With regret, he released his hold on her and led them through a series of elegantly furnished rooms and into a large, mostly empty room. The floor of this room was a pale blond wood, and along the right wall, mirrors were spaced between racks of training weapons. Warm summer sun poured in through the windows, giving the space a golden glow.


  “This is my training room,”


  Sauntering over to the dull-edged practice swords, she hefted one and did a couple clumsy chops through the air. “Please tell me we're not going to beat on each other with these things.”


  “No. Today we're working on what's up here,” he said and pointed to his forehead.


  She placed the sword back into its sheath, and strode back to him. He removed two big pillows from a cupboard in the wall and set them across from each other on the floor. Sitting on one of the pillows, he pointed to the other. “Please, have a seat.”


  She slipped off her shoes and socks and placed them beside the wall. He found her peach-painted toenails incredibly cute. Folding her legs beneath her, she adjusted herself on the pillow. “So, are we going to practice Jedi mind tricks?”


  He shook his head with a smile. “Close, but not quite. We're going to work on you keeping your energy to yourself.”


  She laughed and said in a mock-offended voice, “Well, excuse me, I didn't realize my energy was oozing all over the place. How rude of me.”


  He couldn’t help but grin. Damn she was fun. And smart. And beautiful. He was so screwed. “Enough sass out of you, young lady. I need you to close your eyes and concentrate on my voice.”


  “You're getting sleepy.”


  “Focus, Eliana. Feel your breath going in and out of your body. Feel the sunlight on your skin, the pillow beneath your body. Feel the currents in the air and the beat of your heart.”


  He watched her as she relaxed. This was the first time he had been near her long enough to study her without distraction. With her eyes closed, he could look his fill, and he traced the contours of her body with his eyes. Relaxed, her full lips were even more sensual, soft and inviting to kiss. Her face was heart shaped, and a small curl had escaped from her braid and lay against her smooth cheek.


  “Now,” he said in a soft voice, “I want you to hold out both of your palms in front of you. Feel the difference in the air here, how the blood flows through your body differently. Picture a light blue mist surrounding your body, flowing from your center and coating your skin. This is your aura, but for the sake of this exercise, we will call it your energy.”


  “I feel stupid. What if I can't find my energy? What if I can’t see it, ever? What if—”


  It surprised him how much her lack of confidence in herself upset him. Didn’t she know how amazing she was? “What if you give yourself a chance? What if you didn’t instantly doubt yourself? What if you believed you are the amazing woman I know you are? Have faith in yourself.”


  Eliana's lips pressed into a thin line. He gently sent his energy around her. “You can smell my psychic scent, right? Well, if you can smell that, and it's a real and tangible thing, then you can do other aura-related magic as well. If you're shielded well enough, you won't be as vulnerable to demons, like the Barghest in the forest.”


  Slowly, her breath returned to a calm state. He admired her aura while she relaxed. Soft blue, it was the color of a sky on a perfect autumn afternoon. His forest green aura followed his attention and reached out toward hers. He had to jerk it back into place and get himself under control.


  “Now, imagine a soft sky-blue energy rolling down your skin, covering your body. It's a part of you, an extension of your body, as natural as breathing.”


  Watching her carefully, he drew in a deep breath of her psychic scent. It was becoming more concentrated. It filled his lungs and seemed to settle in his cock, making him hard and needy. Well, needier. Having an erection seemed to be a permanent state for him around her. He waited a few more minutes, letting her feel the flow moving through her.


  “Good, it should feel like a soft tingle over your skin. Now imagine the energy, those tingles, gathering in your hands. All of that energy is flowing to your palms, gathering and circling there. I want you to push the energy out and tell me when you feel me touching your hands.”


  He held out his own palms and extended his energy. This was the most basic building block of shielding, the awareness of personal energy and how to manipulate it. It was an unusual sensation at first, but with practice, it became second nature for the Chosen. Once a person became aware of the energy, they could even see auras with practice.


  With a gentle push, he brushed against her aura, a soft stroke that made her gasp. He bit back his own groan. His energy was an extension of his body, and he felt what it felt. And right now it felt all of her delicious softness. It took all of his willpower not to reach out and grip her full hips and pull her into a deep kiss. Those lips of hers would probably feel like heaven wrapped around his cock.


  “I feel you,” she said, her eyes still tightly closed.


  Gritting his teeth, he struggled against his desire, his need for her. “Good, now I want you to try to draw the energy into yourself. Pull it back and imagine it becoming a hard, tight shield around your hands. It's sinking into your skin and becoming solid, impenetrable. Nothing can crack it.” He held his hands up again and extended his energy. This time he made it to her hands before he ran into her shield.


  Her breathing slowed and became more even.


  “Are you back with your energy, Eliana?” She nodded, and he continued, “Good, now we're going to do a power play. I'm going to push my hands against yours, and I want you to push me back. Ready?”


  She nodded, and he gathered his energy, beginning to push against her shield. It felt oddly like cool glass, and his power slid around her like a rock in a stream. With a careful flexing of his energy, he pushed against her again. Nothing, he couldn't budge her. He tried a third time, with more power, but he slid around her aura. Not wanting to hurt her, he decided to stop trying for now and move onto other things, but he was surprised at how easily she repelled him. It had taken Aiden months of training to achieve the strength that seemed to come so naturally to her.


  “I want you to try to extend your power out and make my hands move.”


  He waited, and nothing happened. Eliana had her eyes squinted shut hard, and she bit her lower lip. Minutes ticked by, and he ran trace energy over her shield. Solid and slippery as ever.


  “Picture your energy pushing out of you like a big balloon that's being blown up fast.” Nothing. Her shield was still a foot out from her and not budging.


  An hour later, they were both frustrated and tired. She was panting and had a thin sheen of sweat on her face.


  “Why can't I do this? Move you stupid shield, move!”


  He shook his head then stood, cracking his neck and stretching out his back. “This isn't working. Maybe we should take a break and try something else.”


  She squeezed her eyes tighter as she clenched her fists. “Dang it.”


  Helping her stand, he patted her back. “Don't let it get to you. You're doing great. Everyone's energy is as different as they are. We have to find the right way to approach yours.” He paused and smiled brightly, stepping closer to her. “Do you notice anything different?”


  She shook her head and blotted her face with the edge of her T-shirt, exposing more of her tanned stomach. That glimpse of flesh made his mouth dry with desire.


  “Can you smell me anymore?”


  She frowned and leaned closer to him, smelling his shirt. The frown faded to a curious quirk of her eyebrows, and she leaned up on her toes to smell the edge of his neck where it met his shirt. She lingered there, her warm breath washing over his skin. His voice came out rough as desire moved through his body. “Stay there a moment. I'm going to drop my shields so you can see the difference.”


  He stood stock-still as she placed her hands on his chest and balanced herself as she breathed on his neck. He was sure she could feel how hard his heart was beating and how badly he wanted to pull her tight against him and jerk her hips against his cock. Idiot! What are you doing! his mind shouted at him. His body told it to shut up.


  “Now lower your shield.”


  Closing her eyes, she lowered her shields and gave off a soft gasp. This close, their energies rolled across each other like two cats rubbing cheeks. His muscles tensed while her aura touched him, caressed him, teased him. She moaned softly and brushed her lips against the banging pulse in his neck, then gave him a gentle lick that almost broke him.


  He shuddered against her and threw his shields back up swiftly. In many ways, exchanging energy was more intimate than sex, and more dangerous. If he had allowed her much deeper into his aura, she would have felt the slight edge of what he was feeling. And right now, he was feeling as though he wanted to rip her jeans off and fuck her right here, right now.


  He stood and strode over to a rack of bamboo practice staffs. With his back to her, he said, “I think we're done for today. Practice your shielding and work on trying to extend it. We may have to work to find your trigger.”


  She started to take a step toward him and stopped. “I guess I'll see you in class tomorrow then.”


  He nodded, not turning around as he balanced a bamboo staff on his palms. “Remember to keep it casual in public. Stay in groups. Don't go anywhere you'll be alone.”


  His cock was very unhappy with him at the moment, actually every part of him was unhappy about sending her away, but he had to face the simple fact that right now he wasn’t strong enough to keep his hands off of her.


  “Okay, I have a ton of homework to do after class tomorrow, and I work tomorrow night. Can we meet again on Tuesday?” Her husky voice held an edge of confusion.


  Feeling more in control of himself, he turned around and leaned on his staff. “Sounds good. I have some things to do in the morning but I can see you as soon as I’m done. Can you come over Tuesday afternoon without arousing any suspicions?”


  “Sure, I'll tell Chrissy I'm going to the library to study.”


  He accompanied her out to the foyer, his hands twitching with the need to grip her curvy ass as she walked. “You did well today, Eliana. I'm proud of you,” he said in a quiet voice as he held the door open. She stared at him, holding his eyes for a long moment, then nodded and left.


  Watching her drive away, it required all of his willpower not to call her back to the house. His brush with her aura had revealed to him glimpses of an honest heart, a wish to make people happy, and a deep well of strength. Add to that her quirky sense of humor and killer body, and she was hard, no impossible, to resist.


  He sighed at the injustice of it all and wondered how he was going to wait for her to be Chosen so he could claim her as his forever.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Thirteen


   


  Following Rachel out of Aiden's class, Eliana gave a silent groan. She was in danger of failing because she found it next to impossible to pay attention to anything but her fucking hot professor. She spent most of the class trying not to moon over Aiden, who seemed oblivious to her presence. Whenever he spoke, she kept her eyes on her laptop and tried to take notes. When Professor Ventan was giving his portion of the lecture, she found herself daydreaming about Aiden and staring at his profile. Feeling pathetic, she waved good-bye to Rachel and made her way to her dorm room. Kyle was sitting in the foyer in the lounge area by the elevators.


  “Hi, Eliana,” he said with a wide smile. Kyle placed a slip of paper in his book to keep his place and strolled over to her. “I hope you're feeling better. I tried to stop by yesterday to check up on you, but Chrissy said you weren't home.” Kyle leaned next to the wall by the elevator and looked at her with concern in his wide brown eyes.


  “I'm feeling much better, thanks for asking. Sorry I flaked out on you the other night. I must have been allergic to something in the pizza,” she finished with what she hoped was a sincere smile. He seemed like a nice guy, and she didn't want to hurt his feelings. Especially after Michelle made it such a point to be mean to him. But he wasn't Aiden.


  Kyle grabbed her hand in his. “I was wondering if you wanted to go out tonight and maybe see a movie, grab something to eat? We'll stick to something easy on your stomach this time.”


  She gently extracted her hand from his. “Thanks for the offer, but I have to work tonight. Maybe some other time?”


  Kyle's face fell, and his lips curved in disappointment. “Yeah, sure, no problem. I can take a hint.”


  She sighed inwardly. “I really am sorry. I'm so busy with work and school. It's hard to keep up with both and have a life.”


  With a nod of understanding he said, “Okay, I was beginning to get the feeling you didn't like me. Tell you what, give me a call by Friday, and I'll know you're interested. If you don't call, I'll know that we're going to be just friends.”


  She nodded, eager to get ready for work so she wouldn't be late. “I promise I'll call you, but I've got to get going if I don't want to get fired.”


  Hoping to ease his hurt feelings, she gave him a hug then hopped onto the elevator.


   


  ****


   


  Eliana glared at Linda's back across the store. The redheaded bitch sat talking into her cell phone as she filled out forms at the manager's desk. It was cold and raining outside, so Eliana was stuck inside. Much to her and Linda's mutual disgust. One of the other employees told her that she’d overheard Linda telling one of the owners that Eliana had a bad attitude and that Linda suspected her of stealing from the registers. Eliana was furious, but couldn't go off accusing Linda without ratting out the other employee. Linda would deny it, and it would reinforce the rumors she was difficult to work with. Eliana silently fumed while she dusted and restocked row after row of ribbon.


  As she was thinking of the different ways she hoped Linda would be fired, she jerked to a stop and glanced at her hand. The ring Jack had given her was pure black, showing a Destruction Chosen was nearby. Keeping still, she slowly lifted her head and tried to look casually around the store. A young woman was attempting to keep her toddler under control while she paid for a wreath and some silk flowers. Probably not her. Another middle-aged woman in a tweed skirt was sorting through a rack of art prints. She didn't seem to be doing anything out of the ordinary, but Eliana made sure to memorize her face. She was glad she had her shields locked down tight; hopefully her training with Aiden would pay off and they would never notice she was here.


  Her hand trembled slightly as she put a spool of white silk ribbon into its rack. What would she do if one of them recognized her and tried to hurt her? She could shield, but what good would it do if they knew karate? A man's voice from behind her startled her, and she let out shriek and dropped the box she was holding. A few spools of ribbon raced across the floor.


  “Oh, I'm sorry,” he said apologetically as he helped her retrieve the ribbon. He was an older gentleman with soft blue eyes and a cheerful smile. “I didn't mean to startle you. I was wondering if you knew where they keep the wood glue?”


  She apologized and showed him the correct aisle. Easing open the door, she ducked into the women's bathroom and checked the stalls before calling Aiden. After rapidly, and a tad frantically, explaining to him what was going on, Aiden told her he was on his way. He wanted her to hide in the bathroom until he arrived, but she wasn't going to give Linda an excuse to fire her. Who knew what lies Linda would make up about what she was doing in here? Potential Chosen or not, she needed this job.


  Looking into her eyes in the cloudy mirror she thought, Colleen Shay did not raise her daughter to hide in a bathroom like a scared rabbit. Now go put on your big girl panties and get out there before Linda decides to come looking for you. She took a few minutes to compose herself, splashed some cold water on her face, and sucked in a deep breath before exiting the bathroom.


  The ring on her finger remained a steady black, and she tried not to stare at it. As she made her way back to the ribbon stand, she saw the radioactive red glow of Linda's hair going into the storage and receiving room. Well, at least she didn't have to worry about Linda yelling at her for spilling all the ribbon or taking a long bathroom break.


  Standing with the box of ribbons in her arms, she noticed the middle-aged woman in the tweed skirt was still looking through the art prints. Heart hammering, she turned so it didn't look as though she was watching her, but she could see the woman's reflection in the metal stand of the ribbon display. The minutes ticked by, and the store got progressively quieter while the rain poured outside. People didn't want to leave the warmth of their cars and homes to run through its icy blast to buy some crochet supplies and the store rapidly emptied.


  Her shoulders got tighter and tighter as the woman in tweed stayed at the bin looking through the pictures for at least the tenth time. She started to murmur something, and Eliana noticed she had a hands-free cell phone device in one ear. Maybe she was talking to someone and wasn't paying attention to what she was looking at. Or maybe she was telling her superiors about Eliana and was arranging a hit squad of magically trained chinchillas to come kill her.


  Using humor as a refuge, as she often did in times of stress, she imagined what a ninja chinchilla would look like. Maybe it would be a samurai chinchilla with a little kimono. Would they be trained in martial arts or just how to use guns, and how would one make a gun small enough for a chinchilla?


  The sound of screeching tires made her whip her head around as two big black trucks with the words Temple Guard Tactical on the side slid to a stop in front of the store. Her jaw dropped as the woman in tweed opened her coat to show a badge and jerked out her gun yelling, “This is the Temple Guard, everyone ON THE GROUND NOW!”


  Eliana stood there with her jaw hanging open for a minute until the gun swung in her direction. She dropped the box of ribbons and lay flat on her stomach, her heart thundering as a stinging sweat broke out all over her body in a hard surge of adrenaline. A couple more spools of ribbon spun past her head, unraveling as they went.


  Well, at least I won't have to hear Linda complain about the ribbon, I'll blame it on the Temple Guard.


  Fifteen minutes later, she found herself sitting alone in the break room waiting to be interrogated. The ring on her finger no longer burned black, instead reds and oranges swirled across the surface of the stone. She clasped her hands in her lap and tried to keep as still as possible. Through the open door, the woman in tweed gestured toward her and talked to a man with Temple Guard emblazoned on the back of his body armor. He still wore his helmet with the visor down, but he was massive. The Guards had surged through the store with pounding feet then out into the rainy garden center and around the back. Obviously, whatever they had been looking for was not here, and the general mood she was picking up from the Guards was one of anger.


  She resisted the urge to fidget as the guard came in and closed the door behind him. The conversations outside the room were muted as he approached her at the table. He was a big man, not extremely tall, but heavily muscled. His broad shoulders seemed huge in his uniform, and his hands were callused and scarred. He reached under his chin and removed his helmet, setting it on the table that held the old microwave and the World War II era coffeepot.


  The first thing she noticed was that he had his black hair shaved into a tight military cut against his tanned skin. The second thing she noticed was his eyes, an amazing teal blue surrounded with thick black lashes that a woman would kill for. With its high cheekbones and square jaw, his face was masculine, but softened by the most sensual lips she had ever seen on a man. Currently his full lips were thinned in anger, anger directed at her.


  He sat in the folding chair next to her and placed a thin stack of papers on the table between them. From what she could tell by glancing at them, they were invoices for the store.


  “Ms. Shay, I'm Captain Devon King of Mentu's Temple Guard,” he said in a deep voice. “Let's cut the shit now and save us both time. I know you're working with the woman calling herself Linda Brant. I want you to tell me where she is and what her plans are, and I want the information right now.”


  She gawked at him, at a loss for words. “W-w-what?” she stuttered out.


  Devon gave an impressive growl and leaned forward. He was a physically intimidating man as he clenched his hands into fits on his thighs and she shrank back from him as much as she could in the chair. “Your name is all over the invoices for the fertilizer, Ms. Shay. You signed for them and managed to hide the extra orders Linda made from the owners.” She gaped at him, and he continued with a sneer. “We have a handwritten note from Linda, addressed to you, which we found in the manager's office telling you to keep to the outside cashier's booth. Is that so you could direct the trucks to come when no one was looking?” His low voice rumbled out the last words in a scary growl.


  She continued to stare at him, dumbstruck. What the hell was he talking about? What did fertilizer have to do with anything? And, most importantly, where was Aiden? She gathered herself enough to say, “I have no idea what you're talking about, but I've never signed for any orders. That's a manager's job, and I'm not a manager. I'm a cashier!”


  Devon leaned in ever closer, invading her personal space now. “Don't think the dumb coed routine is going to save you, Ms. Shay. Linda, or whatever her real name is, left you high and dry holding the bag. Cut your losses now and tell us what we want to know, and you may be able to get a deal with the DA.”


  “I don’t know anything.”


  His jaw clenched and the menace rolling off of him made her desperate to confess something, anything, just to get him to leave her alone.


  The microphone on his jacket squawked as a woman said, “Captain King, a man named Aiden Klemenson is out front demanding to see you. He says it's important.”


  Never taking his bright teal eyes from her face, he said, “Show him in and tell him I'll be with him in a moment.”


  She’d opened her mouth to say she knew Aiden when Devon leaned into her. She stiffened with shock as the smell of dark spices and sandalwood filled her senses. He's a Chosen, she thought for a brief moment before his energy overwhelmed her, trying to crack her shields. His eyes grew wide, and fury filled her.


  Here she was, trying to survive attacks by Destruction Chosen, pass school, and earn enough money at her job to save for rent, and this asshole, who wouldn't listen to her, was trying to force the truth out of her with magic. As her shield cracked the tiniest bit, it caused her real pain; a sharp slice burned across her chest. With white-hot anger making her bare her teeth, she used both hands and pushed Devon back with all her might.


  To her horror, he sailed out of his chair and hit the back wall with a thump that rattled the windows and made the coffeepot fall off the table with a crash. Devon stood and shook his head, muttering, “flowers and candy” as hands pounded on the door and voices asked what was going on. He stared at her before limping over to the door and opening it, stepping outside.


  She groaned and rested her head on the table. She was done for sure now. She had assaulted a Temple Guard. Even if he was a pushy, stubborn bully of a Chosen, she had punched him across the room. How she had done that she had no idea. The guy had to weigh at least two hundred pounds, way beyond her ability to move with a push. She had enough time to imagine having to call her mother from jail before Devon came back in the room with Aiden.


  To her embarrassment, she found herself crying at the sight of Aiden. It had been such a shitty day, and finally here was the one person who would understand and help her. With a concerned look, he came over and hugged her. “Hey now, it's okay. Stop crying, honey,” he soothed as he ran his hands down the hair over her back.


  That only made her cry harder, and a chagrined looking Devon handed her a wad of napkins from the coffee station with an uncomfortable look.


  “For a Mentor, you're doing a pretty crappy job of protecting her, Aiden,” Devon said while he swept up the shards of the coffeepot and dumped them in the trash.


  Aiden growled and moved between Eliana and Devon. “How was I supposed to know a Destro Chosen was here? When I came to visit her, Linda—or whatever her real name is—wasn’t here. I never caught a glimpse of her, and her shielding was strong enough that I couldn't sense her either. Do you think I would let my student come to harm?”


  Devon gave him an up-and-down look and said with a smirk, “I think you've spent too much time in the academic world, Aiden. I think you're getting soft. Or maybe you would rather let your student take the hits so you can stay safe behind your mommy's skirt. Maybe I should take over for you, show Eliana what being a Chosen really means. She certainly fights better than you. Managed to knock me on my ass.”


  Aiden began to chant something in a low and complicated language, and the energy shivered over her shields like a stroke of ice. She jumped and placed a restraining hand on his chest, pretty sure that whatever was about to happen would be bad. “Okay, you accomplished your goal, Devon. I'm not crying anymore. But I'm getting pissed off at you again, so unless you want to go for round two with me, please tell us what's going on.”


  Glaring at Devon, Aiden shivered as he released the energy. A small puff of cold air evaporated from his hands. What the hell was that?


  Not taking his eyes off Devon, Aiden said, “How did you know he was bluffing?”


  She stared at him in confusion. “Well, he wasn't shielding himself, and I can smell him all over the room. If he was seriously provoking you into a fight, he would have shielded himself, right?”


  Aiden didn't say anything as they took their seats. Devon popped his head out of the door to relay some instructions and came back in. When he went to sit next to Eliana, Aiden pulled her chair closer to him with a low noise that sounded almost like a growl rumbling from him.


  Devon shrugged off his bulletproof vest and set it on the table with a heavy thump. He rolled his powerful shoulders and cracked his neck to the left and right. Underneath the jacket, he wore a tight black T-shirt and on his muscled right bicep was a tattoo of Egyptian hieroglyphs flanking the stylized head of a bull.


  Rubbing his eyes, Devon explained to them that this store had come to the attention of the police because of the massive quantities of fertilizer being ordered. This fertilizer could be used to make bombs, so they’d sent in an undercover to try to check it out. After an early investigation into the place, they decided Linda was the one doing the ordering, but it appeared as if she had help. Linda had forged Eliana's signature onto the delivery receipt of the trucks of fertilizer, and she used a copy of Eliana's employee ID to check in during the times of the deliveries. Now they were in a bind. Linda was out in the world doing who knew what with all those chemicals, and their best lead had turned out to be a dead end.


  Devon turned to her with an accusing look. “You could have told me who you were. You didn't need to try to blow me through the wall and into the parking lot to prove your point.”


  She crossed her arms and smirked at him. Something about this guy just irritated her. She wasn’t sure if it was his arrogant, dominant personality or what, but she had to resist the urge to pick a fight with him. “Little old me? I tried to get a word in edgewise, but you wouldn't shut up long enough for me to get enough oxygen to speak.”


  Devon narrowed his eyes at her while Aiden put a restraining hand on her arm. The temple guard glanced at Aiden and said in a dry voice, “Can I guess which gods are interested in her?”


  Aiden felt Eliana tense underneath his hand, and he said, “Hey we're all on the same side here. Stop baiting her.”


  She shook his hand off, and he groaned.


  “No, Aiden. Please, let him guess. I'm soooo interested in what Mr. Big-and-Bad has to say.” She bared her teeth in what could not be mistaken for a smile.


  Devon returned her false smile with one of his own, and was about to say something she would make him regret, when the door opened, and another officer strode in. “Captain, we need you at the house listed as Linda's home of residence. There are multiple bodies, sir.”


  Standing abruptly, Devon turned all business and began issuing orders with quick precision. Ignoring her, he turned to Aiden. “Take care of your student, Aiden. Good luck not sealing her mouth with duct tape.”


  She blew Devon a kiss and said in a super sweet voice, “Right back at you, cupcake.”


  Aiden jerked her out of the room and hustled her out of the store. If Devon's growl was any warning, they had about thirty seconds before he and Eliana started to trade blows.


  “What's wrong with you?” Aiden hissed after he got her into his Hummer and locked the doors.


  With a tired groan, she leaned her head back into the seat. “I'm sorry, Aiden. I don't know what it is about that guy, but he really gets under my skin. Something about him makes me want to take him down a peg, or twenty.” She turned to him, rubbing her eyes. “Thank you for saving me in there. If you hadn't come, I would be in handcuffs by now, complaining about police brutality.”


  Aiden patted her hand and started the car. It was still drizzling outside, and the air was chilly. The Temple Guard tactical trucks left, and the remaining cop cars turned off their lights. Aiden tapped his fingers along the steering wheel before glancing at her. “You're staying at the Sanctuary tonight.”


  She opened her eyes and looked at him with arched brows. “Are we going to have a sleepover? Play Truth or Dare and paint each other's toenails?”


  Aiden rolled his eyes. “No, but I don't want you back at your dorm tonight. It would be better for you, and your roommate, if you were someplace where you're not an easy target. Once again I underestimated how far Destro would go to harm you. I’m not going to let it happen again. Linda may still be in the area, and she may try to take you out before she disappears.”


  With a frown, she nodded. “Okay, but I have to grab some things before we go.”


  “No can do. I don't want you going back to your dorm tonight. I'll call ahead and have my housekeeper set up a room for you with everything you will need to be comfortable. Don't worry, she has a twenty-year-old daughter, so she knows what you'll need.”


  The weight of the day seemed to press on her like a thousand pounds. She nodded and opened the door to her car. “I'll follow you.”


  He gave her thumbs-up as he relayed instructions to his housekeeper on his cell phone.


   


  ****


   


  Kyle watched the two cars pull out of the parking lot with a grim look. Furious, he beat his hand on the dash until his knuckles split and blood began to dot the windshield with each strike. Breathing heavily, he wrapped his hand in a T-shirt from the backseat and stared out the windshield at the darkening sky. Kyle wondered what the hell she was doing with Professor Klemenson. He had followed her to work in the hopes grabbing her when she left that night. Now he had to call David and tell him she had left with a professor and about all the cops who were here. With a shaking hand, he dialed David's number and prepared to pay the painful price for his failure.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Fourteen


   


  With a sigh, Eliana relaxed back into the swimming pool-sized tub full of fragrant bubbles. The bathroom was done in various shades of peach and cream marble with bronze fixtures, a lovely and surprisingly feminine space. On the hook next to the tub hung a thick, plush white bathrobe and a pair of fluffy white slippers.


  As soon as they’d arrived at Aiden's house, his motherly housekeeper had hustled her into one of the guest suites and given her strict orders to take a nice relaxing bath before dinner. Before hopping into the tub, Eliana called her mom and dad to assure them she was okay and gave them an edited version of what had happened today. Her mom had wanted to come down and bring her home, but her dad calmed her enough for Eliana to assure her mom she was safe where she was. Eliana hung up with the promise to call them if anything else happened and to take it easy tonight.


  She then called Chrissy and told her she would be spending the night with a girl from one of her classes and to cover for her if her parents called. She could tell Chrissy didn't believe her, but she let it go and said she would handle Eliana’s mom.


  She had no idea how long she was in there, but a quiet knock at the outer door caught her attention. “Yes?” she called out in a loud voice.


  The housekeeper said through the doorway, “Dinner will be served in ten minutes, Ms. Shay. Mr. Aiden requested it in the family dining room. It's down the stairs, to the right, through the billiard room, then down the hall to the left.”


  “Thank you.” She laughed to herself. “They really need to hand out a map of this place to guests.”


  She stepped out of the bath and toweled off. In the bedroom, a long brown suede skirt and cream cashmere sweater lay next to a pair of white silk panties and matching bra. Raising an eyebrow, she tried on the bra and found it tight, but the panties fit well. The top and skirt fit perfectly, and Eliana wondered where the woman had found this. With a twirl that made the skirt flare around her, she moved back to the bathroom.


  Standing back to look in the mirror, she twisted her hair into a loose bun and gave herself the once-over. “Not too bad for a refugee.”


  A delicious, savory smell led her toward the dining room of the opulent mansion. The rest of the place was quiet, the only sound coming from the occasional lash of rain blown against the windows. The dark wooden doors to the dining room were open, and Aiden stood looking out the window into the night. He had changed into a pair of jeans and a dark silky looking shirt that clung to his shoulders. She noticed with amusement that his feet were bare like her own, and he was curling his toes into the deep tan carpet.


  She cleared her throat. “I don't know what's for dinner, but it smells way better than dorm food.”


  He turned and when he saw her his green eyes lit up and an easy smile curved his lips. “You look great. I'm glad they were able to find something that fit you.”


  “I'm amazed they were able to find something so quick. Your housekeeper is a ninja shopper.”


  “Actually, we have a room full of new clothes available for guests. Sometimes people come in a hurry without a chance to pack properly, so clothing of all shapes and sizes is provided.”


  “That's good to know. I was hoping I wasn't borrowing someone's white silk panties.”


  He froze for a second then sat in his chair and said in a rough voice, “Let's see what the cook has for us tonight.”


  Dinner turned out to be roasted chicken stuffed with a delicious cranberry walnut dressing. They had a relaxed meal, enjoying each other's company and the food. He opened a bottle of chilled white dessert wine and hesitated a moment before filling her wine glass.


  “Oh please.” She snorted. “Aiden, I hate to break it to you, but I have gotten drunk before.”


  He sighed and poured her a glass. “Well, my intention is not to get you drunk. Just to help you relax so you're able to sleep.”


  “Pity,” she said softly as she stood with her wine glass and followed Aiden into the den attached to the dining room.


  Looking around the room, she smiled at the giant flat screen TV in front of a wide brown leather couch. The room was decorated in shades of burgundy, dark green, and gold. It was definitely a man's space, with a small polished wood bar in one corner and a chess table in the other.


  She paused in her inspection as she noticed Aiden standing in the doorway watching her. Feeling nervous in the charged silence, she said, “My dad would love this TV on game day. He would never leave here.”


  With a smile, he came in and took a seat on the couch and put his feet on the large leather ottoman. He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Do you mind if we watch the news? I want to see if anything is on about what happened at your store today.”


  She sat back on the other end of the couch and took a big gulp of her wine. The cool, fruity liquid helped her suddenly dry mouth. She had actually managed to put what had happened today in the back of her mind, but now it was filling her thoughts again and making her stomach tighten.


  “Sure. Let's see if I'm going to get a phone call from my parents tomorrow asking if I'm a terrorist.”


  Noticing the sudden tension in her voice, he reached over and brushed a stray curl off her cheek. “Hey now, don't worry. Devon may be a prick, but he's good at what he does. Let's see what the official story is before we worry about your mom not being able to show her face at the grocery store. They may not run anything at all if the police and Guard want to keep it quiet.”


  This comment almost earned him a small smile while she took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He grabbed a large and complicated remote and turned on the TV while dimming the lights for a better picture. The lead story was about a large Celtic festival in New York that had suffered a bout of food poisoning. Then came the weather and a commercial and back again to the news, with no mention of Linda or the raid today. As the news continued to roll by her anxiety lessened, and the more it lessened the more her desire grew.


  Aiden stretched out on the other end of the couch and she kept watching him from the corner of her eye. He looked so good and his psychic scent was filling the air again, teasing her, tempting her to close the distance between them and bury her face against his skin. She wanted to touch him, to see for sure if the fire she glimpsed in his eyes was real or a figment of her overactive hormones. Most of all she wanted to just lose herself tonight in his arms, to let the memory of their love making replace all the fear and anger.


  If he rejected her she could just pretend that a half glass of wine made her drunk. Yeah, right. No, she was pretty sure he wanted her. The big, hard dick she’d felt between her thighs when he’d held her against the side of his Hummer would certainly point in that direction…no pun intended. She bit her lower lip and came to a decision. Her next move would depend on his reaction.


  “If we're going to be sitting here watching TV, do you think I could get a foot rub?” she asked, hoping he didn't hear the nervousness in her voice.


  He studied her in the dim light and gently drew her feet into his lap. The moment he touched her the delicious smell of his psychic scent disappeared and she wondered why he’d put his shields up. His hands were warm and slightly rough, and they felt like heaven on her skin. A tingle raced from her feet and over her body, sensitizing her skin and making her nipples draw tight.


  Scooting closer so she didn't have to stretch out, she let out a small sigh of pleasure as he rubbed her feet. He had long fingers and strong hands and seemed to know what he was doing. The sound of the TV faded into the background as she watched him through half-closed eyes. He stroked his thumb along the bottom of her foot and pressed in deep. As he worked, he made his way to her ankles and began to rub them as well. He would look at her occasionally, and she was sure now of the desire in his eyes.


  She groaned softly as he hit a sore spot. Her body was full of liquid heat, and her pussy hot and tight. She wanted him, badly. She wanted those wonderful hands to move all over her body, to produce pleasure and wash the bad memories of the day away with good ones. All those daydreams about him paled next to the reality of his touch.


  Taking a gamble, she slowly inched up her skirt to expose her calves and the tops of her thighs. “Do you think you could rub my legs as well?” she asked in a soft voice.


  He froze and said in a thick voice, “Sure.”


  His hands swept up her calf, long fingers kneading the muscles and caressing the skin. She shifted as her body throbbed and let out a long sigh. Just imagining what his hands would feel like high her upper legs had her pussy soaking the silk panties she wore with her need.


  With long, slow sweeps of his hands, he worked his way past her calves to her thighs. Almost there, almost touching her in the way that she had been dreaming about from the moment they met. Her body went absolutely rigid with tension, waiting for him to make that final step.


  He hesitated, his fingers high on her inner thigh, and she said with a soft moan in her voice, “Please don't stop.”


  He moved his hands away and looked at her with a pained expression. “Eliana, we… I can't do this. I'm not only your Mentor. I'm also your Professor. I'm sorry I let things get this far. It's not your fault. It’s mine.” Hands balled into fists, he started to move away.


  She let out a small growl and pounced on him, straddling his lap and facing him. The sensation of his body against hers was better than she imagined, and there was no way she was going to let him go now. She pinned his unresisting hands down at his sides and decided to set him straight. “Aiden, I'm not a virgin. You're not corrupting me or anything like that. I know how things stand, and I can be subtle. I want you, I want you inside of me, I want you to stroke me until I scream, and I want you to teach me how to make you moan.”


  He made a pained noise. “You’re not a virgin? You sure?”


  Laughing softly, she wiggled on his lap so that his cock pressed into her mound. “I’m positive.”


  She whispered the last part against his lips, barely brushing them with her own. His erection was large and firm between her legs, and she clenched her thighs around his hips. With a groan, he buried his hands in her hair and closed the distance between them. Soft and firm, he kissed her with all his years of experience. The tip of his tongue traced along her lips, opening her and stroking against hers in a way that made moisture flood her panties. Deep and intoxicating, the kiss was everything she wanted and more. He made her feel so good, so cherished, and he kissed her like they’d been made for each other.


  Releasing his hands, she placed her palms on his firm chest, running them over his shoulders as she had so longed to do. His skin was so warm beneath the thin fabric and she could feel the delineation of each and every muscle. They touched each other as if someone would stop them at any moment. He was busy exploring her body with his own, stroking his fingers down her spine and gripping her bottom in a firm clench, pressing her clit against his stiff length.


  “Fuck,” he whispered against her lips. “You feel so good, taste so good.”


  She broke their kiss long enough to pull his shirt off, revealing his broad chest with its soft patch of hair. With a purr, she rubbed her cheek over his chest like a cat and nipped at his stiff nipple.


  “Lower your shields,” she whispered. “I want to smell you.”


  He complied, and his scent filled her senses. Holding her face between his hands, he searched her gaze with his own. His eyes were dark in the low lighting, and his hair was mussed from her fingers. It was incredibly intimate, and she shuddered softly in the intensity of his look, at the emotions she swore she felt emanating from him. Tender, passionate emotions that made her heart pound.


  Low and harsh, his voice held the rough edge of desperation. “You have no idea how much I've wanted you. It's been torture to be around you and not be able to touch you. All those days in class, I just wanted to grab you from your seat and take you back into my office.” His fingers pressed into her hips as he whispered, “And bury myself in your softness.”


  All she could do was sigh in reply as his fingers traced along her neck to the dip in the front of the sweater. After a gentle stroke along the edges of her full breasts through the soft white sweater, he let their full weight fill his hands. Leaning forward, he began to place small, light licks along her neck, inhaling deeply as she lowered her shields.


  She let her head fall back as he ran his mouth down the column of her throat, working the sensitive nerve he found there. While she wanted to tell him how much she wanted him, how she’d dreamed of him, the ability to form a coherent thought had fled. His hands traced the edge of her sweater, and he lifted it over her head, revealing her lush breasts threatening to spill out of the silky white cups of her bra. Holding her steady with one hand across her lower back, he lowered his head to lick along the curves of her breasts, the barest breath away from her aching nipples.


  Using one hand, he fiddled with the back clasp of her bra and unsnapped it. She gave an impish smile as anticipation had her curling her toes. “Talented.”


  He chuckled and gave her another consuming kiss. “Oh, Eliana, you have no idea.”


  Slowly, he slid the bra off her arms until she sat on his lap in nothing but her skirt. Instead of reaching for her he took a moment to slowly look over her exposed body, an expression of almost awe on his face. With a whimper, she ground herself against him, loving the feel of his thickness rubbing over her center of pleasure. He leaned forward and whispered something against her skin then he gently lapped first one tight nipple then the other. She was so aroused, so sensitive that she shuddered at the butterfly light caress of his warm mouth. When her aching nubs were wet and elongated from his attentions, and he ran his thumbs over them with a growl.


  He palmed her other breast, stroking her wet nipple with his thumb while his other hand ran up and down her thigh under her skirt. Using the barest edge of his teeth, he made her moan for him and smiled against her breast at the needy sound. Then he nipped her, hard, and she cried out his name as painful pleasure streaked through her blood and settled into her clit with a hard throb. She didn’t think she’d ever been this swollen and wet.


  She ran her hands over his arms and shoulders, delighting in the feeling of the muscles moving beneath his smooth skin. He switched his attention to her other breast, making her arch into his mouth. All that unfulfilled desire began to reach a painful peak as her pussy ached to be filled with the hard cock beneath her.


  “Please,” she begged.


  He pulled back from her breast with a wet, sucking sound that had her clenching against him. She felt his heart hammering underneath her palm, and the solid muscles of his chest flexed against her hand. Reluctantly, he looked away from her body and into her eyes. “Come with me. I'm not going to have our first time be on a couch.”


  She scooted off his lap and scooped up her sweater, holding it to her chest. Feeling strangely shy, she spread her fingers around the ample outer curves of her breasts. He noticed, and a soft and warm look banked the fire of lust in his gaze.


  “Eliana, you don't have to do this.”


  Her hormones screamed in protest, and she narrowed her eyes at him in a glare. “Aiden, if you don't take me to a bed, I'm afraid I'm going to have to assault you right here.”


  With a laugh, Aiden lifted her up into his arms. She squeaked in surprise and clutched at his thick shoulders. “I'm not too heavy, am I?”


  She felt the rumble of laughter where her cheek pressed against him as he said, “Hardly. Chosen are stronger than most humans. And you're a bitty thing. I could carry you for miles and not be out of breath.”


  She laid her cheek on his the hard mass of muscle of his upper chest as he cradled her close and took them down the hall and up the stairs. Peeking down the stairs, she sincerely hoped the housekeeper and cook were gone for the evening.


  Rubbing her cheek against his wide, muscled chest, she seized the opportunity to graze her teeth over his nipple. He tasted so good and the feeling of his muscles bunching as he walked drove her crazy. Hell, everything Aiden did drove her crazy. Just the rhythm of his movements made her think of how it would feel when he was finally rocking inside of her, filling her with his heat.


  With a muttered oath, he almost lost his grip on her when she gave his nipple a particularly hard bite. “Behave.”


  Stopping at the door at the end of the hall, he loosened his grip enough to turn the handle. The room was lit by a soft, low light from a small Tiffany stained glass lamp on an antique writing desk. Alongside the wall stood a huge wooden sleigh bed. It was big enough to sleep four people comfortably, and she couldn't wait to be in it.


  He closed the door with his foot and carried her toward the soft cream brocade blanket that covered his bed. She took in all these things in a blur as he lowered her gently, and the smell of his psychic scent drifted up from the comforter. The light seemed to caress his high cheekbones, creating deep shadows beneath that flowed down to his square jaw. Lust, passion, and a surprising hint of tenderness filled his gaze as he stared at her.


  She felt utterly desirable as his eyes traveled over her body, exposed and wanton. Sitting up on the edge of the bed, she looked at him and gripped his firm hips in her hands. The curve of his abs called to her, and she traced her tongue over the muscled squares, ending where his warm skin met his pants. He really was too sexy for words and she could barely believe she was really here.


  With gentle hands, he began to pull her hair down from its bun, smoothing it back from her face as she explored his sensitive stomach with her mouth. She hid a grin against his skin as his muscles jumped beneath her lips and licked along the indentation of his belly button. The low growl that he gave her only made her hungrier to taste him, all of him.


  Taking a deep breath, she began to unbuckle his pants.


  With a strained chuckle, he said, “Wait, slow down. I want to savor you. I’ve waited too long to have your gorgeous body spread out before me. These lovely breasts, smooth curves, and the prettiest mouth I’ve ever seen. You have no idea how stunning you are.”


  She practically melted into the bed as pleasure of a physical and emotional variety overwhelmed her. Never in her life had she imagined a man would not only say such wonderful things about her, but mean it. Her stunned mind tried to come up with an appropriate response, something to let him know that she found him equally amazing, but right now she was having a hard time remembering how to breath.


  He began to place gentle, feather-light kisses over her shoulder and around the curve of her breast. He rubbed his rough cheek back and forth over the tip of her aching nipples, making her eyes close with pleasure. Strong hands kneaded her swollen breast, and his clever fingers twisted then pulled on the stiff nubs of her nipples. It felt so damn good. A rough pinch made her arch her back and groan. Gods, he knew how to touch her in just the right way to heighten her arousal until she burned for him, hot and fierce.


  He sat and gently lifted her hips, pulling the suede skirt past her hips. “Magnificent,” he murmured as he looked at her, running a finger over the damp center of her white silk panties. “All of my wet dreams never came near how beautiful you really are.”


  Closing her eyes, she gave herself over to the sensation of having him pressed into her. He gently pulled her panties off in a delicious scrape of flesh and silk. The rumble of his growl at the sight of her almost bare pussy made her smile in satisfaction. There was something terribly arousing about knowing how deeply she affected him.


  Slowly, ever so slowly, he slid his hand down her belly, watching her face the entire time. Having him look at her while he touched her was unbearably intimate and she laced her fingers into his hair, drawing his fantastic lips down to hers. When his fingertips traced over her smooth mound with its little patch of curls, he smiled against her mouth. Ever so slowly he slid one long finger along her wetness, rubbing back and forth softly as he gauged her reaction.


  A low groan slipped from her and she opened her legs and silently asking for more, begging for his touch.


  “You’re so wet, baby. You need to come, don’t you?”


  “Gods yes. Please.”


  “My pleasure.”


  He moved quickly, laying down between her thighs then taking a deep, audible sniff of her sex. It would have embarrassed her except he placed one long lick from the entrance of her sex all the way to her clit, making pussy clench and spill out a new rush of her liquid arousal. She opened her eyes as she felt him lift her legs over his shoulders, but they fluttered shut when he began to place gentle kisses over the shaved portions of her mound.


  “You smell so good, so hot, so mine,” he murmured against her flesh.


  Soft breath and strong lips, and his smooth tongue worked over her, making her writhe for him. He gently pushed one of his fingers inside of her as he continued, timing the stroke of his tongue to the movement of his finger inside of her. The silken brush of his hair against her thighs added to the mixture of sensations he produced with his talented mouth.


  She started to tremble beneath him and he groaned then quickened his strokes, adding a second finger and no longer teasing with his mouth. He sucked gently on her clit, flicking his tongue and grazing his teeth over the hood. She tensed beneath him and began to climax in long waves, lifting her hips with each delicious crest and moaning out his name, begging him for more, begging him to never stop.


  She half opened her eyes as Aiden lifted himself off her and quickly removed his pants. Her body practically hummed with pleasure as she inspected Aiden in all his naked glory, and there was a lot to inspect. His cock stood out, long and firm, and his erection looked so hard it had to hurt. The head of his cock glistened with a drop of pre-cum and the thick veins pulsed along the shaft. She stroked one fingertip down his length, drawing the moisture down, pausing to gently cup his sac and feel the weight in her hand.


  He shuddered over her, the taut muscles of his hard stomach contracting. “If you keep that up, I'm not going to last long.”


  “Well, we can’t have that.”


  She gave him a wicked smile, gripped his length, then stroked him with a gentle grip. Stepping back with a grin, he tugged open the drawer next to the bed and pulled out a condom. Eyes locked on her, he tore open the packet and sheathed himself. The sight of his hands stroking against his cock made her pussy clench and she swore she’d never been so turned on in her life.


  With a growl, he grabbed her hands when she reached for him and held them above her head. He parted her legs with his knee and stroked himself over her, the slip of his latex covered dick over her slick sex torturing her. She was so hot and wet, more than ready for him. Ever so slowly, he lowered himself down her body and held her hips still as she sought to hurry him. The feeling of his thick cock stretching her almost made her come, and she fought his strength holding her still. They both groaned as he pushed into her and her pussy spasmed around his length.


  Finally he was sheathed fully inside of her heat, and he lay his body against hers, holding her still and enjoying the feeling of their joining.


  “Gods you feel good, Eliana. So hot and tight. You strain my self control.”


  Propping himself on his hands above her, he began to move in short strokes, small jerks that made her raise her hips and meet him. She ran her hands over his muscled shoulders and chest, delighting in being able to touch him and hold him close. They watched each other, eyes locking as their bodies moved together, sharing the intimacy of their passion.


  She’d had sex before, but nothing like this. The strength of the sensations he was building within her, the pleasure of watching his face as he took her, all brought her orgasm closer than she’d ever experienced before. His tempo increased, and she ran her hands through his thick hair, small sounds of pleasure coming from deep in her throat. He struggled to hold back as she ground against him with abandon.


  “Baby, slow down, I’m not going to last.”


  “Fuck me, Aiden, she growled and looped her legs over his ass. “Hard.”


  Gripping her hips, he growled then drove himself into fast and hard, just like she wanted. Everything inside of her tightened, her entire body throbbing as her he fucked her to orgasm, her throat hurting as she screamed and contracted around his cock, raking her nails down his back and clinging to him. The pleasure was overwhelming, soul destroying, and she clung to him as if he was the only thing keeping her anchored to this world. Throwing his head back, Aiden let out a deep groan as his hips jerked into her and she felt his cock pulsing with his release. With a sigh he collapsed against her, pulling her into his arms but not removing himself from her body.


  “Fantastic.”


  All she could do was make a vaguely agreeing sound as she tried to figure out if she was dying.


  After a long, long time she lay in a panting bundle of buzzing nerves pressed against him. Moving slowly as he pulled out, he stood then removed the condom and cleaned up with a handful of tissues from the box next to the bed before collapsing back on the mattress. Cuddling closer to him, she smiled against his chest as he wrapped his arms around her and stroked her back. A few quiet minutes went by. He slowly smoothed his hand down her hair and her back in long, leisurely caresses and she wanted to purr like a content cat.


  Her thundering heart slowed, happiness filled her. She was here, in Aiden's arms, in his bedroom. And it was better than she’d ever imagined it could be.


  He glanced at the brass clock beside the bed and let out a quiet sigh as reality crept back in. “What time do you have class in the morning?” he asked quietly.


  She groaned and flipped over onto her stomach, looking at him and drinking in the sight of his bare, muscled chest. “Well, I have your class at ten, and I'm supposed to study with Chrissy after lunch.”


  He nodded, looking at her with a serious expression. “Would you like to sleep with me tonight?”


  She felt embarrassed and tried to lighten the mood. “I thought we just did sleep together.”


  With a grin, he tugged her into the mound of pillows and tucked the blankets around both of them. “I meant in my bed with me tonight, you minx.”


  She pretended to ponder this, tapping her lips with a fingernail. “Well...as long as you promise not to snore or steal the covers. This bed is big enough, so I don't have to worry about you hogging all the room.”


  He smiled and pulled her close for a gentle kiss. As the kiss deepened, she felt him stir against her leg, and he moved back. “We do need to get some sleep. So try not to be so tempting please.”


  With a soft laugh, she cuddled into him. He held her close and nuzzled his face against her hair, whispering, “You're a perfect fit in my arms.”


  Eliana let her eyes drift closed, lulled by the sound of his breathing and the deep comfort of the bed. The stress of the day caught up with her, and she started to drift off.


  As she was falling asleep, she heard him murmuring into her hair in a foreign language. “What are you saying?” she asked in a sleepy voice.


  “Giving thanks to Odin and asking for his continued blessings,” he said, his breath flowing across her neck.


  She thought about how lucky she had been today, and she said a prayer as well. I don't know who is watching out for me, but thank you. Thank you for keeping me safe, for blessing me with good friends and family, and for sending Aiden to me.


  She didn't get a direct answer, but she felt a sense of comfort and security wrap around her, like her mother's arms or a warm blanket. Listening to the soft sound of his praying, and wrapped in the blessings of the gods, she fell asleep.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Fifteen


   


  Linda rolled onto her side and threw up into the dew-covered grass, tears of agony coursing down her face. Dry heaves shook her as her body tried to get rid of the memories her mind contained, of the torture her soul had just endured. The scarf she wore over her dyed red hair fell off, and the strands stuck to her sweaty forehead. The scarf and big glasses lying in the grass by her head were an effort to disguise her from being identified as Linda before she and Dillon reached the safety of their home in New York.


  Dawn began to break over the distant tree line as she lay panting on her side.


  Dillon leaned on the hood of their Jaguar, watching for any incoming traffic. They had pulled off to the side of a country road in Pennsylvania, and she’d made it as far as the edge of the field before Eris's summoning became too strong to put off any longer. She made the journey to the Spirit Realm to report her failure to her goddess.


  And she had paid a heavy price.


  Now, two hours later, her soul had finally returned to her body. Eris had personally tortured her. Linda's mind shied away from the memory before it drove her insane. Things had gone so wrong so fast, but least she’d managed to get most of the chemicals they needed before the police showed up.


  Dillon knelt into the grass next to Linda, wiping off her mouth with a handkerchief he had produced from his pocket. For a moment, she let herself lie there, grateful to feel the wet grass against her cheek, the stroke of Dillon cleaning her face.


  “What did Eris have to say?”


  Linda shuddered and gripped her arms around herself as she fought off another dry heave. “The only reason I'm not still entertaining my goddess is because this situation might still be salvageable. One of Her prophets said we need to 'find a mother's sin and a mother's vanity; that way leads to Destruction.'“


  Linda wiped a hand across her quivering lips. “She knows about your little adventure in the woods with Eliana, Dillon.”


  Staring off into the tree line, Dillon paled. “How did she find out? Did you tell her?”


  “No,” she snapped. “Do you think Lucifer and Eris don't talk to each other? She didn't know you tried to kill the girl, only that you attempted to recruit her. Evidently, Lucifer bought your story about using the Barghest to intimidate her.”


  Dillon let out a sigh and stroked her hair back. “I've been listening to the radio, and I haven't heard anything about the raid on the store yet. Looks like they are keeping it under wraps. Lots of chatter on the police scanner though. They've put out an APB with your description. Will Eris protect us from the police?”


  “Yes. Well, sort of. I have one month to solve the prophet's riddle. If I fail...” Linda turned red then pale then a sickly yellow. “If I fail, Eris and Lucifer are going to make an example of us.”


  Dillon sat with a thump next to her, too shocked to care about the dew soaking his Armani pants. “Tell me what I can do to help you, and pray David succeeds where we have failed.”


  Linda nodded, leaning her bright red hair against his shoulder as she began to plan.


   


  ****


   


  Sunlight warmed a portion of Eliana's leg as she dozed next to Aiden. She’d woken occasionally during the night, comforted by his large body sleeping next to hers. In the light of the morning, the warmth of his body seduced her, and she cuddled back into him. Closing her eyes, she drifted back into a comfortable sleep on the soft sheets.


  Dimly she heard the sound of a phone ringing. It wasn't her ringtone, so she didn't stir when he got up to answer it. She opened her eyes and watched him as he talked into the phone. His red brown hair was an unruly mess, probably from a combination of sleep and her hands running through it last night. She sat up and moved behind him, placed a dozen gentle kisses before moving off the bed.


  Feeling the call of nature, she mouthed the word bathroom, and he pointed to a door on the other side of the room. She grabbed his shirt from the floor, all too aware of the way he was devouring her with his gaze. As she sauntered past him, he grabbed her hand and mouthed the word beautiful. She grinned and moved to the bathroom with an extra sway in her hips, her footsteps silent on the thick carpet. Aiden made her feel so good about herself, so confident and….and loved.


  No, it was way, way too early to be thinking about the ‘L’ word.


  She used the bathroom and washed her face with a nice smelling soap on the sink. With a grimace, she tried to comb the snarls out of her hair and gave up. Using her finger, she brushed her teeth using his toothpaste and gargled with his mouthwash to get the fuzzy taste out. When she looked into the mirror she couldn’t help giving reflection a silly grin. Wait until Chrissy heard about this.


  Then her grin faded as she realized she couldn’t tell Chrissy anything, hell she couldn’t tell anyone anything. Her stomach sank and she turned around, no longer wanting to look at herself. In all the chaos of the last few days she really hadn’t had a chance to think about what everything that had happened meant to her future. If she did become a Chosen, she’d forever be living in a secret world and she wondered what she would do for a living, or if there was even a point in going to school anymore. Then again, every Chosen she’d met seemed to have some kind of side job, so maybe there was a chance she could still use her business degree. Like maybe her god or goddess of choice could really use an office manager.


  She snorted back a laugh, then took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Right now wasn’t the time to be stressing out about the future. She needed to focus on the present and worry about keeping herself alive long enough to have a future. Funny how a few days ago her biggest fear was failing a class on religion and now it was not being eaten by a demon dog or being framed as a terrorist. Then again, a few days ago her greatest wish had been to have someone as amazing as Aiden in her life, and now she did. The feeling of being with him, of making love to him, of just being in his presence, was just about the most wonderful thing she’d ever experienced.


  And she wanted to feel more of that joyous sensation, right now. Preferably while she rode him to their mutual satisfaction. The memory of his body over hers, of his scent filling her soul just like his cock had filled her body, made everything south of her belly button tighten. Gods there were so many things she wanted to try with that man.


  Feeling a little more normal, and horny, she went back out into the bedroom to find Aiden gone.


  With a frown, she wondered if she should look for him or wait here. It was after 7 a.m., so she had time before she had to return to her dorm room and get ready for class. It seemed like another world now, a place so different from this world of magic and danger, and incredible sex.


  She was bending to retrieve her discarded skirt when he came up behind her and threw her onto the bed. She let out a shriek and smacked his arm. He grinned unabashedly at her, looking somehow both utterly masculine yet boyish. “Sorry. I had to use the facilities myself.”


  He gave her a gentle minty kiss and rolled her back into the pillows, tucking her into his arms with a sigh. Immediately she snuggled into him and sighed as well. They both laughed and cuddled together for a few, blissful minutes. He stroked his hand over the curve of her butt where it showed under the edge of his shirt.


  “Who was that on the phone this early?”


  “My mother.”


  She scooted on the bed and eyed him. The dire way he’d said that made her want to laugh, as did his sour expression. When he looked at her his frown melted away and he reached out to stroke her cheek. He seemed to really enjoy touching her and she sure as hell enjoyed being touched.


  “Why the frown? Are we in trouble?” she asked with a small smile.


  He laughed. “No, but she did invite you to come to the country club tomorrow night for a benefit dinner they’re throwing. And, by invite, I mean if I don't bring you, she will come hunt you down. She is very eager to meet you.”


  “Meet me? Why?”


  “Because you’re my student, among other things.”


  She groaned and buried her face in the fluffy white pillow. “Do you think she knows about...us?”


  He traced the edge of her exposed hip. “Considering I think we left your bra in the den, I believe the staff put two and two together.”


  “Great, your mom thinks I'm a hussy,” she said into the pillow.


  “No, my mother does not think you're a hussy. Besides,” he murmured into her ear, “you're not a hussy. You're a potential Chosen and my lady. That earns you big marks in her books. Not to mention you’re also smart, beautiful, and courageous.”


  She peeked at him with one eye and rolled over onto her back. His compliments made her want to giggle in a totally immature way, but she held it in and asked, “How do I get to the country club?”


  “I'm going to have Jack come pick you up at your dorm. Until things settle, I don't want you driving anywhere by yourself. The chances for someone to...hurt you are much greater when you're alone. But I won’t let that happen, I promise. ” He pulled her into his arms again and cupped her bottom with a gentle grip.


  The reminder of yesterday sobered her, and she held his hand. Hardcore feminists would have been pissed at how much comfort she took in the knowledge that the powerful man beside her would help keep her safe. “Aiden, I have to get back to my dorm. Are you going to follow me there?”


  With a nod, he said, “I'll follow you as far as the entrance to the dorm parking lot. Remember what I said: stick to crowds, lock your doors, and keep your cell phone on you at all times. I'm going to spread the word among the Chosen to keep an eye on you.” As he talked, his fingers traced patterns on the soft curve of her bottom that gave her goose bumps.


  “So I'm going to have stalkers? What a lovely thought.”


  “I wish I could keep you here, safe in this house until your time of Choice, but that isn’t possible. We have to live our lives, follow our dreams, and do the best we can. We're no good to ourselves, or our gods, if we remain hidden from the world we're supposed to protect. The things I try to protect you from may be the actions the gods use to judge you by. Once you’ve been Chosen, and I have no doubt you will be, you’ll be able to defend yourself and I won’t have to get grey hairs worrying about you.”


  Trying to lighten the mood, she gave him a narrow eyed look. “Are you sure your grey hairs are from worrying about me? I mean you are getting older.”


  His eyes widened. “How old do you think I am?”


  “At least forty, maybe fifty.”


  “Brat.” He glanced at the clock next to the bed and groaned. “Damn, I wish we had more time. I’d love to spank that round ass of yours, but we need to get moving.”


  To her surprise she found the idea of Aiden spanking her, preferably while he was fucking her, rather arousing. Pulling the sheet over her and crossing her legs, she watched him getting dressed. He was magnificent when he was naked. Long, lean muscles moved under his skin while he covered up his killer body and she had to clasp her hands together to keep from jumping him. A slow and sexy smile curved his lips as he noticed her watching him. He moved back over to the bed and crawled toward her. 


  Holding her breath, she stared as he teased the sheets down and began to nuzzle and kiss her inner thigh, his hair brushing between her legs. He licked along her skin until his breath warmed her pussy, then he blew cool air over her now wet and swollen skin. Damn, he could make her arousal go from zero to ‘oh my god fuck me now’ in no time.


  She sighed and moved to grab his head, but he leaned away with a wicked smile. “Oh darn, look at the time. I don't want you to be late for my class. I'll go get your clothes so we can head out.”


  “What? You get back here and finish what you started.”


  “Nope. I want you all wet and bothered, knowing that when you look at me in class today you’re thinking of all the ways I can ease you, make you come.” He sauntered out the door, and she was indeed hot and bothered as well as ticked off.


  A few moments later, he returned with her clothes and found her standing naked in front of his mirror, tracing circles around her nipple with her fingertip while she watched his reflection. He wasn’t the only one who was good at teasing. Well, she didn’t have much experience teasing men, but she knew Aiden enjoyed her body and if he felt the same way she did while looking at him naked, she figured her naked and touching herself just might break his self-control enough for a quickie.


  He froze, his eyes raking over her breasts and hips to the little patch of hair between her legs.


  Turning on tiptoe, she sauntered across the room, loving the pained noise he made in the back of his throat. Leaning into him, she placed her hands on his shoulders, and the tips of her breasts grazed his chest as she said, “Thank you.”


  He reached to grab for her, but she snatched the clothes out of his hands and darted away toward his bathroom with a laugh then shut the door. She opened it again and peeked out. “Oh, and, Aiden, next time I get to go down on you. I can’t wait to get your big cock in my mouth.”


  He reached the door as she clicked the lock, giggling at his snarl. He then yelled through the door, “If the housekeeper wouldn't get so mad, I'd break this door.”


  “What? With your erection?”


  She could actually hear his growl. “Fine? You want to tease me. Well two can play at that game, my sexy little student.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Sixteen


   


  I'm in hell, Eliana thought as Aiden's class started and she braced herself for a massive test of her self-control.


  Chrissy had given her a big hug when she got home and expressed how glad she was that Eliana was all right. It surprised her and made her feel warm inside. She really did like Chrissy, and it was nice to have a friend that cared about her. She had filled Chrissy in on the fictional night at the friend's house and brought up the dinner at the country club with said fictional friend to deflect more questions. Chrissy had seen about the raid at Eliana’s work, but she played it off like she was more of a spectator than an actual participant.


  Then Chrissy had told her all about Linda, and how they’d found a bunch of bodies at the house where she’d been staying. The thought that Eliana had been close enough to that woman to touch had made her physically ill, then she’d learned about the children that woman had killed and anger mixed with her fear. Chrissy had mentioned Devon King giving an interview and when she’d gone all dreamy eyed about how hot the man had been all Eliana could think about was kicking his ass. She had no idea why the man irritated her so much, but something about him just brought all her aggression to the surface and she had to pretend that he was indeed dreamy before she changed the subject back to her the charity event she’d be attending.


  After bemoaning a lack of Eliana’s clothing options, Chrissy had decided that later on that day they were going dress shopping. Eliana reminded Chrissy of her nonexistent funds, especially now that her job was in a holding pattern until the store reopened, but Chrissy told her not to worry about it.


  So now Eliana sat in class, next to Rachel was her usual bubbly self, and went over the notes from the last lecture with her before the test at the beginning of class. The distraction helped, but she was afraid she was going to turn in a blank paper at the end of class, which she totally could not afford. Her future, well at least the academic part, rested on getting passing grades and she somehow managed to tune out the world around her and tried to cram the information into her brain.


  The front door of the room opened, and Aiden came in with Professor Ventan. At her first glimpse of Aiden her entire body went hot and she swore she could smell his psychic scent. That reminded her to check her own shields and she was glad to find them still in place. She’d been practicing her shielding and it was getting to be an almost automatic thing to have them in place. But nothing short of a ten foot thick brick wall could have lessened Aiden’s impact on her senses. Dressed in a black suit with a green tie two shades lighter than his eyes, he was too fucking sexy for words. The fact that she could remember what he looked like getting dressed certainly wasn’t helping her keep her mind on her scholarly pursuits.


  Aiden set his briefcase down on his desk then removed a blue velvet bag before moving over to Professor Ventan and speaking to him in a low voice. Ripping her gaze off of Aiden, she gave the list of gods and goddesses in front of her one last glance as the room quieted, Professor Ventan went over what the test would be on and reminded them all that cheating by magical means was strictly prohibited.


  Despite her best intentions, she found it practically impossible to keep her eyes off her sexy as hell professor. It was an effort not to keep staring at him, knowing what he looked like nude, his head thrown back as he emptied himself in her. He seemed to be avoiding looking at her, all his attention on a blue velvet bag in his hand and she wondered if he was having as hard of a time as she was trying to pretend they didn’t know each other, intimately. Reaching into the bag he carried, Aiden carefully pulled out a sparkling crystal frog and cupped it in both hands.


  “Wow, I've never seen one of those in person,” Rachel whispered to her. “The amulets Professor Ventan is using look like standard anti-charm and anti-hex detectors, but that crystal frog is Mayan. It will show any illusion spells that might be hiding cheat notes or answers written on someone's hand.”


  Eliana joined the rest of the class in staring at him. “I've never even heard of it. Are they hard to get?”


  Rachel nodded and whispered, “Yeah and expensive. I guess the school has a big budget to afford those for their staff.”


  They leaned away from each other and stared at Aiden as he passed in front of their row with the frog. A tiny smile quirked his lips, and he lowered his shields, his psychic scent flowing over her as he passed and the slight phantom touch of a hand caressed her lips, making her gasp softly. He kept his eyes on the frog and moved on to the next row, leaving her trying not to stare after him. She drew in a deep breath, drawing the delicious scent of amber and fall leaves deep into her body. Fuck, how was she supposed to think about anything, but him?


  Then the test began, and she turned her attention to it with an iron will. She had managed to study for it before all the insanity had started yesterday, so she hoped to get at least a B out of it. At one point, she glanced up as she pondered a hard question and found him watching her. He held her gaze and ever so slowly rubbed his hand over his lips, his dark green eyes burning into hers. Tingles raced through her body and she swore her pussy went instantly wet. When he smirked she glared at him until he casually licked his lower lip, watching her from beneath his lashes.


  Asshole, she had to pass this test and he was not helping.


  She whipped her head back to her test and tried to calm her galloping heart and happy hormones. After finishing and reviewing her answers, she brought it up to where Aiden and Professor Ventan’s desk sat. Feeling him watching her, she put an extra roll into her hips and a sexual challenge in her gaze. She glanced at him once and softened her lips as she gently licked the full lower one. With satisfaction, she noticed his hand clench on his pen, and she handed her test to Professor Ventan with a bright smile. That would teach him to mess with her.


  A phantom hand brushed across her bottom as she strolled back to her seat, causing her to stumble on the steps. With a hot glare, she turned around and found Aiden coughing in his hand to hide his laughter. Gritting her teeth, she tried to ignore the phantom lips that brushed over cheek in a soft kiss. She was going to learn how to do that, and when she did, she’d see how he liked getting a phantom hand job in front of the class. Thankfully most of the students were still taking their test so only a few saw her stumble. She caught one guy to her left staring at her chest and when she looked down she noticed that her hard nipples were sticking out from her shirt. Embarrassment filled her and she crossed her arms over her chest, quickly returning to her seat.


  For the rest of the class she kept her eyes off Aiden, not giving him a chance to try to distract her. She made sure to take extra notes and talked to Rachel and some of the other students in the hallway during the ten-minute break, comparing test answers. It seemed as though she could feel him watching her, his gaze a tangible caress over her skin. This was ridiculous. How the hell was she supposed to suffer through an entire semester of this torture?


  By the time class ended she was a hormonal mess. When she dared to glance over at Aiden she found him putting the little velvet bag holding the crystal frog into his briefcase. As if he could feel her watching him he looked in her direction and she could feel the flush heating her cheeks at the heat in his gaze. The quick wink he gave her was filled with intimacy. She hid a happy smile behind a fake yawn and sauntered toward the exit with Rachel.


  She was sooooo going to jump his bones the second they were alone and pay him back for all of his teasing.


  To her surprise, Kyle stood at the door with two coffees in his hands and a bright smile aimed directly at her. “Hey, Eliana.”


  With an inward sigh, she gave him a friendly smile and stopped to talk. “Hi, Kyle. I didn't know you had a class in this building.”


  “I don't,” Kyle said as he handed her a coffee. “Since I never seem to be able to catch you between classes and work, I thought I'd ambush you with coffee.”


  She laughed and sipped from the cup as she left the classroom. A glance over her shoulder confirmed Aiden watched them with a stormy expression.


  It made her feel petty that she enjoyed the fact that she was jealous, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea so she rolled her eyes before turning back to Kyle.


  “I really do have a lot to do, but thank you for the coffee. Do you mind if we drink it by the fountain?”


  The fine muscles around his eyes tightened, then he gave her another dazzling smile. “Sure, Ellie. At this point, I'll take what I can get.”


  They sat before the statue of the Hindu goddess Saraswati. Sipping the coffee, she tried to keep the conversation light by talking about the soccer teams and things to do around town. Kyle seemed to tense when Aiden strode past them with stiff shoulders and his eyes straight ahead, but she chalked that up to her imagination. It took a great deal of effort to not watch Aiden’s ass as he walked away, but she managed to keep her gaze on Kyle and at least pretend she gave a shit about whatever he was babbling about. He continued to prattle on and she nodded and said a word here and there, too distracted by the thoughts of what she wanted to do to Aiden when she got him alone to really pay attention to anything Kyle said.


  Her patience ran out and she gulped the last of her coffee and stood to throw the cup away. Kyle grabbed her hand, his grip surprisingly strong. “Ellie, wait. I wanted to ask you if you would like to go to the Harvest Rising Art Show on Saturday.”


  “Kyle, I—”


  Kyle cut her off and gazed at her with an earnest expression. “Please give me a chance, Ellie. I promise I'll be the perfect gentleman. At the worst, you end up spending the day looking at beautiful artwork with a guy who will always be just a friend.”


  The pleading tone in his voice and hurt look in his eyes made her feel sorry for him. She wished she could say yes just to make him feel better, but it wouldn’t be right to string him along. “I wish I could, but I’m busy on Saturday.”


  His expression fell and she became alarmed at the way all the blood drained out of his face. “Kyle, are you okay?”


  For a long moment he stared at her with a blank expression, then he blinked and his smile slid back into place. “Yeah, I’m okay. Maybe we could get together to study sometime?”


  Man, he was persistent. “Maybe. Look, I have to run. It was nice seeing you again and thanks for the coffee.”


  “No problem. See you soon, Eliana.”


  “Bye.” She quickly left the building, Kyle already gone from her thoughts as her mind replayed Aiden’s attempts to sexually torment her during class and how much she’d liked it.


   


  ****


   


  Later that afternoon Eliana watched Chrissy as she whipped through the racks of vintage dresses with the speed of a professional shopper. Eliana stood back and let the master do her work with an amused smile as she browsed the racks for a new cocktail dress at a huge vintage clothing store on the east side of town.


  “Too big, too small, too plain, too plaid, too worn, too cheap, too fluffy,” Chrissy mumbled to herself as she studied at each dress.


  “What are you looking for?” she asked as she browsed through a rack of silk scarves.


  “I'll know it when I see it. My mama couldn't afford a new pageant dress for me at every competition, so she would take homecoming and bridesmaid gowns we found at thrift stores in the rich part of town and make me dresses out of them. She got good at it, so good that my friends asked her to make their prom dresses for them.” Chrissy snatched out a shimmering canary yellow dress and tossed it to Eliana.


  Eliana caught the dress and laid it over her arm with the other two Chrissy had selected.


  “She taught me how to sew too, and I bought my first glue gun with my allowance money when I was thirteen. It saved us a lot of money over the years, and I like having my own touch on the clothes I wear.”


  With a final flick of the rack, Chrissy turned to her with an appraising eye. She grabbed her arm and turned her around, looking at her from all angles. Eliana felt strangely like a horse being considered for purchase.


  Chrissy grabbed the pink, the canary yellow, and the silver dress with purple geometric designs on it. “Okay, go try these on. All of them go well with your coloring, and we have to show off that lovely butt of yours.”


  “Yes, ma'am,” she said with a mock salute and marched into the dressing room with her arms full of glittering fabric.


  She was trying on the canary yellow dress when her cell phone rang. Looking at the display, she saw it was Aiden calling.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Eliana. Where are you?” he asked in his warm voice.


  Stepping out of the dressing room, she stood before Chrissy, waiting for her inspection. “I'm out with Chrissy doing some shopping.”


  “Good. I'm glad you're not out with that puppy that was waiting for you after class.”


  She laughed and turned around as Chrissy tugged at the dress and talked to herself. “Nope, no puppies here. I need to get back in the dressing room and try on a few more things. What's up?”


  “I wanted to make sure you were all right.” His voice dipped lower as he said, “And I wanted to let you know next time I get you alone I'm going to pay you back for that little performance in class. Slowly, and with great interest. I almost came in my pants watching you lick your lips.”


  “Ha! Like you were much better.” Darting back into the dressing room, she let out a shaky laugh. “Well, that payback is going to have to wait. I have a ton of homework to do tonight, and Chrissy is going to help me with my dress for tomorrow.”


  He growled with disappointment. “Are you sure?”


  Smiling as she removed the dress, she said in a low voice, “Yes. Trying to appear normal, remember? It's not normal if I disappear two nights in a row to a friend's house without giving Chrissy some dirt. She’s already suspicious and if I take off tonight she’s liable to throw a tracking spell on me just to see where I’m going. Besides, I have this real dickhead of a professor for my religious studies class that is demanding a paper written on Neolithic gods that’s due in two days.”


  He laughed and she couldn’t help but grin. “A dickhead, huh?”


  “Complete dickhead, but he’s totally hot so I forgive him.”


  “You think he’s hot?”


  “Panty melting.”


  “Sure you can’t come over? Just for an hour…make that two hours?”


  “No, because if I come over I won’t want to leave.” She picked up the purple and silver dress and stepped into it.


  With a sigh, he replied, “You’re right, I don’t like it, but you’re right. Please take care of yourself. I don't like you being out there without me.”


  She watched herself in the dressing room mirror as she smiled over his concern. “I'll be okay, and I'll see you tomorrow at the charity dinner.”


  “That reminds me. Jack will be coming by your dorm to pick you up at seven. I've asked him to behave...but you know Jack,” he said with a laugh in his voice.


  “Thank you. I have to run. Chrissy's waiting for me.” She held the phone with her shoulder and wiggled the dress up her hips.


  “Eliana…” He hesitated. “I'll miss you tonight.”


  “Me too, Aiden.” She beamed at her reflection as she got dressed. “Bye.”


  “Goodnight, Eliana.”


  Chrissy gave her an odd look when she came out of the dressing room. “Who was that on the phone that made you all glowy?”


  “Oh, just a guy I knew from high school,” she replied casually. “So, which one do you think I should wear?”


  Chrissy took the bait and turned her attention back to the gowns. “I think we can work with the yellow one. I'm going to need to change the collar and make a few quick alterations, but it's a classic Oscar de la Renta. Probably cost an arm and a leg when it was made, but thanks to someone not knowing what they had, it's now yours for $15.99.” Chrissy smiled as she ran her hand down the canary yellow dress.


  It was beaded and came to Eliana’s knees, with a daring open back cut all the way to the top of her butt. The front was a halter-top, but the rhinestones that decorated the collar of the dress were old and cloudy from time. She had to admit the color brought out her tan and she rather liked the way it made her waist look tiny. While it could use a major overhaul, she trusted Chrissy.


  After they paid for the dress and stepped outside, Chrissy smiled at Eliana. “We need to stop at a store that sells beads, rhinestones, and girly things. I know just the place.”


  Eliana had kept an eye on her ring throughout the day, but it remained a subtle swirl of blue and green. Thankfully nothing had seemed out of place while they were shopping. That is, if one didn't count the forty-year-old man trying on women's dresses at the thrift store. No one acted as though it was a big deal, so she had tried not to stare. She was surprised Chrissy didn't offer to help him find something that flattered his build and complexion.


  Following Chrissy's directions, they arrived at the Egyptian section of the Temple District. It took some work, but she managed to parallel park Big Fran without taking out any innocent bystanders. She’d never been in this part of D.C. before, since she wasn’t practicing any religion she’d had no need to, but now that she was here she couldn’t help but stare in amazement. It was nothing like she expected, especially considering her parents had always described religious districts as being filled with crazy people and shysters.


  The crowded sidewalks were filled with people of every nationality, enjoying the warm sun as they went about their business, but they looked like normal people to her. It was the setting that was abnormal, but not in a bad way. She felt as if she’d stepped into some kind of time vortex that mixed ancient Egypt with modern day life. If she looked straight down the street she could see the Washington Monument, but to her left and right giant buildings that she assumed were temples dominated the landscape among the smaller shops.


  Street vendors sold all kinds of items in the green spaces between the temples, everything from earthenware jars to clothing and posters. Exotic smells filled the air from the patio areas of the restaurants and her stomach rumbled, reminding her it was getting near time for dinner. They passed a group of men smoking from a hookah while they drank tea out of elaborate silver cups and debated animatedly with each other in a foreign language.


  Chrissy led them to a huge open courtyard a few blocks from where they parked. It was easily the size of a city block and Eliana let out a silent gasp of wonder. In the center stood a giant black stone obelisk, and the ground consisted of different colored tiles that formed intricate patterns. Temples of various size and details stood around the edges of the central square, each dedicated to a different god or goddess. Some people wore modern clothes. Others were dressed in everything from white desert nomad robes to full ancient Egyptian regalia.


  Chrissy and Eliana strolled across the square, past a belly dancing class full of women of every age and size that were laughing as they tried to follow the graceful movements of the instructor. Eliana stopped, fascinated by the scene of the square. This was beyond anything she had ever imagined. These weren't the cheap and tawdry temples that her parents had described to her. The temples were magnificent, built with an obvious care and attention to detail. And the people walking around didn't look like weirdoes. They seemed like normal people. Well, normal people in robes and beaded wigs in some cases. There was an energy to the air like nothing she’d ever experienced, a sense of…power. Like standing in on the beach, battered by the wind while a storm rolled in over the ocean.


  Chrissy grabbed her hand with a laugh and tugged her along toward a large white stone building. Carved pillars flanked the front of the two-story building. Elaborate mosaics decorated each pillar. The frieze depicted a goddess with outstretched wings on her arms. On her head, the goddess wore a golden U-shaped crown that held a large red circle in the middle.


  Walking up the steps to the front doors, Eliana noted with amusement that the glass and bronze doors were automatic. A security camera recorded everyone entering and exiting the building and a man and a woman dressed in what looked like some kind of black armor scanned everyone entering. They had swords sheathed across their backs, but the guns attached to their belts were thoroughly modern.


  I guess the Ye Olde Egypt theme only goes so far.


  “Where are we?” Eliana asked, her hair blowing around as she entered the front door. “This doesn't look like a craft store.”


  “It's not,” Chrissy said with a laugh as her blond curls flew about in the cool breeze. “It's a temple to the goddess Isis.”


  The main foyer of the temple was huge, with tall palm trees rising out of giant bronze pots. A statue of what she assumed was Isis stood in the center of the room, nursing a baby in her arms. They paused before entering the main part of the building to talk.


  “Dumb question, but why would we be going to a temple of Isis for my dress?” she asked in a dry voice.


  Chrissy waved off a woman trying to sell them devotional incense. “Because, in addition to being a temple and a midwifery, it also sells belly dancing accessories. And it has the best selection of beads and rhinestones outside of Las Vegas. Wait until you see the store, it is out of this world.”


  “Oh.” She looked around with wide eyes. “Why do they have midwives and belly dancers here?”


  “Because Isis is the Egyptian goddess of motherhood, marital devotion, healing the sick, and the working of magic and charms. A powerful goddess. They have a birthing center in the temple where her worshipers can choose to have their baby delivered by a priestess, who is also a certified midwife and nurse.”


  Chrissy paused to move aside as a man dressed in an expensive pinstripe suit carried a large bouquet of flowers toward one of the alcoves off the main foyer.


  Chrissy continued to move through the vast space and Eliana hurried to keep up. “Belly dancing originally wasn't a sexual dance. It used to be a way to teach women to strengthen their bodies for giving birth. It shows them how to use their stomach and pelvic muscles, how to move with contractions.”


  Eliana felt increasingly naive as she entered the main foyer of the temple, passing beneath a giant sandstone arch inscribed with hieroglyphs. A small shiver raced over her as she stepped across the threshold. She looked down and was surprised to see that the hair on her arms was standing straight on end.


  Chrissy saw her shiver. “Warding spells against evil are inscribed on the arch. I'm surprised you noticed them though. Usually you have to be trained in magic to be able to detect them. You must have a naturally sensitive aura.”


  She shrugged and tried to resist the urge to tell Chrissy just how involved in magic she was. Not being able to confide in her best friend really sucked. Giving the other woman a smile she said, “Lucky me, I get to feel like a spider is crawling up my back when we go through a ward.”


  Two carved sandstone pillars flanked the entrance, and a woman dressed in a traditional white Egyptian robe approached them. Her hair hung in long black braids and she had an easy smile, but her dark eyes studied them carefully. Power brushed over Eliana’s body and she kept her shields tightly in place, but it was hard. Her concentration was constantly being pulled in different directions as she tried to figure out what she was feeling. There was so much magic here that she felt as if she were drowning in it.


  “Welcome to the Temple of Isis, how may we be of service to you today?” the woman asked in a warm voice.


  “Blessed be,” Chrissy said with a small bow. Eliana raised an eyebrow but didn't say anything. “We're here to visit the store.”


  “Be welcome, little witch. If you or your friend have any questions, please ask,” the woman said with a kind smile. She held out her arm to the left, showing the way to the store.


  “What was that all about...little witch?” Eliana whispered as they moved down the hall. On the wall were different pictures of the goddess Isis and she slowed to examine them. Some images stood sheltered behind heavy glass and protective lighting, looking delicate enough to flake away at a mere touch, while others were of a clearly more modern design.


  Chrissy darted a glance at her. “I let the priestess know that I'm already pledged to the Mother Goddess. That I'm Wiccan.”


  “I thought you hadn't decided yet?” Eliana asked as they neared the entrance to the store.


  “I didn't want to tell you until I was sure you wouldn't freak out. Nothing like telling your roommate you’ve taken the vows to be a priestess of the Mother Goddess and have them try to convert you or burn you in your sleep for being a sinner,” Chrissy said as she gave Eliana a gentle poke.


  Laughing, she shook her head. “Nah, I won't burn you in your sleep. As long as you don't turn me into a frog.”


  “Yeah, well, I wasn't too sure at first. Especially after I met your mother and father and they threw a fit about you being placed in a room with a witch.”


  “I'm so sorry about that, Chrissy. I didn't know you could hear them.”


  She felt so embarrassed. Her mother and father had thrown a huge fit about Chrissy last year in the RA’s room with the door wide open. She’d wanted to die of mortification as people stared into the room while her parents ranted like the crazy people they always warned Eliana about. She’d been so relieved when Chrissy hadn’t given her the cold shoulder because of her parent’s behavior. Unlike them, Chrissy didn’t have a judgmental bone in her body.


  “I know, sweetie. I was scared at first that you were going to be like my dad. Trust me when I say no one was happier than me that you didn't try to torch my mom when she made you that complexion charm,” Chrissy said in a teasing voice.


  Reaching out, Eliana grabbed Chrissy's hand and gave it a squeeze. Chrissy didn’t talk about her father, at all, and Eliana was frankly surprised that she even had a father. She’d always assumed that Chrissy’s mom was a single mother and that Chrissy didn’t know who her father was, but had never asked for fear of hurting her friend’s feelings. “What did you mean by 'be like my dad'?”


  Chrissy turned into a small alcove with a golden fountain set into the wall. She followed Chrissy inside, inhaling the smell of the orchids and roses floating in the fountain. The room had a lovely, serene feel to it and Eliana relaxed as she watched her friend.


  Chrissy stared at the wall as she spoke, refusing to meet her eyes. “My dad is a Crusader.”


  Swallowing a gasp, Eliana tried to keep her face blank. Crusaders were religious fanatics who took “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live” seriously. The mainstream Crusaders said they were trying to save the godless, but the fanatical ones were responsible for thousands of witches and wizards being burned alive all over the world. While her atheist parents were harsh and condemned everyone, they didn’t believe in killing someone because of their religious beliefs. Crusaders not only believed in murder in the name of their god, they considered it their sacred duty. They’d been officially labeled as a hate group by the United States government, so they operated underground in total secrecy. To hear Chrissy say her dad was one was the equivalent of Chrissy saying her dad was a terrorist.


  Chrissy shuddered, then continued in a ragged whisper, “After my mom and dad got divorced, and before we moved here, my dad joined a group of Crusaders that had their headquarters out in the middle of nowhere near the small town I grew up in. We didn’t know he’d joined them, but soon word got around our conservative town that my mom was studying witchcraft. She’d been a practicing witch for years, but because of the nature of the area we lived in she kept it on the down low.”


  Eliana leaned on the wall and watched Chrissy, her fair hazel eyes distant as she relived the past. “At first it was little things, like women muttering behind my mom's back at the beauty parlor or my friends no longer being allowed to come over to my house to play. Then it started to get bad, really bad. Someone spray painted 'Burn in hell, whore of Satan' on our garage and poisoned our dog.”


  “Shit,” Eliana said softly. “Didn't you call the police?”


  Chrissy laughed bitterly. “Yeah, but my dad was a town sheriff. How far do you think the investigations went? We were told they couldn't find who did it, and that if we wanted it to stop, we needed to get ourselves back to church and ask for forgiveness from the Lord.”


  With blazing eyes, Chrissy looked up. “I don't know much about being a Christian, but I'm pretty sure that above all else, Jesus asked us to love one another. Evidently, they missed that message at our local parish. We finally moved after they burned a cross on our lawn. The fire spread to our front porch and almost burned down our house while we were sleeping inside. I still have nightmares about that night.”


  Eliana gave the taller girl a hug, holding her while Chrissy rested her head on top of hers and wiped her eyes.


  “You can be whoever you want to be around me, Chrissy. You're a good person, inside where it counts. I don't give a crap if you wear a tall, pointed hat and ride a broom around. If you’re a witch, so what? You’re still a good person and worshiping the Mother Goddess isn’t destructi-I mean evil oriented.” She inwardly cursed at her almost slip up, hating having to hide shit from Chrissy. “But I'll be pretty pissed if you bring a black cat into the dorm and get us kicked out.”


  “Thanks.” Chrissy sniffed and rubbed her eyes. “No familiars for me yet. That's pretty advanced. I'm at the try-not-to-blow-myself-up stage.”


  They strolled into the store, and Eliana quietly gawked. Racks of shimmering and transparent clothing, spangled veils, and all kinds of jewelry filled the room. With an eager noise, Chrissy marched to the back of the room where they had a huge table filled with different types of beads in little divided boxes.


  Eliana said to Chrissy's retreating back, “Okay, I'll be fine. You go do what you need to do.”


  Chrissy raised a distracted hand and narrowed in on a row of different colored rhinestones with the skill of a trained hunter.


  Smiling softly, she wandered around the store. It smelled nice in here, a combination of incense and flowers, and she felt strangely peaceful as she meandered around. Pausing by a rack of belts festooned with coins and bells, she browsed through them and admired the skill that went into making them. She paused at one that was soft cream leather with a beaten silver Eye of Horus as a buckle. Glancing at the hand-labeled price tag, she hastily dropped it. No way was she going to be able to afford that belt without winning the lottery.


  She moved deeper into the store, past racks of drums and hand bells, toward a series of altars and statues that dominated the far wall. The room began to darken as she approached a brass figure of Isis on a rough wood altar.


  Her ears felt stuffed full of cotton, and her breathing got tight. She felt a sense of panic as her feet seemed to carry her toward the statue of the goddess Isis, but it was slowly soothed away. Dimly, she heard the sound of exotic music playing and the hushed murmur of women's voices blending in harmony with the music. The last thing she remembered before she passed out and hit the floor with a thump was the kind look in the statue's eyes.


  It reminded her of her mother.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Seventeen


   


  “Child, it's time to rejoin the world,” a woman’s voice said.


  The voice was smooth as velvet and held an exotic accent Eliana hadn't heard before. It soothed her, made her think of the smell of cookies baking on a cold winter’s day. The darkness was so comfortable, and she didn't know if she wanted to leave it yet.


  A warm, soft hand gripped her own, the rings on that hand pressing into her fingers.


  Rings. Wait, she needed to look at her ring. Something had happened, and she needed to look at her ring.


  With a gasp, she sat up and stared at her hand, blinking her eyes to adjust them to the low lighting. The ring was a swirl of blue and red, no trace of darkness. She lay back on a thick pillow, turning her head to look at the person holding her hand.


  The woman had thick black hair with streaks of gray in it, falling bone-straight to her waist. High cheekbones and full lips graced the older woman's face, giving her a decidedly regal appearance like an ancient queen. Around her head, she wore a gold diadem with an image of Isis on it that furthered the impression of royalty. An elaborate Egyptian necklace rested on her chest, and the hand holding her own had scarab rings on it. A long, pleated white gown completed the look and Eliana vaguely wondered if she was still dreaming.


  Over the woman's tanned shoulder, Eliana saw Chrissy looking at her anxiously while chewing on her thumb.


  “What happened?” Eliana asked.


  “You fainted, child. Your friend told me that you had not eaten dinner yet, and all the walking and incense may have gotten to you. We found you passed out in the store before the altars and devotional statues.” The woman gave her a gentle smile and released her hand.


  “You were brought to my private quarters so you could rest and recover. We had one of our midwives look you over. She says you're healthy as a horse and to let you wake when you were ready.” The woman glanced over her shoulder at Chrissy. “Little witch, can you give us a moment alone? I would like to tell your friend something.”


  Chrissy's hazel eyes widened, and she darted a glance at Eliana. “Do you want me to stay?”


  She checked her ring again and peeked at the woman watching her patiently. “No, it's okay, Chrissy. We still need to finish that dress tonight, with or without my fainting. Go ahead and finish you're shopping. I'll be out in a sec.”


  Hesitating, Chrissy nodded and went out the door, closing it with a soft click.


  The walls of the room were made of soft tan sandstone, and to the right there was a pale wood desk with a large brass oil lamp on it. She was lying on a small couch covered in dark blue fabric that was silky to the touch. Her feet were propped on gold pillows, and the woman was sitting on a small coffee table inlaid with brass designs.


  “My name is Nuri. I'm the High Priestess of this Temple. I believe you're Eliana, and that your Mentor is Aiden Klemenson?” Nuri asked as she sat next to her.


  Eliana stared at her and Nuri looked back with an amused smile. “Yeah, I mean, yes, I'm Eliana. Are you a Chosen too?”


  Nuri lowered her shields, and the scent of lotus blossoms and night air came over Eliana. “Yes, I'm pledged to my goddess Isis. But that is not the only reason I know who you are. I believe you have met my son, Devon?”


  She paled and swallowed as she imagined what Devon had told his mother about her behavior. “Umm, yes, I've met Devon.” How could I forget? I nearly put him through a wall.


  Nuri threw back her head and laughed. “Don't worry. I'm aware of my son's personality. He's a Chosen of Mentu, a war god. It makes him aggressive and dominant. We take on the personality of our patron gods, or they increase what's already there and strengthen it with their presence. It has made Devon more dangerous and less tactful.”


  Eliana slumped back into the couch. “I don't know what it is about Devon, but he rubs me the wrong way. No offense meant, but he can be a...not-nice guy,” she finished lamely, not wanting to call him an arrogant asshole to his mother.


  Smoothing her white robes about her, Nuri took a seat next to Eliana on the couch. “I think that you two are more similar than you know. You made quite an impression on Devon. Enough that he came to talk to me about you.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That he had met a powerful pre-Chosen during his attempt to catch that Destruction Chosen, Linda. He said you were lucky she didn't kill you, and he was mad at Aiden for leaving you so exposed.”


  She opened her mouth to protest, and Nuri held up her hand. “I'm sure Aiden is doing his best to protect you. He tends to use his strength in magic, where Devon uses his strength of body. Please, try to not think too poorly of my son. Devon is driven to protect. He did it first as a Marine and now as the Captain of Mentu's Temple Guard. He's not always subtle or polite, but he will do his best to see that those under his protection come to no harm.”


  Eliana didn't speak. Her mother's advice of “if you don't have anything nice to say don't say anything at all” kept her quiet.


  Nuri watched her closely. “Did you know you were followed to my Temple today?”


  She felt her stomach tighten. “No! I tried to keep an eye out for anyone. I guess I'm not good at it yet.”


  “Don't feel bad. The Temple Guard noticed it on their surveillance cameras. We have them all over the Temple District. Mostly to deter petty crime, but also to keep an eye out for the followers of Destruction.” Nuri's mouth tightened. “The Destruction Temple District is on the other side of D.C. Do not, under any circumstances, go over there alone. Ever.”


  Eliana wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. “Do you know who was following me? What were they doing?”


  Nuri shook her head, her long hair sliding over her dark shoulders. “Two men, rough-looking sorts. They were following you and your little witch friend. We haven't seen them around here before. They left before you got to Temple Square.”


  Closing her eyes, Eliana tipped her head back on to the back of the couch. “I'm sorry, Nuri. Trouble follows me wherever I go lately. I try so hard to keep safe, but I might as well be running around with a target on my head.”


  Nuri laughed, a warm sound that helped ease away some of her fear. “Do not fear, child. You're not alone. The Creation Chosen are keeping an eye on you. We may not be obvious about it, but we're there.”


  Eliana smiled and lifted herself into a cross-legged position. “I appreciate that more than you know. I hope someone chooses me soon before I become a smear on the sidewalk.”


  “We will not let you become a smear. Our prophets are interested in your future.”


  Eliana blushed and picked at her hair. She hoped that she could be what they wanted, what they needed. Most of all, she hoped that she wouldn't spend the rest of her life being scared.


  “This is just so overwhelming.” She found herself eager to talk to Nuri, to finally have someone she could unload on and there was something about the other woman that made her feel as if she’d known her for years. “I don’t understand any of this and I’m afraid my ignorance is going to get me killed. Were people trying to kill you before you became a Chosen? Is this normal? And what happens when I am Chosen by a god?”


  “No, no one tried to kill me during my time of Choice, but I faced challenges of a different kind, things I cannot discuss with you. I don't know what Aiden has told you about his own time of Choice, but for me, it was like coming home. I felt as if I had known Isis all of my life. Of course, it was not all so easy to adjust to. My faith that she had my best interest at heart allowed me to trust her commands with a peaceful mind.” Nuri patted Eliana’s leg.


  “Is Devon's father a Chosen as well?”


  Nuri shook her head, a sad look filling her dark eyes. “No, Devon's father is an ordinary human. He's actually a High Priest of Osiris, which is how we met.”


  Seeing her blank look, Nuri continued, “Osiris is Isis's husband. We do many rituals together. Johnathan, Devon's father, is a particular favorite of Osiris.”


  “Is that how you met him? Doing rituals with him?”


  Nuri smiled. “In a way. Many, many years ago, shortly after the religious revolution, Johnathan left England, much to his family’s disgust, and traveled to Egypt. He’d had a calling to worship Osiris, though his family thought he was just having a midlife crisis. I was immediately taken by his beautiful blue eyes and, after much persuasion and chasing on his part, we married. He is the love of my life and I thank the goddess everyday for bringing him to me.”


  Eliana’s thoughts turned to Aiden and she couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you, Nuri. I know you didn't have to explain all of this to me, but I appreciate it.”


  “You're most welcome, Eliana.” Nuri stood and smoothed the pleats of her gown. “Let's get you out to your little witch friend before she tries to break in here and rescue you.”


  Nuri surprised her by giving her a hug. Her arms were warm and soft, and her psychic scent was comforting. Eliana relaxed and hugged her back, surprised by the peace she felt flowing into her soul. For the first time in days she felt the last of her tension leaving her and sighed with relief.


  Holding onto her shoulders Nuri said, “The goddess gives you her blessings. Though you may not be hers, you have Egypt in your blood somewhere. Please feel free to call on me if you ever need to talk. I will keep your confidence and aid you as best I can.”


  Eliana gave the tall woman another hug and followed her out of the quiet room. Chrissy stood waiting for them in the hall. Her hazel eyes carefully studied Eliana and Nuri.


  “Thank you for taking the time to explain the temple to me, Priestess,” Eliana said, hoping to put Chrissy's mind at ease and head off any questions she could not answer.


  “My pleasure, child.” Nuri glanced over at Chrissy and returned her suspicious look with a serene smile. “You're welcome here anytime as well, little witch. No matter what face she wears, the Mother Goddess always welcomes her children.”


  Chrissy blushed and gave Nuri a considerably warmer smile. “Thank you, High Priestess. I am honored.”


  With a final wave at Nuri, Chrissy and Eliana headed toward the exit of the temple. The main foyer was more crowded now as people got off work, and the noise echoed off the high ceiling. Chrissy kept giving her odd looks, but they had to concentrate on making their way through the crowd so she didn’t say anything.


  As soon as they were outside, Chrissy said, “Holy crap. What the hell happened in there?”


  “Sorry about that, Chrissy. I didn't mean to scare you. I didn't have time to eat a real lunch today, and I think the incense in there got to me.” Eliana fidgeted as she tried to think up excuses to tell Chrissy.


  Chrissy stopped on the broad steps of the temple and stared at her. “Do you realize who that was?” she asked in a hushed voice.


  “Umm, Nuri?” Eliana asked in confusion. They moved alongside the wall of the Temple to let the crowd flow past them.


  “Nuri.” Chrissy snorted and added an eye roll for good measure. “That is Nuri King. She's like the High Priestess of Isis on the East Coast. She and her husband came over to the States in the '80s to help establish the first Temple to Isis in Washington D.C. What did she say to you?”


  “She asked me who I was and gave me some advice on what herbs to take to avoid fainting.”


  “Wow. Nuri didn't try to recruit you or anything, did she?”


  “Nah, she said I wasn't Isis's type.”


  Chrissy laughed and threw an arm around her shoulder. “Well, that's her loss then. Wait until I tell my mom I met Nuri. She's going to be green with envy.”


  A large, dark-skinned man with thick black hair was standing in front of her car. He was dressed all in black and had dark-tinted black glasses on. On the lapel of his shirt was a small gold pin shaped like an oddly curving sword. They stopped a couple steps away from him and stared.


  “Ladies,” he said in a deep voice. “High Priestess Nuri requested that I watch your car for you to make sure it was not broken into while you visited the temple.”


  Leaning over, Chrissy whispered, “Inner Sanctum Temple Guard,” into her ear.


  “Thank you. Please tell the High Priestess we're grateful for her help.”


  The man bowed to them and moved back to the edge of the building, scanning the crowd.


  Eliana and Chrissy got into Big Fran. As soon as the doors of the elderly Cadillac were shut, Chrissy said, “Wow, a real Inner Sanctum Temple Guard. Those guys are totally badass. In the old days, they were the last line of defense during an attack. Now they’re more like the Secret Service of the religious world. It's considered a high honor to be picked as an Inner Sanctum Guard. They usually have a military background and compete for a position at the temple of their gods.”


  Eliana nodded as she checked her mirrors and pulled out into traffic. She let Chrissy's chatter wash over, her mind full of her meeting with Nuri. She would wait until tomorrow to tell Aiden what had happened. If she talked to him again tonight, he might manage to get her to come over, but she had way too much homework to catch up on. Somehow she didn’t think her parents would appreciate her failing out of school because she was caught up in the world of gods and goddesses. Then again, the memory of Aiden’s kiss, his touch, his everything, was so good that she found herself reliving their time together. He was so amazing and he liked her, really liked her. Almost as much as she liked him. With that cheerful thought in mind, she drove back to the dorm with a smile, fingers tapping to the song on the radio.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Eighteen


   


  The next morning, as she was walking to class, Aiden's Hummer pulled to the edge of the circular drive next to her. He rolled down the passenger side window and made a come here motion. With a quick look around to make sure no one was watching, she threw her backpack into the car and jumped in.


  He gave her a dazzling smile and grabbed the back of her head, pulling her in for a deep kiss. “Come play hooky with me,” he whispered against her lips.


  She laughed softly as he kissed his way over her jaw. “Aiden I can't… I have class.” She closed her eyes as he bit his way down her neck. “Really...Aiden...I...”


  He stopped and caressed her neck with his thumb. “Please? I have something special I want to show you. I missed you last night.”


  She sucked in a deep breath and narrowed her eyes. “Fine, but if I fail physics, you get to explain it to my parents.”


  “You won't fail. I'll tutor you,” he said with a wide smile as they drove out of the parking lot of her dorm. He held her hand in his and stroked her palm with his thumb.


  He kept his eyes on the road and said, “I really did miss you last night.”


  Fighting the urge to grin like an idiot, she replied airily, “People often suffer through withdrawal after being away from me for a while. I'm addictive.”


  “That you are.” He raised her hand to his lips and slowly placed soft kisses over the smooth skin.


  They drove with the radio playing softly, enjoying each other's company. It was a beautiful day outside, chilly, but clear and bright. The leaves were in their full fall colors, blazing in the vivid sunlight. As they moved farther out of the city, rolling hills blanketed in trees replaced the homes and office buildings. It was warm in the car, and she removed her dark brown leather jacket and smoothed her pale pink sweater.


  Grabbing his hand again, she said, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I passed out at the Temple of Isis yesterday.”


  He turned to look at her sharply, his hand gripping hers hard. “You what?”


  She winced at his tone. “I didn't eat a proper lunch, and, well, I didn't shield myself properly, and I passed out. Nuri said—”


  He cut her off. “You met Nuri?”


  “Well, yeah. I guess when I passed out she was the one who found me.”


  After peeking over at him and making sure he didn’t look too pissed, she continued quickly, “See, Chrissy and I were there shopping for beads for my dress that I'm going to wear to the country club, and I went to look around for a bit. I saw the altar to Isis, and I started to feel all funny. I passed out before I reached it though. Then I woke up in Nuri's room, and she explained a bunch of stuff to me.”


  Silence filled the car as they entered onto the freeway, heading north.


  Finally, he said, “Did Isis speak to you?”


  “No. Nuri said I had Egyptian blood, but I didn't belong to Isis.” She peeked at him and asked softly, “Are you mad at me?”


  “No, I'm not mad at you. I'm mad at myself for leaving you alone and not teaching you well enough to strengthen your shields. I'm sorry. What happened was my fault.”


  “Hey, don’t be so hard on yourself. I’m all right.”


  Turning to look at her, he stroked her hand with his thumb again. “I lo— care about you. I don't want anything to happen to you. Especially when it's something I'm supposed to teach you and protect you against. You're lucky Nuri was there and I'm glad she has extended her friendship to you. She is a very powerful woman within the Chosen community and having her protection will help.”


  Trying to lighten the mood, she said, “So, evidently I have some Egyptian in my blood somewhere. As far as I know, my mother is Greek and African-American. My dad is Dutch and English. Who knows, maybe I have Cleopatra somewhere in my family tree.”


  He laughed and exited the freeway. “Or maybe an Egyptian washerwoman who got too friendly with a Greek sailor.”


  She snorted and lightly hit his bicep. “I'll stick with the Egyptian royalty theory, thank you.” She looked out the window, watching the countryside roll by. “So where are we going?”


  “You'll see.”


  They turned down a dirt road and jolted around as he slowly drove over potholes. Reaching a pair of thick metal gates, he got out and unlocked them. She loved the way his worn jeans clung to his tight ass and as he strode back towards the car their eyes met and her heart raced. He hopped back into the Hummer with a grin, and they continued deeper into the forest.


  After reaching a small clearing in the trees, he parked the SUV. She turned to him expectantly and gave him a teasing smile. “Okay, what am I missing class for? You know, as a professor you’re setting a very bad academic example.”


  Reaching over, he cupped her face. Ever so slowly he rubbed his lips over hers while stroking her cheeks with his thumbs. She ran her fingers through his hair, tasting him on her lips and drowning in his desire. They shared a long, soft kiss that left them both breathing heavily before Aiden pulled away with a low groan. All he had to do was look at her to make her hot. When he actually kissed her, it felt like a blazing fire in her body.


  “We’re here to make some magic,” he said with a devilish smile. “And we need to get out of this car before you entrance me again, and we end up in the backseat.”


  “Hmmm, that would be a bad thing why?”


  “You are far too tempting. Come on. I have something much better in mind.”


  He grabbed a large backpack out of the trunk and handed her a thick blanket. “It's not too far of a hike. Can you carry the blanket please?”


  “Yes, Oh Mysterious One.”


   


  ****


   


  She looks so beautiful, Aiden thought. The black jeans she wore clung to her rounded hips, and her pink sweater couldn't hide her stiff little nipples. The small purple bead that Billy had given her from Cupid was laced through a silver chain and lay in the hollow of her throat, making him want to kiss that smooth little depression. She was, by far, the most effortlessly beautiful woman he’d ever seen. And she was his, at least for now, but if he had his way she’d never leave his arms.


  He loved how her silver eyes shone with pleasure when she looked at him and how her face lit up when she’d seen his car back at the university. The more time he spent with her, the more he thanked Odin for bringing her into his life. It scared him how fast he had fallen in love with her. He could only hope she felt the same.


  With all the things going on in her life right now, he didn't want to burden her further, so he kept the talk of love to himself until she was in a more stable place. But that didn't mean he couldn't shower her with all the devotion and love that he felt. Once she was Chosen, and he knew she would be, all the other single male Chosen would fall on her like a pack of starving dogs, so he needed to make sure her heart belonged to him before that happened.


  They made their way through the forest, stepping over fallen logs and following an old path. The air smelled rich, and their breath misted as they hiked past old trees and exposed rocks. He stopped and turned to her, admiring the way the sunlight brought out the amber and gold highlights in her wavy hair. “Close your eyes.”


  She obeyed and held his hand as he carefully led her forward. “I feel silly, Aiden.”


  “Be patient,” he replied as leaves crunched under their feet.


  “Okay, you can open your eyes now,” he said as he continued to hold her hand. Her skin was so smooth, and his cock stiffened at the memory of sliding down that soft body of hers. A hint of her psychic scent curled over him and he took a deep breath, warming from within.


  They were in a small clearing in the middle of the forest. A pool of water surrounded by smooth weatherworn rocks steamed gently into the chilly air. The trees all around the pool were alight with the beginning of autumn’s brilliant color, and a soft wind blew red and yellow leaves into the clearing like confetti.


  “Wow, it's beautiful,” she murmured. “Are we going for a swim?”


  “That, and something more. If you're game, I would like to do some magic with you. It's an old harvest spell, asking for Odin's blessing in the long winter months to come. To keep the participants warm and fed, safe from the killing frosts and dangers of the ice.”


  Pulling her closer, he stroked his hand down her long honey-brown hair, loving how well she fit in his arms. “The spell needs a sacrifice. Normally I offer grains and meat. This year I would like to offer the warmth our lovemaking.” Did she notice the extra emphasis he put in the word love?


  She gave him a sassy smile. “Sounds like more fun than baking bread.” She did a large mock-sigh that made her full breasts stretch against her sweater. “I guess I can make this sacrifice of letting you worship my body.”


  Laughing, he stepped away from her and began to take his clothes off. First, he removed his shirt. Next went his boots and pants, leaving him in his boxers. With a grin, he hooked his fingers into the boxers and pulled them down, revealing the stiff length of his erection. He loved the way she reacted to him, going instantly still and staring at him with those hot silver eyes. Arousal burned through her aura and his dick swelled further beneath her admiring gaze. Fisting himself in one hand, he gave his shaft a leisurely pump.


  She gasped, her hands hanging at her sides as she stared at him. Laughing at her expression, he lowered himself into the warm water of the pool, the hard muscles of his chest flexing. He sighed and sank in to his neck. “Are you coming in or do you plan on watching me?”


  Her mouth closed with a snap, and a pretty blush turned her tan cheeks pink. “Turn around.”


  “What?”


  “Turn around, or I'm not coming in. I feel shy with you watching me get undressed,” she mumbled, playing with the edges of her jacket.


  “Darling, I've seen every inch of you. It's burned into my memory. I think we're past you being shy about getting undressed in front of me.”


  Blushing even harder, she said, “Please?”


  Rolling his eyes, he turned around in the water and waded over to the side and tossed a condom on the ledge. “Fine. There, my back is turned. Happy?”


  Sometimes he forgot how young she was. She seemed so self-assured and confident beyond her years. It was moments like this that he understood how new the world was to her, how much she had yet to discover and enjoy. He found himself daydreaming about showing her all the wonders that awaited her, sharing that joy with her, for a long time to come.


  The sound of light splashing let him know she was in the water, as did her soft sigh as its warmth embraced her. He turned around and watched her. She had her head arched back into the water, and her long hair flowed around her like some type of exotic flower. With her hair pulled off her face, he got to appreciate how fine her bone structure was and how kissable her lips were. And how tight her nipples became in the cold air.


  He moved across the shallow, uneven bottom of the thermal spring pool toward her. Gently, he pulled her into his arms, enjoying the feeling of her floating beside him. Cradling her to his wet chest, he said, “When I begin the spell, try to avoid talking. Feel free to scream and moan, but don't say anything that might accidentally get pulled into the spell.”


  She traced a peach-painted nail over his chest, circling his nipple and smoothing over his skin. “Okay, but I think you're giving yourself too much credit there, Professor Klemenson.”


  “Really?” he said with a challenging smile. “Well, we will have to see who ends up in a quivering heap.”


  She opened her mouth to protest, but it quickly turned into a sigh as he began to pull and thumb her nipple beneath the water. He felt desire and possessiveness move through him as she relaxed in his arms, totally trusting him. She gently trailed her small hands over his arms and shoulders as he caressed her.


  Shifting, she reached one hand under the water and began to trace the hard edge of his hipbone with one fingertip, ever so slowly following its curve toward his cock. His touch became still on her breast as he concentrated on the feeling of her hand. With a groan, he shifted his hips forward, silently urging her to move farther.


  One finger stroked the length of him, and he growled at the teasing touch. She gripped him and began to stroke him with a firm then feather-light touch. That soft caress was torture—it was killing him. He never wanted it to end.


  He captured her mouth with his and began to stroke her with his tongue in time to her hand beneath the water. With a wicked laugh, she slipped out of his arms and swam to the other side of the pool. He dove after her, reaching out and grabbing one slender, tanned arm. She drove him crazy. Everything about her made him want to possess her and make her his.


  He held her close in the warm water, wrapping her soft legs around his waist and using his hand to stroke her sex. The slickness of her arousal slid over her fingers, somehow wetter than the water. He gave a satisfied smile as he found her hard clit and ever so gently pinched it. She arched back, the tips of her breasts breaking the surface of the water, nipples rose red in the cool air. Fuck she was so sexy.


  Rocking her hips, she rode his hand with small sounds of pleasure escaping her parted lips, her arms tightening as she gripped him close and began to gently bite his neck. Leaning back, she slipped her hand between them again and began to stroke his length in time with his hand moving between her legs. He closed his eyes and lost himself in the sensation of her soft hand moving over his erection, gripping and releasing as he plunged his fingers into her silken heat. His cock ached as she rubbed her hand over it quicker, matching the pace of his hand moving between her legs.


  He removed his hand, and she made a sound of disappointment. Her obvious desire for his touch inflamed him, and he leaned in for a long, slow kiss, nipping at her full lower lip. He moved them back to a rock shelf and stood her on its edge facing away from him with her hands supporting her, shuddering as her well-rounded rear end rubbed over his body.


  “I'm going to begin the ritual now. Drop your shields,” he said as he kissed his way down her neck. She nodded and whimpered with need, her features softening, her hands continuing to move over him. She was so passionate. He had never had a partner so open and willing to exchange pleasure. He rubbed his face on her wet hair as her sweet psychic scent washed over him, making him even harder as her energy moved across his body like a caress.


  Turning her around, he cupped her breasts, loving the feeling of their weight. For such a tiny thing, she had marvelous tits. He could spend days worshiping them. Moving his hard length between her legs, he rubbed himself over her, the head of his cock moving back and forth on that little nub of flesh. She was so slick and hot. He had to pause to resist the urge to bury himself to the base of his shaft in her. Reaching past her, he tore open the condom with his teeth and slipped it on his aching dick.


  The water carried her weight while she stood on tiptoes to give him better access, throwing her head back as he reached forward to stroke her throat with his tongue.


  He began to speak the words of the spell, his shields lowering to move his energy over hers. He slowly entered her, straining to keep the spell going as her warmth enveloped his cock and her strong inner muscles clamped down on him. Moving in and out, he leaned her back for better angle, teasing her with short, shallow strokes as he held her soft hips.


  She clung to his arms, grinding her hips back and urging him deeper. He smiled as he continued to repeat the words of the ritual, asking Odin to extend his protection to them, sharing his energy with her. He bent her over farther and began to move deeper, harder. Reaching between her legs, he stroked at her clit with his thumb. She began to buck back beneath him, seeking her release.


  Gritting his teeth, he tried to hold on, the spell becoming a growl as he began to lose control. She let out a low moan and began to clench around his cock, her velvet sheath milking him. With a final thrust, he finished the spell, his energy mixing with the outer layer of her aura, feeding on the sensation of her pleasure.


  The feeling of their auras mixing, combined with her whispering his name as she came, put him over the edge. Long, slow waves of pleasure crashed through him as he held her close and emptied himself deep inside of her heat. Spent, he cradled her in his arms, rubbing his face on top of her damp head and whispering words of love.


   


  ****


   


  Mrs. Bherz watched as Chrissy opened the door to her dorm room, chewing on her thumb. “Thank you for getting here so fast, Mrs. Bherz. I don't know what that thing is, but it's really nasty.”


  Mrs. Bherz marched into the foyer and looked around. Adjusting the blue crocheted shawl around her shoulders, she said, “You're most welcome, Chrissy. I'm glad I was operating the emergency hotline this afternoon. Now where is this little nasty demon you mentioned on the phone?”


  “In the bedroom. It's trapped in my dream catcher.”


  The women entered into the bedroom, and Mrs. Bherz made a tisking sound as she looked at the window. The dream catcher was burned black, the crystals in its web a cloudy yellow. Struggling in the middle of the web was a small green-scaled demon. When it saw the women, it opened its mouth and hissed at them, small claws struggling to break free. Anger moved through her as she realized that girl, Eliana, was messing around with demons again. She knew that girl was trouble, but she’d given her the benefit of the doubt.


  “Do you know what it is, Mrs. Bherz?” Chrissy asked as she stayed back by the doorway.


  Glancing over at the blonde girl, she felt pity for her that she’d been given a roommate that consorted with demons. “I do indeed. A nasty little nightmare demon. They hide beneath your pillow, and when you fall asleep that night, they invade your dreams. Usually it results in the dreamer being driven insane, but sometimes it leads to suicide.”


  Chrissy shuddered and backed farther into the doorway. “What the hell is it doing in my dorm room?”


  Mrs. Bherz paused and considered asking Chrissy about Eliana, then decided not to. The girl was obviously skilled at lying and Mrs. Bherz didn’t want to tip her off. She forced herself to say in a cheery voice, “Oh, I'm sure it's a random attack. Luckily for you, the dream catcher snared it before it could hide in your bed. Quite a nice dream catcher at that. Where did you get it?”


  Not taking her eyes off the wriggling demon, Chrissy said, “My mother's boyfriend made it. He's an Ojibwa shaman.”


  Mrs. Bherz watched Chrissy, fingering the crystal on one of her necklaces. “He did an excellent job. Though I'm afraid this dream catcher has been used up. Have your mother send you another one as soon as she can.”


  Chrissy nodded and watched with interest as Mrs. Bherz pulled a large metallic sack out of her bag. “What's that? An aluminum foil doggy bag?”


  “No, it's a silver demon pouch. Pop that little nasty inside of here and he goes into hibernation. I'll take him back to my classroom and dispose of him as part of my next lesson.”


  “Wow, that's cool.”


  “Indeed,” Mrs. Bherz said dryly. “Now, watch and learn.”


  Mrs. Bherz cautiously approached the snarling creature, avoiding its eyes. Pulling over a chair, she stood on it and gently eased the bag over the dream catcher, careful not to touch any part of it. When the dream catcher was fully engulfed in the bag, she cut it from the window with a pair of small scissors.


  “There we go, one less little nasty in the world.”


  Walking back to Chrissy, Mrs. Bherz took off her crystal necklace and held it in her hand. “Chrissy, thank you for calling me. Where's your roommate?”


  “She's in class right now, but I'll let her know what happened as soon as she gets back.”


  Mrs. Bherz grabbed Chrissy's hand in her own, pressing the crystal to her palm. “That's not necessary, Chrissy. You can forget all about this. I was never here, and you had a nice afternoon of doing your homework.”


  Chrissy's mouth barely moved as she said, “I had a nice afternoon doing my homework.”


  “And you lent your dream catcher to a friend who was having nightmares.”


  “Poor girl, such bad dreams,” Chrissy mumbled out.


  Studying Chrissy, Mrs. Bherz nodded to herself. “I'll be leaving now. Go do your homework, Chrissy.”


  “Okay.”


  Mrs. Bherz slipped the crystal necklace back on and glanced out the door, making sure the hallway was clear. Placing the silver bag gently in her patchwork purse, she gave the closed door to Chrissy's dorm room one more searching look and left.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Nineteen


   


  “Stay still,” Janet growled at Eliana through a mouth full of rhinestone-topped bobby pins.


  Eliana stopped fidgeting and tried to stay still as her friend pulled and twisted her hair into an elaborate up-do. Sequestered in the bedroom by Janet, her friends from the dorm had rallied to help her get dressed. Danielle from next door was kneeling in front of her and delicately applying her makeup. The rest of her friends were currently in the TV room, sharing a bottle of wine and gossiping in between popping their heads into the room to offer styling advice.


  Eliana had protested that she could do all of this herself. That statement had been met with such a stony silence that she meekly submitted to their wishes.


  Secretly, she thought they viewed her as a big doll to play dress-up with.


  Gods knew Chrissy had a wonderful time playing with the canary dress. She refitted it to Eliana's form so that it hung in a flattering way that made the most of Eliana’s curvy figure. With her trusty hot glue gun and a needle and thread, Chrissy had replaced the collar of the dress. The halter-top came around Eliana’s throat, exposing her shoulders and most of her collarbone. The choker was a subtle gold bead and rhinestone pattern that was repeated on the hem of the dress. Attached to the back of the choker was a long rope of tiny rhinestones that ended in a tear-shaped yellow gem. The line of sparkle fell down the middle of her exposed back and swung in a glittering arch when she moved.


  She’d never worn something so sexy in public before, but the girl’s had assured her that she looked classy sexy, not skanky sexy.


  A knock sounded at the front door and Eliana leaned back in her chair so she could look through the open doorway into the foyer. Chrissy opened it to reveal Jack, looking dashing in a black tuxedo. His blond hair was carefully combed and styled into a fashionable mess and even though she was head of heels for Aiden, she had to admit he looked hot.


  Chrissy stood there staring, and Jack gave her his best charming smile.


  “I'm Jack, Eliana's date. Is she here?”


  “Yep, she's here.” Chrissy continued to stare at Jack, her dimples flashing as she smiled and fluttered her lashes.


  With an exasperated sigh, Eliana yelled, “Jack, come on in. I'll be out in a moment. And I'm not your date. You're my arm candy.”


  Jack laughed and tried to peek his head into the room, but Chrissy and a couple other girls dragged him away. She heard the sound of Jack's voice from the TV room, accompanied by lots of giggles.


  “Where did you find him?” Janet asked in an envious voice as she sprayed Eliana's hair.


  Rolling her eyes, she waved away the cloud of hairspray. “Jack is an old friend of the family. I guess he's cute, but we aren't each other's type. Dating him would be like dating my brother.”


  “He's yummy,” Danielle said as she began putting away her makeup brushes. “Is he available?”


  Deciding to throw Jack to the wolves, she said cheerfully, “Yep. Totally single. Just the other day he was telling me how he wanted to meet a nice girl who he could treat like a goddess.”


  Janet hastily pronounced her ready and headed for the TV room. Danielle put a final brush of bronze on her cheeks and declared her done, running after Janet to find Jack.


  Eliana laughed as she heard Danielle and Janet join the flirting throng in the next room. Taking off the soft robe, she carefully stepped into the dress and shimmied it on. Fastening the collar, she turned her back to the floor-length mirror between the beds to make sure the sparkling chain was hanging the right way.


  She frowned at how low cut the back was, but Chrissy had assured her it was in style. She grabbed the gauzy gold silk wrap that one of the girls had lent her and tugged it over her bare shoulders.


  The last touch was a pair of pale-gold heels. One nice thing about being short was that she could wear heels as high as she dared and never be taller than her date.


  Danielle had done her eye makeup in smoky bronze and glittering white, and it brought out the lighter shades of blue in the silver of her eyes. Her lips were a soft burnished peach with gold tones that went well with her naturally tan skin. Little bits of sparkle peeked out of her hair artfully piled on her head, and a few long pieces hung about her face in soft curls. She smiled at her reflection and did a small twirl. She couldn't wait to see Aiden’s reaction when he saw her dressed in something other than jeans and a ponytail. Normally she was a low maintenance type of girl, but everyone liked to dress up and look amazing every now and then.


  Grabbing the small gold clutch that another friend had donated, she clicked her way across the linoleum floor. She stood in the doorway of the lounge, watching Jack and his harem. A disgruntled sigh escaped before she could stop it at the sight of her friends falling all over themselves to catch Jack’s attention.


  Jack sat in the center of the couch, and girls hung out on every available surface of the small room. Obviously word of his arrival had spread because there were faces there that she didn't even recognize. They were all hanging on Jack's words, with Chrissy and Janet draped themselves on his arms.


  When Jack saw her standing in the doorway with an arched brow, he disentangled himself from his adoring crowd and stood. “Wow. You look fabulous, bunny. Wait until Aid— everyone gets a look at you,” he finished with a grin.


  “Ready? I don’t want to interrupt anything.”


  “If you ladies will excuse me, Eliana and I have to be going. I've had a wonderful time. What guy wouldn't enjoy being surrounded by some of the most beautiful and interesting women in the world?” he said smoothly.


  Eliana snorted, but the girls in the room simpered and sighed.


  Grabbing his arm, she made her goodbyes. Chrissy gave her a hug and told her she would wait up for her tonight, and the rest of Jack's harem followed them out into the hall. As Jack turned to say something else to the adoring masses, she jerked his arm and hustled them into the elevator.


  Turning to face Jack with a frown, she said, “Hands off my roommate, Jack.”


  A wounded expression came over Jack's handsome face. “Can I help it that I'm like catnip to women?”


  She snorted. “Unless you want to be a neutered cat, I suggest you keep it in your pants. Chrissy is a nice girl, and she has a boyfriend.”


  Jack laced his fingers together and blinked big innocent blue eyes at her. “I would never do anything to break up the little witch and her boy toy.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know she's a witch?”


  Jack gave her a puzzled look. “Her aura of course. Can't you tell by looking at her energy that she's a favorite of the Mother Goddess?”


  “Uh, no. How do I do that?”


  Shaking his head, Jack said, “Man, what has Aiden been teaching you? If you lower your shields a tad and send out a gentle bit of energy, you can 'taste' her aura. After you get familiar with the feeling of different gods and goddesses, you tell what their signature energy feels like. Chrissy has a strong aura. I don't know what she's told you, but she's a powerful young witch and very loved by her goddess.”


  The elevator doors opened, interrupting her next question. The students on the other side ogled them and she gave them a weak smile back as one of the guys actually raised his phone and took a picture of them. Evidently, she was looking better tonight than she thought. It didn't hurt that Jack looked like a tanned model out of a men's magazine either, but all this attention was weird.


  The night was chilly as they moved around the circular drive to the visitors' parking area. A large group of people huddled around one of the parking spots. The crowd moved back and glanced in their direction when Jack used his key to undo the car alarm. As the people in the crowd parted, they revealed a shiny dark green sports car that looked like a low and sleek spaceship.


  Eliana stopped and glared at Jack. “Subtle, Jack. You sure know how to blend in with the herd.”


  Jack didn't even have the grace to look ashamed. He beamed at the car. “That's my baby. She's a 1999 Bugatti Veyron, 18 cylinders, 555 horse-power. She can go from 0 to 122 miles per hour in 7.3 seconds and has a max speed 253 miles per hour.”


  She was quiet as they got closer to the car and the growing crowd, resisting the urge to make jokes about Jack’s car over compensating for his manhood. Blushing heavily under the intense scrutiny of the crowd, she let Jack help her into the low-slung seat of the sports car and tried not to flash her panties to the world. The interior of the car was as awe-inspiring as the outside. Dark navy blue, almost black, the dash was highly polished steel with lots of fancy instruments and an expensive looking stereo.


  Jack got in and closed the door, looking over at her as he said, “Buckle up, bunny.”


  With a gulp, she put on her seatbelt and held onto the door handle. He placed his thumb on a little display on the dash. “Start.”


  The engine rumbled to life. The car was too well insulated for her to hear it well, but she felt the engine humming in her bones. Jack smiled over at her with obvious pride, like a father whose child had done a neat trick.


  She couldn't help smiling back at him. “Very cool, Jack. This car is what my friends from high school would call a panty dropper.”


  Jack stared at her then laughed. “Thanks, but she's not only pretty to look at. Aiden's mother had her specially equipped for me.”


  “Let me guess. Anti-missile system and cloaking devices. Maybe a laser death ray,” she said dryly.


  “Yep. You forgot the ability to turn into a sub.”


  She laughed, and looked out the window as the crowd around the car continued to grow. Slowly, Jack drove out of the parking spot. She was glad for the tinted windows because now the mass people was getting deep, and some were taking pictures of the car to the left and right with their cell phones.


  Groups of guys were practically drooling, and one of them yelled out, “Rev it!”


  With a grin, Jack revved the engine, its deep throaty roar vibrating the seat. The guys gave each other high-fives and thumbs-ups to the car, practically giggling with excitement. She sighed as they finally pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic. People in their cars slowed to stare at them, reducing the speed limit to a crawl.


  “We're never going to make it in time with your pimpmobile, Jack,” she grumbled as they came to a stoplight.


  “Would I let you down, bunny? Wait until we get on the freeway,” Jack said with a wide, innocent smile.


  She was scared.


  As they were roaring down the freeway at 140 miles per hour, she unlocked her jaw long enough to squeak out, “I don't want to die before I'm Chosen please.”


  “You're protected by Loki right now, Eliana. And, besides that, you're glowing with a rather sensual blessing that has the feel of Odin to it. What has Aiden been doing with you?” he asked with a slight comic leer.


  She shot him a nasty frown, and Jack sighed. “Aww don't be mad, bunny. I knew from the moment I saw the two of you together that he was head over heels for you. And his family doesn’t only want to meet you because he's your Mentor. Aiden's sister said he has been gushing about how great you are.”


  She felt her cheeks heat with such a heavy blush that she even forgot to be scared about becoming road kill. “Gushing? Really?”


  “Yes, really,” Jack said. “Between you and me, his mother has been hoping he would find a nice Chosen girl to settle down with and give the Dynasty some nice grandbabies. Aiden has mostly stuck to dating mortals to keep his mother off his back. She's always trying to hook him up with different Chosen women visiting the area. The Chosen population is small compared to the rest of the world, a couple hundred thousand. Everyone tends to know everyone else...and have frequently slept with each other in the chance they could make it as a couple.”


  “So what exactly is a dynasty? How many are there?” she asked as they slowed to take their exit.


  “There are a couple hundred of these Dynastic families. They can trace their unbroken and pure line back dozens of generations. The families think that their descendants are more powerful Chosen because of the purity of their blood and that their descendants will have a better chance at surviving their battles against the Destruction Chosen. I mean in a way it makes sense. All children of Chosen are targets from the moment their born so wanting your kid to have the greatest chance at survival means making sure your partner is not only strong enough to defend them, but passes along the right kind of genetics to make someone a Chosen.”


  “I can understand that.”


  Jack smoothly downshifted through the gears.” My father is from a Dynastic Hawaiian family, but he fell in love with a mortal and married my mom, a little blond surfer girl who came to the islands in the 1970s to catch the big waves.”


  Jack turned on his blinker and made a right onto a two-lane street. Once again, their pace slowed to a crawl as the cars in front of them and behind them tried to get a better look at Jack's car. “Aiden's mother comes from a Dynasty of Nordic Chosen and his father from a Celtic Chosen Dynasty. Aiden favors his mother's side, hence his god being Odin. His twin sister favors their father's Celtic side, and she's a Chosen of Epona.”


  “Who's Epona?” she asked as they drove through the brass gates of the country club.


  The long winding drive led to the massive front stairs of a vast white building done in Greek revival style. Jack got in line for the valet with the other cars, some as exotic as his though none quite as flashy. She drew in a deep breath and strapped some steel to her backbone. Just because these people had more money in their wallets than her family did in their bank account didn’t make them better.


  Jack noticed her tension and gave her hand a quick pat. “Relax, I promise you no one is going to give you a hard time. Okay, where was I-Epona is the Celtic Goddess of Horses, healing springs, dogs, and crops. Kayla, Aiden's sister, breeds champion racehorses on the farm she shares with her wife outside of the city. They also breed special horses used for magical purposes, but those are kept out of sight of ordinary humans.”


  “She has a wife?”


  They were a few cars away from the entrance now. She tried to get her mind off having to face the unknown crowd by learning more about Aiden's family. A family filled with what basically amounted to Chosen royalty.


  “Aiden's sister is gay. Her wife/partner is a Chosen of Aphrodite. Aiden's mother was pretty pissed at first, but once she found out that Kayla and Erin want to have a baby using another Chosen's sperm at some point, she calmed down. Aiden's mother is huge on continuing the Dynasty. You should know that before you meet her,” he said with a wink. “Don’t be surprised if you find her poking holes in Aiden’s condoms.”


  “Jack, that’s disgusting,” she mumbled as a young man in a butler's uniform helped her out of the car.


  Taking a deep breath, she held her head high and raised her shoulders. Her mother had taught her to walk as if she knew exactly what she was doing and where she was going, even if she didn't. If you acted confident and in charge, people often viewed you as such.


  Jack came around to her side and leaned to whisper into her ear, “Shields tight, darling. This charity dinner is for an interfaith safe house where women and their children can go to find refuge from an abusive home life. There will be a lot of Priests and Priestesses inside, as well as a good amount of the local Chosen. Aiden's mother wants to show you off to the Chosen society, so be ready to be stared at like a fish in a bowl.”


  “Shit.”


  She gulped audibly, and Jack squeezed her hand. “You look amazing, bunny. You're going to knock their socks off.” With that, he led them up the stairs and into the main foyer of the country club.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty


   


  A large man in a black tuxedo who practically screamed bodyguard stood at the entrance to the ballroom. He asked for their IDs and checked the list while Eliana tried to keep from staring at him. The faintest hint of a psychic smell came from his direction, a trace of a spicy scent, and she wondered if he was a Chosen or if she was just catching a hint of his cologne. His stern face broke into a smile as he welcomed them to the Mother's Arms Charity Dinner.


  She took in the magnificent ballroom with a silent whistle. Five massive crystal chandeliers spanned the length of the room and illuminated dozens of tables. Each table was large enough to seat eight, and they were all filled with elegantly dressed men and women. Huge arrangements of pale pink, green, and shades of purple orchids filled thin crystal vases in the center of the tables, and the room seemed to buzz with energy.


  With a mental check, she tightened her shields even more, drawing them as taut on her person as she could. The energy buzz died, and she could walk through the room without shivering. Heads turned as they strolled past, and more than one person greeted Jack and motioned for them to come over.


  The moment she saw Aiden her heart began to race and she couldn’t help the no doubt goofy smile that curved her lips. Just seeing him made her feel so happy and when his gaze caught hers her smile only grew wider. He rose from the table and turned toward her, a big smile lighting his face. Jack muttered next to her, “He's a goner.” She ignored him and let go of his arm.


  “Hello, Eliana. That dress looks amazing on you,” Aiden said as he held her hand, stroking his thumb over her palm.


  “Hello, handsome,” she said in a surprisingly husky voice.


  He filled out his tuxedo well. Really well. The cut accented his broad shoulders and narrow waist, making her want to run her hands over his hard body. In her high heels, she still only reached the top of his shoulders, and she had to resist the urge to steal a kiss.


  Jack cleared his throat and said in a mock falsetto, “Oh, so nice to see you, Jack. Thank you for bringing Eliana here. Oh, don't worry about it, Aiden. It was my pleasure.”


  “Hi, Jack. Thank you,” Aiden said, never taking his eyes from Eliana.


  Jack rolled his eyes and strolled over to the table were Aiden had been sitting, leaving them alone in the crowd.


  “I like your hair like that. You're the most beautiful woman in the room,” he said softly.


  She blushed and looked at him from beneath her lashes. “Thanks, you don't clean up so bad yourself.”


  He laughed and led her to his table. Jack was sitting and talking to a woman who had Aiden's red-brown hair cut into an elegant bob and wore a sleeveless, glittering black dress. Next to her sat a stunning woman with silver-blond hair that fell in waves to her waist. Two ivory combs artfully held it back, revealing a woman who was so beautiful Eliana felt like a kid playing dress up next to her. Something about the blonde was seductive and sensual, even when she was taking a sip from her wineglass and watching them approach.


  The brunette stood and gave Eliana an unexpected hug. “You must be Eliana, it is so nice to meet you. Aiden has told us so much about you. I'm Aiden's younger sister, Kayla.”


  Aiden laughed. “Younger by two minutes you mean.” He turned to the seductive blonde. “This is Erin, Kayla's wife.”


  The blond stood, revealing the kind of curved figure that would have made Marilyn Monroe weep with envy. She held Eliana's hand in her own and her husky voice made Eliana’s body uncomfortably warm. “Pleased to meet you.”


  Eliana stared at the woman as a wave of desire washed through her and settled in her pussy with a low throb. She found herself wondering if the woman's full pink lips were as soft as they appeared, and if they tasted like nectar. She stroked her fingers over Erin's hand and sighed at the silky texture. The woman's deep blue eyes widened, and she dropped Eliana's hand.


  “I'm so sorry,” she said with a blush that painted her cheeks in pale pink. “My aura got away from me. I'm afraid my goddess wanted a taste of you. I didn't mean to affect you like that, please forgive me. You must think I’m some kind of pervert.”


  Blinking rapidly, Eliana glanced at Aiden in confusion, but he was laughing, as was his sister. “Don’t worry, Erin is a Chosen of Aphrodite. She wasn’t hitting on you. Should we be expecting a visit from your goddess, Erin?”


  Erin smiled softly. “I don't think so. Something in Eliana resonated with Aphrodite, but it's not her...” Erin searched for the right words, “...it's not the right flavor. Like biting into a peach when you expected an apple.”


  “Interesting,” Aiden murmured as he seated her to his right.


  Kayla patted Erin's hand. “Don't feel bad, love. I'm sure Eliana knows that you didn't mean to make her uncomfortable. We cannot always be responsible for how our gods choose to use us. She’ll find that out soon enough.”


  Erin turned to look at her across the table. “Please accept my apologies again. I don't want you to think that Aiden's family is made up of a bunch of crazy people.”


  Eliana laughed, thinking about what their reaction would be if they found out her parents were atheists. “I'm flattered by Aphrodite's interest, Erin. Who wouldn't want the goddess of love, sex, and beauty to find them interesting?”


  Aiden gave her a soft smile. “My mother and father are around here somewhere. Networking I'm sure. They'll join us by the time dinner is served.”


  Eliana nodded and fought a no doubt besotted as Aiden held her hand beneath the table. Erin watched them and leaned in, whispering something to Kayla, who hid a small smile behind her hand. Aiden began talking with his sister and Eliana soon found herself involved in a conversation with them. As the time passed and she relaxed, she was surprised to find that she was actually enjoying herself.


  Erin and Kayla were very accomplished and interesting women. They talked of the horse breeding that Kayla did and the sex therapy clinic Erin ran. She specialized in treating people who had lost their desire because of tragedies like rape and molestation. Erin also volunteered at the Mother's Arms House and talked with Eliana in depth about all the hard work they did there with abused women and their families. It made Eliana proud to hear about how much work Aiden also did at the shelter, from working with spells to just hanging out with the children there. Kayla none too subtly hinted at what a good father Aiden would be someday until Aiden threatened to tell their mother that Kayla was looking into potential sperm donors and wanted her mother’s help in finding a good match.


  While they were laughing at a story Kayla was telling about one of her grooms that had a crush on Erin, an elegant older couple approached the table. The woman was tall and good looking, dressed in a navy blue beaded gown she had a regal bearing that instantly drew Eliana’s attention. Her blonde hair was streaked with white and swept into an up-do and she wore a glittering strand of diamonds around her neck that Eliana had no doubt were real. The man was an older version of Aiden, with deep laugh lines around his mouth and a thick scar across one cheek.


  Aiden stood and embraced them. “I'd like you to meet my date, Eliana Shay,” he said, pulling out her chair and helping her to her feet.


  She tried to fight a blush as she giggled on the inside at being called his date. “Eliana, this is my mother, Rana, and my father, Talic.”


  Rana extended her hand in a graceful gesture. “Pleasure to meet you, Eliana.” Rana had a faint accent that clipped some of her words.


  She shook her hand, surprised by the strength of the woman's grip. “It's nice to meet you as well, Mrs. Klemenson.”


  Smiling, the older woman said, “Please, call me Rana. Aiden seems quite taken with you, and I would like for us to be friends.”


  Kayla raised her eyebrows to Aiden at their mother's words, and Aiden frowned at his mother while the faintest hint of color flushed his cheeks. “Mother…”


  Talic took Eliana’s hand and placed a kiss on the back of it, drawing her attention away from the fascinating sight of Aiden blushing. “Pleasure to meet you, Eliana. Aiden is so proud of you and all that you've accomplished. We're most interested to see which god or goddess Chooses you.”


  Rana nodded as she sat in her seat across the table and placed her napkin on her lap. “Yes, we're certain that you will be Chosen and that you will be a great asset to our cause. Have you had any visits yet?”


  “Mother,” Kayla interrupted, “that's between Eliana and the gods.”


  With a sniff Rana, said, “Well, it can't hurt to ask. It's a great honor for Aiden to have been picked to Mentor her. It brings prestige to our Dynasty.” Rana’s small smile held a secretive quality. “The gods always have a reason for putting you with your Mentor. Who knows what plans they have in store for you and Aiden.”


  “Mother,” Aiden said again in a low, warning voice before he flashed Eliana an apologetic look.


  Rana gave her son such an innocent look that Eliana couldn’t help but giggle as the other woman said, “What? I can’t be proud of my son.”


  Kayla snorted, but Aiden just shook his head and laughed.


  They were interrupted by dinner being served, and the conversation turned to lighter topics as they ate. After a delicious strawberry and chocolate cake was served for dessert, the band started to play. Couples moved out to the dance floor and she glanced at Aiden out of the corner of her eye, wondering if he’d like to dance with her. She wasn’t very good, but she’d use any excuse to touch him right now.


  Watching him with his family, noticing the way he paid constant attention to her, was making her fall dangerously head over heels in love with him. Well, deeper in love. She was pretty sure her heart was already a lost cause as far as he was concerned because she’d loved him from the moment their eyes met during the first day of class.


  Hopefully he felt the same way, because right now she couldn’t imagine a future that didn’t have Aiden in it. She was about to ask him to dance with her when his mother beat her to the punch. He gave Eliana a longing look, but she laughed and urged him to go dance with his mom. Aiden led his mother out to the floor with a smile at Eliana that made her feel like a million bucks. She smiled back and slowly licked the last of the chocolate frosting off her fork with a wink.


  A smooth voice asked from over her shoulder, “Eliana, may we join you?”


  Talic rose with a smile and an outstretched hand to someone standing behind her. Turning around, Eliana was surprised to see Nuri dressed in a long, flowing cream silk gown, cinched around the waist with an elaborate jeweled Egyptian designed belt. Behind her was an elderly man leaning on an elaborately carved cane. His face was weathered and wrinkled, but he had an easy smile and the same arresting teal blue eyes that Devon had.


  Must be his grandfather, she thought as she stood and gave Nuri a hug.


  Kayla and Erin raised their eyebrows in disbelief as Nuri returned her hug with a smile. Talic shook the elderly man's hand. “John, it's so good to see you again.”


  Gesturing to the empty seats at the table, Talic said, “Please, have a seat. It has been a long time since we've seen you as well Nuri. Your work with Mother's Arms is most appreciated.”


  Nuri smiled and said in a mild voice, “I'm not sure your wife was as appreciative of my input in the design of the house. But I'm glad we were able to move past our...differences...and find a middle ground.”


  She glanced curiously from Nuri to Talic as he actually blushed, and Kayla coughed into her napkin to hide a laugh. Nuri turned to Eliana. “I see Aiden has been practicing some high magic with you. Odin's blessing sparkles about you like fireflies on a summer night.”


  Thinking of how that blessing got there, she fought a blush. “He's trying his best to protect me.”


  Talic smiled broadly at her words. “I think my son recognizes that he’s found someone special.”


  Rolling her eyes, Kayla said, “Not you too, Dad.”


  Eliana pretended to be confused at their words as she sipped her water. Inside, she was beaming. She had hoped that his parents would approve of her despite their age difference, and it seemed they did.


  With a smile, Nuri said, “Forgive me for being rude. This is Johnathan.” Nuri gently placed her hand on his and smiled into his eyes. “My husband.”


  Blinking, Eliana fought to keep the surprise off her face and said brightly, “A pleasure to meet you, Johnathan. Your wife is a remarkable woman.”


  Johnathan smiled and gently stroked Nuri's cheek with his age-spotted hand. She turned her face into his touch. In a soft voice that held a trace of a British accent, Johnathan said, “Thank you. She was and always will be my greatest treasure.”


  Erin sniffed and Eliana glanced over at her, puzzled by Erin's sad expression, Eliana tried to fill the silence. “So, is Devon here tonight?”


  Nuri nodded. “Oh, he's here somewhere, fighting off an infatuated Chosen of Mazu. She seeks to wear down his resistance, as the ocean wears down a rock.”


  Kayla laughed. “The ocean may have better luck. Devon is a lot of fun as long as you keep your heart out of it. Thankfully, that was never an issue with us. I've gone shooting with him at the police gun range in the past. I think he was relieved to be around a female Chosen who wasn't trying to get him to settle down and make babies.”


  Nuri smiled. “He just hasn’t found the right woman…yet.”


   


  ****


   


  Aiden held his mother in a formal pose as they twirled around the polished wood dance floor. Every time they turned, he would find his gaze searching for Eliana, to the point where he was stepping on his mother's toes.


  “Aiden, she isn't going anywhere,” Rana said in an amused voice.


  “You've been nice to her. What's going on?” he asked suspiciously.


  His mother blinked back at him with an innocent expression. “Whatever do you mean, Aiden?”


  “Every woman that I've brought home to meet you since high school has been given either the cold shoulder or the hot edge of your temper.”


  Thinning her lips, she gave up the innocent act. “I'll not have you wasting your time on mortal women. You have a duty to uphold, a thousand-year-old Dynasty that sacrificed and fought to provide you with the best future possible. You owe it to the family to find a nice Chosen girl and continue the line.”


  “I don’t like Eliana because she’s a potential Chosen. I like her because of who she is, a good woman.”


  She gave an exasperated sigh and put a hand to his cheek. “Aiden, I know this is hard for you. It was hard for me too, but it was the right thing to do. I waited for and found your father, and we are happy together and have two strong Chosen children.”


  He didn't answer her, his irritation building. He stared at her, trying to keep his anger off his face as they moved along with the other couples dancing. It pissed him off that his mother saw Eliana as nothing more than a breeding machine.


  Rana tried again. “Is the thought of having beautiful and strong little silver-eyed babies with Eliana so bad? Think of all the different gods and goddesses that your children could choose from. Greek, Egyptian, African, there are so many and you know that makes their chances of being a Chosen even higher.”


  Abruptly he put two and two together. Fighting to keep calm, he said in a low voice, “Mother, did you have her lineage researched?”


  She smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle out of his tuxedo, avoiding his gaze. “Yes, I did. And before you get all high and mighty about it, I would like to point out to you that I'm helping you keep from wasting your time and having your heart broken.”


  Closing his eyes, he counted to ten as his curiosity battled with his temper. “What did you find out?” he asked in a tight voice.


  She beamed at him, knowing she’d won a small victory. “We did a search on her parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. As far as we can find, her father's side has one Chosen from the 1500s in Denmark. We didn't find anything on her mother's side. Either there never was a Chosen or they were from her African-American side and the records were lost during the slavery years.”


  The song ended, and he stepped back from his mother. “You overstepped your bounds and you had absolutely no right to invade her privacy like that. I’m warning you, do not manipulate me or Eliana, Mother. She's young and naive. I don't want her hurt by your meddling. That means no spells, no intimidation, nothing. Promise me you’ll leave her alone or I swear to Odin I will walk out of this room and you will never see me again.”


  Rana waved a hand at his warning. “Oh lighten up. I promise I won't hurt a hair on her head or try to magically persuade her in any way.”


  He gave her a smirk. “I accept your oath.”


  Eyes narrowed into a pissed glare, she turned on her heel and stalked back to their table ahead of him. She plastered a bright smile on her face, and it wilted at the sight of Nuri speaking with Eliana and Kayla. Swearing beneath his breath, Aiden hurried after her and prayed his mother wouldn’t cause a scene.


   


  ****


   


  Eliana watched a dour faced Aiden and his mother approach. She gave him an uncertain smile as they came closer, wondering what was going on that pissed him off so much. Rana seemed to have enjoyed their dance and she gave Eliana a radiant smile. Then she noticed who else was sitting at the table and looked like she’d swallowed a bug.


  In a frosty voice, Rana said, “Hello, Nuri.”


  Nuri glanced over, and a small, amused smile curved her red lips. “Hello, Rana.”


  Talic stood and tried to escort Rana to the dance floor while saying something in a low, soothing voice. After jerking her arm away, she gave him a smile that could have cut glass. “Hands off, Talic. I'll behave.”


  Sitting next to Erin, who gave her a nervous glance, Rana smiled. “I'm surprised to see you here, Nuri. You usually don't leave your temple for social engagements.”


  “Oh, I've been known to come out and celebrate a good cause. Mother's Arms is doing well thanks to your fund-raising efforts. We're most appreciative of your hard work,” Nuri said mildly.


  Rana smiled so hard that Eliana was afraid her teeth would snap. Aiden stepped behind Rana's chair as Johnathan slowly rose, obviously in a good deal of pain as he moved out from his seat. “We were just getting ready to leave.”


  Rana's fierce smile faded as she watched Johnathan and Eliana was shocked to see tears fill the other woman’s eyes. She turned and waved Aiden off.


  “Actually, I do feel like dancing.”


  Taking Talic's arm, she strolled with her husband toward a group of women in glittering dresses who greeted her with a round of smiles.


  Nuri stood and ran a hand down Eliana's face. “Take care, child. Remember that even though you're not Isis's Chosen, she's still here for you for solace if you need it. As am I.”


  With that enigmatic message, Nuri gently held Johnathan's arm and placed a kiss on his wrinkled cheek. They moved carefully toward the exit, Johnathan's gait hesitant and measured. Eliana had turned to ask Aiden what the heck was going on when she saw Kayla and Erin dabbing their eyes with their napkins. Aiden shook his head as she opened her mouth, and he led her out on to the dance floor. Aiden's hand gently stroked her bare back in a subtle movement as he held her in his arms.


  As the music began, she sighed. “Can we stop being all weird and secretive please? I'm majorly confused. Why do Nuri and your mother hiss at each other like two pissed-off cats? And why are Kayla and Erin crying?”


  “Nuri and my mother have always butted heads. It’s just who they are.” Aiden took a deep breath, his shoulders rising under her hands. “And Johnathan…Johnathan is dying.”


  She sucked in some air through her teeth. “That's terrible. Poor Nuri and Devon.” She felt tears rise to her eyes at the thought of Nuri losing her husband. “But Johnathan is so old. Isn't that to be expected?”


  Nodding, Aiden said, “It is. He has led a rich and full mortal life.”


  She watched the room twirl about as they moved across the crowded floor. “I feel badly for Nuri, but she had to know this was going to happen when she married a much older man.”


  He gave her a puzzled look. “Eliana, Nuri is forty years older than Johnathan.”


  “What?” she squeaked out, stumbling and almost bumping into another couple.


  “Chosen age much slower than mortals and even on our death beds we still look middle aged and healthy. Not to say that we never grow older, but it does allow us to live longer and have bodies that will function and support the demands that our Gods put on us for a greater period of time.”


  “So…so if I’m Chosen how long will I live?”


  “In theory, you could live to be two hundred years old.”


  “Holy fuck. Two hundred years?”


  “Yes. My mother and father are close to one hundred and twenty five and one hundred and thirty six years old.”


  “Holy fuck,” she said again as her head spun, trying to grasp what he was saying.


  He stroked his thumb along the indent of her spine. “Nuri made a great sacrifice when she chose to love a normal man. She knew she would outlive him, but they both thought their time together was worth the eventual heartache she would suffer in the end. It's not an easy road to watch your beloved age faster than you. And if you have children who are not Chosen, you will survive them as well. That is why most Chosen try to marry other Chosen, so they are not faced with outliving their loved ones,” he said with a distant look in his eyes.


  “Poor Nuri. Her heart must be breaking.”


  “I'm sure it is. My mother and Nuri have often been at odds with each other, but they have known each other for a very long time. They have the same goals, but different ways of achieving them.” The song ended, and he held her hand until the next began. She enjoyed dancing with him, even if her feet were starting to hurt in her high heels.


  “Take Mother's Arms for example. My mother wanted to teach the women that came to the shelter to use firearms and martial arts to fight back and even kill their attackers. Nuri forbid it. She felt the women had seen enough violence and they needed a peaceful place to rebuild their lives. After much shouting, and a couple of near cat fights, they compromised.” He laughed softly at the memory and gave her a wink.


  “By compromise I mean my mother was allowed by the governing council of the shelter to start a self-defense school adjacent to Mother's Arms that Nuri was forbidden from entering. And my mother was forbidden from entering the shelter itself,” he said with a grin. “That way they stay out of each other’s way, but the women of the shelter still benefit from their skills without having to watch constant fighting between the two for dominance. But let me tell you, my mom doesn’t like being told she can’t do anything, and the same goes for Nuri.”


  “Oh dear, no wonder your mom is so pissed at her,” she said with a giggle.


  “Indeed.”


  They moved in a slow circle, eyes locked together as their bodies moved closer. The thin, sparkling chain spun around her as they twirled, making her feel graceful and feminine. She loved the way he watched her, how his eyes held a deep, sensual promise that stroked against her soul.


  “Oh fuck, oh shit, oh fuck,” she said and turned them deeper into the dancing crowd.


  “What?” he asked, looking around for the source of her distress.


  “Shit, Michelle is here. She saw us,” she said in a tight voice.


  “Who?”


  “Michelle, a girl from the university who lives in my dorm. She had a crush on you last semester. She’s seen us together, and she didn't look happy,” she said in a rush.


  “Shit.”


  She bit her lower lip and tried to think of a way to save this situation. Her head snapped up. “Aiden, do you trust me?”


  “Of course,” he answered with a puzzled look on his handsome face.


  “Please get Jack and go sit at our table. Sit close to him, like with your knees touching and stuff. Act like you're in love with him,” she pleaded.


  “In love with Jack?” he asked in an outraged voice.


  “Please, Aiden. I swear I'll explain, and it will save both our asses,” she said, giving him puppy dog eyes.


  “Fine, but you better have a good explanation for this,” he growled. He left her to go get Jack, who was dancing with a stunning blond in a short green dress.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-One


   


  The fluorescent lights gleamed off the silver edge of the saw blade on the conveyor belt leading to the cash register. Kyle smiled fondly as he watched the old man at the register bag up his purchases. Butane torch, pliers, and duct tape all went into the plastic shopping bags.


  “Looks like you have a busy weekend ahead of you,” the old man behind the counter said.


  Kyle gave him his well rehearsed, non-threatening smile. “Yes, sir. Me and my dad have some projects to do around the house.”


  The old man nodded. “Glad to see you helping out the folks. That'll be $98.50.”


  Handing over his credit card, Kyle tried to keep his eyes off the bags. So much potential there, so much fun to be had. Kyle tapped his brown leather wallet into his hand as he waited for his card to be approved. He was taking a risk buying this stuff so close to home, but Eliana was worth it.


  He kept dreaming about her, dark fantasies filled with lust and bloodshed. David wanted Kyle to step up his planning. He’d provided Kyle with a special present for Eliana—one he intended to use tomorrow.


  “Here you go, young man. Good luck with your projects.” The cashier smiled as he handed Kyle his receipt and the bags.


  Kyle felt his grin stretch wider. Something in it must have upset the cashier because he recoiled from Kyle. Giving the old man a wink, Kyle sauntered out the door and whispered a prayer of thanks to Eris the entire time.


   


  ****


   


  Eliana moved off the dance floor and scanned the crowd for Michelle. Wearing a server's uniform, the other woman refilled the water glasses at a crowded table with a pissed expression on her face.


  Moving as fast as her heels would allow, she caught Michelle as she was about to go back into the kitchens.


  Michelle saw her and stopped with an angry smirk. “Well, I see how you're getting good grades in Professor Klemenson's class. Kyle wasn't enough for you, huh? You had to screw your professor too?”


  Eliana stepped close to her and said in a low voice, “Michelle, it's not what you think.”


  Michelle lurched back and said loudly, “Oh really? I think it's exactly what it seems. You too were all, but fucking on the dance floor.”


  Grabbing her arm, she pushed Michelle against the wall with a small growl. “Listen,” she hissed as she got in the taller girl's face, “remember at the party what you said about Professor Klemenson? Not the good-looking part, the part about what he must be?”


  Taken aback, Michelle said defensively, “I don't remember much of that night. I had a lot to drink.”


  Eliana sighed and gave Michelle what she hoped was an honest expression. “Michelle, Professor Klemenson is gay.”


  “I don't believe you,” Michelle whispered with wide eyes.


  Moving aside so Michelle could see the room, Eliana pointed at Aiden's table. “Look.”


  Aiden and Jack were talking with their foreheads almost touching. Jack straightened Aiden's bow tie, and Aiden glanced to see if anyone was watching. Jack gave him a small wink, and Aiden smiled at him.


  “Holy shit, he's gay!” Michelle whispered.


  “Yes, and he doesn't want his family to know. I'm friends with Jack, his boyfriend, and I came as Professor Klemenson's 'date' so his parents won't get suspicious. His mother and father are old school and would flip out if they found out,” she said, studying Michelle's face to see if she was buying it.


  “But isn’t his sister gay?”


  Shit. “Uh, yeah, which makes it harder for Aiden and his boyfriend. He’s afraid he’d break his mom’s heart.”


  “Wow,” Michelle said. “That's like something out of a movie.”


  Aiden and Jack moved apart in a hurry as Aiden's mother and father returned to the table. Rana was still pissed from her encounter with Nuri, and it appeared as though she was angry with Jack and Aiden.


  Michelle gasped. “I won't say anything,” Michelle said, still watching Aiden and Jack. The Klemensons are important members of the club. I can't afford to lose my job. And I'm sorry I said that stuff about you and Professor Klemenson.”


  Eliana smiled in relief and gave Michelle's hand a squeeze. “It's okay, Michelle. I wasn't sure we were being believable. I hope his mom bought our performance as much as you did.”


  Michelle smiled and switched the empty pitcher to her other hand. “You may have been overdoing it. I thought he was going to rip your clothes off and do you in the middle of the room.”


  Eliana snickered. “I need to get back to the table and run interference between Aiden and his mother.”


  “Have fun.” Michelle grinned as she went back into the kitchen to refill her pitcher.


  Moving between tables and clusters of people, Eliana made her way across the room to where Aiden and Jack were waiting. Kayla and Erin were dancing together, and Rana and Talic were talking with a group of what looked like Druids in fancy embroidered robes.


  A strong hand grabbed her arm from behind then a deep, smooth voice said, “Dance with me.”


  Jerking her arm out of the man's hand, she turned around and found Devon King watching her with a panicked expression.


  A charcoal black tuxedo fit perfectly to his muscular frame, and a small gold pin of the same stylized bull that was on his tattoo glinted in the light of the chandelier. The color of the suit made his teal eyes blaze, but he gripped his large hands into fists and his usual arrogant sneer was nowhere to be found. If anything, he looked nervous.


  “Pardon me?” she asked as she cocked her hip and put a hand on it. “Did you just grab my arm and demand that I dance with you? I don't know who you think you are, but I'm not being interrogated by you now. So I'm not about to take your shit. You can kindly go piss off and leave me alone.”


  Devon stepped closer and said through clenched teeth, “Please, Shay. Pretty please with sugar on top. That Chosen of Mazu won't leave me alone. If you don't dance with me, I'm afraid she's going to drug my food and drag me off into the night.”


  Looking over his shoulder, she noticed a pretty Asian woman in a blue silk dress glaring daggers at her and Devon. “Ohhhh, she looks scary. What are you, about three times her size? Just tell her to go away like I'm telling you to,” she said as she spun on her heel to leave.


  Devon stepped in front of her and said in a pleading tone, “Come on, Shay. Just one dance. I told her you were my jealous girlfriend.” She growled at him, but he continued unabashed. “I can't just tell her to go away. The last guy who blew her off ended up having his house flooded out by a freak high tide. I don't want to have to worry about drowning every time I go to the ocean. I like the beach.”


  “I get to be your jealous girlfriend? Fine.” She smiled up at Devon and swung her hand to slap his face.


  Devon caught her hand before it made contact and brought her wrist to his mouth, gently biting the vein that pounded there. “You may have surprised me at the store with your hit, Shay, but I won't make that mistake again.” His deep voice vibrated against her skin, and her heart stuttered.


  For a moment, all she could do was watch his full lips as he placed a kiss where his teeth had been. The movement was sensual and erotic. Devon's amazing lashes were lowered onto his tanned cheeks, and her breath caught her throat. A throbbing started between her legs, as if his lips and teeth had been nibbling on lower parts. It annoyed her that he could pull those feelings from her so easily and that he was brazen enough to do it in the first place.


  She jerked her hand away from him, and from the corner of her eye, she saw the Asian woman stalk away with a sour expression. Praying for patience, she unclenched her jaw enough to speak. “One dance, and that's only because I don't want to have to make your mother go to your funeral. And keep your lips to yourself, cupcake.”


  Devon grinned and led her out to the dance floor with a bow that was actually rather gentlemanly.


  Her favorable opinion of Devon rapidly diminished when he opened his mouth. “I'm surprised you're still alive. With the piss-poor job Aiden is doing with your training, you should have been taken out by a Destro assassin a long time ago,” he said as he spun expertly across the floor.


  Her back stiffened. “Aiden is doing a wonderful job keeping me alive, thank you very much.”


  With a teasing grin, Devon said, “He did put a hell of a nice blessing on you. But it was sloppy of him to let you go wandering around the Temple District. You're far too vulnerable to be out by yourself.”


  “How did you know I…oh yeah, your Mom.” With a smile that was more of a snarl, she said, “Don’t worry, I'm not as soft as I look.”


  Devon gave her a flagrant once-over, making her very aware of his hand on the bare skin of her back. “Well, I'll have to take your word for it. I'm afraid Aiden would have my head if I tried to,” he leaned over to whisper into her ear, lowering his shields a bit so the psychic scent of dark spice and sandalwood filled her soul, “feel how soft you really are.”


  She sucked in a breath and growled at him, angry with her body, which was humming in approval at his blatant attempt at seduction. Devon appeared a bit surprised himself, and his hand tightened on her back as he held her closer. Looking up into his eyes, she couldn't think of a witty comeback to shoot at him, which was a first. All she could think about was his smell and how nice his eyelashes were and wonder what his lips would feel like on her mouth.


  She was saved from embarrassing herself by Aiden tapping on Devon's shoulder. “Hands off, King.”


  Devon gave her one last searching look and turned to face Aiden. His full lips shifted to an arrogant sneer. “Keep your panties on, Aiden. Shay was just helping me avoid a little ocean goddess anger.” He turned back to her and said, “Thanks, for the dance. My mom will appreciate not having to fish my corpse out of the sea.”


  Before she could say anything, he slipped away into the crowd. Aiden swept her up into his arms, his grip possessive and he turned to glare at Devon's retreating back. “I'm sorry he forced you to dance with him. I got wrapped up talking with my mother and her friends. It won’t happen again.”


  “It's okay,” she said with a soft smile as she smoothed his jacket. “He's a prick, but he didn't mean any harm.”


  Still glaring at the part of the room that Devon had disappeared into, Aiden said, “Yeah, well, I didn't like the way he was looking at you. Like a hungry man looking a steak.”


  Feeling uncomfortable at his accurate observation, she tried to lighten the mood. “Don't worry. You're the only one who gets to eat me.”


  He watched her intently, studying her face. As his eyes darkened, her nipples tightened beneath her dress, as she became extra aware of the heat coming off his body. She knew the moment he lowered his shields because those phantom hands that he somehow had were caressing her all over her body, making her knees so weak he had to pull her tight against his body to keep her upright as desire flowed like fire through her body and settled in her swollen sex.


  “Come home with me tonight,” he said simply, and his thumb ran a possessive path down her spine toward her butt.


  She’d opened her mouth to protest that Chrissy would be waiting for her when he lowered his shields further, his warm amber scent and energy brushing over her in a caress. It sent a shiver down her body, pulling a soft moan out of her as she hovered on the edge of an unexpected orgasm. Several of the Chosen on the dance floor glanced over and smiled or smirked at them. She hid her face against his chest. “Okay.”


  She had just enough time to grab her wrap and purse, then Aiden nearly dragged her out of the ballroom. Eliana said good-bye to his family as they passed them on the way out, and she thought she saw his mother give a satisfied smile as he hustled her out the door.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Two


   


  As Aiden drove down the driveway of the country club, he placed his hand on her thigh and began to slowly slide his way up. She quirked an eyebrow at him but didn't say anything as he gently stroked her skin. He kept his eyes on the road, but his hand inched steadily upward and she shivered at the feather light touch of his fingers over her skin.


  The radio played a dance song with a heavy techno beat that throbbed through the speakers, making conversation without yelling impossible. She sucked in a hard breath through her nose as his fingers crept over her inner thigh, and she let her legs fall open. Closing her eyes, she marveled at how erotic it felt to have his hands moving with such slow and soft touches as the music moved to a rapid beat that made her pulse pound.


  She let out a sigh when his fingers ran over the lace edge of her panties and along her hip. Ever so slowly, he slid his hand farther up her dress, the palm of his hand cool on her heated flesh. Every time he touched her she thought it was the best feeling ever, then he would touch her again and she’d had to redefine her idea of pleasure.


  “Oh, Aiden.” She sighed as she shifted her hips to give him better access. She bit her lower lip when he rewarded her with one long finger slowly moving over the damp silk of her panties. That finger teased over her clit, pressing the damp satin of her panties into her with a firm touch. A bolt of need made she arch her back and grind her hips into his hand. Not looking at her, he moved his hand back to her inner thigh, softly caressing.


  Trying to angle her hips to get his hand back where she wanted it, she whimpered when he wouldn’t return his fingers to her throbbing clit. She was aching for his touch, and he continued to tease her. Instead of touching her where she wanted, he traced his long fingers over the satin covered lips of her pussy, making her already swollen sex ache. When he continued to tease her, continued to wind her tighter and tighter, she tried to grab his wrist and make him touch her, but he was too strong and continued his light torment with a devilish grin. Well, two could play that game. With a small smile, she pulled the bottom of her dress up and slid her panties down over her legs.


  Holding the panties up a few inches from his face, she teasingly dropped them into his lap. He glanced down and arched a brow at her with a slow smile. She leaned over and gripped her hand around his stiff cock through his pants, rubbing the satin of her purple panties over him. He felt so hard and good in her hand, but he’d feel even better in her pussy, filling her like only he could.


  The car swerved as he thrust into her hand, and the driver of the car behind them laid on its horn. Giving her a hot glare, he sped the Hummer and made a hard right into his drive, opening the gate with a remote. She responded by gripping him harder, then teasing the rim of the crest of his shaft with her thumb. Then, taking a page out of his playbook, began to trace around his cock, almost touching but not quite. He thrust up and she pulled her hand away all together, ignoring his silent snarl.


  She laughed and slid her skirt up so her hot flesh was exposed to the cool air and his gaze. He kept looking from her body to the road, the car slowing as he became more and more distracted. Thankfully they were on his private drive now, but oh how she loved making him lose control like this. It made her feel powerful, wanted, and oh so turned on.


  Looking into his eyes, she slowly licked one finger, enjoying his slightly pained expression. She ran it down the soft mound of exposed flesh between her legs, her eyes fluttering shut with pleasure as she rubbed her clit. The delicious danger in teasing him made her body tight with need, as did the desire to make him lose control.


  With a curse, he stopped the car and threw it into park. They were about halfway between the street and his house, the road curving behind a stand of trees. The headlights of the Hummer threw harsh shadows on the lawn.


  She gave him a questioning look as he opened his door. He came over to her side and jerked the door open, then put his large hands around her waist, lifting her out of her seat and against him. As they shared a deep, heated kiss, he unbuckled his pants, freeing himself from his zipper with a low grunt before handing her a condom.


  She tore it open, sliding it over his length with a rough sigh. He backed her against the closed back door of the idling Hummer and held her in place with one hand as he worked the edge of her dress over her hips. For a moment he paused and looked into her eyes before leaning over and giving her a soft, probing kiss that was a stark contrast to his earlier rough handling.


  “You drive me crazy,” he whispered against her lips. “You strip away my self-control, turn me into a rutting beast with no more than a smile. I’m addicted to you. Addicted to your taste, your smell, and this tight little pussy that takes my dick so well.”


  He licked and bit her delicate collarbones as he ran the head of his cock back and forth over her meltingly hot pussy. She was wet and slick with desire, and he slid easily into her. They both sighed as he slowly lowered her weight onto his hard cock, then paused and she breathed in his scent, enjoying the sensation of being filled by him. It felt so good to be held in his arms, especially after having to behave all night at the country club.


  She marveled at his strength as he easily pinned her against the metal of his Hummer that still vibrated with the bass of the music. He held her gaze as he moved in and out of her in long, sure strokes, his hands gripping her ass while she held on to his shoulders. The feeling of the wind on her bare lower half was terribly erotic, and she felt herself swiftly approaching her release after the long, slow tease on the drive here. She let her eyes close as the orgasm tightened her pussy and gasped as the slow, powerful contractions of her orgasm made her writhe against him. His hard cock moved slowly in her, stroking out the climax and prolonging it as he groaned at the sensation.


  He waited until she recovered, holding her and filling her with small, gentle movements. As she began to respond to his thrusts again, he growled, “I want you to come again. I want to feel you clench around me as I fill you up.”


  She groaned in reply, locking her hands into his hair and urging him deeper. Only Aiden could make her feel this cherished and desired. He widened his stance and began to pound into her harder and faster. She jerked against him, creating delicious friction in time to his movements. Eliana felt the heat building in her body as she got closer to her release. He moved the angle of her hips so her clit was pressed tight to his body, grinding into him as he pounded into her.


  “Aiden, I'm almost there, don’t stop, you feel so good,” she said with her eyes closed. He gripped her even harder and buried himself in her as deep as he could go, grinding her against his body. She let out a low cry as she felt her orgasm crash over her, gripping his body within hers. The low growl against her neck and his shudder let her know he was joining her.


  Perfect, he was perfect.


  They slid down the side of the Hummer in a heap. Aiden moved so he was sitting against the car with her on his lap. They breathed heavily before she began to laugh and cover his face in light kisses.


  With a smile, he said, “What's so funny?”


  “Well, at least we made it to your driveway. Thank the gods we're not getting arrested right now for lewd acts in public.”


  He laughed as she stood up and moved her dress back into place. Disposing of the condom, he tucked himself back into his pants and helped her into her seat with a grin. After hopping back in the car, he held her face between his hands and gave her a long, slow kiss. His thumbs stroked across her cheeks in rhythm with his tongue.


  Her heart constricted at the tenderness of the kiss, the affection she saw in his eyes. Gods how she loved him, but she wasn’t ready to tell him that quite yet. This was all moving so fast and she was afraid that maybe he didn’t feel the same as she did. He continued to look at her, a small smile on his lips and joy in his eyes, before he placed a soft kiss on her nose and put the SUV into drive. The rest of the journey back to his house went by quickly and by the time they made it through the front door she was pretty sure her heart would burst from happiness. The way he looked at her, the way he touched her, told her more than words ever could how much he adored her and the sentiment was totally mutual.


  They ran to his bedroom in the house and exchanged their dress clothes for some thick and comfortable robes. He helped her take the pins out of her hair and brushed it gently as she lay on his chest, watching the fire burn in the elaborate green marble fireplace at the end of the room.


  After a long, slow session of lovemaking, they both fell asleep, utterly spent.


   


  ****


   


  Linda slowly pulled her hands out of the cavity of the corpse, a shiver going through her as she processed the information she’d just received. Absently, she wiped the blood off her hands and onto her coveralls. The flickering fluorescent lights did little to brighten the black-painted room. A large shiny drain sat in the floor, and a tall stainless steel cabinet dominated one wall. Currently one door of the cabinet was ajar, revealing what appeared to be dental tools.


  “Dillon,” Linda said quietly, a happy smile beginning to break over her face. She was blonde again, and they were playing in Dillon's torture chamber in New Jersey.


  Linda finally focused on the present and said louder, “Dillon!”


  Dillon whipped his head up with a snarl. Gone was the suave Wall Street lawyer. In his place crouched a naked man covered in blood and bits of gore. In his hand, Dillon held a cigar cutter. The duct-taped man on the floor was missing four fingers so far.


  “Dillon, I know how to save us. I got the information Eris needs,” Linda said, clapping her hands and laughing with joy.


  Standing, Dillon strode over to Linda and gave her a tender look before placing a bloody kiss on her lips. “I knew you could do it, pookie. What did you find out?”


  Linda's blood-painted lips turned in a secretive smile. “You'll have to wait and see, but it's going to destroy that little bitch and Rana's son too.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Three


   


  Eliana eased the door to her dorm room open and wondered why she felt guilty as she snuck in. It was a little after 7 a.m. and Aiden had dropped her off on the other side of the building. She’d done the walk of shame into the dorm, wearing the same party clothes she had left in the night before. The door guard gave her a knowing smile as she checked her ID and asked if she’d had a fun night.


  As she tried to quietly close the door behind her, she heard Chrissy say from the bedroom, “And where have you been all night, young lady?”


  With a sigh, Eliana removed her heels and padded into the bedroom in her bare feet. Chrissy lay on her side in her bunk with a smug look. Eliana was about to defend her honor when Jack's blond head and bare, freckled shoulder popped up on the other side of Chrissy.


  Jack said, “Hi, bunny,” with a winning smile as Chrissy tugged the sheet.


  Eliana stared at them both with an open mouth. Last she’d seen of Jack he’d been romance some pretty blonde at the party, and now he was in her best-friends bed. What the fuck was he doing in her best-friend’s bed? Jack's smile sagged, and Chrissy tugged the covers to her chin.


  “Say something, bunny, or at least breathe,” Jack said nervously.


  With a growl, she picked up her high-heeled shoe and threw it at Jack, narrowly missing Chrissy and putting a hole in the wall where his head had been.


  “Get off my friend, you pervert!” Eliana yelled.


  “Hey now, I'm a lover not a fighter,” Jack yelled back as he hid behind Chrissy, laughing. Chrissy began to giggle as well, and Eliana growled at both of them.


  Jack whispered into Chrissy's ear, and she said, “Eliana, it's okay. I called Jack and invited him over last night. I got lonely when you didn't come home.”


  Eliana felt a momentary flash of guilt. “If you're lonely, buy a dog. It'll be more loyal than Jack.”


  Chrissy gasped. “Eliana! That is plain rude.”


  Through gritted teeth, Eliana said, “Jack, please meet me in the TV room, dressed, ASAP.”


  “Awww, bunny. Chrissy and I were about to start the day off right.”


  Reaching behind her, she picked up one of Chrissy's marble mortars off her desk and cranked her arm back to throw it at Jack.


  Chrissy yelled, “Hey, that's expensive!”


  She put it down with a final glare at Jack before stomping into the next room. It might have been more effective of a stomp if she hadn’t been barefoot.


  She perched on the edge of the couch and clasped her hands in her lap so hard the knuckles turned white. A minute later Jack came into the room wearing his tuxedo pants from last night and his white shirt partially buttoned. He shut the door and started to sit on the couch next to her. He decided to stand on the other side of the room when she snarled at him.


  Just as she was taking a deep breath to let loose, Jack held up a hand. “Bunny, let me explain please—”


  “Explain what? How you came back to my roommate for a booty call after I told you she was hands-off? How you manipulated your way into her bed? How you're going to use her as a one-night stand and leave me to clean up your mess? How you…”


  She paused to take another breath, and Jack said in a serious voice, “Eliana, please.”


  Hearing Jack use her actual name made her pause and glare at him, allowing him to speak.


  Jack ran a hand through his wavy blond hair. “Loki wants me to date her.”


  She thought about this and snorted. “Seriously, Jack? That's the best you could come up with? Loki wants you to date her? So your god is pimping you out?”


  Looking offended, Jack said, “Hey, I'm being serious. You don't know what it's like to be Chosen. You don't know how much faith you put into your god, how you learn to trust their word and accept that they do know what they are talking about. So when Loki personally asks me to do something, I do it.”


  “So you don’t even like her? You’re just following orders?”


  “What? No, I like her. I like her a lot. She’s smart, and funny, and so fucking good at….errrr….she’s nice.”


  Rubbing her face with her hands, she said, “Let's say, for one second, I believe your bullshit story. What did Loki tell you, and how did you snake your way into Chrissy's bed?”


  Jack gave her a devilish grin. “Snake my way into her bed? You don't know your roommate well, do you? She jumped me and rode me till I was cross-eyed.”


  “TMI!” she yelled and glared at him.


  With a sigh, Jack said, “Loki visited me while I was using the bathroom at the country club. He thought it was funny that he made me pee on my shoe.” Seeing her grossed-out expression, Jack quickly continued, “He said Chrissy was going to be important in my future and that I was to become friends with her and supply her with any knowledge or help she needed. I thought it was odd because she's a witch and not affiliated with any Nordic Gods, so I asked him what was going on. Loki got all spooky and powerful on me and reminded me that we all are Servants of the Creator at the end of the day and that I better go make nice with Chrissy if I liked being able to pee standing up.”


  “So, on the threat of potential neutering, you called Chrissy and sweet-talked your way into an invitation?”


  “Ahhhh, not quite.” Jack put his hands in his pockets. “I thought she was cute and funny, and her aura was delicious, so I slipped her my card before we left with my cell phone number on the back. She actually called me after I left the country club and asked where you were.”


  “What did you tell her?”


  “The truth,” Jack said with a dimpled grin. “That you drove my younger sister, who had too much to drink, home and that you were probably staying the night.”


  Leaning back into the couch, she uncrossed her arms and glared at Jack until he squirmed. “Do you swear that you didn't use any magic to get Chrissy into bed and that you won't hurt her if you can help it?”


  “Jeez, bunny, what kind of asshole do you take me for?” He held up his hands when she opened her mouth. “Don't answer. Look, I'm not saying Chrissy and I are going to hook up and pick out curtains, but I do like her. She's dynamite in the sack with that tight little body…I mean like a ten.”


  Closing her eyes, she clenched her hands into fists. “Jack, one more word about having sex with Chrissy and I'll start telling you how good Aiden is in the sack. And what he looks like nude.”


  Jack made a barfing sound. “You don't fight fair, bunny. Fine, no more sex-with-Chrissy talk.” He gave her a serious look. “You should be happy I was here last night. Something tried to come in through your window while we slept.”


  She hid her face in her hands. “Shit. Why are they coming after Chrissy now?”


  “I don't think they were after Chrissy. I think she happened to be here. You're still their main target, but someone is getting awfully impatient. I know we've told you this before, but you must not go anywhere without someone with you.”


  A knock sounded at the door, and Chrissy said from the other side, “Are you two done yet? Eliana, if you killed Jack, I'm going to be upset with you.”


  “Come on in, Chrissy. You may be pissed at me later that I didn't kill him now, but for the time being, he still lives,” Eliana said as she scooted over on the couch to make room for Chrissy. She tried to keep her expression neutral, hoping that Chrissy mistook her fear for anger.


  Instead of sitting next to her, Chrissy crossed the small room toward Jack. A messy bun contained her blond curls, and tiny shorts flattered her long and lean legs. She grabbed Jack’s hand and pushed him back into the beanbag, flopping on top of him and cuddling comfortably in his arms.


  Jack looked surprised, then pleased as Chrissy leaned back into him. He placed an arm around her waist and tucked her head underneath his chin. To Eliana's surprise, they did look comfortable together, as if they’d been together longer than one night.


  Chrissy looked over at her with intent hazel green eyes. “So, are you going to tell me who you went home with last night?”


  Eliana froze and said in a forced, casual tone, “I have no idea what you're talking about, Chrissy. Jack's sister had too much to drink, so I drove her home and spent the night.”


  Chrissy snorted. “You I might believe, but Jack has a tell when he's lying, and he was lying about his sister.”


  Jack leaned back and glanced at Chrissy. “I have a what?”


  Grinning at him with her dimples, Chrissy said, “You have a tell, sweetheart. You do a certain something with your body every time you lie. We learned about it in my psychology class. It's handy to know when your clients are lying to you during therapy. I'm not going to say what it is, but that's one of the reasons I let you into my bed last night. Other than the lie about Eliana, you were completely honest with me.”


  Looking at Jack's shocked and slightly horrified expression, both Eliana and Chrissy burst out laughing.


  “You’re serious?”


  “Oh, completely. See, I don’t just rely on magic to know when a person is being truthful. Thankfully you seem pretty honest, so I’d suggest you keep telling the truth if you want to continue to warm my bed.”


  “Oh shit, Jack. You're so screwed!” Eliana howled.


  Chrissy stroked Jack's arm in a soothing manner. “Awww, don't get all freaked out. I'm good at reading people, and as long as you're honest with me, we're all good. I know people have to have secrets.” Her expression darkened before she visibly forced her smile to return and continued, “As long as those secrets don't harm anyone, it's okay. And I won't invade your privacy any more than you would invade mine. Besides, I can't read Eliana at all. Either she's a really good or a really crappy liar.”


  Jack began to place gentle kisses on Chrissy's hand, pausing to suck one of her fingers into his mouth as he gazed into her eyes. “Have I told you yet how amazing you are?”


  Chrissy grinned. “Truth.”


  “And how good you taste.”


  “Truth again.”


  “And how much I love to give you multiple orgasms?”


  “Truth, truth, truth.”


  Eliana made gagging noises. “Keep it in your pants, both of you. I'm still here.”


  Not taking his eyes off Chrissy, Jack said, “Go get some coffee or something, bunny.”


  “Yeah, and some doughnuts. From the other side of town for about twenty minutes,” Chrissy added as she shifted in Jack's lap.


  “An hour,” Jack said as he twirled his tongue over the tip of Chrissy's finger.


  Chrissy's eyes widened, and she said with an evil grin, “How about two hours? You can make the doughnuts yourself and bring them back when you're done.”


  Jack's eyebrows rose, and he whispered something in Chrissy's ear that made her blush and laugh.


  Rolling her eyes, Eliana left the room and closed the door behind her. She grabbed a quick shower, dried her hair, and took care with her makeup to cover the lack of sleep. Trying not to hear the sounds of pleasure coming from the TV room, she threw on a pair of tan pants and a black shirt that had sheer ruffles at the wrists and around the low collar. After pulling on a pair of black leather boots, she darted into their bedroom to grab her cell phone and laptop to get some homework done.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Four


   


  Two hours later, Eliana sat in the study lounge of her floor, typing a paper for her fine arts class on the modernist movement. She’d caught up in the rest of her classes, and after she finished the paper, she was done. Her mood brightened considerably when she read an email saying her English class was canceled for the day and wondered how soon she could call Aiden without seeming clingy or desperate.


  A couple other girls were busy doing their homework, and she listened with half an ear and a grin as she overheard gossip about Jack's visit last night. They glanced over her way, but she had her headphones on as she typed so it would look as though she was listening to music and didn't want to be disturbed. She didn’t have the heart to tell them that right now Jack was probably boinking her roommate’s brains out.


  She was finishing her closing paragraph when her cell phone rang. It was an unfamiliar number marked as private. She went out to the hall by the elevators and answered the call, not wanting to disturb the other girls in the lounge.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Shay,” said Devon's deep voice, smooth as melted chocolate.


  She frowned into her phone. “How did you get my number, Devon?”


  “I looked it up.”


  “You mean you abused your authority and illegally attained my private cell phone number. Stalker.”


  “Don't flatter yourself. If I'm going to stalk someone, it's going to be someone who does a lot more interesting things than you.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Come down to the circular drive out front. I have some things to tell you about your friend Linda, and I don't want to do it over the phone.”


  “Fine, I'll be down in a minute,” she grumped.


  Devon hung up without replying, leaving her to glare at the phone. She stopped back by the lounge and asked the girls there to keep an eye on her stuff for a minute. She hesitated at the door of her room and knocked loudly. Getting no reply, she carefully opened the door and peeked inside. The last thing she wanted to see was Chrissy and Jack going at it. The rooms were quiet, but the shower was running in the bathroom, and she could hear the muted sounds of Chrissy and Jack talking.


  In a hurry, she grabbed a black leather jacket lined in fleece from the closet and locked the door as she left.


  On her way out the front door of her dorm, she caught sight of Devon right away and groaned. He leaned on his Temple Guard SUV in his uniform, looking better than he had a right to, but he’d evidently not gotten Aiden’s memo about blending in. The pants clung to his muscular legs, and his biceps bulged as he crossed his arms. Devon’s appearance screamed “dangerous” as he watched the people walking past him. Around his waist he wore a utility belt that held handcuffs and a large gun.


  “Subtle, Devon,” she mumbled to herself. Students gaped as they meandered past the SUV, giving him a wide berth. He was an intimidating giant of a man with a stone-cold expression on his face as his eyes scanned everyone going past.


  It was mostly the guys who didn't return his gaze, dropping their eyes to the ground as they shuffled by. The girls, however, either darted glances at him or boldly stared back. Some, the braver ones, even gave him flirty smiles and put extra wiggles in their walk. He seemed to ignore all of them, standing straight as she approached, his expression never changing. She was annoyed at herself for feeling intimidated as she got closer. So what if she would have had a heart attack if he pulled her over looking like that. He had no right to look up her information like he had.


  “Hello, Shay,” Devon said. He gave her the same head-to-toe look that he’d given everyone else who passed, except his gaze seemed to linger on her lips and chest longer than necessary.


  Perturbed, she said, “Nice outfit, Devon. No wonder you're always in such a bad mood. Your pants are so tight they must pinch your balls.”


  With a grin, Devon made a subtle gesture toward his groin. “I can't help it that I'm...bigger...than the average man.”


  Trying to hide her blush, and not look at his groin, she said, “Funny, your gun looks a little small to me. Is it a snub nose?”


  Devon narrowed his eyes at her and opened his mouth then shut it again. “Can we talk inside my car? What I have to say is not for your nosy neighbors' ears.”


  Looking around, she noticed a good number of people lingering out in front of the dorm and even more looking out their windows. Evidently word spreads fast when it looks like someone is being arrested. She avoided meeting the worried gaze of one of the girl’s from her floor as she openly stared at them.


  “Fine, but I have a lot of homework to do today, Devon, so let's make this quick. And if you think I'm sitting in the backseat, you're high,” she said as she climbed in the passenger seat of the SUV and shut the door after herself.


  The SUV leaned slightly as Devon slid into the driver's side. He seemed even bigger inside the car, filling the space with his presence. Leaning over, he turned down the chatter on the radio and stared at her with an intent gaze.


  Feeling self-conscious, she resisted the urge to check her hair in the side mirror and returned his look, holding his stare. His teal eyes, a neon color against the black of his uniform, seemed to darken as he looked at her. The desire in his eyes made her uncomfortable and slightly aroused. She dropped her eyes and fiddled with the zipper on her jacket, pulling it down in the warm car.


  The seat creaked as he turned to look out the windshield. “We searched the house that Linda was using as her hideout. I think we caught her by surprise at the store 'cause she left a bunch of stuff behind. Including a pile of bodies in the garage.”


  Feeling her face pale, she said, “She killed people?”


  He gave her a strange look. “She's killed lots of people and will probably kill a lot more if we don't stop her. She's a Chosen of Eris, a nasty Greek goddess. A small shrine was still set up in the garage. Looks like she stole a bunch of stuff from your workplace to make it, though shoplifting is the least of her crimes.”


  Eliana was silent as she listened to him talk. He was easy to listen to when he wasn't being an asshole. His smooth voice continued to remind her of melted chocolate. He turned to look at her as he talked.


  “We aren't sure what her real name is, but we do know that she had someone else living there with her. Judging by the clothes, it was a man. There were also used boxes of hair dye in the bathroom, so we don't think red is her original color.”


  “Well, duh. Any woman could have told you that.”


  Giving her a brief glare, he continued, “We found some half-burned maps in the fireplace. It looks like they’re planning an attack on the Temple District in Philadelphia. It would cause the deaths of some of this country's top Creation followers and strike a great blow to the gods they serve. That would make sense considering the massive amounts of fertilizer they stole could be used to make bombs.”


  Letting out a low whistle, she said, “Did you guys let the police in Philadelphia know?”


  He looked away. “The local police, the FBI, the CIA, and the Temple Guards, everyone we could give a heads-up to. They’re on high alert up there now, but I'm afraid that will make Linda and her cohorts switch targets.


  “Which brings us back to you,” he said and stopped scanning their surroundings to focus on her. Having his entire attention was an overwhelming sensation and she found herself fighting the urge to stare him down again. She had no idea why, but for whatever fucked up reason she wanted him to acknowledge that she was the dominant person in the car.


  “Me? What do I have to do with this? I just had the bad luck of working with that psycho bitch.”


  “I'm not trying to scare you, but she has an agenda as far as you're concerned. In her home, we found notes on you: what time you came to work, what kind of car you drove, what you like to eat. I've already alerted Aiden about it. For all the good that does.” He ignored her glare. “My mother is trying to do what she can to keep you safe as well. She has taken a great liking to you, Gods know why. My mom doesn't seem to understand why I think you're such a pain in the ass.”


  The last part he said with a grin that made her want to scratch his eyes out. “You bring out the best in me, cupcake,” she said with a bright, and false, smile.


  Narrowing his eyes, he said, “Why do you keep calling me cupcake?” He lowered his voice until it was a bass purr. “Do you want to eat me up? Lick me all over and taste me?”


  Frozen for a second by that erotic image, she jumped when someone knocked on her window. Jack stood outside with a stern expression on his face. Devon rolled down the window. “Hop in the back seat, Jack. It won't be the first time you've been in the back of a Temple Guard’s car.”


  Laughing, Jack got into the SUV. His laughter died as he noticed Devon's smirk and Eliana's glare at Devon. “Did I interrupt something?” Jack asked as he spread his arms across the back of the seats.


  “Nah. Shay was telling me how she wants to lick frosting off my body,” Devon said.


  With a growl, she lurched across the middle of the seat at Devon, managing to grab his shirt before Jack reached from the backseat and held her back. Devon merely laughed and, using pressure points, made her release her grip.


  She felt Jack's energy humming along her shields as he tried to calm her down.


  “Easy, bunny. I know he's full of shit. He wants to make Aiden jealous.” Turning to Devon, Jack said, “All right, dude, stop provoking her, or I will let her loose. What is so important that you had to drive out here to tell her? Her roommate sent me down here to find out what was going on and bail her out of jail if necessary.”


  “I'm okay, Jack. You can let me go,” she said, taking a deep breath and imagining ten different ways to kill Devon.


  After Jack let her go, Devon caught Jack up on what was going on. Jack shook his head in disbelief when Devon got to the part about the fertilizer bombs that Linda was planning to set off in the Temple District in Philly.


  “So what does she want with our bunny?” Jack asked.


  “She has the attention of a couple different Destruction Gods. From what our prophets can tell, Shay is going to be as big of a pain in the ass to the Destruction side as she is to me. I almost pity them. I'm sure the Destruction prophets saw the same thing and passed the word along,” Devon said with a sigh, ignoring Eliana’s extended middle finger. “We also managed to retrieve a partially burned message.”


  “What was it?”


  “A note from one of her superiors. Linda's instructions were simple: eliminate Shay as a threat without killing her, turning her to Destruction if at all possible. She decided to do that by framing her as a terrorist, assuring that Shay would spend the rest of her life in a federal prison under magical lock and key. Would have made an offer from a Destruction god to get Shay out of jail in exchange for her changing sides very tempting.”


  “Fuck me,” she said with a stunned expression.


  “I'd rather not with Jack in the car.”


  Jack tightened his hold on her and stared at Devon with a glare of his own. “Seriously, dude, one more quip out of you and I'll help her beat your ass.”


  “You can try,” Devon answered with a grin that was pure alpha male.


  “Can we get back to me not spending the rest of my life in prison please?” Eliana yelled at them.


  “I need to put a tracking spell on you. We could have you under guard 24/7 until you’re Chosen, but that may interrupt your god's plans and leave you Rejected. And even I don't want that to happen to you.” He glanced in the rear view mirror and his gaze was actually compassionate before he returned his attention back to the road. “I’ve also gotten a lead on Linda. Don’t worry, I’ll find her and she won’t threaten you anymore.”


  Nodding, she said, “Okay. Throw a whammy on me, and let's get this shit over with so I can get back to my homework.”


  Devon turned and glanced through the windshield. “I can't do it in the car, and I need to attach some of my energy to your aura.”


  “I'm not going anywhere with you, Devon.”


  Quirking his full lips, Devon said, “Invite me to your dorm room. Jack and your roommate will be there to make sure nothing bad happens to you.”


  Jack said from the backseat, “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get rid of him, bunny. Devon may stroke you the wrong way, but he's good at his job and right now his job is keeping you safe.”


  “Fine,” she said in a huff. “But you're in and out as quickly as possible.”


  “Okay. I'm sure that's what you're used to with Aiden in bed.” Devon ducked out the door and slammed it before she could reach him.


  Jack laughed from the backseat. “Man, what I wouldn't give to see you and Devon duke it out.”


  “If he keeps this shit up, I'm just going to shoot him.”


  They stood there as Devon made sure his car was secure and entered the foyer of the dorm together. People who had been watching from the foyer window were now busy as they walked in. The door guard didn't even check her ID, just waved them through with wide eyes.


  While they waited for the elevator, she saw Janet motioning her over from one of the couches. “Be right back. I have to talk to a friend real quick,” she said.


  Feeling Devon’s and Jack's eyes on her back, she stopped in front of Janet, blocking her view of the men and vice versa. “What's up, Janet?” she said, trying to ask casually.


  “Are you in trouble, Eliana? Or is that handsome Guard a stripper? And if he's a stripper, why didn't you invite me?” Janet asked, her expression shifting between worried and curious.


  Eliana laughed. “No, that's a friend of the family. He came here at my dad's request to check on me and make sure I'm doing well in school. It's no big deal.” She was slightly ashamed at how good she was getting at lying.


  Janet appeared disappointed for a second. “I wonder if his Temple Guard does those fund-raising calendars. You know, the ones where they pose all oiled up and shirtless.”


  Her reply was cut off by Devon yelling in a deep voice, “Elevator's here, Shay,” making every person who wasn't watching them turn to see who that deep, commanding voice belonged to.


  With red cheeks, she said good-bye and hustled to the elevator where Devon was holding it open wearing his unreadable Guard face. There were a couple people standing outside the elevator with their backpacks. “Going up?” Devon asked.


  “No, uh, we'll take the stairs, good exercise,” one of the guys said as he dragged his admiring girlfriend off by her hand.


  When the doors closed, Devon said, “So, your friend thinks I'd look nice with my shirt off?”


  Leaning her head back on the wall, she stared at the ceiling and tried hard to ignore Jack as he snickered. They made it to her floor without her turning the elevator into a bloodbath leaving Devon's corpse. She stopped by the lounge to retrieve her laptop and books while Jack and Devon waited for her. The other girls in the room were silent, but as they left, a flurry of whispers followed in their wake.


  They were at the door to her room when her hall monitor approached with a serious expression her face. “Is there a problem?” she asked, her eyes darting between Jack and Devon.


  “Not at all,” Devon said with a winning smile. “Ms. Shay is thinking of joining the Guard, and I came to meet with her to discuss her future.”


  Looking stunned as Devon smiled charmingly at her, the hall monitor said, “I'm sure Eliana would be an asset to any temple. If there is anything I can help you with, let me know. My name is Mary, and my room is on the left at the end of the hall.”


  Mary stood there a moment, staring at Devon. He raised a dark eyebrow at her. “Okay, thank you, Mary. We have to be going now.”


  “Sure,” Mary said, still standing there and staring at Devon's lips.


  With a sigh, Eliana opened her door and motioned Devon and Jack into the room, shutting the door in Mary's face.


  Chrissy stood in the foyer, her legs spread in a wide stance and an amulet in her hand.


  “Whoa, easy there, Chrissy!” Jack yelled as he jumped across the room and placed a hand on her arm.


  Not taking her eyes off Devon, Chrissy said, “Jack, he's dangerous. Can't you feel the violence coming off of him from here?”


  Devon stood stock-still as Jack eased his hand over Chrissy's arm. “He's a friend, honey. His name is Devon King, and he's a High Priest of Mentu, the Egyptian God of War. You're feeling his god's favor for him.”


  Blushing, Chrissy hid her hand with the amulet behind her back. “Oh shit. I'm sorry, Devon.”


  Devon didn't move as he said, “It's okay. Eliana is lucky to have such a powerful witch as a friend.”


  Feeling lost, as usual, Eliana said, “Can someone please tell me what's going on?”


  Chrissy made her way into their bedroom and put the amulet back in a small lockbox under her desk.


  Watching Chrissy, Jack said, “Chrissy thought Devon was here to hurt you. She saw him standing in the circle talking with you and saw all the violence in his aura. Reading auras is a new thing to her, so she didn't understand that it wasn't violence directed at you, that it was merely a reflection of his god's favor.”


  Devon looked around the foyer and meandered into the women’s shard closet to the left as Jack continued, “When she saw Devon coming inside with us, she got a knockout amulet ready. I'm impressed. That's a hefty piece of magic. Chrissy could have knocked him out for anywhere from a few hours to a few weeks. If someone didn't break the charm in time or get him to a hospital, Devon could have died of lack of food and water.”


  Chrissy appeared angry as she said to Jack, “I would never make one that strong. That's dark magic, and I want no part of it.”


  “I know, honey,” Jack said as he smoothed her curls back and placed a gentle kiss on her forehead.


  Meanwhile, Devon had opened Eliana’s top drawer and tugged out a small red thong. He raised his eyebrows and gave Eliana a leering grin. Gritting her teeth, she marched into her open closet and grabbed the underwear out of his hands, stuffing them back into her drawer.


  “Get out of my closet,” she said through her clenched teeth.


  “Aww, I always wanted to know what it felt like to do a panty raid.”


  She gripped the front of Devon's shirt with her fists and tried to push him out; it was like trying to move a rock. A big, warm rock with gorgeous eyes, her hormones purred at her.


  Her body's reaction to him pissed her off even more. In fact, everything about him pissed her off. The sound of Jack's low pleasure-filled moan came from behind them. Eliana and Devon both made disgusted faces at the sound.


  They strode out into the foyer at the same time, and saw Chrissy pressing her body into Jack's as he grabbed a handful of her ass.


  “Oh disgusting. Give me some bleach so I can burn my eyes out,” Devon groaned at the same time that Eliana said, “For the love of the gods. Do I have to hose you two down like a couple of dogs humping in the front yard?”


  Jack and Chrissy both laughed at Eliana’s and Devon’s revolted expressions.


  “All right, Shay. Let's get this done before these two make me puke all over my nice shiny boots,” Devon said as he glanced at her. “Where can we have some privacy?”


  “Well, I'd suggest the TV room, but then Chrissy and Jack would have access to the bedroom. We'll go there, and these two can try to keep it in their pants.”


  “But I want to put it in her pants!” Jack said with a mock-wounded expression.


  Chrissy laughed again and pulled out of his arms, her expression turning serious. “Hold on, Devon, if you're going into our bedroom I have to invite you in. My mom put a strong spell on the door. If you go in uninvited, you will be impotent for a week.”


  Jack turned pale. “Wow, your mom doesn't mess around.”


  Smiling sweetly at Jack, all sunshine and dimples, Chrissy said, “Neither do I. Remember that.”


  Devon laughed at Jack's worried expression as Chrissy stepped into their room. Turning, she said, “Okay, what's your full name and your mother's name please.”


  “Devon Gryphon King, and my mother's name is Nuri Meera King.”


  “Holy shit,” Chrissy said.


  Quirking one eyebrow, Devon asked her, “Is that a problem, little witch?”


  “No, not at all. Devon Gryphon King, son of Nuri Meera King, please be welcome into my home.”


  Devon stepped into the room and looked around curiously. “Nice digs, Shay. Which bed is yours?”


  She followed him in as Chrissy laughed and stepped out.


  Jack yelled from the other room, “Devon, do you want me to hold your gun so she doesn't try to shoot you with it?”


  “Nah, she likes my mom too much to kill me. She might wound me, but then she would feel guilty.”


  “By guilty do you mean throw a party and celebrate?” Eliana retorted, giving him a wide-eyed look.


  Ignoring her, Devon said to Jack, “I'll need to close the door and shield the room. Try to keep anyone out of here until we're done. It's a delicate spell, and I don't want to risk contamination.”


  Looking puzzled, Chrissy opened her mouth to ask something, but Jack whispered in her ear, and she blinked in surprise. Turning to them, Jack said, “Will do. I'm sure Chrissy and I will find something to occupy our time.”


  With that, Jack shut the door, and silence filled the tiny bedroom of her dorm. Devon's wide shoulders seemed to fill the space around them, and she felt a sudden tension in the air.


  “So, what do we need to do?” she asked, moving to get the chairs from her desk and Chrissy's desk so they would have a place to sit.


  “We're going to need to sit on the floor across from each other. The spell is intense, and since you're not used to anyone messing with your aura, or energy field as you call it, you may pass out.”


  “Great,” she muttered as she jerked the quilt from her bed and set it on the floor. “Shoes off please. I don't want whatever crap you walked in all over my quilt.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Five


   


  Devon unlaced his boots and set them alongside the wall, sitting on her girly comforter in his socks. Looking at him, she had to smile. Here was Devon in his uniform, with his big badass gun and his big badass self, sitting on her pink-and-cream comforter with a Hello Kitty pillow behind his back.


  “I don't even want to know what you find funny,” he said with a put-upon sigh.


  “Nothing,” she said in a sweet voice with a big smile.


  “I know you love having me trapped in your bedroom, but we need to get this spell going.” He ignored her snort and continued, “When I start to speak, I need you to be quiet. A challenge, I know, but somehow I hope you'll be able to find the intestinal fortitude to not annoy me for ten minutes.”


  Narrowing her eyes, she growled softly at him.


  “Easy there, Shay.” He laughed and held up his hands. “I'm sorry, let me continue. I'm going to need you to lower the first layer of your shielding, leaving the second and third intact.”


  “Umm, all I know how to do is take it down all the way.”


  “What the fuck has Aiden been teaching you?” He shook his head, “Never mind. We will ignore the fact that Aiden has got to be one of the worst fucking Mentors I've ever met.”


  Getting pissed, she leaned forward and drew in a deep breath to start yelling at him. He merely eyed her and clamped a big, rough hand on her mouth. Startled, she made an angry sound behind his hand and bit him. He removed his hand with a laugh and said in a low voice, “Careful, I like it rough.”


  He glanced at his watch and turned all business. “Time is getting short. Let me walk you through lowering your shields and get this done. Please close your eyes.”


  She did, but then peeked to see him watching her. “I promise I'll be a good boy during this spell. I may be devastatingly charming, but I do not mess around with magic.”


  Taking a deep breath in through her nose, she said, “Okay, I'll behave if you’ll behave.”


  Nodding, Devon closed his eyes and placed his palms on his large thighs.


  “Close your eyes.” His voice was as smooth and sweet as dark chocolate. “Now I want you to breathe for a few moments. Feel the air on your skin. Your heartbeat in your chest.”


  Having done this with Aiden before, she was familiar with the sensation and soon relaxed.


  “Picture your aura around you, sky blue and soft. It's extending outward, soft and relaxed like a shimmering blue mist.” He took a deep breath as his psychic scent filled the room.


  Even with her eyes closed, she was aware of Devon in front of her. His dark spicy scent embraced her gently, far different from the tidal wave of energy he had used when he was trying to break her shields. She relaxed and felt his energy move over her. His voice was a distant drone in the background as he began to intone a chant in an exotic language.


  In her mind, she could actually see his aura. It was red with streaks of pure gold moving through it like slow lightning. She tried to gently push her aura into his, wondering what those gold streaks felt like.


  Feeling his essence was the oddest sensation. It was as if she was touching different parts of his body as she concentrated her energy on different parts of his aura. She heard his chanting become strained, and she pulled back, trying to keep him from losing track as she experimented.


  Breathing in deeply, she drew his scent into her lungs, smiling when she saw her energy bend and flex with her breath. She was barely listening to him when he said, “Eliana Marie Shay, do you permit me to give you my aura?”


  “Yes,” she breathed out in a husky voice. She visualized opening herself to him and watched in her mind's eye as a gold and red streak from his aura moved through her energy and sank into her chest. She was utterly relaxed. She could feel that Devon meant no harm, only to protect and defend those weaker than himself. Which was pretty much everyone.


  His energy coursed through her body, making her gasp softly and tilt her head back. While not completely sexual, it was an enjoyable sensation. Across from her, Devon answered her gasp with deep rumble of his own, letting her know that the feeling was a two-way street.


  The gold in his aura began to grow brighter, and she heard Devon say, “My Lord Mentu, how may I be of service?”


  Startled, she opened her eyes and found herself in the middle of a vast Egyptian Temple. Devon was kneeling next to her in a pleated white wrap around skirt and no shirt. A large inlaid gold collar sat on his shoulders and an oddly curved sword hung at his hip. She had to admit his body was magnificent. She ran her eyes over the sharply defined muscles in his chest and traced the lines in his washboard stomach. With a start, she noticed that both of his nipples were pierced with thick gold rings. Her hormones betrayed her again and sent a bolt of heat through her body.


  Devon stared at her with astonished eyes. “Fuck me. What are you doing here, Shay? And why are you dressed like one of my more indecent wet dreams?”


  She looked down and found that she was clad in what could only be described as a harem outfit. It was made of black silk and a sheer black material that was shaped into a long skirt with many high slits. A belt of gold coins and bells rested on her hips. The top was small and mounded her breasts together. Her stomach was completely bare except for a small sparkling white stone set in her navel.


  “Devon, what the heck are you doing?” she said as she stood and glanced around. She scrunched the sand between her toes, marveling at how real it felt. “If this is some weird hypnotic suggestion crap, I'm so not amused.”


  Devon jerked her down on her knees next to him. “Be quiet. You're in the Spirit Realm. At Mentu's Temple.”


  “What?”


  “Fucking Aiden,” Devon growled again. “Spirit Realm. A place only gods and their Chosen can go. Like a world within our world that mortals can't see or get to. A place of power, a sacred place.”


  “If this is your god's temple, why am I here?”


  “You're here because I will it,” a male voice echoed through the air. It held the sound of ringing steel, the sound of swords clashing together.


  She started to look up when Devon grabbed the back of her neck and forced her head down. “Don't look,” he said in a low voice. “To gaze upon a god without the proper permission or shielding is a bad thing for one who is not yet Chosen.”


  Keeping her eyes lowered, she gritted out, “When we get out of here, I'm going to slash your tires and put Nair in your shampoo. I'll get the bottle that you use on your chest out of your medicine cabinet.”


  Keeping his eyes on the ground, Devon said, “Don't be jealous that my chest is bigger than yours.”


  “Enough,” Mentu said. Both of them winced as his power rolled through them, dancing along her nerves like a mild electric shock.


  “It's a wonder they haven't killed each other yet,” another voice said dryly. It was a man's voice, deep and fierce, but held an odd feeling of comfort too.


  She felt Devon stiffen with tension next to her. She gave him a worried look from the corner of her eye, but he stared at the ground. Devon's cheekbones stood out in sharp relief as his jaw clenched. His fist remained planted into the sand in front of him, the lines and curves of his muscles casting shadows over his arm.


  “Perhaps there is another reason they hiss and spit at each other?” the second voice said in an amused tone.


  “They are too much alike,” Mentu agreed. “Why did you call me, woman-child?”


  Clearing her throat past the lump of fear, she said, “I don't think I called you.”


  “Of course you did. You used my Chosen's aura to summon yourself to me,” Mentu said gently.


  “Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't know that was you. I saw the beautiful gold streaks in Devon's aura, and I wanted to see what they were,” she said apologetically. Devon remained still and silent next to her.


  The second man's voice said, “It's not time for her to meet me yet, though I have found this entertaining. If she fails the trials of her Choosing, we may have a use for her as a way to annoy Devon into doing whatever we want.”


  Their laughter filled her mind, growing fainter as her spirit sped back into her physical body. She came to with a gasp, falling back and catching herself with her hands.


  In front of her, Devon was still with his eyes closed. She reached out a hand to touch him and jerked it back when his aura burned her hand, as if to warn her off. She waited and watched him. His full lips were relaxed and his broad chest rose and fell with each breath. After what seemed like an eternity, he opened his eyes and found her staring directly at him. He said nothing, only watched her until she felt flustered by the rush of heat through her stomach and looked away.


  Abruptly Devon said, “We're done here.” He grabbed his boots and began to lace them.


  “Hi, remember me? The chick who met your god dressed like someone from an I Dream of Jeanie porno?”


  Devon glanced at her for a second and finished lacing his other boot. Standing, he adjusted the gun belt. “I can't talk about it.”


  She grabbed his shirt for the third time in less than two hours and attempted to shake the truth out of him. “You tell me what's going on, you big walking, talking prick! I'm sick of this vague maybe I'll tell you, maybe I won't, let's keep the girl who everyone wants dead in the dark bullshit!” she yelled into his face.


  With a growl, he gripped her by her forearms and pressed her back into the wall, pinning her there with his body. When she kicked at him, he put a muscled thigh between her legs.


  “Look, I can't say anything. My god has me honor-bound not to speak of it until he releases me. So I would appreciate it if you would stop trying to tear my uniform.”


  Devon hadn’t put his shields back, and his energy pressed into her and made her gasp. Her body went still in his arms, and she had to resist the urge to lose herself in the sensation. His eyes widened, and his thick shaft stiffened against her belly.


  Maybe he has the bull tattoo because he's hung like one, her mind chattered as her body thoroughly approved of the hard male pressed against it. He slightly shifted his hips, pressing his leg deeper into the juncture between her thighs and rubbing against her clit. It required all of her willpower to not grind herself against him. It wouldn't take long to find the release he made her crave.


  They both froze, breathing in each other's scent. Devon began to lean forward and stopped himself, stepping back and turning to the door. “I have to go. Take care of yourself.”


  She didn't say anything, feeling guilty as she mentally berated her body for being attracted to such a prick. She only looked when he opened the door and left. Devon said something to Jack, who was waiting outside with an anxious look. Jack appeared solemn and nodded, going back into the TV room where Chrissy was waiting.


  Devon half turned his body to look back at her then stopped himself and opened the front door. On the other side, a few of her friends from the floor happened to be walking by in full makeup and short skirts. They saw the expression on Devon's face, and they hustled past in a hurry.


  The door clicked shut, and she let out a long sigh.


  Jack popped his head back into the room. “I don't know what you guys were doing in here, but that was major magic. Chrissy wants to know what's going on. Since I can't lie to her, you had better figure something out. What in the gods’ names happened?”


  She bit her lip. “I met Mentu, Devon's god.” As Jack's jaw dropped, she added in a hurry, “It was an accident. I didn't know what the streak of gold in his aura was so I touched it with my aura. I guess Mentu thought I was calling Him.”


  “Bunny, did Mentu say anything to you?” Jack asked carefully.


  “I'm not his Chosen, if that's what you're asking. He made that clear. There was another god there, but I have no idea who he was. Devon wouldn't let me look at him.”


  “Devon is a smart man,” Jack said as he let out a breath. “You would have been driven out of your mind to look at a god full-on in the Spirit Realm without being a Chosen.”


  “Well, at least he was telling me the truth.”


  “Bunny, I've got to run. Chrissy is going to stay here with you tonight, though I'd love to take her home and show her my toys, I’d feel better if my kick ass witch was here to protect you.” Jack finished with a wicked grin.


  Closing her eyes and shaking her head, she said in an amused voice, “Does Loki give you Viagra or something? Don't answer. Go home and change. We'll be fine. I'm going to call Aiden and catch him up on what's happened.”


  Jack put on his tuxedo jacket. “I've already talked to him. I gave him a ring while you were doing your spell. It worked, by the way. I can see a small trace of Devon in your aura, a spark of ruby in all that sky blue.”


  “Great,” she said weakly, not sure at all how she felt about carrying Devon's aura around with her.


  Jack gave Chrissy a kiss good-bye and left. The room felt empty without his energetic presence. Chrissy slumped on the wall and sighed. “Oh, Eliana. I'm in so much trouble. I'm in love with a High Priest of Loki.”


  “Love? You've known the man less than twenty-four hours! And what about Ryan?”


  “Ryan is a meathead, all body and no brains. I can't have a relationship with a guy who doesn't get sarcasm.” Chrissy sighed theatrically. “Haven't you ever heard of love at first sight? Jack is so smart and handsome, and he knows his magic. And gods can that man eat pussy.”


  Eliana made throwing-up noises, and Chrissy grinned at her.


  Focusing on her, Chrissy said, “Speaking of magic, you two were doing major heavy shit in there. What's going on?”


  Trying to keep her face as open as she could, Eliana said, “I'm looking into the Egyptian religions. Nuri sent him to explain different Egyptian gods and goddesses to me. Devon did invocations and a blessing spell. I think it attracted some Divine attention.”


  “I'll say. Jack and I were on the other side of the wall feeling all buzzy. I can't imagine what it was like behind Devon's wards.”


  Eliana's phone rang, and she saw Aiden's number on the caller ID. Looking back at Chrissy as she headed out the door, she said, “I'll be right back. I need to grab something from my car.”


  “On the way back, can you grab me a Diet Coke from the vending machine downstairs?” Chrissy asked as she changed the sheets on her bed. With a nod, Eliana waved and left.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Six


   


  The wind blew a long strand of Eliana's hair over her face as she leaned against the brick wall of her dorm in a small outdoor picnic area. She was alone right now. It was too cold for anyone to want to hang out, even if the sunset was beautiful. Tugging her black leather jacket closer around her neck, she dialed Aiden's number.


  “Hello, darling,” he said with obvious pleasure.


  “Hi, Aiden. I miss you.”


  “I miss you too?”


  “Hold on one second,” she said as she set the phone down and twisted her hair into a quick bun.


  “Sorry about that. The wind keeps blowing my hair in my face.”


  “What are you doing outside?” He sounded concerned, and she smiled.


  Shifting back and forth to keep warm, she said, “Chrissy is up in our room and mighty curious about my life right now.”


  “I don't like you being outside alone. Tell me what's going on.”


  Taking a deep breath, she told him what had happened that day with Devon and Jack. He laughed at the part concerning her throwing a shoe at Jack and laughed even more when she described how smitten Jack was with her roommate. She described the spell that Devon had done with her and the subsequent meeting with his god, Mentu. She didn't mention the harem girl outfit or the fact that Devon had almost kissed her. There was enough going on right now without adding that can of worms to the mix.


  He was quiet after she finished. “Well, I think we can nail down your patron god as being of the Egyptian pantheon.”


  “Aiden,” she asked as she watched the sun set in an orange ball, “what did that other god with Mentu mean when he said my time of Trial?”


  “Sometimes that is what your time of Choice is called. Some gods put their Chosen through some type of moral test before they pick them. But I'm not sure if the Egyptian gods do that. You would have better luck asking Nuri or Devon.”


  “I want to be with you, but Jack wants me to hang out with Chrissy tonight. Tomorrow is Saturday. Are you free?”


  “I have to run some errands in the morning. Can I pick you up around 11? We can come back to my house and have lunch. Do some work on your shielding,” he said and then lowered his voice. “Or we can just come back here, and I can eat you for lunch instead.”


  “Oh my.”


  She watched the sunset and noticed Kyle walking toward her with a big smile on his face. He wore a black leather bomber jacket and carried a backpack. “I have to go, Aiden. I'll see you tomorrow.” She quickly closed her phone and smiled at Kyle.


  He came over and grinned. “Hi, Eliana. Hey, do you drive a big white Cadillac with a pink bear on the dash?”


  “Yeah, I do. Why do you ask?”


  Kyle groaned and gave her an apologetic expression. “Ahh crap. It is your car. Your two front tires are flat. You must have run over something that punched your tires enough to give them a slow leak.”


  “Fuck,” she said as she imagined the repair bill.


  “That about sums it up. I have a couple cans of that stuff that's supposed to plug your tire and fill it enough to get it to a gas station. Let's go give it a try and see if we can save you a towing bill.”


  She glanced toward the dorm where Chrissy was waiting for her. “Okay, but we have to make it quick.”


  “No problem. It's getting cold out here, and I don't want my fingers to fall off. I find them useful for a variety of things,” Kyle said with a cheerful smile.


  They moved out to the parking lot together, discussing how their classes were going and the chances of the football team doing anything special. Big Fran was parked toward the back of the lot. As they got closer, her heart sank. She could see the car tilting forward.


  She darted around the side of the car and bent over to inspect the damage. “They are totally flat. Shit.”


  As she started to stand, she felt a sharp jab and a burn in her hip. Confused as to what was going on, she turned around to see Kyle standing there with a needle and syringe in his hand and a wide grin on his handsome face.


  “Night-night,” he said with a wave.


  She felt whatever Kyle had injected her with flowing through her veins, leaving a path of fire in its wake. Stumbling against the car, she tried to run out into the aisle of the parking lot, but Kyle caught her around the waist before she made it more than a step.


  “Whoa, easy there,” Kyle said with a laugh as he jerked her back into his arms.


  She saw two guys walking past them. Frantically she tried to make a noise or raise her arms to get their attention.


  They peered over at her with a questioning look. Kyle laughed again and held her close to him, kissing the top of her head. “She had too much to drink at the tailgate party. Poor thing, I told her not to do so many beer bongs.”


  The guys laughed with Kyle and ambled on to the dorms. Hot tears began to trail down her cheeks. The darkness was beginning to close in on the edges of her vision now. Holding her with one arm, Kyle opened the door to his truck and tossed her in the seat.


  She lay on her side, trying to keep awake. Before she completely lost consciousness, she heard Kyle get in the truck. He was whistling a merry tune as he tossed a blanket over her. With the darkness complete, the drugs overtook her.


   


  ****


   


  Aiden hunched over in pain, the sharp recoil of the blessing he had used on Eliana breaking as it was released to correct some harm. His heart started to hammer in his chest and he launched to his feet, then crumpled to the carpet as more pain poured into him. Something bad had just happened to her, something seriously bad. Gritting his teeth, he rolled over to his side and jerked his phone out of his pocket.


  Bracing himself against the agonizing sensation of fire flowing through his veins, he called Devon.


  “Hello, Aiden,” Devon said. “What's up?”


  “Eliana is in trouble. My blessing on her broke.”


  Devon went silent, and he heard the sound of Devon's siren turning on. “I'm on my way over. I need your help as her Mentor to find her. I placed a tracking spell on her, but that'll only get me to her general area.”


  “She was outside of her dorm a few minutes ago. We need to start there.”


  “Okay, we'll start in that area and work out way out.”


  “I'll pack up and call Jack.” His hands trembled as he yanked open the top drawer of his dresser and began to pull out boxes of ammunition. A Trijicon night sight joined the Colt M16 on the bed.


  “We don't know what we're going up against, so pack some surveillance equipment as well and a medic kit,” Devon replied before he hung up.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Seven


   


  Consciousness returned to Eliana like a slap in the face. Not daring to open her eyes, she remained as she was. She didn't want Kyle to know that she was awake. She needed to buy herself time to think and figure out what was going on.


  Panic rose in her, a small animal with sharp teeth that gnawed at her willpower. The blessing bit back, giving her some Aiden's strength and careful self-control. For a moment it was as if he was with her and she could almost smell his psychic scent.


  Focus, woman, she thought fiercely, you can't look, but you can hear and smell. Use what sense you can.


  Trying to hear over her hammering heart was difficult, so she went with smell first. Wet cement, oil, some funky mold smell. The floor was rough and cold under her cheek, and slightly gritty. She still wore her clothes and jacket, but it felt as though her hands and feet were tied.


  She counted the beats of her heart and willed them to slow and was finally able to hear the hum of crickets. There were no sounds of breathing other than her own, so she opened her eyes the tiniest fraction of a sliver. In front of her stood nothing but a wooden wall and a stained cement floor. Opening her eyes wider, she saw that she was lying, facing a wall. There must have been a window because enough moonlight shone through to illuminate the room.


  She rolled her eyes as far as she could in all directions while trying to keep her breathing deep and even. The edge of a table was visible adjacent to the wall by her feet and cobwebs hung on the open beam ceiling. Lying there for another few minutes, she debated if she should move her head to try to see more details of where she was. Tension filled her body, and she almost lifted her head half a dozen times before chickening out.


  If only there was some way to know if anyone else was here, she thought, wanting to cry but afraid that someone would notice.


  A breeze brought a faint whiff of trees and the sound of rustling leaves to her. Okay, I'm in a forest. Now if Smokey the Bear would come rescue me, that would be wonderful.


  She summoned her courage and gave one of her fingers a twitch, hoping it seemed like an involuntary reaction. She waited and waited, listening for all she was worth.


  What if you're blowing your only chance at escape? What if no one is out there? What if they are coming right now, and you're almost out of time? The little voice of panic screamed in her mind.


  What if you're wrong, and they are watching us right now? Besides, it's time for brass-balls bitches, not whiney girls, so shut the fuck up and let me get us out of here, she said to that little chattering voice in her head. The voice of panic had nothing to say back, so she dismissed it and let her foot twitch. Still nothing happened beyond an occasional breeze over her cheek.


  She was about to lift her head when she heard the sound of a cell phone ringing. She nearly reached for her pocket when she realized that wasn't her ring tone.


  “Hello, David,” Kyle's voice said from the other side of the wall. “Yeah, make a left right there and follow the dirt road. We're in the old barn on the right. She's still out of it, but the tranquilizer you gave me should wear off soon, and the aphrodisiac should kick in.”


  Kyle paused to listen to the person on the other end of the phone. “I know. Yeah, I get it, no touching her until you get here. As long as the drugs you gave me worked, she should be confused and panting for a dick, virgin or not. I see your headlights. Talk to you in a minute.”


  Eliana's mind raced as the sound of tires rolling over gravel came from somewhere in front of her. Think, woman. Use that brain that got you a full ride at the university. Kyle thinks you're going to wake up horny and hot for him, and he thinks you're a virgin. That has to mean something. And Kyle can’t be a Chosen, the ring Jack gave me never turned black around him. That means that maybe you’re strong enough to take him. You know he's on the other side of the wall, so now is the time to look. She felt sick to her stomach as the engine turned off.


  Taking a deep breath, Eliana lifted her head and rolled her shoulders to see where she was. She heard the sound of a car door open and then Kyle and another man talking not too far away. She was in a small room of what Kyle had said was a barn. This was probably a workroom. It was abandoned and dusty, empty except for a workbench and some buckets. The windows were broken out, and she could see only the outline of a tree and darkness beyond its branches.


  There was a pile of blankets on the other side of the room along with Kyle's backpack with a blue tarp underneath it. Hearing the sounds of the voices getting closer, Eliana glanced at her ring and felt her stomach clench. It was a dead black in the moonlight.


  Hastily, she rolled back into the position Kyle had left her in. Hands bound in front of her, knees drawn up in a fetal position, hair obscuring a portion of her face. Keeping the thought of being in Aiden's bed with his breath in her ear, she slowed her own breathing to what she hoped someone in a drugged stupor would sound like.


  She almost flinched when a light swept over her eyes. Keeping her breathing even, she watched the glow behind her lids brighten.


  Heavy footsteps rattled on the boards and stopped next to her.


  An unfamiliar voice said, “For some reason I thought she would be bigger. With all the fuss that's being made over her, I expected some scary warrior bitch. I could stomp this little girl into the floor with one foot.”


  Must be David, whoever the fuck that is. When should I start to wake up? I need to get them to untie my hands or legs. I'm not going to be able to do anything like this.


  Kyle nudged her feet. “Don't worry. She's got tits like a porn star. Little big in the ass though. I like my women skinnier.”


  She felt a brush of energy over her. It felt slimy and made her want to shudder and scrub her skin with scouring powder.


  “Well, she's shielded pretty tight,” the unfamiliar voice said. “Looks like Aiden had time to teach her that much. If she doesn't wake soon, I'm going to give her a shot of adrenaline. That'll get her going.”


  Feet rattled the boards next to her head as the men moved to the other side of the room. The thought of another drug in her system gave her the strength to stop playing possum. She let her eyelids flutter and began to groan from low in her throat. The sound of footsteps rushed back to her side, and two pairs of hands rolled her onto her back. She stretched her legs out and mumbled something incoherent as she tested the bonds around her hands.


  Finally opening her eyes, she looked to see Kyle and a skinny older guy with black hair looking at her. They think I'm still drugged out of my gourd. I need to play it up.


  She let out what she hoped was a sexually frustrated groan. Blinking her eyes and squinting as they adjusted to the lights, she said with a slight slur, “Kyle, what's going on? I feel so...funny.”


  The older guy leaned next to her and peered into her face. His eyes were as black as stones, seeming to have no pupil in the low light. He must be shielding like a motherfucker, she thought as she fought the urge to recoil from him. I can't smell him at all.


  “Hello, Eliana. I'm David. I'm afraid you're in a bad situation at the moment,” he said with mock pity.


  Trying to appear confused, she said, “David, what happened? Was I in an accident? I feel so warm, and my body feels funny.”


  Kyle laughed over David's shoulder and rubbed his groin while looking at her. She tried to not let the disgust show in her eyes, keeping them focused on David's chin.


  David stroked her hair. “I need to know something. It's very important, Eliana. Are you a virgin?”


  Trying her best to fake a blush, she lowered her eyes. “I know it's old-fashioned, but I'm trying to save myself for when I get married...like my mom did.”


  David patted her head as he stood and turned to Kyle. “Take care of it.” David started to walk out the door.


  “Hey, aren't you going to stay and watch?” Kyle asked in surprise.


  David didn't turn around, but his shoulders tightened. “I've lost my taste for rape. I'll be waiting for you at the house. Our goddess will be pleased at your devotion. After you're done, dump her on the side of the road. Remember, keep her alive and bring me her virgin's blood on her panties. If you kill her I will be very, very upset. I need her for additional rituals and trust me when I say you don’t want to take her place.”


  She groaned and ran her bound hands over her breasts with a gasp of pleasure. Kyle glanced back at her with a disturbing grin. “Can't rape the willing.”


  Gods, is that the motto of the creepy molester handbook? She thought as she writhed on the dirty floor.


  “Wait, David.” Kyle lifted his backpack. “I brought some of my knives with me. Can I cut her?”


  David turned and looked at Kyle with a soft smile. “You can cut her, Kyle. But if she dies before you bring her to me, I will keep you alive for nine long days and peel your skin off like a banana.”


  “I won't fail you, David.” Kyle's voice shook.


  “No, you won't fail our goddess.” David closed the door after himself with a soft click.


  With his legs spread and his hand massaging himself, Kyle stood looking at the backdoor for a minute before turning around to her.


  Time to go for broke. She tried to purse her lips into a sexy pout, licking them with the tip of her tongue.


  “Kyle, my body is burning. I need...I need something. My clothes feel so tight.” She groaned softly as he knelt next to her.


  He smiled and adjusted himself. “Ellie, I want to help you. You need my dick inside of you to make that burn go away.”


  She blinked at him and rubbed her chest across his knee. “I don't know. Everyone says it hurts bad the first time. I'm scared.”


  His breathing hitched in his chest. She had hit his pervert button just right. She’d figured him for a sadist when he started talking about knives and scaring the shit out of her.


  With her bound hands, she reached out and ran her hands along his leg. “Please help me. I've always wanted you, but I was too scared to ask. With this fire in my body, I know the time is right for me to give myself to you. To surrender to your strength.”


  Preening, Kyle leaned down and gave her a wet and sloppy kiss that felt more like he was trying to lick her throat than anything else. Hoping to end it as soon as possible, Eliana moaned into his mouth and tried to lift herself. He tasted like stale coffee and bad breath. “I want to touch you, but it's hard with my hands bound like this.”


  Kyle frowned at her and began to unzip her jacket and unbutton her shirt. Fearing that she had overplayed her hand, she tried to moan as he slipped his sweaty palm beneath her shirt and forced her bra over to the side. She closed her eyes so she didn't have to look at his face as he groped and squeezed her breast as if it were a water balloon.


  Come on. Take the bait. Aloud she said, “Oh Gods, it feels so good. I didn't know it would feel like that. More, please more!”


  “Hold on, baby.” Kneeling next to her, Kyle unbuckled his pants and pulled out his dick.


  Making her eyes big and round, she said, “I've never seen one up close before. Can I touch it, Kyle?”


  “Yeah, baby, you can touch it. I'll even let you suck it.”


  She pretended to reach for him with her hands bound and purposely lost her balance before she could touch him. “Shit, I can't with my hands tied. Please untie me. I want to touch myself while I taste you.”


  He stared at her for a minute, and she moved her shoulders so that a portion of her breast slid out. With that, he reached a decision, and Kyle reached into his backpack and held up a scalpel, turning it in the light.


  Don't think about what he wants to do with that. You will start screaming and not be able to stop, she thought fiercely as she held out her hands and licked her lips.


  “Hold still, baby. I don't want to cut you on accident,” Kyle said as he watched the flash of the blade as it sawed through her bindings in the lamplight. She kept her hands limp and said a prayer for help to anyone who was listening.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Eight


   


  Aiden leaned forward and gripped the steering wheel of the Hummer so hard his fingers turned white. In the passenger seat, Devon slapped a silencer onto his Heckler and Koch MP5. Jack sat in the backseat, sorting out various amulets and charms. He wasn't saying anything because he didn't want to accidentally invoke any of their powers and turn everyone in the car into a pile of bones and goo. Jack had told Aiden that after Aiden kept asking him questions about what he’d brought, annoying Jack and interrupting his train of thought.


  Devon gazed into the dark hills through the windshield. “We're getting closer. I can feel her somewhere to the north of us,” he said as he glanced at the GPS on Aiden's dashboard.


  “Got it,” Aiden replied as he floored the Hummer.


  He was going as fast as he dared on the dark country roads. Whoever’d taken her had held her for close to three hours now, and all the terrible things that could have been done to her in that time tortured Aiden. Images of his dream, with her crying and in terrible pain, kept filling his mind.


  Devon was silent in the seat next to him, as he had been for most of the ride. Everyone had met at Aiden's house, where they’d packed the Hummer full of gear before heading out. Jack had brought a RPG 7 grenade launcher, and Devon added some C-4 plastique to the assortment of guns and night vision goggles in the trunk. They drove around until Aiden and Devon could feel her getting farther away and then they’d driven in the opposite direction. It was time consuming, and the car was full of pent-up hostility and frustration.


  Heading west out of the city on I-68, they soon began to climb into the hills. The darkness became more absolute as civilization fell behind them. Aiden had to slow on the steep curves as the roads became less maintained. Trees surrounded the road on all sides, broke up by an occasional house or farm.


  All three were dressed from head to toe in black, with Dragon Skin Kevlar vests in the trunk. They had all been on rescue missions like this before, and they had all returned with a body instead of a person.


  “I can feel an edge of anger and fear from her now,” Devon rumbled. He leaned forward and pointed to a spot on the GPS. “Somewhere around here I think.”


  Hoping that anger was a good sign, Aiden turned north and prayed.


   


  ****


   


  “There you go, baby,” Kyle said as he rubbed her wrists. They were slightly numb from the ropes, and her fingers tingled fiercely. He was still holding the scalpel, and he ran the dull edge of it along her cheekbone. “Your eyes are the color of knives.”


  Hoping he thought her shudder of fear was one of desire, she purred at him, “You make me feel so good. Let me make you feel good too.” The unnatural calm the blessing bestowed on her continued to hold, giving her the strength she needed to think.


  She ran her hands across her breasts with a moan, cupping their weight and mounding them together. Kyle's eyes got big, and he reached for her breast with a greedy look in his eyes. Taking a deep breath, she ran her hand over her throat and broke the Cupid bead from Billy she wore on the thong around her neck as Kyle harshly twisted her nipple. Her hair slid forward and hid her hand behind its thick length. A gasp of pain escaped her lips, and he laughed and gave her nipple another harsh twist.


  She tossed her hair back with a moan and knelt between his legs, forcing him to move his hand with the scalpel. Tapping the bead three times with her fingernail, she murmured, “Cupido, Cupido, Cupido” as she bent over to kiss his hipbone.


  “Stop teasing, baby. If you want this big dick inside of you, you need to earn it. Now suck me,” Kyle said as he put his hands in her hair and yanked hard enough to make her eyes water.


  Looking at him from between his legs, Eliana whipped the bead against his ass where it broke with a purple puff.


  “What the fuck was that?” Kyle yelled at her, grabbing a handful of her hair and jerking her face upward. Kyle's teeth were bared in a furious scowl, his eyebrows drawn down so far his dark eyes blended into them. It was not the face of a man in love.


  How long does it take for Cupid's arrow to work? Frantic, she stared at him.


  “I'll teach you to slap my ass, you bitch! I'm the one who does the slapping around here. Did you hear me!” Kyle screamed in her face and slapped her repeatedly, hard enough so she saw stars and tasted blood as he held her head by her hair.


  “Think you're so fucking hot. You're a fucking bitch like the rest of them. Let's see how fucking hot you think you are without your hair, bitch!”


  Her head jerked as he gathered a thick fistful of her hair and held it painfully above her head. On the edge of blacking out, she tried to focus her vision. Her head jerked around as Kyle sawed at her hair with his scalpel.


  She spat out blood on the floor and realized she was spitting on a pile of her hair. The rush of anger cleared her head enough to focus her thoughts. She was too furious to notice he had stopped sawing at her hair as she stared at the pile of long honey-brown strands glistening with her blood.


  With a growl, she tried to glare at him through her watering eyes. The hot liquid running down her chin from her savagely split lip dripped onto her chest.


  To her surprise, Kyle was staring at her with a dumbfounded look as he said, “I'm so sorry. I don't know what I was thinking. I would never hurt you. I would never let anyone hurt you.”


  An expression of horror crossed Kyle's face. “We have to fuck right now, baby. If David finds out you're still a virgin, he'll kill you.”


  She grabbed the scalpel from where he’d dropped it and swiftly sawed at the rope around her feet. “Don't worry, honey. I'm not a virgin.” Her voice sounded all funny as she tried to talk through her swollen lips. Wiping her hand across her mouth, her stomach clenched at how much blood came away on her fingers. He must have cut her lip against her teeth when he was beating her.


  He let out a sigh. Gone was the snarling goblin with the knife. In his place was the familiar all-American college boy. “Oh good. You're the most precious thing in the world. I have to keep you safe. You're my everything.”


  “Kyle,” she said in a false-sweet voice as she stood and kicked the cut rope away, “if you love me, you will stay kneeling on the floor with your hands in front of you.”


  He frowned at his hands then held them together in front of him. “Of course, baby. Anything you want.” Kyle continued to watch her with a soft and happy smile.


  It was deeply disturbing.


  “I'm going to call some friends to help you keep me safe. They are going to help you take the best care of me ever. And we can go and live a long and happy life together,” she continued as she flipped open her cell phone, saying a silent prayer of thanks as she saw that she had a signal.


  “Oh, and, Kyle, put your dick away.”


  He seemed ashamed as he tucked himself back into his pants. Then he knelt in the pile of hair at her feet and stared at her with complete adoration. It made her want to throw up.


  “Eliana?” Aiden said in a frantic voice.


  “Yeah, it's me,” she said in a garbled voice and had to spit out some blood before she could continue again. “Sorry, mouth full of blood. It's me. I need your help.”


  From her feet, Kyle said, “What do you need? Anything I can do to make you happy, it's a done deal.”


  “Who is that?” Aiden growled.


  “It's Kyle. The guy who kidnapped me, drugged me, and tried to rape me. But who now is evidently in love with me,” she said as Kyle looked at his hands, a tear running down his cheek. “I used Cupid's arrow on him.”


  “Where are you?” he asked. She heard male voices talking loudly in the background as an engine sped up.


  “I have no fucking idea. On an abandoned farm, it looks like. Listen, I'm going to get in Kyle's truck, and we're going to drive out to the main road and wait there with our hazards on.”


  From her feet, Kyle said, “They need to hurry. David will be wondering where I am. If I don't come soon, he will come looking for you. We're off Tisbury Road by the 9-mile marker. My grandpa used to have a farm out here,” he finished cheerfully.


  Fucking creepy, she thought as she glanced at Kyle. “Did you get that, Aiden?”


  “Yes. We will be there soon.” He drew in a deep breath and his voice came out in a growl as he said, “Eliana, did he...hurt you?”


  “Well, he drugged me, slapped me around, and tried to lick my tonsils. Oh and he squeezed my breast like it was stress ball, but other than that, I'm fine.” She looked at Kyle and spit more blood from her leaking lip on the floor.


  “He’s dead.”


  “I'm hanging up now, Aiden. I need to deal with some shit here. Meet you at the road.”


  She snapped the phone shut as Aiden began to protest and ignored the cell phone as it rang a second later. Kyle watched her from her feet and rubbed his face on her leg with a happy sigh.


  “Kyle, I'm not the first girl you've used knives on, am I?”


  “No, but you're not like those bitches. I would never hurt you. You're my world.”


  “How many bitches have you taken care of, Kyle?” she asked gently, trying to keep the anger out of her voice.


  “Only four. Well, five if you count that cunt that tried to get me arrested. But I didn't cut her. I burned her.”


  Breathing shallowly through her nose, she stood and lost her balance. Kyle reached to steady her, and she screamed, “Don't touch me!”


  He started to cry. “I'm sorry, baby. Please don't be mad at me. I'll do whatever you want. You have to know how much I love you.”


  Gripping her hands into fists, she said, “Kyle, I'm going to tie your hands together. That will make me happy. Do you have any more rope?”


  “No,” he said, looking crestfallen, then brightened. “But I do have duct tape in my pack.”


  “Perfect. I'm going to duct tape your hands together. Okay?”


  “Sure, whatever makes you feel good,” Kyle said eagerly, holding his hands together for her and giving her a winning smile.


  She taped his wrists together with shaking hands, trying to stop the images of five faceless girls who had suffered what had no doubt been a terrible death. Had they felt the same fear she had? Did they have families missing them, praying every night that they came home? How long did he keep them alive before he finally gave them the release of death?


  Alternating between feeling sick and wanting to scream with fury, she marched them out to his truck and removed the keys from his pocket. She drove down the long, weedy road and came to pavement. Pulling over to the side, she put the truck's hazards on and waited.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Twenty-Nine


   


  “Kyle,” Eliana said into the darkness of the cab as the hazards flashed, “do you think you'll ever not want to hurt women you think of as bitches?”


  His lips turned down in a puzzled frown. “I won't want to rape them anymore. I'll save myself for you. But stop wanting to hurt them? No, I don't think that will ever happen.”


  She swallowed hard to keep her nausea under control, totally creeped out by sitting in the car with a serial killer.


  He sighed happily and continued in a chipper voice. “You'll like Eris. She'll keep us safe as long as we provide her with sacrifices. I know she's going to love you. You're all she has been talking about.” Kyle studied her face in the light of the dash. “Don't worry. You won't have to kill anyone. I'll do all the killing for both us. Eris always has a list of bitches who need a lesson.”


  Eliana rolled down the window and spat onto the road. Kyle's words made her feel ill, and her stomach clenched.


  The seat creaked as Kyle sighed and shifted. “Even thinking about it makes me hard. Do you want to suck me?”


  “No, I don't. I need you to shut up now, okay?”


  “Whatever you want, baby,” Kyle agreed happily as he stared at her with a wonderstruck smile on his face.


  They sat in silence, the click of the hazards’ flashing marking the passage of time. She was getting more and more uneasy as she watched the lights flash off the trees. Kyle continued to stare at her with big puppy dog eyes wearing a shiny smile and occasionally sighing with happiness.


  The chirping of the crickets outside their windows stopped as a pair of headlights came speeding down the road at them. With a shriek of locking tires, the black Hummer stopped in front of them, and three doors flew open as the men inside ran out. She’d never been so happy to see anyone in her life.


  She turned to Kyle. “Stay here. Do not move.” He nodded and watched her with confusion.


  Throwing the door open, she jumped out of the cab of the truck and ran to Aiden, sobbing. He scooped her in his arms then held her back to look at her in the headlights. Devon and Jack flanked him, both of them swearing softly as they stared at her face.


  She wiped away her tears and spat out the taste of blood again. Aiden reached out and ran his hand along her head. “What did he do to your hair?”


  “He cut it. How bad is it?” The men didn't say anything, and she took a ragged breath. “Fuck it. It'll grow back.”


  Devon glanced at the truck and said in a deep growl, “Is that him?”


  “Yes, but he was acting on orders from another guy, David.”


  “David is a dead man,” Aiden said in a strained whisper.


  The gun on Devon's hip caught her eye. She squirmed out of Aiden's arms and blotted her chin with the edge of her shirt.


  Holding on to Aiden's hand, she went to Devon and looked him in the eyes. “Kyle has killed, raped, and tortured five women. He cannot be allowed to walk free.”


  Devon nodded at her as Aiden said, “Eliana, get in the car. We'll take care of this.”


  Jack added, “You've seen enough for one day. Let us deal with this piece of crap.”


  Eliana didn't respond to their words. “He said he will keep on killing. Nothing is going to stop him. Not even his...not even his love for me.”


  Devon didn't say anything, just studied her face in the headlights. Aiden watched her with a pained expression while Jack glared at the truck where Kyle sat.


  “Devon, may I have your gun please?” she asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper.


  Aiden tried to turn her to look at him, and she pushed him off, not taking her eyes from Devon.


  “Eliana,” Aiden pleaded as he gently tried to take her hand, “you don't have to do this. Let us take care of it. You've been through so much. Please get in the car. You don't have to do anything else. We'll clean up the mess.”


  She ignored him and so did Devon. He removed a large gun from the holster at his hip and handed it to her. “Have you ever fired a gun before?”


  Flipping off the safety, she checked to make sure a bullet was in the chamber by the shine of the headlights. “Yeah. My dad used to take me shooting at the range all the time. He likes going deer hunting, but I never went with him. I don't like killing innocent animals.”


  Aiden moved to stop her, but Jack and Devon held him back. Jack began whispering into Aiden's ear as they kept him from going after her.


  She turned to look at Aiden and gave him a small smile. “I know you want to protect me, Aiden, but I know now that this is what I was brought here to do.”


  Breathing in deeply, she strode over to Kyle's side of the truck and opened the door. “Come on out, Kyle.”


  He followed her out of the car with his hands bound, eager to be near her. She led Kyle into the ditch next to the road, and they slid down the dew-damp grass. Small insects flew up into the illumination from the headlights and she felt an odd calmness settling over her, as if she was standing in the eye of a vast hurricane.


  “Get on your knees, Kyle.”


  He panicked, but it was soon smoothed away by love. “It's wet here, but whatever you want. I live for you.”


  She tilted her head back and gazed to the stars. Taking in a deep breath of the clean night air, she pointed the gun at his forehead. Her hand began to tremble, but peace filled her soul. “I'm sorry, but I'm here to answer the prayers of the families of all the women you killed. I am the hand of my god.”


  Kyle opened his mouth to say something, and she squeezed the trigger with her eyes closed. The gunshot rang in her ears, and the recoil jerked her arm. She turned around without opening her eyes and stumbled back to the men.


  Aiden stared at her in shock, Jack looked sad, and Devon had a look of sympathy and understanding. “What should we do with the body?” she asked in a shaky voice.


  “I'll take care of it,” Jack said quietly. “Is the place that he held you down this dirt road?”


  She nodded, the lump in her throat keeping her from speaking. Aiden gathered her into his arms and held her as she began to shake violently. Her body was filled with fire, but it was a cold burn. Burying her face into his chest, she took a deep breath of his unique scent, and a whimper crept out of her throat. For a while there, she’d thought she would never see him again, and that thought had made her heart ache.


  “She's going into shock. Let's get her into the truck while Jack does his work.”


  Aiden picked her up and placed her in the middle of the backseat. He and Devon got on either side of her, and Aiden moved her onto his lap with her feet on Devon's thighs.


  “I've got it,” Aiden growled at Devon as he placed a jacket over her legs.


  “Mentu ordered me to take care of her too, Aiden. So back the fuck off and focus on her right now. We can fight about it later.” She ignored them as she reached up to feel the ends of her hair. It came to her shoulders now in uneven layers.


  Crying even harder, she shut her eyes. “Please, let me smell you.”


  Both men dropped their shields and let their energy flow around her like a blanket. Dark spices and sandalwood blended with amber and cedar, creating a unique scent that held her close. Resting her face on Aiden's chest, she relaxed into the sensation of his hands gently rubbing up and down her arms. His love for her wrapped around her like the best blanket in the world and she slowly relaxed against him, trusting him completely to keep her safe.


  Slowly, her eyes closed, and she gave in to the tug at her soul. She began to spiral downward into her spiritual center, drawn by a golden light. As she was drifting, she heard Aiden say, “Did you feel that?”


  “Yeah,” Devon replied in a low rumble as his hand traced the delicate bones of her ankle. “Her time of Choice is at hand.”


   


   


   


  
Chapter Thirty


   


  Opening her eyes, she found herself looking around an unfamiliar room. She was on an unusual style of bed with long, flowing cream curtains hanging from hooks placed in the sandstone blocks of the ceiling. Sitting up, she lifted the curtains with her arm and stepped off the bed and onto a cool marble floor. The air was warm, with a touch of humidity that made her aware of every breath she took.


  Her face no longer hurt from the beating Kyle had given her and she felt calm…peaceful even. Soft clouds of incense rose from a punched brass globe next to the bed, scenting the air with a luscious spice. Somewhere in the distance came the tinkling of bells in a barely heard melody.


  The floor was cool beneath her bare feet and she took a hesitant step forward, then glanced down to see what she was wearing. To her surprise it was the same black outfit she’d had on when she met Mentu, except, instead of a skirt, she wore diaphanous black pants. A long, curved dagger hung from her hip in an elaborate tooled-leather sheath. Her outfit more than anything else confirmed that she was indeed in the Spirit Realm again, but in a more decadent location than the harsh beauty of Mentu’s temple. The perfume of some kind of exotic flower filled the air and she smiled, stretching out her arms and enjoy how plain good she felt.


  The sound of exotic music drew her to the balcony, and she parted the flowing curtains to step outside.


  Far off in the distance the sun set on the horizon, and the balcony looked out over a lush green valley below the sandstone and marble building that she currently found herself in. Beyond the valley, large sandstone cliffs rose into the sky, parting in the middle where a river ran between them. The glittering water reflected the burning colors of the sunset that painted the sky in a fantastical display of reds, yellows, and burning pinks. She’d never seen anything so beautiful and tears came to her eyes as she tried to take it all in at once.


  A strong male voice said, “Lovely, isn't it?”


  She whirled around and drew the dagger from her side then held it in a crouched fighting position that was unfamiliar to her brain but her body seemed to instinctively know. As if that wasn’t shocking enough, when she saw who had spoken to her she blinked hard then slowly stood, almost dropping her dagger on her foot as she tried to make sense of the…man?...standing before her.


  He was short, coming only to her shoulder, and broad. Wearing a pleated white skirt and sandals, he leaned against the balcony railing as he studied her. Across his shoulders and back, he wore what appeared to be a lion's skin. His beard was long and full, carefully beaded at the ends with gold, turquoise, and lapis lazuli. With a wide nose and thick lips, he didn’t look like anyone she’d ever seen. 


  Finally, her gaze reached his eyes, and when they did her world seemed to implode on itself as she stared into eternity. His gaze was filled with stars, with whirling constellations and planets, with life. She dropped to her knees before him, ashamed to have dared to draw a weapon on him. His dark eyes were ancient, compassionate, and terrifying. Looking into them, she felt as though he saw into every part of her mind and soul.


  “I often come here when I need to think,” he said, turning back to look out over the valley. Once she was free of his gaze she found she could breathe again and she took in a gasping air of breath, which he seemed to ignore. “Once this was a real place in your world, but time moved on, and the earth changed. Such is the way of things, but I like to remember how the world of men looked when it was young.”


  She stayed kneeling at his feet and pressed the knife to the ground. She now realized how lucky she had been when Devon had made her keep her eyes cast down when Mentu had called her. If looking into Mentu’s eyes was anything like looking into this god’s eyes her mind would have been flash fried. The wind blew a soft breeze over her skin, bringing the scent of flowers and the river as unfamiliar insects buzzed and sang. Slowly her heart stopped racing and she relaxed enough to kneel at his feet.


  Licking her lips, she hesitantly asked, “Who are you?”


  “My name is Bes. I am a war god, but I'm also a patron of music, dancing, humor, and sexuality. Beyond that, I'm a protector of homes, in particular of the women and children within. Even now, people have my statues in a place of honor to protect them from evil and keep away demons and guard women during childbirth. Once my powers were limited to Egypt, but now my influence has been carried to ever corner of the globe by my people.”


  A soft breeze blew against her back and across her neck. Reaching up, she felt a momentary stab of disappointment as she felt her now-short hair. Even in the Spirit World, Kyle’s cruelty marked her. At the memory of Kyle and what she’d just been through she pressed a hand against her stomach and took a deep breath, trying to let go of her past and focus on the present.


  “May I ask why you brought me here?”


  “I need a strong hand in your part of the world—someone to be my instrument of protection and healing. To spread the joys of life and to shield those who cannot protect themselves. The Agents of Destruction, and the evil that permeates the minds of humans these days, have run rampant.”


  Thunder began to rumble over the valley at his words, but the world stayed on the eternal edge of sunset.


  With the sound of regret in his voice, he continued, “I'm sorry your trial was so hard on you. I needed to know if you were strong enough to be able to overcome your enemies, smart enough to think around your panic and find a way to change the situation to your favor. I needed to know if you had the internal strength to end the life of one who needed to be put down like a rabid dog. While I encourage compassion, I also expect my Chosen to not shy away from ending the lives of those who are our enemy. I would have helped your men reach you in time if you failed, but then I would have released you to the mortal world. You would have been Rejected by me.”


  She felt anger tighten her body and even though she knew yelling at a god was suicidal, she couldn’t help the anger in her voice as she whispered, “You let me be kidnapped and almost raped?”


  “I may be a god, but I'm not the Creator. I cannot stop some things from happening in the mortal world, especially if they are happening because of free will. Kyle, of his own free will, committed terrible crimes on the behalf of Eris. I wish I could have stopped him, but even the gods have rules that they must abide by. The best I can do is use the tools available to me to help stop atrocious things from occurring. To right wrongs before they take place and to bring peace and joy back into the lives of the abused innocents. You were not alone in that room, Eliana. A great many gods and goddesses were there with you. Just because you could not see them does not mean it's not true.”


  They were silent as she thought through what Bes had said. “Did you send me there to kill Kyle?”


  “Yes.” Bes said simply. “I used you as my tool to end his life. His actions could not continue, and with the protection of Eris, he would have spread blood and destruction everywhere he went. If you're to be my Chosen, you must understand what you will be going up against, and you must understand what it feels like to be a victim of that horror. Compassion and empathy are the things that make us strong, that separates us from the agents of Destruction, but it is the ability to fight, to conquer, to kill, yet still love that makes you my Chosen. Even after all that you had been through, you still love Aiden with an open and pure heart.”


  Pondering this, she found her anger slowly slipping away. If she knew someone like Kyle was loose in the world and that she had the ability to stop him, she would take action at any cost. Her shoulders relaxed. “Forgive me. I understand why it had to happen.”


  A warm wind blew across the balcony, making the curtains billow out of the arches. It was a fresh gust of air filled with the smell of rain even though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Eliana felt it wash through her and soothe her soul. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply, the lingering guilt haunting her over taking Kyle’s life leaving her. The air filling her lungs smelled better than anything she had ever known and she took another greedy breath.


  “Eliana Marie Shay, do you wish to enter my service as my Chosen?”


  With her eyes closed, she thought about what he was asking. It would mean pain, heartache, and terror. It would also mean a chance to protect the innocent, avenge the fallen, and be part of something wonderful. And it would mean she’d have more years with Aiden than she would as a mortal, years that she would spend loving him with all of her heart.


  “Yes,” she said, her voice shaking with emotion.


  “Welcome home, my Daughter,” Bes said, joy radiating in his voice. “I'm most blessed to have you as my Chosen.”


  He laid a small, but broad, hand on her head and gently stroked her hair. The touch of her god felt wonderful, glorious, filling her with pride and joy. She stood and darted a glance at him. While his face was broad and ugly, and could probably be fierce if he were angry, right now it was filled with humor and love. She could not help, but smile at him as her soul sang with joy.


  She turned and stood near Bes on the railing, looking out over the valley. It was hard to do more than glance at him. Her brain seemed to overload with thoughts and sensations even now as she just stoke peeks of his profile. A flock of white birds took flight and skimmed over the water of the river as the sky slowly shifted colors while the sun continued to set but never fell below the horizon between the cliffs.


  Bes sighed softly. “Time moves faster here. Even I cannot stop it. Your mortal body is being watched over by Isis's Chosen, Nuri, as well as by your men. I will help you to return to it slowly, giving you time to absorb my gifts.”


  He placed his smaller, yet immensely stronger, hand over hers. “Accept the comfort Nuri has to offer and remember you're mine. You're special to me and to all the people who you will help protect in the future. Do not let anyone take away that self-confidence from you.”


  Confused, she nodded and placed her hand over his. “I'll try to remember that, my Lord Bes. Thank you for taking so much time to explain things to me. I'm pretty sure Ggods lead busy lives.”


  Bes chuckled and gently removed his hand. “I am a little busy trying to save the known Universe from being wiped out by the Destructor. Lift your pants, child, and expose your thigh to me. I need to give you my mark, showing that you are my Chosen.”


  Taking a deep breath, she moved the loose fabric, exposing her upper thigh.


  “Close your eyes,” Bes said as he brought his hands together.


  Even behind her eyelids, the glow seemed blinding bright, like looking into the sun at noon in the desert. His hands came down her upper thigh, right below the ridge of her hipbone. At first, it felt like a pleasant and gentle pressure, and then it grew hot. She fought the urge to pull away. Images were spilling through her mind in a blur, places and people speeding by so fast she had no chance of recognizing or remembering any of it. She tried not to gag as the smell of burning skin reached her nose and tears flowed down her face from behind her closed lids.


  Then the light was gone, and she floated in blessedly cool and empty darkness. “Remember, you are mine, Eliana, and I'm blessed to have you.” Bes said as she drifted in the dark, content to float ever so slowly upward in its gentle embrace.


  Aiden was waiting for her, and she could not wait to share her joy with him.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Thirty-One


   


  David paced back and forth across the floor of his living room, his fear now turning into terror. It had been six hours since he’d left Kyle, and there was no word from him yet. David had tried calling his cell phone, but he kept getting Kyle's voicemail. His stomach clenched into a sour knot as he wrung his hands together. He knew that he shouldn't have left Kyle there alone with Eliana, even as drugged as she was. But the thought of having to be there when Kyle raped her made David want to throw up.


  Eris's son, Rape, had kept David for what seemed like an eternity and tortured him until his mind broke. Once he was finally allowed to leave, David had hid within his home for three days, refusing to leave his room. His physical body was unharmed, but his spirit was scarred from the ordeal. David still had terrible nightmares about the never-ending pounding and tearing.


  A shudder ripped through David's body as a deity broke his wards and entered his home. He looked about frantically, knowing he couldn’t escape but still needing to at least try. The energy of the deity felt similar to his goddess Eris, but subtly different. Footsteps echoed up the stairway as someone made their way toward him.


  An extremely tall woman with a narrow face, dark hair, and green eyes strode into the room with a cutting smile. Looking at her, David felt himself lose control of his bowels and bladder, the stench filling the room. She was terrifying and he would rather die than let her touch him.


  The woman continued to watch him with a nasty smile curving her thin lips. She was dressed in a traditional Roman gown, and a bloodstained dagger hung from the girdle at her waist, dripping blood in an endless stream to the wood floor. The puddle grew until it dripped down the stairs in slow, wet, plops.


  “I am Sorrow, and you have failed my Mother,” Sorrow said, and her voice was filled with shrieks of mourning and grief.


  David dropped to the ground and lay flat on his belly, humbling himself before her. As he lay there in a wet spot of his own urine, he said, “I beg your forgiveness. I didn't know Kyle would fail to take her virginity.”


  Sorrow hissed in anger. “She never was a virgin, you idiot. Athena and Bes tricked us. Athena never wanted that girl. She was there to lead us down the wrong path.”


  David shuddered as her anger washed over him in a stinging wave. It felt as though thousands of needles were being jabbed into his skin. A soft moan of pain and terror escaped his lips.


  “You were to make sure she never became a Chosen. You have failed. She was Chosen tonight by that fat Egyptian dwarf, Bes.” Sorrow paused, and David held his breath, afraid to draw any attention.


  “All is not lost. We learned something about our little Chosen that may yet shatter her heart and her spirit, turning her into a broken vessel. Love is such a delicious double edged sword.”


  Sorrow removed an envelope from her girdle and tossed it onto the coffee table. “You will arrange to have this note delivered to that place they call Mother's Arms. We cannot go there. It is too heavily guarded, and someone may notice.”


  “Yes, my goddess. I live to serve,” David said as he groveled at her feet.


  She kicked David across the room. His arm snapped with a sharp crack as he hit the wall, and he screamed in agony. Sorrow laughed and clapped her hands.


  “Fail my Mother again, Chosen, and my brother, Torture, will come to visit. He may bring Rape with him...he's rather fond of you.”


  Through tear-blurred eyes and quivering like a mouse watching a cat, David watched Sorrow walk away.


  David sobbed as he cradled his broken arm to his bruised chest. Crawling over to the coffee table, he picked up the sealed letter and saw the name Aiden Klemenson written on it. Trying not to throw up, David called his housekeeper on the intercom and told her he needed her to deliver something for him.


   


  ****


   


  Aiden looked with unseeing eyes at the softly lit room with its impressionist paintings and tasteful furniture looked more like it belonged in a five-star hotel than a hospital. But even the low lighting and expensive paintings could not disguise the medical equipment or hospital bed in the large room. Eliana lay in one of the hospital rooms at Mother's Arms, suspended in a dream state as she met with her god in the Spirit Realm.


  She was dressed in a long white gown, and her chopped hair was brushed back onto the pillow. The sides of her face were discolored by bruises, and her lower lip had required a couple of small, self-dissolving stitches on the inside to get the bleeding to stop. His heart still seized every time he thought about how close he’d come to losing her.


  He sat in the comfortable chair next to her bed, as he had been doing for the past four hours. Not once had he let her leave his sight and he wasn’t moving until she woke. He watched her face as she slept, reaching forward now and then to gently stroke her hair. The women here had taken good care of her, but he needed to see her open those beautiful silver eyes of hers and look at him with that special glow that seemed to be reserved especially for him. There was an IV giving her fluids while she dreamed and other monitors keeping check on her vital signs, so he knew she was being taken care of, but every moment of waiting was torture for him.


  Nuri sat on Eliana's other side and held her hand, gently singing her Egyptian cradlesongs. She had come as soon as Devon called her to let her know what had happened. His parents and along with Kayla and Erin were waiting for them at his home. They had all wanted to come with him to rescue her, but he declined their help. He would need them when it was time to take Eliana home to help him convince her to give him another chance since he’d failed to keep her safe. Guilt gnawed at him and even though he knew it was the will of the gods that Eliana face her Trial alone, he felt like he should have somehow been able to stop them.


  Devon sat on the couch on the far side of the room with his arms folded. He and Aiden had come to blows soon after they arrived. Aiden wanted him to leave, and Devon had refused. Nuri grabbed both of them by their ears like little boys and marched them out into the hallway. She then gave them a blistering lecture on anger in a healing room and made them both promise to behave before she let them back in. While he knew Devon wasn’t really interested in Eliana, the other man’s over protective nature towards woman was really getting Aiden’s last fucking nerve.


  Eliana was his, period, and no one was going to take her from him.


  Aiden stared at Eliana's battered face, his heart too full of emotions. He knew she was okay, but seeing her still like this made his stomach clench in fear. She was so beautiful and so strong, always seeking to do what she thought was the right thing even when it hurt her. Reaching out, he gently brushed his fingers against the uneven fringe of her hair. She shifted her head, and he held his breath, releasing it when she settled back into the dream state.


  Devon's head whipped up. “Something is happening.”


  Nuri nodded and turned to watch Eliana, who began to moan softly in pain. She thrashed her legs hard enough for the blankets to come off and was at risk of jerking the IV out of her hand. All three of them tried to hold her down, but it was like trying to hold an angry bear.


  “Do you smell that?” Nuri asked as she struggled to keep Eliana's arm down.


  He wrinkled his nose. “Burning skin. Devon, help me get her still.”


  Without argument, Devon held her arm down and braced his heavy shoulder into her chest. He had to struggle to keep her still, the muscles in his forearms straining.


  Aiden followed his nose to her legs but couldn't see any burns. Feeling frustrated, he tried to grab her leg, but she kicked it out of his hand.


  “Well, she sure is stronger,” Devon grunted as he held her.


  As abruptly as they’d started, Eliana's movements stopped, and she slumped back into the pillows. Aiden and Devon waited by her head to see if her eyes would open, but Nuri moved to the foot of the bed. She lifted the edge of Eliana's gown, revealing her thigh and part of her hip.


  Nuri laughed with delight. “Well done, Eliana.”


  Confused, Devon and Aiden moved to look at what Nuri was beaming at. On the top of Eliana's tanned thigh was a rampant lioness tattoo done in gold, about two inches long, that following the curve of her leg. The tattoo didn't look like regular gold ink. It appeared more like liquid gold had been sealed into her skin, shining like a jewel. Aiden let out a loud whoop of joy and turned to Nuri, “Who is that, Nuri? Who does she belong to?”


  Nuri smiled. “Bes. She's a Chosen of Bes.”


  Devon's jaw dropped, and Aiden stroked a hesitant finger around the mark. “Okay, who is Bes?”


  “Bes is an Egyptian God of War, Protector of Women and Children, and patron of sexuality, dancing, and music,” Nuri said with a smug smile. “Our little Eliana has a powerful god backing her now.”


  Rubbing his jaw, Devon tried to hide a smile as he said, “War god, figures. No wonder we fight like cats and dogs.”


  Aiden sat in his chair next to her bed, stunned. Eliana was a Chosen. She had survived and been picked by a powerful Egyptian god. The proof was on her lovely thigh in a mark that gleamed like gold. She would not become Rejected and live a normal mortal life. She was special, she was blessed, and she was his.


  A knock came at the door, and Jack strode in carrying a letter. “Hey, Aiden, this...” Jack trailed off as he took in the emotions in the room. “What happened?”


  Nuri showed Jack Eliana's mark before pulling her gown back in place and tucking the sheets beneath the sleeping woman’s chin.


  “Wow, our little bunny got picked by a war god. I never would have pictured it before last night. I would have pegged her as belonging to a gentler god, but you know what, it suits her.”


  Nuri shrugged her shoulders in an elegant gesture. “The gods see things we do not, High Priest of Loki.”


  Jack clapped Aiden on the shoulder. “Your mother is going to love this. A daughter-in-law who is also a devotee of a war god. Can't wait to see them duke it out when they try to establish who the dominant power is.”


  His heart felt as if it might burst with joy. “I love her. Gods, I love her.”


  His mind filled with thoughts of a future with her. He would take it slow. They would have to keep their relationship secret until she was out of his class. Glancing at her sleeping face, he amended that idea. If he was blessed enough to get a yes, they could get married as soon as she wanted. His job no longer seemed as important, and he could take the position of High Priest that was waiting for him at Odin’s Temple. Nothing, nothing mattered now that he’d found the woman who would someday, gods willing, be his wife


  Devon stood staring down at Eliana, and his mother put her hand on his shoulder. He turned to look at her, and she nodded, rubbing his back with a gentle touch. Devon closed his eyes, stroked the back of Eliana's hand, then stepped back and took a deep breath before leaving the room with his mother. Jack watched all of this with a suspicious look in his eyes, but he smiled and gave Eliana's hand a pat before walking over to Aiden.


  “Hey, man. Are you going to open that letter? The Novice at the door said the woman who brought it in was acting weird,” Jack said as he gestured to the envelope sitting in Aiden's lap, forgotten while he daydreamed.


  He blinked and grinned at Jack. “Sorry about that. I was thinking about...the future,” he said with a bright smile.


  “You're a lucky man, Aiden. She's a treasure.”


  Still feeling that silly grin curving his lips, Aiden tore open the envelope and shook out the heavy parchment inside.


  Dearest Aiden,


  You did a search on the wrong name for Eliana's mother. Her birth name is Colleen Olivia Marie. She changed it to Colleen Marie Shay when she was married to honor her maiden name. She's a Reject of Athena. Your little piece of ass has a tainted bloodline.


  Love,


  Eris


  Jack glanced over his shoulder and read the letter, whispering, “Holy shit. You don't think it's true, do you?”


  For a moment Aiden’s breath caught as he thought about the ramifications of his mother finding out Eliana had a tainted bloodline, but just as quickly he decided he didn’t give a fuck, and he certainly wasn’t going to let some Destro bitch goddess hurt his woman. Crinkling the offensive paper in his hand, he tossed it into the garbage and then spat on it. “No…and even if it is it doesn’t matter. In fact, I think it’s just a sick joke. Nothing even worth remembering or mentioning.”


  After a long moment, Jack nodded. “Doesn’t matter to me either. In fact, I can’t really remember what it even said.” He gave Aiden a hard look. “Especially around your mother.”


  “Exactly.” While Aiden wasn’t sure if the accusations were true or not, he didn’t give a shit.


  Eliana was his and that was the end of it. 


  Grinning, Jack took the bucket with the wad of paper in it and set it outside of the room. He gave Aiden a sheepish grin and said, “I don't like having it in here.”


  “Agreed.”


  Walking over to the side of Eliana’s bed, Aiden gently stroked his hand down her arm and watched the soft golden hairs move beneath his fingertips. As if he would ever give up this woman without a fight, as if he gave one flying fuck about her bloodlines. If it came down to it he would rather be disowned by his mother than give up a chance at the happiness he could have with Eliana. He wasn’t surprised that Eris would try something like this, but the Destruction goddess didn’t understand love, and certainly would never be able to comprehend Aiden’s devotion to Eliana.


  Jack's comforting presence moved up behind him. “You know, some day she is going to realize she's way too good for you and come find me.”


  Aiden growled and socked Jack hard enough in the shoulder that he winced. It didn't, however, do anything to wipe the grin off his face. “Watch your mouth, or I'm going to tell Chrissy.”


  The twinkle in Jack’s grin faded, and he fiddled with the wooden buttons of his Hawaiian shirt. “You know I was just kidding, right? You wouldn't really tell Chrissy, would you?”


  When silence met his pleading, Jack slung his arm over Aiden's shoulder. “Come on, man, I really like Chrissy. I don't want her worrying about me.”


  Aiden snorted, giving Jack's hand a pat while keeping his eyes on his woman the whole time. The bruises on her face hurt his heart, and he hoped she didn't take the loss of her gorgeous hair too hard. He’d just have to work doubly hard to let her know how beautiful she was, inside and out. “If Chrissy loves you as much as you love her, I pity the girl and wouldn't want to add to her sorrows.”


  “You think she loves me? Did she tell you? When did she tell you? How did she say it? What was she wearing?” Jack continued on, but Aiden ignored him and waited for his heart to wake up.


   


  ****


   


  Eliana blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the dim light and her ears to the low beep of a machine. A large hand stroked down the side of her face, smelling faintly like smoke and an autumn forest. Her sore lips stretched into a smile even before she opened her eyes fully. Only Aiden smelled that delicious.


  “Eliana.” Aiden's rough voice rolled over her like velvet.


  “Aiden, I did it.” She rubbed her throat and grimaced. Her voice sounded huskier than it used to. The incredible meeting with Bes filled her thoughts, and she opened and closed her mouth. How could she make him understand how amazing her meeting had been? How could she put into words being in the presence of a god?


  Blinking against the bright light from the bedside lamp, she turned her head and groaned. “Ow!” Her face ached, and it was hard to concentrate with the low throb of pain that filled her head.


  “Eliana, are you all right?” He watched her with an intense expression on his handsome face, his dark green eyes rimmed with red. She realized he had been crying, and her heart hurt for him.


  “Yeah, I’m fine.” Reaching out, she took his limp hand in her own. “Really, other than being beat up, I feel better than I ever have before.”


  He still didn’t say anything, but his thumb stroked against the back of her hand with a butterfly-soft touch. The sensation of his caress made her gasp softly and stare at him in wonder. Then he smiled at her and she realized those intense emotions were a dizzying mixture of joy, relief, and love.


  “Your body is changing. You will feel things more intensely now, both pleasure and pain. It sounds like Bes has changed your voice a bit to make it more...seductive.”


  He stroked his hand down her arm, his soft touch merging with the throb in her face in an odd combination. The pleasure and pain seemed to balance each other on a razor-sharp edge. All she could do was stare at him and try to absorb the intensity of her new sensations.


  “Did Bes show you his mark?”


  “No, I...I think I passed out before it was complete. Can you pass out in a vision? Isn't that redundant? How did you know about Bes?” She had to resist the urge to clear her throat. She still sounded like herself, but her words had the edge of a sensual purr. “My eyesight is blurry, too.”


  He chuckled and smoothed her hair back. Giving her a wink, he pulled the blankets back from her legs. The feeling of the sheets sliding across her legs was unlike anything she had ever experienced. She could feel the uneven places in the wave of the fabric if she concentrated.


  “Your eyes will soon adjust. Your body in changing, and your vision is being enhanced. When they clear, you will have perfect vision. I didn't get that gift, but I'm not the Chosen of a war god so I didn’t need the battle enhancements that you’re getting.”


  “Battle enhancements? Wow, that’ll be handy next time I have to kick some Destro ass.” She twitched her shoulders as her lip throbbed. “How long am I going to be hyper-sensitive like this? The pleasure part is awesome, but the pain part I could totally do without.”


  “You’ll learn to control it.” His eyes darkened again, and he took a deep breath then let it out with a soft hiss. “Your psychic scent is stronger now too. Gods, you smell delicious.” He leaned closer to her on the bed, studying her intently.


  “What is it?”


  “I was just reminded of how empty and desolate my world would be without you. The thought of never wrapping your scent around me again is the worst thing I could imagine.” The tenderness of his voice held a note of steel, and she smiled at him as best she could.


  He inched up the long white nightgown and revealed the top of her thigh.


  “Really, Aiden. I admire your stamina, but now is not the time.”


  Rolling his eyes, he used the tip of his finger to direct her gaze down. A rampant lioness flashed her claws into the air on her thigh. Rather than ink, the tattoo looked like liquid gold.


  “Oh, man. That is so bad-ass!” She ignored his snicker and turned her leg in the light, marveling at the mark of Bes. “Better not let my mom see this. She’ll kill me.”


  Gently, as if she were made of glass, Aiden stroked his lips over hers. “I love you. You're everything I have ever prayed for, even when I didn't know what I wanted.”


  Running her hand through his thick hair, she whispered against his lips, “I love you too. I have so much work to do for my god. I could not have a better man at my side to help me save the world.”


  Exquisitely gentle, he stroked his lips over hers again and whispered, “Eliana Marie Shay, will you marry me?”


  Joy burned through her body and soul, bright and clear. “Really?”


  “Yes, really.” Peace filled his eyes, and he knelt next to the bed. “You are the greatest blessing the gods ever gave me.”


  Despite the pain, she couldn’t help but smile. “You’re the love of my life. Of course I’ll marry you.”


  He gently scooted next to her on the bed and pulled her close. In his eyes, she saw their future, filled with magic and love.


   


   


   


  
Epilogue


   


  Devon took a deep breath and looked at his assembled team of Temple Guards, all suited up for battle. “Okay, we’re going to do this quick. Who knows what kind of fucked up weapons Linda and Dillon have inside of their apartment, so our only chance to grab them is going to be after they leave. The building they live in is too heavily populated to go in and try an extraction anyways.”


  From the com-link in his ear came Jack’s voice. “Their limo has pulled up out front.”


  “Roger that.”


  He moved to the edge of the alley across the street from Linda and Dillon’s high-rise apartment building in New York. It had taken him close to a month after Eliana’s abduction and attempted murder, but they’d finally found Linda and Dillon and the pair had a multitude of sins to pay for. Across from Devon a Chosen of the goddess Diana, Flavia, checked the string of her bow. Hopefully she’d be able to assassinate them without having to engage in a full on battle with the pair. Apart Linda and Dillon were lethal, but put them together and Devon feared that he would lose some people he considered dear friends in the ensuing battle.


  “Movement from the lobby,” came Jack’s voice again.


  The other man was currently watching from a room in the building across the street from Linda and Dillon’s home above a comedy club. Jack was using the club to cloak his presence, allowing him to watch without being detected. It was close to midnight, but New York was truly the city that never slept and far more people walked the streets than he would have liked. The street was still filled with traffic and Devon’s gut knotted at the logistical nightmare ahead of them.


  “There’s Dillon,” came Jack’s voice, “but no Linda yet.”


  “I’ve got movement at the back entrance,” another member of their team said through the link. “It’s Linda. She’s looking around the alley for something. She’s walking over to someone…it looks like a bum sleeping next to a dumpster. Oh shit, I think she’s going to kill him. Fuck, I have to stop her.”


  Panic raced through Devon and he had to keep himself from yelling as he said into the com, “Bill, fall back. Do not engage, fall back!”


  “I can’t let her kill him,” the other man said in a low voice.


  Devon looked over to Flavia and she nodded. “I’ve got Dillon, go.”


  Hoping his cloaking talisman would shield him, Devon ran across the street, unsheathing his sword as he went. Behind him came the high pitched scream of a man and he glanced over his shoulder, satisfaction filling him as he watched Dillon trying to pull out a silver arrow from his chest just as another one pierced him through his eye.


  As he rounded the corner a woman’s scream of rage shook the very walls of the alley, bits of dust and debris raining down over his body armor. He caught sight of Linda with her arms raised up in the air, chanting something that had his stomach twisting into knots, he gasped. She screamed Dillon’s name and began to chant in a language not known to him as Destruction energy built around her in a towering inferno of dark fire.


  Then her gaze landed on him and all of that negative energy came crashing down on Devon in a tidal wave of evil.


  Pain lanced through his bones and he dropped to his knees with a sharp scream. She focused her gaze on him and the pain intensified, rendering him totally immobile, helpless before the approaching woman. Dressed in a sleek black raincoat and high-heeled boots, she pulled a long, curved blade from her purse as she continued towards him, her lips peeled back from her teeth and madness shining in her eyes.


  He strained to move and caught sight of the crumpled body of the Temple Guard that had been watching the back entrance, his heart constricting with grief that he’d failed to protect the other man. Gathering the last of his strength he prayed to Mentu, begging his god to give him the strength to at least take Linda with him. There wasn’t a doubt she would kill him, help was too far away and the death of Dillon had obviously driven her insane.


  For a brief moment disappointment filled him for all the things he would never do, never experience, all the people he would never see again. But by far his biggest regret was that he’d never known true love and he screamed in agony as the evil began to attack his soul.


  Through his blurred vision he watched as Linda began to make this hideous sound that was a mixture between a laugh and a scream, even more negative energy filling the space around him until he was sure he was already dead and in hell.


  Even though it was futile he held on, fighting as best he could, using everything he had to try to summon enough strength to do something, but all he did was prolong his pain, yet he refused to give up. Praying with everything he had he managed to keep the evil out of his soul, but he couldn’t stop Linda as she stumbled towards him, her face sinking in on itself as her teeth grew into long, pointed fangs.


  The sight terrified him and if he’d had any control of his body he would have been crawling away from her as fast as he could, but she had him pinned to the ground like a bug with a needle through its body. The fear fell away from him and he began a litany of devotion to the Gods of Creation, a thanks for his life, for all that he’d been able to experience, for the joy and their protection of his people. While his life may be over, his soul was returning to the Creator of them all and it was impossible to be afraid of returning to the source of all love.


  From behind her something disturbed the darkness, a brief point of light. That light grew and to his shock the homeless man that had been sleep stood and began to glow like a start in the darkness, a single point of burning light. The weight smothering Devon lifted the slightest bit and he took in a deep breath of the thick air, struggling to move, but all he could do was watch as Linda slowly turned, her body shivering and morphing, contorting before his eyes into that of a demon.


  To his shock the homeless man morphed as well, his beard vanishing and revealing deeply tanned skin and a regal face. The double crown of Egypt appeared on his head and the regal robes of a pharaoh covered his body. Devon’s heart stuttered as he realized he was looking at Amun-Re, the Egyptian god of many things, including the poor. From what he knew of Linda one of her favorite victims had been the homeless and a fierce satisfaction filled him as he realized the time to pay the price for her crimes had come.


  Linda, or whatever the hell she’d turned into, screeched in fear. Before she could move Amun-Re reached out and casually snapped her head from her neck like a child popping a flower from its stalk. A rumble filled the air, the ground, and the marrow of Devon’s bones as the dark energy began to pour back into Linda’s corpse, filling it, bloating the shape until it exploded into nothingness. For what seemed like an eternity fresh air roared into the space left by the departure of all the evil and Devon stared at the god looking patiently back at him.


  He struggled to move as sensation filled him, but managed to roll over onto his stomach in the filthy alley, going prostate before Amun-Re.


  A sense of divine peace moved over him, tinged with pride, and tears burned his eyes as the realization that he was going to live swept over him.


  The sense of the divine slowly faded and by the time his people found him in the alley he was on the verge of passing out.


  Jack reached him first, turning him over and frantically searching his face.


  “Holy fuck, every inch of his body is bruised.” Jack peered into his eyes. “Devon? Can you hear me?”


  “Yeah.” Fuck, even his tongue felt bruised.


  Jack frantically shouted for a healer before lowering his voice and turning his attention back to Devon. “What the fuck happened? We tried to get to you, but some crazy fucking strong shield kept us out.”


  “Don’t know,” he whispered even though his body felt like it had been beaten with a thousand hammers. He strained to remember what had happened, but his memories of the event were slowly draining away. “Linda…did something. Then…then….I don’t know.”


  “Take it easy, okay. We’ll figure it out.” Jack screamed again for a healer. “Just hang in there man, okay?”


  Devon tried to nod but his energy was almost completely exhausted. “Tell…Shay she can sleep now.”


  Shaking his head, Jack moved to the side as a healer finally reached him. “Just hang in there, man, and you can tell her yourself, okay?”


  “Tell her…wedding present. Better get lucky…with…hot bridesmaid.”


  “I’ll tell her. Just relax and let the healer work.”


  He closed his eyes, too tired to keep them open anymore. The soothing touch of the healer helped deaden his pain and he took a deep breath as the pressure around his lungs eased. Exhaustion pulled at him and as he drifted off a fragment of a memory reached him, the sense of despair of never having known true love. He sent out a final prayer, a desperate plea that the gods would bless him with a woman to call his own.


   


   


  Look for more of The Chosen in Dreamer, coming soon.


   


   


   


  A Thank you from Fated Desires


   


  Thank you so much for reading Blessed! We’re so happy that you had a chance to look into the fantasy world of The Chosen. We do hope if you liked this, that you would please leave a review from where you purchased this or on another platform. Not only does a review spread the word to other readers, they let us know if you’d like to see more stories like this from us. Ann loves to hear from readers and talks to them when she can. You can reach her through her website and through her Facebook and Twitter accounts. You guys are the reason we get to do what we do and we thank you.


  If you are looking for more stories like these, you don’t have to wait much longer! Ann is cooking up new works in this series and a few others. Also, we have a few new authors coming that will be sure to whet your appetite.


  If you’d like to know more about Fated Desires, check out our website or email us at admin@FatedDesires.com.
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  With over thirty published books, Ann is Queen of the Castle to her wonderful husband and three sons in the mountains of West Virginia. In her past lives she's been an Import Broker, a Communications Specialist, a US Navy Civilian Contractor, a Bartender/Waitress, and an actor at the Michigan Renaissance Festival. She also spent a summer touring with the Grateful Dead-though she will deny to her children that it ever happened.


  From a young age she's been fascinated by myths and fairytales, and the romance that was often the center of the story. As Ann grew older and her hormones kicked in, she discovered trashy romance novels. Great at first, but she soon grew tired of the endless stories with a big wonderful emotional buildup to really short and crappy sex. Never a big fan of purple prose, throbbing spears of fleshy pleasure and wet honey pots make her giggle, she sought out books that gave the sex scenes in the story just as much detail and plot as everything else-without using cringe worthy euphemisms. This led her to the wonderful world of Erotic Romance, and she's never looked back.


  Now Ann spends her days trying to tune out cartoons playing in the background to get into her 'sexy space' and has accepted that her Muse has a severe case of ADD.


  Ann loves to talk with her fans, as long as they realize she's weird and that sarcasm doesn't translate well via text.
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  Cursed


  Chapter One


   


  Carmella Ramirez ran a hand over her crimson silk-covered curves and smiled enticingly at the man following her down the alley in the dirty heat of Rio de Janeiro. Her innocent soul slept, blissfully unaware of the murder her body was about to commit. Sure the sinner would follow her, she walked faster down the alley with a little wiggle in her step.


  “Hold on, baby.” The portly American tourist wiped the sweat streaming down his face out of his eyes with a red handkerchief. “You gotta give me a chance to catch up to that fine Brazilian ass of yours.”


  The succubus using Carmella's body paused and spun on her six-inch black stiletto heel without even the slightest sway of the icepick-thin point. A woman would have been immediately suspicious of anyone who could skip without a wince down a dark alley in her shoes. She could easily read the tourist’s mind, and he thought her ability to walk down the cobblestone alley in heels high enough to give a hooker a nose bleed was merely a reflection of the sensuality that seemed to hang about the stunning brunette like a cloud of expensive perfume.


  Dropping her voice to a soft purr, she gave him a smile that sent a tasty wave of lust her way. “It's just a little farther.” She stalked over to him and ran her slim, bronze fingers through his thinning hair. Pressing her hips against his, she gave a thrusting gyration that made him gasp. With a soft breath, she murmured, “I can't wait to show you this club. It is going to blow your mind.”


  He panted against her then popped a mint-scented antacid into his mouth. “I'm not so sure about this. I don't even speak Mexican.”


  The succubus tried to keep from rolling her eyes. He had to come of his own free will, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t stack the odds in her favor. “Don't worry. I'll take good care of you.” She searched the man's mind for his hidden desires and found the right words to say in order to get him to follow her. “I've never told anyone this…” She traced the man's lips with the fingertips of the stolen mortal body. “But I've always wanted to dress up like a pirate and be punished for my wicked deeds. If you come to the club with me, we could play with their toys. Floggers, canes, maybe a strap to make my ass burn before you fuck me.”


  The pulse in his temple throbbed in a rapid beat, and the succubus hoped he didn't keel over right here. His soul was exactly what they needed tonight. Young and newly married, this pitiful man repeatedly defiled his sacred covenant to his wife with whores during his business trips.


  “Have you…” The man licked his lips and groped her ass like a pillow in need of fluffing. “Have you been a naughty girl?”


  He went to kiss her, tongue first, and she spun away from him with a giggle. “Let's hurry. I don't want all the equipment to be gone by the time we get there.”


  Heels clicking against the cobble stones, she moved deeper into the alley and stopped below a small white neon sign depicting two dice hanging over a black-painted door. A couple enormous garbage bins piled with boxes blocked the view to the street. His hands found her ass again as she knocked an elaborate rhythm on the door. The magical warding on the entrance repulsed her, but the lust and passion it protected made her want to tear the steel down with her bare hands. She could shred the metal as easily as soft cheese if it wasn’t for the wards embedded into the building. Fucking magicians were always spoiling her fun.


  The heavy, black metal door swung open, and desire poured out in visible waves that the succubus bathed in with a shudder. To her lust was a cool, delicious drink of power that she craved. She ignored the muffled scream of the man next to her as two brawny men wearing leather masks grabbed him and forced him into the bar. One of them immediately broke the man’s right ring finger while the other cut his earlobe off, making the man squeal like a pig.


  The warmth of pain and pleasure made her sigh, and she held her hands out to the doorway, absorbing the lust coming from the busy interior. She wanted to wallow in the orgy covering the floor of the bar. She wanted to throw this body to the pleasure of anyone who would have it, to drink in the lust, to suck every human inside dry of their passion. It would be enough to sustain her for months and give her the power she required to escape her summoner.


  Anger at being denied what she needed by mere humans pushed aside what little reason the succubus had been born with. She was a creature of pure hunger and need, and being denied the feast before her drove her mad with rage. Starvation made her ravenous to fill the never ending void in her damned soul and she fought the bindings securing her to the magician’s will.


  She began to chant in a foul language damned by the gods of Creation, the words falling from her lips like drops of poison rain. The bouncer yelled in panic over his shoulder, sweat springing out on his brow and rolling down his sunken cheeks. A tall man with dark hair and scars covering his hands pushed a blonde with the body of a porn star off his lap. Against the back wall, the fat American continued to beg and scream as he was shackled and hoisted to dangle from the ceiling. Anticipation shuddered through the succubus as a priest of the demonic god, Guaricana, selected a black leather whip with razor blades at the tip.


  The tall man shouted something, grabbing his black cane from the top of the glass and metal bar, and sprinted to stand next to the bouncer as the warding shuddered beneath the succubus's curse.


  “I command you to stop,” he growled out and held the succubus's gaze. An angry hiss like a hive of bees swarmed from her slender throat. The bouncer quivered in fear, but the tall man looked bored, despite the slight tremble to his hands. He was her summoner, and as such, his word bound her as long as she accepted the body he offered. A sneer lifted his lip. “The sun will be up soon. You must return the body to her bed.”


  She fought against the power of his command. “Please, just let me inside for a moment. I’ll be good.” The distress in her voice was real. To be denied that much lust was painful for a succubus, akin to denying a heroin addict a mixing bowl full of the drug.


  The man narrowed his eyes. “Do you think I believe for a second that you won't fuck everything that touches you?”


  The succubus walked backward, fighting his order every step of the way. “I need!” She tried to explain and held her hands out in a pleading gesture as she begged him to understand the unrelenting hunger.


  “And I need you in that body.” He began to shut the door in her face then paused and studied her. “Listen to me well, succubus. I forbid you from taking any sexual release with this body. I forbid you from doing anything that would endanger the virginity of your stolen form. You will return your host to her apartment, and then you will depart the earth immediately until I summon you again. Do you understand my orders?”


  “Yes.”


  He sneered at her and she wanted to rip his lips off and make him eat them. “Yes, what?”


  “Yes, Master,” she whispered and turned without another word.


  Once out of sight, she fisted her hands and allowed the command to carry her back to the limo waiting to take this body back to its ghetto apartment. Her summoner would eventually slip up, and when he did, she would beg her true master, Guaricana, to let her be the one to devour his soul.


   


  ****


   


  Sean Kalmus yawned while he scrolled through his email, stopping when he saw a message from his patron god, Maponus. The Celtic god of Music preferred modern technology for contacting his worshipers, and Sean appreciated that. Nothing like a magical bird singing a message to you to put a kink in your day while you waited in line at the grocery store. He took a gulp of his now cold coffee and gave himself a mental shake.


  Coordinating and packing for the trip to Rio had kept him up all night, leaving him mentally and physically drained. Certainly not in the best frame of mind for dealing with his god. With a sigh, he looked out the window of his home in Ireland, wondering if he could sneak a nap in before answering the email. Faint traces of dawn sent runners of pink over the dark ocean beyond the bay windows of his study, reminding him that a new day had already begun and his chance for rest had passed.


  If he didn't read the email right away Maponus had been known to send singing chinchilla telegrams while Sean was trying to have an intimate moment with a pretty girl. His patron god had a weird sense of humor, one of the reasons why they got along so well.


  Running his hand through his dark auburn hair hard enough to pull out a few strands, he clicked the email and began to read.


  My Chosen,


  I have work for you while you're in Brazil. There is a young woman in need of rescue, though she does not know it. You will be in a unique position to help her. She's the first flower of spring, hidden by the snow. Be careful. A High Priest of Guaricana has been using her as his stalking-horse.


  Maponus


  After reading the letter twice, Sean did a search on the Internet for Guaricana. A Brazilian devil who is worshiped by whipping young men until the blood flows.


  He spun his chair around to face an empty room and threw his hands in the air. “Awesome. Just fucking fantastic. Not only do I have to DJ for the Carnival parade this year, I also get to lock horns with a devil fond of S&M.”


  With a sigh, he picked up the phone and called Kell, his best friend and crew chief.


  “Hello, Sean,” Kell said in a raspy voice. “There had better be a good reason you're calling me only…fifteen minutes after I've finally gotten to bed.”


  “I'm sorry, but I got a little love note from Maponus.”


  A light clicking on and sheets rustling came over the phone line. “What does Maponus want?” Kell asked, sounding a lot more awake now.


  Leaning back into his dark leather chair, Sean looked out the window to watch the dawn breaking over the Celtic Sea. It was a beautiful sight, the meeting of land and water, but he barely saw it. Instead, his sleep-deprived mind was trying to figure out Maponus’ message. He pushed himself out of the comfortable chair and walked over to the wide bay window, gazing into the dawn tinting the dark sky with purple and gray light.


  Sean's gaze followed the roll of the ocean beyond his cottage. “Well, besides bringing over a crew of fifteen musicians and dancers, coordinating with twenty-four samba clubs, doing a charity DJ event, trying to make the locals understand our heavily accented English—”


  “Don't forget romancing a few of those delicious Brazilian lasses.” He chuckled then made a harsh grunt. In the background, Sean could hear Mary, Kell's wife, giving him an earful of what would happen to him if he so much as bumped into one of those women.


  “Tell Mary I'll keep you out of trouble.” Sean laughed. “So, in addition to all that, I also have to find a woman who is 'the first flower of spring' and save her from some Brazilian destruction god who likes to whip young men until the blood flows.”


  “First flower of spring. Sounds like Maponus' usual vague description. Doesn't seem too bad, except for the demon with a whip part.” Kell sighed tiredly. “Well, my friend, I suggest you get some sleep. Regardless of what our god has in store for you, we still have a twelve-hour flight from Dublin to Rio this afternoon.”


  “I know, I know. Thank you, Kell. Give Mary a kiss for me.”


  Sean tossed the phone onto his computer chair then strode over to the floor-to-ceiling dark walnut shelves that dominated the north wall. It was filled with all kinds of books, from dog-eared paperbacks to enormous leather-bound volumes. Reaching up, he pulled down a four-foot black metal case from the top shelf with a soft grunt. After setting it down on a small table next to his reading chair, he briefly ran his fingertips over the scrollwork on the case, memories of wielding this sword countless times spilling through his head in a riot of blood and screams. Whistling a complicated tune, he removed the protection spell from around the case and flipped it open.


  Inside, a long and beautifully crafted sword shone on its bed of dark green velvet. A simple silver ring pommel adorned the blade, and the guard was a sinuous curve of gleaming metal. The sword itself was long and razor-sharp, with runes and music notes etched into its length. It was a work of art by one of the greatest bladesmiths that Ireland had ever produced, handed down through six generations of Maponus’ Chosen and, by some twist of fate, ending up in his care.


  Sean stood there for a long time, memories of haphazardly swinging this sword as a green youth playing out in his mind. How eager he had been when the Celtic god of Music had picked him as his Chosen Hand on Earth. Maponus had gifted Sean with the ability to enhance his music into magic. Sean could bring joy to any heart with a simple melody or heal a wounded body and spirit with a song. He could also break bones, rend flesh, and destroy souls with his music, but he preferred to use it for positive actions.


  What he wasn't prepared for were the responsibilities that came with such power. At first, all he’d wanted to do was become a famous musician, have an endless supply of willing women, and travel the world using his god's gift. Instead, he’d found himself drawn into dangerous battles with the Forces of Destruction and protecting the innocent. Oh, the fame and women had come, and the world travel, but his greatest satisfaction came from his secret work as a chosen warrior of the gods of Creation.


  Stripping off his shirt, he ran his hands over the large and intricate tattoo covering his muscled back, a series of Celtic knots that looked, at first, like a random design. Magic tingled against his palms as he rubbed a lump tightening up his left shoulder and the tense muscle slowly eased beneath his fingertips. Unlike regular tattoos, the intricate design on his back was slightly raised so it felt more like a carving etched into his skin than simply ink beneath the surface. At first the pattern appeared to be nothing more than a massive, intricate series of Celtic knots and magical symbols. It was only after following the path of the twisting lines, and looking at the bigger picture, that it became apparent the design was a series of music notes. The markings had appeared after he completed the full transition from mortal to Chosen, a warning to his enemies that he was under the protection of a powerful god.


  Sean took the sword out of its bed of green velvet and held it before him, turning the blade in the dim morning light. Well cared for, the fine edge could cut through metal and bone like warm butter. Every time he put the sword back into its case and on the shelf, he hoped that maybe that would be the last time he would need to wield it, that just maybe he’d earned the right to a moment of peace in his life, a time when he wouldn’t be responsible for saving the world and could instead focus on finding a woman strong enough to survive being the beloved of a Chosen. He was so tired of being alone.


   


   


   


  Hidden Destiny


   


  Did you enjoy this selection? Why not try another romance from Fated Desires?


   


  From USA Today Bestselling Author, Carrie Ann Ryan’s Redwood Pack series


   


  Hidden Destiny


   


  North Jamenson has always held his wolf closer to the surface then others. He’s the quiet one, the one no one really knows about yet he holds the darkest secret. He’s watched his brothers find their mates and start families, and now it was his turn. He knows Lexi could be his and her son could be part of his family, but he doesn’t know if he’s ready to share the darkness that’s entwined with his soul.


  Lexi Anderson is a mother, a sister, a latent wolf, and a new member of the Redwood Pack. She’s also holding secrets so close to her heart she’s not even sure she knows the truth anymore. When North takes another step closer to wanting to cement their bond, Lexi must come to grips with her past and what it means for her future. The Centrals’ war isn’t over yet and Lexi’s life is on the line as the paths they’ve chosen takes a drastic turn.


   


   


   


  Adrenaline Rush


   


  Did you enjoy this selection? Why not try another romance from Fated Desires?


   


  From Rebecca Royce’s The Capes Series


   


  Adrenaline Rush


   


  Ace Hudson has worked for his brother, Draco, at Powers, Inc. since it opened. Spending his days trying to balance his job with taking care of his teenage brother, Lael, he uses his nights to overcome the overabundance of adrenaline in his body that makes him lose control. He also happens to have a secret crush on a celebrity chef who makes home-cooked meals look sexier than they have a right to be.


  Alice Styles runs an empire based on her ability to make people want to eat what she cooks. When she’s nearly killed on live television in a situation straight out of one of her childhood nightmares, she reluctantly asks Ace Hudson to help keep her safe.


  Starting out with instant dislike and finding their way to mutual pleasure, Ace and Alice do not have an easy path to love. But their egos and personal barriers are nothing compared to the looming threat just waiting for a moment to possess Alice.


  This title has been previously published and has been re-edited for your enjoyment.
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