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PROLOGUE
 
Sophia stomped through the white sand with her little red plastic bucket and headed for the water. Just because Michael was two months older than she, he thought he could order her around. Now he wanted her to fetch water so he could build a sandcastle. And, of course, he would take all the credit for it.
She’d show her little creep of a cousin what he could do with his water. She would pour it all over him instead of in the sand. That would teach him to treat her like his personal slave. And after this summer, she’d be starting school, and then she would make her own friends and wouldn’t have to play with him anymore. 
There, take that, Michael!
Sophia waded into the shallow water and dipped the bucket into it, filling it to the rim. As she straightened, a movement caught her eye. Several feet further out in the ocean, the tail fin of a huge fish sank back beneath the surface. She stumbled backwards, startled. Her grip on the bucket slipped. It sank, and with the next wave it was pulled out of her reach.
She cursed with the only cuss word she’d ever heard her aunt Eleni use, “Shit!” and instantly put her hand over her mouth, praying nobody had heard her. She darted a nervous look over her shoulder, but luckily nobody was close. According to Eleni, five-year-old girls weren’t supposed to use words like that.
A splash in the water made her turn to her right. And then she saw him.
He was resting on one of the large rocks which stuck out from the water. Like a sea lion, he lay there sunning himself. Only she’d seen sea lions before, in the zoo, and he looked like no such creature. No, he looked like a … mermaid. But that wasn’t possible, was it? Mermaids were girls, not men.
Sophia waded through the surf to get a closer look at the strange man. 
“Are you a mermaid?” she asked loudly, waving her arms so he would notice her.
He instantly sat up, gave her a startled look, and jumped back into the water.
“Wait, don’t go!” she yelled. She hadn’t meant to scare him off.
All of a sudden, she felt new waves rush at her feet and lost her balance. She fell backwards, and the current pulled her into deeper water. She kicked her legs to keep her head above water, but she was scared—more than she’d ever been. Before the current could pull her under, arms grabbed her and lifted her up. Sophia wiped the water out of her eyes and stared at her rescuer.
It was the mermaid man—he’d come back. She gave him a huge smile, her fear instantly forgotten.
“Are you a mermaid?” Sophia asked him again and looked at him. His upper body was that of a big man, but just below the surface of the water she could see the scales of a fish and a large fin moving as if he treaded water.
He chuckled. “No, little one, I’m not a mermaid.”
“What’s your name?” Eleni had told her it was impolite to ask strangers questions, but she didn’t care.
“I’m Poseidon. What’s yours?”
“Sophia. And I’m five.” She held up her hand, showing him all five fingers so he would know for sure how grown up she already was.
“Well, Sophia, now that we’re friends, can you make me a promise?” His look was conspiratorial, the same way her aunt always looked when telling her a big secret.
“Yes,” she whispered and drew her head closer to him.
“Promise me to never tell anybody that you’ve seen me. Nobody is supposed to, because I’m invisible.”
“But you’re not. I can see you,” she protested.
Poseidon smiled. “Yes, and that’s quite a bit of a surprise. So how about I promise you something in return?”
Sophia listened up. A present? A new toy? “Okay?”
“You promise me you won’t tell anybody that you’ve seen me, and I’ll let you play with my son one day. Deal?”
She was a tough negotiator. “When?”
“When what?”
“When do I get to play with him?”
Poseidon frowned. “When he’s past his bad boy phase.”
“He’s bad?” she asked, and wondered whether he was as terrible as Michael.
“Not that bad—just a little naughty. You’ll like him. He’s handsome too. And you might be just the kind of girl he needs,” Poseidon baited her.
Sophia pursed her lips and considered Poseidon’s offer. “Okay then. I’ll play with him.”
“That’s my girl.” He dipped his hand into the water. When he pulled it back out, he was holding her red bucket.
“Oh, you found it!” Now she could douse Michael with water after all.
A moment later, she was sitting in the wet sand, the waves lapping at her feet, her bucket in her hands. The man was gone.
“Sophia!” The sharp voice of her aunt nearly pierced Sophia’s eardrum.
She turned and saw her aunt Eleni run toward her, Michael on her heels. 
“Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick!”
Sophia jumped up and flung her arms around her aunt’s legs. “Don’t worry, he pulled me out of the water when I fell in.”
Eleni took her by the shoulders and made her look up. “You fell in? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from the waves? A man pulled you out? Where is he?”
Oh, no! She hadn’t meant to break her promise. It had just slipped out. “I’m sorry.”  Under Eleni’s stare, she felt tears well up.
“Where is he?” Eleni’s sharp voice made her cringe. 
A moment later, a tear rolled down Sophia’s cheek as her resistance crumbled. “Gone.”
“You tell me right now, Sophia Olympia Baker, or I will lock you up in the basement until you tell me the truth!” Eleni warned, lowering her voice as she always did when she was angry.
Sophia pressed her lips together and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Fine. But if he tells me off next time, I’ll tell him you forced me. He was a mermaid man—”
Michael’s triumphant laughter interrupted her. “You’re a liar. Mermaids are all girls.”
“Are not!” Sophia protested.
Eleni lifted her into her arms. “There’s no such thing. You have to stop making things up.”
“He was real. I spoke to him. He told me that if I’m a good girl he’ll let me play with his son.” Why didn’t Eleni believe her?
Michael pulled on Eleni’s skirt.
“What?”
“She’s lying, she’s lying.”
“Stop it, Michael. Go, build that sand castle, and let me talk to your cousin for a minute.”
Reluctantly, Michael grabbed his plastic shovel and turned to where he’d played in the sand earlier.
Eleni gave Sophia a soft smile. “There are no men who’re half fish, half man. You were dreaming again.”
“No, I wasn’t. He talked to me. He said his name is Poseidon, and he was nice.”
Now she’d said it and broken her promise. Eleni was to blame. She’d made her do it. Now she wouldn’t get to play with Poseidon’s son. 
Sophia sighed. Never mind, she tried to console herself, if he was really such a naughty boy, then she didn’t want to play with him anyway.
 


Chapter One
 
Twenty-three years later
What would the punishment be this time? A year in Hades for giving it to Zeus’ mistress du-jour? Seemed like a fair exchange, Triton thought. It could be worse. He could be bridled from any sexual activities for a decade—which would suck to say the least. Anything, just not that! He’d never survive it. Not sating his sexual urges for a week bordered on excruciating, a decade would be pure torture.
At least in Hades, he could screw some desperate souls, and the year would pass in delicious debauchery. He could deal with the heat and the stench, and surely, Father’s other brother, Hades, wouldn’t make the stay too uncomfortable for him. As long as Triton kept his hands off Hades’ wife. Now there was a beauty, if there ever was one.
Despite his thoughts, Triton kept his head down and his eyes averted, not willing to piss the king of gods off any further. He cringed convincingly as Zeus lifted his arm and sent another thunderbolt across the blue sky. A sound as loud as a thousand horses’ hooves cracked through the white clouds that hung over Olympus. For sure, his uncle gave an impressive show right there on the terrace of his home overlooking the mortal world of Greece.
Better to play the repentant servant to Zeus. There was no way he was getting out of this mess unscathed. Not even his father Poseidon could help him right now—not that Triton wanted to ask the old man for help. All he’d get would be a lecture.
Besides, in his current state, Uncle Zeus wouldn’t listen to anyone, least of all his brother.
Whatever punishment Triton was due, however, would be worth it. By the gods, how Danae’s pale thighs had wrapped around him when he’d pumped into her. Her pink nipples had been erect little peaks topping voluptuous breasts that had bounced up and down, side to side with every thrust he’d delivered. Oh Gods, he’d delivered it to her—several times. She’d screamed her pleasure to the heavens and professed he was a better lover than Zeus, and by the gods, he’d lapped that compliment up the same way he’d gobbled up the juices that had oozed from her quivering pussy.
She’d milked him so many times, he’d collapsed in her arms, unable to move another limb. And that was exactly how Zeus had found him: in her bed, bare-assed, and with his dick still inside her. Talk about in flagrante. He wasn’t going to smooth-talk himself out of that one.
Triton took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the sweet scent of ambrosia that drifted his way from just inside the palace. He eyed the spectators, who’d gathered around them. It hadn’t taken long for them to assemble—one word to the right person and the news had spread like wildfire. Zeus liked an audience as much as the next god, especially when he was ready to hand out punishment. 
“Did you hear me?” Zeus’ voice boomed through the warm air, hitting him like a hurricane sweeping over the sea. Unlike any storm over the world’s oceans, this was one Triton couldn’t calm, not even with his powers as the god of seafarers and sailors.
Triton lifted his head to meet his uncle’s glare but was careful not to show his defiance. “Of course, Zeus.”
Zeus looked nothing like the mortals depicted him in their books and paintings. He was no old man with a white beard. No, the god of all gods was a virile man looking no older than thirty-five in mortal years, with a chiseled face as beautiful as Michelangelo’s David, and as hard as the granite the famous artist had used. Unfortunate, Triton mused. It made competition for some decent pussy on Olympus darn stiff. And only around women, would Zeus turn on his charm and melt any female right into his perfect body—or under it, which was the preferred position for any woman when around the god.
Again, a blast of air came Triton’s way, threatening to upset his balance.
“Then choose.” 
Choose? What did Zeus want him to choose between?
He would have done well to listen this once, but his uncle’s tirades could go on for hours, and what was the point of taking any notice when he couldn’t change the outcome anyway? However, this time a sinking feeling spread in Triton’s stomach as if he was about to gamble away his life.
“Uh, I …” he stammered.
An angry grunt was Zeus’ reply. “Option one or two. I’m leaving you a choice, but only because my brother has bartered for leniency toward you. Personally, I would crush you with my bare hands. Frankly, boy, I’ve had it with you. Would you like me to remind you of all the things you’ve done?”
Triton’s memory was working just fine. He sure needed no reminder, but he knew better than to anger Zeus while his punishment still hung in the balance.
“Ares’ house still stinks to this day after you dumped a barrel of fish in his atrium and let it rot there.”
Triton remembered all too well. Served the bastard right though—it had been payback for Ares destroying any chances he might have had with the goddess Phoebe by spreading vicious (and of course entirely untrue) rumors about Triton’s sexual prowess—or lack thereof. Any god worth his salt would have reacted the same way.
“Not to even speak of how you seduced the Nymph Metope the night before her wedding. Is nothing sacred to you?”
Well, the dainty creature had asked for it—she’d virtually begged him to take her.
Dear God, please show me how to make my husband happy, she’d prayed. So Triton had taken it upon himself to show her a thing or two. Well, maybe three.
“Now choose before I change my mind!”
Triton glanced around the crowd, trying to find a friendly face among it. Somebody had to help him out. He couldn’t very well ask Zeus to repeat the two choices. If he knew that Triton had been daydreaming while he’d let out his tirade, there’d be more-than-hell to pay, and all choices would be taken away.
No, whatever he chose now would ultimately be better than what Zeus handed down if angered even further.
Triton spotted Eros and Hermes, two of his best friends, in the crowd. Maybe they could help him make a decision without Zeus noticing. 
As always, Eros’ tunic was slung low across his muscled chest, the material flowing elegantly down to his knees, covering his strong thighs. His bow and quiver hung over his shoulder. He never went anywhere without it. He stood over six feet tall, his dark brown hair cropped short. His friend Hermes, equally tall and strong and as usual wearing his winged sandals that could take him anywhere, stood next to him. He was a crafty fellow and could be relied upon to help him out of a dilemma.
With a barely perceivable move of his head, Triton motioned to his two friends. Both moved their hands in front of their bodies, displaying a number of digits.
From his fist, Eros let one finger emerge. Perfect! His friend had understood him. Triton’s gaze rolled to Hermes’ hand. Two fingers stretched out from his friend’s fist.
By the gods! Those two weren’t in agreement?
What now?
Should he go with Eros, the one who’d never tried to shoot him with one of his arrows even though he deserved it? Not that they worked on a god, but they stung like Hades for a week. Or should he trust Hermes, who’d always had his back when it counted but occasionally played some nasty pranks on him?
Which one of his friends had his best interest in mind? Eros or Hermes?
Another thunderbolt indicated Zeus’ impatience and told Triton his time was up.
“One. I’m taking option one.”
Triton caught Eros’ wicked smile and Hermes’ disappointed stare before Zeus thundered on, “Very well, then. So you think you’re up for the challenge?”
Triton swallowed the rising lump in his throat. “Challenge?”
Instinctively, Triton pushed his shoulders back to get ready for battle. He took an extra deep breath of oxygen, re-energizing his body. If there was a challenge to be met, he was ready. How hard could it be?
“Frankly, I thought you would have chosen Hades instead.”
Oh, fuck. He could have had fun in the Underworld. No wonder Hermes had suggested that option. The two of them could have hung out since Hermes knew the river Styx and the path to the Underworld. Every time Hermes escorted another soul into Hades, they could have visited and had fun. Damn, why hadn’t he listened to him?
Triton glanced at Eros and mouthed what the fuck? only to get a lopsided grin as a response.
What, for Olympus’ sake, had he chosen instead? A sense of foreboding struck him out of nowhere. With bated breath, he looked at Zeus, avoiding his eyes and instead staring at his mouth. There was a pause which felt like an eternity before Zeus finally continued.
“It is decreed then. Triton, you shall be cast out into the human world and only come back when you have found a mortal woman who loves you not for your beauty but your kindness and selflessness.”
Zeus’ laugh echoed against the palace, then rolled down the hills into Greece. In his shock, Triton barely heard what the mortals would perceive as thunder. He couldn’t be hearing right. The mortal world? And under those conditions? Had Zeus gone off his rocker?
“That should keep the bugger busy for the next century,” he heard a spectator whisper.
“Like any woman will ever see past his looks—not a chance in Hades,” another replied and laughed.
Didn’t he know it? Triton was graced with his mother’s beauty: blonde hair, blue eyes, and a classical nose. Coupled with a perfect body, there wasn’t anything Triton could physically improve upon. There wasn’t a day that went by when he didn’t get a come hither look from a woman—goddess or mortal. Or scornful looks from gods or men who saw him as clear competition for the affections of their women. But it appeared that his good looks could become a hindrance in his quest to return home.
Triton tossed Eros a pissed off look. Why on earth had his friend—make that ex-friend—given him such bad advice? Eros’ smug smile said it all—he had a secret agenda. He’d wring the love god’s neck as soon as Zeus was gone, and then afterwards, he’d find out Eros’ motives. 
Hurt him first, ask questions later.
“You will also be stripped of all your godly powers while you reside on earth,” Zeus continued. “Any god helping you with your challenge will be punished.” 
The big god let his gaze sweep over the crowd, lingering more than a few seconds on Eros and Hermes. 
“This also goes for any gods not assembled here today.” 
Well, that took care of Dionysus then. The quartet was practically inseparable. But while he wasn’t present at Triton’s sentencing—and most likely out carousing somewhere in the human world—Dionysus would surely come to his aid if need be.
On Olympus, friendship meant more than kin—considering that with all the inbreeding going on, practically everybody was related anyway.
Both Hermes and Dionysus were his cousins, while Eros was a cousin twice removed (and if Triton could help it, completely removed after the stunt he’d just pulled, giving him such disastrous counsel).
“In addition,” Zeus droned on. 
Was the old god still not done? What else could he add that would make this any worse than it already was?
“… any god found interfering with Triton’s efforts to secure the love of a mortal through his kindness and selflessness, shall be …” Zeus made a dramatic pause. In the silence that followed, one could have heard the tear of a virgin drop to the ground—not that there were any virgins left on Olympus thanks to the unquenchable libido of Zeus himself.
“… rewarded.”
Cheers greeted the free-for-all-let’s-screw-Triton-over announcement. His uncle was one sick bastard. 
Many of the Olympians were assembled, all wearing their long flowing tunics, some in white, some in more cheerful colors. Most faces looking back at Triton were familiar.
He spotted Artemis, who was decked out in her hunting gear, soft leather boots caressing her long muscular legs. Triton caught her eye and winked at her. When he was back after his sentence, he’d make a play for her. It would be fun, especially since he knew his annoying half-brother Orion coveted her too. Now, that would be a worthy challenge: which brother to bed her first?
Now that Triton had received his punishment, he reconsidered his assessment of Danae, Zeus’ current mistress. Looking back, she hadn’t been such a great lay after all. At least she wasn’t worth the kind of harsh revenge Zeus had taken on him. All she’d done was lie there with her legs spread. She hadn’t even sucked his shaft. He was in the right mind to go back there and make her suck him off so at least the punishment fit the crime.
But of course, that wasn’t possible. Zeus would make sure Triton wasn’t going anywhere but down the mountain into mortal Greece. And he would keep a tight leash on his mistress from now on—that was, until he lost interest and moved onto somebody else. Which would probably happen even before Triton returned from Earth.
“So, it is done.” Zeus turned and walked across the terrace toward his opulent white marble palace.
“Off to Greece then,” Triton mumbled to himself. 
Zeus spun around and gave him a nasty grin. “Greece? You’re not going to Greece.”
“But, where, if not—”
“You’re going to America.”
Triton’s heart missed a beat. America? The land of bad television, consumerism, and people obsessed with beauty? What were the chances of finding a woman there who could love him for anything but his beauty? While Triton often ventured into Greece and Italy for some erotic adventures, during which of course he had to disguise the fact that he was a god, he’d always avoided the Americas. They held no interest for him. Of course, Zeus knew that fact full well.
A moment later Zeus was gone, and the spectators dispersed. Triton looked over to where Eros and Hermes stood and noticed Orion grin just behind them. The god of the hunters was a royal pain in their collective butts. There was no love lost between them. Triton graced him with an undignified look, but even now, Orion could barely contain his glee before he turned and walked away.
His two friends tried to remain positive.
“Don’t worry, you can handle it,” Eros claimed.
Triton slammed his fist into the love god’s stomach. “That’s for giving me such brilliant advice.”
“Hey, I meant well.”
“Should’ve listened to me instead,” Hermes said with a smug smile on his face. “But no, you thought I was tricking you. Now, would I do that to you?”
“Yes, you would, and you have,” Triton said, ignoring his friend’s mock-innocent tone.
“Not this time. Hades would have been a blast.”
Like he needed to be told. Hades might have a bad rep among mortals, but a crafty god like Triton could have made it work.
“Maybe you should have listened to Zeus in the first place, rather than daydreaming again.” Eros caressed his bow.
“Or maybe you shouldn’t have shagged Danae in the first place.”
“Hindsight is twenty-twenty, but that’s not going to help me now. So, what’s the plan? How are we getting out of this one?” Triton asked and gave his friends an expectant look.
“We?” Eros and Hermes responded in unison.
“You’re on your own on this one,” Eros proclaimed.
Hermes nodded. “Ditto.”
“Jerks!” Triton didn’t get a chance to continue chastising his friends. A moment later, he felt a strong force rip through his body, transporting him off the mountain.
“Eros, payback’s a bitch,” he yelled, but wasn’t sure if the love god had heard him.
Great, Zeus wasn’t even giving him time to pack for this trip.
 


Chapter Two
 
“A blind woman? That’s your brilliant plan?” Triton shook his head at his friend Dionysus who nodded eagerly.
“Of course. It makes perfect sense. A blind woman won’t love you for your beauty, because she can’t see you. Now you just need to pick one, and you’re on your way home.” 
The god of wine and ecstasy had a self-satisfied grin on his face. His dark looks were in stark contrast to Triton’s blonde hair and sun-kissed skin. Dionysus was a handsome god, Triton had to admit—at least to any woman who was into the dark and brooding look.
Triton’s bare ass still hurt from his rough landing in a stone garden behind an old house. If it had been Zeus’ idea of a joke to drop him there, naked and without any means of procuring clothes, then Triton failed to see the humor in it.
At least Dionysus had heard his calls immediately, just like any god could hear a mortal’s call for help if addressed by his name. He’d listened to Triton’s story and acted. After supplying him with a decent set of clothes, Dionysus had disappeared again.
Triton felt better now that he was dressed, and luckily Dionysus taste in fashion was impeccable, as was his eye for size. The jeans fit like a glove, hugging Triton’s backside tightly.
As he’d walked through this strange new city, map in hand like a hapless tourist to follow Dionysus’ directions, he’d noticed more than one woman admiring the fit of his jeans—both front and back. Well, he wasn’t complaining.
He wandered through this little town with its cobblestone streets, narrow alleys, and old brick and wood houses with their large ornate balconies and quaint inner courtyards to find the place where Dionysus expected him. But it was all too cute for his taste—wherever here was. 
Triton glanced back down at the map in his hands. Right, Charleston, that’s what it said. And if that wouldn’t have explained it, he read the plaque on the building Dionysus was leaning against: Charleston School for the Blind.
“Let’s go,” Dionysus suggested.
Triton put his hand on his friend’s arm to hold him back. “You can’t just walk in there. It’s a school.”
“Yeah, but it’s a school for the blind. Nobody will see us.”
Triton had to admit that on one hand Dionysus’ plan was ingenious. If he could find a blind woman to romance, she would fall in love with him without being aware of his good looks, and Zeus’ challenge would be met. He’d be home in no time. But to go traipsing into a school for the blind and take advantage of a more than vulnerable woman—that went even beyond what Triton was prepared to do. 
Hesitantly, Triton entered the sheltered courtyard of the school and surveyed the scene in front of him. Children from the ages of about five through not older than seventeen were assembled in the grassy area. Some sat on benches, others stood around in groups, talking loudly. He couldn’t see any teachers. Where were they all? Wouldn’t at least one person be on duty to watch out for the kids?
Triton let his gaze sweep over some of the older girls.
“You can’t possibly expect me to...” Triton started and swallowed hard. “They are kids. Your father clearly said 'woman', not 'girl'. I’m not going to—”
“I wish you wouldn’t call him that. I don’t even call him Father. What a father he’s been so far!” Dionysus was off on one of his rants. “All he wants from me is to set him up with gorgeous women. Can you imagine? My own father? And he started when he was still with my mother, as if ….”
Triton tuned out his friend’s ramblings. He’d heard it all before: how Zeus had betrayed Dionysus’ mother—which technically wasn’t even correct since Dionysus’ mother Semele had merely been Zeus’ mistress—and how he felt abandoned, and at the same time, used by him, and how it had influenced Dionysus’ relationships with women. Complete psychobabble if anybody asked him.
“Dionysus, focus!”
“You’re not the only one who has problems, Triton!”
Triton tossed him an impatient glare. “But mine are a bit more urgent right now. And this—” He gestured at the blind kids. “—this is not going to work, so let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Yes, but not without a woman for you,” Dionysus agreed.
“What and take her with us? As in abduct? That’s gross even by your standards,” Triton retorted.
Dionysus slapped his flat palm on Triton’s forehead. “Of course not, you idiot. We’ll watch her, follow her and find out where she lives. And then you’ll find a pretext to approach her and get to know her. You’ll have her panting for you in no time.”
The plan was perfect. But Triton didn’t feel like patting his friend on the back for his ingenious idea. He felt repulsed by it.
“Okay, then,” Dionysus continued. “Which one of these little fillies do you fancy?” He pointed at a group of three girls who looked to be around seventeen. One was flat-chested and not yet well developed. All three had fresh young faces attesting to their youth. On Olympus, any girl over fourteen was considered a woman as long as her tits were sufficiently developed. Two of the three girls certainly met the criteria.
Still, they were kids, hardly women. 
“Go on, pick one,” Dionysus urged again. How low did he think Triton would sink? But before he could tell Dionysus to forget the whole idea, he heard a scream from behind.
“Pedophile!” 
The scream filled the courtyard a moment before a cane hit against Triton’s calf.
“What the fuck?” he hissed and swung around to face his attacker.
The cane belonged to a boy who was no older than ten. While he was blind, he didn’t seem to have any problems figuring out where to hit Triton again and promptly repeated the assault.
“Stop!” Triton shouted.
“Pedophile! Help!” the boy screamed again, attracting more attention from his classmates now. Led by the boy’s shouts, more of them came toward him and Dionysus.
“Fuck,” Dionysus ground out. “This is not good.”
“You think?”
More kids surrounded them, and suddenly they all started screaming and shouting. Words like pedophile, jerk, and kidnapper flew freely around the courtyard. He and Dionysus fended off the furious blows of their canes.
“Great, now see what you’ve gotten us into,” Triton complained. 
Triton felt another painful hit against his thigh, followed by one on his ass before he heard an authoritative adult voice.
“What on earth is going on here?” 
Triton looked in the direction of the voice and saw one of the teachers look out from a window. The woman stared right at him. Damn, she was obviously not blind.
“Pedophile!” several of the kids shouted again.
“Police,” another one screamed.
“We’ve gotta get out of here! Run!” Triton called toward his friend who was in the midst of fighting off a vicious attack from a couple of twelve-year-olds. Kids shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near those deadly instruments they wielded right now—those canes.
Triton had to get the hell out of there before anybody could give an accurate description of him and deliver him to the authorities, cutting his sojourn in this lovely Southern city short.
Triton ran past Dionysus, grabbed him by his arm and jerked him away from the two little assailants. In the distance, a police siren blared already. Who’d ever said the South was slow?
He exchanged frantic looks with Dionysus and launched into a sprint out the school gate.
“This way,” Dionysus ordered.
Triton followed him along the narrow side street. He tripped over a missing cobblestone, but caught himself in time and continued running.
The siren came closer and could only be a block away now. Dionysus dove into an alley, Triton close on his heels. After half a block, his friend turned left into an old overgrown cemetery.
Spanish moss hung from the weeping willows, and weeds graced the old tombstones. The filtered sunlight shining onto the graves made for an eerie atmosphere.
Breathing heavily, Triton followed Dionysus’ example and let himself fall against a gravestone. His chest heaved from the unexpected exercise. He wasn’t used to running. As a sea god he was an excellent swimmer, and he missed the water, but on dry land he was merely average. To really relax now, he’d give anything to feel the ocean’s waves break against his body.
“That was close.” Triton exhaled and wiped a pearl of sweat off his forehead.
He’d had it with Dionysus for today. Seducing a woman was one thing (and a thing Triton didn’t mind), but going after a blind one, and one who was barely a woman at that was something even he as a god could not stomach. Sure, the gods weren’t exactly known for their humane treatment of mortals, but to seduce a blind teenage girl? Only the most depraved of gods would sink that low. And for all his callousness, even Triton drew the line somewhere. 
“I need a drink now.”
“Sounds like an excellent idea,” Dionysus agreed. He wasn’t the god of wine for nothing.
“Without you,” Triton barked. 
 


Chapter Three
 
“I should have never let you talk me into coming here,” Sophia sighed and gave Francesca a frustrated look. “Only the most desperate singles come to this dive to get picked up.” And she didn’t categorize herself as quite that desperate—not yet, anyway.
Her friend sipped from her umbrella drink. “Don’t knock it. I got my last five dates from here.”
“Case in point.” Sophia lifted her handbag from the table.
Without interrupting her survey of the men in the dim lounge, Francesca put her hand on Sophia’s arm, stopping her from getting up. “Don’t even think about leaving. What are you gonna do at home? Work until midnight? No. You need a night out to switch off, take your mind off things.”
Caught! How did Francesca always know what her plans were? Was she psychic, or what?
“I don’t have time to switch off. The opening is only seven weeks away, and we’re not even half-way through the renovations. And the bank is breathing down my neck.” Some days she barely knew where to start with all the things she had to take care of. Running a renovations project turned out to be more time consuming and frustrating than she’d ever imagined. Just as well that she was good at multi-tasking, otherwise she would have thrown the towel in long ago.
“Turning the house into a B&B isn’t a job for one person. I told you that before you started,” Francesca chastised, furrowing her brow.
“There wasn’t exactly anybody I could ask for help, was there? Or would you rather I’d involved Michael?” Sophia didn’t want an answer to her rhetorical question but knew she’d get one nevertheless. She could count on it—three, two …
“You need him like a hole in the head. That man’s toxic. Shame you can’t choose family.” Her friend pursed her lips and shook her head.
“Maybe toxic is a little too harsh a word. He isn’t quite as bad as you make him out to be,” Sophia defended him. Her words were a mere reflex. She didn’t like talking bad about people who weren’t present to defend themselves, even if they deserved it. On second thought, maybe a good-natured rant with her best friend would kick all that pent-up frustration out of her tired bones and help her relax.
“Oh, really? And what part of your dear cousin is wholesome? The part of him that robbed your aunt blind while she was still alive, or when he tried to open credit lines in your name? Or, hold on, maybe the part where he sold your car from right under your nose and you had to take the bus to campus?” Francesca put her finger under her chin in a gesture of mock-thought.
Okay, a rant it was. Why fight it, when she knew she was still reeling from Michael’s last stunt at the reading of Eleni’s will, where he’d threatened to sue for what he thought was rightfully his? “Brings back memories,” Sophia admitted. Unfortunately, not many good ones. Growing up with her cousin Michael after their parents had died together in a boating accident, hadn’t been easy. “Aunt Eleni was so mad at him when she realized he was stealing from her. That’s when she changed her will. Said he wouldn’t get a red cent from her.”
“And he didn’t. Now the house is all yours—”
She interrupted Francesca. “The bank’s actually—the inheritance taxes are killing me. With that huge mortgage I had to take out just to pay the taxes, I don’t have any choice but to make the place into a Bed and Breakfast. What else am I supposed to do? Sell it?”
“That’s an idea.”
“No, Francesca, not an option. I won’t give up the house. That’s all I have.” It was her home and the only thing left that reminded her of her parents. “I’ve really checked this out. I’ve run all the numbers, done my due diligence. The business plan is solid. If it wasn’t, the bank would have never given me the loan to remodel. I’m telling you it’ll work.”
“Well, at least that way Michael will never get his hands on it.” Francesca downed the last of her fancy drink.
“Actually, he could.” Sophia still remembered her shock at hearing the words of Eleni’s will. 
“How so?” Her friend gave her a confused look. “You inherited it. I sure hope you’re not putting him into your will.”
Sure, Sophia could be accused of being too good-natured, but stupid? No, nobody would ever call her that. She could take apart a business contract like a tenth-grader dissected a frog: with enough curiosity to make sure nothing escaped her. Even though she’d only taken a few contract and business law classes during college, she’d learned a thing or two. Enough to know when to hire a lawyer and when to handle things herself.
“Well, it’s not actually something I can control. Eleni’s will had a contingency clause. It’s a family thing.” Sophia cut her friend’s protest off in its infancy. “If anything happens to me without me having any children, he’s the contingent heir.”
Francesca let out a stifled gasp. “She can do that?”
Sophia nodded. She hadn’t liked hearing the clause when the will had been read to her and Michael a week after Eleni’s death. However, after discussions with her own attorney, she’d realized that fighting the will would cost her every penny she’d inherited. 
“She can and she did. I guess family meant more to her than we all assumed. Even if it means my rotten cousin might get his hands on her money after all. Because me having children, as we both know, isn’t going to happen any time soon.” 
As much as she wanted to have a family, she needed to be able to provide for one first. And that meant starting a viable business and putting the energy into it to make it work. Even if that meant putting children on hold for a few years. She still had more childbearing years left. At twenty-eight she wasn’t completely out of the game yet. 
Francesca rolled her eyes. “It would help if you went on an occasional date or two.”
Sophia had no objection to dating whatsoever, only to the available dating material. And to go into a relationship just for the sake of not being alone anymore was just too pathetic. She was looking for Mr. Right, not Mr. Right-Now. Well, maybe looking was too strong a word. She wasn’t actively looking. Really, where would she find the time for it right now with all the things she had on her plate?
“I don’t need another lecture. I’ve told you already, as soon as the B&B is open, I’m turning a new leaf. I’ll be looking for a decent guy—real marriage material. You can quote me on that. Until then, I don’t have time to waste on dates with the kind of guys I’m likely to meet here.” As lonely as it was to go home to an empty house, she’d rather do that than date the wrong guy again. She’d learned her lesson.
“You can’t let your bad experiences hold you back for the rest of your life. I thought you were turning a new leaf.” Francesca gave a provocative flick of her wrist.
“I am. And neither Ralph nor Eric have anything to do with this.”
“Nor Simon, Mark, or Justin?” Francesca asked in a mocking tone. “Sure, if you say so.”
Sophia drew a big gulp from her drink. “What do you want, Francesca?”
Her friend leaned over the table. “I want you to acknowledge that you can’t judge all men with the same measure just because some jerks hurt you. It’s not fair.”
Sophia wanted to interrupt, but Francesca held up her hand. “No, I have to say this. I should have said it years ago. It’s time to wipe the slate clean. You have to give a guy a chance. Do yourself a favor and forget those idiots. They aren’t worth it.”
It was easier said than done. “I’m not like you, Francesca.”
“Sweetie, it happens to all of us. Do you think nobody’s ever cheated on me?”
Sophia shrugged her shoulders. “I know for a fact that none of your boyfriends ever traded you in for a better date for the prom just because you came down with a case of pimples.” 
“Ralph was a cad, I give you that, but those pimples did look hideous.” Francesca tried to suppress her laughter.
Sophia couldn’t help but laugh herself. The whole thing had been ridiculous. And when her face had cleared up again a couple of weeks later, Ralph had promptly come crawling back. 
But by that time she’d already realized how little substance there was to him. What had been important to him were appearances, and hers hadn’t fit into his perfect world. God forbid his prom photo would show his girlfriend with acne. So Sophia had decided that she’d never date another pretty boy like Ralph. 
A few months later she’d fallen off that wagon—and dated yet another guy who was too handsome for his own good. The fact that Eric constantly basked in the admiring glow of other women and was a hawk for compliments wasn’t even the worst. The problem was he felt that every equally beautiful woman should have a piece of his perfect body. By the time Sophia had caught onto his philandering, her beau had gotten so used to his ways that he felt there was absolutely nothing wrong with what he was doing. 
After a while a pattern had started to emerge—the better looking the man, the more disastrously the relationship would turn out. Could she help it that she liked a man with a great physique and a handsome face? For the first time, Sophia wondered whether that made her shallow. Was she lying to Francesca and to herself when she said she liked a man with a brain and some substance? Oh, rats, she was probably not any better than those guys. Nothing had really changed since high school. She still fell for any handsome face and would lick her battle wounds a few weeks later. Stupid!
“Trust me, I’ll never fall for another pretty boy,” Sophia promised, a promise she made more to herself than to Francesca.
As she looked at her friend, she suddenly noticed a change in her face. A flash of interest crossed her beautiful features. “Good, you’re on. So, let’s test your resistance on the next hot guy who walks in.” Francesca’s eyes were glued on the door. 
Sophia lifted her chin. “Fine. I’ll prove to you that I’m not susceptible to a pretty face anymore. I’ve changed.”
“Oh, yummy,” Francesca murmured. “Here comes Sex on Legs.” 
Sophia sat with her back to the door and couldn’t see who Francesca was referring to, but she wasn’t worried. “To you, any man who breathes is Sex on Legs. Not a big hurdle to clear.”
Francesca snorted and fanned herself. “So not true, and this one’s a real hunk. Don’t look now, but I think he’s headed this way.” She ran her hand through her hair. “Okay, here’s the plan. I’ll get his attention and then hand him over to you. How do I look?”
Sophia smiled. As always her best and oldest friend looked perfect. Her red hair was slightly wavy, and her face was enhanced with subtle make up. She looked perfectly natural and perfectly beautiful. “Gorgeous, as always.”
Sophia wasn’t even jealous or envious of her friend’s assets. Being the best friend of one of the most popular girls in high school and then in college had brought many benefits with it. But that wasn’t even the best of it. Francesca was as close to Sophia as any sister could have ever been.
“He’s looking at me.” Francesca continued her running commentary. “He’s definitely coming this way. Sophia, get ready.”
She’d never seen her friend this flustered. When it came to men, Francesca had plenty of experience and always played it cool. But the rose blush on her friend’s cheeks told her she was anything but cool. Sophia’s curiosity got the better of her. If anybody could make her friend blush, he had to have something very special.
Sophia swiveled on her stool and froze.
The tall blonde man was making his way through the crowd in a determined gait that reminded Sophia of a shopaholic heading for a Gucci bag on sale. He was mouthwateringly stunning.
She was so screwed!
If only Sophia’s brain would make the muscles in her jaw work, she might be able to appear unaffected by him. As it was, her mouth was gaping open like a school gate on graduation day, making her feel like a total dork.
The hunk was over six feet tall and, even hidden beneath a set of casual clothes, his body was displayed for all to see. With every step, the sinewy muscles of his chest flexed, stretching his polo shirt. But he was no bodybuilder. His physique looked too natural for it, as if he’d been sculpted like that. 
Tanned. Hot. And on his way to their table, his gaze fixed on Francesca.
Sophia felt heat rise in her body and tried to fan herself with her hands. She hadn’t seen anything this enticing since she and Francesca had spent their first real vacation on a beach in Greece. 
The heat in the club turned to stifling. She fanned herself even harder, and a second later she hit her glass with her hand and tipped it over. In a desperate attempt to keep it from spilling, she made matters worse. An errant ice cube flew out of the glass as she righted it and promptly landed in her cleavage. And there it sat, right where her new Victoria’s Secret bra pressed her perfectly formed but average-sized boobs together to display her assets in a more advantageous way.
Shit! Now she’d drawn attention to herself, which was the absolute last thing she’d wanted to do.
Sophia should have never listened to Francesca and instead gone with her high neckline shirt rather than the top that made her boobs almost spill over on top. She didn’t dare lift her head to see if the hunk had spotted her accident—she knew he had, and she was dying the slow death of embarrassment. Sophia tried to save what she could of her dignity and reached for the rapidly melting cube.
“May I?” 
His deep melodic voice jolted her out of her action. She raised her head to look at the man and instantly felt her heart flutter. He stood only inches from her, his sandy blond hair in perfect contrast to his tanned face as if he spent hours in the sun each day. His piercing ocean blue eyes twinkled with mischief. 
Before Sophia’s brain could even process what he’d asked her, his hand reached for the ice cube still lodged between her breasts and freed it. His fingers brushed against her exposed flesh, and she could have sworn she felt her skin sizzle at the touch.
Hypnotized, she watched him as he took the ice cube and made it disappear in his mouth.
“Mmm, refreshing,” he commented and swept his gaze over her body as if measuring her for a gown. No curve, no inch seemed to escape his perusal. If the heat rising into her head was any indication, she’d say she was blushing like an overly ripe tomato.
“Care to dance?” he asked.
No, she didn’t want to dance with him and feel those arms around her, those hands touching her. The further away she kept somebody like him, the better for her. And besides, the hunk had just proven her point: after heading straight for Francesca, he’d instantly changed gears as soon as his attention had been drawn to Sophia’s boobs because of her clumsy move. If that didn’t have shallow written all over it, she didn’t know what did.
“Of course, she wants to dance,” she heard Francesca answer for her. 
Sophia instantly sent her friend a scolding look, but Francesca didn’t even look at her. She continued smiling at the hunk.
“Shall we, then?” he asked again and this time took her hand into his.
Every nerve in her body reacted to him as an electrical current swept through her. She realized instantly that resisting him would take every bit of energy she had. And she had to resist him. He was the type of guy who’d make her heart flutter, her pulse race, and eventually he’d hurt her. One look into his gorgeous eyes confirmed that he knew his charms were working on her. She’d seen this self satisfied look in men before. It told her that they were just in it for the conquest, that what she wanted or needed didn’t matter. 
Only this time she wouldn’t fall for it, she promised herself as she let him lift her out of the chair.
Her feet found the floor as he set her down, but it might as well have been a cloud—that’s how dizzy she felt by his nearness. She fought the feeling by shaking her head.
His arm instantly went around her waist as he directed her toward the dance floor. His fingers pressed through the fabric of her top and only intensified the heat she felt radiating off him. Or was it the way he looked at her, with the intense look of a hunter eyeing his prey? Luckily, this prey knew what she was up against. His hunt wouldn’t succeed.
On the dance floor, he pulled her into a tight embrace. His thigh muscles rubbed against her with every move he made. The scent of ocean surrounded him, and she felt as if transported to the beach, the smell of sand, salt, and wind in the air. 
Sophia felt her nervousness spread. Being so close to so much maleness in such an enticing package made her brain cells disintegrate into a gooey mess.
As he rocked them to the music, his hand came up to caress her neck, and a shiver raced down her spine. A moment later, he pulled her even closer and brushed his lips to her cheek.
Hell, the guy was a fast mover! She’d have to put him in his place before he got any ideas. She wouldn’t make this easy for him.
Even Ralph hadn’t gotten to first base until after the second date, despite his status as the high school’s quarterback and the stiff competition with one of the cheerleaders, which had put pressure on Sophia to put out. Sure, he’d been her first, but even these days she made men wait at least until the end of the evening before she would allow any kissing. And this guy wouldn’t even get this far, she swore. Not only did she have to prove this to herself, she was also keenly aware of Francesca watching them.
As she tried to push herself away, hoping to gain a bit of self-control over her raging hormones—and they were raging, all ten million of them—his lips hovered at her ear. His warm breath sent a shiver along her skin. When it reached her breasts, her nipples turned into hard little buds, aching as they chafed against her tight bra.
His voice was the softest whisper, but his line was as corny as they came. “You smell nice.”
Sophia had no response to his obvious come-on.
A moment later, his lips nibbled on her ear, then traveled lower, brushing against her neck which she—oh, so obligingly—tilted to give him better access. The tingling sensation that spread over her skin as he almost kissed her prevented her mouth from forming any coherent sentence.
She stiffened, trying to stop her body from reacting to him, and pulled back, bringing a little distance between them. 
“Sorry, but you’re so tempting,” he apologized, but his eyes when he looked at her didn’t show any regret. Figured. “I’m normally not this forward, but you’re different.” There was a somewhat puzzled look on his face. “My name is Tr... Trent,” he stuttered.
“Sophia,” she replied curtly. No need to give him any more encouragement. By the looks of it, he didn’t need any.
“What a beautiful name. It’s Greek,” he commented and pulled her closer.
Warmth spread across her lower back as he pressed her against him. His body was hard and at the same time comforting. And totally sinful—if she interpreted the hard ridge pressed against her stomach correctly. She acknowledged the wetness in her panties even though she tried to ignore it at first. But his physical prowess was overwhelming and made her heart beat frantically. 
By the time the music suddenly stopped, Sophia was grateful for the reprieve. She looked at him and noticed heated desire in his eyes. The look he gave her sent a tingling through her body that reached all the way into her womb.
Without a word, he led her back to her table and helped her onto her stool, easily lifting her with his hands on her waist.
“May I get you and your friend a fresh drink?” Trent asked.
“Piña Colada,” Francesca responded.
The hunk nodded without even looking at her. Instead he kept his eyes fixed on Sophia. “And for you?”
“S-same, please.” Damn, her voice sounded hoarse, and she knew exactly what she was coming down with: a severe case of lust. There was only one known remedy for it.
A remedy she was determined to ignore.
 


Chapter Four
 
Triton waved to the bartender. “Two Piña Coladas.”
Things were going better than he’d expected. The town Zeus had exiled him to turned out to be a bustling little place with more than its fair share of restaurants and bars, just the kind of places where beautiful women could be found in droves. He’d be back home in no time—without Dionysus’ stupid ideas.
Triton had been in the mortal world before, many times in fact, but most of his visits were confined to Europe. He knew how things worked on Earth—in theory that was. All gods did. If they didn’t, they were just plain ignorant, considering the tools of observation at their fingertips. 
All his godly powers were gone—he knew, because he’d tried to teleport to another location and was unable to. Even conjuring up some minor items, such as a plate of food or a glass of wine, was outside his reach. Zeus had thought of everything. Luckily, Dionysus had provided him with money and the key to a bachelor pad he’d just acquired.
Triton had found the nightclub by doing what he did best: following pretty women. Even though the two beauties he’d been tailing had instantly met up with two men inside the club, he hadn’t been disappointed. There was lots of great faire available for him to choose from. 
At first, he’d noticed the redhead. What a stunner! He’d immediately made a beeline for her. But when her friend had spilled her drink, he’d instantly zoomed in on her and changed direction. Sophia. She wasn’t as beautiful as her friend, but there was something intriguing about her. The instant he’d seen her green eyes, he’d found himself looking into the depths of an ocean he’d never seen before. And he’d recognized the fire in her, a fire whose flames he wanted to stoke higher.
The way his body had responded to her had almost frightened him away, yet he’d stayed. He’d been ready to throw her into one of the booths that lined the small club and fuck her senseless. Instead, he’d taken the melting ice cube and devoured it, letting her know of his intentions. He would have liked to follow the drops of melted ice that ran down between her perfect tits and lick them up. But he knew enough about America to know that he would have to be more discreet in public. Later, when he was alone with her, he’d follow that delicious path.
Getting Sophia and her friend drinks from the bar gave him the opportunity to cool down his heated body and bring his raging hard-on under control. And besides, it was kind to bring a woman drinks, and even kinder to bring one to her friend, who he wasn’t even remotely interested in anymore. According to the terms of his sentence, she had to fall in love with him because of his kindness and selflessness. He could do both. It couldn’t be all that hard.
The bartender placed two drinks in front of him. Triton paid him.
“Which one are you gonna …?” the man asked, making a shoving movement with his hand.
“There’s really only one choice.” Triton grinned, thinking of the endless possibilities ahead of him.
The bartender responded with a knowing smirk. “Should be easy, Francesca is a sure thing, if you ask—”
“Not her. Her friend,” Triton corrected him. He had no interest in the redhead. The quiet beauty of Sophia was what intrigued him.
The bartender gave him an incredulous look. “Her? Yeah, good luck with her.”
Upon Triton’s inquisitive stare, the bartender continued, “I’ve only seen her in here a few times, and she’s never left with any of the guys who tried to pick her up. She’s a prude. Doubt she’ll even give you her phone number.”
Triton chuckled. What would he do with a phone number?  “Watch and learn.”
With a nod to the bartender, he took the drinks and headed back to the table where the dark haired woman who made his heart race and his cock throb was waiting for him. So what if she was a little harder to get than the redhead? It would be all worth his time. Once she was panting in his arms, screaming out his name in ecstasy and professing her love for him, it wouldn’t matter anymore.
The music was at a low simmer as he approached them. They were talking intensely to each other, their heads almost colliding. He could tell they were discussing him. Obviously he’d made quite an impression. 
Triton chuckled to himself and took a few steps closer, but the women had still not noticed him.  
“...seems to be infatuated with you.” He caught the redhead’s words.
Sophia gave a dismissive gesture with her hand. “He’s just a himbo.”
Himbo? What was she talking about?
“Come on, you’re telling me you’re not going to fall in love with that dish? Please!” The redhead wore her disbelief on her sleeve.
“Fall in love? Are you crazy? You should know me better than that. The man has shallow written all over his body.”
Shallow? Triton snorted. It looked like he had his work cut out for himself. Did she really think he didn't have two brain cells to rub together? If that was the case, he was up for the challenge. Even though he didn't have time to waste on a woman who would be too difficult to convince of his charms, he wanted to try—for whatever inexplicable reason.
Triton planted a broad smile on his face as he set the two fancy drinks in front of the women. “Here you go, ladies, two piña coladas.”
The two instantly stopped their conversation. Sophia even blushed.
Triton searched his memory for an intelligent subject to show off his brains. He recalled a sign he’d seen for a tourist attraction in the city and, considering that history was one of his strong sides, he decided to impress her with his knowledge.
“Fort Sumter seems to be quite a draw for tourists here. Have you been?”
Sophia raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised by his choice of topic. Good, if he could keep her on her toes, he had a chance.
Several hours and hundreds of years of history later, Triton felt like patting himself on the back. He had engaged Sofia and her friend Francesca in one history discussion after another and found that both of them were well educated. 
Sophia had laughed heartily at his clever jokes—which he’d kept out of the gutter for once. Every time she’d laughed, he’d felt a strange sense of warmth spread in his chest. The woman had a way of infecting him with her open smile that made his entire body sizzle with excitement. 
He’d even managed to put his hand on her arm on occasion, and she hadn’t pushed him away. Clearly, she’d loosened up and realized that her first assessment of him was incorrect. If he’d known that some intelligent conversation could get a woman turned on, frankly, he would have tried this route before.
As Triton stood outside the club and hailed a cab, he knew he had to make a move now.
When the taxi finally stopped, Francesca hugged her friend. “Goodnight, sweetie.” Then she turned to him and stretched out her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Trent. Would you mind walking Sophia home? She only lives a few blocks from here.”
Her smile was conspiratorial, and Triton nodded eagerly. Perfect, she had just handed him Sophia on a platter. 
Next to him, Sophia let out a quick breath. “That's really not necessary. I know the area quite well.” Triton noticed the looks she exchanged with her friend, looks which told him she was less than pleased with Francesca right now.
But he couldn't allow this golden opportunity to slip through his fingers. “Please allow me, Sophia. I wouldn't be much of a gentleman if I allowed a woman to walk home on her own in the middle of the night. I'd feel much better if I was allowed to escort you to your door and make sure you got home safely.”
There was a moment where his heart almost stopped when he feared Sophia would refuse him. Her frown suggested as much, but then she grudgingly nodded. “Fine.”
As soon as Francesca disappeared with the taxi, Triton fell in step with Sophia as they walked along a quiet street. 
Outside in the fresh air, he was more aware of Sophia’s scent which engulfed him immediately. He filled his lungs with her delectable scent and felt a strange yearning go through his body. There was something about this woman that drew him to her. Even though she was merely a mortal, no goddess on Olympus had ever had a similar effect on him. And certainly none of the mortal women he’d been with had ever stirred him like she did. Maybe this forced exile wasn't quite as bad as he’d thought.
“We’re here,” he suddenly heard Sophia proclaim.
What? Had he been walking next to her like a silent log for blocks and blocks, daydreaming like some stupid kid? “Already?”
“Yes, as Francesca said, it's only a couple of blocks.”
Triton looked around the neighborhood. One side of the street was lined with large historical homes, while the other side was framed by water. When he turned back to Sophia, she was already unlocking the door of a large mansion. 
He launched into action. “Sophia, I—”
She glanced over her shoulder. “Goodnight, Trent, thanks for walking me home.”
“Wait. Aren't you going to invite me in?” Hadn’t he done enough to convince her that he wasn't just a pretty face? Surely, she just needed a little hint from him that he wouldn't decline an invitation.
“No.” Her reply was blunt, something he wasn't used to.
“But I thought we had a really nice evening.”
“We did, but the evening is over.” If that wasn't a cold brush-off, he didn't know what was.
Triton took a step closer and put his hand on her arm. Lowering his voice, he implored her, “I don't want the evening to be over.” He wanted her in his arms, wanted to feel those sweet lips on his skin. More than anything, he needed to feel her close to him. There was something that drew him to her, and the thought of leaving her, even for a night, seemed foreign.
He felt her suck in a breath before she removed his hand. The loss affected him physically. There was something in her eyes, a flicker of—could it be?—regret, before she spoke. 
“Listen, Trent. I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea tonight. I had fun, I really did. But—” She paused and exhaled. “—you’re not the kind of man I’m looking for. A fling is the last things I need right—”
“I don’t want a fling,” he interrupted.
The look she gave him told him she didn’t believe him. “I need someone reliable, someone I can depend on. And we both know that you’re not that guy. Good night.”
Then she turned swiftly and disappeared in the house, shutting the door behind her.
Sophia had brushed him off? She’d let him stand there like some stupid schoolboy? Who did she think she was? Someone special? Did she consider herself superior to him? She thought he wasn’t reliable? That she couldn’t depend on him? How would she know? She hadn’t even given him a chance. Did she think just because she could make his cock throb with desperate need, she could treat him with such disdain?
Hadn’t he just spent hours engaging her and her friend in scholarly conversation? Had he not proven to her that he was more than just a pretty face? And that was the thanks he got for it, leaving him out in the cold—actually, warm and humid night—without as much as a goodnight kiss?
Fine, if she didn't want him, there were plenty of other women in the city, and he would prove it to her and himself that he could make any one of these women fall in love with him. He didn't need Sophia.
Triton’s hand instinctively went to his crotch. He was still as hard as a boulder, and the zipper of those damn jeans bit into his swollen flesh. How could she have this effect on him? He swore he could still smell her, and he didn’t like it one bit. He was in charge and not that woman.
By the gods, one of these days she would get her just reward for angering a god.
 


Chapter Five
 
Sophia let the heavy entrance door of her home—and soon to be Bed and Breakfast—fall shut behind her. 
Not inviting Trent in had been the hardest thing she'd done in a long time. The man affected her. Not only was he good looking, but he also appeared smart and well educated. However, she’d noticed that he was only too aware of his charms, and men like that were dangerous. There was a certain arrogance about him that scared her.
And then of course, there was the way her body reacted to his. Every time he'd casually touched her, she'd been aflame. If she had allowed him to kiss her, she would have tumbled into bed with him without considering the consequences. And the consequences would have been severe: she would have fallen for another pretty face that would leave her devastated after a few weeks or months. She'd never been able to guard her heart. She would have invested herself in this relationship and neglected everything else. Disappointment would have followed. 
No, she couldn't deal with this right now. As much as she wanted to feel his arms around her, he wasn't the right man for her. She needed somebody solid, stable, and not somebody who made her heart pound with just a look or a touch. Things like that burned out quickly. Lust wasn’t a good basis for a relationship.
She wasn't like Francesca who could indulge in one night stands and come out in one piece on the other side. Sometimes she wished she was a little bit more like her friend. If she was, she would have felt a man’s warmth and passion tonight—something that had eluded her in the last six months while she’d cared for Eleni in the final stage of her cancer. 
Her thoughts about Eleni catapulted her back into reality and brought back the pain and recent loss she'd had to deal with. Sophia hadn’t wanted her aunt to spend the last months of her life in a hospital, so she’d decided to nurse her at home. All of Sophia’s energy and time had been spent on making things more comfortable for Eleni. 
During those months, she’d put her own life on hold. She hadn’t minded. She was young and had her entire life ahead of her. And she loved her aunt and owed her so much. A lesser woman wouldn’t have given up her own dreams in order to raise her orphaned niece and nephew.
Sophia pushed back her rising tears and sighed as she flipped the light switch. The bulb in the foyer flickered, then burned out with a short hiss. 
“Great!”
As she stumbled around in the dark, she could only hope the contractors hadn’t left their tools lying around willy-nilly like the day before. Stretching her arms out in front of her, she felt for any obstacle as she put one foot in front of the other. After a couple of steps, she reached the sweeping staircase leading to the upper floors and gripped the smooth mahogany handrail.
Her eyes adjusted to the darkness as she slowly walked up the stairs. The dim light coming through the small window over the entrance door helped her reach the second floor landing without any problems.
She ran her hand along the wall to her right and found the light switch. A moment later, the lights in the hallway came on. 
Sophia looked around. The place was a serious disaster zone. Instead of going out tonight, she would have been better off taking stock of what still needed to be done.
The entire second floor housed the public rooms of the home: the sitting rooms, which were as large as ballrooms, the dining room, reception area, and kitchen with a large pantry behind. At present, many of the walls were down to the studs to repair some of the dry rot that had accumulated over the years.
Once the renovations were complete on this floor, the guest rooms and baths would be upgraded. Everything was supposed to be finished within six weeks. However, looking around, Sophia had serious doubts as to the contractor’s promises. If he and his crew didn’t pick up their pace considerably in the next week, the opening date for the B&B would have to be pushed back.
And that would cause a major problem. The height of tourist season was approaching, and she already had firm bookings for most of the guest rooms with more coming in daily. Delaying the opening wouldn’t be an option, especially since she needed the money to make her next mortgage payment.
Sophia sighed and let herself fall onto the couch in the reception area, creating a dust cloud in her wake. Had she taken on too much with the renovations and the B&B? When it came down to it, she had no experience in hospitality. But giving up the home wasn’t an option. She’d grown up here together with her aunt and her cousin after the death of their parents, and having to sell it would tear her heart out. 
After Eleni had thrown Michael out of the house and told him never to come back, it had been just the two of them until her death. No, she’d hold onto her home for as long as she could.
She’d rather share it with paying guests than give it to a new owner altogether. At least she could live in part of the house. After the renovations were complete, she would move into a large studio on one side of the third floor. In the meantime, she slept in one of the only two completed guest rooms. 
Sophia closed her eyes for a moment, trying to block out the mountains of work still ahead of her. If she wanted to get a head start for tomorrow, she should really do some paperwork. She lifted herself out of the dusty couch when she heard the old Grandfather clock in the hallway chime the hour. It was late. Maybe paperwork wasn’t such a good idea after all. It was time for bed.
After breezing through a shortened version of her nightly bathroom ritual, she slipped under the sheets. The soft material caressed her bare legs, reigniting the sensations she’d felt on the dance floor. She wondered what it would feel like to have Trent’s hands touch her bare skin, travel up her legs and explore her. Her mind’s mere suggestion made her wet. She inhaled deeply, remembering his scent. He’d smelled of beach and ocean. Something so familiar. She’d always loved the ocean. Whenever she needed to get through tough problems, she’d run out to the shore, bathed her feet in the waves and stared into its depths. 
Something out there always called to her. 
As she twisted underneath the sheets, the fabric moving against her body felt like the waves of the ocean and lulled her into sleep.
***
A grating sound reached Sophia’s consciousness and pulled her out of her dreams. She sat up in bed, engulfed in darkness. The digital clock on her nightstand blinked three seventeen. She’d barely slept a couple of hours.
There was the noise again. Now that she was awake, there was no way she’d be able to go to sleep again unless she could shut the darn sound off—if she found out what it was.
With a frustrated huff, she swung her legs out of bed. Not bothering to look for shoes, she walked barefoot across the room and spied out the door into the hallway. The sound grew louder.
She flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. It had been working fine before she’d gone to bed. Sophia cursed the contractor under her breath. It wouldn’t be the first time that some of the new electrical wiring shorted out because the sub-contractor hadn’t bothered to upgrade to sufficient amps in the fuse box. Well, there was a bill she wasn’t going to pay until the guy remedied the situation. At least she had some leverage. Money talked.
The wooden floorboards felt rough underneath her feet as she inched forward toward the sound. The moonlight coming through one of the open bedroom doors provided some guidance. The dust seemed to dance in the dim light as her movements whirled it up. She wondered if she’d ever get rid of the dirt in the house. It seemed to have slipped into every crevice in every room.
With her next step, Sophia hit an obstacle and stubbed her big toe.
“Ouch! Damn stupid idiots!” Her curses echoed through the empty house. The eerie sound made her shiver in her t-shirt. She hadn’t bothered with pajama pants because the thermometer was in the high eighties and the fan above her bed was out of order. She’d already told the contractor to fix it soon, otherwise she wouldn’t make it through the heat of the summer.
She bent down to pick up the item, a hammer, before she continued on her search for the disturbing sound. There it was again: a sound as if somebody was scratching against a hard surface, a grating noise that raised the small hairs on the back of her neck.
With more caution than before, she moved forward toward the area where her private studio was located. A new wall had already been pulled in to give a clear separation between the private quarters of the house and the guest rooms on the third floor. The door to the studio was wide open. She could have sworn that it had been closed when she’d gone to bed earlier.
Gripping the hammer tighter in her palm, Sophia pushed the door open completely and peeked into the darkness. The sound clearly came from the newly built walk-in closet.
Something was in there. Or someone.
Her heart hammered in her chest as her breath became more erratic. Adrenaline shot through her veins. Had somebody been able to get in while the contractors were going about their work during the day? Or had the contractors left a door or window unlocked through which a thief could enter?
The house was full of valuable heirlooms, and any thief would lick his chops if he made away with them. She’d locked everything up in large trunks before the renovation had begun so none of the workers would be tempted to steal any valuables, or worse, break them. But instead of storing them offsite, all valuables were locked up in the house.
Sophia lifted the hammer over her head as she approached the closet. Hesitantly, she stretched out her hand and reached for the doorknob. 
“I’m armed. You’d better come out, or I’ll shoot!” Well, a little bluffing went a long way. She could only hope it was some juvenile, who would run as soon as he saw her.
There was no answer, but the scratching continued.
Holding her breath, ready to strike with her hammer, she turned the knob and pulled the door open in one jerky move. A split-second later something hit against her legs, and she shrieked and tumbled backwards.
“Mee-oow.”
Sophia caught herself against the wall before she could fall and exhaled sharply.
The soft fur of a cat swished between her ankles, tickling her naked skin.
Relieved, she bent down. “Hey, kitty, kitty. You’ve given me a fright.”
The cat purred contently. Sophia set the hammer on the floor.
“How did you get in here?”
Despite the dim light, Sophia recognized the cat as her neighbor’s. “Did the kids play a prank on you again and lock you in here?” The three little rascals who lived next door had played plenty of tricks on the poor little cat in its short lifetime.
She picked up the animal and pressed it to her chest. “Let’s get you home, huh?”
Breathing easier, Sophia walked back into the hallway. She closed the door to the studio behind her and yawned. She could let the cat out through the back entrance to the kitchen and be back in bed in less than two minutes flat. Sleep sounded wonderful just now.
Holding the cat with one arm, she reached for the handrail of the staircase. The cracking noise warned her too late. Under her hand, the wood splintered.
Sophia lost her balance and slipped. The cat’s claws instantly dug into her other arm. She jolted at the pain, releasing the cat as she fell forward.
With both her hands, she tried to brace her fall, but there was no stopping her descent down the stairs. She tumbled, her legs and arms hitting steps, railing and wall in quick succession without slowing her down.
Her scream never left her throat as she plunged head-first toward the marble floor. Instant blackness washed over her.
 


Chapter Six
 
Triton turned on his seat in the lounge, which was virtually empty, given it was only midday. He gave Dionysus a desperate look. “Well, Hermes is no help whatsoever, and don’t even get me started on Eros. He landed me in this predicament in the first place.”
His friend grinned unashamedly. “What landed you in this predicament is your taste for women who belong to other men.”
“You try and find a woman who’s not already taken by Zeus. Pretty hard, I’m telling you,” Triton retorted.
“It’s only been four weeks since—” the god of wine and ecstasy said.
“Only?” Triton huffed angrily. “Do you know how long four weeks are when you’re stuck in the human world without all the luxuries of home?”
His friend made a downward movement with his hand. “Not so loud. You don’t want us to attract attention, do you? May I remind you that I’m risking my neck coming here and helping you against Zeus’ orders—for a second time, if I might add.”
 “Yes, yes, and I appreciate it,” Triton replied quickly. “I need your help. So far, the only thing I’ve achieved here is having the entire female population of Charleston drool over me like I’m some kind of pin-up. Somebody even asked me whether I was a Chippendale. Do you know what that is?”
Dionysus grinned. “I don’t suppose you mean the sofa?”
Triton pressed his lips together and gave him a curt smile. “No, they weren’t talking about furniture, unless you count the number of times I’ve been propositioned on a sofa in a coffee shop.”
His friend waved him off and chuckled. “So, I guess the problem isn’t that you can’t find a willing woman.”
“They’re all willing—way too willing if you ask me.” And under other circumstances Triton wouldn’t mind a bit. The kind of promiscuity that reigned on Earth in the twenty-first century suited him just fine.
“You’ve never complained about attracting female attention before.” Dionysus continued smiling as his eyes followed a waitress passing by.
“And, trust me, once this is over, I’ll never complain again. But for now, I need something else. Any suggestions?” Triton gave his friend an expectant look.
Dionysus shrugged. “Should've gone with my idea about the blind woman.”
Triton held up his hand in protest. “No. That's just too low, even by your standards.”
“Whatever. Then tell me what you’ve tried so far. Maybe I can figure out an angle you haven’t thought of yet.”
“Two glasses of Cabernet,” a female voice announced. Triton turned his head to look at the young waitress while she placed the drinks in front of them.
“Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked and batted her eyelashes at Triton. Triton let his gaze sweep over her. She was young, pretty and displayed her female assets prominently. He waited for his hormones to kick in, for the lust to flare up and the blood to pump into his cock at the sight of the enticing woman. He gave it another few seconds—but nothing happened. His heart beat as evenly as before, and his cock remained in its relaxed state. His body wasn’t interested.
Triton waved her off. No need to give her any more encouragement—she wasn’t a suitable candidate. Already now he could sense how she checked him out from head to toe as if she was purchasing a prime cut of meat. Yet her perusal left him entirely cold.
“I might have a little snack later,” Dionysus said and winked at her. 
The waitress transferred her attention to Triton’s friend and by the looks they exchanged, Dionysus would get his fair share of horizontal action later.
“I’ll see you on my way out,” the god of wine promised.
“Enjoy your drinks,” she chirped and sauntered out of earshot.
Triton made a head movement toward the disappearing girl. “See what I mean?” That was what he’d had to deal with in the last four weeks—and worse.
His friend licked his lips. “Oh, yeah, it’s perfectly clear. It’s a downright hardship. Care to change places?”
“Not funny!” Triton took a gulp from his drink, not even enjoying the beverage.
“So, give me a rundown of what you’ve tried so far. No need to repeat what’s not working.” Dionysus looked at him, curiosity flashing in his eyes.
Triton cleared his throat. This wouldn’t be easy. While he had no trouble telling his friend every detail of his sexual exploits, he was less comfortable telling him about his failures.
“So, at first I went to a few bars, but frankly, it was always the same. I dance with a woman, and we get down to business, but all she wants is a roll in the hay. She doesn’t care if I’m nice by buying her a drink, holding open the door or anything like that. The moment any of them look at me, they start drooling.”
Most of the women had been pretty pathetic. Drooling had been the least of it.
“Too handsome for your own good, huh?”
Triton ignored the stab. “One of them even said I was shallow and a male bimbo, a himbo, nothing up here.” He pointed to his forehead.
“You? No brains? She said that to you, and you still bedded her?” Dionysus shook his head in disbelief.
“She didn’t actually say that to me.” Triton remembered Sophia, the dark-haired beauty he’d met on his first night in Charleston. “She told her friend, and I overheard her.”
His friend laughed. “And she didn’t change her mind after you were done with her?”
Triton’s mind went back to the embarrassing scene where she’d practically slammed the door in his face without so much as allowing him to kiss her tantalizing red lips. “I didn’t take her to bed. How low do you think I’d actually sink?” Which hadn’t stopped Triton from thinking about her. “I’d never sleep with a woman, who so blatantly considers me intellectually inferior.” Not only that, she’d also classified him as unreliable.
But, by the gods, had he wanted to—and he still did. Her face was permanently etched in his memory. Every night, it haunted him in his sleep. And those eyes, their depth, their hidden sensuality. He’d never seen anything the like, not even in a goddess. How a mere mortal could have such a draw on him, a god, he couldn’t explain. Maybe it was because Zeus had stripped him of his powers.
“I’m a god, for Olympus’ sake! I can get women who admire me and adore me and—”
“Hey, hey,” Dionysus interrupted him. “What’s with the rant? Looks like she got up your pant leg like a hornet.”
Triton gulped down a mouthful of his wine, buying himself some time before he answered, “The woman was insolent, disrespectful, and totally annoying.”
Not to mention throw-her-on-the-dance-floor-and-fuck-her-senseless sexy.
“Was she pretty?”
“Of course she was pretty. I’m not running a charity.” He cut off his friend’s chuckle with an icy look.
“Here’s an idea. Go for an ugly woman. She’ll be grateful and consider you the kindest man in the world and fall in love with you just because you noticed her.” 
“Tried that too.”
“And?”
“Nothing. Same result. Even the ugly ones fall over themselves the moment they see me and give me that empty stare that tells me they only see the surface. I don’t even get a chance to show any of them that I’m not shallow.”
“Maybe just a little shallow,” Dionysus suggested.
Triton’s arm shot out and grabbed Dionysus by the shirt, pulling him half-way off his seat so fast, his friend could only respond with a shocked glare and an open mouth.
“I’m not shallow—and I’m going to prove it to you and to that damn woman.” 
He loosened his grip, and Dionysus immediately dropped back onto his seat, taking pains to rearrange his dress shirt.
“You meant those damn women, plural, right?”
“Of course, what did I say?” 
What in Hades was his friend referring to? He’d show all those women and especially Sophia. He would have done it already, but unfortunately he hadn’t seen her anywhere else in town. And Charleston wasn’t big, but no matter where he’d gone, which restaurants and bars he’d visited, which shops he’d prowled, he’d not seen her again. 
He'd even gone back to her house in the hope that she would come out and he could pretend to be running into her. But except for some workers, he hadn't seen anybody at the house. Sophia was nowhere to be found. Almost as if she’d vanished from the face of the earth.
“Nothing, just thought I misunderstood, I guess.”
Triton grumbled to himself, barely noticing his friend’s reply. He’d already wasted four weeks and had nothing to show for it. The women in this little Southern town were in love with him, but all for the wrong reasons.
“You’ve calmed down?” Dionysus’s stupid question got his hackles up again, but Triton needed his advice, and if he wanted to go back home, he’d be better off without another outburst. He reigned in his anger.
“Fine. We need a strategy. A completely different approach,” Triton mused.
“I could rearrange your face, make you look a little less attractive.” 
“You touch my face, I’ll rearrange other parts of your body, and you’ll be singing in the boy' choir ever after.”
In a protective move, Dionysus’ hand instantly went to his crotch. “It was a suggestion. Ever heard of brainstorming? I’m just throwing out ideas. You’ve gotten way too touchy in the last few weeks. We’d better be getting you home before you piss somebody off and start World War III.” He took a sip from his glass. “Have you tried older women? Maybe a widow, somebody with a recent loss. We could check the obituaries. Or you could ask Hermes to let you know what husbands he’s recently ferried over Styx,” Dionysus suggested.
“Morbid.” His one-word dismissal was met with a shrug.
“Young ones then. A high school girl.”
“You mean the ones who drool over boy bands and movie stars?” Triton raised an eyebrow in mock interest.
“Ah, I see your point.” Dionysus hummed to himself. “Maybe...” He raised his finger then dismissed his idea. “No. Maybe not.”
Triton emptied his glass and looked around for the waitress, but she was nowhere to be seen. He waved his empty glass toward the bar where the bartender—the same one who’d worked the night he’d met Sophia here—was cleaning glasses. The bartender nodded and poured another glass.
“Heavy on the drinking this early in the day?” 
Dionysus was one to talk. What did it matter that it was still midday? “Hey, I need to wind down a little. The last four weeks have been grueling.”
“Yeah, sleeping with a different woman every night sounds pretty grueling to me.”
Triton glared at him. “I haven’t had sex with any woman in the last four weeks.”
The shocked look on his friend’s face was priceless and almost worth the agony of the last few weeks.
“No wonder you’re on the edge.” 
Since the first night when Sophia hadn’t even tried to get to know him, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind. He’d lost all interest in other women and hadn’t bedded a single one of them. And offers had been aplenty.
But all Triton could think of was Sophia’s intoxicating smell, her lithe body, and the softness of her silken hair. And those beautiful green eyes that had widened, then softened later as her interest had turned to arousal, at the same time that his blood had shot to his cock in anticipation of plunging into her.
He’d never felt this turned on that quickly. Not with a mortal, nor a goddess. If only it had been a little darker in the club and she hadn’t been able to make out his features that clearly, maybe she wouldn’t have immediately formed her—flawed—opinion of him.
Just thinking of her now made his shaft swell to uncomfortable proportions. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d found relief at his own hand, imagining her in front of him, naked, her skin glistening, her lips moist from his kisses.
“You had the cabernet, right?” the bartender’s voice interrupted his musings. He hadn’t noticed the guy approach. “Sorry, Clarice is on a break.” He placed a fresh glass in front of Triton.
“Thanks.” Triton took the glass and looked at Dionysus who still had a bemused look on his face.
“I've seen you in here a few times now,” the bartender went on, “I guess you scored with Francesca's friend that night, right? I saw you guys leaving together. Is Sophia better?”
Triton raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean by better?”
“After her accident. Her friend came in here a couple of weeks ago and mentioned it.”
“Accident,” Triton echoed as a sharp pain spread in his solar plexus. He pressed his hand against his breastbone. Dark blotches appeared in front of his eyes, and he shut them. His breath rushed out of his lungs.
“Triton?” Dionysus’ voice penetrated. “What’s wrong?”
Triton forced his eyes open. “Sophia. She needs me.” But the truth was, he needed her, and he couldn’t explain why.
 


Chapter Seven
 
Sophia had never liked hospitals. After being confined to one for four weeks, she liked them even less. She’d been lucky: the fall could have broken her neck. Instead, she’d gotten away with several broken bones, a concussion, and two detached retinas.
The trauma of the fall and her head hitting the marble floor at the base of the stairs had caused her retinas to detach from her eyes, leading to virtual blindness. The ophthalmologist had reattached both retinas in two operations, and now the waiting game started.
“Your left eye is healing well,” Dr. Zimmerman said from beside her hospital bed.
She moved her head, but her vision was just as blurred as it had been a week ago after the second operation. With her left eye, she could make out shapes and colors but couldn’t recognize any faces. Everything was distorted, as if she were looking though a three inch-thick glass brick.
Her right eye showed no sign of the operation having taken. She squinted, but her vision didn’t improve. All she could see was a short person in a white coat. Only his voice let her guess his identity and age, somewhere north of forty.
“Dr. Zimmerman, I still can’t see anything from the other eye,” she complained, her voice laced with worry. Every night since she’d regained consciousness, the fear of never seeing again gripped her, sending her into one tailspin after the other.
Sophia wrapped the drawstring of her pajama pants around her finger, fashioning it into a knot, then released it with the next movement. How many knots she’d made in the last few weeks she didn’t know, but it had to be more than any sailor ever had. Keeping her hands busy with something—anything—helped her keep her sanity.
“Miss Baker, I know you’re impatient.” She felt the doctor’s soothing palm on her arm, squeezing in reassurance. “But these things take time. I’ve had cases like yours before, and in my experience the best thing to do is to follow through with the treatment, avoid any strain, and be patient. This can’t be hurried. If there’s no improvement within the next two months, we’ll inject your eyes with silicon oil. It’ll help stabilize your lenses and make sure the retinas remain attached.”
“And if it doesn’t work?” Sophia swallowed away the rising tears and attempted to mentally undo the knot in her stomach—without success.
“Then we’ll deal with it. You’ve only had two operations so far. There is a lot more we can do. One thing at a time. Promise me to be patient.”
At Dr. Zimmerman’s urging voice, she nodded slowly. 
“And you should get somebody to help you out at home.”
“Easier said than done.” She lived alone in a huge house which was undergoing a major renovation. Taking it easy and getting help were virtually impossible.
“Why don’t you have a friend move in with you for a while?”
“I’ll figure something out,” Sophia answered. Asking for help wasn’t something she liked to do, not even if it was help from her friends. But that wasn’t the doctor’s problem, it was hers.
There was a sound at the door.
“Ah, I see you have a friend here to visit. I’ll prepare your discharge papers and have a follow-up appointment set up for you. We’ll get you out of here before tonight.” He took her hand and squeezed it in reassurance.
“Thank you, Dr. Zimmerman.”
As soon as the doctor left the room, another figure came into view. The shape was blurry and too far away to identify. “Francesca?”
“Hello, Sophia,” a male voice greeted her.
Sophia’s heart sank. “Michael.” 
She didn’t have the strength to deal with him now. After he hadn’t immediately visited her when she was first admitted, she’d figured he was out of town again doing yet another disappearing act. Unfortunately she wasn’t that lucky. If he was here now, it could only mean one thing: he needed money.
“I came as soon as I heard.” Michael’s voice came closer as he spoke, and she saw his frame move until he stopped next to her bed.
“You didn’t have to bother,” she pressed out. It made her feel vulnerable and helpless that she was unable to read the expression on his face.
The mattress depressed next to her as he sat. Sophia didn’t appreciate the closeness. Michael was up to something, she could sense it. The air fairly prickled with tension.
“I’m not going to stand by and pretend we’re not family when you need me. You can count on me, you should know that.”
The words sounded sincere, but without seeing his eyes she couldn’t be sure. Michael had always had a way of sounding genuine when he meant anything but. The only thing he’d never been able to disguise was the coldness in his eyes. “Thanks, Michael, but I don’t need any help.”
“Sophia, don’t be silly, you can’t take care of everything yourself. I’ll move in and help you out.”
Suddenly a door slammed. 
“I don’t think so.” Francesca’s voice came from the door, before she stepped closer. Her red hair made her easy to recognize. Sophia sighed in relief: the cavalry had arrived.
“This is a private conversation between family, and last time I checked you weren’t family,” Michael retorted in a snide tone. The smoothness of the earlier conversation had left his voice, and the real Michael reared his head. Just like she remembered him.
“And last time I checked you were still a crook.” Her dear friend could always hold her own, and there was no love lost between Francesca and Michael.
He rose, and Sophia recognized their two shapes face off with each other. But Sophia didn’t want them to start a fight in the hospital. Someone was likely to get hurt.
“Stop it, both of you. I don’t want any fighting here.”
“What, you think your friend will help you? I told you, I’ll take care of things. It was stupid of Eleni to saddle you with all this responsibility for the house.”
Sophia sighed. “I can handle it.”
“No, you can’t,” Michael protested.
“She can, and she will,” Francesca interrupted.
“Keep out of it, Francesca. Sophia, here’s the deal. I’ll help you build up the B&B in exchange for an interest in the property.”
She knew it. He hadn’t just offered her his help out of the goodness of his heart. Of course he wanted something in exchange. He always did. Even as a child he’d been like that.
How much would her dear cousin want for his help this time? Maybe he was more reasonable now that he’d had time to cool off after the reading of Eleni’s will. Maybe he would accept what she’d offered him then—a small share of the profits for some occasional help with the B&B when she wanted to take time off. Curiosity made her ask. “How much?”
“Don’t—” Francesca gasped.
“Shut up,” Michael stopped her, his voice sharp. A second later, he addressed Sophia again. “I’ll help you, but I’ve got to live too. I’ll take fifty percent of the property.”
Sophia’s heart sank. “No.”
“Don’t be stupid. You’re practically blind. You’ve got a mortgage the size of Mount Hood and a contractor who cheats you at every turn. That won’t happen if I’m in charge.”
Sophia felt her blood pressure rise. Not only did he want half of what was hers, he also wanted to control everything. And she’d rather have the contractor cheat her than Michael. “My answer is no. Eleni gave the house to me for a reason: to preserve it. She didn’t trust you, and frankly neither do I. Don’t you think I know what you’ll do as soon as you’re on the deed?”
“I’ve changed. Things are different now,” Michael claimed. The soothing quality in his voice was back. 
Sophia took a deep breath. What if he had changed? Maybe he wasn’t gambling anymore. She hadn’t seen him since the funeral. People could change, but she hesitated. What if it was all a lie, just like he’d lied to her and Eleni before? She’d always been able to tell when he was lying by looking into his eyes. Unfortunately, she couldn’t rely on this skill now.
As if he knew what she was thinking, he continued. “I haven’t made a single bet in six months. I’m even attending Gamblers Anonymous. You can check on that. Please, Sophia. I’m family. I can help you.”
Sophia pressed her palms to her temples, trying to stave off the approaching headache. She didn’t want to make any decisions now. “I can’t. Not now. I need to think.”
“Fine, you think about it. But I’m telling you, you need me.”
Michael turned and left the room, his heavy footsteps echoing in her head.
“You’re not seriously going to let him talk you into this, are you?” Francesca’s words reminded her that her friend was still here.
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now.” Tears she wasn’t able to hold back started streaming down her cheeks. “What am I going to do? I can’t live on my own right now. I can barely see anything. How can I make sure the contractors are doing what they're supposed to when I can’t even make breakfast for myself?”
With a couple of steps, Francesca was by her side and wrapped her arms around her, hugging her tightly. It felt good to know there was somebody who cared.
“Don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll help you. I’ll move in with you until you’re better.”
“You will?” Hope rose in Sophia’s stomach and traveled up her chest. She would have never asked her for help, but she could hear Francesca’s sincerity in her voice.
“Course, I will. So, don’t worry about it right now.”
A new wave of tears came, now signaling relief. “Thank you so much. You have no—”
“Shh. You’d do the same for me.” Francesca released her from her embrace. “Let me pack a few of my things. I’ll check in with my office to make sure Leo knows where to reach me and what needs to be done over the next few days—maybe I can even work from your house for a while. I’ll pick you up when they're ready to discharge you.” 
At the mention of Francesca’s boss, Sophia remembered something important. “And the trade show on the West Coast?”
Francesca worked for a small semiconductor manufacturer supplying mostly the game console industry.
“Not a problem. Leo is going. It doesn’t need both of us. As long as one of us represents the company we’ll be fine. Somebody has to hold the fort down here anyway. I’m sure the orders will start fluttering in after the first day at the trade show in LA, and I’ll have to make sure they get filled promptly.”
 “You’re so great. I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Sophia saw the shake of Francesca’s red curls. “You’d figure something out, and you’d cope. Like you always do.”
***
A few hours later, Sophia sat on the hospital bed and buttoned her cardigan.
“I wish I could change it, but Leo can’t travel. They're putting his leg in a cast as we speak,” Francesca said. She’d arrived in her office just as her boss was being carried out in a stretcher. He’d slipped on a loose tile in the men’s room and broken his ankle.
Sophia heard the regret in her friend’s voice and wanted to put her at ease. “I understand, I really do. Don’t worry about it. You need to go and represent at the trade show for him, that’s more important right now. I’ll figure something out.”
What she would do without Francesca’s help she didn’t know. But she didn’t want to burden her friend with it. 
“Let me at least help you set something else up for you. I’ve spoken to the nurse, and she told me about this private home healthcare agency that hires out staff to take care of people who need help at home,” Francesca suggested. “They help you with anything you need, sort of a combination housekeeper and nurse. They even help you shower if you needed that.”
Sophia raised her hand in protest. “I’m not quite an invalid yet. I think I can do my own showering. How hard is it to find your way around in a four by four cubicle?”
“I’m just saying. I wasn’t suggesting you needed help with that. But at least you’ll know these people are equipped to do anything you need them to do. And their rates are really reasonable too.”
Francesca was intimately acquainted with Sophia’s financial situation. In fact, in the last few weeks she’d taken it upon herself to pay the bills and monitor her account. “Can I afford it?” Sophia now asked her friend.
“You’ll be fine.” 
Sophia heard a twinge of doubt in her friend’s voice and knew Francesca didn’t want to worry her. “How bad is it?”
She could practically feel Francesca cringe, before she answered. “There was a letter from the bank manager. He heard about your accident and is concerned about the loan. He wants an update on when you’ll open the B&B. I’ve made an appointment for you so you can tell him what the status is.”
Sophia shook her head. “As if I knew. I have no idea how far the renovations have gotten along while I was in here. Who knows whether they did anything I asked them to do.”
Francesca’s hand touched her arm. “Sweetie, you worry too much. I gave them all your instructions, and from what I can see they made some progress. You’ll see a lot of the work on the second floor has been done. The kitchen is finished.”
Sophia shrugged. “Well, at least that’s something.” But she wasn’t confident that her instructions had been followed. Her contractor had given her enough problems when she was able to inspect everything thoroughly. Wouldn’t he now try to get away with even more shoddy work since he knew she was practically blind and couldn’t even see the defects? 
It was bad enough that he thought that she—a woman—had no idea what she was talking about, when in fact she was the one who’d always taken care of all repairs in the house when Eleni was still alive. She knew a thing or two about repairs and was no stranger to swinging a hammer. The absence of a man in the house had necessitated that she and Eleni learn how to take care of small repairs themselves.
“So, shall I call the agency?” Francesca’s voice sounded in her ear.
“Yes, please, here’s my cell. I’d like to talk to them.”
A knock at the door interrupted them. It opened a moment later, and a person in white entered. The round form identified her as one of the nurses, who’d been taking care of Sophia for the last few weeks.
“All ready then? Time to go home, Sophia?” Nurse Claudia asked.
“Yes, I’m ready.”
The nurse wheeled something into the room, and Sophia knew it was a wheelchair. Hospital protocol dictated that patients would be wheeled out. While she felt it was humiliating to be seen in a wheelchair, at least it would prevent her from tripping over unseen hazards and making a fool of herself for everybody to see. 
She hadn’t left the hospital in four weeks, and now the outside world seemed frightening. But there was no time to dilly dally. Nurse Claudia helped her into the wheelchair.
“Executive Home Healthcare? Yes, hold on, I’ll pass you to my friend. She needs to hire a healthcare worker. Thanks.” 
Sophia felt Francesca press the cell phone into her hand. “Here you go. Just tell them what you need, and they’ll set it up for you. I’ll go get the car and meet you both at the main entrance in a few minutes.”
Francesca swept out of the room. Nurse Claudia pushed the wheelchair into the hallway an instant later.
“Hello, yes.” Sophia took a breath. “I need to hire somebody to help me.”
 


Chapter Eight
 
When he turned a corner, Triton almost collided with a wheelchair in the hospital corridor. 
He cursed. “What in Hades!” 
The words nearly got stuck in his throat when he looked at the person sitting in the wheelchair. There she was, Sophia, his mystery woman! What by the gods had happened? Had the accident paralyzed her?
Sophia didn’t look at him—she completely ignored him. Did he really deserve that? Had he been such an ass that night? Wasn’t it enough that she’d put him in her place then?
He stood almost frozen until the nurse gave him a stern look and a determined “Excuse us, please” which made him jump aside. The nurse pushed the wheelchair past him and continued down the hall.
Behind him, Dionysus cleared his throat. “What’s going on? Would you please now explain to me what we're doing here, and who this mysterious woman is you’re running all over town to find?”
With an impatient movement of his hand, Triton stopped his friend. “Not now, Dionysus. Follow me.”
Several large strides and Triton had caught up with the nurse pushing the wheelchair. He walked behind them.
“Yes, I need a healthcare worker who can help me around the house. No, I can walk,” Sophia said into her cell phone.
Triton felt relief when he heard her say that she could walk. He’d enjoyed dancing with her, and it would be a shame if she couldn’t do that anymore. He would love to take her dancing again and whirl her around the dance floor.
 “Yes, otherwise I’m healthy. I don’t need a real nurse, just somebody to help me find my way around the house.” She paused again, listening intently to the other person. “No, it’s both eyes. I can see only shapes and colors, not much of anything else.” 
There was a quiet sigh he would have almost missed had he not listened so closely. “Yes, for now, I’m virtually blind.”
Blind? She was blind? She hadn’t been blind the night he’d met her at the nightclub. On the contrary, those eyes had practically devoured him. 
“When do you think you can get somebody out to me? Tomorrow? That’s good. Yes, the name is Sophia Baker. And I live at—” She stopped abruptly then chuckled softly. For the first time her voice took on a carefree tone. “You knew Aunt Eleni? … Yes, I still live in the same house. … Thank you, that’s so kind of you. We all miss her. I’ll be expecting the healthcare worker tomorrow morning then. Thanks so much.”
Sophia disconnected the call. Triton watched her put the cell phone in her pocket. 
Virtually blind? Could it be true? Part of him hated his next thought, but that didn’t stop it from coming. Could this be his second chance? If he made sure that she didn’t recognize his voice, he could pretend to be somebody else. That night, he’d given a false name anyway. 
If he managed to get close to her, insinuate himself into her life, then he could prove to her that he wasn’t just some himbo as she’d called him. He could prove to her that he cared, that he was reliable, that he had a heart. And he would be close to her again—by the gods, how he’d missed her. How he’d longed to drink in her scent, to touch her smooth skin, to feel her body close to his. He could be there for her, help her with anything she needed. He could be her eyes.
Taking a few brisk steps, he passed by the wheelchair and rushed ahead of it. Then he turned around, pretending he’d forgotten something. He blocked the wheelchair from going any further. 
Sophia looked straight at him. No, not at him, through him. She truly couldn’t see him.
“Excuse us,” the nurse said, clearly even more annoyed with him now.
“I’m so sorry,” Triton responded. 
At the sound of his voice, Sophia’s head tilted to the side as if she was trying to figure something out. A moment later, she shook her head. No, she couldn’t place his voice. It had been loud in the club, and on the way home that night, he hadn’t talked much. And four long weeks had passed. She didn’t recognize him. It would work. 
“I didn’t mean to get in your way. How clumsy of me.”
“That’s all right,” she said and smiled.
Triton stepped aside and let them pass, then gave Dionysus a conspiratorial look.
“You want her?” his friend asked in response.
Triton nodded. “She’s perfect.” In every single way. 
He remembered her scent, her pliable body, her soft skin. Soon he’d kiss those luscious lips and bury his throbbing shaft in her sweet heat. And he’d make her scream his name in ecstasy until she told him she loved him.
“You sure?” Dionysus’ voice dripped with sarcasm. “Cause if you are, we’d better get out of here before the staff here takes offense at your hard-on.” His friend’s pointed look at Triton’s crotch did little to alleviate the embarrassment that swept through him.
How was it that he couldn’t control his body’s reaction to Sophia? He wasn’t a teenager anymore. This shouldn’t happen to him.
“Are we just gonna stand here while you imagine the-gods-know-what?” Dionysus’ impatience made itself known. “And now I’d like an explanation, especially in light of the fact that you so callously dismissed my idea of dating a blind woman. And if I'm not completely mistaken, the woman who’s the reason for your current boner is blind.”
For a second, Triton wondered whether to tell Dionysus the truth. For some strange reason, he wanted to keep his prior encounter with Sophia private, which surprised him. Normally he had no issues with telling his friend every detail of his exploits with women. With a quick shake of his head, he rid himself of the odd sentiment.
“She was the one who called me a male bimbo behind my back.”
In the next instant, Dionysus shook with laughter. Triton shrugged. His friend had an odd sense of humor and found the strangest things funny.
“When you’re done laughing, can we get back to business?” Triton said in a dry tone.
Dionysus raised his hand, indicating he was trying to speak, but it took him a full minute to get his voice back under control. “Sorry, but that was just too funny to pass up.”
“I don’t see what’s funny about that.”
“You really don’t, do you? So let me get this straight: you chose her because she called you shallow and unreliable? What are you trying to prove?”
Wasn’t that evident? He’d show her that he was nothing of the sort. And besides, she was as beautiful as Aphrodite and as feisty as Artemis. “I have nothing to prove. She’s the perfect target: single, blind, and pretty.”
He’d purposefully used the word target because he didn’t want Dionysus to realize that this woman wasn’t just a convenient victim anymore. Besides, his friend was far too perceptive for his liking. No, if Dionysus knew what Sophia stirred up in him, the kind of emotions and desires she unleashed in his confused mind, Dionysus’ laughter would never stop.
“That’s not what you said earlier. Let me remind you. I believe your exact words were: I’m not shallow—and I’m going to prove it to you and to that damn woman. I’m assuming by ‘that damn woman’, you meant her? Oh, yeah, and before I forget: didn’t you also call her insolent, disrespectful and totally annoying?”
Why did his friend have to possess perfect recall? “You’re treading on thin ice right now—watch out, or you might fall into the hole you’re digging yourself,” Triton hissed.
“What are friends for?” The smirk on Dionysus’ face needed to be wiped off, but Triton didn’t want to draw any more attention than they already had by Dionysus’ loud laughter.
“What now?”
“Now we’ll go find that home healthcare worker she booked.” Triton had just had a brilliant idea.
“To do what?”
“To switch places.” Triton turned fully to his friend and stretched his arms out to his sides, presenting himself. “Meet Sophia’s new home healthcare worker.” A broad grin spread on Triton’s face as the idea took root. What perfect setup to get close and prove to her that he was worth her love and that she could rely on him!
“You are one sick son of a god.” Dionysus grinned. “I like it, I like it a lot.”
 


Chapter Nine
 
The moment the entrance door shut behind Francesca, Sophia slumped into the sofa in the living room. From the little she could see, she realized her friend had been right. The contractor had made some progress, and the work on the second floor where the kitchen, living and dining rooms were located seemed to be complete. How well the work was done, however, she couldn’t ascertain with her limited eyesight.
The workers had already left for the day, and the house was quiet. She wouldn’t have minded the company. After four weeks in the hospital with its constant sounds day and night, her home struck her as eerily quiet. It had never bothered her before. But now that she couldn’t rely on her eyes, her hearing seemed to compensate for the loss of one of her senses and amplified everything, even the silence.
Sophia lifted herself out of the sofa and ran her hands along the wall to find her way into the kitchen. Francesca had left a plate of food for her in the fridge, which she only needed to stick into the microwave. By tomorrow, the healthcare worker would be here and take care of these things for her.
When she entered the kitchen, she found the light switch and flipped it. The room became illuminated, and it helped somewhat to recognize the outlines of the newly appointed kitchen. She was careful not to bump into the center island and used her hands to guide herself to the double doors of the industrial size refrigerator.
Sophia found the plate Francesca had prepared and reached for it. A sound behind her made her spin around. The plate in her hand knocked into an obstacle that hadn’t been there before. Her breath hitched.
“I told you that you needed help.”
She looked at the large frame of the man in front of her. Instant irritation rose in her stomach. “Michael, how did you get in?” Had somebody left the back door open?
Michael took the plate out of her hand and moved. She heard the familiar beeps of the microwave as he punched in the time. “The contractor gave me a key. Just as well, seeing that you’re all alone and helpless.”
“I’m not helpless,” she protested, but he barely acknowledged her.
“I’m here to help you. I heard that Francesca’s boss broke his leg, and now she has to take over his duties.”
“How did you find out?”  Sophia didn’t like the fact that he already knew that Francesca wouldn’t be able to help her. She felt watched. Where else had Michael been snooping around? An uncomfortable feeling rose in her stomach.
“You forget that this is a small town. Everybody knows everybody’s business. Don’t worry, I’m here to help.” Michael’s voice sounded casual and easygoing as if their fight in the hospital had never happened.
“I told you already that I don’t need your help. Nothing’s changed.” She didn’t want him here, not even now when she needed all the help she could get.
“Don’t be silly. How are you going to find your way around the house, half-blind as you are?”
His words stung. Was he doing this on purpose, reminding her at every turn that she was handicapped? As if she didn’t know it herself. Tears started to burn behind her eyes. She pushed them back. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her like this. With a swift move she turned away from him and reached for the countertop.
“I’ve hired help. So you don’t have to concern yourself with my wellbeing.” As if he ever had.
“Hired help? You want to pay some stranger to help you when I’m offering you my help for free? Don’t be ridiculous!” Michael’s outrage sliced through her.
“Free?” She didn’t raise her voice, not wanting to start another fight, particularly when she was alone with him. “Nothing you do is for free. You’ve never done a single thing in your life that somebody didn’t have to pay for in the end.”
“That’s not true.”
“Is it not? I’m tired, Michael, and I’m tired of you. It was Eleni’s decision not to give the house to you, not mine. I told you what I can offer you, but you didn’t want it—”
“Don’t throw me a bone. You think you’re doing the right thing, bringing strangers into our home? Paying guests? That’s degrading! We grew up here, and that’s how you honor those memories, by turning our home into a place, where anybody who pays you can put their dirty feet up?”
The hostility in Michael’s voice filled the room and made the air feel stifling. Sophia inhaled sharply. “What are you accusing me of? That I’m trying to keep my home? I have memories here too. And I’m not leaving. If that means I have to share the house with paying guests so I can pay the inheritance taxes, then that’s what I’m doing.”
The soft pings of the microwave punctuated her point. She turned to it and opened the door. Michael stepped behind her and got to it first. He pulled the plate out of it and placed it on the counter in front of her.
“Damn it, Sophia, I’ve offered my help. What else do you want me to do?”
“Leave. I want you to leave.” She felt drained.
“I can’t do that. We’re family. Family sticks together when times are tough.”
“I’m doing all right.” Well, she wasn’t doing all right, neither physically, emotionally, nor financially, but she’d rather bite off her tongue than ask Michael for help. His price for that help was too high. She’d rather pay for hired help.
“You just said that you have to pay the inheritance taxes. So don’t deny it. You need help. If we pooled our resources, you wouldn’t have to go through this alone.” His hands waved around the room.
“Pooled our resources? Last time I checked, you had no resources. Last time I saw you before Eleni died, you’d just forged her signature and written a check on her account. You’d cleaned her out of cash. Are those the resources you’re talking about, Michael? Is that what you’re going to do, steal from somebody again?” She hadn’t wanted to accuse him, but he couldn’t take her hints that she wanted him gone.
“That was a misunderstanding, and you know it.” His defense was lame at best. There had been no misunderstanding. Sophia had caught him red-handed.
“You were lucky she didn’t go to the police. She should have. If it had been me, I would have done it. Maybe then you would have learned something for once.” She choked back a tear at the thought of how disappointed Eleni had been when she’d found out what he’d done. She’d cried for hours and blamed herself for not having raised him right—that she’d failed as the substitute mother she’d had to become. 
“I’ve changed. Things are different now. I’ve gotten cleaned up. I don’t gamble anymore. I’m off drugs. Trust me. I regret what happened back then, I really do. I wasn’t myself, but—”
“But what, Michael? You’ve finally developed a conscience?” she mocked.
“I always had a conscience. You don’t need to be so self-righteous. I’m not the only one in this house who had issues. Or have you forgotten how often I covered for you when you claimed to see creatures that weren’t there?”
Sophia gasped and put her hand to cover her mouth. No, she hadn’t forgotten all the strange creatures she’d seen as a child. For him to bring this up now, that was a low blow.
“No, you haven’t forgotten, have you?” he continued taunting her. “I was there for you then. I stopped you from telling Eleni about them, so she wouldn’t send you to the doctors to have you checked out. What do you think they would have done with you? You know it, don’t you?”
“Stop, please stop,” Sophia said, her voice but a breathless whisper. She didn’t want to be reminded, not now, not ever.
“They would have locked you up in the crazy wing of the hospital, just like they were planning to do with your mother if she hadn’t died in the boating accident. Yes, if I hadn’t been there to stop you from telling Eleni every time you thought you saw somebody, they would have put you with all the nutcases. And that’s how you repay me?”
Michael’s large frame loomed over her, crowding her senses. She didn’t want to be reminded of those days. In her dreams, she’d seen and talked to creatures from another world. It had started months before that day on the beach when she’d seen a man in the sea. She’d seen others too: fairies, gnomes, otherworldly creatures—creatures from the air and the sea, even gods. 
She’d told Eleni at first, but her aunt had gotten concerned about her wellbeing, and then Michael had told her to lie to Eleni and pretend the creatures had disappeared. She’d lied to her aunt because she was afraid that she’d be sent away.
Sophia felt the wetness on her cheeks and realized that she was crying. She pushed her hands against Michael’s chest and shoved him out of her way before she stumbled through the kitchen.
“We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” he called after her as she stepped through the door to the hallway. 
“No!” she croaked, her throat parched.
She found the banister and used it to find her way upstairs and into her room on the third floor. With unsteady feet, she entered her bedroom and slammed the door shut. Her hands shook as she turned the key in the lock. 
When she reached the bed, she let herself fall onto it. The ghosts of her past had caught up with her. For over ten years, she hadn’t thought about the creatures she’d seen as a child. It had taken only a few words from Michael to bring back the memories.
Having Michael in the house was unacceptable. He would use every occasion to remind her of all the things she wanted to forget—most of all, her fear that she would succumb to mental illness. 
Many years after her mother’s death, she’d found her diary. Sophia had been so starved to find out what her mother was like that she’d read it. When she’d read about the creatures her mother had claimed to see, she’d thrown the diary into the fire. 
Her mother had been crazy, and her diary hadn’t been the only proof. Sophia and Michael had found an old letter while playing in the house one day—a letter from a psychiatrist recommending Sophia’s mother be admitted to an institution for further evaluation. Sophia knew she herself showed the same symptoms of mental illness her mother had described in her diary and the doctor had confirmed in his letter. From that day on, she’d closed her eyes whenever she thought she saw another creature and just wished them away. With time, they’d disappeared and she thought she’d beaten her fate.
But fate was cruel, and some things couldn’t be wished away.
 


Chapter Ten
 
Triton leaned against a tree lining Battery Street, and to the casual observer he would have looked just like another tourist enjoying the early morning sun. But under his half-closed lids nothing escaped his observation. Like a hawk, he’d been watching the entry door to Sophia’s house since sunrise.
He let his eyes sweep over the impressive antebellum home, which rivaled his parents’ underwater home in size. It boasted three stories of living space. The second and third stories were adorned with large porches on one side of the house and small julienne balconies on the other sides. The rooms on the first floor had French doors opening to the large private garden hidden behind a massive wrought iron fence. Alongside it, bushes and young trees provided privacy to the large lot.
He was surprised that a young woman like Sophia lived in a large house like this. From his observations during the night—he hadn’t been able to sleep—he’d figured out that she lived there alone. 
Half an hour ago, Triton had seen workers enter the property, and he could now hear the construction noise from the third floor. That and the large dump truck outside the property told him the house was undergoing major renovations.
So far, he hadn’t seen anybody else exit or enter the home. 
With his foot, Triton kicked Dionysus who sat at the base of the tree. “Are you sleeping?”
His friend snorted, but didn’t get up. “You’re right, I am. Nobody gets up at such an ungodly hour. We could have had breakfast first.”
“I’m not hungry.”
Dionysus let out a huff. “Typical. When do you ever think of anybody but yourself? I’m hungry. I know this place that makes the best grits with bacon and—”
“What is it with you and grits?” The night before, Dionysus had dragged him to a restaurant and insisted he try grits.
His friend pulled himself to his feet and dusted off his pants. “It’s good stuff. Plus, when you drink as much as I do, you need a good food base to keep your strength up.”
“Ever thought of curbing your drinking instead?” Triton taunted him and braced himself for his friend’s reaction.
“Why on Olympus would I do such a thing? Are you feeling quite all right? Obviously not, otherwise you’d not come up with such a stupid idea. Not that you’ve had any brilliant ideas lately.”
Triton dismissed the insult with a shrug. “My plan is brilliant, and you’re just jealous because it wasn’t your idea, and you won’t be able to take credit for it.”
“You’re an ass, and it was my idea.”
“Love you too,” Triton retorted. “So you know what to do?”
Dionysus nodded, bored. “When the nurse gets here, I’ll distract her, use my considerable charm and whisk her away. Yada, yada, yada. I’ll distort her feeling of time so she won’t know how long I’m keeping her, and you’ve got free reign. You’d better be using the time well—I’m not used to hanging out with the same woman for too long.”
Dionysus’ annoyed look made Triton chuckle. His friend would just have to bear it for a week or two. How hard could it be? And with some luck, the nurse would prove to be a nice distraction for Dionysus, and maybe even teach him a thing or two.
“Even your one-night-only rule is there to be broken. Enjoy,” Triton said.
“Says Mr. No Commitment. I wonder what you’d say if you were in my shoes.”
Triton gave a dry laugh. “Put a sock in it. I’m going to have to romance this woman for a week or even two and get her to fall in love with me. It’s going to be pure torture.”
Pure torture, indeed. Already now, he could barely banish her from his mind. Last night, the anticipation of being with her today had made mincemeat of his efforts to get a good night’s sleep. His body had throbbed with need just thinking of her lush curves, her smooth skin, and her intoxicating scent. And inside his chest a longing to be near her emerged, but he ignored the strange feeling and concentrated on his desire for her instead.
If he didn’t get his hands on her soon, and his hard staff submerged in her heat, he’d burst into flames hotter than Hades. The lust that gripped him whenever he thought of her had put his cock into a permanent state of semi-hardness only to surge fully erect whenever his mind lingered on her for longer than five seconds. Well, his five seconds were up—again.
“There.” 
Triton followed Dionysus’ outstretched arm, which was pointing at a person walking toward Sophia’s house.
“Showtime,” Triton announced and moved.
Dionysus’ held him back by his arm. “All bets are off.”
“You can’t back out now. You promised.”
Dionysus gave him a disgusted look. “I know what I promised. But that didn’t include this.” He gestured toward the person, who now stood at the door and rang the bell. “That, that is a man.”
Triton shrugged. “So? Use your imagination.”
“And do what?” 
“What you do best.”
Dionysus shook his head. “No way. I’m not going there, not even for you.”
Triton grabbed his friend’s arm and dragged him toward the house. “Just take him drinking, how hard is that?”
A nervous laugh left his friend’s chest. “Drinking? Sure, yeah, of course, you’re right.”
Triton gave him an inquisitive stare. “What were you thinking?”
“Nothing. Never mind.”
A moment later they reached the door, and Dionysus patted the man on the shoulder. When he turned, Triton looked into the face of a man in his early thirties, attractive, but not overly handsome. His skin was the color of milk chocolate and his eyes were a mixture of grey and blue.
“Excuse us,” Triton started, “are you here to see Sophia Baker?”
The man nodded. “Yes, the agency sent me.”
“Ah, yes, there’s been a slight change of plans,” Dionysus took over the conversation.
Triton watched how his friend looked into the healthcare worker’s eyes and used his hypnotic powers. A few seconds later, he put his hand on the man’s shoulder and led him away.
Triton had no time to collect his thoughts when the door suddenly opened.
 The short man wiping his paint-stained hands on his equally dirty pants glanced up at him.
“I s’pose you’re not the electrician,” he stated matter-of-factly.
Triton cleared his throat, glad to have a few more minutes before he’d see Sophia again. He needed a few moments longer to get his thumping heart under control. Why it beat like a jackhammer was anybody’s guess.
“I’m here to see Miss Baker, Sophia Baker?”
The worker jerked his thumb toward the stairs behind him. “Saw her in the kitchen.”
Triton started past the man.
“Wouldn’t go up there right now, though,” the painter drawled behind him. “She’s not in a good mood.”
Triton raised an eyebrow but didn’t let this information deter him from his intention. But it wouldn’t hurt to have the entire information. “What’s wrong with her?”
The man grinned. “Stubborn filly—doesn’t like it when a man tells her what’s best for her.”
“As if that’s a surprise,” Triton murmured. 
He’d already formed his opinion of Sophia the night at the club. The woman was headstrong and opinionated as much as she was beautiful and sexy. And if it weren’t for the latter, well, he wouldn’t even be standing here, would he? 
At least he’d eventually get his just reward for putting up with her. And while he knew in his head that his reward was to go home, his body was seeking an entirely different reward—one he was ready to collect instantly if he listened to the stiffness of his shaft.
“I think I might just have what she needs,” he told the worker.
And if she’d let him use it on her, they would get on splendidly.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
The voices he heard came from the kitchen: Sophia’s and that of a man. Triton sensed her agitation rise with every word she hurled at the man.
“All you’ve ever done is use us.” The accusation in her voice took drove the pitch higher. 
Triton crossed the hallway and stopped at the entrance to the large, modern kitchen. Everything looked brand-new: stainless steel appliances, gleaming cabinets, smooth countertops.
The two didn’t see him immediately, so he took the opportunity to take in the scene. Sophia stood braced against the counter, dressed in a thick terrycloth robe, her hands searching blindly for something in front of her. The man on the other side of the kitchen island was about her age, late twenties, with a dark complexion and brown hair. His eyes shifted back and forth while he watched her, one side of his mouth tilted up in a sneer. 
“You and Eleni always conspired against me. I could never do anything right. You were always her favorite. Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, you always did whatever she wanted. Now I know why. So she’d give the house to you, not to me.” The man’s tone was dismissive as if it was a mere fact he was reiterating for the tenth time.
“That’s not how it was. I cared about her, and you never gave a damn.” 
Triton recognized the shaking in her voice and knew she was close to tears. The man had recognized it too: a smug grin crossed his features.
Triton wouldn’t let her cry in front of him. He needed her in a good mood and not destroyed by some idiot who was fighting with her about the gods-knew-what. He loudly cleared his throat.
A second later, the man’s glare landed on Triton. Sophia also turned into Triton’s direction, but her eyes only stared blankly.
“Yes?” she asked, the tenseness never leaving her tone. He felt the urge to cross the distance between them and take her into his arms and tell her everything would be all right. But, of course, he couldn’t act on it.
“The agency sent me,” Triton began.
The man gave him a confused look. “What agency?”
“They sent a man?” Sophia asked, nearly drowning out the man’s question. 
“That’s your hired help?” the man asked, now louder.
Triton ignored him. He wasn’t answerable to him. Neither was he answerable to her, but with her, he’d make nice. With her, he’d make a lot more than just nice.
Sophia took a tentative step in his direction, her hand never leaving the kitchen counter she used for guidance. Triton met her halfway and accepted her outstretched hand.
“I’m afraid on such short notice, I was all they had,” Triton lied, his voice uncharacteristically dry. He gently squeezed her hand in his palm, not wanting to let go. Her skin was soft and warm. “I hope that won’t be a problem.” 
There was a moment’s hesitation, before she responded. “No, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Thank you for—”
“You hired a male nurse?” the man huffed again as he moved closer.
Finally Sophia turned to him. “Not that it’s any of your business, Michael, but yes, I’ve hired a healthcare worker. So, as you can see, you’re not needed.”
Michael’s face flamed at her words. He tossed an angry look at Triton. “She’s changed her mind. She doesn’t need you anymore.” 
What made him think he had any right to make decisions for her? For a split second Triton wondered if he could be her boyfriend, or worse her fiancé, but he dismissed the idea instantly. The part of the conversation he’d overheard suggested he was family, and one part of him was relieved that he was not her love interest—another didn’t like the idea that she was being harassed by a hostile family member. And Triton knew a thing or two about hostile family members.
“No, he’s staying,” Sophia insisted.
“Why would you want to pay for something when I’ve offered it for free?” Michael asked, his cheeks even redder than before. 
“Because your help is not free! Please leave.”
Triton noticed her hand shaking and put a reassuring hand on her arm. 
“You can’t do that. I’m family!” Michael protested. 
Family or not, it was time to get rid of the jerk. He was getting Sophia all agitated. “Is this your house, Miss Baker?” Triton asked her, keeping his voice calm.
She nodded. “Yes.”
Triton turned fully to Michael without letting go of Sophia’s hand. “Then I think there’s nothing left here for you to do. Michael, is it? I think it would be better if you left now.”
“You can’t throw me out!” Michael’s eyes bored into Triton, who remained undeterred. If Sophia wanted the man gone, he’d make sure he left the house—one way or another. He frankly didn’t care whether he’d go voluntarily or whether he’d have to throw him out the window. Actually, an exit through the window sounded pretty appropriate right about now.
“No, I can’t,” Triton hedged and nodded his head toward Sophia, “but she can. And given that I’m her employee right now, I’ll just go ahead and execute her orders.” He gave a non-committal smile. 
He had the upper hand in this fight, and Michael knew it. 
“Please,” Sophia said. “I want you to go, Michael.” She sounded much calmer now, and Triton wondered whether the fact that he was still holding her hand had something to do with it. For sure, he liked the feel of it. He could imagine how her hands would feel on his naked skin, how they would heat his blood.
Michael stalked toward the door.
“This isn’t over. If you think you can cut me out of what’s rightfully mine, watch out.” He underscored his threat with a clenched jaw and an icy look, which Triton was sure was more meant for him than for Sophia, given that Sophia wouldn’t be able to see his facial expression.
A moment later, Michael stormed out. Only when the entrance door slammed seconds later did Sophia’s stiffness crumble. Her shoulders instantly sagged, and Triton instinctively took hold of her arm to give her support.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She nodded. “Maybe I should sit down for a moment.”
“Of course.” He led her out of the kitchen and into the next room, which was furnished as a reception. There was a large sofa at one wall. 
“Here you go.” Triton helped her sit and sat down beside her. With regret, he let go of her hand and was surprised at the strange sense of void the action created. 
“So, who was this?” Triton asked, barely being able to contain his curiosity. 
“Michael? My cousin.”
“Oh, I see.” 
“So, the agency sent you?” she picked up on their earlier conversation.
Triton cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. I’m Triton.” 
Before he could stop himself, he’d blurted out his real name. He almost kicked himself. His plan had been to give a more common name so not to arouse any suspicion, but his plan had gone up in smoke the moment he’d touched her hand. He didn’t want her to scream somebody else’s name when she came in his arms. No, he wanted to hear his own name come over her lips when he thrust into her.
Triton wiped a pearl of sweat off his forehead, realizing with shock how fast this woman could turn him on—and she wasn’t even doing anything.
“Triton? That’s an unusual name. It reminds me of something... Oh, yes, isn’t that the name of a Greek god?” she asked.
Triton swallowed his surprise. Most mortals knew very little about Greek mythology, at least outside Greece. “Yes, uh, my parents named me after a minor Greek god. They were really into mythology and history.”
“Are you Greek? I can hear a little bit of an accent.” Sophia smiled up at him, but her eyes didn’t focus. She could definitely not make out his features, not even at this close distance, otherwise she would by now have realized that they’d met before. After what had happened between them, he was sure she hadn’t forgotten.
“Yes, I’m Greek.” Triton remained tightlipped, not wanting to give too much away. He hadn’t really thought too much about what he’d tell her about himself, so it was better to keep things basic until he figured out what to say,. so he wouldn’t trip himself up later.
“My family too. My mother was Greek.” Why hadn’t he guessed that? Now that he looked at her, he could clearly see her strong Greek features. No wonder he was drawn to her. That explained it.
“Do you speak the language?” Triton asked.
She shook her head. “Unfortunately only the basics. My aunt always insisted on speaking English at home—”
 He interrupted, “Your aunt? Didn’t you say your mother was Greek? Didn’t she speak Greek to you?”
Sophia’s smile was solemn. “They were sisters, Eleni and my mother. But my mother died when I was five. My aunt raised Michael and me here in this house.”
***
Sophia let her gaze sweep around the room, trying to take in anything she could see, but it was only shapes and colors. It didn’t matter. What she really needed was to distract herself from the man sitting next to her on the sofa.
All she could tell was that he was tall and of a light complexion. His hair appeared to be blonde. As for his features, she didn’t know whether he was handsome or not. 
All she knew was that the mere touch of his hand had first calmed her when she was in the middle of the fight with Michael and then excited her when he hadn’t let go of her. She tried to calm her rapidly beating heart by telling herself that it was what healthcare workers did. They helped handicapped people—how she hated this word—find their way around, and at times this meant they had to touch their patients.
That’s what she was: a patient. And he was her nurse, her very tall, very strong nurse. Her hand had practically been swallowed by his as he’d clasped it. Even though he wasn’t touching her now, she could almost feel the power radiating off him, like a positive aura surrounding him. There was something foreign yet comforting about him, and she attributed it to his origin. Foreign men had always held a certain fascination for her.
“Uhm, we should probably go over your schedule unless the agency has already explained everything,” she stuttered.
“Actually, there was no time. They made it sound very urgent, so I didn’t stop by the office first. Maybe you could just explain what you need,” he offered, his voice apologetic.
“Sure. Well, I guess since I’m an early riser, it would probably be good if you could come early in the morning, maybe around seven thirty?” Sophia asked and hoped he wouldn’t mind. She needed help with breakfast and to have somebody pick clothes out from her closet so she wouldn’t run around looking like a clown.
“Come early? But, I’d already be here anyway.” There was confusion in his tone.
“Here? What do you mean?”
“Well, it’s a live-in position, right?” Triton asked.
Sophia almost choked on her own saliva. She hadn’t thought about it and automatically assumed that whoever helped her would come in the morning and leave in the evening. “Live-in?” How could she have this stranger stay with her at the house when she was all by herself? Especially since he made her heart beat a hundred beats a minute—and that was when he wasn’t touching her.
She felt him turn toward her. “I’m sorry, but I was told this was live-in, and frankly, that’s one of the reasons I accepted it immediately. I’m between apartments right now and don’t have a place to stay. I guess, I could crash on a friend’s couch for a few nights, but it’ll be a little difficult, and I’d probably not be as well rested to do my job here.”
“Oh.” Sophia instantly felt bad. A twinge of guilt rose in her stomach. Maybe it was customary for healthcare workers to stay with their patients. She hadn’t even asked the agency, but that was her own fault. 
Clearly, she had the space. Two of the rooms were already renovated and livable. She occupied one of them, and there was really no reason why he shouldn’t live in the other one. There was no reason to be selfish. 
And besides, the agency was reputable and would have screened all their employees, considering they took care of vulnerable people. She shouldn’t have anything to fear from Triton—apart from her own unreasonable attraction to him. Given that she didn’t know what he looked like and could only hear his melodic voice and feel his touch, and yes, smell his purely male scent of salt, sea and sand, she couldn’t explain her attraction to him at all. Salt and sea? Odd. Where had she taken in this scent before?
“Of course,” Sophia quickly said before the silence became uncomfortable. “There’s plenty of room. I’m sorry I didn’t think of it earlier. It’s the most practical thing to do anyway, isn’t it? I’m sure that’s what the agency does all the time, right?”
And why on earth was she babbling like some sixteen year old schoolgirl running into her favorite teen heartthrob? 
“Right, it’s customary.” Triton’s voice was calm and collected. 
What must he think of her? Maybe he would just write it off to her condition and not give it any further thought. Surely, if he lived here with her for a few weeks until her eyes had healed and she could see again, she would get used to him and not feel this inexplicable nervousness around him. 
For once she was glad that she couldn’t read his facial expression—at least it spared her the embarrassment of seeing him cringe at her inept babbling, or worse, give her a pitying look.
“So where do I sleep?”
With that sultry voice you can sleep in my bed.
Sophia pulled herself together and swallowed hard. “Uhm, I, uh … the bedrooms are on the third floor,” she stammered and felt the follicles of her hair turn scarlet. She couldn’t even say the word bedroom around him—how crazy was that?
 


Chapter Twelve
 
Triton looked around the room Sophia had led him to. It was a comfortably appointed place, though neither as spacious nor as opulent as he was used to. His parents’ house in the ocean, where he normally lived had a lot more to offer in terms of luxuries. 
So far, he’d not had any desire to move out. His mother, Amphitrite, was the sweetest woman in the sea and had an insatiable capacity for forgiveness. Not even when he’d been a rambunctious youth had she ever spanked him. Now his father was an entirely different person: as grouchy as Hades and without any finesse. But he was always fair. Whenever Triton and his half-brother Orion got into a fight, Poseidon would keep out of it and remain impartial.
“Triton?” The call of Sophia’s hesitating voice was as irresistible as that of a siren and pulled him out of his reverie.
“Yes?” he answered, stepping into the hallway.
She stood in the doorway to her room, still dressed in her bathrobe.
“Would you help me find a suitable dress? I need to look professional this morning.”
He took the few steps to cross the distance between them, eager to be close to her. “Of course, that’s what I’m here for, right?” 
Triton had no idea what a healthcare worker did, but surely it wouldn’t mean that he’d actually help her get dressed? He’d have no objections to that whatsoever, but no man was that lucky, not even a god. Though the thought did make him salivate. He could imagine how he’d peel her out of that hideous bathrobe before he’d feast his eyes on her body. Then one by one he’d cover her body with sexy undergarments, then an even sexier dress, something that showed off her curves so he could enjoy the view the entire day. Triton swallowed away the lust percolating up from his groin.
He followed her into her bedroom, which was similar to his own. The small closet she stopped in front of was crammed full of clothes. No wonder Sophia needed help. Even a seeing person would have trouble finding something in there.
“I’m looking for my navy blue shift dress.”
“Well, let’s see.” Triton rummaged through the rail, hunting for whatever a shift dress was. He pulled out a dark blue dress and gave it a critical look. She wanted to wear that drab rag? Not if he could help it.
With a sigh, he hung it into the deepest corner of the closet, hoping she’d never find it again. “Sorry, don’t see any navy blue dress. Let me find you something else.”
“Oh, no,” she complained from behind him, “but I need to see the bank manager. I need something conservative. I have to ask him to extend my loan.”
Triton grinned. If she was trying to entice a man for a favor, he had just the thing for that. He pulled out a soft flowing summer dress, a mixture of soft blues and greens, reminding him of the ocean. The thin material would caress her curves and make her look like a nymph. No man would be able to resist her.
No man?
No, that wasn’t going to work. What if the bank manager extended more than just the loan? No way would he allow another man to look at her like that. Triton dismissed the knot in his stomach and wrote it off to the fact that he’d skipped breakfast. There was no way he was jealous of the bank manager, but by Olympus, he wouldn’t tempt fate. 
Triton’s hand reached to the back of the closet. The navy blue shift dress would be just perfect. But as soon as they were back at the house, he’d make her change into something more flattering. Maybe not immediately, but as soon as all the construction workers had left the house.
“Oh, look at that. I found the navy blue one after all,” he announced and stepped out of the closet, the hanger with the dress in his hand.
Sophia reached for it. “Thanks so much. You’re a life saver.”
He handed her the garment. “I’ll let you get changed then.”
A faint blush stole over her cheeks. It made her look like a young girl. 
***
Sophia heard Triton’s feet on the wooden floor as he turned to leave. At the hospital, she’d had several male nurses who’d helped her dress, particularly right after her operation when she’d felt entirely disoriented. While she was much better now, she still had trouble with certain items of clothing, and this dress was one of those items.
If she’d try to put this dress over her head by herself, the shoulder straps that crossed in the back would get tangled up, and she’d never get ready in time. Even with clear vision she’d always had trouble adjusting the straps correctly.
Surely as a healthcare worker, Triton performed the same duties as a nurse would. The fact that she was a little self-conscious around him shouldn’t stop her from asking for his help.
“Triton.” She stopped him before he was through the door. “I’m sorry but I think I do need some help. The dress is not easy to put on without tangling it all up. Would you mind?”
A second later, he stood in front of her and took the dress back.
With shaking hands, she undid the belt of her bathrobe and slipped the robe off her shoulders. A harsh breathing sound came from Triton before he took the robe from her. Had she asked him something he wasn’t comfortable with?
“You don’t mind, do you?”
“No, no. Of course not. It’s my job, right?”
She was glad she had chosen a camisole this morning, rather than a regular bra. The camisole had a sewn-in bra but covered much more of her naked flesh than a bra alone would have. It even reached half-way over her bikini panties. Remembering that she wore much less on the beach each summer, she tried to shake off the awkward feeling of exposure.
There was a ruffling of fabric before she felt Triton’s hands on her. “Stretch up your arms,” he instructed her and simultaneously ran his hands up her arms as she did so. 
Electric tingles shot through her, making her skin burn wherever he touched her. She felt him move closer as he lifted the dress over her head and slid it down her torso. There was tugging and tweaking. His hands smoothed the fabric over her stomach and her hips and pulled the seams straight. When Triton’s finger accidentally touched her inner thigh as he did so, Sophia sucked in a sharp breath. It had been far too long since a man had touched her so intimately. Apparently, any completely innocent touch could set her off panting like a bitch in heat. She really had to reign in her imagination. 
He’s a healthcare worker. It means nothing.
Easier said than done. A moment later, she felt his hands at her side, where the zipper was still open. Resting his palm on her hip, he pulled the zipper up, then smoothed over it with his hand.
“Perfect.” His voice sounded hoarse.
“You’ll have to straighten out the straps in the back and then hook them in place with the little buttons,” she told him.
“Sure,” he answered dutifully and moved behind her. 
Triton’s hands untangled the straps. Then his fingertips grazed the sensitive skin on her nape as he fingered one of the buttons trying to close it. 
“It’s a little slippery, sorry, this might take a while.”
“I know. I always have problems with that button myself. They made the hole too small I think.” She felt nervousness creep back into her the longer she felt his fingers on her neck. But she dared not shift. If she did, he would take even longer, and she wasn’t sure how long she would be able to stand his touch before she’d start to moan out her pleasure. All she could do was clench her teeth and bear it.
“Is everything okay?” he asked.
Sophia felt lightheaded, but she had to make sure he didn’t notice. “My shoes, I, uh, I need to find my blue heels.”
He put his hand on her forearm. “Let me look.”
When he severed the connection to her body, she felt her heartbeat return to near normal. In a few seconds, she’d be okay again. It was only temporary, no problem, she coached herself.
It was perfectly normal to have a physical reaction to another person, and she knew many patients felt an attachment to their doctors and nurses. This wasn’t any different. In a few days the newness of being near him would vanish, and she would feel nothing when he touched her in the course of his work.
“Found ‘em,” came his voice from the closet.
A few seconds later, he was kneeling at her feet, his warm palm around her ankle. “Don’t lose your balance. You’d better put your hands on my shoulders.”
It was easy to obey his command. His hard muscles bunched under her grip, and the heat that had almost subsided in her body flared up again the instant she settled her hands on his shoulders. Either his healthcare work was physically taxing or he worked out regularly. No normal man had muscles like he did: toned and strong.
Triton led her foot into the shoe and let go of her ankle before he touched the other one. His motions were even. Everything in his action suggested that this was routine for him. She was just another routine job.
Sophia gave an almost unperceivable sigh when he rose to his feet in front of her, his scent instantly engulfing her. There was something so familiar about the way he smelled, something that made her want to slow-dance. She cleared her throat to get her emotions under control again. There was no use in losing it like this. This man was her employee, nothing more, nothing less.
“Good. What time is it?” she asked in her most employer-like voice.
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
“You want me to drive?” Triton asked, shock pulsing through his system as Sophia steered him toward the driveway rather than the sidewalk in front of the house where he’d planned to hail a cab. He hadn’t thought of this. Frankly, at the moment he wasn’t capable of any coherent thought, let alone how to explain to Sophia that he didn’t know how to drive a car.
What Triton needed was a shower, a real cold one, together with a dose of advice on how to handle Sophia. On the one hand, she was cautious, just the way it could be expected in her interactions with a stranger, yet while he’d dressed her he’d seen glimpses of unbridled passion in her.
He hadn’t expected her to call him back to help her dress. When she’d finally dropped the robe without ceremony, he’d had to bite his own lip so the pain would distract him from his raging hard-on. In that instant, he’d thanked the gods that she was virtually blind for he was sure he couldn’t have hidden the lust in his gaze nor the massive bulge in his pants.
Just like he couldn’t hide his panic now. 
The entire ruse would be uncovered now. She’d never believe that as a home healthcare worker he couldn’t drive when this was surely one of the requirements for the job. He had to come up with an excuse, and quick, before suspicion settled into her and he’d have yet another obstacle to overcome.
All Triton had ever driven was a chariot. He was also an expert sailor, but a car? Where would he have learned how to drive a car? He knew in theory how a car worked, knew there were gears, a brake and a gas pedal, but how to actually operate one, he’d never tried. He didn’t understand mortal men’s fascination with cars. Now, a fast boat, that was something else entirely.
Whenever Triton needed transportation on dry land he’d either teleported right to where he’d needed to be—which was now impossible, since Zeus had stripped him of his godly powers—or hired transportation. 
On occasion, he’d borrowed Hermes’ winged sandals. Not that Hermes had called it borrowing, even though Triton had never had any intention of keeping those frilly things. They were unbecoming to a man, and how a grown god like Hermes could wear them day after day without flushing crimson in embarrassment was a mystery to him.
“You do drive, right?” Sophia asked, sounding almost as panicked as he was.
Male pride dictated his answer. “Of course, I drive. I just—” His mind raced. “—just forgot my driver’s license upstairs in my room.” Great, this bought him a few minutes. “Why don’t you wait in the car for me?” He opened the passenger door of the beat up truck parked in the wide driveway.
She shook her head. “That’s not my car.” Her hand pointed to the back toward the garage. “That’s my car.”
Triton’s gaze locked onto the little red sports car parked under a protective canopy. He swallowed. “The red convertible?”
A wicked smile curved around her lips. “I like fast cars.”
Triton liked a fast chariot himself and an even faster woman. He whistled full of appreciation and helped her into the passenger seat of the sleek automobile. “I’ll be right back.”
With speedy steps, he ran back into the house. As soon as he was inside, and certain nobody was around, he called out, “Hermes, I need you. Get your butt down here.”
He caught a movement to his right and turned just in time to see the messenger of the gods slide down the banister and land squarely on his two feet, complete with winged sandals.
Nonchalantly Hermes leaned against the wood paneling in the hallway and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “You could learn to be a little bit more polite when you call for me, especially considering that I’m a god and you’re not.”
Triton balled his hands into fists, ready to deck his insolent friend. “I am a god!” Nothing would ever change that.
“Not right now, you’re not. Granted, you’re still immortal, but without your powers—”
Triton had his friend by the throat, lifting him up in the air so fast, Hermes had no time to evade him. “I might not have my powers, but guess what? I don’t need them to trash your sorry ass.” Nobody had the right to attack his currently fragile ego, much less make fun of him. He needed no reminder of what Zeus had done to him.
His arms up in surrender, Hermes broke out in laughter. “Dionysus said you were a little testy right now, but boy, was that an understatement.”
Triton only grunted. His friend was right, he was a little on edge, but wasn’t that to be expected? His whole future depended upon how he fared with Sophia, and being reminded that he didn’t have his godly powers to help things along, was just like offering a shiny new toy to a kid and then locking the store. 
“Do you mind?” Hermes asked, gesturing to be let down. “Since you called me, I suppose you want something. I find I’m less motivated when threatened.”
Triton released him. 
Hermes floated back onto his two feet, the winged sandals providing a soft landing and rearranged his tunic. “Looks like your mood rises and falls in direct proportion to your—”
“Say it, and you won’t be able to raise a finger for a week, let alone a more prominent digit of your body,” Triton warned.
“Stop transferring your anger onto me. We both know, who you’re really pissed at.” Hermes mimicked shooting an arrow into thin air, grinning.
Triton was in no mood to think about Eros. He was still seething about the love god’s terrible advice. “I’ll handle that jerk when it’s time. But right now, I need your sandals.”
“No. Not going to happen.” His friend’s refusal was no surprise. “You have no idea how to use them.”
“You know I do, so hand them over.” He stretched out his open palm.
“What’s in it for me?” 
Always one to make a trade, Hermes would eventually come round. Now all Triton had to give him was something good enough in exchange.
“What do you want?” It was better to let his friend make a few suggestions before he’d make one of his own. There was no need in overpaying for this favor.
“A blank IOU.”
Triton instantly shook his head. “It’ll be a cold day in Hades when I issue a blank IOU. I’m not desperate enough for that.”
“I think you are. By the way, I had a look at the woman you’re working on right now. Nice piece of ass. Firm tits even without a bra—was quite a sight when she stepped out of the shower this morning.”
Before Triton knew what he was doing, his fist connected with Hermes’ face, snapping it backwards. “You asshole, you spied on her?”
The god held his bloody nose. “Hey! Since when is looking an offense?”
“You don’t look at her, do you understand me?” Triton hissed. His heart was pounding as his hand continued clenching and unclenching. How dare Hermes look at her naked? Nobody was allowed to look at her, but—
Triton stopped his thoughts in its tracks. Seeing Sophia in her undergarments this morning had been arousing enough. The thought that Hermes had seen her without a stitch of clothing was unacceptable. He wouldn’t allow this to happen again. From now on, he’d be around her constantly. Would he be able to sense a god who had cloaked himself from human eyes? Normally yes, but without his godly powers, Triton wasn’t sure he could. This put him at a disadvantage. Nevertheless, he had to protect Sophia from prying eyes.
“I think you’d better leave,” he advised Hermes in a calm voice, “before I forget that we’re friends.”
“You’ve turned into such a spoil-sport,” Hermes complained, and in a puff he was gone.
“This is not a game,” Triton mumbled under his breath. 
 He would just have to wing it; otherwise his cover would be blown. How hard could it be to drive a car? Maybe it wasn’t all that different from a boat.
***
Sophia enjoyed the rays of the sun on her face while she waited for Triton to return. It was nice not to be confined to a hospital room anymore. When she heard the footsteps on the gravel, she knew Triton was back. Her heart instantly beat faster, and she took a few extra breaths to calm herself. It was completely ridiculous how she reacted to him.
“Sorry it took so long,” he apologized and got into the driver’s seat.
“Did you find your license?” she asked to make conversation.
“Sure. So, let’s, uh, start this baby up.”
Sophia gave a soft chuckle. He was just like any other man when it came to sports cars. A moment later, her breath caught in her throat when she felt his hand on hers. Was he making a pass at her?
“The key?” he asked, his body leaning to her side.
“Oh, sure, yes, of course.” Sophia pulled her hand out from underneath his and fumbled in her handbag. Her hand shook with the aftereffects of her incorrect assumption. Why would she be thinking that he’d be making a pass at her? Like she was some great catch right now. No man would want to saddle himself with her, not in her current state.
With a nervous laugh, she pulled her keychain out of her bag and handed it to Triton. His fingers brushed against hers in the process. Sophia pulled her hand away and dropped it in her lap, feeling as if an electric charge had just gone through her body.
When the sound of the car engine hummed, she tried to relax back into her seat but was jerked forward as the car lurched a few feet forward before the engine stuttered and died.
“What in Hades?” Triton cursed.
“You were in gear,” she noted dryly. 
“What?” His confusion was apparent.
“Stick shift.” Sophia pointed at the gear stick.
“Oh. I, uh,” he stammered.
Then she suddenly realized something. “I’m sorry. You’re probably used to driving an automatic, right? I guess, I just assumed with you being from Europe, you’d be used to driving a stick shift.”
“Yes, yes, that’s right. I learned driving in America, so I’m used to automatics. That’s what it is. But how hard can it be, right? Shall we try it again?” There was a definite smile in Triton’s voice, she thought. At least he wasn’t one of those men who felt embarrassed about his ineptness when it came to cars. Most guys would get bent out of shape if a woman ever caught onto how badly they drove.
“Do you mind if I quickly show you the gears and explain it? I’m rather attached to my car,” Sophia said. She hoped he wasn’t the kind of guy who didn’t like to get directions from a woman.
“Go ahead,” he offered.
She put her left hand onto the gear stick. “Place your foot on the left pedal. That’s the clutch. Press it all the way down and hold it there.”
“Done,” he confirmed.
“Then, you can move from one gear to the next, and once you’re in gear, you’ll slowly let go of the clutch and press down the gas pedal.” She shifted with her left hand. 
“Like this?” he asked and placed his hand over hers. She hadn’t expected his touch, and the renewed contact with his warm skin sent her pulse racing. A slow tremble started in her belly and threatened to burst to the surface.
Sophia swallowed hard before she answered him, “Yes, first gear is here, second, then third and fourth. See the pattern on the knob?” she mumbled as she shifted with his hand clasping hers. “You won’t need the fifth in the city.”
Triton chuckled. “We’ll see about that. How about I tease everything out of this car that it’s got? I should warn you that I have a talent for wringing the last drop of excitement and passion out of anything and anybody.”
A shiver raced down Sophia’s spine.
God, help her if he did.
“Ready?” he asked.
Was she ever? “Yes, we’d better leave. I don’t want to be late.” She tried her most professional voice to hide her nervousness.
Triton let go of the stick shift and her hand and started the engine again. She dropped her hand back in her lap.
“I think you should help me shift,” he suddenly said, “just for the first couple of blocks, until I get the hang of it.”
Without waiting for her answer, he took her hand and placed it back onto the gear stick, encasing it with his own much larger one.
“First gear?” he asked. Sophia felt a light pressure from his hand and followed it to put the stick into first.
“Mmm hmm,” she mumbled, her throat too dry to speak a coherent word. This ride would be her undoing. 
After two blocks, Triton was shifting like a pro, and she tried to pull her hand away, but he stopped her.
“I’m still learning,” he claimed when she knew he’d already mastered the task.
While at first his shifting was slightly jerky, by the time he pulled up in front of the bank, she couldn’t tell that this was the first time he’d driven a stick shift. Maybe men were born to drive cars. Sophia remembered that it had taken her almost two weeks to get used to the stick shift after she’d traded Eleni’s station wagon in for the used sports car.
Or maybe Triton was just a natural with cars. And maybe with other things too.
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
Triton held the door open for Sophia and led her into the bank. 
His first driving experience had gone well, he thought. In fact, he’d discovered how much he liked driving that little red sports car. And after she’d shown him how to shift gears, he’d instantly caught on. Not that he’d let her know how fast a learner he really was. He’d pretended to still have difficulties so she would keep her hand on the gear stick. It was a perfectly legitimate excuse to touch her, just like now when he took her hand and placed it onto his forearm to guide her through the busy foyer.
He noticed Sophia fidgeting.
“Are you okay?” Triton asked.
She shrugged it off. “Yes, I’m fine. The bank manager knows my family well, I’m sure I’ll be able to convince him to give me an extension for a few weeks.”
She’d told him about the purpose of their visit on the drive there. Because of her hospital stay, the renovations were lagging a couple of weeks, and the opening of the B&B would have to be postponed, a consequence of which was that the first money from paying guests would be later than anticipated.  And it was this money Sophia relied upon to make her mortgage payment. 
Triton nodded and patted her hand. “You’ll do just fine.” He walked her to the reception desk. The woman sitting behind it immediately straightened and put a beaming smile on her face. 
“May I help you?” The question was directed at him, not at Sophia. As were the batting eyelashes. Figured.
“Yes, I’m here to see Clive Henderson,” Sophia announced.
Without taking her eyes off Triton, the receptionist asked, “Mr. Henderson? Are you sure?” The woman moistened her lips and gave him a come-hither look from under her lashes. 
“Yes. The appointment was made for me last week. I’m Sophia Baker.”
“One moment.” With a reluctant movement, the receptionist picked up the receiver and dialed. “Yes, it’s Pippa. I have a Sophia Baker here to see Mr. Henderson.” She paused and nodded. “That’s what I thought too. No, apparently last week. Sure. Okay. Will do.”
Pippa disconnected the call and pointed toward an elevator behind her. “Go up to the fifth floor. The assistant will meet you there.”
“Thank you,” Sophia answered.
Triton took her arm again and steered her toward the elevators. He sensed goose bumps on her skin. “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right. No need to be nervous.”
The seconds they spent in the elevator were torture for Triton. Her scent instantly spread in the small space and made him acutely aware of her closeness. If they got stuck here, if the elevator stopped and they were forced to remain alone for an extended length of time, he wouldn’t be able to control himself. He’d press her against the cold steel of the cabin and kiss her breathless. And then he’d—
Triton cleared his throat. It was stupid to let his imagination run rampant like this. All it led to was a hard-on and an unquenchable yearning for Sophia. 
When the elevator doors opened after what felt like an eternity, he could finally breathe again.
An assistant led them into a large corner office overlooking the city. The man behind the desk was in his fifties, graying, and by the looks of it hadn’t smiled in a century. He remained stone-faced when he saw Sophia. What kind of a friend of the family was that, Triton wondered.
“Good morning,” Sophia greeted him and stretched out her hand in his general direction.
He stepped around his desk. “Miss Baker, I’m Mr. Morton.”
Sophia instantly withdrew her hand. “Oh, I think we got the wrong office, sorry, we—”
“You’re in the right office, Miss Baker. Mr. Henderson is not with us anymore.”
Triton noticed the slight shaking in Sophia’s body and stroked over her arm in a soothing motion. 
“But, I made the appointment last week.”
Mr. Morton gave her an impatient glance. “Mr. Henderson is not in charge anymore. I am. So, why don’t you have a seat, and we’ll go over what you wanted to discuss with him.”
He pointed to the two chairs in front of his desk. Triton assisted Sophia before he took the chair next to her.
“And you might be?” the banker asked Triton.
“This is my—”
Triton squeezed Sophia’s hand to interrupt her. Something in Mr. Morton’s demeanor told him, Sophia’s explanation that he was her healthcare worker would put her in a weak position. “I’m Miss Baker’s fiancé. Triton Waters.”
Before Triton knew what he was doing, the lie had spilled from his lips easier than water from a tap. Well, at least it would show the man that she had support and that he couldn’t mess with her.
The little jolt in Sophia’s body was only noticeable to Triton, and he took it in stride. He’d explain his reasoning to her later. For now, it was better to get on with the charade.
“I see. Miss Baker, may I speak candidly in front of your fiancé? As you’re aware, the financial records are in your name alone.”
Sophia nodded, still looking slightly shell-shocked. “Of course, Mr. Morton. My, uh, fiancé can hear everything you have to say. Mr. Morton, I came to see Mr. Henderson to—”
The banker raised his hand. “I had a look at your file, Miss Baker, and saw the notes Mr. Henderson made before his, uh, departure. My understanding is that your payments are to start in two weeks. Is that correct?”
“Yes, and that’s why I wanted to talk to you about a possible—”
Again the man interrupted her. His behavior was getting downright rude. “The note here also says that you’ve been in the hospital for an extended period of time and were unable to attend to the renovation of the Bed and Breakfast. Miss Baker, I trust that you’re well again?”
Triton saw the suspicious glint in the man’s eyes and answered for her, “Sophia is doing perfectly fine. There’s nothing to be concerned about.” 
“Good. I wouldn’t want the bank’s investment to be in jeopardy because of a prolonged illness.”
“Of course not,” Triton interjected.
Sophia shifted in her chair. “Mr. Morton, while I was in the hospital, certain things have gotten behind schedule, and I fear the opening of the B&B may be delayed.”
The banker’s expression hardened, and Triton knew the man wouldn’t budge an inch when it came to extending the loan. He’d seen his type before. He followed the rules and showed no flexibility. A sob story wouldn’t affect him. Triton felt like taking Sophia out of the man’s office, but she seemed determined to get what she came for.
“I would therefore like to ask the bank to extend the time until I have to make my first payment by four weeks.”
“Four weeks?” Morton asked and stood up behind his desk. “I don’t think you understand, Miss Baker. Mr. Henderson should have never extended this loan in the first place. You have no experience when it comes to the hotel industry, you have no other income, no savings to speak of, and now on top of it, you can’t keep to your schedule. Why don’t you admit that you’ve taken on more than you can handle?”
Sophia’s face went white in shock. Her hand trembled. “Mr. Morton, my application was solid. I submitted a business plan—”
“I looked at your business plan, Miss Baker, and frankly, I don’t like it. Already before you’ve even started, you’re behind. You’re on your own and took on a project you have no chance of handling and you want—”
Triton shot up from his seat. He’d heard enough. Nobody had the right to speak to Sophia like that. “Mr. Morton, Miss Baker is not on her own. She has my support in this venture.”
“I don’t see your name on the papers, Mr. Waters.”
“That may be the case, but it doesn’t mean I don’t lend my full support to the project. Now that I’m here, I assure you, the renovation will come off without a hitch.”
Morton nodded stiffly. “I’m counting on it, otherwise I have no choice but to foreclose on the loan.” He turned to Sophia. “There’ll be no extension on the loan. I expect your first payment on the due date.”
Sophia rose, and Triton instantly took her arm. So far, Morton had apparently not noticed that she was practically blind, and Triton wanted it to remain that way. If he knew the truth, chances were he’d call in the loan this instant.
“You’ll receive what you’re owed, I assure you,” she pressed out, holding up her head with dignity.
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Morton,” Triton said in dry tones and swept Sophia out of the room. The man was an ass, and another second in his company was a second too much.
In the elevator, Triton saw Sophia’s lips tremble. She was on the verge of tears. He knew if he’d put his arms around her, she’d cry. But he needed to get her out of the bank without tears, so he refrained from touching her more than necessary. The restraint nearly tore him apart.
“Hold on just a few minutes,” he urged her before he guided her through the crowded foyer and out the door. 
The moment he had her situated in the car, Triton hit the gas pedal and raced out of town. He saw a sign for a beach and followed it. Only when the smell of the ocean drifted into his nose and he pulled up to park alongside the dunes, did Sophia speak. 
“Where are we?”
Triton killed the engine and jumped out of the car. “At the beach.” He sauntered around the vehicle and helped her out of it. Her knees buckled under her. Without hesitation, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the beach, where he lowered himself into the sand.
He kept her in his embrace. “Now it’s okay to cry,” he whispered to her.
A second later, the first sob tore from her chest, and then the floodgates opened. Triton had never liked a woman’s need to cry when he knew it wouldn’t change a thing about the outcome. But for some reason, he felt it was what Sophia needed, to cry without anybody judging her.
With both his arms wrapped around her in a cocoon, he rocked her softly like a baby. He felt her tears wet his shirt and her hands press against his chest. It felt good to hold her. He wished he could take all the obstacles that caused her so much pain from her path, but without his godly powers, he felt useless. All he could offer her was a shoulder to cry on.
***
Sophia felt the soft ocean breeze caress her back and Triton’s arms holding her tightly in his lap. Both actions soothed her, and finally her tears stopped. The shock of knowing that her only ally at the bank, Clive Henderson, wasn’t working there anymore, and by the sounds of it, had gotten fired, was just too much for her strained psyche. She hadn’t been prepared to handle the much stricter Morton. How she would get the B&B open within two weeks was beyond her.
Triton had been amazing, getting her through the entire situation and then out of the building without causing a scene. She needed to thank him. This definitely went beyond his job description. Sophia raised her head from his chest and pulled herself straight. “About what happened at the bank—”
Triton put a finger on her lips. “I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me, but—”
“Sorry, about what?” She was confused. Why would he be sorry about having gotten her out of this situation as gracefully as was humanly possible?
“I shouldn’t have lied about who I was, but frankly, I didn’t have a good feeling about this man the moment I saw him.”
“Lied? You mean your name isn’t Triton Waters?” A twinge of panic coursed through her, and she suddenly realized she was still sitting on his lap. With as much grace as she could muster, she scrambled off him. Had he lied to her about who he was?
“No, no, of course my name is Triton Waters,” he said quickly, but his voice didn’t sound as sure as she would have wanted to hear it. Was he hiding something? “But, the other thing.”
There was a brief pause during which Sophia held her breath. "What other thing?"
“The lie about being your fiancé.”
How could she have forgotten what he’d said to Morton? She let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, that. Yes.” She swallowed hard, unable to form a coherent sentence. The moment he’d lied to the banker, she’d felt a strange sense of warmth in her body, a calmness that had spread at the thought that there was somebody on her side, somebody who was supporting her. Now she felt silly about it.
“I only said it because I didn’t want him to think you had nobody helping you. I hope you don’t mind. And I don’t think he noticed that you’re partially blind,” Triton added.
Sophia flinched. She didn’t like to be reminded of her handicap, but she figured it was good Morton didn’t know. “Thanks for helping me.”
“That’s what I’m here for.”
Right, she’d hired him to help her. He wasn’t her friend, just her employee, and she should be careful to remember that in the future. Letting herself go and crying on his shoulder like she’d done only minutes earlier wouldn’t do. Triton was probably embarrassed by it.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I like doing what I’m doing.” His voice was as soft as the ocean breeze. “I think a walk along the beach would do you some good. You look pale.”
Sophia bet she did. Four weeks in a hospital without her regular trips to the shore could wipe any color from a girl’s face.
 


Chapter Fifteen
 
Orion slammed his fist into his palm. Perched high on a cloud, he looked down onto the disturbing scene taking place on a beach in the mortal world. 
His worthless half-brother Triton was walking in the sand, lending his arm to an attractive young woman with flowing dark hair. Orion could hear them talk, chatting about vacations and work. Like Triton knew anything about the latter.
Orion huffed. “Wait until she’s got you figured out.” From what he knew about the woman Triton had set his eyes on, she would figure out soon enough how shallow he was. He’d never have a chance with her.
“What’s it to you?” a voice asked behind him.
Orion spun around and recognized the love god approaching. 
“Zip it, Eros, or I’ll kick you off,” Orion warned. “This cloud is too small for the two of us. Don’t you agree?”
Eros looked first to the right, then to the left before he shook his head. “No, don’t think so. Looks plenty big to me.”
“What do you want?” 
Eros smirked. “Same as you, keep an eye on Triton.”
Just keeping an eye on him wouldn’t be sufficient though—Orion had to change the direction the events were heading in right now before Triton reached his goal. There was no way Orion wanted to continue competing for the affections of the goddess Artemis. And he didn’t like the way she had looked at Triton during his sentencing. 
“And you need to do that from the same cloud I’m on? Now if that’s not a coincidence,” Orion responded full of sarcasm. He knew Eros too well. The love god was not only one of Triton’s best friends, he was also full of mischief. There was a reason behind everything Eros did. If he was hanging out on the same cloud, there was a reason.
“So, what has our friend been up to?” Eros asked, his tone innocent.
Orion raised an eyebrow. “Our friend? Since when am I friends with my half-brother?”
“Just making sure you’re not here to help him.”
“What are you suggesting?” Orion narrowed his eyes.
“Just what I said.”
“If you remember Zeus’ words, you’ll recall that it isn’t against his edict to help Triton.”
“I’m only here to keep the balance so he’s got a fair shot. The odds are against him anyway. Hermes is taking bets left, right, and center. He’ll make a killing.”
Orion perused the love god and wondered how much of what Eros said could be believed. “And you, did you place a bet and now want to make sure your investment is safe?”
“Something like that,” Eros admitted. “However, I don’t like a sure thing. I live for the risk. It’s more of a kick.”
Orion laughed. “I hadn’t pegged you for a gambler. I thought Hermes and Dionysus were the gamblers among your gang, betting on who could bed more women, Triton or you.”
Eros chuckled softly. “In general, yes, but even I need a little break at times. Frankly, I’m a little behind on the count when it comes to Triton and me, so I’d like to catch up and take Triton out of commission, so to speak.”
Orion listened up. Eros wanted to disable Triton somehow? Was this a trick or did the love god really have a most egotistic agenda? “Go on.”
Eros stepped closer. “Well, I was thinking, if I could make Triton turn monogamous for a while, I’d have plenty of time to catch up in the race.”
“And how are you planning to do that? He can’t keep his dipstick to himself for a day before he dips it into another inkwell.”
Eros shook his head. “You do need to pick up some new expressions when it comes to the carnal arts. But anyway, what better way to turn him monogamous than to make him think he’s in love?”
“In love? Triton?” Now Orion really had to laugh. His half-brother only loved himself. There was no space in his heart for anybody else. His eyes started watering at the thought of Triton in love. It would surely be a sight to behold. “You’re too funny, Eros, just too funny.” Then Orion turned serious. He had work to do, namely to screw Triton over so he wouldn’t succeed with the woman and earn his way back to Olympus. “Now get off the cloud before I push you off.”
Eros held up his hands. “Hear me out.”
“Not interested.”
With a swift movement, Eros pulled his bow and arrow from his back, drew the bow back and pointed the arrow at Orion. “If you don’t want me to shoot you, you’d better listen to my idea.”
Orion growled. The annoying god was too agile. Sure, Orion could teleport away, but if he did, he was likely to be shot with one of Eros’ arrow next time he appeared somewhere. And those arrows weren’t fun. While as a god, he was immune to their effect, they did carry quite a sting. No, Eros’ arrows were no joke. They had to be taken seriously.
“I’m listening.”
“Here’s the deal. I’ll shoot Triton with one of my arrows so he falls in love with—”
“Hold it right there. Aren’t you forgetting one small detail? Triton is a god—he’s immune to your arrows.”
Eros grinned and shook his head. He lowered his bow. “And you seem to be forgetting that Zeus stripped him of all his godly powers, ergo, he’s not immune.”
Orion let the information sink in. He liked it. In fact, he liked it very much. “Go on.”
“He’ll fall in love with the woman, go all nuts over her, and make a fool of himself. He’ll turn into a doormat. Women hate that. And we both get what we want: I will catch up on my conquests and finally sail past Triton when it comes to our little competition of how many women we can seduce, and you’ll have free reign up here to pursue whoever you want without having to compete with him.”
While Orion liked the idea, it did have a flaw. “But when he does manage to come back and get his powers as a god back, the effects of your arrow will be gone. He won’t be in love anymore.”
Eros shrugged. “Nothing lasts forever. At least until then, we’ll have had our fun and gotten what we wanted. So, are you in?”
Orion cast a suspicious look at Eros. Something still wasn’t right. “Why do you need me for it? Why not just shoot him with the arrow without telling me?”
“Ah, here’s my little dilemma. I can’t actually shoot the arrow myself. Unfortunately, dear Zeus has thought of everything and bridled me from shooting any arrows while—”
“You mean, you were aiming your arrow at me and couldn’t actually shoot?” Orion snapped.
One side of Eros’s mouth curled up. “It’s called bluffing.”
“I should kick you off the cloud just for that.”
“But you won’t.”
Orion smiled and stretched out his hand. “So, does it work just like any hunting bow?” He knew how to handle bow and arrow. As an experienced hunter, he was also particularly accurate. “Where shall I shoot him?”
Eros grinned. “Considering he won’t even feel the arrow, take your pick. I know what I would aim at.”
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
Sophia let her hand run over the tiles for a second time. The sandstone felt rough under her fingers. She lifted herself from her crouching position and turned to the bathroom door.
“Charlie? I need to speak to you,” she called out into the hallway.
A few moments later, she heard footsteps, and the contractor appeared before her.
“What’s up?” he asked, his voice cheerful. That would change in a few minutes when she told him about her observations.
Sophia pointed at the tile wall behind her. “That’s what’s up. The tiles.”
“Yeah, we finished it this morning while you were out. Looks good, right?”
“It might look good, not that I can tell, but it doesn’t feel good,” she explained.
“What do you mean?” Already, she could sense defensiveness creep into his voice.
“The tiles aren’t smooth. Those aren’t the ones I ordered.”
“Of course they are the ones you picked out. I was there with you. You just don’t remember,” Charlie protested.
“The tiles I picked out were smooth on the surface. These feel rough and bumpy,” Sophia insisted. She was positive that the tiles currently adorning the new guest bath weren’t the ones she’d ordered. Even if she couldn’t see what they looked like, she could feel that the quality was inferior.
Charlie pushed past her toward the tile wall. “I don’t know what you mean. They feel smooth to me. There’s nothing wrong with those tiles.”
Sophia felt her anger rise. The contractor was trying to take advantage of her situation. “I might be blind, but I can feel it,” she answered, trying to keep her voice from cracking.
“What’s going on?” Triton’s voice came from behind her.
She turned, a sigh of relief on her lips. “Charlie used the wrong tiles for the bathroom.”
“Did not!” Charlie shot back instantly.
“How do you know, Sophia? What do the correct ones look like?” Triton asked, his voice calm and collected. Did he not believe her either?
Sophia let out a frustrated huff. “It’s not what they look like, it’s how they feel. Touch them. They're rough. The ones I picked out were smooth.”
Triton squeezed past her, his body heat almost singeing her before he walked to the wall and laid his hand on it. A moment later he turned. “I see what you mean.”
“Thanks.”
“Those were the ones she picked out. It’s not my fault that she doesn’t like them now,” Charlie protested. 
“Those aren’t the ones I wanted. I paid good money for those tiles. This,” she pointed at the wall, “is inferior quality. That’s not what I paid for.”
“It’s what you ordered and paid for.” Charlie remained insistent.
“Hold it,” Triton interrupted. “I’m sure we can get to the bottom of this. Do you have a paper that says what you ordered?”
“Of course, I do,” the contractor responded.
“Well, let’s have a look at it.”
Sophia stood to the side as Charlie charged out of the bathroom and stomped down the hall.
“Sophia?” Triton asked. “You do remember what you ordered, right?”
She planted her hands at her waist. “Of course, I do.”
A second later, she felt his hand on her arm. “I’m not the enemy.”
Her shoulders relaxed. She’d been unfair to him and treated him the same way she treated Charlie—with suspicion. Triton didn’t deserve it. But before she could say anything, he continued, “Does the tile have something to identify it with?”
Sophia nodded. “It was called Roman Bath, and the name is stamped on the back of it.”
“Good. Let’s have a look at what he ordered. I’m sure we’ll sort it out.”
“Thank you. I feel so helpless not being able to take care of these things myself. I know I didn’t hire you for that but—”
His hand stroked over her arm. “I don’t care what you originally hired me for. I’ll do what needs to be done. I can be your eyes, and if that means sorting out the contractor then that’s what I’ll do. Unless you think that’s overstepping my authority?”
She instantly shook her head. “No. Of course not. I’m very grateful that you don’t mind doing this.” His hand was still on her arm. Had he forgotten about the fact that he was still touching her? Should she pull her arm away? 
During their walk on the beach, his arm had been a comfort to her, not only preventing her from tripping over driftwood and seaweed, but also lending her strength. In fact, the entire walk had renewed her strength and confidence in her ability to succeed with the Bed and Breakfast. Talking to a stranger about the challenges that she was facing had helped clear her head.
And even now as she felt the warmth of his fingers seep into her skin, she didn’t want to shake off this feeling. There was nothing wrong with enjoying his touch in secret—he would never need to find out. If he knew the sensations his hand sent through her body, the tingling that raced over her skin, and the heat it created in her belly, he’d probably stop touching her.
“You okay?” Triton asked.
“Yes, I’m fine.” Had she been showing any signs of how his touch affected her? Was her face flushed? Her heartbeat erratic? Her breathing uneven? Probably all of it, but she couldn’t let him know that he was the one who did this to her. “I’m just annoyed about Charlie.”
He seemed to buy her excuse. “Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out.”
***
Triton continued to stroke her arm and applauded his luck. Sophia was in such an agitated state over the contractor that she probably didn’t even notice that he was still touching her. He knew he should stop his clandestine action, but the reward was just too sweet. 
Ever since the walk on the beach he felt drawn to her even more than before and had used every single occasion that presented itself to get close to her. He wasn’t about to stop now.
If she wanted him to play the hero for her, he could do that. He could solve those little problems that catapulted her into a stressed out mess. And then he’d reap the rewards. Soon, the grateful little chick would melt into his waiting arms and pant for him.
Take that, Zeus!
The heavy footsteps of the contractor approaching from the hallway made him snap out of his daydreams. Daydreams? What in Hades was happening to him? He wasn’t one to daydream.
“Here you go,” Charlie announced, thrusting a piece of paper into Triton’s hands. “That’s the order we put in.”
Triton looked at the sheet and scanned it. It wasn’t what he’d expected, and he didn’t like the idea that he was the one to give Sophia the news. He cleared his throat. “The tiles ordered are called Roman Bath.”
Sophia’s shock was evident. “That can’t be. This isn’t Roman Bath. Those aren’t the tiles I ordered.”
“They are,” Charlie said exasperated. He ran his hand though his tousled hair. “I don’t know what else to show you.”
“I’m not crazy!” Sophia protested.
“I’m not saying you are,” Charlie pushed back.
“Those are not my tiles.”
Triton looked back at the piece of paper, noticing a smudge next to the description of the tile. He held it up against the light. Something had been rubbed out. He caught Charlie glancing at him. “Have you used all the tiles already?”
Charlie shook his head. “No, there are plenty more for the other bathrooms.”
“Bring me one,” Triton ordered.
“What for?” Charlie’s reluctance at complying with his request fuelled Triton’s suspicion.
“Because I said so.”
“You’re not the boss.”
Sophia’s sharp voice interrupted them. “No, but I am. Bring me one of the tiles.”
“Fine,” Charlie grumbled and turned back to the hallway, only to return a few seconds later. He handed Sophia the tile. She touched it, smoothing her hands over one side. Triton imagined those fingers touching his skin in the same longing way she touched the tile.
“That’s the same as the ones on the wall. It’s not the quality I ordered.”
Before Charlie could open his mouth, Triton held up his hand. “May I?” He took the tile from Sophia’s hands and turned it to look at the back. 
Then he smiled. “It says Roman Bath all right, but would you mind reading this stamp for me?” Triton held the tile out for Charlie to see.
The contractor’s face instantly turned red, and he pressed his lips together.
“I’ll read it myself then,” Triton answered. “It says Seconds.”
Sophia sighed with relief. “I knew it. I could feel it.”
“Yes, you were right,” Triton said and looked back at Charlie. “Do you have anything to say, Charlie?”
“You’re not accusing me of doing that? It’s obvious that the company sent us inferior goods. That’s not my fault. I ordered the right stuff.”
Triton shoved the order form back into Charlie’s hands and pointed at the smudge on it. There was no need letting Sophia know that Charlie had tried to cheat her. She had enough stress as it was. “I think you know what to do. Take the wrong tiles down and get the right ones. And you’d better not be charging Miss Baker for the extra labor. Do we understand each other?”
Triton tapped his finger onto the smudge to make his position clear. If Charlie refused he’d make sure the man wouldn’t work anywhere ever again.
“Yes,” Charlie pressed out through a clenched jaw and bolted from the room.
“Wow, thanks,” Sophia said. “I expected him to make a big fuss about it since it was the supplier’s fault.”
Triton considered briefly whether to tell her the truth but decided against it. There was no need to worry her any further. From now on, he’d keep an eye on the man. If he tried to get away with replacing the originally ordered materials with cheaper ones, he wasn’t to be trusted.
“He should have checked that he got the right tiles in the first place. It’s his responsibility, isn’t it?”
“You’re right. Well, at least that’s taken care of. I’d better check on the rest.”
As she made an attempt to get out of the cramped quarters of the bathroom, he blocked her exit. “Why don’t you take a break, and I’ll prepare you something to eat? You must be hungry from our walk on the beach.”
At his words, her cheeks colored a beautiful shade of pink. He restrained himself from kissing those pink cheeks all the way down to her graceful neck. Of course, he wouldn’t stop there—he’d continue right down to her inviting breasts and those hard little nipples he noticed pressing through her t-shirt.
Sophia had changed into jeans and a t-shirt after they’d gotten back to the house. And she hadn’t requested his help for it, much to Triton’s disappointment.
“Food?” she asked. “Actually, that would be great.”
Ten minutes later, Triton had put together what he could find in the nearly empty refrigerator and the bare shelves in the kitchen. He would have to do some shopping later. How easy it would be if he could use his powers and have everything delivered by the servants of the gods.
Triton balanced the tray, careful not to spill the red wine he’d poured. No meal was complete without a decent glass of wine. At least not for him. While many of the gods preferred the sweet essence of ambrosia, Triton preferred the tartness of red wine the way mortals cultivated it. Maybe because he spent so much time in the company of Dionysus, who couldn’t go a waking hour without a good drink, Triton was accustomed to wine rather than ambrosia complementing his meals.
The dining room was still without furniture, so he’d asked Sophia to wait for him in the living room. When he entered the large room, she sat on the oversized sofa, her legs tucked under her, her eyes closed. Triton paused for a moment to look at her. He’d never seen anything lovelier in his entire life.
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
Sophia leaned back. She needed to learn to relax. The confrontation with Charlie had gotten her dander up, and had Triton not interfered and sorted it out for her, she would have probably blown up. And the reason wasn’t that she was upset at having been slipped the wrong tiles, but rather that she’d started doubting her own sanity. 
She remembered clearly what the tiles had felt like when she’d selected them in the store. Their very smoothness had been the reason she’d liked them in the first place. When first Charlie and then Triton had doubted her recollection, she’d started to panic. What if it was just another sign of what she had tried so hard to push away, mental illness? After Michael’s  visit she hadn’t been able to get the thought out of her mind. 
Sophia pushed the ugly memory away. No, she wasn’t crazy. And Triton had proven it in the end. Sensing she wasn’t alone anymore, she looked up. At the door, she could make out Triton. His tall frame and his blonde hair made him stand out, and there was something about his scent that made her recognize him instantly without seeing his face.
When he came closer and placed a tray on the coffee table, she smiled at him. “Thank you. I’m going to be totally spoiled once I can see again. I’m not used to anybody serving me.”
He chuckled. “I guess we all sometimes do things we’re not used to. And it turns out they aren’t always as bad as we imagine them to be. Some surprises can be good.”
Triton was right as it turned out. Sophia liked being pampered.
“Okay, now we’re going to figure out what you really like,” Triton announced. “It’s a little game I used to play as a kid.”
Sophia’s breath hitched. What she liked? What did he have in mind? There were a lot of things she liked, but they were either fattening, to be performed naked, or both. She had to shut her mind off from inappropriate thoughts like these, otherwise she’d break out in a hot flush.
When Triton sat down next to her and accidentally brushed her thigh with his, her previous thought went right out the window. In exchange, more inappropriate thoughts—all involving various states of nakedness—invaded her mind.
She had to say something before the silence became uncomfortable. “What game?”
“It’s a food game. It’s normally done blindfolded, but …” He paused. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
“No, that’s—” She reached for his arm, but realized instantly that she touched his thigh instead. Before she could pull her hand away, he covered it with his. “—okay.” His muscles bunched under her touch.
“This is how it works,” he explained and released her hand. She instantly pulled it off his thigh, hoping he didn’t look at her and realize how embarrassed she was. How could she have just touched him like that?
“I’ll give you a piece of food and you’ll tell me what it is.”
“That’s easy.” She laughed.
“Not as easy as you think. We rely way too much on our sight to tell us what we’re eating and forget to let our taste buds speak for themselves.”
Sophia knew her food. This wouldn’t be any challenge at all, even though she figured it would be fun to play anyway. “Okay, I’m ready.” For an instant she wondered whether this was some game nurses played to teach their patients that being blind wasn’t all bad, and that a blind person could learn to sharpen her other senses to compensate.
“Open your mouth,” Triton instructed a few seconds later. 
Sophia felt his fingers lead a morsel of food to her lips. She pulled the round object into her mouth and chewed on it. A hint of nutty flavor spread in her mouth as she crushed the juicy item between her teeth. “Olive.”
“Good. But is it green or black?”
Sophia decided to cheat. She knew Francesca had bought a few necessities for her, and since her friend knew that she preferred black to green olives, she took an educated guess. “Black.”
“That’s pretty good,” he praised. “Now let’s see whether you can guess this.”
A small cube of food nudged at her lips. She opened and drew the item into her mouth, unintentionally grazing his finger with her teeth. She felt him suck in his breath.
“Sorry.” Sophia cringed.
“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”
The item in her mouth crumbled into small pieces and spread its flavors: pungent, yet creamy. “Cheese.”
“What kind of cheese?” he asked, and she could hear the smile in his voice.
She shook her head. “Some sort of soft cheese. Not sure.”
“Good Greek feta cheese,” Triton announced.
“I should have guessed.”
He laughed. “Guessing is allowed, but I’m not going to make it too easy from now on.”
“Do you do this with all your patients?”
“Do what?” Triton asked.
“Play games.”
“Only when I know they’re up for playing.”
Oh, she was game. Whatever he wanted to play with her, she’d be playing along. “Do you know a lot of games like this?”
She felt a shadow cross her face and knew he’d pulled his head closer to hers. 
“You have no idea.” Triton’s ocean scent engulfed her as his breath ghosted over her face.
If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he was flirting with her. Ridiculous. Why would he flirt with her? She was just one of his patients. Sophia shifted nervously, and a moment later he pulled his face away again. But his thigh kept on rubbing against her every time he leaned forward to pick up another piece of food, and then back again when he put it into her mouth. It was driving her crazy. Her skin sizzled with every move he made, and she desperately needed something to cool her down.
“Here, something to drink.” Triton held a glass to her lips while his other hand held her jaw still. She opened her lips and sipped. Red wine—she recognized it immediately. Even after he removed the glass from her lips, his hand was still on her jaw. Then his thumb swept over her bottom lip. Sophia felt a bolt of heat shoot through her and jerked involuntarily.
“Sorry, drop of wine. I didn’t want you to stain your t-shirt,” he explained.
It was very considerate of him. And perfectly professional. Definitely part of his job description, right? There was no reason why she should feel this aroused by a simple touch like that. 
“Oh, thanks,” she stammered.
And then Triton continued torturing her by feeding her, morsel-by-morsel. Every so often, his fingers grazed her lips when she took the food from him. After trying cherry tomatoes, more olives, crackers with pate, other cheeses, and more wine, Sophia was in a state close to combustion.
“I think I’m pretty full,” she finally said, unable to take any more of his sensual torture. If he went on, she would most likely jump his bones and maul him before he even knew what was happening to him. And then where would she be? He’d resign, and if he reported this to the agency, they would probably never send her anybody else. No, she had to restrain her inappropriate thoughts.
“Okay, a little dessert before we finish here,” Triton suggested.
“But just a bite or two. I can’t have too many sweets, otherwise …” Sophia put her hand on her stomach, indicating that she was in no need to gain any more weight.
“I doubt that a few more pounds on your lovely body would make you any less attractive.”
Sophia almost choked. Now he was definitely flirting with her. She felt heat rise into her cheeks.
“Here, watch out, it’s on a spoon, so don’t bite down too hard.”
She took the spoon which was loaded with a creamy substance, and was about to close her mouth when a loud bang from above made her jerk. Triton must have gotten jolted too, because the spoon moved and part of the creamy food dropped along her chin.
“What was that?” she asked.
“No idea.”
Sophia wanted to jump up to investigate, but he held her back. “Wait, you have yogurt all over your chin.”
Before she could use her own fingers to wipe it off, she felt his finger swipe over it and wipe it clean. “Open,” he ordered as he nudged his yogurt-covered finger at her lips. She automatically complied and drew his finger into her mouth, licking it clean, before she realized what she was doing.
Triton did nothing to stop her, instead he swirled his finger in her mouth playing with her tongue. His head came closer, and she released his finger. His hands went to her shoulders, and in that moment she knew he would kiss her. 
Sophia’s heart rate raced like that of a sprinter, and her hands trembled from anticipation. With her next breath, she sucked in his scent and closed her eyes. His scent, and the way those hands felt on her body, reminded her of something. Her mind conjured up images of music, dancing, a hard body pressed against hers. So familiar, yet so exciting.
His lips hovered over hers, his breath mingling with hers.
“Miss Baker! Miss Baker!”
The rude interruption came from Greg, one of the workers. Triton pulled back and released her instantly.
“We have a problem upstairs,” Greg insisted. 
Triton shifted next to her and got up. “What’s wrong? What was that noise?”
“We had a bit of a collapse. The flue of the fireplace was unstable. You’d better have a look. I mean … come upstairs.”
“Is anybody hurt?” she asked.
“No, no. Everybody’s fine. It’s just a real mess.”
Sophia breathed a sigh of relief. At least nobody was injured. Not that she was in any mood to deal with a collapsed fireplace right now. She was reluctant to get up, but she had responsibilities. She shouldn’t be sitting around allowing herself to be romanced by Triton when she knew nothing would come of it, and work was piling up.
“We’ll be up there in a minute,” Triton told the worker.
She heard Greg stomp back up the stairs.
“About what happened—” 
Sophia interrupted him. “I’m sorry. We got carried away. It won’t happen again.” She couldn’t allow it. She relied on him, and losing his help now would make things even worse. 
 


Chapter Eighteen
 
Triton stepped into the shower and let out a frustrated sigh. He let the warm water spray over his skin and reached for the soap. The entire day, Sophia had given him the cold shoulder. If they hadn’t gotten interrupted by that damn fireplace fiasco, she would have been panting in his arms tonight. But no, the interruption had killed her mood and obviously changed her mind. And he’d been so close.
Of course he’d played the perfect gentleman, pretending nothing had happened, and that it didn’t bother him in the slightest that she was evading his touch, when in reality he wanted to press her against the nearest flat surface and fuck the living daylights out of her.
Ah, shit! He looked down at himself. His hard-on had grown to the size of a club, hard and thick enough to knock out a charging bull. And it wouldn’t go down, not if he didn’t stop thinking of Sophia. Sophia, who was sleeping in the room next to his, mere steps away. 
He would have to take care of this himself, otherwise, who knew what would come over him in the middle of the night. He felt like a loaded gun, liable to go off at the slightest provocation.
With his soapy hands, Triton gripped his erection and his balls and pumped his hips. Helped by the lubrication, his shaft glided smoothly in his palm, which he kept tightly clamped around it, mimicking the sensation Sophia’s tight pussy would give him. 
He closed his eyes, and in a steady rhythm he thrust back and forth, fondling his balls the way he wanted her to do it. He squeezed tighter, imagining her wet sheath clenching around him as she came. And he kept going, through her orgasm, through the juices she released, until she would be ready again, until he’d bring her to another shattering release before he allowed himself to—
“By the gods, Triton, has it come to that?”
Triton spun around and immediately snatched up the towel, which hung over the glass enclosure of the shower. While he swiftly wrapped it around his waist to hide his still rock hard shaft, he glared at Hermes.
“Your timing sucks.”
Hermes grinned. “I can see that.”
Triton ignored his friend’s comment. “And besides, I don’t recall calling for you.”
Hermes leaned nonchalantly against the door frame as Triton stepped out of the shower, water dripping onto the tile floor.
“Can’t a friend just drop by to say hello?”
“Something tells me you’re not here to chat.”
“If you don’t want to hear what I’ve got to say, then maybe I should leave.” Hermes made a half-hearted attempt at turning to leave.
“Let me get dressed. Wait for me in the bedroom.”
Hermes turned.
“And close the bathroom door,” Triton ordered.
The moment the door shut, Triton exhaled. It was bad enough to get caught masturbating like a loser, who couldn’t get a woman, it was worse to be interrupted just seconds before climaxing. He pressed his hand onto the bulge under the towel to will his hard-on to go down, but the damn thing ached for release. There was nothing worse than a cock ready to explode and no time to ignite the explosives.
He promised himself to get back to the matter after Hermes was gone, and got dressed in a hurry. The faster he got rid of his friend, the faster he could get back to slaking his unquenchable lust. Because that was all it was. This feeling inside him that told him that he actually liked Sophia, it had to be a side effect of his desire for her. And once he’d taken care of satisfying that particular need, he would feel all right again. No doubt. He was certain of it.
When Triton entered his bedroom, he found Hermes stretched out on the bed, hands crossed behind his head and staring at the ceiling. He didn’t make any attempt at leaving his comfortable position even as Triton cleared his throat.
“You came here to talk, so talk,” Triton said.
“I take it things with her—” Hermes tilted his head toward the wall on the other side of which Sophia’s bedroom was located. “—aren’t moving along as swiftly as desired?”
“Excuse me, but I only hooked up with her this morning.” Sarcasm dripped off Triton in spades. “And no thanks to you.”
“You know as well as I do that I’m not allowed to help you.”
“It hasn’t stopped my other friends from—”
Hermes interrupted, “Other friends? Since Eros is working against you, I assume Dionysus has—”
“What?”
Hermes smirked and sat up. “Figured that would get your attention.”
“What in Hades is Eros doing?” Triton felt fury rage in him.
“I saw him with Orion today.”
“He was with my brother?”
Hermes nodded. “Standing on a cloud chatting.”
“What did they say?” Triton would wring the love god’s neck if he was sabotaging his mission.
“They were talking about you, but I couldn’t hear all of it. I had to stay back and make sure they didn’t see me.”
Triton ran his hand through his wet hair. “Why would Eros talk to Orion? They can’t stand each other.”
Hermes shrugged. “Maybe they have a common goal.”
“Like what?”
“Like screwing you over. We know that’s what Orion wants and—”
“But not Eros. He’s my friend, or at least he was.” Triton didn’t want to believe it, even though Eros’ advice had landed him here in Charleston. “He must have a reason—”
“You mean the same way he must have had a reason to advise you to take option one instead of two?” Hermes’s snide remark cut right through to Triton’s gut. Betrayal always hurt, especially when it came from a friend. Betrayal by a family member was expected on Olympus—but by a friend?
“I haven’t done anything to him that would warrant such a turnabout by him,” Triton mused.
“Not lately maybe,” Hermes agreed. “Who knows, he might be harboring some old grudge.”
Triton shook his head. “I can’t think of anything that would piss him off so much that he’d team up with Orion to get back at me. And besides, why would Orion even talk to him? He knows how close we are. He would only be suspecting that Eros was trying to trick him instead.”
“You mean like a double-cross?”
“Exactly.”
“But to do what?” Hermes asked.
Triton paced the full width of the bedroom. His mind was working overtime. Eros had no reason to be angry with him, so why would he turn against Triton? What was his motivation?
“Have you seen any changes in Eros lately?” Triton asked.
“Other than the fact that he’s been hopping from one bed to the next as if Hades were chasing him?”
Triton grinned at the image. “Can’t blame the fellow. After his last disastrous relationship he has to reintroduce himself into bachelorhood.”
Hermes suddenly jumped up from the bed. “That’s it! He’s soured on love, and now he wants nobody else to be in love either.”
Triton turned to his friend, thought about it for a moment, then dismissed the notion. “Eros giving up on love? That’ll happen right after Hades freezes over.”
“Hmm,” Hermes grumbled in agreement.
“Also, if that’s the case, he wouldn’t have had to do anything where it concerns me, since I’m the least likely guy of the four of us to fall in love.”
Triton’s mind instantly wandered to Sophia. Was she already asleep? Did she wear anything in bed, or was she naked? Was she thinking of him the way he’d been thinking of her in the shower? Or maybe she was dreaming of him, of being in his arms, of being made love to.
Damn, that woman got him hot.
“Don’t worry, it’ll broadside you one day, and you won’t even know what hit you,” Hermes prophesized. 
Triton waved him off, uncomfortable with the fact that whenever the word love entered the conversation, a picture of Sophia appeared in his mind. It was stupid. All he wanted was to fuck her and make her fall in love with him, not the other way around.
“Don’t wait for it. It’ll be a waste of your precious time.”
Hermes smirked again. “I hope you like your words, because you’re going to eat them one day.”
“Enough of that. What are we going to do with Eros?”
“We?” Hermes asked. “Considering that you can’t do much at all while you’re earthbound and without any powers, I’m assuming by we you meant me?”
“I thought you didn’t want to anger your father by helping me. Maybe you should be the good son, and just keep out of it.” Triton knew full well that needling Hermes with his not-so-solid father-son relationship, was likely to cultivate rebellion in his friend.
Hermes’ chest puffed up. “Don’t bring Zeus into this. He’s got nothing to do with the decisions I make.”
“I’m glad to hear that. I’d hate to find out that you’ve become one of his puppets. It’s bad enough that Orion sucks up to him.” Triton suppressed his grin.
“Well, your brother is a wimp. But I make my own decisions.”
“Of course, you do. Even if that means defying Zeus at times," Triton agreed, with a trace of mockery.
“That’s right, and Zeus can’t tell me what to do. Not anymore,” Hermes snapped.
Triton couldn’t suppress his grin. He knew exactly how to push Hermes’ buttons. “I was just saying. You don’t have to help me if that means Zeus is going to punish you.”
Hermes took two steps toward Triton, facing off with him. “I said, Zeus can shove it. I help my friends when they need me, whether that’ll get me into hot water or not. I’m no coward.”
“Never thought you were,” Triton answered. Good, he’d brought his friend onto his side. Now all they needed to do was figure out what Eros and Orion were up to.
 


Chapter Nineteen
 
For the next three days, Sophia was immersed in a flurry of activities. First the new cups and plates were delivered and had to be put away. Then the curtains she’d ordered finally came in. With Triton’s help, she figured out which set belonged to which room. But instead of being able to put them up immediately, she had to get Greg to add additional, stronger curtain rods for the heavier drapes. 
After the almost-kiss between Triton and her, Sophia avoided being alone with him as much as she could. While he still helped her pick out clothes from her disorganized and cramped closet, she now insisted on getting dressed herself. Feeling his hands on her was too much of a temptation for her starved sexual needs.
Triton seemed to appreciate the fact that she wasn’t clinging to him like a needy puppy. Sophia was grateful for all the work he did. He’d gone food shopping for her and brought her all her favorite foods. Every day he cooked for her but hadn’t even once fed her with his fingers again. Obviously he’d learned his lesson that she couldn’t be trusted and would lick his fingers as soon as they came anywhere near her mouth.
When she was around him, her heartbeat instantly doubled, her hands became sweaty, and her breathing uneven. And when she inhaled his scent, she succumbed to the lust that had started boiling within her. And she would excuse herself and lock herself in the bathroom to touch herself the way she wanted Triton to touch her.
So she’d trained herself to only take shallow breaths when she was around him, hoping it would ease the urges she felt. Sure, she’d always had a relatively healthy appetite for sex, but what was happening to her right now bordered on the ridiculous. How could a man turn her on merely with his scent and an occasional accidental touch? She felt like a live wire ready to ignite at a moment’s notice.
If she wasn’t careful she’d do something stupid, and Triton would quit his job. She couldn’t risk it. She needed a healthcare worker more urgently than she needed a lover—at least during the day. At night it was a whole other matter. Knowing that he slept only a few feet away from her, just separated by a thin wall, didn’t induce sleepiness. Rather, it made her toss and turn all night until she would finally fall asleep from exhaustion.
Speaking of exhaustion, Sophia felt tired. After sorting through the curtains and then making phone calls to vendors and guests, who were expected in less than two weeks, she felt the loss of sleep in her bones.
She sat up straight in her chair and tried to relax. The workers were starting to pack up for the day. From the dining room next door, she heard Greg talk on the phone.
“Don’t worry, honey, we’ll make it work somehow.” His voice sounded concerned despite the positive message. “If you can’t find another job, I’ll try to pick up more work.” There was a pause, and Sophia found herself listening intently. It wasn’t like her to listen in on other people’s private conversations, but something compelled her. 
“Don’t cry, honey, I’ll figure out a way to pay the bills.”
Sophia sighed. The economy wasn’t doing great, and many people had lost their jobs over the last year, but when it happened to somebody you knew, it was always more difficult to accept. She knew Greg wasn’t making a hell lot of money working on this job, and to know that his wife had lost her job made Sophia’s heart sink. It wasn’t fair that bad things happened to good people.
“You look tired,” Triton’s voice interrupted her thoughts. 
Sophia’s heart stopped. She hadn’t heard him enter. She wondered what a man with this voice would look like—with this smooth voice of his that came with an underlying soft rumble, deep and husky. No man should be allowed to sound like that—so darn sexy.
“It’s been a busy day,” she admitted and rose.
“What do you normally do to relax after a day like that?”
“I would probably read, but I’m afraid that’s not possible right now. I started a good book just before the accident, but I haven’t had a chance to get back to it.” Sophia missed the escape that reading provided her with, to delve into another world and let herself be carried away. “Maybe I should get a book on tape instead.”
“Or maybe somebody should read to you,” Triton mused.
His words conjured up memories of Eleni sitting at her bed, reading a good-night story to her.
“Where is that book you started?” Triton asked.
“In my bedroom, on the nightstand, why?”
“Because I want to read to you before dinner.”
In a flash, he was gone. 
***
Triton congratulated himself on his brilliant idea. He would help her relax and get to spend time alone with her. What would be the most appropriate place to do this? He needed a romantic place that didn’t remind her of the work that still needed to be done in the house. A place that was comfortable so she would eventually curl up to him. A two-seater sofa, so she had to sit close to him, and he could touch her without being too obvious.
Determined to make this work for him, he led Sophia onto the terrace a few minutes later. He guided her to the love seat and sat right next to her. There wasn’t an inch to spare between them—perfect. Already the sun was setting, but the light coming from a small wall lamp behind Triton was sufficient for him to read.
“Comfortable?”
“Yes, thanks,” she answered.
Triton opened the book to the marked page. “Chapter Seven,” he began. 
The breeze from the ocean cooled the hot summer air and made the atmosphere on the terrace perfect. Triton barely took any notice of what he was reading. Instead, he concentrated on the feel of her body brushing up against his, her thigh ever so often pressing against his when she shifted in her seat.
Sophia smelled of the shampoo she used for her hair, and Triton edged closer as he pretended to shift to a more comfortable position. And it definitely got more comfortable for him, the closer he was to her, the more contact his body had with hers.
After reading three chapters, he noticed that she’d stopped moving and that her breathing had become more rhythmic than before.
“Sophia?” he whispered, but no answer came. She’d fallen asleep.
Triton set the book aside and turned toward her. Her head fell against his shoulder. As gently as he could without waking her, he lifted her into his lap, laid her head against his chest, and held her.
A low sigh came from her throat, but she didn’t open her eyes.
He loved her warmth seeping into his body, her lush curves cushioning his hard muscles, and her breath washing through his shirt against his skin. Triton was surprised at how tender he felt toward her. All he’d ever wanted from a woman before was a good time in bed. But holding Sophia the way he did, he wanted more than that. More than just a roll in the hay. He wanted those red lips to tell him she loved him and mean it.
He tried to convince himself that what he wanted from her was natural, given his objective, but his heart called him a liar. Maybe she tempted him like this because he was stripped of his superior godly powers and therefore susceptible to her earthly charms just like any man was. That had to be the case. It was perfectly normal.
Triton shifted her in his arms so her head lay on his bicep. With his other hand, he stroked along her jaw line, feeling a tingling sensation as his fingers connected with her soft skin. There was a soft sound coming from her as she parted her lips lightly.
It was too much for him to resist. With more gentleness than he’d ever known, Triton brushed his lips against hers for a feather-light touch, then a nibble, which he extended with a gentle lick of his tongue against her lips. Oh Gods, she tasted sweet. 
“Sophia,” he whispered against her lips. “Agapi mou.”
Suddenly her lips moved underneath his, not to pull away, but to come closer. He couldn’t let this opportunity pass him by and captured more of her, pressing his lips against hers with more intent. A moment later, he felt her lips part wider and her breath rush into his mouth. It was like a firestorm igniting him.
With a triumphant growl, he swept his tongue into her mouth and explored her. He felt a tentative stroke of her tongue against his a moment later and welcomed the bolt of heat her action sent through him. Sophia was kissing him back!
Triton pulled her closer to his chest and angled his head for a more intimate connection as he continued to delve into the delicious cavern of her mouth, stroking, sucking, ravishing. Her soft moans spurned him on. She wiggled in his lap, rubbing against his growing erection. The tightness in his jeans increased with every second of her innocent movements.
When a loud groan dislodged from his throat, he felt her push against his chest. He released her lips to give her and himself occasion to breathe.
“Sophia,” he whispered and planted small kisses on the corner of her mouth.
“Triton?” she asked, her voice sounding dazed as if she was only just waking up. 
“Yes, agapi mou.”
She pushed away further, holding her face a couple of inches away from his. “No, we have to stop. We can’t—”
“Shh, kiss me like you did before,” Triton demanded, mumbling against her mouth.
“Triton, we have to stop. It’s not right. The agency—”
He stopped her protest with a lick against her lips. “—doesn’t care what we’re doing. I won’t tell them.”
“But, I’m your boss. You’re not supposed to—”
“Supposed to what?” he asked. “Like you? Be attracted to you?” He brushed his lips against her mouth eliciting a soft moan. He knew she didn’t want to stop and neither did he.
“This is not what I hired you for,” she objected.
“Then change my job description.” He nibbled on her lower lip and sucked it into his mouth. “You’re the boss, you can make me do anything you want. You have me in the palm of your hand.”
Even as he said what was meant to be a lie, Triton realized how much truth lay in his statement. If she demanded anything from him right now, short of releasing her from his embrace, he would do it. Never had he felt this captivated by a woman.
“But Triton—” 
“I want to meet all your needs, day and night. Sophia, I want you.”
Her breath rushed out of her mouth and ghosted over his face. “We shouldn’t—”
He didn’t know what she wanted to say, because he didn’t give her another chance to speak. When he took her lips again, she put up no resistance. Instead, her lips fitted perfectly to his, and her tongue slipped into his mouth to dance with him. By the gods, the woman kissed like a goddess. No—better, much better.
Whatever her concerns had been, none of them were evident in her actions now. Her kiss was pure passion and wanton response to his demands. Triton buried his hand in her soft tresses and held her close, kissing her with a desire no woman had ever elicited from him.
 


Twenty
 
Sophia allowed herself to be swept away by Triton’s kiss. Tomorrow, she could deal with the problems this caused. But for now, all she could do was respond to him. Her body had given up all resistance. Nobody had ever kissed her with such tenderness, yet such passion at the same time.
The way his tongue forged into her, stroked against her, the way his lips captured her mouth, it melted her, melted her insides and soaked her panties. She couldn’t remember ever having been this wet just from a man’s kiss. But what he did to her, the way he held her so tightly, so securely in his muscled arms and pressed her against his strong chest, all she could do was let her body respond. 
Sophia felt the heat in her body increase to boiling point. She knew she would explode if she didn’t get release soon. If she could only press her sex against his hard length, she would come. And she knew how hard he was—his erection pressed unmistakably against her hip. Had she done this to him by kissing him back?
Who was this man? Why did she respond to him in such a passionate way when she knew nothing about him? Hell, she didn’t even know what he looked like. And then panic struck her: what if he was ugly? What if he romanced blind women because it was the only way he could get laid?
Don’t go there, she warned herself. It wasn’t fair to think like that. It was shallow, and it was bitchy. Would it really matter what he looked like as long as he continued making her feel this good?
And she felt more than good in his arms. She felt desired, cherished, wanted.
With renewed determination, Sophia continued the kiss. His deep groan told her that he’d noticed the change in her. His hand stroked down her neck, sending shivers along her skin. As if he knew what he was doing to her, his hand danced past the shivers. She knew where he was heading, and by God, she wanted his hand there, on her breast where her nipple had already turned hard in anticipation of his touch.
She wanted him, needed his touch. Now. 
“So that’s what you hired him for!”
Sophia shuddered at the menacing voice penetrating her bliss: Michael. With a start, she pulled free of Triton.
“Oh, he’s from an agency all right, but it sure ain’t healthcare.”
The snide remark cut like a knife into Sophia’s heart. She scrambled to get off Triton’s lap. Luckily, Triton had the good sense to help her and place her right next to him on the sofa.
“I didn’t know you had money for a gigolo, Sophia. But I guess you’re getting desperate,” her cousin droned on.
Before she could reply to Michael, Triton shot out of his seat. “You have no right to talk to Sophia like this. Another word, and I’ll kick your ass,” Triton hissed.
“Yeah, well, I’m not afraid of a sex worker.”
“He’s not a sex worker!” Sophia finally managed to croak.
“What, just making money on the side then?” Michael taunted.
“Stop it, Michael! It’s none of your business what I’m doing.” She’d finally found her voice again. Michael’s opinion of her didn’t matter anymore.
“Do you want me to throw him out?” Triton asked.
“I—”
Michael interrupted, “So you can go back to work on her? What’s your plan? Make her fall for you so you can get at her money? Is that it? That’s what you do, don’t you? You choose a vulnerable woman, romance her, and then milk her for everything she’s worth.”
Sophia refused to let Michael’s words have any effect on her. “I thought I made it clear to you last time that you’re not welcome here anymore. You’ve exhausted my patience.” It was time to show him that he couldn’t push her around anymore. “If you don’t leave now I’ll get a restraining order against you.”
She couldn’t see Michael’s reaction, but she heard him pull in his breath. There was silence for a few seconds before he responded. “I’m leaving, for now. But maybe you should examine who you can really trust. I’m family. He—” Michael pointed his finger at Triton. “—is a stranger.”
She heard Michael turn on his heels and disappear inside. Moments later, the front door slammed shut.
Sophia was alone—alone with Triton. She swallowed hard. When he sat down next to her and took her hand, she eased it out of his grip. Within a few days she’d gotten attached to him, and what did she really know about him?
“What’s wrong?” he asked, his tone concerned.
She shouldn’t have let herself go like this with him. Starting a relationship with somebody she was dependent upon wasn’t a good idea. Already now, she needed him for so many things in her daily life. She was too vulnerable, and even if Triton meant well, she couldn’t allow herself to become emotionally dependent on him. Not now. And maybe the things she felt weren’t real anyway. With everything she’d been through after the accident, she couldn’t be certain that the attachment she felt to Triton was real or just an aftereffect of her fears and loneliness. She needed time to think about what was happening to her.
“I’m sorry, Triton, I don’t really know you. I don’t know who to trust anymore.”
“You can’t possibly believe what your cousin said.”
“I don’t care about Michael’s opinions. But, this, all this …” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t know how to explain this to him.
Triton stroked her hand. “This feels good. I like being with you.”
Sophia shook her head, trying not to succumb to the warmth his touch created. “It’s all happening too fast. I’ve known you for less than a week.”
“Does that really matter?”
“I don’t know. Triton, I’m sorry, but I need to think. I don’t know what you want from me.”
“Sophia, I only have your best interest in mind. I’m here to take care of you. Nothing has changed. You can’t fault me for being attracted to you.”
“No, I can’t fault you for it. But I don’t have to allow it to continue. Not right now. Not with everything that’s going on.”
She jumped up from the couch and stepped away.
“Please, don’t shut me out,” he pleaded.
“Give me some time.” 
With all the strength she had left, she found her way to the door into the house and ran up the stairs, when really what she wanted was to throw herself into Triton’s arms.
 


Twenty-One
 
The moment Orion had seen Triton kissing the woman, Sophia, he’d made up his mind. He would use whatever method necessary to make sure their fragile relationship wouldn’t survive. He wasn’t convinced that Eros’ plan to turn Triton into a lovesick puppy would work. When the man they’d called Michael had appeared, a plan had quickly formed in Orion’s mind.
Orion leaned against one of the trees lining the street, waiting for the man to exit the house. He didn’t have to wait for long—the fight had been a short one, and the words had carried well down from the terrace on the second floor. Already, Triton’s position was crumbling. All that was needed now were a few well-placed shoves, and Triton’s precarious house of cards would come tumbling down. And who better to deliver those shoves that a mortal Orion could easily manipulate?
When the front door slammed, Orion followed Michael along the sidewalk. Two blocks further, he figured it was safe to approach him without Triton getting wind of what was going on.
With a tap on Michael’s shoulder, Orion announced his presence, making the man spin on his heels instantly. Michael immediately pinned him with a furious glare.
“What the f—”
“Now, now. What a way to greet a new friend.” Orion grinned and put his arm around the man’s shoulder. “And I know we’ll be great friends indeed.”
Michael tried to pull out of his grip. “Hey, I don’t swing that way, buddy, so go looking somewhere else.”
Orion tightened his grip. “Believe me, if I were swinging that way, I’d have better taste than to choose the likes of you as my bedfellow.” He snorted. “But as it is, I’m not here for some little carnal diversion. No, you and I have a common interest.”
“What do you want from me?” Suspicion was evident in Michael’s voice, but equally strong was the curiosity that Orion discovered in him. Good, the little pup was going to play along. Mortals were so easily manipulated. One reason he both hated and loved them, depending on what he wanted from them.
“It’s not what I want from you, it’s what we can do for each other,” Orion alluded to his plan. “And how profitable this could be for both of us.” 
He could fairly smell the greed on the mortal as it seeped from every pore of his body, poisoning the air around him. Orion swallowed his disgust. He hated greed—it led to nothing. Now lust, that was an entirely different matter. And lust was what was driving him. He couldn’t allow Triton to come back and continue his pursuit of the choicest morsels on Olympus, the beautiful goddesses Orion wanted to claim for himself, above all the fairest of them, Artemis. No means was too low to prevent Triton from returning home. And if a few mortals suffered along the way, so be it.
“Profitable?” Orion heard Michael stammer. Just like he’d thought—pure greed drove the man. This would be easy.
“I get the feeling you don’t want this stranger to end up in bed with your pretty little woman,” Orion hedged.
“She’s not my little woman, she’s my cousin, and she’s out of her mind,” Michael bit out.
“Well, good. But you still don’t want her to land in bed with him, do you? Or did I misinterpret your little fight with them just now?” Orion grinned.
“I’m not going to have some gigolo go in and take away what’s mine. I should have gotten the house, not that little two-timing bitch. And if she hooks up with some man and has children, I’m out of it forever.”
“And I’ll help you get your hands on the house, as long as you help me make sure she doesn’t fall in love with him.”
“What’s in it for you?” Again, suspicion had crept into Michael’s voice.
“Let’s just say I have an old score to settle. He doesn’t deserve the love of a woman, and you and I will make sure he doesn’t get it. And once we’ve booted him out of her life, you can continue doing what you’re doing, and I go back to what I do best.” Seducing goddesses.
“And the profit part?” Michael insisted.
“You shall be adequately rewarded.”
“How?” 
The mortal was getting annoying, but so what if Orion had to lie a little to get him to do what he wanted him to do? No water off his back. “How does the tidy sum of fifty-thousand dollars sound?” If push came to shove, Orion could always conjure the money out of the safe of any bank in town and give it to Michael. What did Orion care about where it came from?
A self-satisfied grin came over Michael’s face. “Now you’re talking my language. What do you need me to do?”
Orion’s mouth twisted, half in amusement, half in disgust. “And now, you’re talking mine.”
***
It took Michael an hour to figure out that there were three agencies in Charleston that hired out home healthcare workers. This complicated things somewhat. A phone call to the first one on his list confirmed his suspicion that the agency’s privacy policy prevented them from giving out information about their clients or employees. He had to come up with a ruse.
When he walked into the reception area of Professional Home Healthcare, Michael pasted a pleasant smile on his face and approached the middle-aged black woman who was typing on a computer. She looked up from her work as he stopped in front of her.
“May I help you?”
Oh, I sure hope so, Ma’am. Fred Harlow is my name.” He laid on a thick Southern accent, figuring the more ‘hick’ he sounded the more the woman would take pity on him. “I’m here because my grandma needs someone to take care of her, you know. I’d do it myself, but I work two jobs, and she really needs help around the clock.” The lies came easy to him.
The woman nodded and reached for a form, pinning it on a clipboard. “You’ve come to the right place.”
“I’m so relieved to hear that. Because, you know, my neighbor, Miss Baker, Miss Sophia Baker, she just hired somebody from your agency, and she’s totally over the moon. Can’t stop raving about you folks. You know, she’s blind, and you sent her that excellent young worker …” He searched her face for any signs of how much thicker he had to lay it on and noticed her eyebrows pull together. “You do know Miss Baker, right?”
“Mr. Harlow, I’m not sure who this Miss Baker is, but I can assure you, our agency is the best in town, and we’ll be happy to help your grandma.”
“Oh, are you saying Miss Baker didn’t hire you?” He scratched his head, putting a confused look on his face.
“No, but don’t worry, we get many referrals from other many satisfied clients.”
Well, that confirmed it. Sophia hadn’t hired Professional Home Healthcare. Time to make his exit.
“Oh, I’d better go back to her and ask the name of the other agency then. Should have written it down in the first place. Nothing personal, Ma’am, it’s just she insisted I’d get the best for grandma.”
“But, Mr. Harlow—”
Michael turned and stalked out the door, ignoring the woman’s protest. It was time to move onto the next company.
But at Executive Home Healthcare, he ran into a problem: he recognized the woman sitting at the reception. Shit! Before she could see him, he backed out the door and cursed.
He’d dated Carol for a very brief period of time, and his prior association with her threw up two issues: she knew he had no living relatives apart from Sophia, and she was fully aware of what kind of scoundrel he was. He’d ‘borrowed’ some money from her and never returned it, and if she saw him now, she’d only hurl insults at him. No way was she going to give him the information he needed. He could only hope that the last place, Selective Home Healthcare, was the one Sophia had hired, or he’d have to come up with something else.
 


Twenty-Two
 
At some point, he and Sophia would need to have a proper talk, but in the meantime Triton had to work on practicing his speech about what to say to her, how to convince her that it didn’t matter that things were developing quickly between them. 
What he wanted from her was plain and simple: her love. For one reason, and one reason only: so he could return home.
Liar.
Triton shut the door of his bedroom and grabbed the remote. He flicked on the TV, not bothering to change the channel from the dull news program he’d watched the night before to bore himself to sleep.
So what if he was lying to himself about why he wanted Sophia to love him? It wasn’t like anybody would ever find out. He sure wasn’t going to broadcast it when he was back home. He’d keep that little secret safely tucked away in the dark recesses of his mind, never to see the light of day again. 
Triton let himself fall onto the bed. His hands went over his head touching the wall. She was right there on the other side of it. 
Sophia. By the gods, how this woman stirred him. The way she’d kissed him, pressed herself against him as if she never wanted to let go, he’d gobbled it up. And the taste of her sweet lips, the soft touch of her tongue, the scent of her arousal. No, it hadn’t escaped him. Nothing about her escaped him: the hotness of her skin, her fast heartbeat, her breathless voice. He knew he didn’t leave her unaffected.
Triton sighed and closed his eyes. He wanted her love, not to return home, but for himself. If that meant he was selfish, so be it.
“...and now the weather,” the woman from the news channel droned. “A storm is building off the East Coast.” He listened up and stared at the TV screen. “It is expected to affect states as far north as Rhode Island and as far south as Florida. The National Weather Service has not released any precise predictions yet as to the strength and direction of the storm, but they are saying it will be a big one. We should know more in the next three to four days. At this point the storm is still far out over the Atlantic.  Over to you, Jim.”
Triton jumped up. “Shit!”
This was his job. With his powers, he was the only one who could divert the storm. While his father was the god and supreme ruler of all seas, once he’d passed the power to calm storms onto Triton, Poseidon couldn’t interfere. Only he, Triton, could pass the power back voluntarily, but since he didn’t currently command that power, there was nothing he could do. Only Zeus was powerful enough to rob other gods of their powers.
Triton cursed. Mortals would suffer, be hurt, even die, because he couldn’t do what he was meant to do. Triton’s millennia of experience with storms had taught him not to underestimate the warning of the Weather Service. He’d seen the exact same storm pattern many times before. And each time, it had led to devastation. Even without his powers, he knew that much.
Had Zeus thought about this when he’d punished him? Had he taken into account what this would do to the mortal world? 
Triton paced frantically. He had to do something. He couldn’t allow this storm to make landfall and devastate the coastal cities. As callous as he was about his relationships with women, when it came to his duties as a god, he was serious. 
And if this meant crawling to his father for help, then that was what he would do. Since Poseidon wasn’t one to come onto dry land, the only way Triton would be able to talk to him, would be out at sea.
A few minutes later, Triton pulled the front door shut behind him, being careful not to make any noise. He didn’t want Sophia to notice he was leaving the house. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone, but he had no choice.
He glanced up and down the deserted street before he crossed it, protected by darkness and a burnt-out street light. On the seawall, he stripped himself of his shirt, pants and shoes and left them next to the guardrail that protected people from falling into the sea.
With another look up and down the street, Triton dove into the water. As the waves swept over him, he relished the feel of the water caressing his naked skin. With long, sure strokes he cut through the undercurrent before his head breached the surface.
Effortlessly, he swam out, heading for Fort Sumter. It was far enough out for his father to come and join him. The water was his element, and for the first time in weeks Triton felt at ease. The only thing different was that instead of his lower body transforming into that of a fish, he remained entirely human. If he’d had his godly powers, he would have been able to use his mono-fin and swim faster. But he didn’t mind. Swimming relaxed him, and his body went on autopilot while his thoughts went back to Sophia. 
It took Triton less than an hour to swim to the small island on which the old fort was located. He pulled himself ashore and rested on the large rocks surrounding the island.
“Father! I need you,” he called out into the night.
He didn’t have to wait long. Within a quarter of an hour, a large wave swept ashore and with it, Poseidon made his appearance. He dropped next to Triton onto the rocks.
“It’s been a while, son.”
Triton nodded to his father. His father’s lower half was that of a fish, scales, fin and all. 
“How is mother?”
“She misses you. It’s the first time no children live at home—so she’s taken to mothering me instead. It gets irritating at times.”
Triton laughed. “Admit it, you like it.”
Poseidon gave him a sheepish grin. “Don’t tell her that, or I’ll never hear the end of it. As long as I complain about it, she’s happy.”
Triton looked out toward the open sea. “A storm’s brewing.”
“I know. What are you planning to do about it?”
“That’s why I’ve called you. I need your help. You need to convince Zeus to give me my powers back.” He locked eyes with his father, knowing he had to convince him that he was serious if he wanted any help whatsoever.
Poseidon shook his head. “I’m sorry, son, but my hands are tied. Zeus and I have an agreement. No interference on my part, or he’ll make the punishment permanent.”
Triton’s breath caught. “Permanent? How can he? The lives of innocent people are at stake. If I don’t soothe the storm, people will die.”
“I know, Triton, I know. You know your duty, and that’s why I have every confidence in you that you’ll meet Zeus’ challenge and gain your powers back. You can do it.”
“Father, I didn’t come for a pep talk. I came for help,” Triton protested.
“This is all the help I can give you: advice from a father to a son.”
Triton ran his hands through his hair. Should he confess to his father how far away he was from his goal, how deep a setback he’d been dealt only hours earlier when Sophia had rejected him because her trust in him was shaken?
“What’s on your mind?” His father’s calm voice was soothing.
“I’m not sure I’ll succeed,” he admitted. “She’s rejecting me.”
Poseidon put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Tell me about her.”
Triton looked at his father and suddenly smiled. “Her name is Sophia. And she’s exquisite, beautiful, strong, and the sweetest thing I’ve ever held in my arms.”
“You like her.”
“Yes, but don’t get your hopes up. This is only for the cause, for me to get my powers back. Once I have them back, I’ll be back home, and she’ll be forgotten.” Triton knew he was lying. How could he forget her when all he could think of day and night was her lovely face, her sweet scent, and her soft skin?
“Of course.” Was his father mocking him? Triton cut him an annoyed glance, but Poseidon only chuckled. “So what’s the problem with her?”
Triton leaned back against the wet rock and looked up at the stars. “She doesn’t believe that I only have her best interest at heart.”
“Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Have her best interest at heart?”
Triton snorted. “Of course, I do. I take care of her.”
Poseidon raised an eyebrow. “Take care of her, how?”
“She’s blind. Accident,” he explained. “Long story. She needs help around the house. I help her.” And he was pretty proud of himself with all the things he was doing for her. 
“That’s good. So why does she not trust you?”
Triton shrugged, even though he suspected the reason. He was coming on too strong, too fast. She wasn’t ready. But he didn’t have time, certainly not now with the storm approaching. If anything, he had to move faster to reach his goal.
“She thinks my intentions aren’t honorable.”
“That’s maybe because they aren’t.”
“What are you saying?” Anger rose in Triton’s chest.
“All you want from her is your ticket home. All you want is to take something from her without giving anything back. A woman can sense that.”
Triton stared at his father. “I’m not taking anything from her. I’m not interested in her possessions. All I want from her is her love, so I can go home.”
“If you want her to love you, you have to give her something first.”
“Give her what?”
“I don’t know, son, but it has to be something she values highly, something that’s important to her, not to you. Love is all about giving and demanding nothing in return.”
“But you know as well as I do that I need her to love me so I can get back home.”
Poseidon shook his head. “You have to forget about that for a while. Your own needs and wants don’t matter. Only if you can step into her shoes and give her what she wants will you eventually get what you need. It’s that simple.”
“It doesn’t sound simple.”
“That’s because you think only of yourself. Put your own ego aside and—”
“My ego?” Triton snapped. “This isn’t about my ego.”
“It’s always been about your ego, about how many women you can bed, how many innocents you can seduce, how much more desirable you are than your brother.”
Triton didn’t like hearing the truth from his father’s mouth. It stung. And his father wasn’t done with the lecture.
“You’ll never grow as a man if you can’t put your own needs aside and really look at somebody else and find out what they want. Every man has to learn it sooner or later, otherwise, he’ll never find his home.”
“Nonsense, I know exactly where my home is.”
“Do you, son? Home is not a place, Triton, it’s a state of mind. And only when you realize that, will you find the path leading there. In the meantime you’re just a lost ship ignoring the beacon to guide you there.”
“And what do I do to find that beacon?”
Poseidon winked. “I’d say you’ve already found it—and if I may use your own words: she’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever held in your arms.”
“Sophia?”
“Yes, she’ll guide you home, but first you have to give her what she needs.”
“And the storm?”
“Forget about the storm. Only think of her.”
Triton sighed. Thinking of her was easy, because it came natural to him. Forgetting about the storm was the hard part. 
“And, son?”
Triton looked up.
“Do what your heart tells you to do.”
And with a splash, his father dove back into the ocean. The water swallowed him up, and he was gone.
Follow his heart? If he followed his heart like his father advised him, he would go to Sophia now, take her into his arms and make love to her all night. And every night thereafter. But then all he would get was her body, when what he really wanted was her heart, her mind, and her trust. No, his sexual urges would have to be subdued.
“Hermes,” he called out into the night. “Hermes, meet me at the house. We need to talk.”
 


Twenty-Three
 
Sophia didn’t want to wake up. For once, she just wanted to bury herself in bed and pretend the outside world didn’t exist. Her night hadn’t gone well. She’d heard Triton sneak out of the house in the middle of the night, and when he’d come back hours later, she’d heard more than one voice, but the voices were too muffled to recognize whether they were male or female. Had he brought a woman back to his room?
The thought that he was in his room with another woman, touching and kissing her, hurt. But could she really blame him? Like a cock tease she’d fired him up, made him horny so he’d had to go and find an outlet somewhere else. She’d made it clear to him last night that she didn’t trust him and that she wasn’t ready for whatever was between them. Well, he’d obviously taken the hint and found somebody else who wasn’t as difficult as she was. Somebody who’d instantly hopped into bed with him.
And with that, Triton had already proven to her that the bit of attraction that was between them was only superficial. She’d asked for more time, and he’d gone and found another woman to satisfy his urges.
Sophia swung her legs out of bed and headed for the bathroom. But her morning routine was rudely interrupted just as she finished brushing her teeth. The shower was dry. No matter how much she turned the knob, no water came out of the showerhead.
What the hell had the contractor messed up now?
She tightened the belt around her bathrobe and stomped out into the hallway and into chaos.
“Careful!” a male voice called out from the stairs and made Sophia stop dead in her tracks.
“Coming through. Give me those two-by-fours,” an authoritative voice ordered. 
Sophia knew most of the workers that her contractor employed, but none of these guys sounded familiar. What was going on in her house?
“Where’s the nail gun?”
“Ask Greg.”
It felt like the house was swarming with people. She’d already heard at least four or five different voices coming from the stairs and from the floor below, and at best Charlie had three or four people working for him at any time.
“Charlie? Where are you?” she called out.
More footsteps on the stairs, more figures to go with the sounds.
“Sorry, Miss Baker,” Charlie’s voice finally reached her as he approached. “You can’t blame me for this. It’s not my fault.” The defensiveness in Charlie’s tone was undeniable.
“What’s going on? Who are all these people?”
“Well, they’re not mine. That’s for—”
“I can explain,” Triton interrupted. He appeared behind Charlie. “Just a minute, Sophia. Charlie, there are two guys in the lobby, who’re ready to paint. Put them to work.” Without another word, Charlie allowed himself to be dismissed. That was new, Sophia thought.
“It’s dusty out here, why don’t we talk in your room?” Triton asked.
“My room?” Did she really want to be alone with him again? Only half-dressed and in her bedroom? Bad idea. Extremely bad idea.
“We can talk here,” she insisted. 
“Sophia, you’ve been very stressed out in the last few days. So I’ve decided to take the worry off you and take over the management of the renovations and—”
“What?” she gasped. Had he said he was taking over?
“You’re officially on vacation as of right now.”
“But, you can’t do that. It’s my—”
Triton cut her protest off in its infancy. “Hear me out, Sophia. You’ve shown me over the last few days exactly how you want this place to turn out. I know what you’re looking for. You want the bedrooms airy, but at the same time cozy. I know how you envision the bathrooms, how you want the reception to look, what curtains go where, what linens go with which paint. You don’t have to do it all yourself. You need to rest, otherwise you’ll be a wreck by the time opening day comes around.”
Sophia’s protest was automatic. This was her baby, and she would do it her way. “I didn’t hire you for this. And who are all these people? What are they doing here?”
“Those are my friends. They're making sure we stay on schedule. Charlie is behind with his work; we both know that.”
“But I can’t pay for all these extra people. Don’t you get that?”
Triton took a step closer and engulfed her in his drugging scent. This was exactly what she’d wanted to avoid. “I do get it. That’s why I’m doing this. All these people owe me favors. I’m calling them in. They’re working for free, Sophia, so that you can open the B&B on time.”
“But—”
His finger on her lips stopped her protest. She closed her eyes, trying to steady her thundering heart.
“You,” he emphasized, “will get dressed and go down into the garden, lie down in the lounge chair and listen to the book on tape I got you. I’ll bring you breakfast. And whenever you need something, you’ll call me, and I’ll get it for you. You won’t concern yourself with any little hiccups that happen in the house. That’s what I’m here for.”
She shook her head, not believing her own ears. He wanted to take on all this work for her? “Why are you doing this? You know it’s way more work than what I’m paying you for.”
“You’ve only just gotten out of the hospital, and you still need your rest. Let me do this for you, please.”
“When did you organize all this?”
“Last night. I couldn’t sleep.”
Sophia swallowed. Did this mean he hadn’t brought a woman back with him last night? “I heard voices last night.”
“I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to wake you, but I had a friend help me figure out who we could get to do which job. Sorry if we were—”
Her heart leapt. There was no other woman. “No. No, that’s quite all right. You didn’t wake me. I couldn’t sleep.”
Triton cleared his throat. “About last night—”
Sophia held her hand up to stop him, but he simply took it into his.
“I’m sorry,” Triton said, “I should have never taken such liberties. You won’t have anything else to fear from me, I promise you. Nothing will happen that you don’t want. I will be on my best behavior and won’t force myself on you again. So please let me make it up to you by managing the renovations for you.”
He wouldn’t force himself on her anymore? As if he had forced himself on her in the first place. Hadn’t she been the one who’d responded to him with such wanton behavior? Sophia had allowed him to take liberties, had invited it. But she didn’t say anything, because she didn’t want to have to admit that she was the one lusting after him. He was just a man, he couldn’t help himself. She was a woman. And weren’t women less susceptible to the powers of the flesh? Clearly, she was an exception in that respect.
“Thank you.”
“Is that a thank you yes or a thank you no?” he asked, the smile evident in his tone.
“It’s a yes.”
“I’m glad.” He released her hand. “Now, I’ll get your breakfast ready. It’ll be waiting in the garden for you by the time you’re dressed.”
Triton turned and walked away.
She didn’t deserve this. In her mind, she’d accused him of bringing a woman back to his bedroom. And what was he doing? He took all this work upon himself so that she could rest and relax for a while. 
And Triton’s promise was good. By the time Sophia made it down to the garden, her breakfast was waiting for her, together with a CD player, headphones, and an audio book. He’d put a large umbrella up to provide shade from the summer sun and even put a bottle of suntan lotion next to her lounge chair. An extra pillow for her neck and a couple of towels completed her little vacation spot.
Triton’s thoughtfulness touched her. Whenever she called for him, he came and brought her whatever she wanted. But he never lingered. In fact, he barely spent any time with her at all, other than when he needed to confer with her about the renovations. Then his questions were focused, and the conversations kept short.
In the evenings, over dinner, they spent more time together. He would update her on the progress made during the day, and after dinner, show her the actual work, have her touch the surfaces, feel the smoothness of the finishes and confirm that everything was done well. She wouldn’t have to worry about shoddy workmanship.
By the third day, she’d fallen into a comfortable rhythm, and the progress in the house was astounding. She had to admit that without Triton and his many friends, she would have never gotten this far in such a short time. If everything continued like this, she’d be able to open the B&B on time.
For the first time since the accident, Sophia felt a sense of relief fill her. There was only one thing missing to make her happy: the feel of Triton’s touch.
***
Michael followed the worker when he left Sophia’s house. The wind from the ocean had started to pick up, but he appreciated the breeze. He’d waited around all day and listened in on conversations, trying to find somebody among the many workers he could convince to help him out.
His own skills when it came to electrical work were amateurish at best, and for what he had in mind, he needed a professional in need of extra money. Thanks to the frantic activity in the house, Michael had been able to sneak in while Triton and Sophia were in the garden. Unfortunately, rigging the ceiling fan in her bedroom so it would land on her in the middle of the night was more difficult than he’d thought. He needed to hire somebody, who knew what he was doing.
He’d managed to screw with the plumbing in Sophia’s bathroom, but he wasn’t sure if what he’d planned would work. There was nothing wrong with having a few different irons in the fire. 
But Selective Home Healthcare, the third company he’d checked out, hadn’t been the one Sophia had hired, which left only Executive Home Healthcare. Even though he’d gone back to the place where his ex, Carol, worked as a receptionist, every time he’d tried to enter, she’d been there. He’d been casing the joint most of the day for two days now, but she didn’t even leave for lunch and instead ate at her desk. Getting any information from the company was a bust.
So, he had to come up with something else. He figured if he went back to his original plan of getting rid of Sophia, it would surely put an end to her relationship with Triton. If that wasn’t getting two birds with one stone!
Michael followed the construction worker who’d just left the house around the next corner before he approached him. 
“Greg,” he called out to him, having overheard his name earlier.
The man turned. “Yeah?”
“I wanted to talk to you about a job I need done.”
Greg’s face lit up. “A job?”
“Yeah, if you’re up for it. Why don’t we have a drink and talk about it?”
 


Twenty-Four
 
As the workers left for the day one by one, Triton wandered into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He wanted to cook Sophia a nice dinner. After four days of not making any attempts at touching her, he was feeling like an addict fighting the symptoms of withdrawal. Tonight, he would make her a nice dinner and turn the charm back on. Nothing heavy though, he promised himself. He wouldn’t try anything too radical, maybe touch her hand, but nothing else, no kiss. Otherwise she might pull back again.
“Greg, before you go,” he heard Sophia’s voice call to one of the workers in the hallway.
“Yes, Miss Baker?”
“I heard the other day that your wife is unemployed right now.”
Triton felt Greg’s hesitation when he responded. “Yes?”
“I was wondering if you could ask her to come and see me tomorrow. I might have a job for her.”
Triton stopped in his perusal of the contents of the fridge. A job? What kind of job? Was she going to replace him? Shock coursed through his system.
“A job?” Greg asked, his voice full of surprise.
“Yes, we’ll be opening the B&B soon, and I’ll need to hire a housekeeper and cook.”
Relief washed over Triton. Sophia didn’t want him gone. He still had a chance.
“I’ll send her first thing in the morning,” Greg’s voice echoed through the house.
“Good night,” Sophia chirped.
A moment later, the front door closed, and Sophia appeared in the door to the kitchen.
“Do I have time for a shower before dinner?” she asked, looking in his direction.
A shower, so she smelled all flowery and sweet when she sat opposite him at dinner? Could he handle that? Probably not. “Sure, I’ll whip us up some dinner in the meantime. Anything specific you want?”
She shook her head. “Surprise me.”
Triton swallowed. Surprises he had plenty. Would it surprise her to know that he had a hard-on just staring at her in her shorts and t-shirt? His eyes followed her as she sashayed out into the hallway. Was he imagining it, or was she moving her sweet ass more provocatively today? Or was he getting more desperate?
He shook his head and turned back to the fridge. It was better if he concentrated on dinner and not on the perfectly round cheeks of her well-proportioned bottom, or those sleek legs that seemed to go on forever. Why did she have to wear shorts around the house? Was she taunting him?
Triton decided to prepare a large salad. He’d noticed how Sophia devoured anything green. Once she was done with her shower, he’d toss some seafood on the grill and she’d be happy.
In one of the cupboards he found a bottle of wine. Red with seafood? Well, it didn’t matter. He wanted her to relax with a glass of wine, and he couldn’t find any white wine anywhere. It was time to go shopping again. Tomorrow then.
A sound at the window made him snap his head. A low hanging tree branch had slapped against the house. With a concerned look, Triton peered outside into the dark. The wind was kicking up. Earlier in the day, he’d seen the surf rise. It wasn’t a good sign. The storm wasn’t far now. In two or three days it would come ashore and whip the city into submission.
Triton shuddered at the thought of the destruction this would bring to Charleston and other places up and down the coast. The loss of life, the devastation. And there was nothing he could do about it. Without his powers, he was helpless. It wasn’t a feeling he was familiar with. If he didn’t make progress with Sophia soon, innocent people would have to pay for his mistake. For the first time in his life, he felt true regret at what he’d done. Mortals would have to die, and why? Because Triton couldn’t pass up a hot piece of ass and had to anger Zeus.
Somehow he’d have to come clean. What if he explained his situation to Sophia? Would she believe his fantastic story? Would she allow herself to develop feelings for him if she knew what was at stake? Would she give him a fighting chance?
A scream coming from upstairs made him drop the salad bowl to the floor.
Sophia—she was screaming at the top of her lungs. The sound went right through his entire body.
Triton had never moved faster on dry land than when he ran up the stairs now, taking three steps at a time. He stormed into the bedroom and found it empty. Her screams were coming from the bathroom.
Without hesitation he pushed the door handle down, but the door was locked. “Sophia?”
“Triton! Help me!” Her voice sounded terrified.
He stepped back from the door, and a moment later kicked his foot against the lock. Two kicks, and the flimsy door broke open. A wall of hot steam greeted him. He could barely see through the thick foggy mess.
The rattling of the shower door alerted him to Sophia’s whereabouts. “I’m here.”
Triton rushed to the shower and yanked at the glass door. At first it wouldn’t open, but he gave it another forceful pull and it jerked open. He blindly reached into the shower, feeling the hot water assault him.
Sophia’s naked body almost fell against him as he pulled her out of the shower. He instinctively pressed her wet form against his body and put his arms around her. She trembled in his embrace.
“I’m here, agapi mou. Everything is fine.”
“The water,” she sobbed, “it got hotter and hotter.”
He let his hands trail over her back in a soothing motion and was surprised that she made no move to get out of his arms. “You should have just turned it off.”
“I tried. It didn’t work.” Another sob tore through her body. “I couldn’t switch if off. And then the door was stuck. I couldn’t get out.” Words poured out of her, and he sensed her fear. “I was trapped.” Her panic was evident.
Triton’s clothes were already soaked by the water dripping off her delectable curves, but surely any moment now she would realize that she was in his arms, naked and vulnerable. Triton reached for a large bath towel and draped it over her back.
“Let me turn the water off and then we’ll get you cleaned up.”
Reluctantly, he let go of her and went for the shower. He reached in and felt for the faucets. As he turned them, he noticed how seemingly tight they were. Someone with slippery hands would have difficulty turning them.
When the water finally stopped running, he turned back to Sophia. She still stood exactly where he’d left her but was now wrapped in the large towel. He took two steps toward her and realized she was still shaking.
“Are you hurt? Did you get burned?” He scanned the parts of her skin that were exposed to his view.
She shook her head.
Without giving it a thought of what she would think, he lifted her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom.
“I couldn’t turn it off,” she insisted again.
“I know.”  He sat down on the bed and kept her in his lap, stroking up and down her back all the while. “I’ll have someone check out the shower tomorrow and see what’s wrong with it.”
Her head bobbed up and down in agreement. “I’m not hysterical.”
Triton tipped her head up with a hand to her chin and looked into her tearstained eyes. “I know you’re not hysterical.” 
She sniffed. 
“You scared me there for a moment.”
Her eyes suddenly changed, as if she only just realized that she sat on his lap with only a towel wrapped around her. But he couldn’t let her get away now. The fear of thinking that something bad could have happened to her was still pulsing through his body, and he needed to calm himself.
Triton lowered his lips to hers and kissed her. Soft, gentle, without demand. Sophia molded to him. She gave no resistance, only pressed herself closer to him. He’d missed that. He’d missed her. When she sighed, he nudged her lips apart with his tongue and dove into the inviting caverns of her mouth.
A deep moan dislodged from his chest. Damn, but she tasted good. He would skip dinner anytime for a taste of her. Dinner, darn. Never mind, dinner could wait, but he couldn’t.
Triton plundered, coaxed, conquered. With every stroke of his tongue against hers, with every lick, the kiss intensified. When he felt her arms come around his neck, the towel dropped off her shoulders. His hands suddenly felt naked skin underneath them. Naked, soft, warm skin.
With a groan he pulled free of the kiss and put a finger on her lips. “Sophia, we have to stop now, or I won’t be able to stop at all.” Already now, his cock ached for release, pressing against her thigh.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to force myself on—”
“Force yourself? Sophia, I’m the one who’s taking advantage of the situation,” he corrected her. As if she could ever force herself on him. He’d be so lucky!
“Oh.” She pulled back a little, giving him a perfect view of her beautiful breasts. His gaze dropped to them, and he was unable to tear himself away from the gorgeous sight.
“Sophia, I, uh.” He couldn’t think clearly. All his blood was rushing from his brain to his cock, depriving him of his brainpower. Unable to stop himself, his hand reached for her breast. He palmed it gently. “I’m sorry, but I can’t stop. I don’t know what’s happening, but—”
Sophia’s soft moan made him lift his gaze. Her lips were parted and still moist from his kiss, and her eyes were closed. “Please don’t stop,” she whispered and opened her eyes.
“We shouldn’t.” He couldn’t do this, not like that. Before he made love to her, he had to tell her who he was. As least she had to know that they’d met before.
“Sophia, you have to know something,” he started, “I have to tell you—”
“Don’t you want me anymore?” Disappointment colored her voice, and a tensing of her body told him she was about to bolt.
He tightened his arm around her waist. “I want you.” It was all his brain could muster before he sank his mouth back onto her lips and seared them with a passionate kiss. Screw noble, screw the fact he was taking advantage. He wanted her, and her words had told him that she wanted him too. He would tell her everything later.
Triton kneaded her breast. It was the perfect combination of softness and firmness. Her nipple beaded under his caress, and her appreciative moan confirmed that he wasn’t misreading her. She was like a soft kitten in his arms, pliable and responsive.
His tongue sought more of her, demanded more intimacy, a deeper penetration. Each stroke sent a bolt akin to one of Zeus’ thunderbolts through his loins. He would burst soon if he didn’t bury himself in her heat.
His explorations of the delicious caverns of her mouth were met with equal enthusiasm on her part. Her response to him was more than he’d expected. How a mere mortal could ignite his entire body with unbridled lust and desire simply by kissing him, was unfathomable to him. Like little electrical shocks, every contact with her tongue and her lips sent him yet closer to the point of no return. 
It was as if Sophia was bent on burning the memory of her kiss into him for eternity, spoiling him for any other woman, for he knew instantly that no other woman had ever kissed him with such abandon, such desire as this mortal did. Surely, no mortal man would be able to resist her after a kiss like this. So, why hadn’t she been claimed? Were all mortal men stupid?
Triton took what she offered. And then he took more, coaxed more passion from her body, more desire from her heart. His hands roamed freely over her naked skin now. Forgotten was everything, even the reason why he was with her. Zeus’ edict meant nothing in this instant. He didn’t want to gain her love merely so he could return home, no, he wanted her love for himself, for his own selfish need. Yes, selfish, because he knew he wasn’t the man who’d stay with one woman for eternity. He knew himself too well. But to gain her love would be the sweetest thing.
He moaned deeply when he felt her hand stroke the sensitive skin at his nape. A shiver ran down his spine and settled in his groin. Sophia’s touch was as gentle as could be, but the effect was explosive. Triton had never been this sensitive to a woman’s touch. He was too familiar with women’s hands on his skin to be aroused by a simple touch of fingertips on his neck. But Sophia’s fingers turned his entire body into one erogenous zone.
He eased himself back until he felt the mattress support him, keeping Sophia in his arms, then rolled to his side. The towel was now bunched at the foot of the bed and her gloriously naked body wasn’t covered by a single stitch. He felt himself seriously overdressed for the situation.
“Undress me.” He wanted her to peel away his clothing at her own pace. The thought excited him.
It was easy enough for her to push his t-shirt up his chest and over his head. Then her hands danced along his skin, caressing his naked chest as if she’d never felt a man’s body before. As if she was trying to see him. The moment her hands moved south, he sucked in a sharp breath. His erection strained against his shorts, wanting to be let out.
But Sophia had clearly decided to torture him. Instead of opening the button and sliding down the zipper, she merely cupped his bulge with her palm. 
“By the gods!” His voice was strangled. If she continued doing this he’d embarrass himself and come in his pants.
Her lips curved against his mouth. “Are you always this hard?”
She was making jokes? In bed? Was she playing with him? “What are you gonna do about it?”
She squeezed him.
“Besides torturing me,” Triton added with a groan.
“If you think that’s torture, I have a feeling you’re not going to survive this. I’ve barely started.” 
He hadn’t pegged her to have a wicked streak, but alas, he didn’t mind a surprise or two. “You’d better get started, agapi mou, or I’ll make a complete idiot out of myself soon.” He should be embarrassed about admitting something like that, but for whatever reason, he’d decided to be honest with her.
As he captured her lips again, her hands worked his shorts open and slid them down his hips. He helped her strip him completely before he pulled her body flush to his, his shaft pressing against her stomach.
The scent of her arousal drifted into his nostrils, and he soaked it up. Turning her so she lay on her back, his hand reached for her thigh and lifted it over his as he slid his own between her parted legs. 
When he let go of her lips, she seemed to want to protest, but the moment he trailed kisses along her neck, she sighed. Triton ventured lower, eager to taste her luscious breasts and those hard nipples. Her skin tasted of peaches, its softness enhanced by her recent shower. He glanced at her perfectly round breasts. They were the size of small grapefruits and filled his greedy palms perfectly. He felt the weight in his hand and squeezed, eliciting a soft moan from Sophia. Oh, how he liked a responsive woman.
His tongue darted out and licked over the erect little bud, which couldn’t possibly get any harder than it already was. He liked to think that his kisses had aroused her like this, that she only responded to him with such excitement. 
Sophia’s chest heaved with every breath she took. He stole a glance at her face. Her eyes were closed, her teeth pulling her lower lip into her mouth as if trying to stop herself from screaming. 
Triton smiled and sucked her nipple into his mouth. A breathless “Oh” was her response. Never mind that he was aching for release, but showing her the greatest pleasure she could ever have had just become his overriding motive. He wanted her to come apart in his arms. No, not just wanted—needed. Call it male ego or whatever else, but to satisfy this desirable morsel in his arms was more important than anything else at this moment.
With every lap of his tongue against her breasts, her breathing sped up and her body started twisting under his. He took the nipple in his mouth, tugging on it slightly. Encouraged by her moans, he gave it a tentative bite. She nearly arched off the bed, thrusting her breast further into his mouth. So he repeated the same on her other breast, before he released those beautiful round globes and moved down her stomach.
Her belly wasn’t completely flat but had just enough flesh to provide a soft cushion for a man—or a god. Triton planted a kiss in her navel and headed for the ultimate prize. The scent of her arousal beckoned, and he couldn’t deny the draw any longer. If he didn’t taste her now, he’d die of starvation.
With his hands on her thighs he nudged them apart and made a space for himself between them. 
“Look at me,” he ordered her. Sophia’s eyes flew open. How he would have liked for her to really see him now, to see the desire in his eyes, but Sophia’s gaze didn’t lock with his, even though she looked in his direction. Nevertheless, Triton wanted her to acknowledge what he was about to do. “Sophia, I’ll feast on you until you come in my mouth.”
A gasp was her only response. It was all he needed.
He was fully aware of the intimacy of his actions. And he wanted this intimacy with her, wanted to learn every inch of her body so he would never forget what she felt like. Always remember her taste.
Triton dropped his gaze back to the dark triangle of curls sitting at the apex of her thighs. Just below, her pink flesh glistened with moisture. She was weeping for him, yearning for his touch. 
Slowly, savoring every second, he dropped his head to her pussy and pressed a soft kiss into her curls. Then he nudged down bringing his mouth to her nether lips. When he took his first lick and tasted her honey, his body went rigid. He wouldn’t last long—no, this delectable taste would send him over the edge in no time.
Sophia writhed against him, asking for more, and he was all too willing to give her more. His tongue lapped at her moist folds with the eagerness of a young man who’d only just discovered the carnal arts, yet Triton was an experienced man—simply tasting her quivering pussy shouldn’t send him into the tailspin he was currently finding himself in. His desire for her spiraled, taking over his body and mind, robbing him of any control he’d ever had in her presence.
Whatever she wanted, he’d give it to her. No demand would be too great or too outlandish to fulfill if only it meant she would continue to allow him to taste her body. He would forego ambrosia and even wine for the rest of his immortal life, if only he could drink from her instead.
Triton tried to ignore the bolts of pleasure charging through his body and igniting his cock, but to no avail. What she did to him was too powerful to ignore even for a second. His body was on fire, and no swim in the cold depths of the ocean could douse those flames and cool the fire. 
He licked upwards to the base of her curls, finding her engorged clit. His lips settled around it, pulling it into his mouth. Sophia panted heavily and twisted under his hold.
“You’re not going anywhere,” he whispered against her skin. 
“Oh God.”
Yes, he was her god tonight, and he’d make her come. Triton sucked on the little bud and licked his tongue over it in a rhythm Sophia’s body set for him. He released one of her thighs and trailed his finger to her wet pussy. Not letting go of her clit, he drove his middle finger into her tight sheath. Her muscles convulsed around him instantly.
His own control shattered.
A second later, he felt her tremble as she climaxed. He didn’t release her clit. Instead, he kept his lips firmly lodged around it, and every so often he flicked his tongue over it, prolonging her orgasm until she finally stilled under him.
He pulled himself up to her and wrapped her into his arms. She molded to him instantly. When her hand moved to his cock, he took her wrist and stopped her. “I’m afraid, I came the moment you did.”
Like a green kid he’d shot his seed into the sheets. He should feel embarrassed, but instead he felt strangely content.
“Told you, you wouldn’t survive it.” She smirked.
Triton laughed. When was the last time he’d laughed in bed? He couldn’t remember. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll get back at you for that.”
Without waiting for a reply, he took her lips and kissed her, giving her a preview of what she’d have to expect when he finally made love to her for real, when he finally thrust into her with all his might and made her surrender to him.
Evidently, her stomach had other ideas as it growled loudly, making him interrupt his kiss. “Hungry?”
“Mmm hmm.”
“Okay then, let me make us some dinner.”
 


Twenty-Five
 
Sophia tucked her feet underneath her, sitting on the sofa in the living room, dressed only in her bathrobe. She watched Triton’s silhouette disappear out of the room as he carried their empty plates back to the kitchen.
She leaned back and sighed. Any other man would have been embarrassed about having spilled himself without even penetrating her, not so Triton. He’d simply admitted that she’d excited him so much that he’d lost control. Frankly, she took that as a compliment. And she liked a man who had enough self-confidence to take these things in stride. A man truly secure in his own body. And what a body he had. Not being able to see much more than general shapes had forced her to see him with her hands. 
Under her fingertips, she’d felt the smooth, hairless skin of a young man who was no stranger to the gym. His entire body was well-proportioned, soft in the right places and hard in others—oh, so very hard. Sophia felt a flash of heat shoot through her core. Never had she felt so free with a man. Maybe it was the fact that she couldn’t see him and had had to concentrate on only feeling him and what he did to her that had allowed her to relax and truly let herself go.
Or maybe her body had simply needed to let go of all the tension after what she’d been through. She tensed at the thought of how she’d panicked in the shower. The water had gotten hotter and hotter, and while she’d tried to turn off the hot tap and add more cold water, it hadn’t worked. She couldn’t believe that she’d mixed up the taps. What was even more worrying was why she’d not been able to open the shower door to get out. It had been stuck. She’d never been so frightened in her life.
“What’s wrong?”
She hadn’t heard Triton come back. 
“Nothing.”
He sat down on the couch next to her and pulled her into his lap so naturally as if they’d known each other for a long time. He only wore a t-shirt and shorts. “Then why’s there a huge frown on your face? Something’s bothering you.”
Figured that as a healthcare worker he would pick up on it. She snuggled into the curve of his neck, inhaling his masculine scent and letting the warmth of his body seep into hers. It soothed her. “I was just thinking about the shower.” 
His hand buried itself in her hair as he nudged her head up to look at her. His face was too blurry to make out much.
“Everything’s fine now. You didn’t get burned.”
“No, but I could have. If you hadn’t come in immediately. The water was getting hotter and hotter. I couldn’t shut it off.”
Triton brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “You probably just got confused. It’s a new shower, isn’t it? You’re just not used to the taps yet.”
She shook her head and pushed back from his chest. He didn’t believe her. “No. The taps didn’t turn, they were stuck, and then I couldn’t open the door.”
“Sophia, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation for that.”
“I’m not making this up.” She noticed how her voice was getting shriller.
“Shh,” he whispered and caressed her face. “I know you’re not making it up. The door was a little sticky when I tried to open it, and I admit that it was hard to turn off the taps. Let me talk to the plumber tomorrow and see that he adjusts those things. All right?”
“Okay.”
He kissed her on the forehead. “And until he’s fixed it, I think I’ll help you shower.”
A smile stole onto her lips. He wanted to help her shower? “But your clothes will get wet if you help me shower,” she teased him.
His soft chuckle rumbled through his chest and reached her palms, which were still pressed against him.
“I was planning on performing that task without any clothes. Unless you don’t want me to—”
She put a finger onto his lips to stop him. “No. I want.”
Triton snatched her finger and pulled it into his mouth. “Mmm, dessert,” he commented. In the same instant, he shifted her on his lap so she straddled him. The belt of her bathrobe suddenly loosened, and Sophia realized he was the one untying it. “I love dessert.”
He pulled his t-shirt over his head and threw it onto the floor before his hands slid inside her robe and wrapped around her as he pulled her closer. Instantly she could feel the hard muscle pulsating beneath her, where their bodies connected. As if to make it even clearer what he wanted, he pressed her down onto him.
“This time I want to be inside you,” he said in husky tones. 
Sophia reached for the button of his shorts and eased it open, then pulled the zipper down. He hadn’t bothered with underwear. Just as well, for she suddenly felt impatient to feel him intimately.
Her hand wrapped around his erection, and she felt his impressive size. His moan told her how much he liked her touch. She lifted herself up onto her knees and he took the occasion to push his shorts further down, giving her better access to his cock. 
She found the condom she’d put into the pocket of her robe earlier and sheathed him with it. Then she guided him to her moist folds and slowly lowered herself onto him, taking him inside inch by glorious inch. It was the most perfect thing she’d ever done. The slide of flesh on flesh was smooth and sent shockwaves through her body.
Triton’s hands came to her hips, steadying her, rather than hastening her descent. His breathing was heavy, and she sensed what it cost him to not simply thrust his hips up to submerge himself in her.
“You’re killing me,” he claimed through clenched teeth, “and I love every second of it.”
He let her set her own pace, and for the first time during sex, Sophia felt powerful and confident. To know that he wanted her pleasure—a fact he’d already proven earlier—was a bigger turn-on than anything else she’d ever experienced.
She continued descending onto the hard flesh of Triton’s cock which was halfway inside her, filling her, stretching her. Sophia found his lips and kissed him, then drove down on him, taking him into her to the hilt. Triton released a moan into her mouth and took charge of the kiss. 
Sophia found her rhythm, and he matched her easily. She took him deep, then withdrew, then drove down onto him, again and again. His hips arched upwards, meeting her thrust for thrust. His tongue mimicked the actions of his cock, plunging, then withdrawing, coaxing her to come back for him.
Triton tasted of salt and ocean, and his skin smelled of the beach and the sun. He combined all her favorite smells and tastes, and she couldn’t get enough of him. Never had she felt this wild and reckless, throwing all caution to the wind for a chance at ultimate pleasure in the arms of a virtual stranger. Pleasure he’d already shown he could give her. Now she wanted to share that same pleasure with him. 
Intimacy had always been difficult for her, but with Triton it seemed natural. Being almost blind had opened her up to her other senses, particularly her sense of touch. And in the end, it was all that mattered, not what somebody looked like, but what he felt like and how he made her feel.
And Triton made her feel wanted, cherished, desired.
“You feel so good,” he mumbled against her lips before he trailed kisses down her neck. “Can’t get enough of you.”
The words struck her deep in her core and spread an unknown warmth within her. His voice was clouded with passion, yet so sincere, her heart cracked open but a splinter. Could he really be the man, who could be right for her? Was it possible that in her darkest hour she’d met someone who was meant for her?
She didn’t get a chance to answer the question for herself, because Triton now captured all her attention. His hand had dropped between their bodies and settled on her clit. He gently rubbed his thumb over it in small circles.
“Come with me,” he urged her, and there was nothing she wanted more. 
She let him carry her away, touch her, caress her, coax pleasure from her body. Every stroke of his thumb and every slide of his cock heated her body more. Her skin was moist with perspiration, her body temperature threatening to explode every thermometer, while her hands were busy touching him, wanting more and more of him, a closer connection, a deeper joining.
Her breathing was erratic, her heartbeat uneven, yet nothing mattered but the knowledge that he was driving her higher and higher. In a frantic rhythm, their bodies mated, joined by his cock in her tight sheath, their tongues intertwined, their arms in embrace. 
“Oh, God, yes!” The words burst out of her when her orgasm broke and washed over her. A second later, he surged up into her with a final hard thrust, and she felt his cock spasm again and again as he exploded. His deep grunts filled the living room as he continued to rock inside her.
When she collapsed onto him, his arms imprisoned her instantly, and instead of sliding out of her, his cock remained deeply lodged inside her.
He blew out a breath near her ear. “Give me a few minutes, and we’ll try that again.”
She gave a half chuckle, too exhausted for more than that. “Again?”
Triton didn’t move. “If I wasn’t too exhausted right now, I’d spank your pretty little ass for that doubting tone in your comment. Of course, again.” He nudged her nose with his finger. “I’m no fool—I know when I’ve found a good thing. And besides, I’m only just getting started.”
 


Twenty-Six
 
Triton let his head rest on the pillow in Sophia’s bed, the sleeping Sophia in his arms. Her head lay on his bicep as he spooned her. Something was seriously wrong with this picture. He wasn’t the kind of man who kept a woman wrapped in his arms all night after he’d gotten what he wanted: sex. If Sophia were any other woman, he would have hightailed it out of her bed hours ago. Yet he was still here.
Triton waited for the feeling of claustrophobia to hit him, surprising himself when no such thing happened. Instead, he nudged her closer to him, leaving no space between their bodies. Sophia gave a little sigh, but didn’t wake. 
Maybe the fact that he was currently without his godly powers had effected a change within him which made him vulnerable to the charms of a mortal woman. There was no other explanation for it. He would simply have to accept this fact for now, and hope this feeling went away once he had his powers back. Because clearly, he couldn’t live like this: he cared about her. He cared whether she was comfortable, whether she was happy and satisfied, when he’d only ever cared about his own self.
The more he thought about it, the more he realized that this new sentiment spreading in his chest would make it easier for him to fulfill his mission. By robbing him of his powers, Zeus had turned him into a caring man. 
Take that, Zeus!
Obviously, the king of gods hadn’t considered that fact when he’d sent Triton down to earth. Things would be easy from now on. Being a kind and considerate person would come naturally to him, and hence making Sophia fall in love with him would be a foregone conclusion. In the meantime, he would enjoy being the new man he was turning into. It wasn’t all that bad. He particularly liked this warm feeling that spread in his chest whenever he thought of Sophia. Could it be that those unknown sensations had something to do with love? He would have to talk to Eros about it. Purely to study the phenomenon, of course.
Triton brushed Sophia’s hair from her neck and placed a soft kiss on her skin. He felt her heartbeat under it. There was a tenderness in his kiss he hadn’t experienced before, but wanted to explore further. When Sophia stirred, he rolled her onto her back and captured her mouth with his. Her lips parted under light pressure, and he gave a tentative stroke with his tongue. 
“Mmm,” he heard her hum.
“You don’t have to wake up,” he whispered against her lips, “I’ll take care of you.” His hand trailed down to her pussy and his fingers combed through her nest of curls, then slid down to her warm flesh. She was still wet—or maybe again—and without hesitation he slipped a finger into her tight sheath. 
“You don’t honestly think I could sleep through this, do you?” she asked without opening her eyes.
“But you need your sleep.” And he could go without sleep for a while. Making love to her would be much more rewarding and rejuvenating than any amount of sleep could ever be. Triton silenced her with a kiss and continued his ministrations to her pussy, withdrawing his finger from her and sliding it further up. His dew-covered fingertip stroked over her clit and made her jerk against him.
Vaguely he realized that his heated body suddenly started cooling. Was he losing interest? He released her lips for a moment, wondering what had suddenly changed when he noticed a breeze on his back. Then his senses picked up the sound of the ceiling fan. No wonder he was cooling down—the ceiling fan had switched on and provided some much-needed relief for the warm summer night.
Sophia responded to his kiss with the same passion and abandon as before. She definitely wasn’t sleepy any longer, he could tell from the way she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him onto her. As she spread her thighs, he moved himself between them, positioning his rampant cock at her center.
Remembering he needed a condom, he stretched toward the nightstand. While he quickly opened the foil pack, he glanced back at her. In a second, he would breach this heavenly portal again and submerge himself in her heat, driving them both to another mind-blowing orgasm. As he savored the anticipation of possessing her once again, the grating noise of the ceiling fan reached his senses. It was more pronounced than before, and with every second the sound spiraled louder.
Then something snapped.
Out of pure reflex, Triton grabbed Sophia and rolled them both off the bed, landing hard on his back on the wooden floor, Sophia’s startled form braced on top of him. Simultaneously, the bed took the impact of the falling ceiling fan.
Triton breathed heavily. Unconcerned how his own body felt, his hands frantically roamed Sophia’s body. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”
He felt her shake her head, but she didn’t speak.
“Say something, Sophia. You’re scaring me.”
“Triton.” Just one word, that’s all she said, her body shaking.
Triton pulled her head to him and kissed her, not a passionate or even tender kiss, but a desperate one. A kiss to make sure she was all right, unhurt, unharmed. Then he pressed her against his chest where his heart beat a frantic tattoo against his ribcage. 
What in Hades had happened?
He brought them both to a sitting position, keeping her close, and looked at the bed. The rays from a streetlamp filtering through the window provided just enough light for him to see the damage.
“Tell me what happened,” her shaky voice demanded.
“The ceiling fan came down. It crashed onto the bed.”
She shivered in his arms. “Oh, God, if you hadn’t reacted so fast, it would have fallen on you.”
“And on you,” Triton corrected. “Looks like it shredded the sheets.”
“Shredded? Did the wooden blades splinter?”
He reached out toward the bed and touched the fan. The material didn’t feel like wood. It was too smooth. “No splinters. They are intact.”
He lifted Sophia out of his arms and stood. A moment later, he switched on the bedside lamp which gave him sufficient light to survey the scene better. The fan was smack-bang in the middle of the bed, exactly where he and Sophia had been about to make love. Except for a torn cable on top of it, it appeared to be intact. None of the wooden blades had broken off, even though the damn thing had fallen down a good seven feet.
“Sophia, did you say the blades were wooden?”
She nodded. “Yes, it’s an old fan. We’ve had it for years.”
“It doesn’t look old. Are you sure?”
“Yes, because before I went to the hospital I asked Charlie to have it fixed. I didn’t want him to replace it.”
Triton touched the blades, running his palm over the smooth surface. Then he scratched against it with his fingernail. The sound confirmed what he’d already suspected. “This is metal. It’s just painted to look like wood.”
“But why? I told Charlie that I wanted to keep the old fan.”
He took Sophia by her shoulders and looked straight at her. “Sophia, the problem isn’t that he installed a brand new fan, the problem is, the fan came on in the middle of the night and then crashed onto the bed. And since you were asleep and I didn’t even know which switch operates that fan, I’d like to know who switched it on. Because it looks like by putting the thing in motion, something loosened its hold and dumped it onto the bed.”
Her eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open, a surprised gasp escaping her. “You think this wasn’t an accident?”
***
Orion cursed.
That mortal Michael was an idiot and utterly useless for the task he’d given him. Instead of causing strife between Triton and Sophia by planting suspicion about Triton in Sophia’s mind, he was driving them right into each other’s arms. Did the man have no idea that by initiating stupid accidents, he would awaken Triton’s protector instinct and turn him into a hero Sophia would easily fall for?
He’d given Michael enough suggestions, such as contacting the healthcare agency and finding out more about Triton’s background—which Orion knew would be sufficient for Sophia to wipe out any trust she had in Triton. But Michael hadn’t even bothered to follow this hint. What was he paying the idiot for?
Orion huffed angrily as he peeked into the bedroom from a safe distance on a small cloud. Leave it up to some idiot mortal like Michael, and his entire plan would go up in smoke. He realized now that if he needed something done properly, he’d have to do it himself. And in addition, he’d now have to clean up after Michael to make sure nobody got suspicious of what was really going on.
Forming a plan, he teleported onto the street below. He would have to undermine Sophia’s trust in Triton and expose him for what he was—a liar and a cheat—without revealing his status as a god, for if he did, Zeus would come down on him. No, exposing Triton as a god would only draw Zeus’ wrath onto himself. He had a much better idea.
And a much simpler one at that. Who was the smarter brother now?
 


Twenty-Seven
 
Sophia had awakened in Triton’s bed. He’d cradled her in his arms the entire night as if he’d feared something bad would happen to her if he let go. Had she not been so shaken by the events of the night, she would have been on cloud nine at having met a man who cared like he did.
But as it was, she was still in shock. First the incident in the shower, then the accident with the ceiling fan. No, not an accident. Triton didn’t believe it was an accident, and once he’d planted that suspicion in her mind, she couldn’t shake it off. Did somebody truly want her harmed, or was this just another one of Charlie’s failures to do his work properly? Could it be that the contractor’s shortcuts were to blame, or was something more sinister behind these issues?
Sophia stood in the kitchen, bracing herself against the center island. Even though Triton had asked her to sit in the garden and rest, she couldn’t be idle right now. She needed something to occupy her mind with while he was upstairs with two of his friends to look at the shower and the ceiling fan.
If only she could busy herself with something while she waited.  But Triton had insisted she let him handle this. From the tone in his voice, she’d deducted that he found it better if she wasn’t there during the investigation of why the ceiling fan had come down and why the water hadn’t shut off.
“Miss Baker?” She swiveled at hearing a female voice behind her. “I’m Alice, Greg’s wife.”
“Alice?” Sophia rummaged through her mind about why Greg’s wife would visit her. She knew there was something she’d talked to him about only yesterday. But for a moment, her mind was blank.
“Greg’s home sick today, but he told me you wanted to see me.” The woman paused. “About the position.”
“Oh, of course. Please, do come in.” Now she remembered. Despite what had happened last night—both the good and the bad—life went on. She still had responsibilities, and one of them was to make this business work. And without staff, she wouldn’t be able to get it off the ground.
Sophia stretched her hand in Alice’s general direction. The woman shook her hand.
“I typed up my resume last night.” Alice shoved a sheet of paper in her direction.
“You shouldn’t have bothered.”
“Oh, you mean, you already hired for the position?” Her voice was laced with the kind of panic only a desperate person could conjure up.
Sophia instantly regretted her tactless remark and explained, “No, no. I haven’t. I can’t read it. Didn’t your husband mention that I’m almost blind?”
There was a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank the Lord.” Then Alice appeared to have realized what she’d said. “I mean, not about you being blind, but about the job. I’m sorry. I mean, I’m sorry to hear you’re blind. I mean …” Her stammers attested to her nervousness.
Sophia reached for her and patted Alice on her arm. “No, that’s quite all right. You need a job, and I need a housekeeper and cook for the Bed and Breakfast.”
“I’m sorry, I really didn’t mean to—”
“Alice, please, no more apologies. Since I can’t read your resume, why don’t you tell me who you’ve worked for before? I seem to remember hearing that you worked for old Mrs. Winterbottom.”
Alice exhaled. “Yes, I kept house for Mrs. Winterbottom for over ten years. And then she died two years ago. You probably heard? Pneumonia. So when her heirs closed up the house and sold it, I got a job in a bakery up on Broad Street, but they closed only a few months later. After that I found another housekeeping job with old Miss Carlisle, but her kids put her in a nursing home. Real shame that was.”
Sophia nodded. She’d heard of Miss Carlisle, but hadn’t known her personally. “Do you cook and bake?”
“Sure do.”
“The cook here has to make breakfast and then bake cookies for afternoon tea. No dinner. Do you think you’d be up for that?”
“Wait here.” For a moment, Alice disappeared from the kitchen, then came back with a bag in her hand. She rummaged through it and pulled out something. When a lid opened, the sweet scent of freshly baked goods drifted into Sophia’s nose.
“Here, try this. I baked it last night.” Alice pressed a square piece of cake into her hand.
“What is it?”
“Bite into it and you’ll see.”
Sophia took a tentative bite, then let the melting chocolate flavor spread in her mouth. “Mmm, brownies.” She chewed, for a moment forgetting everything around her. This was the best brownie she’d ever tasted. She swallowed, then cleared her throat. “You’re hired.”
“Oh, thank you, Miss Baker, you won’t regret it.”
“Can you start tomorrow? There’s still lots to organize before we open.”
“Of course. I’ll be here at 7 o’clock.”
Alice turned, but Sophia stopped her. “And could you leave the rest of those brownies here?”
“Of course, Miss Baker.”
“Thanks, Alice, and please call me Sophia.”
“Miss Baker,” the voice of one of the workers came from the door, “you’re wanted upstairs by Triton.”
Sophia sucked in a deep breath and steeled herself. Now she would find out what the cause of the incidents from last night was.
***
Triton rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers. He’d barely slept because he’d been too worried about anything else happening to Sophia. He wanted to protect her—hell knew why. Instead of making love to her again when he’d taken her to his own bed after the ceiling fan had crashed onto hers, he’d merely held her in his arms all night. When had that ever happened to him? This wasn’t like him. When he spent time in bed with a woman, he was there to have sex, pure and simple. And what had he done? He’d cuddled! His friends had better not hear about that, or they’d make fun of him.
Strangely enough, he wanted to do it again. He wanted to spend the next night with Sophia in his arms, holding her, comforting her. Something was seriously wrong with him not having his godly powers. 
Triton turned his attention back to Hermes and the plumber he’d brought in to look at the shower. After fiddling around with the taps, the man had taken the whole thing apart and looked inside. Then he’d inspected the shower door. A few grunts and mumbles later, and the plumber had given his verdict.
“Are you sure?” Triton asked.
The man fisted his hands at his hips. “’Course I’m sure. You wanna tell the lady, or should I?”
 Triton closed his eyes. Already the electrician, another friend of Hermes, had checked out the ceiling fan and given his assessment. Now this. “I’ll tell her.” He nodded at Hermes who sent one of the workers for her.
“What will you do now?” Hermes asked him while they waited. Luckily, his friend had had the good sense to wear cargo pants which hid the wings of his sandals. Even though seeing him wear sandals at all looked rather ridiculous.
“What can I do? She needs me more than ever.”
“So you like her?”
Triton looked away. “None of your darn business.”
Hermes merely shrugged and continued, “Seeing she wasn’t able to sleep in her own bed last night, did you get any action?”
Triton grabbed Hermes by his shirt before the messenger god could even react. “What part of  none of your darn business do I have to translate into Greek for you?”
“Triton,” Sophia’s voice came from the door.
He instantly dropped his hold on Hermes and walked to her, taking her hand into his. “Come, Sophia.”
“Have they looked at everything?”
Triton nodded. “Yes. The plumber checked out the shower, and the electrician took the fan apart.” He hesitated.
“And?” Triton felt her anxious energy. He looked at Hermes and then the plumber, at a loss of how to tell her.
“There’s nothing wrong with the shower,” the plumber blurted. Hadn’t they just agreed that Triton would tell her the unexpected news?
“But—”
“I couldn’t find a thing wrong,” the man continued. “Yeah, sure, the taps are a little tight, but I think you just panicked.”
A frown spread over Sophia’s face. “And the door? I couldn’t get it open.” Her grip on Triton’s hand tightened.
“A little sticky, sure. I’ll adjust the hinges a little for you.”
“Triton,” she pleaded, “tell him you had problems opening the door too. Tell him.”
“I told him already.”
“Sorry,” the plumber said again, “but I couldn’t find anything wrong with the door.”
Triton watched as Sophia’s face changed. A haunted look flashed over her face. “And the fan?”
Hermes cleared his throat. “The electrician couldn’t find anything amiss with the fan either. He thought it was just a freak accident.”
“But didn’t you show him the blades, Triton? They were metal and painted to look like wood. That can’t be right.” Her pleading tone seeped under Triton’s skin, and he cursed himself for planting worry in her the night before.
“I was wrong. Maybe it was the shock last night, and I didn’t look properly, but they were wood. It was your old fan, not a new one.” Triton tried to shake off his uneasiness about the situation. He himself had thought otherwise the night before. He’d been convinced the fan was brand-new and made of metal. How he could have made such a mistake could have only been a result of his love-drugged—no, lust-drugged—state. 
He pulled Sophia away from the plumber and Hermes, feeling the need for privacy. “Sophia, we were both occupied with other things last night,” he whispered only for her to hear. “I think neither of us was thinking clearly. We both overreacted. Accidents happen, and with all the work that’s going on in the house, some things are bound to go wrong.” He was trying not only to convince her, but also himself. Something still felt wrong about it, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Short of calling the plumber and the electrician incompetent, there was no way to dispute their findings, or lack thereof.
“But last night, you were there. You saw what happened.” She sounded close to tears, and it tore at his heartstrings. He pulled her into his arms, but a moment later she pushed back. “You think I’m hysterical, don’t you?”
He didn’t know how to reply to her. The thought had never crossed his mind. Instead he was wondering whether he himself was turning crazy, considering how he’d misjudged the events of last night. Before he could find the words to explain this to her, she stormed out of the room.
“Sophia!” But she didn’t halt her step and continued.
He wanted to run after her, but Hermes put his hand on his forearm. “Wait. In the mood she’s in, she won’t listen to you anyway.”
“Since when do you know anything about women?” Triton bit out, angry not at Hermes but at himself.
“There’s no need to insult me. I’m just trying to help.”
“Oh yeah? Well, if you’re really trying to help, then why don’t you try and figure out why I had trouble shutting off the hot water too, and why it was hard to open the shower door. And while you’re at it, tell me why I thought last night that the fan came on by itself and why the blades felt as if they were metal, not wood.”
Without waiting for Hermes’ reply, he went after Sophia.
When he caught up with her, he found her in the second floor hallway just as a young black man walked up the stairs. “Miss Baker?” he asked.
Triton looked at the man and recognized him. Oh, damn, the shit was just about to hit the fan. And he was standing right in front of it.
 


Twenty-Eight
 
Sophia looked at the tall dark figure approaching her. “Yes? I’m Miss Baker.”
The man moved closer, his booted feet grinding against the dust on the wooden floor. This had better not be another salesman trying to convince her she needed an expensive marketing brochure or a fancy sign out the front. Right now she couldn’t deal with it when all she could think of was whether she was going crazy. She had panicked in the shower, yes, but after she’d been unable to turn off the hot water. And now they all made it sound like she was hysterical, that she’d all made it up. Even Triton. Not even he believed her now.
“The agency sent me.” The man’s words didn’t register at first.
“What agency?” Had she forgotten yet another appointment?
“Executive Home Healthcare. I’m here to start my assignment,” he elaborated.
Sophia shook her head. “There must be a mistake.”
“Why don’t you let me handle this?” Triton’s voice came from the stairs. She looked into his direction, seeing his silhouette approach. “You look tired. I’ll bring you something to eat and drink in the garden.”
But Sophia wasn’t in the mood to listen to him right now. Sitting in the garden wouldn’t calm her mind. “It’s all right, Triton. I can handle this.” Her words came out sharper than she’d intended. She knew he didn’t deserve it, but she couldn’t stop herself from reacting this way. He’d given into the plumber’s assessment without protesting, without supporting her. At least that was what it felt like to her.
“What does the agency want? As you can see, they already sent somebody last week.” She pointed toward Triton. Or had Triton asked for a transfer? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she felt an uncomfortable stab in her chest. Was he leaving her? He’d gotten up early this morning. What if he’d called the agency to terminate his employment with her? 
“Last week?” the man asked, his voice colored with confusion. “But we only got the call from you yesterday afternoon.”
“No. I’m sorry, but I’m sure somebody at your office must have mixed this up. I was released from the hospital a week ago, and the agency sent Triton a day later.”
“Miss Baker, that’s impossible. We got the call yesterday, and—”
“I would know if I called the agency yesterday, believe me.”
“But,” the man started again.
“As you can see, there must have been some misunderstanding at the office,” Triton interrupted.
Sophia nodded. “I’m sorry that they inconvenienced you, but I—”
“On which date were you released from the hospital, Miss Baker?” the terse voice of the man interrupted.
She let out an exasperated breath. Fine, she’d humor him for another minute. “On the twenty-ninth.”
“Miss Baker, today is the thirtieth, so you came home yesterday, and you requested a healthcare worker for today.”
“I don’t know who you are, but today is not the thirtieth, today is the sixth,” she replied.
“What?” The man’s voice was a gasp.
“Clearly, you’re a week late. So would you please leave,” Triton added.
There was a short pause, before the man replied, pointing at Triton, “Miss Baker, may I ask: who’s this guy who claims to be your home healthcare worker? I sure have never seen him at the agency, and trust me, I know everybody there.”
Sophia’s heart stopped. A moment later, she fought for air. This couldn’t be happening.
“Sophia, clearly this man is a fraud. Let’s get him out of here.” Triton put his hand on her arm.
“I’m no fraud. Here. Here’s my ID.” She saw him shove a piece of paper toward her. She had to know what it said.
“Charlie? Where are you?” she called out. He appeared moments later.
“What can I do?” Charlie asked.
“Would you please tell me what this man’s ID says?”
“Jonathan Matthews, Certified Home Healthcare Provider, and then some dates, and the company name: Executive Home Healthcare.”
“Thanks Charlie, that’ll be all.” She braced herself against the wall and looked in Triton’s direction.
“Mr. Matthews, are you sure this man doesn’t work for Executive Home Healthcare?” She almost choked at her words.
“I’m sure.”
“Sophia, I can explain,” Triton said as he placed his hand on her arm. She shook it off. He’d lied to her. He wasn’t who he’d said he was. Michael’s words came back to her. Had her cousin been right for once?
“Who are you?” She stepped away from him. He’d come to her home, a stranger, and not only had she let him into her house, she’d let him into her bed. And she knew nothing about him. What did he want? What evil scheme had he planned?
“Please, we need to talk—alone, just you and me. I can explain everything.”
Alone? “How stupid do you think I am? Why would I be so crazy as to agree to be alone with you?” She tried to push back the memory of their intimacies of the night before. He knew when he saw a good thing, he’d said then. It was so obvious now what he’d meant by that. “What are you? Some con artist who scams lonely and vulnerable women, makes them trust you so you can fleece them?” Which didn’t make him one iota better than Michael.
“No, Sophia, no. I never had any intention of hurting you,” Triton claimed, his voice just as agitated as hers. Well, at least he was a good actor, because acting was all this was.
And she’d been so stupid. And this time it hadn’t even been a pretty face, for Triton was still faceless to her, just a silhouette whose facial features she couldn’t discern. And right now, she was thankful for it. At least she would have no memory of his face. Maybe it would be easier to forget him.
“Get out! Get out now and take your friends with you,” she yelled, knowing her tears weren’t far behind.
“I need you and you need me.”
“No. I don’t need somebody like you. A liar and a cheat. And for all I know, a psychopath. You’d better leave now before I call the police and have them arrest you.”
“Please don’t do this. Give me a chance to explain.” Triton stepped closer, but Sophia backed away.
“Here’s your chance: explain it now, right here.”
“Not in front of other people.”
“Ha! I knew it. You think you can sweet-talk me when we’re alone. How stupid do you think I am? I might be slow in catching onto you, but I’m there now, and I don’t make the same mistake twice.” Well, sometimes she did, but she swore that this time she wouldn’t. No, this time she knew this would turn out really bad.
“I’m leaving now, but believe me, I’ll be back when you’re ready to talk.”
“Don’t threaten me.” Sophia gripped the banister for support, her knees close to buckling.
“It’s not a threat. It’s a promise. I will come back, and you will listen to what I have to say to you. Alone.”
With those words, Triton turned and dashed down the stairs. A few seconds later, the entrance door slammed. 
Sophia’s knees weakened, and she would have fallen, had the healthcare worker not grabbed her and supported her. 
“I really can’t say enough how sorry I am, Miss Baker, but I have no idea what happened. I don’t understand how I could have lost an entire week without any memory of it. Something is seriously wrong here. And frankly, considering that this man you called Triton was able to infiltrate here and pretend to be me, I think we should talk to the agency and report this to the police. I don’t do drugs—there’s no way I could have just had a blackout for an entire week.”
“Mr. Matthews—”
“Jonathan,” he corrected her.
“Jonathan, I don’t know what happened. But I don’t want to deal with the police right now. Can you understand that?” All she wanted was to forget, not to be reminded of how Triton had lulled her in.
He nodded. “I understand. But we’ll get to the bottom of this. I have to know what happened during that week. In the meantime, why don’t I get you a coffee and you sit down for a moment?”
***
Triton looked up at the clouds. The sky looked ominous, and he could already smell the scent of rain in the air. Soon it would come pouring down. The wind had already taken up speed and whipped the trees, which framed the cobblestone street. 
Dionysus was in for a tongue lashing as soon as Triton found his sorry ass. What had gotten into him, letting the healthcare worker out of his clutches so prematurely? Just when everything had started falling into place. 
Since it was daytime, Triton dispensed with searching for Dionysus in his usual drinking establishments and went straight to the studio where his friend had let him crash during those first few weeks in Charleston. Apparently Dionysus kept bachelor pads in many earthly cities for convenience. Figured that a simple palace on Olympus wasn’t enough for the drunkard and philanderer.
Triton jerked the door to Dionysus’ apartment open, lifting it straight out of its hinges. At least he still had his physical power, which would come in handy when he decked Dionysus with his fists.
“You drunken, no good, unreliable son-of-a-god—”
Triton halted his tirade when he spotted Dionysus lying on the floor of the living room—bloodied and beaten.
“Shit!”
Triton crouched down next to his friend. He didn’t have to feel for a pulse—Dionysus was immortal, and while he could feel pain and be injured, he couldn’t die. At least this one fact was for certain. 
Triton slid his arms underneath his friend’s limp body and lifted him off the floor. As he carried him to his bed, he felt him stir. By the time he carefully laid him on top of the covers, Dionysus forced one eye open. The other one remained shut, too swollen and blood-soaked to allow any movement.
“Thank the Gods, it’s you,” he pressed out, his voice hoarse and feeble.
“Don’t talk,” Triton ordered. He walked into the bathroom and took a towel, soaking it in lukewarm water, before he returned to Dionysus. 
As he sat down on the edge of the bed and started cleaning off the encrusted blood from his friend’s face, he perused the rest of his beaten body. His clothes were torn in places, bloodstained in others. His fists were as bloodied as his face, confirming that he’d fought with somebody and landed some vicious blows.
Triton cursed under his breath. Why did Dionysus always have to get into bar fights? What was the allure? Did he really have to prove that he was a superior fighter? Triton guessed that most likely somebody had inadvertently insulted him, and the sensitive god of wine needed to defend his honor. Of course, he’d never admit to anybody that a wrong word could hurt him as easily as a well-placed fist. Too proud for his own good.
By the time Triton had wrung out the bloody towel a third time, Dionysus’ wounds were clean. They’d already started closing and mending, but it would take hours until he was as good as new.
Dionysus blinked one eye open. “I didn’t see them coming.”
“You’re trying to tell me you didn’t start another bar fight?” Triton raised one doubting eyebrow.
“I swear by the goddess Artemis, I was attacked.” Dionysus tried to raise himself to a sitting position and winced. His hand went to his ribs, which appeared to be bruised. “I should call Aesculapius to heal me. This hurts.”
Triton waved him off. A little bit of pain would do him good. There was no need to call the god of healers to fix a few bruises. “There’s no time. If you hadn’t gotten drunk and let yourself be beaten up, that healthcare worker wouldn’t have gotten away from you.” 
“Ah, shit,” Dionysus hissed. He raised his head and looked straight at Triton, regret evident in his regard. “What happened?”
“That’s what I’m asking you,” Triton retorted and stood. “He showed up at the house this morning and blew my cover.”
“Listen, Triton, you have to believe me. This was no bar fight. Three guys went for me, they came out of nowhere. I’d never seen them before. This wasn’t a regular fight. They knew my weak spots. They knew.” The sincerity in Dionysus’ voice and eyes gave Triton pause. Had somebody targeted him because he was hiding the healthcare worker?
“Are you sure?”
Dionysus nodded, and Triton noticed how the movement seemed to hurt his head. “Somebody told them how to take me out. Only another god would have known.”
Triton nodded. Each god had at least one weak spot. If targeted, it was fairly easy for a mortal to take out a strong god like Dionysus. The mortal only needed to know where the spot was hidden. And only another god would know where those weak points were.
“Did you sense one of the gods nearby?” If another god had been in the vicinity, Dionysus would have picked it up. Like recognizing like. Unfortunately, Triton couldn’t sense any of his friend’s aura the way he would have been able to if he’d had his powers.
“No. Whoever directed those thugs stayed far enough away while I was still conscious, so I couldn’t sense him. Even though, I have an idea or two who might be behind this—especially if the person was trying to get at you, rather than just have his fun by beating me up.”
And there’d be any number of gods who’d love to beat Dionysus up. But his friend was right, this had to do with Triton and his quest.
“I shouldn’t have gotten you involved,” Triton said, ready to apologize to his friend. It was an entirely new feeling. He’d never in his life apologized for anything.
“Too late. Now it’s personal. Nobody sends a bunch of hoodlums after me and gets away with it. Trust me, I’ll get whoever is behind this.”
Triton nodded. He had his own suspicion about who wasn’t keen on him meeting Zeus’ challenge.
“Orion,” he and Dionysus uttered the culprit’s name on the same breath.
“Can’t choose family,” Triton confirmed.
“But you can choose your friends.”
Triton patted Dionysus on the shoulder, making him cringe in pain. “Sorry.”
“So tell me what’s going on. How is your seduction of that blind woman going?”
“Seduction?” Triton grunted, not sure who was seducing whom. He was totally smitten with Sophia, and the thought that she hated him right now made his chest constrict painfully. “She’s got me in the palm of her hand. And right now, she thinks I’m a psychopath.”
Dionysus laughed. “Well, if that’s all, I’m sure we can fix that.”
 


Twenty-Nine
 
“Told you he was a gigolo, but you didn’t want to listen, did you?” Michael’s voice grated on her nerves. How much longer would he rub salt on her wounds before he was satisfied that he’d done enough damage to make her feel even worse than she already did?
Sophia made a hand movement to cut him off. “It’s none of your business! I do as I please. I’m not accountable to anybody, least of all to you.” She had no idea how he’d found out what had happened, but here he was, wearing her floorboards thin only a day after she’d thrown Triton out of her house.
Michael stepped closer, too close for comfort. “You’re not going to frit away my inheritance, I’m warning you.”
She took a deep breath. “It’s not your inheritance, it’s mine!”
“With your tendency to get into stupid accidents, it will be mine one day.”
Sophia’s heartbeat doubled at his insinuation. Was he threatening her? Would he really go this far? Her own family? “What accidents are you talking about?”
There was a brief pause before he answered, “What, you’ve already forgotten that you fell down the stairs and hit your head?”
No, she hadn’t forgotten, nor had she forgotten the incident in the shower and the falling ceiling fan. Did Michael know about those accidents too? Or worse, did he have something to do with them? At the thought that her cousin would go this far to get what he wanted, her heartbeat stuttered. Surely, not even he could be that evil. “That’s one accident. What others are you alluding to?”
She could fairly hear the sneer in his voice when he continued, “Do you need any more?”
Was he threatening her? “Spit it out, what other accidents are you referring to?”
“What are you, paranoid? Or are you finally going crazy like your mother?” 
The blow was low, and it hit her hard. Everything else was forgotten for a moment, but the fear of succumbing to mental illness. Had she really made the thing in the shower up? Had it just been her imagination that she couldn’t turn off the water and open the shower door? And if that was the case, maybe Triton had only tried to humor her when she was so panicked and stressed. Or worse, he figured he could take advantage of the situation to get her into bed. And he had. Gotten her into bed. Taken advantage of her vulnerability. And she’d let him.
“Oh, I know this look on you,” Michael’s voice stopped her thoughts. “I’ve seen it often enough when we were kids. It’s back, isn’t it? You’re seeing all those creatures again, aren’t you?”
Sophia lifted her chin in defiance. “It’s not true. And you have no right to bring this up. I was a child with an active imagination. Nothing wrong with that.” She had to fight back and put up a brave face, even if she didn’t believe it herself. No, she wasn’t seeing otherworldly creatures right now, but she obviously had started imagining things and was getting paranoid.
“Active imagination, my ass. You were loco! And you’re not any saner now. No sane person would think they could turn this place into a B&B on their own. A sane person would have asked for help. But no, you thought you could do it all on your own. Your greed got the better of you. You just didn’t want to share, did you?”
“You’re describing yourself, Michael, not me. You’re the one, who’s greedy. You’re the one who stole and cheated. Don’t confuse me with you.” Slowly, she felt her strength return. The more outrageous his accusations, the easier it became for her to push them back and fight him. She wouldn’t allow him to turn the conversation back to her mental state.
“I told you I’ve changed. But you’re too high and mighty to give anybody a second chance. I do one thing wrong and I’ll pay for it for the rest of my life. No redemption in your eyes, isn’t that the truth?”
She realized he was grasping at straws, and it filled her with a sense of calm. Finally, she felt her strength return. Her voice was even when she replied, “One thing? You did a hundred things wrong. Don’t make it sound like this was a onetime occurrence. You’ve cheated Eleni and me your entire life. And now you expect me to just forgive you and take your word at face value?”
“You’re crazy if you think in your condition you can continue this idiotic enterprise and think you’ll succeed. You’re blind, literally and figuratively. Have you overlooked that fact?”
Sophia swallowed back her fear of the word: blind. How she hated that. But she wouldn’t allow him to get the upper hand again. “I won’t be blind forever. This is a temporary situation. I’m healing.” She hoped that she wasn’t lying. This afternoon she would know more. It was time for her follow-up appointment with Dr. Zimmerman.
“And in the meantime? Who’s going to run the renovations? Who’s making sure the contractor doesn’t cheat you? You have nobody you can trust but me.”
“Trust? I doubt you’d know the meaning of the word,” she spat. He’d gambled away any trust she’d had in him over the last years. There was nothing left. She’d given him second chances, third, and fourth, but he’d gambled those away too. Why couldn’t he admit that and leave her alone, once and for all?
“That’s a vicious thing to say. You’re turning bitchy. Couldn’t get laid, huh? Well, who’d want you anyway? Who would want to saddle himself with an invalid?”
 “Get out! Get out of my house and don’t come back! I’ll be contacting the police this afternoon, and if you’re coming within five hundred yards of me or this house, I will have you arrested.”
“You’re making a big mistake, Sophia. I’m warning you.”
“I said, get out.”
She heard footsteps approaching. Apparently her heated argument was attracting the attention of the workers.
“You’ll regret this!” Michael warned in an ice-cold tone that made her blood freeze in her veins. She could fairly feel the badness in him.
“Something wrong, Miss Baker?” Greg’s voice came from the door. 
Sophia swallowed away the disgust. “Would you see that this man leaves my house?”
“Not necessary,” Michael cut in. “I’m leaving. But this isn’t the end of it.”
When the front door closed behind her cousin, she dropped her shoulders. Their fights had always been ugly, but this one had been the worst by far. And it had confirmed for her what she’d always suspected: Michael was bad inside and out. And no matter how many chances she’d give him, nothing would change his course of action. He wouldn’t stop at anything to get what he wanted. Today, after her doctor’s appointment she’d go to the police and see what they could do.
“Why don’t I get Alice to make you a cup of tea? Jonathan is still out shopping for you.”
Sophia nodded. “Thanks, Greg.”
A moment later, his wife came upstairs. “What a ruckus. That boy has some anger in him. He your boyfriend?”
“My cousin.”
“Can’t choose family,” she muttered. “You want some cookies? They should be ready in a few minutes.”
Only now, Sophia noticed the smell of baked goods permeate through the house. Cookies were just what she needed now. 
“What are you looking at, Greg? Don’t you have work to do?” Alice chastised her husband.
“Nothing, nothing,” he mumbled. Sophia felt him hesitate before he shuffled out of the room.
***
Sophia sat in one of the treatment rooms of Dr. Zimmerman’s practice while Jonathan waited outside in the reception area. The doctor had already examined her, done some tests, and then excused himself to consult with one of his colleagues. That had been ten minutes ago.
She folded her hands in her lap, noting how damp her palms were. With every minute that passed, her nervousness increased. What was taking him so long? Didn’t he realize that this waiting was torture for her?
After everything that had happened in the last few days, she needed some good news. Some seriously good news. Disappointment rose back up in her when she thought of Triton. He was a con-man, somebody out to cheat her. All his help, his kindness, his concern had been an act meant to reel her in slowly but surely. And she’d fallen for it. She’d believed everything. She’d actually believed that he cared for her.
But it was a lie.
What his exact plan had been, she would probably never find out, but she was convinced he’d been there to con her out of everything she owned. Like one of those marriage fraudsters she’d heard about on TV: men, who pretended to be in love with rich widows and then fleeced them for all their money. And hadn’t she been an easy target? Virtually blind, lonely, and needy. What con artist could resist?
Despite the ugly fight with Michael, one thing he’d said was true: she needed help. And while Jonathan, her new healthcare worker, was great when it came to his duties, he wouldn’t help her out with the management of the renovations. And why should he? It wasn’t his job.
Triton had spoiled her. Con artist aside, he’d truly taken care of her needs. Those three days she’d spent relaxing in the garden had helped her recharge and renew her strength. And the way he’d handled Charlie and made sure he would correct those things he’d screwed up without charging her extra, well, she wouldn’t have been able to achieve that on her own.
But it had all been calculated. He hadn’t done it because he liked her or cared for her but because he wanted something from her. It was wrong. And Sophia knew it, intellectually. Unfortunately, when she listened to her heart, it told her that Triton wasn’t all bad, that his feelings toward her weren’t faked. 
When Triton had made love to her, she’d felt just that: love. A deep connection, more than passion or lust. And the way he’d held her that night after the fan had come crashing down, no man had ever held her like that. He’d been worried about something happening to her. She’d felt it.
Or was it part of the act? Had he instigated the accidents so she’d turn to him in her fear? So he could play the hero and save her? A shiver went through her body at the thought. No, she didn’t want to believe that. And besides, the plumber and the electrician hadn’t found any foul play in connection with the fan nor the shower. His friends had confirmed that. His friends? What if they had lied to cover up for him? They could have been his accomplices. 
Her heart beat a rapid tattoo against her chest. No, it wasn’t good to think all these thoughts and keep dwelling on things she’d never be able to understand. She had to put a lid on the past, shut it out, forget it. She’d done so before, and she could do it again.
Sophia took a few steadying breaths, in and out, in and out. She would get through this, forget this disappointment just like she’d put other bad experiences behind her. She would be strong.
By the time the door to the exam room opened and Dr. Zimmerman stepped in, Sophia had pushed all negative thoughts out of her mind.
“Sorry it took so long,” he said and closed the door behind him.
When he cleared his throat as he moved closer, Sophia felt her chest tightening. A sense of foreboding struck her out of nowhere.
“Miss Baker, I’ve spoken to my colleague, Dr. Norbert, and we’ve both come to the same conclusion.” He paused. “There isn’t an easy way to say this. What I could see through the lens today is, unfortunately, rather conclusive ...” 
“Dr. Zimmerman, please, just tell me how long it’s going to take for me to heal. If it takes longer than you anticipated at first, I’ll deal with it. Just give me a time frame so I can plan.” Sophia needed a firm answer. If her progress was slower than at first thought, she’d have to consider hiring somebody else to supervise the renovations.
When the doctor took her hand and squeezed it, adrenaline shot through her system. Something was wrong.
“I’m sorry, but the operation was a failure. The tissue is too fragile to allow reattachment of your retinas. It’s not taking. The edges are already fraying where we used the laser. Fluid has started collecting between the optical nerve and the retinas. It’ll only speed up the process.”
“What process?” Sophia felt her breath come in shallow pants.
“Miss Baker, the retinas are detaching again. The blotches you see right now will get bigger, and within a few weeks, the little sight you have now will be gone forever.”
Her world stood still. Nothing moved. All she could hear was the sound of her heart beating. Loud, like a drum in her ears. Every beat was like a little explosion. And every explosion numbed her more.
Forever.
The word rang in her ears.
Blind forever.
She grasped the armrest, trying to lift herself out of her chair. Her movements were automatic, robotic, a mere reflex of her body. She felt as if standing next to herself, watching how she tried to stand on shaky legs. As if it would change anything. Running away from the exam room wouldn’t change the news.
“… another operation,” the doctors voice penetrated the fog in her head, “… only a ten percent chance of succeeding …”
The room started spinning around her, then a shadow came over her.
“Miss Baker.” The doctor’s concerned voice.
Her knees gave out, and all her strength left her. As the darkness approached, she fought it, but lost. The last thing she felt was the doctor’s arm catching her.
 


Thirty
 
Hermes found the door to Zeus’ study ajar. It wasn’t often that he visited his father, but there were times when even he ventured into the lion’s den without being summoned. This was one of those times. And for once, he would tell his father just what he thought of his actions, actions which ultimately endangered the lives of mortals. 
As gods they had responsibilities which shouldn’t be taken lightly. Pranks and mischief aside, to willfully risk the lives of innocents only to teach another god a lesson—admittedly, one Triton needed—was irresponsible and went too far. Surely, there had to be another way to punish Triton for encroaching on Zeus’ territory rather than rob him of his powers, powers which were needed now. Not tomorrow, not in a week or a month.
Before Hermes had a chance to push the door wide open, he heard Zeus laugh. The laughter of another man mingled with his. Hermes froze. Zeus wasn’t alone.  He had a visitor. And the visitor was none other than Poseidon. To meet Poseidon on Olympus wouldn’t have been a surprise if he were here to plead with Zeus for Triton’s return, but listening to the jovial laughter between the two brothers, Hermes suspected that Poseidon wasn’t here to help his son.
Hermes peeked through the small gap between door and frame and let his gaze sweep over the two gods. Their tunics looked slightly disheveled, and the sweet smell of ambrosia hung heavy in the air. By the looks of it, his father and his uncle had been at it for hours. Which was rather unusual—given that the two didn’t generally get on. Sibling rivalry was a bitch.
So what exactly had brought on this friendly family reunion? Hermes’ suspicion rose instantly. He remembered that the only time Zeus and Poseidon had ever been on friendly terms was when they’d had a common goal, or even better: a common enemy, like when they’d overthrown their father, Cronus.
Hermes’ plan about confronting Zeus directly had just gone out the window. A more subtle approach would be more effective. He was here to help Triton, and antagonizing Zeus in his current state would only make things worse.
“Never mind that,” Zeus chuckled, “I just like to see when he turns all lovesick and heartbroken.”
What? Hermes listened closer.
“Who says he’ll be lovesick? Maybe he finds the right woman and finally learns what love is. Doesn’t mean it has to be one-sided,” came Poseidon’s reply.
Zeus snorted. “I know you love your son, but have you seen how he treats women? I think this is a bet you’re going to lose, little brother.”
A bet? The two gods were betting on the outcome of Triton’s punishment?
“Not so fast, Zeus; nothing is lost yet. Triton will fall in love, I promise you, and earn his way back here. And if he’s lucky, she might even return his love. My boy’s not all bad. He just needs a little help.”
Hermes scratched his head. Why would Triton need to fall in love? The challenge was clearly for a mortal woman to fall in love with him.
“Which nobody will give him, not even his so-called best friends.”
Poseidon interrupted, “Only because you changed the rules mid-game and didn’t tell anybody.”
“Clever, isn’t it? Nobody will know how to help Triton, because nobody knows that he is the one who has to truly fall in love, not the woman.”
“Except for Eros, of course,” Poseidon conceded.
Eros was in on this? Hermes let out a curse. A second later, the door whipped open. Hermes caught the sight of Zeus’ arm in the air as the god moved the door with his powers. Darn, he’d been caught eavesdropping.
“Well, if that isn’t one of my many sons.”
“Father, how nice to see you,” Hermes responded with a forced smile.
Zeus cut him off with an impatient hand movement. “How long?”
“Long enough to realize that you’re cheating. Even by your standards, that’s despicable.”
Zeus rose in one swift movement and an instant later stood only inches from Hermes. “And you, my son, won’t do a thing about it.”
“I’m not going to stand idly by while innocent people will be harmed by your actions.” Hermes kept his voice firm despite the intimidation tactics his father applied.
“What in Hades are you talking about?”
“The storm, of course. You are aware of the storm that’s approaching, aren’t you?” Hermes glared at him.
“Of course, I know about the storm,” he replied, his voice dismissive as if talking to a small child. “Who do you think conjured it up?”
Hermes took a step back and stared at him in disbelief. He caught Poseidon’s eye. “And you agreed to this, Poseidon? Isn’t the ocean your domain, not Zeus’?”
Poseidon shrugged. “You know Triton better than most of us. What would you have us do? The boy won’t grow up. He thinks he can play with people’s feelings. We have to teach him a lesson.”
Hermes shook his head. “And that’s what you two came up with? Are you both quite sane?”
Zeus growled dangerously. “I assure you, we know what we’re doing. And now, since you’ve overheard our little plan, you’re part of it.”
“No!”
“Oh, yes.”
“You won’t make me part of your despicable scheme. I’ll tell Triton what he needs to do. I’ll tell him that it’s not her love he needs to gain, but that he himself has to fall in love. He’s my friend, and you can’t stop me from helping him.”
Hermes turned to leave. The door slammed shut in front of his nose.
“Oh, yes, I can. One word to Triton about any of this, and you’ll be stripped of your godly powers.”
Hermes didn’t turn. “You wouldn’t.” But he already knew the answer to that. His father was capable of anything.
***
Hermes’ fist connected with Eros’ nose. The love god’s head whipped back before he was able to right himself again.
“What the fuck was that for?”
The punch was really meant for Zeus, but since that wasn’t an option, Eros would do, particularly because he was part of the whole charade.
 “A true friend of Triton wouldn’t have worked against him.”
Hermes pulled back his arm to launch another blow, but Eros held up his hand in defense. “Before you do that again, would you care to hear my side?”
“Not particularly.”
“Okay,” Eros agreed and punched Hermes in the face before he could even understand what was happening. “How about now?”
“If you put it that way.”
“Thought so.” Eros paused briefly. “You do pack quite a punch. Have you been working out?”
Hermes grinned. “Just a bit. Not that yours hurt any less.”
“Archery builds muscles.” Eros pulled his tunic straight. “Anyhow, I admit that at the beginning I was part of the plan.” He held up his hands when Hermes raised his fist again. “But that changed. At the start of it, it was all like Zeus announced to everybody. Triton would have to find a woman who loved him for his selflessness and kindness. And I was supposed to make sure Triton chose the right punishment.”
“Hold on. How could you be so sure that he would go with your recommendation and not with mine?”
Eros laughed. “Please! You’ve tricked him more times than we all care to remember. Of course, he’d trust me. And besides, I’m sure Zeus would have figured something else out if it had gone wrong. At first, I was fine with all this, but then when I saw that there was no way in Hades that Triton would win the challenge, I decided to help him.”
“How?”
“I was planning to shoot one of those women with my arrow. Unfortunately, Zeus got wind of my plan and bridled me.”
“He bridled you?”
Eros nodded. “I can’t shoot any arrows as long as Triton hasn’t met his challenge. And to make it worse, that’s when Zeus decided to change the rules. He suddenly thought it would be much more effective if Triton had to fall in love. And of course he didn’t tell him.”
“Bastard.”
“Luckily, Zeus isn’t quite as smart as he thinks he is.”
Hermes raised an eyebrow. “Somehow you make me hope this story has a happy ending.”
Eros smiled from one ear to the next. “Zeus only bridled me from shooting arrows, but he forgot to bridle my bow and arrow, hence somebody else can do it for me.”
Hermes felt like jumping in the air. Here was the solution, right in front of him. “Well, what are we waiting for? I’ll do it.”
“I’m so way ahead of you. I convinced Orion to shoot Triton with my arrow. Everything’s set in motion.”
“Orion? How did you mange that?”
“Orion is so gullible these days. Must be the fact that all he thinks of is how to bed Artemis. Don’t worry, he won’t cause us any trouble.”
“But why didn’t you just ask me to do it for you?”
Eros shook his head. “And what, risk Zeus punishing you if he found out? No. I thought it would be better for Orion to take the heat if word got out.”
“Smart move.”
“See, it’s all good now.”
“But the storm. Did you know about the storm?”
Eros nodded. “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do now. I can only hope that Zeus will do the right thing in the end and calm the storm himself if Triton doesn’t get his powers back in time. Since Zeus conjured it up, he has the power to make it disappear.”
Hermes let his gaze sweep down to earth and noticed the storm clouds moving ever closer to the Carolina coast. “I wouldn’t be so sure about it. You know how seriously Triton takes his duties. It wouldn’t surprise me if Zeus didn’t lift a finger to calm the storm. What better punishment than to declare Triton a failure both in love and work?”
 


Thirty-One
 
Triton put his foot between door and frame before Jonathan, Sophia’s new healthcare worker, could slam the door in his face.
“I’m not leaving until I’ve seen her.”
Jonathan swung the door open again and rested his hands on his hips. But it didn’t intimidate Triton. Nothing would. He was here to talk to Sophia, and by Zeus, he would have that talk.
“She doesn’t want to see you. Don’t you get that into your thick skull?”
“She needs to listen to me.”
“So you can tell her more lies? Haven’t you hurt her enough?”
“Hurt? I’m not here to hurt her.” No, he was here to tell her the truth despite the fact that gods were sworn to keep their cover at all times. They weren’t allowed to let mortals know of their existence. It was the way Zeus wanted it, because he believed that worship of the gods would lead to favoritism and more backstabbing than was already the case on Olympus. Mortals had to be kept in the belief that Greek gods didn’t exist.
“Leave now, or I’ll call the police.”
“That’s not your decision to make.”
“Really? Maybe then I should report the fact that while you were here playing healthcare worker, I lost a week of my life without knowing what happened, without a memory. Don’t you think that’s rather odd?”
Jonathan’s eyes narrowed. The threat was clear, but Triton didn’t care. He knew exactly what had happened to Jonathan. No harm had come to him. All Dionysus had done was keep him out of the way and distort his feeling of time so he wouldn’t know that he’d actually spent a week bar hopping. And because Jonathan would have no feeling of how much time had passed, he would have no memory of his actions during that time either. It was a trick many gods applied and deemed entirely harmless.
“Just let me talk to her. If she wants to throw me out after that, then feel free to kick my ass out the door.”
“Tempting, but no.” He let out an exasperated breath. “Can’t you give that woman a break and move on? She doesn’t need more excitement right now. It’s bad enough what she has to deal with.”
“Please, I can make it better.”
“So you’re playing eye surgeon now too?”
“What?”
“She’s going blind permanently, man, so leave her alone. Go find another victim.”
Permanently? The word echoed in Triton’s head. His Sophia was losing her eyesight for good? A sudden tightness in his chest made him fight for breath. When he found his voice again, the words tumbled out automatically. “She needs me now more than ever.”
As he tried to push past Jonathan, a scream came from upstairs. Sophia. He exchanged one look with Jonathan, and they both ran up the stairs, Triton two steps ahead.
***
Sophia felt the railing of her private balcony give way as she leaned against it. Her hands reached for anything to hold onto and brace herself, but she was unable to shift her body weight backwards. 
Panic gripped her as she fell forward, her hands flailing until they made contact. Instinctively she wrapped both hands around the metal rod she encountered.
Her life didn’t flash in front of her eyes. She had only one thought: she would die without ever having felt true love. It wasn’t fair.
Her feet dangled in the air as she hung suspended from the balcony on the third floor. The wind that had kicked up earlier in the day whipped against her. She knew beneath her were some bushes. Would they break her fall and cushion her? Or was the height sufficient to break her neck? 
This wasn’t how she wanted to go. It wasn’t right. Her shoulders burned, and the strength in her arms was waning. She needed help. Had she screamed? She couldn’t remember.
“Help!” she yelled. Expending the extra breath needed to scream sapped her energy. She felt her palms moisten. No, she had to hold on, couldn’t let herself slip. Just a few more moments. Somebody had to have heard her. A worker maybe or Jonathan. Somebody, anybody, please!
Moisture collected between her fingers and the metal rod. Her left hand slipped. She stretched as much as she could to wrap it around the rod again, but only her fingertips reached the metal. 
In the distance, she heard someone on the stairs, then a door open. 
“Sophia!” She recognized his voice, but she had to be dreaming. Maybe she had already fallen and was dead, because he couldn’t be here. 
Then she felt a strong hand grip her wrist. “I’ve got you, agapi mou.” The warmth of his hand renewed her strength. 
“Take her other arm,” Triton commanded somebody Sophia couldn’t see.
An instant later, she felt a hand wrap around her other wrist. “Got her.” It was Jonathan. 
“Now, slowly, we’ll pull her up. Careful,” Triton instructed.
Together they managed to lift her over the edge of the balcony and out of danger. The moment she felt the floor underneath her, she let out the breath she’d been holding. Then strong arms wrapped around her. She would have recognized those arms anywhere. 
“Sophia,” Triton whispered into her hair and pressed her closer to his body. 
It was so easy to forget everything in his arms. She was safe. “Triton.” Sophia lifted her head, trying to make out his features.
When his lips descended onto hers and kissed her, she didn’t push him back but responded to him with abandon. She could have died, yet she was alive, because Triton had saved her. He deserved a kiss, despite all the lies and deception. And she deserved it too. She needed this, needed to embrace life now.
His kiss was different from all his kisses before. She knew he had been scared too.
Someone cleared his throat loudly, and a moment later, Triton separated his lips from hers. “I almost lost you.” His words warmed her heart. He cared about her.
“You saved me.”
“I guess this means you don’t want me to throw him out,” Jonathan remarked dryly.
Sophia shook her head. “No, Triton and I have to talk. Thank you, Jonathan, thank you for helping save me.”  She reached out her hand and squeezed Jonathan’s.  “I must have put too much weight on the railing.”
“I doubt that very much,” came Triton’s protest. He released her and stepped away. “Let me have a look at it.”
A few moments later, Triton cursed.
***
Triton touched the smooth edge of the remaining railing. It hadn’t simply broken off because it was worn, no, it had been cut clean through. As soon as somebody would lean against it and put any kind of weight on it, it would break away. This was one accident too many.
“This was no accident.”
Behind him, he heard several people crowd into the room, obviously alerted by Sophia’s screams from earlier. He turned back from the balcony and saw that Jonathan had led Sophia back into the bedroom.
Had he put Sophia in danger by making her the object of his desire? Would his half-brother really go this far to make sure Triton’s quest would fail? Even for Orion, this seemed too drastic. However, considering what had happened to Dionysus, it was pretty clear that Orion had made sure Jonathan had escaped. Only another god would have known where to find the mortal, and only Orion truly had any motives for wanting Triton to fail. No, Orion was clearly involved.
“… railing crashed through. We caught her just in time,” Jonathan explained to the workers. Gasps went through the crowd.
Triton spotted Alice standing in the door, her face worried. “Would you please bring Sophia something to drink, Alice?”
The woman nodded. “Coffee?”
“She’ll need something stronger than that.” 
By the time Alice was back with a glass of brandy, Sophia sat on the edge of her bed. She was still shaking from the shock she’d been through. Triton shuddered at the thought that he could have been too late. He blinked his eyes shut, wishing the ugly thoughts away.
“Here you go, Sophia,” Alice said as she handed the glass to her. “What a terrible accident. Maybe it’s time you fired that contractor of yours.”
“Thanks, Alice.”
Triton turned to Alice. “The contractor has nothing to do with this. This wasn’t an accident. Somebody cut through the wood so it would break through if anybody leaned against it. There’ve been too many so-called accidents in this house. First the shower, then the ceiling fan crashing onto Sophia’s bed, now this.”
At his words, he noticed Alice turn ashen. “Oh my God.” Then she hurried out of the room.
Sophie raised her head. Her voice was quiet when she spoke. “The accident that injured my eyes was also in this house.”
Shock coursed through Triton’s body. “Tell me what happened.”
“Is that really necessary?” Jonathan interrupted. “Sophia isn’t in the right frame of mind to retell her ordeal.”
Triton ignored him and took a seat next to her on the bed, taking Sophia’s hand into his.
“I fell down the stairs.”
“Just like that?”
She shook her head. “I woke up in the middle of the night and heard a noise. But it was only the cat from next door that accidentally got locked in a closet. I tried to let her out, but the light bulb was out, and I stumbled and fell down the stairs.”
 Had somebody wanted her harmed even before Triton had entered her life? This would eliminate Orion as a suspect and Triton would be back to square one. Before he could voice his opinion, he heard a sound at the open door. Alice stood there and nudged her husband Greg to enter. She whispered to him through clenched teeth. Something was up.
“Greg, this isn’t the time to bother Sophia about the renovations,” he chastised the worker, not wanting Sophia to have to deal with anything else right now. She was in shock and wouldn’t be able to make any decisions.
Instead of shuffling out of the room, Greg took a tentative step inside. “It’s not about the renovations.”
“Not now.” Triton turned to Sophia whose body still trembled. Triton led the glass of brandy to Sophia’s lips. “Here you go, Sophia, take a sip.” 
From the corner of his eye Triton saw that neither Alice nor Greg had left the room. “What else?” He was slowly but surely losing his patience.
“Tell them, Greg, they have a right to know,” Alice urged her husband.
Greg took another step into the room. “I’m sorry, but, I really didn’t know who that man was until I saw him here yesterday,” the worker rambled.
Triton looked up. “What are you talking about?”
“Well, that man. He followed me one day and wanted me to do something for him.”
Orion? Had Orion been at the house? Triton instantly went on alert. “Go on.”
“He said he’d pay me good money, and with Alice having lost her job, I sure was tempted. He wanted me to …” Greg shook his head as if shaking off a bad memory. 
Triton felt Sophia stir next to him. “Greg, what are you talking about?” she asked.
He swallowed hard. “He asked me to set up a ceiling fan so it could be switched on with a remote control.”
“What?” Triton snapped. “You did this?”
Greg’s eyes widened. “No, of course not. I told him I wouldn’t do it. I refused. I thought it was a really odd request, and I was suspicious of him.”
“And you didn’t warn Sophia about it?” Triton was already standing, ready to beat Greg to a pulp.
“I wanted to. But that night I got so sick—I puked my guts out and couldn’t get out of bed the whole next day. I was near delirious and forgot all about it. I only remembered when I saw that man again. And I didn’t even know anything had happened with any of the fans here. Only when Alice told me just now about the ceiling fan crashing … That’s when I realized what he was trying to do and that he found somebody else to do it.” 
Sophia jumped up and took a step toward Greg. “Who? Greg, who was it? Who was the man?”
“That man you argued with yesterday, your cousin.”
Only a gurgling sound came from Sophia’s throat. “Michael?” 
***
Sophia barely felt how Triton put his arm around her waist and steadied her. Michael, her own flesh and blood, wanted her harmed. She’d suspected him but the confirmation hit her harder than she’d expected. The only family member she had left wanted to hurt her. Wasn’t it enough that she was all alone in the world, with debt mounting each day and permanent blindness looming on the near horizon? 
“Are you sure?” Triton asked.
“Yes. And the way he looked at me when he saw me, he scared the shit out of me,” Greg answered. “I’m a coward. He gave me that look, you know, like if I said something, he’d hurt Alice or me. And I didn’t really know what he was planning anyway … it was just a remote control … that was all he wanted. I didn’t know.”
It was all so clear now. All the accidents she’d met with since she’d inherited the house, maybe even the one that had robbed her of her eyesight, Michael was behind each and every one of them. And the fact that Michael was so stupid to even temp one of her own workers to help him spoke volumes: not only was he evil, he was too stupid to realize that he’d be found out eventually. All for one thing. “The will,” she said, and sought the strength of Triton’s body. He pulled her closer. 
“What will?” Triton asked instantly.
“Eleni’s will. There’s a contingency clause. If I die without leaving children, Michael inherits everything. He knows about it. He knows if I die now, he’ll get the house.” 
Now that she’d spoken it out loud, she knew it was true. From the beginning, Michael had tried to get at the inheritance. At first, he’d tried to persuade her, trying to convince her that Eleni had obviously not meant to exclude him. Then he’d tried to bargain. And finally, he’d threatened her.
Triton pulled her into his chest. “I’m so sorry, agapi mou.” He pressed kisses into her hair, and for a moment she allowed herself to relax. For a moment, she felt secure in his arms. But this security was only temporary.
“He won’t hurt you anymore, I promise you.” Triton’s voice was firm and determined.
“We have to go to the police.” After getting the bad news at the doctor’s office, she’d not had the strength to visit the police station to file a restraining order against him. But it was something she had to take care of right now. Sophia pulled back to look at him and saw Triton shake his head.
“No. My friends and I will deal with him my way. If you leave it up to the police, he’ll remain free. What if there’s not enough evidence? You know yourself that the electrician couldn’t find anything wrong with the fan. We have nothing apart from Greg’s statement. No offense, Greg, I believe you, but I’m not the police.”
No, he wasn’t the police—neither was he family. Everything came flooding back to her: the betrayal, the deception. He was a man who’d lied to her. “Who are you, Triton?” She still didn’t know what he wanted or why he’d come back.
With his hand, he nudged her chin up. “I’ll explain everything to you as soon as I’ve dealt with Michael. I have to ask you to trust me until then. I won’t harm you. Do you believe that?”
She hesitated. He’d saved her life. He’d never physically hurt her. But to trust him? She couldn’t answer his question. “What are you going to do to Michael?” Even now, the thought that Triton would hurt her cousin made her uncomfortable. Despite what he’d done to her, she didn’t have the heart to hurt him.
“Don’t worry, Sophia, no physical harm will come to him, but when I’m done with him, he’ll fear me so much, he’ll never try to harm a single hair on your head again.”
Sophia had never heard him speak like this, with such authority and determination. She nodded—she didn’t want to hear any details of how he intended to scare the living daylights out of Michael.
 


Thirty-Two
 
Triton held onto Hermes’ shoulders as they sailed through the air, propelled by Hermes’ winged sandals. The clouds had darkened the sky, and the sun had set. They flew amidst the storm that had made landfall at dusk. Rain soaked them within seconds. The miserable weather made it unlikely for them to be detected by any mortals. Nobody would be out in this storm. 
Triton couldn’t help but envy his fellow god: his winged sandals were a cool gadget—if only Hermes were to fly a little faster.
“Do these sandals have a speed limit?” Triton asked.
“Speed limit? No. Why do you ask?” Hermes answered back, his voice hard to hear because of the wind that blew past Triton’s ears.
“Because you drive like an old lady.” Even Sophia’s little red sports car went faster than Hermes did.
A moment later, Triton almost lost his grip on Hermes as the god kicked the sandals into a higher gear and made the world below them whiz by.
“Still think I’m driving like an old lady, or is this fast enough for you?” Hermes laughed and did a loop, making them temporarily fly upside down before bringing them back level. 
“Now you’re talking. Let’s get a move on. I don’t want that little prick to slip through our fingers.”
“What are you planning to do with him?”
“Unfortunately, I had to promise Sophia not to hurt him—physically, that is. But there are other ways.” 
Hermes turned his head and grinned at him. “Lots of ways.”
The lights of the city were underneath them, sparkling in the dark. In the distance was the water, the surf driven high by the winds. When he looked at it, Triton didn’t feel the same pull for it as he normally did. Something had changed. Any body of water generally drew him like a magnet. Not tonight. Tonight what drew him was the thought to be back with Sophia, to take her into his arms and confess the truth. And it scared him shitless, the thought that confessing the truth could separate him from her. What if she rejected him? What if she thought he was crazy? And why wouldn’t she? 
Mortals knew nothing about the gods. Thousands of years ago, they’d lost their beliefs; only myth remained. And Zeus had found it better for the gods to work in the shadows, away from the doubting eyes of mortals. It suited him fine that most mortals only believed in one deity—and Zeus, of course, took this rank himself. Other gods had disappeared from the world of humans, and when humans prayed to God, they prayed to Zeus. Thus Zeus had cemented his power on Earth, while forbidding all other gods to show themselves to mortals.
So some gods had taken to appearing on Earth in their worldly forms without revealing their status as gods. Dionysus and Eros did it often enough, Hermes to a lesser extent.
“Down there, see that run-down apartment building?” Hermes shouted over the wind and pointed at a two story building that had seen better days. “That’s where he’s holed up.”
“Finally.” Triton exhaled as they landed on a balcony. He was ready to hand out punishment, and he already had a pretty good idea of what he wanted to do with the little jerk.
The light was dim when Triton stepped into the apartment, Hermes on his heels. The scent of smoke hit him. He detected a sweet herbal smell with it, which he recognized instantly as marihuana. 
Hermes inhaled. “Well, well. You might have a hard time having a serious word with him.”
“Can you dry me?” Triton asked, hating the way his wet clothes clung to him.
Hermes made a movement with his hand and a moment later, Triton’s clothes were as dry as they’d been before their flight.
“Thanks.” Triton scanned the room. Now that his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he realized that the room was empty. Had they missed him? “You said you sensed him here.”
“He’s here, don’t worry,” Hermes replied with confidence. “My tracking skills have never failed me. Let’s check out the rest of this pigsty.”
Triton didn’t mind leaving the messy living area behind. The furniture was old and worn, and tidiness was clearly not one of Michael’s strengths. How he could be related to Sophia, who was extraordinarily tidy and organized was a mystery. 
A dark corridor led to three doors. One was the entrance door to the apartment. The door to his right was open. Hermes popped his head into the bathroom. “Empty,” came his assessment a second later.
Triton tilted his head toward the other door and put his hand on the door knob. With one big swoop he yanked the door open and hit resistance. 
“Ouch!” came a male voice. Then a curse. 
Triton pushed into the kitchen and found Michael holding his nose. The moment he set his eyes on Triton, Michael shrieked even louder. “What the fuck!”
But at the same time, Hermes pressed into the small room, effectively blocking the only exit route. If Michael had wanted to run, that plan wouldn’t work. Triton quickly assessed the space. There was a window, albeit a small one, and even Michael wouldn’t be stupid enough to jump from the second floor.
“Hello, Michael,” Triton greeted him. He felt satisfaction spread in his chest when he noticed that a thin trickle of blood came from Michael’s nose. Sure, he’d promised Sophia not to hurt her cousin, but this had practically been an accident. It hardly counted.
“How did you get in here? Get out of my place or I’ll call the police.” His eyes darted to a cell phone lying on the kitchen counter. Triton snatched it before Michael could make a move.
“Hermes, dispose of it,” he ordered his friend as he handed him the phone.
A second later, he heard a crushing sound. Triton followed Michael’s stare resting on Hermes’ palm now holding the crushed up metal pieces of Michael’s phone. “Oops.” Hermes grinned. “Sorry, you know you shouldn’t give me things like that. You know how clumsy I am.”
Michael swallowed hard.
“Now that we’ve established that we don’t need the police present for our little chat, let’s get back to the beginning. I said, hello, Michael,” Triton prompted. He’d establish right now who was in charge here.
“What do you want from me?” Michael croaked.
Triton turned to Hermes. “Do you get the feeling that he doesn’t really understand that we mean business?”
His friend nodded. “Yep.”
“Maybe we should show him first that he shouldn’t even think about messing with us, what do you think?” Triton continued his conversation with Hermes as if Michael wasn’t even there.
“I think that’s an excellent idea. I might just know the right place to drive the message home. Ever heard of the River Styx?” Hermes addressed their victim. 
A clueless expression crossed Michael’s face.
“It appears geography isn’t his strength,” Triton remarked. He was enjoying himself now. Once they were done with him, Michael would never dare come near Sophia again.
“Then he’s in luck, ‘cause I know how to get there.” Hermes smirked. “Now we’ll only have to get to the closest entrance to Hades.”
“Hades?” Michael’s eyes grew wider by the second. “What is Hades?”
“You mortals call it Hell.”
“Hell? You guys are nuts! Just get the fuck out of my place and leave me alone,” he yelled. “Play your stupid jokes on somebody else.”
Triton grabbed Michael’s shoulder, then turned him and twisted his arms behind his back. “Hermes, are we flying or teleporting?”
“It’s not too far, so I think I can handle teleporting the three of us. It’ll be bumpy though.”
“Let’s go,” Triton ordered.
***
Michael felt a jolt go through his body. A moment later, everything went dark, but he knew he hadn’t passed out, because Sophia’s gigolo was still twisting his arms back. He felt the strain on his shoulders, since the guy had obviously decided to inflict a little pain. 
How the fuck had those two goons gotten into his apartment, and for that matter, how had they even found him? Not even Sophia knew where he lived at present, and he liked it that way. The two guys sure weren’t police—mafia was more like it, considering their methods.
He had to hand it to Sophia, she’d found herself some bad-ass protector. Maybe he’d underestimated her. Had Sophia made up with the jerk after she’d thrown him out?
Triton and his friend Hermes, yes, what a ridiculous name that was, those two must have slipped him something—why else could he not see anything and feel his body pulled in a hundred different directions, almost as if he was tumbling in a dryer? But he hadn’t felt any injection or seen any spray they could have drugged him with.
Or was the pot he’d smoked earlier kicking in? Shit, that stuff had never had that kind of effect on him. Had his dealer laced the pot with something else? Just when he needed to keep all his wits about him to try to get these assholes out of his place before they hurt him. 
A moment later, another jolt went through his body, and Michael felt solid ground under his feet. He hadn’t even noticed that he’d felt like floating until it was over. What a trip! This would be the last time he bought marijuana from somebody he barely knew.
Lights danced in front of his eyes, and voices drifted to his ears.
“Looks like he’s coming around,” he heard Triton’s voice in the distance.
Michael heard the rain and felt the wetness creep into his clothes. His eyes adjusted. They stood under a canopy on a pier, and in front of them was the glittery sign of a casino boat. How the hell had they gotten here? It was clear to Michael now that he must have passed out. Ah, shit, what else would those two do to him? Did they have to bring him to his greatest place of temptation, his own personal hell? A casino, of all places?
“Here’s the deal, Michael. We’ll walk in there without causing any disturbance, or my friend here will have to do to you what he did to your phone. Do we understand each other?”
Michael nodded automatically in response to Triton’s threat. What else could he do? If he’d passed out on the way here, how would he have the strength to fight those two bastards? Besides, there were two of them, and big guys at that.
Triton and Hermes didn’t restrain him as they walked through the entrance with him, one on each side, close enough to grab him and slap him around if he tried to run. No, he had to try to trick them somehow.
When they marched into the gambling hall, the sound of bells and whistles assaulted his senses. Bright lights flashed on the rows of slot machines. A constant bing, ping, and ding sounded in the large room. The machines virtually hummed, luring him to sit down and caress the buttons, tempting him with their bright colors and flashing lights.
“Are you sure you know how to get to Hades from here?” Triton asked his friend.
“Of course. Every casino has a direct portal to it. Uncle Hades thought it would only be fitting.” Hermes laughed.
Michael didn’t find the joke funny. Hell, it wasn’t even a joke. Whatever the two were talking about, Michael couldn’t make heads nor tails of it. All that talk about Hades. First, Triton had said Hades meant hell, now the other guy called Hades his uncle. They clearly were joshing him, trying to confuse him. They couldn’t even keep track of their own lies. And Michael still didn’t know what they even wanted, though he could guess.
The casino was busy, even for early evening. Michael had spent many a night in here, trying to hit it big, only to find in the mornings that Lady Luck hadn’t been with him. But he knew, one day he’d crack the jackpot and all his worries would be over. He could finally live in luxury, the way Sophia did—undeservedly so. It wasn’t right that Eleni had given the house to her alone.
Michael barely watched where they were heading as he stewed over his dim prospects. The gambling hall was behind them now, and they’d entered a corridor clearly meant for employees only. When they came to a halt in front of a door marked Boiler Room, Michael looked up.
“I should have guessed,” Triton chuckled, pointing at the sign. “He does have a sense of humor, doesn’t he?” 
Who the fuck were those two talking about now?
Hermes nudged Michael. “After you.” 
The door opened by itself. It had to be a trick. Hermes or Triton had probably pressed a button somewhere, one of those buttons that opened doors for handicapped people. He wouldn’t fall for this cheap trick, Michael promised himself as he set a foot across the threshold. 
The moment he entered the dark room, which smelled of oil and something else he couldn’t place, Michael wondered why the two hadn’t beaten him up in his apartment. Why bring him here first? Was it one of their intimidation tactics? But he kept his mouth shut, still hoping an opportunity for escape would present itself. If anything, he was patient.
He felt a hand on his back, pushing him further into the room. Then the door shut behind them. Michael only heard the sound of the boiler laboring and the breathing of the two guys behind him. He braced himself for the blows that would come any moment now. This was where they’d beat the shit out of him—and then?
“A few more steps straight ahead,” Hermes ordered. 
Ahead of him was only the wall. “It doesn’t go any further,” Michael protested and stopped. Another push from behind, and Michael hit the wall. He pushed back.
“Relax.” Hermes’ voice behind him was surprisingly calm and soothing. What the hell? “Breathe.”
A moment later, the wall gave way and his body slid through it—yes, through the damn concrete wall. Michael panicked. Now he knew for sure those assholes had drugged him. What had they used? LSD? Acid? Fuck!
Seconds later, he was free of the wall, having pushed through completely. Triton and Hermes were behind him. The boiler room was gone. Ahead of him was something he’d never seen before: an underground river, blood red and on fire.
Michael smelled the vile scent more intensely now. And it came from the river ahead of him. Oh no, he was going nowhere near that treacherous waterway. “Eww!”
“That smell you’re trying to identify is brimstone,” Hermes whispered behind him. Could that asshole read his thoughts? “Welcome to my world.”
Michael jerked away and turned to the two hoodlums who’d kidnapped him. He had to fight them—now. “You fucking assholes. Get me out of here. I don’t know how you did this, but this isn’t funny anymore.”
“It was never meant to be funny,” Triton answered in a cool tone. “Or do I look like I’m joking?”
“What is this? What did you drug me with?” Michael felt his heartbeat speed up. He had to get out of this damn hellhole.
“We didn’t drug you. And trust me, the bit of weed you smoked isn’t capable of making you hallucinate. Just open your eyes and look around,” Triton invited and stretched his arms toward the burning river. “This is reality—a reality you’ll have to live with if you don’t stop hurting Sophia.”
Ah, shit! Triton knew. Had he found him out, or was he just guessing? Michael had to deny the accusation. “I’ve done nothing to hurt Sophia.” The lie rolled off his lips as easily as a gulp of beer would trickle down his throat. He’d been lying all his life. By now it was second nature to him. No reason to stop now.
Triton took a step toward him, his big frame looming menacingly above Michael. “I know what you’ve done, and I’ll make sure you’ll never try anything else again.” Then he turned his head to his friend. “Hermes, I think he’s ready for a preview of what’s going to happen to him if he ever harms Sophia again.”
Michael didn’t like the sound in Triton’s voice. Denying what he’d done wouldn’t help now. He knew he had to bargain. “It wasn’t my idea.” Well, it was, but what better way than to blame somebody else?
Triton snapped his head back to him. His eyes narrowed. “I’m listening.”
“That guy, he offered me money. And I needed it. I mean, my aunt cut me out of her will. I had no money. Sophia got everything. It’s just not right—”
“Stop blaming Sophia,” Triton hissed through clenched teeth.
Bad move. “No, no, of course not. It’s that guy. He didn’t want you two to get all cozy. He’s the one who wants to hurt her.” Well, it wasn’t exactly what the guy had said, since all he’d wanted was to make a relationship between Triton and Sophia impossible, but how would Triton ever find out the truth?
“Who is he?”
Michael shrugged. “I don’t know. He never told me his name. Honestly.” It was the first honest sentence that had come over his lips during the entire evening. It was true, the man had never mentioned his name. Now that he thought about it, he found it rather odd.
“What did he look like?” Triton continued his questioning.
“I don’t know.”
“Think, and think fast. I’m running out of patience.”
Michael shivered despite the heat rising from the burning river. “Tall, brown hair.”
“That’s not very descriptive.”
“He was dressed quite weird,” Michael added, desperate now to have all this stop.
“Weird?”
“Yes, as if he was going into the woods, hunting game or something. I mean, in the middle of the city, that’s just—”
“Orion,” Triton and Hermes said in unison.
They knew the guy? Hell, this wasn’t good news. Had he been set up? This didn’t make any sense.
“Not even Orion would try to kill a mortal just to get back at me. Oh, I believe he tried to drive a wedge between me and Sophia and used you for it, but the rest, all those accidents, they were of your making.” Triton turned to Hermes. “Give him a tour of Hades, and bring him back alive. I’ve got things to take care of up top.” 
Then Triton leveled a glare at Michael. “If you ever cross Sophia’s or my path again, you’ll return to Hades—permanently. Have a good look around. The choice is yours.”
 


Thirty-Three
 
Sophia heard the footsteps on the stairs and sat forward on the couch. The person hesitated in the hallway before entering the living room. She saw the outline of his form, tall and broad. His gait as he approached was familiar. Despite her failing eyesight, she instantly recognized him.
“Triton.”
She’d waited for hours for him to come back, her mind racing from one cycle of doubt to another. Her emotions were confused, battling with each other. One moment she was ready to forgive Triton for all his deception and the next, she wanted to toss him out on his ass and tell him never to come back. Why he’d come back, she still didn’t understand. What did he want from her?
Triton stopped in front of the couch and dropped down, crouching before her. He took her hands into his. “Sophia, how are you feeling?”
“Better. I’m better now.”
“I promise you, Michael will never hurt you again.”
Sophia’s breath hitched, and her heart beat into her throat. “Did you hurt him?”
Triton shook his head. “I promised you I wouldn’t, even though it wasn’t easy for me to keep that particular promise. He would have deserved a good beating.”
Relief swept through her. “Did he admit that he caused those accidents?”
“He did—after I convinced him that it was to his advantage to tell the truth for once.”
“You threatened him.” It was merely a statement. She knew Triton had to threaten him, with what, she didn’t really care to find out. “What makes you so sure he won’t try again?”
Triton led her hands to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. She should pull her hands back, but the contact felt good. “He knows that I’ll be here to protect you, and he fears me enough to stay away. You’re rid of him. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”
Sophia nodded. “Yes. He’s caused enough trouble. It’s better for all of us. But …” She hesitated. He’d said he would be here to protect her, but why and for how long? 
“What is it?” Triton moved closer, his head now only inches away from her.
“You’ll be here, but … why? Triton, what is it that you want from me?” Sophia held her breath. She needed to know.
He cleared his throat. “This might all sound very fantastic and outrageous, but I assure you, everything I’m going to tell you is the truth. Can you promise me to keep an open mind?”
What on earth did he mean by that? How outlandish could his explanation be? Was he some secret agent who’d come to protect her? Some bodyguard her aunt had hired before her death because she suspected that Michael might try something? 
“Okay?” She knew her voice was laden with doubt, but she would give it an honest try. He’d saved her life—more than once, in fact—and he deserved that she listen without pre-judging.
“I’m not from here.”
“I know that. You’re from Greece.” Or was that a lie too?
“Well, not exactly. I’m Greek, but I’m not from Greece, not the Greece you know.” She felt him hesitate as if he didn’t know how to continue.
“What other Greece is there?”
“You’re familiar with Greek mythology, aren’t you?” he asked.
“Sure, but what’s that got to do with where you’re from? And why is that even important? I just want to know who you are and what you want from me.”
Triton pressed another kiss on her hands. “Where I’m from is important, because it explains who I am. Sophia, I know you’ll think I’m crazy when I tell you this, but please believe one thing: I’ll never hurt you.”
In her heart, she knew he spoke the truth. He’d protected her, he’d cared for her. He’d been there when she needed him. No, he wasn’t here to hurt her. But what was he here for? “I know.”
“Sophia. My name is Triton, but my last name isn’t Waters. I have no last name. I’m simply Triton, son of Poseidon and Amphitrite, calmer of storms, god of seafarers and sailors.”
Sophia jumped up, wrenching her hands free from his. “Of all the despicable things you could do, you had to make fun of me? How could you?” How could he be so cruel to her? To torment her with alluding to the creatures she used to see, the gods and monsters, the fairies and gnomes. And of all of them to mention Poseidon, the god who’d saved her from drowning when she was a little child. There was only one other person alive who knew about it.
“Michael put you up to this, didn’t he? I should have known. You were in cahoots with him all along.” She tried to get away from Triton, but he stood up and cupped her shoulders.
“Sophia, I’ve just told you that I’ve taken care of Michael. I’m helping you, not him. Why would you think otherwise?”
She tried to get out of his hold and twist away, but he didn’t allow it. “Let go of me.”
“Not before you tell me why you suddenly think I’m on Michael’s side.”
“I’ll tell you why. Because you taunt me with the things I’ve seen. Michael is the only person, who knows about it. He’s the only one, who could have told you.”
Triton became impatient. “Told me what?”
“That I see creatures,” she shouted. “That I’ve seen creatures that only exist in myth: fairies, gods. Michael is the only one who knows that I’ve seen gods and other creatures when everybody knows they aren’t real.”
“But they are real. The gods—they exist, just like the fairies and the nymphs. I talk to them all the time. They are my friends.”
Sophia’s mouth dropped open at the seriousness of his tone. They were his imaginary friends? Could it be? “You say you see them?”
He nodded. “Of course I do.”
Was Triton just like her? Did he have the same problems? A knot formed in her chest. She’d been through this before, but she’d succeeded in making the creatures go away. She didn’t have the heart to turn away from somebody who needed her help. And if he had the same symptoms she’d once suffered from, then he clearly needed her help. But she had to know more before she could be sure he wasn’t lying. “You say those creatures exist?”
He nodded eagerly. “Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. The gods, the fairies, all of them. Of course, nobody can see them. I can, because I’m one of them.”
“Tell me more about them. What do you see when you see them? What do they look like?”
“If they are on earth you wouldn’t really know that they are not like mortals, except I can see their energy float around them.”
“Like a haze or a mist?” she asked. It was exactly how she’d seen the creatures.
“Yes, exactly like that. It’s their aura.”
She nodded. Yes, he was a lost soul. His symptoms were just like hers had been. “What does Poseidon look like?” She needed to make sure he knew things he couldn’t have found out from Michael, because even her cousin didn’t know all the details.
“Father? He’s not too bad looking for his age.” Triton chuckled. “But I don’t look anything like him, except that of course my lower half turns into a large mono-fin when I’m in the ocean, just like Poseidon’s—but only then. So you won’t have to worry about it: on dry land I have my human body.”
Sophia remembered how she’d seen Poseidon. Of course, Triton could have picked up the knowledge of how the god looked from a book about mythology. That’s probably how she had fabricated the vision too. It didn’t prove anything. Only the sincerity in Triton’s voice did. He believed what he told her. He truly believed that he saw these mythical creatures.  “I understand now, Triton.”
“So you believe me then?” His voice sounded full of relief.
She nodded. She needed to play along so he would accept her help. “I believe you when you say you see the gods and all those other creatures. I thought I’d seen them too. But I managed to close my eyes and wish them away. You can do the same. I can help you.”
***
Triton couldn’t believe what he heard. She thought he was crazy? Ready for the nuthouse? “Sophia, I’m not imagining this. I am a god, and Poseidon is my father.”
“I know how real these apparitions might seem to you. They were like that for me too. When I was five years old Poseidon rescued me from downing in the ocean. But he wasn’t real. I just imagined him.”
“Agapi mou, you didn’t imagine him. I believe you when you say Poseidon saved you. That’s one of the things he does. He might have a violent temper sometimes, but he is known for saving little girls from drowning. I’m just surprised you were able to see him. The gods are normally invisible to humans. You must have a special gift.”
Sophia shook her head. “It’s not a gift, it’s an ailment. And I got past it, just like you will.”
Triton tipped her chin up with his hand and pulled her closer. “You’re not mentally ill. And neither am I.”
“Triton, accept it and you can heal—just like I did.”
 “Listen to me, please. I was punished for being a bad boy. Zeus stripped me of my godly powers and banished me to the mortal world. He won’t give me my powers back until I’ve proven myself, until I’ve earned the love of a woman. Your love. I came to you under the guise of a healthcare worker because I need you to fall in love with me so I can earn my powers back. That’s why I’m here. I’m sorry I deceived you, but I need you.”
He pressed his mouth to hers and captured her upper lip with his. “Sophia,” he whispered between feather light kisses, “I need your love.” When he said it, he realized that he didn’t just need her love to have his powers returned to him, he needed her love for himself. He wanted her love, to feel it spread in his heart, to capture it, treasure it, hold it. “Love me, please.”
Her lips parted under his, and a sigh escaped. “Triton, please, I can help you.”
“Help me by loving me, by believing in me. Everything I’m telling you is the truth. Please trust me.” He’d never begged in his life, but he didn’t care now. He would fall on his knees if that was what it took to win her love. He would walk to the end of the earth and back for her if it would make her love him.
Sophia’s hand came up to cup his cheek. He turned into it and kissed her palm. “Yes. Triton, kiss me, and we’ll make each other forget everything.”
“Not everything,” he answered back, “only the bad stuff.”
He molded his lips to hers and kissed her, gently at first, showing her how precious she was to him. But then his desire for her pushed to the surface. He wanted this woman like he’d never wanted anybody else, neither goddess nor mortal woman. 
Triton lifted her into his arms.
“What are you doing?” Her voice was raspy, colored with the same passion he felt for her.
“I’m taking you to bed, and then I’m going to make love to you until we both collapse, because today I almost lost you. And I need to wipe that memory from my mind.”
Before she could answer, he showed her with his lips how deep his need to forget was. Seeing her hanging off the balcony had almost killed him. He’d never before felt the kind of despair that had gripped him at that moment, and he never again wanted to feel anything else as painful.
Triton carried her into her bedroom and placed her onto the bed. When she tugged at her clothing, he captured her hands. “No, please, let me undress you. It’ll be my pleasure.”
She sighed contently and relaxed into the sheets. “When you helped me dress that first time, tell me what you were thinking then.”
He undid the button of her shorts and slid the zipper down. “I was counting myself the luckiest guy on this earth. And I had a huge hard-on. You would have probably fired me if you’d seen it.”
Her cheeks colored a beautiful shade of red. “Do you have a hard-on now?” 
He chuckled. “Why don’t you tell me?” Triton took her hand and guided it to his groin, where his erection threatened to burst through the seams of his jeans. Her fingers travelled along his length before her palm settled over the bulge. Warmth flooded through him. “I’m always hard for you, agapi mou, my love. There hasn’t been a moment since I’ve met you that I didn’t want to take you into my arms and make love to you.”
“Why?”
“Why? Because you’re beautiful, and you’re brave and courageous. You never give up, you’re strong and determined. You’re a fighter, and you’re fair. And you’re generous. When Greg’s wife needed a job, you offered her one, even though you can barely afford to pay her. And despite Michael’s betrayal, you didn’t want him hurt. You have a good heart, you know that?” He’d never met anybody like her, and he admired her.
“But look at me, I’m a mess. I’m going blind, and there’s nothing the doctors can do. And I don’t know if I can ever get this Bed and Breakfast off the ground.”
Triton put his finger to her lips. “Stop worrying. I’m here now, and I’ll help you. Everything will be fine. I promise you that.”
Then he kissed her.
***
Sophia relaxed into his kiss. Was he really a god like he claimed? Of course not; after all, gods didn’t exist. But did it matter? Not really. He’d saved her life, he’d taken care of Michael, and now he made her feel safe and cherished. He wouldn’t hurt her. And he needed her. She could help him. Once he accepted that what he saw wasn’t real, she’d help him make the creatures vanish, just like she’d done for herself. Everything would be all right. And once he was better, she’d find out who he really was. And what did it really matter who he was? Her own cousin was a bad person, and she’d known him all her life. She didn’t know anything about Triton other than that he was good and that she wanted him. Maybe it was foolish to trust him, but she couldn’t deny him. Tonight she would forget about her doubts and only do what her heart asked for: to love him.
As the storm outside rattled against the window, she felt safe in Triton’s embrace. He peeled her out of her clothes with gentle and patient movements, the movements of a man who was sure of himself, certain that what he was unwrapping was his to take. Every time he uncovered more of her naked skin, he kissed the area as if greeting it and mapping it for further exploration. 
“You’re more beautiful than any goddess I’ve ever seen.” He breathed against her navel. “I wish I could make you a goddess, but I promise you, I’ll treat you like one.”
She laughed softly. Yes, he was just as crazy as she’d once been. So she played along. “How does one treat a goddess?”
“You’re about to find out.”
A moment later, he covered her with his naked body, the hard ridge of his cock sliding over her mound of curls, rubbing ever so slightly against her clit. “I think I like being treated like a goddess.” She tilted her pelvis to meet him.
“I can feel that.” He pressed his shaft against her, harder this time. “I missed you the last two nights.”
His admission filled her with warmth. Triton didn’t have to say all these things—he already had her in bed; no more seduction was required. Yet, for him to tell her that he’d missed her, it meant something to her. It felt good, it felt honest, and it felt right. “I missed you too.”
His response was a kiss full of passion and desire. Triton slanted his lips and took hers, ravishing her. Sophia tasted the salt of the ocean in his kiss and smelled the sand. It was as if an ocean breeze engulfed her when his hands roamed her body, caressing, exploring, conquering her body and soul. No other man’s hands and mouth had ever made her feel this free and this cherished.
Sophia caressed the smooth skin on the back of his neck and felt him shiver. The thought that he was as affected by her touch as she was by his, made her heart beat in a violent staccato. His hips moved restlessly against her, making his cock drag against her sex, igniting an avalanche of heat inside her. When Sophia pulled back from his kiss, it was only to ask him for what she wanted. “I need you now.” 
She couldn’t wait any longer. The need to feel him inside her, filling her, loving her, was growing too big to ignore. 
“You’ve got me,” he whispered against her lips while he drew back his hips and lined up his cock at the wet entrance to her body. Slowly, he slid inside her, inch by inch, the walls of her tight channel stretching for him, inviting him deeper until she’d captured all of him. Then he stopped and exhaled.
“You’ve got me,” he repeated. “All of me.”
Triton’s lips fused with hers at the same time as he withdrew from her sheath, then thrust back in. And again.
***
Triton found his rhythm, and slowly and steadily pumped into her. He wanted to make this last, their first lovemaking after he’d confessed his identity. It was as if this was the first time he truly made love to her as himself, without deception, without pretense. 
Sophia had accepted him despite her doubts. Nothing else mattered now. He’d won her back after he’d thought all was lost, after he’d almost lost her forever. Wanting to forget the painful memories, he ravished her mouth again, drinking in her sweet taste, glorying in the feel of her fingers dancing over his skin. Wherever she touched him, his body ignited in a firestorm until his entire body was one raging inferno, so hot he thought he’d incinerate.
With every thrust, she took him deeper into her body, her tight channel clenching around him, squeezing him like a tight fist. But he wouldn’t come, not yet. He wanted to prolong this physical connection with her, to enjoy it for as long as he could. And he wanted to give her every ounce of pleasure he was capable of. She needed it, she deserved it. He wanted her to forget the painful memories she carried, the disappointments she’d experienced. 
For the first time in his long life, he wanted nothing for himself and everything for her. If he could bring joy and satisfaction into her life, maybe even happiness, he would be happy too. 
Triton shifted his angle and pulled himself out of her.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, a hint of panic in her voice.
“Nothing, agapi mou. But I want this to last for you, and if you squeeze me so tightly, I’ll come before I can make you come.”
“But—”
He put his finger onto her lips. “It matters.”
Sophia relaxed back into the pillow, and Triton settled between her spread thighs. His hand went to her pussy, finding her clit instantly. It was fully engorged. He flicked his finger against it and elicited a not so subtle moan from Sophia.
“You like that?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” Triton took his shaft into his hand and guided it to her clit. He was slick with her juices and slid easily against her hard little button.
“Oh, God, yes,” she rasped.
“You may call me Triton—I think we’re past all formalities,” he joked.
A soft chuckle was her response before another strangled moan left her throat as he continued to slide his shaft against her clit, up and down. First softly and slowly, then faster and with more pressure. And all the while he held onto his control. The muscles in his neck and shoulders bulged from the strain of holding back, but it was worth it. Every breathless moan he coaxed from her gave him more satisfaction than he could have ever imagined. 
“Please, now, inside, Triton.” Her wish was urgent, and he didn’t hesitate. With one swift move, he plunged back into her, riding her harder than before, reaching deeper. He felt every cell in her body, felt a merging of more than just their flesh. He felt closer to her than he’d ever felt to another being. 
The moment her muscles seized and contracted around him, his control shattered into a million pieces, and he let himself go. He exploded inside her, his cock shooting its seed into her in hot and eager spurts. And with every wave of her orgasm, he came again. When the explosions in his body subsided, he buried his face in her neck and nuzzled kisses on her skin.
“By the gods, I’ve never felt anything this amazing,” he confessed.
Her hand buried itself in his hair. “I love you.” Her whisper was so soft he barely heard it. 
Triton lifted his head with a jolt. “What did you just say?”
“I love you.”
“You love me?” She loved him? Sophia loved him? “You love me!” He shouted it out, wanting everybody in the world to hear it. “Sophia!” His heart felt like exploding, like it was too full to keep what was inside. He captured her lips, kissing her like a madman, like a starving man who’d just discovered there was food and water and couldn’t get enough of it.
A loud sound interrupted him. Triton turned his head and saw a branch hitting the window repeatedly. The storm had kicked up and was whipping the coast and this city.
The storm!
Triton had forgotten everything about it. He rolled off Sophia and sat up.
“The storm.” He had to calm it. And with Sophia’s love, he knew he could. He’d fulfilled Zeus’ challenge and should have his powers back.
“Conch shell,” he called out while stretching out his open palm. But nothing appeared. His hand remained empty. “Conch shell,” he repeated, but nothing happened. Panic traveled up his naked back. Why couldn’t he conjure a simple shell?
“What are you doing?” Sophia sat up next to him.
“It’s not working. Why isn’t it working?” He was talking to himself.
“Why is what not working?” Confusion laced her voice.
Triton turned to her. “I should have my powers back. I should be able to calm the storm now, but I can’t even conjure up a conch shell. I don’t understand it.” He ran his hand through his damp hair and felt Sophia press a kiss on his shoulder. But the touch wasn’t enough to soothe his distress. If his powers weren’t back …
“Triton, forget about it. You don’t have to prove anything to me. I love you, and I don’t care who you are.”
He looked at her and recognized the sincerity in her face—she spoke the truth; she loved him. “But, that’s just it. If you love me no matter what, then I should have my godly powers back.”
She smoothed her hands over his tense shoulders, alternately massaging and kissing them. Her soft lips and her tender fingers felt like heaven, when outside the house the storm raged, creating hell for the coast. 
“Stop thinking,” she urged him. “Not everything can be explained rationally. Whatever your powers may be, if you had them before, they’ll come back. Just give it time.”
“But there is no time.” He rose and walked to the window. All he could see was the relentless rain. “People will die. I have to save them. It’s my duty.”
The rustling of the sheets told him that Sophia had left the bed. A moment later, she stood next to him and took his hand. Her voice was soft and soothing when she spoke. “You can’t save anybody if you don’t save yourself first. Don’t you know that? You’re a lost soul. You have to find your way home first before you can help anybody else.”
He turned his face to her. Her words were so similar to those his father had spoken. Hadn’t he said something about finding his home and forgetting about the storm? “But all the devastation out there. I have to do something.”
Sophia pressed his hand to her face and kissed it. “Triton, accept that you are a man. A man I love. Calming the storm is outside your powers.”
Triton tossed another look at the window and the storm beyond it. He’d failed. Yet, as much as he regretted his failure, another part of his heart rejoiced. He’d won Sophia’s love. “Do you truly love me?”
“Yes.”
He prayed for the lives that would be lost, and he promised he would make amends one day when he had the power to do so. But Zeus hadn’t given him his powers back, and for now, he was only human. And the woman beside him had offered her heart to him, and by the gods, he wanted that heart, and he wanted her love.
Triton turned to her and wrapped his arms around her. “I want your love, more than I ever thought I could want anything in this world.”
When he kissed her and took her back to bed, he let everything else melt away. Only the two of them existed, wrapped in a cocoon of desire, passion, and affection. His hands explored her, his lips worshipped her. She was his goddess, even if he wasn’t a god anymore. Even if Zeus had deserted him and stranded him on this earth, Triton was happy for the first time in his life. Happy for one reason only: Sophia loved him.
He’d never understood what others meant when they talked about love, but he understood it now. The love of the woman currently urging his cock to penetrate her, was the only thing that mattered to Triton now. As long as she loved him, as long as he could make her happy, his world would be perfect. He didn’t need to be a god, because she made him feel like a man. A man, who belonged and had found his home.
“I’m yours, agapi mou,” he whispered in her ear and surged into her, taking her more fiercely this time. His body joined with hers, and he felt as if floating on a cloud. Ecstasy drove him higher, desire and passion fuelled his ascent. His skin sizzled from the contact with her hands and lips. And his shaft impaled her time after time, never tiring, never stopping, eager to please her and surrender to her.
In her arms he felt whole and complete. With her kisses she appeased his longing. When her channel tightened around him, he surrendered to her love and let his climax wash over him. His cock pulsated, filling her with his essence as his lips released what his heart had known for a while now.
“I love you, Sophia. I love you with all my heart.” The words felt right, rolling off his tongue with ease despite their newness. 
He saw her eyes well up at his admission and kissed the unshed tears away. “Get used to me saying that to you, because it’s true and it feels good.”
Before he could kiss her again, he felt a bolt of electricity hit him and shoot from the top of his head all the way through him. His body convulsed from the impact. With difficulty, he managed to roll to his side so he wouldn’t hurt Sophia. The crippling pain only lasted a few seconds before it vanished. Left was the knowledge of what had happened.
“Triton, what’s wrong?” Sophia’s panicked voice reached his ears.
His powers were back. He could sense the ocean calling to him, asking for his help. And he heard the cries of the people endangered by the storm.
Triton reached for her hand and squeezed it in reassurance. “Everything’s fine, my love.” Then he stood and stretched out his hand. “Conch shell.” Out of nowhere, a beautifully formed coral colored conch shell appeared in his palm. 
With two steps, he was at the window and opened it. The wind and rain blew in, but he stood firm despite the elements lashing at his naked body. There was no time to lose.
Triton set the shell to his lips and blew. The melody was a simple one, but the ocean recognized it and was appeased. 
***
Sophia watched Triton stand in front of the open window, holding something to his face. The melody he created passed over the noise of the storm. It felt as if the sound coaxed and cajoled the winds and the clouds.
The strange energy emitting from Triton now was something she’d seen before. No, not really seen, but felt. Whenever she’d seen one of the gods or otherworldly creatures, she’d felt that same energy buzzing from them.
Sophia swung her legs out of bed. What was happening right in front of her was impossible, yet she knew she wasn’t dreaming.
By the time she reached the open window, the rain had already stopped and the wind that had whipped the trees earlier was withdrawing.
She turned away from the window and stared at Triton. When he’d despaired earlier about not having his powers, she’d merely tried to calm him, hoping this episode of hallucination would pass. She hadn’t believed a word he’d said. All she’d wanted was to help him heal. Yet he didn’t need any help.
“Oh, my God, you are a god, aren’t you? Just like you said.”
“Are you trying to tell me you didn’t believe me earlier?” There was surprise in Triton’s voice.
One side of her mouth tilted up. “Of course I didn’t believe you.” Had he really thought anybody in their right mind would believe his fantastic claims?
“Then why did you even take me back if you thought I was lying to you?” 
“I just thought you were as crazy as I am. But—”
Triton burst out in a hearty laugh and lifted her into his arms, spinning them both into a circle. “You thought I was crazy? And you love me anyway? And now, do you still love me even though I’m a god?”
She ran her hands through his hair. If he was a god, what on earth did he want with her? “The question is: do you still love me now that your powers are back?”
He brushed his lips to hers. “Let me show you how much I love you.” He carried her the short distance to the bed and lowered them. “A little warning though. Now that I have my powers back, I won’t get tired very easily.”
“Oh, God.”
 


Thirty-Four
 
Triton felt a hand on his shoulder, shaking him lightly. Was Sophia trying to wake him to make love again? Frankly, he wasn’t going to object.
“Agapi mou,” he whispered and opened his eyes and was awake with a start.
“I guess that endearment wasn’t meant for me,” Eros said from beside the bed. 
“You have some nerve coming here,” Triton hissed under his breath, casting a glance at Sophia next to him in bed. She was still asleep, and he wanted to keep it that way.
He swung his legs out of bed and stood up, grabbing Eros by the shoulder in the next instant before dragging him into the bathroom. Only after he’d shut the door behind them did he speak again. “You’ve got some explaining to do.” Triton raised his fist.
Eros put his arms up in defense. “Before you hit me like Hermes did, hear me out.”
“You have two minutes. And to give you fair warning, my powers are back, so you’d better be prepared for a good beating if I don’t like your explanations.”
Eros gave him an exasperated look. “Why is it that you guys all think you can beat me whenever you’re frustrated with something? I’m as big as the rest of you and pack just as much muscle.”
Triton crossed his arms over his chest. “One and a half minutes.”
“Great, that’s the thanks I get? Why do I even bother?”
“Thanks? For what? For sabotaging me and working with Orion behind my back?” Triton mocked.
“Would you mind covering up?” Eros asked with a glance at Triton’s naked body.
Triton snatched a towel off the rack and wrapped it around his lower half. “Enough stalling.”
“So you’ve got your powers back. Guess that means you’re in love with Sophia.”
Triton narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just what I said. You’re in love with Sophia, that’s why your powers are back.”
“My powers are back because Sophia loves me. Granted, it took a little while for Zeus to give them back to me, but they’re back.”
Eros shook his head. “He didn’t grant you your powers because Sophia loves you, but because you love her.”
“Weren’t you listening?”
“I was, but unfortunately Zeus changed the rules of the game on you.”
“What?” Panic coursed through Triton. What had Zeus done?
“Okay, here’s what happened. Just don’t hit me, or you’ll never get the whole story out of me.” When Triton didn’t answer, Eros went on. “Zeus and Poseidon had this idea of teaching you a lesson, so—”
“My father was in on this?”
Eros shrugged. “Can you blame him? You were a total brat, chasing after every skirt. Are you even aware of how many times your father had to calm down some pissed off husband or father?”
Triton cringed. He had been pretty bad now that he thought of it. But all this was behind him. From now on, only Sophia existed for him. She was the only woman he wanted.
“I see, you do remember,” Eros remarked dryly. “When I heard of their plan, honestly, I thought it was good.” 
Triton took in a deep breath, ready to deck Eros with his fist. But the love god raised his hand. “Hold it. Yes, I thought it was a good plan. I figured if you had to be nice to women for once, it would teach you something: humility. I should have known it wouldn’t work. So, after a couple of weeks, I took pity on you. I was going to shoot one of those women with my arrow so one would fall in love with you.”
Triton listened up. Eros was on his side?
“Unfortunately, Zeus got wind of it. So he took away my power to shoot arrows. I tell you, that really sucks. Now work’s piling up and I’ll have to do a few really long shifts to catch up.”
“You poor soul,” Triton said sarcastically.
Eros ignored his remark. “Anyway, that’s when Zeus decided to rig the game and change the rules. He and your father figured it would be much more effective if you were the one, who had to fall in love, not the woman. And what’s even worse, he decided not to tell you about it.”
“Son of a god!” Triton cursed. Zeus was more devious than he’d expected.
“That’s when I had the idea with Orion. I knew he’d wanna sabotage you, but Orion didn’t know about the rule change either. Since I couldn’t shoot any arrows anymore, I figured I’d have Orion do it.”
“He shot Sophia with an arrow to make her fall in love with me?” Triton felt deflated. Was that the reason she loved him?
Eros shook his head. “Orion shot you.”
“Me?” Why would Orion have shot him?
“Yes, I convinced him that if you turned into some lovesick puppy, women would run from you. Nobody wants a douchebag.”
“I’m not a douchebag.” Triton raised his fist again.
“Nobody says you are. I was merely fooling your idiot brother.”
“Half-brother,” Triton corrected hastily.
“So, as you can see, it all worked. You fell in love with Sophia. Zeus gave you your powers back. End of story. Time to go home.”
“I’m not going home. I am home.” The moment he said it, Triton remembered what his father had said to him that night out at Fort Sumter, that he would find his home. He’d found it with Sophia.
“I don’t think you understand. You’re a god again. It’s time to go back.”
“And I don’t think you understand. I love her, and I’m staying. Thanks for the help. I’m sorry I misjudged you. But if you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to bed.” And hold Sophia in his arms, wake up with her in the morning, and make love to her again. But he didn’t say that—it was personal and only between him and Sophia.
“Do I have to spell it out for you? You are a god again. My arrows don’t work on gods.”
“So? I’m in love with Sophia, so obviously the arrow worked on me.” Did it really matter why he’d fallen in love with her? For a moment, Triton wondered if it was all a fraud, but he dismissed the thought. He loved her, no matter what.
“Because Orion shot you while you were without your powers. Now that you’ve got them back, the effect will wear off.”
“What effect?” Triton didn’t like the direction the conversation was going in. A twinge of doubt crept into his chest.
“The effect of my arrow. You’ll soon realize that you’re not in love with her. She’ll mean nothing to you. Gods aren’t affected by the magic of my arrows. You’ll fall out of love.”
Triton took a step back, bumping against the tile wall. He’d fall out of love? No! It wasn’t possible. No, he would love Sophia forever, he knew it. “No.”
Eros put a hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry. Truly, I am. But you have to leave her now.”
Leave Sophia? How could he? She loved him. He would break her heart. And she needed him, now more than ever. Who would take care of her if he was gone? Triton swallowed hard, but the lump in his throat didn’t loosen. And if he stayed? If what Eros had said was true?
“How can you be so sure?”
“You have to trust me on this. You have to leave now.”
Triton shook his head. “No. I’ll stay. We’ll see if it wears off, and if—I say if it really wears off as you claim, then I’m leaving. And only then.”
The grave look Eros gave him tightened the knot in Triton’s stomach.
“Triton, you don’t understand.” He exhaled. “Not only don’t I know exactly whether it will take two or three hours or two or three days until it wears off, but because somebody other than myself shot you, the arrow was contaminated.”
Triton stared at Eros. “What does that mean?”
“Your memory of her and your time with her will vanish from one minute to the next. You might wake up next to her tomorrow and not even know who she is.”
Triton’s knees buckled, and he slid to the ground. “How could you do this to me?”
Eros’ hand on his shoulder was no consolation. Triton shook it off. “I’ll hurt her if I stay. I won’t love her anymore. I won’t even know her.” He couldn’t do that to her. He loved her too much to see her in pain. It was better if he left her now. Maybe she would get over it, forget him quickly. He hoped she would.
“Forgive me, Sophia,” he whispered, even though she couldn’t hear him.
 


Thirty-Five
 
Sophia snuggled deeper into the warm sheets. Her entire body hummed pleasantly with the aftershocks of making love to Triton. She’d never felt better in her entire life. And finally, one big worry had been lifted off her shoulders. She wasn’t mentally ill. The creatures she’d seen—even Poseidon who’d saved her from drowning—were real. And if they were real, it meant that her mother hadn’t been crazy either.
Everything made sense now. She’d inherited the gift of seeing otherworldly beings from her mother. And now she’d fallen for a god. Triton. She rolled to the other side of the bed, trying to get closer to him. But the bed was empty. 
Sophia sat up with a start and listened to the sounds in the house. She could hear faint noises coming from the second floor. Quickly, she swung her legs out of bed and found her bathrobe.
As she walked along the second floor corridor, she heard a news anchor on the TV. “Meteorologists have not been able to explain the phenomenon as of yet, but it is clear that the storm took an abrupt turn last night and veered off the coast. Radar was unable to track the storm’s path …”
Sophia walked to the kitchen where she heard somebody tinkering with pots and pans. “Triton?”
“Good morning, Sophia,” Alice greeted her cheerfully.
“Good morning, Alice. Have you seen Triton?”
“No. Nobody’s here except for me.” There was the sound of the front door opening. “Oh, maybe that’s him now.”
Sophia took a step back into the hallway as somebody walked up the stairs. “Triton,” she called out.
“No, it’s me, Jonathan,” the voice replied. “Sorry, I’m a little late this morning. I was watching the news about the storm. Quite something, wasn’t it? For it to just turn off like that.”
Sophia nodded. Triton had done that. She was proud of him, but of course she could never tell anybody what he’d done. “Good morning, Jonathan.”
“Good morning. Oh, nice, who got you the flowers?”
“What flowers?”
“The ones on the sideboard. Looks like there’s a card with it,” Jonathan explained.
Sophia heard Alice come out from the kitchen. “They were already here when I got here this morning.”
“Can you read the card to me?” She knew instinctively who the flowers were from. And surely Triton knew that she couldn’t read the card herself, so he wouldn’t write anything too intimate on it, knowing somebody had to read it for her. Maybe he’d just had to leave to take care of something and would be back soon.
Jonathan walked past her. She heard the rustle of an envelope being opened.
“Sophia, all I said last night is true, but I can’t stay. Forgive me. Triton,” Jonathan read.
He’d left her? An ice cold hand gripped her heart and squeezed the last drop of blood from it. Her lungs fought for air, but she couldn’t get any. She closed her eyes shut, seeking comfort in utter darkness, trying to shut out the rest of the world. Triton was gone. His words had a finality to them that she understood.
She felt Jonathan’s hand on her elbow, steadying her. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I know you liked him.”
Like didn’t even come close to what she felt for Triton. She’d opened her heart to him. Sophia took a gulp of air. With it came the first sob, but she bit it back. No, she couldn’t allow herself to cry, not here, not in front of Alice and Jonathan.
“I’ll get you a cup of coffee,” Alice said from the kitchen, the pity in her voice the final stab to Sophia’s composure.
***
Triton turned away from the pool of water and the images playing on its surface. He couldn’t watch Sophia cry herself to sleep for a second night. It hurt too much. Already last night, he’d wanted to run back to her and comfort her, tell her he’d come back to her, if only she stopped crying. But he’d held himself back, knowing he couldn’t offer her what she needed. She deserved a man, who’d be true to her for the rest of her life, and he couldn’t guarantee that.
“What’s wrong, son?” his father’s voice came from behind him.
Triton spun on his heels. “Everything is wrong!”
“Don’t you think that’s a little melodramatic?”
“I’ve not forgiven you and Zeus for what you did.” In fact, Triton was still seething with anger. Anger not for his own pain but for the pain that Sophia had to suffer now. His own pain, he deserved. It was time that he paid for all his youthful indiscretions and his callousness. But it wasn’t fair to let Sophia suffer for it.
“We only tried to teach you a lesson, one, if I might add, you needed desperately. All your actions were your own.”
Triton glared at his father. But Poseidon’s expression didn’t turn to anger. Instead, his face remained calm, which irked Triton even more. “I’ve learned my lesson, I assure you. But you and Zeus have gone too far this time. Sophia is an innocent. She doesn’t deserve to suffer.”
“She suffers?”
Triton crossed the distance to go toe to toe with his father. “She cries every night, she doesn’t eat, she has no hope left,” he hissed.
“Maybe you should do something about that,” Poseidon said innocently.
Triton narrowed his eyes. “What are you saying?”
“I assume she suffers because of you?”
He didn’t like his father’s accusation—most of all because it was true. Sophia suffered because he’d left her. Left her with barely a word, without an explanation, and in the middle of the night. Like the thief he was, the thief who’d stolen her heart and then tossed it aside. By the gods, how he hated himself for it.
Without another word, he turned and walked toward the palace. 
“Son,” Poseidon called after him, “you have to trust in what you feel. Only you know what that is. Nobody else.”
What did his father know what he felt? His heart was being put through a wringer twenty-four hours a day. There wasn’t a moment since he’d returned from the mortal world, when he didn’t feel the acute stabbing pain that sliced his heart into pieces. Not even at night did he get reprieve. He hadn’t slept since he’d left Sophia’s arms. Whenever he tried to close his eyes, images of Sophia flooded his mind, intensifying the pain in his heart.
How long would it take for Eros’ arrows to lose their effect? Hadn’t Eros said it was only a matter of hours? Maximum three days he’d said. Well, maybe he was being punished some more. He sure deserved it. And he was fully prepared to take more punishment if only it meant Sophia would be happy again.
He needed to do something for her, to help her. 
***
The god of healing, Aesculapius, only raised an eyebrow when he heard Triton’s question. “Surely you know I need a good reason to heal somebody. Otherwise everybody would expect to be healed from any ailment and there’d be no illness and disease in the mortal world.”
“This woman is special. She needs our help. Because of the gods, she’s suffered unduly, and it’s only right to give her something back that will help her restore her hope in life.” Triton glanced at the staff in the god’s hand. A single serpent coiled around it, its tongue flicking out now and then. He knew that if Aesculapius willed it, his staff could heal any disease.
“Ah, so that is the woman everybody is talking about on Olympus.”
Triton didn’t hide his surprise. “What do you mean?”
The healer god chuckled. “Finally a mortal woman has brought you to your knees.”
The assessment was right, but Triton wasn’t in the mood to discuss his feelings with him or anybody else for that matter. “It doesn’t matter what everybody says. Will you help me?”
“Help you? I thought you wanted me to help her.”
“Helping her is helping me.”
“I see. As you know, nothing is for free, not even here on Olympus. What have you got to offer me in exchange?”
Triton hadn’t thought about it. He had nothing the god of healing could possibly want. Panic spread within him. If he couldn’t offer Aesculapius something of great value, he wouldn’t restore Sophia’s eyesight. Frantically, Triton combed his mind for anything he owned that was of value. He drew a blank.
“What do you want?” he asked in desperation. “I’ll give you anything you want, whatever is in my power.”
“Anything?” Aesculapius asked. “Just as I thought.” A crooked smile crept onto his lips. “It looks like I might just win my bet after all.”
“Your bet?”
“Your friend Hermes has turned into quite a bookmaker ever since you came back. I’ve got quite a treasure riding on you.”
“What in Hades is going on?” They were making bets on him?
“Well, I can’t tell you that, of course. Otherwise I might be accused of rigging the bet. But I tell you what, I’ll grant your wish and give the woman her eyesight back. And if I win my bet, you owe me nothing. If I lose, I get to take whatever I want from you.”
Triton had never been a gambling man, and not knowing what the bet was even about, he had no way of knowing what, if anything, he would ever owe the god of healing. But it didn’t matter. Aesculapius had agreed to heal Sophia—it was all that mattered. Whatever he wanted from him in the future was worth it. Triton didn’t have to think it over. His decision was clear.
“Agreed.”
***
Sophia felt a burst of light in her face as if someone was shining a spotlight on her. Out of reflex, she closed her eyes shut, only to open them a second later.
The shock of what she saw knocked her back against the wall.
She screamed.
Instantly, Jonathan came running from the kitchen. “Sophia! What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”
She stared at him, running her eyes from his head to his feet. His skin was the color of milk chocolate, but his eyes were a mixture of grey and blue. “You have grey eyes,” was the first thing that came over her lips.
Jonathan’s jaw dropped.  “You can see me.”
Sophia turned in a slow circle and took in her surroundings. She could see everything: the wainscoting on the walls, the tasteful runners on the smooth wooden floor, the pictures that had been hung. She could even read the artists’ names. 
“I can see,” she repeated. “Jonathan, I can see.” She ran toward him, hugging him before she rushed into the kitchen. Alice was there, already coming toward her.
“Sophia?” she asked, her voice incredulous as their eyes locked. “Oh, my God,” she gasped.
When Alice hugged her, tears streamed down Sophia’s face. She was happy and at the same time unhappier than ever before. For the only person she truly wanted to feast her eyes on wasn’t here. And he’d never come back. Her eyes would never see what they wanted to see: Triton.
 


Thirty-Six
 
Dionysus’ fist connected with Orion’s nose in one clean sweep.
“That’s for sending those three goons to kick my ass.” He landed a right hook under Orion’s chin an instant before the god of the hunters could bring up his arms in defense. “And that’s for screwing with Triton.”
“Hold on,” Triton interrupted from behind, “leave me something.” He’d teleported to Dionysus’ location just in time to see his friend deck his half-brother. But he wanted a piece of him too. In fact, he was spoiling for a fight. 
Two days earlier, Aesculapius had restored Sophia’s eyesight. Triton had thought it would make him feel better, but it didn’t. Yes, he was happy when he saw how ecstatic Sophia was about seeing again. But then he’d watched her at night, and she’d cried herself to sleep again, just like the nights before. Nothing had changed. She was still unhappy, and the thought that he’d done this to her, that he was the cause for her pain, made him want to cut his own heart out.
Short of that, he’d settle for a beating at the hands of one of his fellow gods—whoever would take the bait. And Orion was just the kind of guy, who’d take him up on it.
Dionysus stepped aside. “Be my guest.”
Orion jumped to his feet, fists at the ready now. Perfect. Dionysus had already riled him up. There was no further need to provoke him. Triton planted himself squarely in front of his half-brother and waited for the first blow. It came within seconds and much harder than Triton had expected. No matter. The punch to his face was the first real thing he’d felt in days. At least it distracted him from the pain inside.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Triton asked as he wiped the blood off his lip. “You punch like an old lady.”
Orion’s response was a vicious uppercut to the nose. Pain seared through Triton’s head. “Defend yourself, you idiot,” Orion demanded. 
Triton grinned. He had no intention of fending off the next blow either. He needed more, so he’d finally feel numb and wouldn’t be reminded every moment of his miserable life what he’d done to Sophia. Slowly, he raised his fists to his face.
“That’s better,” Orion commented and struck out. But instead of Triton using his arms to block Orion’s fists, he dropped them, given him a clear path to strike. The blow landed on his chin, snapping his head to the side. He felt blood fill his mouth, and spit.
“What the fuck?” Orion hissed and stepped back.
“That’s enough,” Dionysus interrupted before he turned to Triton. “What in Hades is wrong with you?”
Triton ignored him and instead motioned his arms toward Orion. “I don’t think we’re done.”
“Oh, we’re done. Whatever your game is, little brother, I ain’t playing anymore.”
“It’s not a game. It’s a fair fight.”
Orion glared at him. “It’s not a fair fight if you’re not even trying. If you’re looking for somebody to beat you up because you hate yourself, look somewhere else.”
Then he spun on his heels and teleported from the clearing.
“What was that?”
Triton turned and saw Dionysus leaning against a tree trunk, his arms crossed over his chest.
“What was what?” Triton tipped his chin up in defiance, despite the pain in his aching jaw.
“Why did you let him beat you up?”
Triton couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his laugh. “Because I deserved it. Wanna finish it off? Come on, be a friend.”
Dionysus shook his head. “Still not over Sophia, are you?”
“None of your fucking business.”
“Hey, I’m not the enemy. And no matter how much you provoke me, I won’t fight you.”
“Suit yourself.” If he couldn’t get what he needed here, maybe Hermes would oblige him. Triton turned to leave.
“None of the others will do it either. Besides, nobody wants to look like crap when they go to Sophia’s party tonight.”
Triton stopped in his tracks. “Sophia’s having a party?”
“Tell you about it later. But only if you tell me why you’re moping about like this.”
“Don’t ask questions when you already know the answer.”
“Fine. Then why don’t you go after her, since you can obviously not forget her?”
Triton let out a ragged breath. “Hasn’t Eros told you?”
“’Course, he has. So?”
“Then why are you even asking? The effect of his arrow will wear off, and I won’t love her anymore. I won’t even know who she is and that I ever loved her. I’ll cheat on her, treat her badly, and then leave her. You know what I was like before this. She doesn’t deserve that.”
“You’ve been back what, four days, five?”
Triton shrugged. He’d lost count. One day had blended into the next. Had it really been five days already? Yet he still remembered her as vividly as the moment he’d left her.
“And you think you still love her?”
“Yes.” As much as before. His feelings hadn’t lessoned. 
“Ever considered that Eros might be wrong?”
Triton raised an eyebrow. A tiny spec of hope crept up his chest.
“What if you fell in love with her without the help of his arrow?”
“But he shot me.”
“Technically, Orion shot you with Eros’ arrow. But if Sophia and you were meant for each other, you wouldn’t have needed his arrow to fall in love. You would have fallen in love without his help.”
“You mean—” Triton didn’t dare complete his thought.
“Ergo, it won’t wear off.”
Triton stared at Dionysus, the words echoing in his head. What if he’d fallen in love with her because they were soul mates? And hadn’t Eros said that the effect would wear off within hours or three days at the most?
“Dionysus, how’s my face look?”
“Like crap.”
“You think you can help me fix that?” Triton gave him a lopsided grin.
“I’m a god, not a magician.” Then Dionysus chuckled. “But I’ll give it a shot.”
***
Sophia looked at the lavishly decorated dining room. Alongside the walls various food and drink stations had been built, but the middle of the room had been cleared so people could mingle. Tomorrow, the first guests would arrive, but tonight she’d invited the town to celebrate the opening with her. 
She hadn’t forgotten anybody, least of all the workers, who’d helped her finish the renovations on time. After Triton had left, one of his friends had offered to continue helping her. And all the others had followed his example. Slowly but surely, she’d realized that none of them were entirely mortal. Many of them were minor gods, some were heroes—as the sons of a god and a mortal were called—and even some fairies joined in. With their help, the work was done in record time. Sophia didn’t ask how it was done and was sure that at some time or other magic had been involved. 
Too often her thoughts had drifted to Triton and what she’d lost, but she knew she had to go on. People depended on her, and she wouldn’t let them down, despite how sad she felt inside. But she promised herself she wouldn’t dwell on it any longer. She had her eyesight back, and Dr. Zimmerman had called it a miracle. He’d examined her and declared that even the scar tissue from the operations was gone. He’d never seen anything like it. 
Sophia suspected who she had to thank for it. Despite the fact that he’d left her, Triton had done something for her that no other person could. She was grateful for it. She tried not to speculate why he’d left, but in the dark hours of the night it was hard not to think about him and what had made him leave.
She promised herself that tonight she would turn over a new leaf. Tonight she wouldn’t cry.
Sophia surveyed the crowd in the dining room. She had given Alice the day off and hired staff for the night, so that she could enjoy herself and mingle with the guests. Jonathan was also here, but the day after Dr. Zimmerman had declared her cured, he’d left her employ. She didn’t need him any longer.
Even the new bank manager had shown up. She’d given him a tour of the newly renovated guest rooms, and he’d been impressed. She caught Mr. Morton’s eye as he waved her to where he was chatting with one of the neighbors from the block.
Sophia approached. “I hope you’re enjoying yourself, Mr. Morton. Hi, Beth, it’s nice you could make it,” she greeted her neighbor.
“What a nice place. I always knew you had it in you,” Beth chattered. “And to do this all on your own. That’s impressive. Isn’t it, Mr. Morton?”
Morton nodded. “Not entirely alone though. I believe Miss Baker’s fiancé helped a great deal with all the work.”
Sophia swallowed hard. She’d forgotten about the meeting they’d had and the fact that Triton had claimed to be her fiancé. “Yes, yes, he did. More wine?” She needed to bring the conversation to another topic before curiosity about her so-called fiancé spread.
“You are engaged?” Beth asked, her mouth gaping open. “Nobody’s told me. Why has nobody told me about that? Where is he? Are you going to introduce him to me?” Beth couldn’t stop talking as her head bobbed from side to side as if looking in the crowd trying to spot the man, who was Sophia’s fiancé. 
“Oh, he couldn’t make it tonight,” Sophia answered hastily. Next week she’d invent some story and tell Beth that they’d broken it off. There’d be some gossip—Beth was one of the major gossip mongers in the neighborhood—but it would die down.
“Are you sure?” Morton asked, “I thought I saw him in this room only a few minutes ago.”
Sophia’s heart raced. He’d seen Triton here? “You must be mistaken, Mr. Morton. He would have told me if he could make it after all,” she lied. Morton had to be wrong. After all, he’d only met Triton once, and only for a few minutes during which he’d certainly graced Sophia with more scrutiny than her companion.
From the corner of her eye, she spotted Alice trying to get her attention. “Excuse me, Mr. Morton, I think Alice is looking for me.” Relieved not to have to carry on the conversation, Sophia went to Alice.
“I didn’t want to disturb you, but it looks like people are devouring those hors d’oeuvres. Are there any more?” Alice pointed at one of the tables. She was right, the platter was nearly empty.
“Let me check in the kitchen.”
“I’ll come with you,” Alice offered.
“No, Alice, you’ll enjoy yourself. You’re not getting anywhere near the kitchen tonight, and that’s an order.”
Sophia squeezed through the crowd and slipped out of the room. The kitchen was empty.  She opened the fridge and peered inside. The caterers had left several more platters, but none of the most popular hors d’oeuvres were left. She let the door fall shut. “Darn.”
“Something wrong?” a voice came from behind. Sophia spun around. She recognized the man as one of Triton’s friends, who’d helped out at the house after Triton had left.
“Sorry, I don’t think I even know your name,” she apologized.
“Hermes,” he said and smiled. “Can I help out with something?”
His aura identified him as an immortal. “Hermes. You wouldn’t be, uh, …?” She made an upward movement with her head, indicating heaven.
He winked at her, then put his finger on his lips. “I know you can keep a secret. So, what is it you need?”
“You wouldn’t be able to find some more of those hors d’oeuvres?”
“The ones with the figs?” he asked.
“Those are the ones.”
Hermes stretched out his arm. A moment later a platter full with the little delicious nibbles appeared on his palm. Sophia stared at him in wonder, but after everything she’d been through, it didn’t surprise her anymore.
“Why don’t I bring these to the guests and you go out on the balcony and relax a little? You look tired.”
“But I have to mingle,” Sophia protested, even though she did feel exhausted.
Hermes pushed her toward the door to the balcony. “Relax a little. They're all too busy eating and drinking to even notice you’re gone.”
“Thanks.” 
Sophia stepped out onto the dark balcony. The air was warm. She raised her head and looked out over the water, the moonlight reflecting on its surface. No clouds were on the starry sky. It was beautiful. She filled her lungs with the ocean breeze.
“Good evening, Sophia.”
Her heart stopped. “Triton.” He’d come back.
Before she could turn to look at him, he was behind her, his hands clasping her shoulders, preventing her from turning around. “No, don’t look at me. We have to talk first.”
He was so close, she wanted to lean into him, feel her body melt into his. But was he back for good, or had he only come to explain to her why he’d left in the first place? Would he leave again?
“I’m sorry, Sophia. I hurt you. I owe you an explanation.”
She swallowed. So, he’d only come back to lighten his own conscience. Sophia stiffened under his hold. Would he tell her now that he’d never loved her?
“You don’t owe me anything.” She didn’t want to hear the truth. All she wanted was to hold onto the happy memories she had with him. “Please leave.” Before he destroyed those memories for her.
“No, Sophia. Please listen to me. I know I’ve been a jerk, leaving you like that when you needed me most.”
“I’m fine now.” It was lie. Yes, she wasn’t blind anymore, but she still needed him. Her heart felt empty without him.
“I’m not. I’m not fine without you. I’m miserable without you.”
Sophia straightened. He was unhappy without her? “But—”
“I have to tell you what happened. The god of love, my friend Eros, shot me with one of his arrows, so I’d fall in love with you.”
“Against your will. Then you only loved me because of that.” She wished he’d never told her that. He’d loved her but didn’t want to love her. How cruel could life be?
“Wait. That’s not the whole story. Yes, he shot me to help me, because Zeus had changed the rules of my punishment. What I told you that night was the truth. Or at least I thought it was. I was punished by Zeus. He took away my powers and exiled me. I had to find a woman who’d love me for traits I didn’t think I had: kindness and selflessness. Traits you, Sophia, awakened in me.” 
Triton sighed. “Sophia, you don’t know what I was like before I met you. I was a philanderer. I cheated, I treated women like objects. I wasn’t a good man. Not the man you deserve.”
So this was the kiss off. This was the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech. Why did he have to come back? “I don’t want to hear any more.”
“You have to. Sophia, I’ve changed. You changed me. You, agapi mou, made me a better man. You taught me to care about somebody other than myself.” He hesitated before he continued. “There’s something else I haven’t told you yet. We’ve met before—before your accident. You rejected me when we first met, not because you didn’t like the way I looked, but because of the kind of man I was. But I couldn’t forget you. I’m sorry, I didn’t have the courage to tell you who I was, but I was too scared you’d simply kick me out on my ass if you knew who I was.” He slowly turned her in his arms.
When Sophia faced him, she finally saw the man she’d given her heart to. His face was illuminated by moonlight. Adrenaline shot through her body. “You. It’s you!” 
No wonder something had been so familiar about his scent and his body when he’d first entered her house and her life. Triton was the man from the bar, the man she’d called a himbo, the one she’d brushed off so callously because she’d thought he was shallow. He was even more handsome than she remembered him. This couldn’t be real. He’d snuck into her life without telling her who he was.
“You deceived me!” she snapped and jerked out of his hold. “How could you do that?”
“I was desperate, Sophia. I wanted you, and you wouldn’t give me a chance. Frankly, you did right to reject me when we met in the bar. I was an arrogant asshole then. I wasn’t worth your love. But I wanted it, by the gods, how I wanted your love.” His look was suddenly haunted. “What I didn’t realize was that all the time while I was trying to make you fall in love with me, I fell in love with you instead.”
He suddenly smiled at her, but she was still seething with anger.
“You snuck into my life. Like a thief.”
“I never wanted to hurt you. I know what it might look like now, but I wanted to protect you. I couldn’t have done that if you’d tossed me out. Don’t you see, I couldn’t tell you who I was or you would have cut me out of your life. You thought I was unreliable. I wanted to prove you wrong. I had no intention of hurting you.”
His words were sincere and so was the look in his eyes. Instinctively, she knew he spoke the truth. Sophia felt her anger simmer down. Still, he had hurt her in the end. “You left me.” 
He shut his eyes for a second as if it caused him pain to look at her. “The night I left you, Eros showed up. He told me what Zeus had done. Do you remember when I was so confused because I couldn’t conjure up a conch shell even though you’d confessed your love for me?”
Sophia nodded. “But you got your powers back later.”
“But not until I confessed my love for you. See, what Eros told me that night was that Zeus had changed the terms of my punishment without telling me. I had to fall in love. Not you.”
Understanding dawned for Sophia. “And once you had your powers back, you left. You didn’t need me anymore.” It hurt, the knowledge that once he had what he wanted, he’d left.
Triton lifted her chin with his fingers. “No, agapi mou. I didn’t want to leave you, but when Eros told me that he’d shot me with his arrow, he also told me that now that I was a god again, the effect would wear off. I had no choice. I didn’t want to suddenly wake up and not know you. I couldn’t hurt you like that.”
“Not know me? I don’t understand.”
“I would have lost all memory of our time together. I would have forgotten you, and that I loved you.”
“But you’re here now—and you clearly still know me.” Whether he still loved her was another question.
He smiled. “And I still love you. Because Eros was wrong. His arrow didn’t make me fall in love with you. You did.”
Her heart leapt, but her head forced her to question him nevertheless. “How can you be so sure of that? It could still wear off, and then you’ll leave me again.” She couldn’t go through this again.
“I know it here.” He touched the place where his heart was. Triton’s mouth moved closer to hers as he dropped his voice. “I still love you. And I’ll always love you. I’m miserable without you. I haven’t slept, because I need your arms around me to fall asleep. I need you, Sophia. Please take me back.”
Was he really saying these things to her or was she dreaming? “How can I be sure this is real?”
“I’ll prove it to you.”
“How?”
“For you, I’ll give up everything: my powers, my immortality. Love me, marry me, and we’ll fill this house with our children.”
He rummaged through his pocket before he pulled something out of it. When he raised his hand, she saw the ring he held. A brilliant emerald sparkled in the moonlight.
Sophia stared at him. This couldn’t possibly be true. “But you’re a god. Why would you give that up just to be with me?”
Triton pulled her closer. “Because you’re more important to me than anything else. I love you. Be my wife.”
This time, her heart overruled her head. “Yes.” 
***
Triton heard her single-word answer, and his heart somersaulted. He slipped the ring on her finger, then took her face between his palms. He wanted to say something to acknowledge her response, but he was speechless. Without a word, he brushed his lips to hers and kissed her. 
By the gods, how he’d missed her. For this woman he’d go to the ends of the world and back. Nothing was too big a sacrifice for her. Triton wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. His tongue slipped between her parted lips and dove into her, tasting her again, reacquainting himself with the delicious caverns of her mouth. She responded to him as passionately as she had the last night they’d been together. 
All worry shed from him like dead skin. Sophia had taken him back, forgiven him for what he’d done to her. And he’d repay her for her generosity by showering her with his love for the rest of their lives. 
Triton released her lips and looked at her. Her eyes met his. Finally, she truly saw him. He couldn’t get enough of looking into the depth of her eyes and seeing her love reflected in them. “Tell me you love me,” he whispered.
Her lips curved upwards. “I love you, Triton.”
His heart filled with warmth and pride. He’d won the woman, who was right for him. “Tomorrow I’ll talk to Zeus and tell him that I’ll relinquish my powers.”
“I think we’d better talk tonight, boy,” a thundering voice came from behind them.
Ah, shit! So much for having a peaceful night in Sophia’s arms.
 


Thirty-Seven
 
“So, this is the woman all the fuss is about?” Zeus let his gaze sweep over Sophia. Triton instinctively tugged her closer to him. He didn’t like the way Zeus perused her. No other man was allowed to look at her that way.
“Relax, Triton, I have no interest in her.” Despite the words, Triton didn’t release her. The god of gods couldn’t be trusted with any woman.
Zeus made an impressive figure in his mortal clothes. He’d traded his white tunic for a pair of tight fitting black leather pants and a white shirt which was open practically all the way to his washboard abs. His massive chest was sprinkled with light brown hair, and his muscles flexed with every move he made. 
Triton glanced at Sophia and was relieved to see that she seemed unaffected by Zeus’ physical beauty.
“I assume, you’re Zeus,” she addressed the god directly.
“And you’re the mortal, who thinks she loves this hothead here.”
Sophia’s arm around Triton’s waist tightened, but she didn’t respond. 
“Very well. You know of course, Triton, that your request to give up your status as a god is out of the question.” Zeus’ voice was calm as if he was merely discussing the weather. “I have no intention of granting it, so you might as well forget about it.”
Triton squared his shoulders. “I will do no such thing. Sophia and I belong together, and I’ll live with her. Here, in the mortal world. Give my powers to somebody else. I don’t want them. I want to be mortal and spend the rest of my life with the woman I love.” He looked at Sophia and pressed a kiss on her forehead.
“How cute. Does she know what you’re like, Triton? Is she aware of your philandering ways?” Zeus taunted him.
Before he could come back with a retort, Sophia spoke up. “Triton loves me. I trust him.”
Zeus raised an eyebrow. “She’s a brave one, isn’t she? And pretty too. Maybe she does interest me after all.” He let a lascivious smile curl around his lips. Triton snarled and pushed Sophia behind his back.
“You touch her, I’ll destroy you.”
“You’d defy your god for her? You’d risk my punishment?”
“You can do whatever you want to me, but you’ll never touch her,” Triton warned through clenched teeth. His hands balled into fists, ready to defend her no matter the punishment.
For several tense moments, he locked eyes with Zeus. Then, suddenly, the god of gods laughed. A rumbling laughter that filled the night.
“Poseidon! Where in Hades are you?” Zeus called out.
An instant later, Poseidon appeared next to Zeus, dressed much less provocatively than his older brother. He’d donned a dark business suit. “I was right, wasn’t I?” Triton’s father addressed Zeus without introduction.
“I’m afraid to say you are. I didn’t think your boy had it in him, but I’m the first to admit when I’m wrong. He loves her.”
Triton looked at his father, who finally acknowledged him. “I’m proud of you, son. And to have brought such a pretty woman into the family, I congratulate you.”
Sophia stepped next to Triton. He instantly wrapped his arm around her.
“Don’t worry,” his father added, “Zeus only wanted to test you. He didn’t believe me when I told him you were truly in love.”
Triton let out the breath he’d been holding ever since Zeus had appeared on the terrace. “Father, it’s good to see you.”
“I remember you,” Sophia said looking at Poseidon. She took a step toward him, and Triton let her go, albeit reluctantly.
Poseidon stretched out his arms. “And I remember you. I had a good feeling about you back then, and I knew you’d be the right girl for my son. It just took a while to get the two of you together.” He wrapped her into an embrace and kissed the top of her head.
“Can I have her back now, father?” Triton felt his chest tighten despite the knowledge that his father’s embrace was non-sexual. 
Poseidon released her. “You’ll have to work on that jealousy a little, Triton.”
Triton took Sophia into his arms. “I know, father, but that’s a challenge for another day.” 
Sophia looked up at him and smiled. “You’ll never have any reason to be jealous.”
“I know that, agapi mou.” He captured her lips and kissed her. 
The two older gods cleared their throats. Reluctantly, Triton let go of Sophia’s lips. “Later,” he whispered only for her to hear.
“There’s still the issue of you wanting to give up your powers,” Zeus continued.
Triton stiffened. “Yes.”
“As I said, I can’t grant that wish—”
“But I thought you were just testing me.” Confusion spread within Triton.
“True, but that doesn’t mean I’ll grant your wish.”
Triton tightened his hold on Sophia. “I won’t leave her.”
“Nobody is demanding that. Not even I am that cruel in the face of true love. Triton, I command you to remain god of the seafarers and sailors. However, you will reside here in the mortal world—and don’t think I won’t be watching you. One slip up and I’ll punish you. Your union with the mortal Sophia has our blessing, and all your children shall be heroes. You may select one of your sons—or daughters—to succeed you as god once he or she is old enough, and transfer your powers.”
It was more than Triton had ever expected. He released Sophia and dropped to his knees. “I thank you, Zeus.”
“But—” Sophia interrupted.
All three gods looked at her.
“If Triton remains a god, he’s immortal, and I’m not. I’ll grow old and wrinkled.” She looked at Triton. “And you’ll stop loving me.”
“Would you care to explain it to her yourself, Triton?” Zeus chuckled.
Triton looked into Sophia’s doubting eyes and rose. “Agapi mou. As long as I’m a god, you’ll draw from my immortality. You will remain as young as I am.” He could see relief flood her eyes.
“Now that that’s taken care of, I saw some very delectable morsels in there.” Zeus gestured toward the dining room.
“Oh, please,” Sophia replied hastily, “help yourself to some of the food before it’s gone.”
Triton exchanged a grin with Zeus and his father before he looked back at Sophia. “Zeus wasn’t talking about the food, my love.”
It took two seconds for Sophia to catch onto his meaning. Her cheeks colored a delightful shade of red. “Oh.”
“I hope you’ll visit soon. Your mother wants to meet your bride.”
Triton nodded to his father and smiled back at Sophia. “We need a few days on our own, but after that, I promise, we’ll come and visit.”
And right now, he wanted nothing more than to whisk Sophia out of there and make up for the long separation. His father caught the look he cast over Sophia, a look which told everybody what he wanted to do once they were alone.
“Zeus and I will entertain the guests since it appears the two of you won’t join in any further festivities.” Poseidon chuckled.
“Oh, Father, maybe you could do me a favor. There’s a certain bank manager in there, who needs a lesson in manners.”
Poseidon’s eyes twinkled. “Say no more. I think I know who you mean.” Then he followed Zeus through the French doors into the dining room.
The moment they were alone, Triton took Sophia into his arms. “Let’s go upstairs.”
“We’ll never make it through the crowd without being stopped.”
“That’s when being a god comes in really handy. Hold onto me.” A split second later, the balcony was gone and they stood in the middle of Sophia’s bedroom. 
She looked around herself, then back at him. “What was that?”
He grinned. “Teleporting.”
“I think I could get used to that.”
His lips hovered over her mouth. “And I can get used to this.” His lips descended onto hers, merging into a deep kiss. He slanted his mouth, seeking a deeper connection and felt her respond to him with the same urgency. Her arms went around his neck, holding him tight, and her soft breasts were crushed against his chest. He loved the feel of holding her, of her perfect body molding to him.
“Are you sure it’s safe to let Zeus and Poseidon entertain the guests?”
“Mmm hmm,” he mumbled and trailed hot kisses along her neck.
“What if people figure out who they are?”
“You worry too much.” Triton urged her backwards until they reached the bed. He nibbled on her lips. “For the next twenty-four hours, I don’t want you to concern yourself with anything else but with making love. Because I’m starving here, and you look delicious, especially—” He paused and snapped his finger, making her clothes disappear. “—naked.”
Sophia’s mouth dropped open when she realized what he’d done. “Not fair.”
Triton winked and snapped his finger again. His own clothes disappeared, and he held her against his naked skin. “Now we’re even.”
“Can you teach me that?”
“Not sure I would want to teach you that. Who knows how you’re going to use it. It’s way too dangerous a tool in your hands.”
A moment later, she gave him a gentle shove, and he fell onto the bed, Sophia landing on top of him. “I guess I’ll have to play with other tools then,” she hedged. Her hand moved lower, down his chest, then down his stomach before she reached his cock, which was throbbing hard and heavy, waiting for her touch.
When her palm wrapped around him, his heart beat in his throat. “You can play with me anytime you want to, as long as I get to do the same.”
“Sounds like a fair deal.”
She squeezed him, and only a strangled moan came from his throat.
“Did you say something?”
“No, agapi mou. You’ve finally rendered me speechless.”
“I love you.”
And he loved her too, his own personal goddess.
THE END
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“You may kiss the bride!”
Dionysus watched as his best friend, Triton, the god of seafarers and sailors, drew the lovely Sophia into his embrace and kissed her for longer than was decent at a wedding, particularly one at which half of Olympus was assembled. If he held her any tighter, her white flowing gown of pure silk would wrinkle beyond repair and be ruined forever, but neither of the two newlyweds seemed to care or even notice.
Even Dio was taken in by the picture: Triton’s blond hair and sun-kissed skin contrasted against Sophia’s long, dark hair, and while the two lovers looked like opposites, Dio knew they complemented each other perfectly.
More than one throat cleared before Triton—rather reluctantly—removed his lips from his wife’s and winked at Dio. It appeared that despite the fact that his once-philandering friend was now one hundred percent monogamous, he hadn’t lost his sense of humor and his passion.
At least Dionysus could be sure that his friend would be happy, despite the golden cage he’d just allowed the mortal priest to lock him into. By the looks of it, Triton didn’t mind one bit. Dio shook his head and glanced at the guests, who now filed past the couple one by one to express their well-wishes. As Best Man, he remained standing next to Triton, in equal parts happy and sad—happy to know that his friend had found true love, yet sad for himself to have lost his position as best friend. Sophia was Triton’s best friend now.
Sophia’s mansion had been decked out for the wedding; no expense had been spared. Not even on Olympus, could the event have been any more extravagant. The opulent house she’d inherited from her aunt and turned into a B&B to pay the inheritance taxes lent itself to affairs like this. The dining room, with its fourteen foot ceiling, had been cleared to accommodate the many guests present for the ceremony. The adjoining living area, which was as large as a ballroom, stood waiting with a most sumptuous buffet of the finest delicacies, and some even more enticing waitresses. Flowers adorned the entire house, inside and out, and the scent of roses and jasmine permeated throughout the building.  
Dio watched patiently as Poseidon and Amphitrite, Triton’s parents, hugged their son and new daughter-in-law, both of them fairly beaming with pride. Even Orion, Triton’s half-brother behaved in a civil way, shaking hands rather amicably. It appeared that now that Triton didn’t represent competition for female attention anymore, Orion felt no animosity toward his sibling.
When Zeus approached, Dionysus stiffened in concert with Triton. In his designer tuxedo, diamond-studded cufflinks, and Italian dress shoes, Zeus looked like a playboy ripped from the pages of GQ Magazine: smoldering hot, powerful, and looking not a day over thirty-five. His five o’clock shadow added an air of danger, one every woman of the wedding party should heed, but wouldn’t, because of his overwhelming charm.
The god of gods congratulated the young couple and kissed Sophia on the cheek. Triton’s tension radiated outward like an ocean wave, making Dio physically aware of his friend’s possessiveness. It could be endearing at times, but at this moment, it wouldn’t be prudent to act upon. Dio put a hand on his friend’s arm, cautioning him not to do anything rash, even though he understood him only too well: Dio’s no-good father was well known for his love of beautiful women, and not even the presence of Hera, his head-strong wife, assured that Zeus kept his paws to himself. But Dio hoped Zeus had enough sense not to make a pass at a new bride.
However, just to make sure, Dio felt the need to steer Zeus’ attention in another direction. “Zeus.” He nodded curtly when he caught his father’s eye. “I see you brought your wife. How nice of you.” 
The narrowing of Zeus’ eyes confirmed that he didn’t like to be reminded of Hera. “Your stepmother has a way of wringing invitations out of unsuspecting people.” He shot a glance at Sophia, who had the good sense to smile, a charming, sweet smile not even Zeus seemed to have any defense against.
“I thought it only appropriate to invite her. She seems such a nice woman. And after all, we’re all related,” Sophia chirped good-naturedly.
Dio refrained from rolling his eyes and noticed that the cords in his father’s neck bulged, attesting to the restraint it took him not to blow up and unleash his vile temper. 
“Indeed, my dear Sophia,” Zeus ground out instead. 
The knowledge that Hera’s presence at the wedding cramped Zeus’ style made Dio feel almost giddy. Anything or anybody who pissed his father off was welcome. And that included his wicked stepmother.
“One big, happy family!” Dio grinned back at Sophia before he caught a movement in the corner of his eye and turned. “Ah, if that’s not the person we’re talking about.” Just because he was glad that Hera’s presence annoyed Zeus, however, didn’t mean that he wanted to spend any time with her. If anybody had a chance at ranking higher on Dio’s shit-o-meter than his father, Hera sure was in the running.
Dressed in a figure-hugging long, red dress, her long, dark hair draped high on her head, Hera arched an eyebrow before she nudged Zeus aside and hugged Sophia. She was beautiful. Dio had to grant his father that concession. But even he, who was no more interested in love and affection than a street vendor was in a thunderstorm raining down on his goods, liked beauty with a hint of warmth. Yet, Hera’s beauty was all ice: cold—with a chance of hail.
“Congratulations, my dear. You could have done much worse than Triton.” Hera made a pause, tossing Dio a sideways glance, a sure indication that a wicked remark was in the making. “Be glad you didn’t fall for Dionysus.”
Before Dio could muster a comeback, Triton took Hera’s hand and kissed the back of it. “I’m pleased you approve.” The twinkle in his eyes couldn’t be denied, proving that his friend was too deliriously happy to have noticed Hera’s backhanded stab at Dio. 
“Of your bride, I approve,” she answered pointedly. “Your choice of Best Man leaves much to be desired. Defeats the purpose of best, doesn’t it? Best at philandering maybe, even though I believe that title belongs to his father.”
“Ouch, you wound me, Hera,” Dio countered, clutching his hand to his chest as if suffering a heart attack. Not that she was too far off the mark. He wasn’t any better when it came to relationships than Zeus. Cut from the same bone—thigh bone to be precise. But he needed no reminder of who or what he was. “Will you excuse me? It appears I need to practice, since my qualifications as the number-one philanderer are being put into question.”
He ignored Hera’s thinned lips and wasn’t even remotely interested in Zeus’ reaction. He simply shrugged when Triton shook his head. 
Yet Sophia gave him a charming smile. “The bar is open,” she hinted. 
Bless her for her understanding, because as sure as the sun rose every day, two minutes in the presence of his father and his stepmother dried out his throat like a sandstorm in the Sahara.
Dio headed for the living room, where a bar had been set up at one end, and ignored the buffet tables on which deliciously looking hors d’oeuvres played neighbor to lavish flower arrangements. Soon, the guests would descend on the food like locusts onto a field of corn, albeit with less grace and manners. He gestured to the bartender to pour him a glass of Zin. He wasn’t the god of wine for nothing. Because if Dio knew one thing, it was his wine.
He took the proffered glass and swallowed away the remnants of his conversation with Hera and his father. 
“Who’s pissed into your wine?” Eros asked, slapping him on the back of his expensive three-piece Armani suit, most likely imprinting a permanent crease with his powerful hand. 
Dionysus swiveled and glared at the god of love. Just the person he wanted to see right now—not! At least Eros had had the decency to leave his bow and quiver at home. He looked almost at ease in his elegant grey suit. Zeus had warned that whoever gave any indication to the assembled mortals that half the guests were gods and other immortal creatures, would be punished severely. And his father knew something about punishment.
“Piss off!”
Another slap on his shoulder announced the arrival of Hermes, the messenger god. “Envious?” he prompted, motioning his head in Triton’s direction.
Dio jerked his gaze toward Hermes. “Of a golden cage? Think again.”
“Triton doesn’t see it as a cage.” Eros had the audacity to exchange a smirk with Hermes.
“He looks positively happy,” Hermes added. “Whereas you look like you’re drinking vinegar.” He waved to the bartender. “A glass of red, just not the same as he’s having.”
“The wine is perfectly fine. It’s the company that stinks.”
Eros took a step closer. “You wouldn’t be talking about your two best friends here, would you now? Or are you in the mood for a fight?”
Maybe that was what he needed, a good bar brawl to feel like himself again. The last few weeks, helping Triton and Sophia with the arrangements for their wedding, had taken their toll. But as Best Man, he’d felt obligated to chip in and take certain errands off Triton’s hands—such as handling the guest list for the immortals and smoothing over bruised egos. But not even he had been able to prevent Sophia’s invitation from reaching Hera.
As the mother goddess, Hera had a special connection to all women. She could hear their pleas even if they weren’t addressed at her personally.
“If I knew you’d be fighting fair, I’d love a quick hand-to-hand.” 
Eros lifted his hands in a show of surrender. “Moi? Not fighting fair?” Then he looked at Hermes. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?”
Despite himself, Dio had to grin. Hermes joined in laughter a second later. And just like that, Dio’s bad mood was gone. His friends could do that to him. That’s why he loved them. It was just a shame that they’d see so much less of Triton now that he resided in the—admittedly very charming—city of Charleston. Even Dio had a little bachelor pad here that he used on occasion, that’s how much he liked the city and the many bars. It wouldn’t be too much of a hardship to visit Triton from time to time. So, maybe very little would change after all.
“Did you notice the lovely redhead in the crowd?” Hermes asked.
“Francesca? She’s Sophia’s best friend. But don’t bother.” Dio took a big gulp of his wine.
“You think I have no chance?”
“Depends on the competition.” Dio loved needling his half-brother.
Hermes grinned. “If you’re the competition, then I’m home free.”
Eros laughed. “I’m happy to play umpire.”
Dio waved his friends off. “I’m not interested in her, but you go right ahead and compete with Zeus.”
Hermes deflated as if somebody had stuck a pin into a balloon. “That’s just so unfair. Why does he always get first dibs?”
“He doesn’t always,” Dio interrupted and smiled to himself. The delectable morsel he’d chosen for himself hadn’t entered Zeus periphery yet, and if Dio could help it, his father would never set eyes on her, at least not until Dio was done with her.
“Which means exactly what?” Hermes challenged.
Eros graced him with a knowing glance. “It appears our dear friend has found a victim that has so far escaped Zeus’ eye.” Because a beauty like her would attract Zeus’ attention instantly.
Dio winked at the god of love. “And that’s all I’m saying.”
“Who is she? Is she here?” Hermes asked, eagerly craning his neck to survey the crowd that had already poured into the living room and was now jostling for position in the buffet line.
“Do I look stupid enough to choose somebody from the wedding party when I know for certain Zeus will lay claim to her as soon as he sees her?”
“Ah, so maybe one of the waitresses?” Eros interjected.
“Same difference. Once Zeus lays eyes on her, not even Francesca’s beauty can keep him from going for my girl.” Not that she was his girl yet. The lovely Ariadne had so far resisted his advances and only allowed a few chaste kisses, claiming she wanted to get to know him first. Just like Dio wanted to know her—in a biblical kind of way.
“Your girl? Dio, you wouldn’t by any chance have given up your one-night-only rule?” Hermes gave him a you’re-shitting-me look.
Dio shook off the thought as if it was poisonous. “Don’t be ridiculous! Do you see me walking down the aisle anytime soon? As soon as I’ve had her, I’ll let her loose. My weeks of wining and dining her will pay off tonight.”
Eros laid his hand on Dio’s forearm. “Hold it. Are you telling me that you haven’t fucked her yet?”
Dio swallowed hard. Admitting to his friends that he hadn’t gotten a woman into his bed on the first try was like admitting to a monumental defeat. “I’m enjoying the chase.” Which wasn’t entirely untrue. Seducing Ariadne slowly had its charm. In fact, the thrill of a slow seduction was growing on him. And for some strange reason, he enjoyed this unfamiliar feeling.
Hermes broke out in hearty laughter. “Finally a woman who doesn’t drop her panties the moment you crook your finger.”
Anger churned up in Dio. He felt compelled to defend his sexual prowess from Hermes’ attack. “Believe me, she will drop her panties tonight, or I’m through with her.”
“Sounds like a dare.” Eros lifted his glass in mock-toast.
“It’s a fact!” Tonight, Ariadne would surrender to him. He’d sink into her sweet heat and finally unleash his passion on her, take her to heights she’d never known before, and make her beg for more. And then he’d do it again until the sun rose. Because once the night was over, he’d leave, sated and done with the inexplicable draw she had on him. It was that draw that had compelled him to start dating her when he never dated. All he usually had were one-night-stands. It was different with Ariadne. For two weeks now, they’d played their little game, gone out for dinners and dances, yet she’d always stopped him when he wanted to go further. With any other woman, he’d have stopped his pursuit and moved onto the next, not willing to waste his time any longer. But Ariadne held his attention.
He stared at his two friends. “Tonight she’ll be mine. And tomorrow I’ll be moving on to the next one.” He raised his glass. “Mark my words.”
As he toasted to his friends, his gaze strayed into the distance and collided with Hera’s. The glower in her icy-blue eyes confirmed that she’d heard each and every word of his conversation with his friends. The mother goddess wasn’t pleased.
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EXCERPT of Gabriel’s Mate by Tina Folsom

The click-clack of her heels echoed against the buildings. Maya could barely see the pavement through the fog, which hung like a thick mist in the night air, amplifying every sound.
A rustle coming from somewhere behind her made her accelerate her already hasty steps. A chill so severe it felt as if an icy hand had touched her skin went through her. She hated the dark, and it was on nights like these that she cursed her on-call duty. Darkness had always scared her, and lately it did even more so.
She opened her purse as she approached the three-story apartment building she’d been living in for the last two years. With shaking fingers, she fished for her house keys. The moment she felt the cold metal in her damp palm, she felt better. In a few seconds, she would be back in bed and get a few hours of sleep before her next shift started. But more importantly, shortly she would be back in the safety of her own four walls.
As she turned to the stairs leading up to the heavy entrance door, she noticed the darkness in the foyer. She glanced up. The light bulb over the door must have burned out. A couple of hours ago it had been burning brightly. She put it on her mental list of things to tell her landlord. 
Maya felt for the railing and gripped it, counting the steps as she walked up.
She never reached the door.
“Maya.”
Her breath caught as she spun on her heels. Engulfed in the dark and the fog, she couldn’t make out his face. She didn’t need to—she knew his voice. She knew who he was. It almost paralyzed her. Her heart hammered in her throat as fear inside her gut spiraled. 
“No!” she screamed and scrambled back toward the door, hoping against all odds she could escape. 
He’d come back like he’d vowed.
His hand dug into her shoulder and pulled her back to face him. But instead of his face, all she could focus on was the white of his pointed teeth.
“You will be mine.”
The threat was the last thing she heard before she felt his sharp fangs break through her skin and sink into her neck. As the blood drained from her, so did the memories of the last few weeks.
***
“And you’ve tried surgery already?” Dr. Drake inquired without looking up from his notepad.
Gabriel released a frustrated huff and brushed an imaginary dust particle off his jeans. “Didn’t work.” 
“I see.” He cleared his throat. “Mr. Giles, have you had this …”—the doctor winced and made a nondescript hand movement—“uh … all your life? Even when you were human?”
Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut for a second. After puberty, there wasn’t a day in his living memory that he’d not had this problem. Everything had been normal when he’d been a little boy, but the moment his hormones had started raging, his life had changed. Even as a human, he’d been an outcast.
He felt the scar on his face throb, remembering the moment he’d received it and jerked himself away from the memory. The physical pain had long since eased, but the emotional pain was as vivid as ever. “I had it long before I became a vampire. Back then, nobody thought of surgery. Hell, an infection would have probably killed me.” If he’d known how his life would turn out, he would have taken a knife to himself, but hindsight was always twenty-twenty.  “Anyway, as you probably know better than I do, my body regenerates while I sleep and heals what it perceives to be a wound. So, no, surgery hasn’t worked.”
“I assume this has caused problems with your sex life?”
Gabriel pressed himself deeper back into the chair opposite Dr. Drake’s, having ignored the coffin-couch with an internal shiver upon entering the practice. His friend Amaury had warned him about the doctor’s choice of furniture. Nevertheless, the coffin that had been fashioned into a chaise lounge by removing a side panel gave him the creeps. No self-respecting vampire would want to be caught dead in it. Pun intended.
“What sex life?” he mumbled under his breath. But of course, the doctor’s superior vampire hearing assured the words weren’t lost to him.
Drake’s shocked stare confirmed it. “You mean…?”
Gabriel knew exactly what the man was asking. “Other than with an occasional desperate prostitute who I have to pay outrageous sums of money to service me, I have no sex life.” 
He dropped his gaze to the floor, not wanting to see the pity in the doctor’s eyes. He was here to get help, not to be pitied. Still, he needed to impress on the man how important this was for him. “I haven’t met a woman yet who hasn’t recoiled from my naked body. They call me a monster, a freak at best—and those are the kind ones.” He paused, shuddering as the memories of all the names he’d been called came rushing back. “Doc, I’ve never had a woman in my arms who wanted to be with me.” Yes, he’d fucked women—whores—but he’d never made love to a woman. Never felt a woman’s love or tenderness, or the intimacy of waking in her arms. 
“How do you expect me to help you? As you said yourself, surgery hasn’t helped, and I’m only a psychiatrist. I work with people’s minds, not their bodies.” Drake’s voice was infused with rejection, every single syllable of it. “Why don’t you use mind control on human women? They won’t know any better.” 
He should have expected as much. Gabriel leveled a glare at him. “I’m not a complete jerk, Doctor. I won’t use women like that.” He paused before he went on, bringing his anger at the dishonorable suggestion under control. “You helped my friends.”
“Both Mr. Woodford’s and Mr. LeSang’s problems were different, not …” —he searched for the right word—“physical like yours.”
Gabriel’s chest tightened. Yes, physical. And a vampire couldn’t alter his physical form. It was set in stone. It was the exact reason why his face was marred by a scar reaching from his chin to the top of his right ear. He’d received the wound when he was human. Had he been injured as a vampire, there would have never been a scar, and his face would be untouched. 
Two strikes against him—already the hideous scar scared plenty of women away, and once he dropped his pants— He shuddered and looked back at the doctor who patiently sat in his chair.
“They both claimed you used unorthodox methods,” Gabriel baited him.
Dr. Drake gave a noncommittal shrug. “What one might call unorthodox, another might deem natural.”
That was a nonanswer if there ever was one. Subtle hints wouldn’t get Gabriel the information he sought. He cleared his throat and nudged forward on his chair.
“Amaury mentioned you had certain connections.” He emphasized the word “connections” in such a way the doctor couldn’t mistake what Gabriel was referring to.
The almost unperceivable straightening of the doctor’s body would have escaped most others, but not Gabriel. Drake had understood only too well what he was after.
The doctor’s lips tightened. “Maybe I can refer you to another physician among my connections who might be able to help you more than I can. Nobody here in San Francisco, of course, since I’m still the only medically trained vampire here,” he confided. 
Gabriel wasn’t surprised at the revelation: since vampires weren’t susceptible to human illnesses, very few became doctors. Given that San Francisco had a vampire population of under a thousand, it was lucky to have even one medical professional within its city limits. 
“I see we both agree that we’re not a good match,” the doctor went on.
Gabriel knew he had to act now before the doctor dismissed him completely. When Drake moved to the Rolodex on his desk, Gabriel rose from his chair.
 “I don’t think that’ll be necessary—” 
“Well, then, it was a pleasure meeting you.” The doctor stretched his hand out, his relaxed face now showing relief.
With a light shake of his head, Gabriel dismissed the gesture. “I doubt the Rolodex contains the name of the person I’m looking for anyway. Am I right?” He kept all malice out of his voice, having no intention of alienating the man. Instead, he let a half-smile curve his lips.
A flash in Drake’s blue eyes confirmed he knew exactly who Gabriel was talking about. It was time to bring in the big guns. “I’m a very rich man. I can pay whatever you wish,” Gabriel offered. In his nearly one hundred and fifty years as a vampire, he’d amassed a fortune.
The doc’s cocked eyebrow indicated interest. There was a hesitation in Drake’s movement, but seconds later he pointed to the chairs. They both sat back down.
“What makes you think I’m interested in your offer?”
“If you weren’t, we wouldn’t be sitting.”
The doctor nodded. “Your friend Amaury speaks very highly of you. I trust he’s well now.”
If Drake wanted to chit-chat, Gabriel would indulge him, but not for long. “Yes, the curse is broken. I understand that one of your acquaintances was instrumental in figuring out how the curse could be reversed.”
“Maybe. But understanding how to fix something and fixing it are two different things. And as I see it, Amaury and Nina reversed his curse all by themselves. No outside help was needed.”
“Unlike in my case?”
The doctor shrugged, a gesture Gabriel was getting increasingly tired of. “I don’t know. There might be a perfectly plausible explanation for your ailment.”
Gabriel shook his head. “Let’s cut to the chase, Drake. It’s not an ailment. What plausible explanation am I going to give a woman who sees me naked?”
“Mr. Giles—”
“At least call me Gabriel. I think we’re past the Mr. Giles stage.”
“Gabriel, I understand your predicament.”
Gabriel felt heat rise inside his chest as anger churned up, something that was becoming more common as he dealt with his predicament. “Do you? Do you really understand what it feels like to see the disgust and fear in the eyes of a woman you want to make love to?” Gabriel swallowed hard. He’d never made love to a woman, never truly made love. Sex with prostitutes wasn’t love. Sure, he could use mind control like the doctor had suggested and lure some unsuspecting woman into his bed and do with her whatever he wanted, but he’d vowed never to sink that low. And he’d never broken that vow.
“You mentioned payment,” he heard Drake say.
Finally, there was light at the end of the tunnel. “Name your price and I’ll wire the money into your account within hours.”
Drake shook his head. “I’m not interested in money. I understand you have a gift.”
Gabriel straightened in his chair. How much did the doctor know about him? He knew Amaury would have never revealed any of his secrets. “I’m not sure I understand—”
“Gabriel, don’t take me for a fool. Just as you must have made your inquires about me, I have looked into your background. I understand you’re able to unlock memories. Would you care to explain your gift to me?”
Not particularly. But it appeared he had no choice. “I see into people’s minds and can delve into their memories. I see what they’ve seen.”
“Does this mean you can look into my memories and find the person you’re looking for?” Drake asked.
“I only see events and pictures. So unless I find a memory that shows her at her house or other such criteria, I wouldn’t be able to find her. I don’t read minds, only memories.”
“I see.” The doctor paused. “I’m willing to give you the whereabouts of the person you’re looking for in exchange for the one-time use of your gift.”
“You want me to delve into your memories and find something you’ve forgotten?” Sure, he could do that.
Drake chuckled. “Of course not. I have perfect recall. I want you to unlock another person’s memories for me.”
Hope deflated. His skill was only to be used in emergencies or when someone’s life was at stake. He wouldn’t rape someone’s memories for his own gain, no matter how important this was for him. “I can’t do that.”
“Of course you can. You just told me—”
“What I meant to say is I won’t do it. Memories are private. I won’t access a person’s memories without their permission.” And he was sure the person whose memories the doctor wanted revealed to him wasn’t going to give their consent.
“A man with high ethics. What a pity.”
Gabriel glanced around the room. “With the money I’m willing to pay you, you could redecorate quite lavishly.” And get rid of the coffin couch.
“I like the way my practice looks. Don’t you?” Drake gave the offensive couch a pointed look. 
Gabriel knew then that the negotiations were at an end. The doctor wouldn’t budge, and neither would he.
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