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        Thank you so much for picking up Protected by the Claws. I just wanted to let you know that if you haven’t already claimed your copy of my first book, Mated to the Claws, you can do so here:

      

        

      
        [Get Mated to the Claws]
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      Rose didn't like to fly despite the fact that she had flown plenty in her lifetime and hadn't had any bad experiences. She still got butterflies in her stomach every time she boarded a plane. But, she did enjoy airports. She thought that there was probably no other place on earth where you could witness such a diverse collection of people all in one place. Every gender, race, religion and sexual preference seemed to be represented at the airport and for a person who enjoyed watching people, it was like a smorgasbord for foodies. She had been sitting near the terminal for about half an hour, waiting for her flight to board, flipping through a magazine and soaking up the life that was going on around her. There was a young couple sitting behind her, and from what she gathered from their conversation, they were on their way to New York for a wedding. The young woman seemed to be excited about it, but her partner, not so much. It sounded like the wedding was her sister's and the sister hadn't bothered to come to their wedding so the young man still held a grudge over that. Rose had to give the young woman credit. She seemed to be doing her best to be patient with her husband while remaining loyal to her sister at the same time. Rose didn't have any siblings. She often wished that she had a sister to confide in, or a big brother to look out for her, Lord knew she had needed that over the past year. But she had been lucky in other ways. She had parents who didn't share her DNA, but rather had chosen her to be their own. They were better parents than if she'd been given the opportunity to choose them herself and she realized just how blessed she was. She had never been interested in looking for her biological parents. As far as she knew, she'd been abandoned as a baby...found wrapped in a blanket, sitting in a basket in front of a bookstore. She didn't have any desire to know people that could do something like that, and she also felt like it would be an affront to the people she considered her real parents, the ones that had given her a fabulous life.

      Rose was a model, and recently, an actress. She wasn't a vain person, but she knew she was beautiful. Denying it would be false modesty, and she found that almost as distasteful as vanity. As far back as Rose could remember, people stared at her, or would just come right up to her and her parents and tell them how beautiful she was. When she was really young, it scared her sometimes. It was like people were drawn to her and they almost seemed compelled to approach her. She was used to it now that she was in her mid-twenties. She had been popular all through school, without even trying. She liked to think that none of that had gone to her head. Her parents had brought her up to be kind and humble and most of all, thankful for her blessings, of which she had many.

      Rose's hair was naturally blonde and in the summer, the sun streaked it with highlights that other women paid hundreds of dollars for. Her skin was naturally smooth and pale, but when she was in the sun, she didn't burn, she tanned. She kept her body fit and toned...but if she had to pick one feature that stood out, it would be her eyes. People commented on her eyes all the time and she couldn't count the times that she'd been asked if she was wearing contact lenses. Her eyes were violet and they attracted a lot of attention, both desired and unwanted. When Rose went into modeling, it was often like walking a tightrope between her desire to be successful in her chosen protection and her need for privacy. Rose had started modeling when she was sixteen. She started slow, posting pictures herself on Instagram, but her career blew up quickly and by the time she graduated high school she had offers from several top modeling agencies in New York and Los Angeles. Even at eighteen, she was getting a late start in the industry, but that hadn't held her back. She'd been modeling now for eight years and she still got offers daily. This trip had been special. She had come out to LA for an audition for a movie and she'd gone for two call backs while she was there. They hadn't made an offer yet, but her agent told her it was just a matter of them working out the numbers.

      Rose could have been famous much earlier in life. Even when she was a toddler, her parents received offers from modeling agencies. People would just come up to them in a restaurant, or a mall and leave their card. Her parents said that even then she was always outgoing and had an easy smile that people were attracted to. But they were protective, with good reason. The amount of attention she attracted would make any parent a little nervous and definitely more alert when they were out in public. Rose knew that had they wanted to, they could have accepted any one of those offers and made a fortune off of her. But she had the kind of parents that every kid should have. They were more concerned with what was best for her and they wanted Rose to experience a normal, happy childhood. They let her choose her path and when she was old enough to choose a career in modeling, they fully supported her. She had almost thrown it all away recently, for a man. If not for her mother and father's love and support, the opportunity to audition for the movie in Los Angeles would have never come to fruition.

      The overhead announcement that her flight was boarding brought her back to the present. She was in the first line for boarding thanks to her first class passage. She scanned her ticket and walked through the breezeway, rolling her carry-on bag behind her. There was a female flight attendant greeting passengers at the door, smiling, saying hello and thanking everyone for flying Eastern Airlines. Rose smiled back and entered the plane. She turned to the right to head toward her seat and came face to face with another attendant. This one was male. He had short, dark hair and wore a crisp, white shirt and blue vest with blue trousers. Oddly, the trousers only went to his ankles and the shoes he wore were blue canvas with gold wings embroidered on the sides. Rose brought her eyes back up to his face. He was smiling brightly and looking at her like they were old friends.

      “Welcome! I'm so excited to see you! Our VIP made it!” Rose frowned at that. Was he talking to her? She looked back over her shoulder. The older man behind her was just looking at her like he wished she would move out of the way. The flight attendant was still talking, and she realized that he was indeed, talking to her when he deftly slipped the handle of her bag out of her hand and said, “Please, allow me to help you with that. I'm Henry, by the way.”

      “Thank you,” Rose followed him forward toward the flight deck to first class and watched as he stowed her bag in one of the overhead bins. He smiled at her again and said,

      “I do so hope you enjoy the flight. It won't be long. Keep that seat belt buckled.”

      “Um...thank you,” she mumbled again, still slightly taken aback by the way he had greeted her. Maybe he followed her career on social media. Sometimes people who followed her Facebook and Instagram pages did act a bit over familiar. She shrugged it off and took her seat, noticing once she was there that the attendant seemed to have disappeared and now another female attendant was there, helping the passengers. The female attendant did the safety spiel and then sat down and buckled her seat belt when the sign came on. Still, the male attendant was nowhere in sight. Really odd.
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        * * *

      

      Rose leaned back in her seat, ignoring the stares of the handsome man across the aisle from her and closed her eyes as the plane began its ascent. She was both happy, and slightly anxious about going home. The trip had been for business, but it had also put 3000 miles between her and her ex-lover and that space had only helped with the process of healing that she had struggled with over the past several months.

      Despite Rose's good looks, and what she believed to be a good heart and good head on her shoulders, she had been unlucky in love her entire life. She wasn't sure what it was about her, but she was like a magnet for narcissists. Rose had learned a lot about narcissism from the therapist she started seeing only a few months before. She had also learned that their bad behavior wasn't her fault, and that was the most freeing thing that had happened so far.

      Rose had taken on so much guilt and responsibility mainly because everyone else loved her boyfriend. He was a photographer, great at his job and even better with people...or so she had thought. What she didn't know then about narcissists, that she did know now, was that they were constantly changing masks to suit whatever they thought the situation called for. Sadly, those masks have to come off sometime and Rose found out just how frightening it could be when that happened. Rose's latest relationship had been her longest and most serious...and, it had almost killed her. She met Trevor on a photo shoot in the Bahamas. She was on an assignment for a sports magazine that catered to men, which meant it had beautiful women in bikini's posing on the beach next to the boats or surfboards...or whatever it was they were trying to sell, and Trevor was one of the photographers. Trevor wasn't the photographer taking pictures of her, but even so, Rose had noticed him right away. He was tall and he had broad shoulders and an athletic body. His hair was dark but had natural streaks from the sun running through it and deep brown eyes that made a woman want to drown in them. He had the sexiest smile and he seemed to be directing it toward her all day. That night, he found her in the hotel and asked her out for a drink. He was flirtatious and attentive, funny, smart and easy to talk to. When they finished the shoot and got back to New York, his courtship of her continued. After the first time they made love, he sent her flowers and a card that simply said, “Wow.” He took her out for lavish dinners, or sometimes they spent all afternoon at a beatnik coffee house in the village, just talking and listening to music. Rose found herself falling in love, quickly, and when he asked her to move in with him after only three months, she readily agreed.

      Again, at first, it was heaven. She loved waking up with him, going to sleep with him, sharing meals and sometimes just relaxing together and watching TV, and then it all changed. Trevor lost his job and became depressed. Rose hated to see him sad, and desperate to help him, she actually suggested that he help her, with her career. She was getting so many offers that it was hard for her to keep track. She had been considering hiring an assistant, but since Trevor needed a job, and it seemed, a purpose, she handed that job over to him. He was very organized and so good with people that at first it seemed almost perfect. But over the course of a month, Trevor morphed from a boyfriend/personal assistant, to some kind of tyrant. He over-booked her and then he would berate her for being late, or not looking her best as she went from one job to the next. He started monitoring what she ate and standing next to her when she got on the scale in the mornings. If she gained so much as a pound, he would chastise her and make her feel so guilty that she'd skip the next few meals. She was surviving on hardly any calories at all and working out twice as much as before.

      Rose's efforts to please Trevor backfired on them both. She was losing too much weight and her appearance was suffering for it. She started experiencing something she knew nothing about...rejection. She was turned down for three jobs in a row and although Trevor told her that it was because she'd gotten “fat and sloppy,” she knew deep down that it was just the opposite. Her insane dieting had caused her cheeks to sallow and dark circles to permanently encircle her violet eyes. It was only when she collapsed on the set of a commercial she had finally won and woke up in the ER that she realized how dire her situation had become. Her mother was in the chair beside the bed and she didn't say a word, she just wrapped her arms around her daughter and they cried together. Her father sat sentry at her door and refused to let Trevor in. Once she was discharged, they took her home, and only then did she begin to heal.

      Rose's reminiscing was interrupted by a violent jerk and a loud boom. She tore her eyes open to the sound of screams and people demanding to know what was happening. The female stewardess picked up the intercom and calmly said, “Ladies and Gentleman we are experiencing some turbulence. The captain has asked that you remain in your seats, in the upright position with your seat belts fastened securely.” Rose knew her seat belt was still on, but she looked down at it anyways and then her eyes went to the window next to her seat. The airplane was shaking harder now and she could see the wing actually bouncing up and down. There was a new noise as well, like a roar in the wind. She heard that, right before she saw the smoke. She couldn't see what was on fire, but smoke and flames shot up from somewhere near the outside of the cockpit.

      “The plane is on fire!” Someone yelled, just before another violent jerk and Rose's stomach rose up in her throat as she felt the plane begin to lose altitude. The chaos from behind her grew louder and almost drowned out the Captain's voice as it came over the loud-speaker. As he spoke, the oxygen masks began to drop from above them like spiders spinning webs from the ceiling. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain. We've run into some mechanical problems and will have to attempt an emergency landing. Please, stay as calm as you can and follow the flight attendants instructions. I'm going to do my best to get us on the ground safely.”

      His message only served to increase the chaos. Rose felt like she was going to throw up. She thought about her parents and how heartbroken they would be to lose her. With tears filling her eyes for all the life she had left to live and all of the love she had left to give...she reached for the oxygen mask hanging in front of her and slipped the elastic band over the back of her head, and then the nightmare really began. The top half of her body that wasn't secured with the belt was thrown forward. Her lungs contracted with such force that she was afraid they were collapsing and her face slammed into the seat in front of her. She lost consciousness, for a minute, or maybe longer. When she woke up, the nightmare was still happening only now she felt like she was flailing in the wind and she was reaching out, trying to find something to hold onto...but there was nothing. The sounds of agonizing screams, crushing metal, glass and exploding engines filled her head to the point of it almost exploding and the flashing of bright lights alternated with complete darkness until her entire world once again faded to black.
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      Rose woke up slowly, like she'd been sleeping heavily and for a long time. The first thing she was aware of was the smell of the ocean and the feel of something scratchy against her skin. She was lying on something lumpy, warm, and wet. She opened her eyes, half wondering if she was dreaming when she began to focus on her surroundings. She was on a beach. The lacy foam fingers of the ocean lapped up against her and there were palm trees in the distance. She didn't see any signs of life other than the seagulls that tottered across the warm sand, with curious glances in her direction, making her believe even more that it was a bizarre dream that she was trapped in, all alone.

      She sat up straight and every fiber in her body screamed with pain. Even her face hurt. She brought a hand up to her lips and flinched when she touched them. They felt swollen, maybe even split. Her right eye was throbbing and when she moved her hand around to the back of her head, it came back around covered in dark, scarlet blood. What the hell happened?

      Rose searched her memory for the last thing she remembered. She was in a hotel, a nice one. She could see a big, silver dome outside of her window. She wracked her memory so hard that it made her head ache even more. What was that dome? She could hear faint music in the recesses of her mind...and suddenly it dawned on her, it was The Disney Concert Hall. She had been able to see it outside of her hotel room window and it had made her happy. She remembered looking out at it and thinking about the time when she was 15 years old and her parents had taken her there to see the Los Angeles Philharmonic. That was where her love of classical music began...but how did she end up here? She'd been in LA for an audition, an important one, and it went well. The hotel was downtown LA on Grand Avenue, and she remembered leaving with her luggage and taking the limousine shuttle to the airport and then...Oh God! The plane...it crashed! She looked around her again. No way she was the only survivor! There had to be at least 150 people or more on that plane. She felt tears welling up in her eyes as she struggled to her feet. She had to see if there were any other survivors...someone might need help.

      Rose realized as she took a step that she only had one shoe on. She kicked off the other one and with a hobbled stance thanks to the pain coursing through her body, she began to walk along the edge of the ocean, staring out at the deep blue waters and wondering where the rest of the airplane and passengers had gone. As she looked out at the rolling waves it suddenly dawned on her that she shouldn't even be there. How on earth was she on the beach? Why did the plane crash here? The flight had been from Los Angeles to New York and they never should have been over the ocean.

      More confused than she was when she woke, Rose continued to walk until she spotted something out in the water. At first she thought it was a dolphin or a seal, but as it got closer, she realized that it was human, or two humans. One person was swimming and carrying another person across their back. She began running toward them. She was running slowly thanks to the pain in her joints and the shifting sand, but she reached them just as the man swimming came up onto the shore, dragging another man behind him. The rescuer was young, maybe around Rose's age. Rose remembered seeing him in the airport earlier. Something about him had caught her attention and when she looked his way, he had smiled at her. She felt butterflies in her belly when he smiled. He wasn't her usual type, so she remembered finding it odd. He was a muscular man, definitely in shape, which she liked. But normally she was more drawn to the corporate types, and with his dread-locks and tattoos, this guy looked more like a beach bum or a surfer, a very good-looking one, no doubt. The other man, the one lying on the ground, had been sitting near her in first class. She overheard him talking on his cell phone before they took off. He sounded like a doctor, or some other kind of medical professional. He had certainly looked the part as well, dressed smartly in a dark gray three piece suit and dark green tie that matched his jade eyes. His eyes were closed now and as Rose reached the two men, she could tell that the one on the ground wasn't breathing. While the other man bent forward and attempted to catch his breath, Rose dropped to her knees and immediately checked the man in the sand for a pulse and respiration. She'd taken a first aid and CPR course when she worked as a life-guard at the local pool as a teenager. She hoped that she remembered what to do as she placed her hands on the man's chest and began giving him compression's.

      Rose worked until her already sore arms and hands felt like they might break and then the guy with the dread locks nudged her out of the way and took over. While he did that, Rose moved up to the other man's head and began giving him rescue breaths. It seemed to be taking a long time and Rose was afraid that they weren't going to be able to save him...and then suddenly, he began to cough. Water came spraying out through his mouth and nose and he automatically sat up. He was agitated and confused and swinging his arms and legs around wildly. The guy with the dread locks grabbed Rose's shoulders just in time to move her out of the way before one of his swings connected with her head.

      “Hey man, you're okay. Calm down. We're friends,” Surfer guy said.

      The man on the ground continued to cough and sputter while Rose and the other guy looked on. It was several minutes before he seemed to have his lungs and airway clear enough to speak and when he did he said, “What in the hell is going on?”

      Rose looked up at the guy with the dread-locks and he said, “The plane crashed.”

      The man on the ground frowned, pulling his dark eyebrows together.  He looked like he was working as hard as Rose had just a while earlier to remember. It was obvious on his face as soon as he did. “Shit. I remember. The engine exploded...or something did, right?”

      Rose shrugged and the surfer guy said, “I don't know man. There was an explosion and a fire and then we started going down. They never said what it was. They were too busy trying to save us, I guess.”

      The man on the ground finally looked around them and said, “Well, they're doing a bang up job of that, not another soul in sight. Where's the wreckage?”

      “I haven't seen it,” Rose said. “Maybe in the ocean.”

      “The ocean...” the man with the dark hair pulled his eyebrows together again and his green eyes narrowed slightly. “How...?”

      The surfer guy shook his head. “I don't know. I had the same thought. We should have been heading across the continental US, no ocean.”

      “Is there any way for us to tell which ocean this is?” Rose asked.

      The dark haired guy pulled himself up off the sand and teetered sideways. The other guy caught him and held onto him until he was steady on his feet. “Thanks. And no,” he said, looking at Rose. “Not unless you've got a compass.”

      “We hadn't been in the air more than half an hour,” Surfer guy said. “This would have to be the Pacific.”

      “But only if we turned around. I wasn't looking out the window, but I sure didn't feel the plane turn around,” Rose said.

      The dark haired guy scanned their surroundings with his jade, green eyes. “Planes don't fly over the Pacific,” He said, “But anyways, it looks like we have bigger problems than which ocean this is. If the wreckage went into the ocean, we've got no supplies and they won't be looking for us here....” an almost deafening boom suddenly cut through the air like a knife. The three of them looked toward where it came from, a large clump of trees and vegetation just about a quarter of a mile to the east of them. They could see light curls of smoke, but nothing else through the trees. “Maybe we just found the wreckage,” the dark haired man said. “Come on.” He began jogging toward the vegetation. The two men seemed to be as shaky and sore as Rose was. She and the surfer guy actually gained on green eyes and passed him up, arriving at the thick clump of trees before he did. They stopped when they reached it, taking stock of what lay before them.

      “It's like...a rain forest,” Rose said.

      “Here,” Surfer guy said, picking up a large stick that lie on the ground. “Follow me, I'll try and beat us down a trail.” Another loud pop pierced the silence of the jungle and sent a chill skittering down Rose's spine. As she stepped into the foliage behind the cute surfer, Green Eyes said,

      “Maybe you should sit this out...until we make sure it's safe.”

      Rose looked at him and rolled her eyes. “Because snakes and spiders and big, furry mammals wouldn't dare attack a man? Or explosions wouldn't kill you because you have a penis?”

      “Whatever,” he said, sarcastically. “Don't cry to me if you get mauled or poisoned, or blown up.”

      “Back at you,” Rose said, continuing her forward path. Even with the big man in front of her, beating down the vegetation, she couldn't take a step without a plant touching her somewhere. They hung low and brushed her face, they slithered up underneath the legs of her trousers, they scratched her bare arms. Rose always thought she wanted to visit the rain forest, but she was beginning to quickly change her mind. Everything she thought she might love about it was causing her heart to race and sweat to soak through her blouse. The noises that on video sounded like beautiful symphony were more like subtle threats in real life. She stayed close to the man in front of her, with her eyes wide open and each step of her bare feet, carefully placed.

      They walked for what seemed like a long time, with the sounds of the forest all around them and pops and booms off in the distance. The smell of something burning began to overcome the smells of the jungle around them as they grew closer to the smoke. Rose's stomach churned and she longed to be back home, safe between the four walls she'd grown up in, with her parents watching out for her from a safe distance. After a while she began to become disoriented, unable to tell if they were still going in the same direction they had started in, or if they had taken a turn somewhere and she'd missed it. Everything looked the same. It was like looking out into the ocean, only instead of blue, everything here was a sea of green, except the dark smoke against the blue sky above the trees. It seemed to be everywhere now though and she wondered if they were really following it, or if they were lost...in the jungle.

      Surfer guy walked at a steady pace, slapping at the bushes and trees in front of them, and suddenly he stopped and Rose slammed into his back. He was as hard as a rock, it was like hitting a wall, and she started to fall backward. Green eyes was still right behind her and she found herself suddenly with her back to his hard chest. She tipped her head back and their eyes met. He held her gaze for several beats and she experienced another tingling sensation, a weird connection like she felt for the surfer in the airport. It was only when Surfer guy said, “You two need to get a room, or...?” that she came to her senses and got back upright on her feet. Green Eyes finally let go of her and suddenly whatever it was she had been feeling was gone. Embarrassed about her fall she cleared her throat and mumbled, “Sorry.”

      “Look,” Surfer guy said, ignoring the apology. They followed the direction he was pointing and that's when they saw actual flames licking up out of the thick, gray smoke they'd been following. “That must be the wreckage,” he said.

      “That's Northeast of us,” Green eyes said. “By the way, I'm Ryder.”

      “Hey Ryder,” Surfer guy said, laid back and cool as if they'd met in a bar. “I'm Beau.”

      “Rose.”

      “Nice to meet you, Rose,” Beau said.

      “Yeah, same,” Ryder said. Beau turned slightly to the north and they began walking again. As they got closer to what they assumed was the wreckage, the air grew even thicker with smoke and the wind carried with it, the sounds of soft groans of pain. “Someone's alive,” Ryder said. Neither Beau, nor Rose answered him. From the agonizing sounds, alive might not be such a good thing, Rose was thinking. She almost felt guilty for her minor aches and pains, just knowing there was someone experiencing far worse on the same island. “An opening,” she heard Ryder say behind her. “To the left.” Beau turned toward it and he stepped out first and let out a low whistle. Rose stepped out behind him and then Ryder. At first the three of them just stood there, looking at what was left of the plane they'd boarded only a few hours earlier. It was a tangled mass of smashed, broken and burnt metal. One part of it was still on fire, but it was in pieces and there were several parts that just lay dormant, or smoking on the sand. The groans had stopped and for a few seconds it was eerily silent.

      The two men began to approach the plane and Rose followed them. They were almost upon it when she heard another loud groan and followed the sound with her eyes. A pair of legs were half visible underneath a large, heavy-looking chunk of metal and that's where the moans and cries were coming from. “Guys! Someone is trapped!”

      She ran toward the legs and the men followed. When they got there they were able to see over the chunk of metal. A young man with short brown hair and gray eyes was lay on his back, sweat coating his face and the front of his shirt. His face was contorted with pain and both of his legs were trapped from the thighs down underneath the chunk of the plane. “Oh thank God,” he said in a strained voice when he saw them. “I tried to get out myself, but every time I start to pull my legs out, it rolls toward me and crushes another spot. I think I've got some kind of an open gash on my right leg. It's burning and stinging like hell. This big bitch on top of me is probably keeping me from bleeding out, but Jesus, I want out of here!”

      “Okay, lie still. We're going to try and get it off without hurting you. Stay really still,” Ryder told him. He nodded at Beau and they each took a side of the metal. As soon as they touched it, they both flinched, “Shit! It's hot.” Ryder said. Beau was already pulling his shirt off over his head. Rose knew this wasn't the time or the place...but it was hard not to appreciate his tanned, sculpted, tattooed body. When she turned back toward Ryder, she saw that he had done the same...and he looked damned fine without his shirt too. What the hell was wrong with her? She was just in a plane crash, in the actual center of nowhere...and she was thinking about sex like a nymphomaniac. The two men used their shirts to protect their hands, but even using all their strength, they were only able to budge the metal about an inch, not enough for the man trapped underneath to move.

      “Hey!” Another man was suddenly coming toward them. His blonde hair and handsome face were streaked with ash and his clothing was torn and burned in places. “Here, let me help. One of you guys grab him and pull him out.” None of them argued with him and as Ryder took one of the trapped man's arms, Rose stepped up and took the other. Beau and the new guy pushed on the metal and lifted it about four feet off the ground Ryder and Rose pulled the man out into the sand, clear of the debris. The other two men dropped the metal piece and Ryder was already down on one knee, looking at the deep gash in the recently trapped man's right leg. As he used his shirt to make a make-shift tourniquet to stop the bleeding, Rose's violet eyes scanned the faces of the four men. Her mind suddenly went back in time to a romance novel she'd found in her Aunt Shirley's bedroom when she was about twelve years old. It was about a woman who was shipwrecked on an island full of gorgeous men. She had only read passages of the book and she didn't understand most of it but suddenly felt as if she'd been thrust between the dog-eared pages. She almost laughed at the silly thought, but held back, thinking the men would surely think she'd gone crazy for laughing at a moment like this, and...they might just be right.
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      Rose still felt like she was in shock. Her mind was having trouble processing everything that had happened and the more it sunk in that they were stranded on the island, the more she began to think about her life, and her parents. She imagined how upset they must be by now. Surely they'd heard about the airplane crash. She slid her hand into her pocket, for the first time, thinking about her phone. She was almost surprised to feel it was still there. As she slipped it out, Ryder said, “I don't think that will work here.”

      “Probably not,” she said, looking at the face of it. “But, it's worth a shot.” She pressed in 911, praying silently that they were close enough to any tower to at least get an emergency call through. She wasn't surprised when the call failed. With a sigh, she put it back in her pocket. Ryder at least didn't say I told you so. “We'll need fresh water more than anything else if we're going to survive until they send help,” he said.

      Once again, Rose looked around at her four companions. She had a vague memory of seeing each one of  them either in the airport, or on the plane. It dawned on her suddenly that they had all been seated in first class and she wondered if that had something to do with being the only survivors. So far, anyways. They hadn't run across anyone else, or any bodies, which was strange. Not that she wanted to see a body. She looked around at the debris. There didn't seem to be enough of it for it to be an entire plane. Maybe first class had somehow ripped apart from the back of the plane? She had no idea...it was all just so surreal.

      “I woke up behind those big rocks over there,” the muscular guy that had helped free the injured man from the rubble said as he motioned to a small hill of rocks in the distance. “I didn't have time to explore before I heard the commotion over here and came running, but I did see a lot of luggage and crates scattered around. Maybe there's something there we can use. I'll go look.”

      “I think we should stay together,” Ryder said. “The sun will be going down soon and we have no idea what's on this island other than the five of us.”

      The big guy nodded and said, “I agree. I'm Asher, by the way.”

      Ryder, Beau and Rose introduced themselves, and the injured man said, “I'm Dexter.”

      Ryder was helping Dexter up and Beau went over to help. Together, they brought him up to his feet. He grimaced with pain every so often as the three men and Rose followed Asher toward the rocks. As they got closer, Rose found herself in awe of the natural beauty of everything on the island. Even the rocks looked as if they'd grown there and beyond the crest of them, the clear, blue sky was becoming streaked with the oranges and pinks of the pending sunset. Asher led them along a path that cut through the rocks and once they were on the other side, what he told them became apparent. Luggage, clothing and other debris littered the expansive opening. Rose stopped in front of a large suitcase that had spilled open. Feeling strangely like she was invading someone's privacy, she knelt next to it and began to sift through the contents. There were the usual toiletries and some women's t-shirts, shorts and even a bathing suit that looked like it might fit her. She gathered what she thought they might be able to use and a few pieces of clothing in case they had to spend any significant time on the island and then she stood up and looked around at the men. They were all sifting through things as well. Beau picked up a large canvas bag and shook the contents out onto the sand. It looked like mostly men's clothing, t-shirts and socks and underwear. Once it was empty he said,  “We can put what we find in here to make it easier to carry,” he told them. Rose put the clothes she had gathered in the bag and the other three men did the same.

      “I was hoping we might have gotten lucky and found some of the bottled water or a crate of food or something,” Asher said, picking up a coffee thermos and looking inside. He turned it upside down and shook it. “Empty,” he said, stating the obvious, Rose thought.

      “I found a lighter,” Dexter said with a smile. He held up a  small butane lighter and flicked it. The small flame flickered for a second and he said, “At least we won't have to rub sticks together to make a fire if it gets cold later.” He shook something in his other hand. It sounded like a box of mints. “Ibuprofen too,” he said, holding it up proudly, for everyone else to see.

      “That's good,” Ryder said, “I think we'll all be in need of that by morning, if not tonight. Maybe we should gather some wood out of those trees over there before it gets dark, and see if we can find some fresh water. Hopefully there's a stream or something that runs through here.” The more they talked about water, the more focused Rose became on her dry mouth. She almost wished that Dexter had found a box of Tic-Tac's. “You should take a break off that leg,” Ryder said to Dexter. “The Ibuprofen might be hard to swallow without water, but I'd take a couple of those too if I were you. If we find any fresh water, we'll need to clean up that wound so it doesn't get infected.”

      “You a doctor or something?” Dexter asked him. Rose had wondered about that too. Ryder seemed completely confident when he had made the tourniquet for Dexter's leg earlier and then bandaged the wound.

      “Something like that,” Ryder said. He pushed a large suitcase he'd been sifting through over near Dexter and said, “Here, you can sit on this.”

      “Thanks,” Dexter said, dropping down on it with his injured leg out in front of him. He shook two of the pills out of the bottle he was holding and popped them into his mouth. Rose made a face as she watched him chew them up.

      “Someone should probably stay here with him while the rest of us go scout for wood and water,” Ryder said.

      “I'll stay with him,” Rose said. She wouldn't have minded helping the guys gather wood, but she did realize they were all a lot bigger and stronger than her. She would probably be more useful there, continuing to sift through the luggage and keeping an eye on Dexter.

      “Okay, thanks. You guys ready?” Ryder asked Beau and Asher. The two men nodded, Asher had a jar full of change in his hand. “What's that for? In case they have vending machines?”

      Asher rolled his eyes at him and dumped the change on top of a t-shirt at his feet. Holding up the jar he said, “I thought the water might last better in this, rather than cupped in our hands.”

      “You might not want to drink any unfiltered water,” Dexter said. Beau was already headed for the trees. Ryder and Asher gave him a look that said neither of them liked being told what to do and then turned to follow him. Rose opened another suitcase and began to go through it. Dexter shrugged and said, “I warned them.”

      “Honestly,” she said, “What choice do we have? We have to stay hydrated and it's doubtful there's a water filter lying around here.”

      “Probably not,” he said, “But if you see one of those cups from Starbucks in anyone's luggage, that has the filter in the top, definitely hang onto it.” Rose almost groaned at the mention of Starbucks. She loved her coffee and she almost got a headache just thinking of being without any at all for the duration of their time on the island. With a sigh, she proceeded to go through the boxes and suitcases all around them.

      “So Rose, are you from California?” Dexter asked. He had slid off the suitcase he was sitting on and opened it.

      “No. I was just visiting California,” she said. “I'm from New York. What about you?”

      “I'm from LA originally,” he said. “I was headed to New York for a chess match,” he said, with a little laugh. “Ironically, I wasn't going to go, but one of my professors got ill at the last minute and I stepped in to help him out. I guess this is my punishment for being a nice guy.”

      “Your professors?”

      “Yeah, I'm in the Historical Studies PhD program at Stanford. I was in LA just for the weekend, visiting family, when he called. He begged me to take his place...I'm pretty good and without him, the school wasn't going to be represented at all.”

      “Wow, Historical Studies. I always loved history, but I imagine getting a PhD in the subject could be pretty grueling, with all of those names and dates to remember.”

      “It can be. But, I've been blessed with a knack for remembering things,” he told her. “I have an almost photographic memory. It helps a lot with the studying.”

      “I'll bet. And the chess?”

      He smiled and his gray eyes sparkled. “Yeah. I learned how to play chess when I was five. My grandpa used to take me to the park and bet all the old men I could beat them. I'm actually chess master of the chess club at school. I just wasn't really interested in this chess match in New York, so I had passed on it, originally.”

      “I guess you probably wish you wouldn't have agreed to go in your professors stead now.”

      He shrugged. “I don't know. I don't have a girlfriend or wife or kids. Professor Little has a wife he's been married to for 20 years and two teenagers. I guess if one of us is needed more than the other, it's him.” Rose wondered why a man as smart and good-looking as him didn't have a girlfriend, but she didn't ask. After a few beats of silence Dexter asked, “What about you? What do you do?”

      “I'm a model, and an actress,” she said.

      Dexter let his eyes roam over her, not in a creepy way, but like he was just finally getting a good look at  her. “Makes sense,” he said with a grin. Rose's body reacted with a rise in temperature and butterflies in her belly when he looked at her with his intense, gray eyes. She was beginning to wonder if it had just been too long since she'd had sex. It was just such an odd time for her to be feeling so aroused by every man she met. She tamped those feelings down and said,

      “I think we're all pretty lucky. It seems to me like the only survivors were those of us in first class. At least so far. I hope there are more.”

      Dexter looked pensive for a few seconds and said, “Yeah, me too. That guy that looks like a beach bum, what's his name again?”

      “Beau,” Rose said.

      “Yeah...he's the really lucky one, if only those in first class survived. I was behind him when they  bumped him to first class.”

      “So he wasn't supposed to be there?” Rose said. She'd always been a pretty firm believer in, “when it's your time, it's your time and when it's not, it's not.” and Beau's last minute bump to first class seemed like more evidence of that to her.

      They stayed busy gathering what they thought might be useful and stowing it all into the large duffel bag that Beau had found. Dexter asked her questions every so often about her life and her family but didn't talk any more about his. Each time he'd finish going through one suitcase, Rose would bring another over for him so that he could stay off his leg. They worked well together and found quite a few things that might be useful. About an hour into their search Dexter said, “Look what I found!” In an excited voice. Rose turned to see him holding up a bottle of Ibuprofen.

      “That will definitely come in handy,” she said. Her body still hurt, but she knew Dexter had to be in twice as much pain thanks to the crushing injury to his leg. He wasn't a complainer though, obviously, since he hadn't even mentioned it. He did open the bottle of pills and toss three into his mouth, almost as soon as he found them. Rose grimaced slightly at the idea of him chewing them up, or trying to swallow them without water. Her own mouth was so dry that she could hardly swallow at all. The inside of it felt like it was coated with sand and the one prayer she sent up as they were waiting was that the men at least found some clean water.

      “I think I see them,” Dexter said, looking off into the distance. Rose followed his gaze and saw three shadows emerging from the trees. As they got closer she could see that the jar Asher took with them was full of what looked like mostly clear water and her dry, sticky mouth rejoiced. Beau was carrying coconuts and another kind of fruit that she didn't recognize and Ryder's arms were full of firewood.

      “Water!” Rose exclaimed, happily. Asher smiled at her and again, the butterflies in her stomach took flight. Maybe her over-active libido was simply her mind attempting to detract from the thoughts of being stranded there. Asher unscrewed the lid of the jar and handed it to her. She took a drink, being careful not to gulp it and make herself sick, and she handed the jar to Dexter. He sipped at it, taking three or four sips before handing it back to Asher.

      “We found a lagoon,” Beaus said, excitedly. “There's a cliff that overlooks the ocean and a waterfall that empties into the lagoon. The place is gorgeous. I can't even describe it.”

      “It is,” Ryder agreed. “Did either of you happen to find a knife?”

      Rose dug into the duffel bag and came up with a pocket knife she had found. She handed it to Ryder and her mouth began to water on its own as she watched him peel back the thick husk and she could see the yellow-orange fruit that was trapped inside. It almost looked like a small, yellow tomato.

      “It comes off the physalis plants,” Ryder said. “Some people call it a “ground cherry.” They're  pretty good, I think. They taste like strawberries to me.”

      “My grandmother had one,” Dexter said. “I always thought they tasted more like pineapples.”

      “Think I'll stick to the coconuts,” Asher said. “At least we know they're not poisonous.” Beau was busy trying to crack a coconut open with a rock the size of his hand.

      “They're rarely toxic,” Dexter said.

      “I'd rather not take the chance that I'll beat the odds,” Asher said. Ryder smiled and held out one of the ground cherries toward Rose. Her stomach growled and she realized she wasn't going to turn it down even before she reached her hand out for it. When her soft hand brushed up against Ryder's rougher one, she felt a spark run up her arm and down her spine. She took the fruit and pulled her hand back quickly. Bringing the fruit to her lips, she took a cautious bite. The burst of juice and flavor delighted her mouth and as she took a bigger bite she thought it might almost be worth it if it turned out to be a little bit poison.

      “The sun will be down soon. We were thinking,” Asher said, looking at Dexter as he spoke, “If you feel like you can make it, that it might be better to build a shelter near the lagoon than here. That way we're close to the fresh water and all the fruit trees.”

      “I can make it,” Dexter said. He struggled back up to his feet and Rose could see the slight grimace of pain on his face as he did. Beau must have noticed too because he went over to help him. Asher picked up the duffel bag and Ryder found an empty suitcase and filled it with the firewood he'd found. Rose felt slightly awkward, being the only one that wasn't carrying anything, but it seemed that she was stranded on an island full of gentlemen...gorgeous gentlemen, no less. She supposed if she had to be stranded, there were definitely much worse places she could be.
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      The walk to the lagoon was a long one thanks to the condition they were all in, the loads they were carrying, and Dexter's injury. Rose's aching body was complaining the entire way, but she didn't complain out loud. She pushed herself to keep up, and while she was doing that, she noticed that it seemed like Asher was pushing himself to hold back. He was by far the most physically fit of the four men and he seemed to be the most impatient as well. As they walked, Rose became more curious about the athletic, impatient man. She fell into step beside him, not missing the fact that he shortened his stride to allow her to keep up and she said,

      “I keep thinking about my family, wondering what my parents are going through. Do you have family waiting for you in New York?”

      “No. I was actually on my way to an important business meeting. I live in San Francisco. I had a meeting this past weekend in LA and then this one in New York tomorrow. I guess I won't be making that one.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I own a catering business, Hospitality Heroes, have you heard of it?”

      “Oh wow, yes I have. I do modeling shoots all over the US and sometimes in the Bahamas. I think your company is the main one we use.”

      “Yep, we do a lot of catering for the modeling and the film industry. I have a branch in LA, one in Chicago and one in New York.”

      “That's great. Food must have been a big part of your life growing up.”

      He laughed. “Just the opposite, actually. I was raised in foster care and some of the places I ended up...well, let's just say that some foster parents are good, and some aren't. I spent a lot of nights going to bed hungry and I think that was actually where my obsession with food started.”

      “Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. It looks like you don't let that food obsession control you though.”

      He smiled down at her and said, “I eat healthy and it's actually the main selling point of my business, healthy foods. It's why companies that cater to beautiful people like you, hire us.”

      She nodded. Rose had always paid attention to what she put into her body. Her parents were so determined to raise a healthy, happy child that they had even changed their own eating habits by the time Rose learned how to eat. She grew up always eating fresh vegetables and fruits and staying away from too many unhealthy carbs, sugar and fatty meats. She wasn't a vegan, but she ate mostly fish and lean poultry and the caterers who did the modeling shoots always seemed to provide a wide variety of those meats as well as healthy grains and crisp vegetables. The only time in her life that Rose could truly say she abused her body was when she was with Trevor, and that was all about the mind control. “Well, from my perspective anyways, your company does a great job. I was an orphan too, but I was one of the lucky ones. I was adopted young and my parents were...are, amazing.”

      Asher looked like he was lost in a memory for a few minutes. He smiled, but sadly, and said, “I was a mess growing up. I was always the skinniest kid in the room. I got picked on, made fun of, pushed around. It made me shy to the point of being almost introverted. My hair was always long and shaggy and in my face...and I used it like a veil, to hide behind. When people came to meet us, prospective parents, I did my best to discourage them from taking me. Then, I was scared, but I wasn't sure of what. Now I know it was just the rejection I was afraid of, so I rejected them first.”

      “It's good to see that you overcame all of that,” Rose said.

      “Most of it,” he told her with a smile. “That kid still lives in here,” he pointed at his head. “He keeps me humble...I guess. Look,” he said, suddenly changing the conversation, “you can see the lagoon.”

      Rose looked where he was pointing and for a few seconds, she was literally breathless. When she finally remembered to breathe she said, “Oh my goodness...it's beautiful.” It was like looking at a re-touched photograph in a magazine, but Rose was looking at it with her own eyes. The sky was bright blue, but as the sun sunk down toward the water, it cast an orange and purple glow across it, shading the few puffy clouds that dotted it here and there. The water, from their vantage point anyways, looked as blue as the sky and just as clear. At one end of the small lagoon was a huge mass of rock that almost looked like a volcano, the way it came to a point at the tip. Water ran down the sides of it and accumulated in the pond below. Lush, green trees surrounded it and it looked to her like they all bore fruit of some kind. There was a clearing on the side that Asher was leading them too, and the sand there was even brighter and whiter than the sand on the other side of the island.

      Rose noticed as they got closer to the beautiful spot, that all of the men seemed to be speechless, each one of them taking in the sights around them almost reverently. Asher dropped the bag he was carrying when they got to the clearing and said, “I think we can use those two trees there as the anchor for out shelter.” Beau helped Dexter sit down on a rock and Ryder parked his suitcase and began unloading the wood.

      “I'll find some rocks and make a little pit here for the fire.”

      “Okay,” Asher said. “Beau, you want to help me collect some palm leaves and whatever else we can find to use for the shelter?”

      “Sure.”

      “I'll help too...” Dexter started.

      “No,” Ryder said, “You really need to stay off that leg.” When Dexter didn't argue with him, Rose thought his leg must really be hurting. He had sweat across the top of his brow and that little grimace pulled at his lips.

      “Maybe you should take a couple more of those Ibuprofen,” she told him. “I'll go with you guys to collect the stuff for the shelter.”

      Asher looked about to object but before he got the chance, Beau said, “Cool. The more hunters and gatherers the better. We've got two hours of daylight at best.” Asher kept his objection to himself and Rose and Beau followed him into the thick trees. As they stepped underneath the cool, green canopy Rose said to Beau,

      “Dexter tells me they bumped you to first class. I guess you've already figured out that we seem to be the only ones who survived.”

      Beau smiled. Everything about him, from his yin and yang tattoos, to his boyish grin, just seemed so calm and laid back. He and Asher were like exact opposites, and although she'd seen Beau in action when he rescued Ryder and knew that he was capable of taking charge, she respected that he was also willing to follow direction. Asher had taken charge of this expedition and Beau seemed content with that.

      “It was a fluke,” he said. “I happened to be the first in line to board for my section. Once I got on the plane, the flight attendant...the male one, he told me they had a cancellation in first class and they were going to bump me up. I'd seen quite a few elderly people earlier so I asked him if they'd rather bump one of those people up. When he said no, I thought he was going to say it was because I was traveling alone and they only had one seat. I was really surprised when he said something like, “Oh no! That seat is just for you.” It was kind of strange.” Rose thought back to her encounter with the flight attendant. She had gotten the impression that there was something odd about him too.

      “He was a strange little man,” she said. “He kept appearing and disappearing, almost like smoke.”

      “I noticed that,” Beau said. Asher suddenly quit walking and the three of them stopped next to a big plant with huge, fan-like leaves.

      “These might work,” Beau said.

      “I think they're perfect,” Asher said, touching one of the plants with his thumb and finger. “They're thick too, so it we use enough of them, they'll make a sturdy roof that might even keep out the rain. Let's strip off as many as we can carry,” he told Rose and Beau. As the three of them worked, Beau asked Rose a little about herself and she asked him where he was from.

      “Hawaii,” he said with a smile. “The big island.”

      “Awesome. I love Hawaii.”

      He nodded. “Me too. We were pretty poor growing up, so I never saw any of the rest of the states. I started my own scuba diving company about six years ago. It's really taking off now and thanks to a good staff I'm able to travel. I did the west coast recently and was on my way to New York to spend some time exploring the east coast...well, you know the rest of that story.”

      Rose smiled as she pulled down a big leaf. “For now,” she said. “I'm sure they have to be looking for us, aren't you?”

      He nodded. So far, Rose had yet to see Beau look even the slightest bit ruffled by any of this. “I'm sure. At least we got stranded in a beautiful place huh?” His pretty brown eyes locked into hers then and he said, “With beautiful people.”

      “Can I ask you a weird question?” Rose said.

      “I love weird questions,” Beau said with a laugh. Rose smiled and said,

      “I'm kind of embarrassed to even be thinking this, much less, to say it out loud...but...isn't it strange that we're all, you know...”

      “Hot?” he asked with a chuckle.

      She laughed. “Well, I was going to say beautiful, but even that sounded a little vain.”

      “Hey, it is what it is. You are beautiful and there's nothing vain about loving yourself. My Mom always taught me that it's impossible to be a good person and love other people if you don't love who you are, first. I don't see anything wrong with loving what you look like on the outside too.”

      Rose nodded. “That's pretty much how my parents raised me too.”

      “But to answer your question, yeah...I guess it is a little odd. But then, it's no more odd than landing on an island in the middle of the ocean when we shouldn't have been anywhere near it to begin with.”

      “True story,” she said, grunting as she pulled at one of the big fronds. Asher appeared at her side suddenly, reached up and pulled it down as if it were attached by a string. He handed it to her with one arm and held a load of leaves in the other.

      “We've probably got enough for a roof. You two want to take these back to the lagoon and I'll gather some wood and rocks and things for the walls?”

      “Sure.” Beau took more than half of what Asher was holding on top of his own load and Rose carried the rest. On the way back Beau said, “Do you like to swim?”

      “I do,” she said. “I was a lifeguard throughout high school and when I was younger, my parents accused me of being part fish because I loved the water so much.”

      “Have you ever been parasailing?”

      “No. Do you do that a lot, in Hawaii?”

      “I've done it,” he said. “It was actually one of my first jobs. I worked for a company that catered to tourists and did parasailing and gave surf lessons, things like that. I was the safety guy. I made sure they were hooked up tight before the boat took off. I worked there from the age of 15 until I was almost 20 and didn't lose a single tourist.” He winked at her and laughed and then he said, “While I was doing all that, I figured out that I could hold my breath under water for a really long time. That kind of led me to want to learn how to scuba dive, so I did. My friend had this old boat and he and I started fixing it up, slowly and every payday I'd buy another oxygen tank, or wet suit...you know, snorkeling and diving equipment. It took a few years for us to get everything together we would need and all the licensing and permits. Now we have six boats and we can take out six people at a time on each one...I'm really proud of what we have accomplished.”

      “It sounds like you should be.” As soon as they broke through the clearing, Ryder was there to help Rose with her pile of leaves. She gave them up and he carried them over to the spot between the trees they had decided to use as an anchor. While they were gone, he had built what looked like a little fire pit, out of rocks and filled it with the fire wood and coconut skins. Dexter looked like he was getting a little antsy but when he stood up to help Beau, Ryder said,

      “Off the leg.”

      Dexter rolled his eyes and sat back down. Rose went over and sat next to him, picking up the jar of water and taking a drink. “I was going to wash up in the lagoon, would you like me to help you over there? It might feel good to get some of this grime off our faces.”

      “I'd love that, if Dr. Pain over there doesn't bite my head off for it.” Rose laughed.

      “Ryder!” she called out. The pensive, serious, smoldering, sexy man, looked in her direction. His chest was wet with sweat from the work he'd been doing and his pant legs were rolled up to his knees. His hair was mussed from the wind, but that only gave him an even sexier, edgy look. “I'm going to help Dexter over to the lagoon to wash up,” she said. For a half a second, he looked like he was going to object but then he looked at Dexter and said,

      “Wash that wound up and we'll put a clean bandage on it.” Dexter nodded at him and after Rose gathered some soap, a washcloth and toothpaste that they had found, she helped Dexter up. She carried the small bag of toiletries over her left shoulder and Dexter leaned against her right side. She was much shorter than him so he had to bend down at least a foot to reach her shoulder, but the lagoon wasn't far.

      Once there, Rose helped Dexter take a seat next to the lagoon and then she sat next to the water and dipped the cloth into it. The water was warm, like bath water and she was almost overwhelmed by how good it felt to cup her hands and bring it up to splash onto her face. Once her face was wet, she soaped up her hands and washed her face...several times. It stung in places, especially around her lips were the cuts from the crash were, but overall it felt amazing to have the grime off. She rinsed her hands and then ran her wet fingers through her hair, pulling it away from her face and putting it in a ponytail with an elastic band she had found in one of the suitcases as well. It wasn't until she finished that she realized Dexter hadn't moved. He was watching her.

      “I'm sorry,” he said, when she looked at him. “You're just really pretty. I'm sure you know that.”

      She smiled at him. “Thank you.” She held out her hand and said, “Come over here and I'll help you clean that wound.” Dexter took her hand and after he washed his face and wet his curly hair, Rose pushed the pant leg that Ryder had ripped open earlier, out of the way and used the wet washcloth to gently dab at Dexter's wound. She was trying not to flinch, but it worried her a little that the gash was so deep. He really needed it stitched up. She hoped they were found before it was too late for them to do that for him. As she worked, she talked, in the hopes of distracting him from the pain that she knew he must be feeling with each stroke of the washcloth. “So why no girlfriend?” she said. “If you don't mind me asking.” She wondered if he was gay. They say all the really hot guys were either married or gay

      “I have a lot on my plate with school,” he said. “Plus, to be perfectly honest with you...I've just never met the woman that I thought I'd want to spend more than a few nights with. I'm probably going to sound like an ass, but I figure I've got nothing to lose here, right?” Rose nodded and he went on. “My mind doesn't exactly work like other people's heads. I'm always thinking about something...always. My mind wants to analyze everything and remember everything and there doesn't seem to be room left for small talk and drama...all the head games that go along with dating and being in a relationship.”

      “Hmm, you sound like a guy who has been played...maybe?”

      “Honestly, no. I've just never put myself in the position to be played. I do my thing and when I need a woman, it's not hard to find one.”

      “So you don't ever think about having a family someday?”

      “You mean like a wife and kids?” he was making such a distasteful face that Rose laughed.

      “Yes, and I think that face answered my question.”

      “Don't get me wrong,” he said, “It's not that I have any problem with the sanctity of marriage...I'm just sure it's not for me. I love the freedom of picking up and going where the history is whenever I get the opportunity. I don't know many women that would put up with that...long absences. As far as kids go. I don't really have anything against them. I've just never been around them and I'm not sure I could live with one. You probably think I'm awfully superficial, don't you? In my head, it doesn't seem that way, but I'm just now hearing how it sounds out loud.”

      “You've never told anyone all of this before?” Rose finished cleaning his wound and was patting it dry with a hand towel they'd found.

      “Not really. I just make sure to tell the women I'm with exactly what I'm looking for so there's not any hurt feelings. I don't have a lot of close friends because...well, like I said, I spend a lot of time  in my head, and I like to travel, a lot. My parents retired to Florida and I see them once or twice a year. My mother finally stopped asking when I was going to give her grandchildren when my sister moved a mile away from them and gave her three in three years.” He laughed. “I owe her, I guess. Anyways, I'm digressing again. But to answer your question, no. I haven't ever really told anyone this much about myself, especially after just meeting them.”

      “So what made you tell me?”

      He drew his brows together and slowly shook his head. “I'm not sure. You just seem...safe, I guess, like you won't judge me.”

      She smiled. “I won't.” Standing up, she held out her hand and helped him back to his feet. He thanked her and by the time they got back to camp, Asher was back with the materials for the shelter. Ryder set about putting a new bandage on Dexter's leg, made of materials from some of the clothes they found. He tied strips of cotton material around Dexter's leg, just tight enough to pull the skin together so that hopefully too many bacteria wouldn't find their way in. Rose went over where the other men were while Ryder did that and she was surprised when Asher seemed to welcome her help, wetting the leaves and sticking them together, and to the frame they'd propped up, to make a roof and walls. It was crude, but it would be better than nothing...maybe.
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      Rose and the men sat around their make-shift shelter while Asher started a campfire. They all seemed lost in their own thoughts and Rose looked out at the ocean, lost in the rhythmic percussion of the blue waves against the white sand. The warmth of the sun bathed her face as it began to dip down into the water. Behind the yellow ball of fire, streaks of orange and pink raced across the blue sky, covering the clouds and getting ready for the night. The seagulls who had been so curious about her earlier no longer seemed interested in the newcomers. She could see their dark silhouettes as they floated effortlessly over the water, waiting for the chance to snatch a bite of seafood from their own personal watery kitchen.

      She was doing her best to stay positive, and calm. They had only been on the island for a matter of hours and it was still highly possible that help was coming. She looked around at her companions and told herself that she was lucky she wasn't alone...and so far, they all seemed nice enough. They bickered some, while they were building the shelter. Every one of them had a strong personality it seemed and wanted to be in charge...but, it didn't come to blows, so that was a good sign.

      “Anyone thinking about a steak and baked potato?” Ryder asked.

      “Beer,” said Asher.

      “I think I might go crabbing in the morning,” Beau said.

      “Mm, that sounds good,” Dexter told him. “If this leg works in the morning, I'll help you...” Whatever he said next was drowned out by the deafening boom that came from the other side of the island...the opposite side from where they had found Dexter, and the crash. A ray of blue-white light shattered the sky and then in an instant there was an almost blinding flash that morphed into what looked like a gigantic ball of fire...and then...nothing. Everything went silent and the sky was once again the color of twilight. The five of them stared at the spot for several seconds, in a state of shock, before finally looking at each other, still silently. Asher was the one that spoke first, stating the obvious yet again.

      “That was in the opposite direction from the crash site we found earlier.”

      “Just another part of the plane blowing up,” Ryder said. “We should keep our distance.”

      “You don't know that,” Dexter said. “Maybe it's not even related to the crash. I mean, that mess over there where you found me, looked like the bulk of the plane to me.”

      “So what do you think it was?” Beau asked, not sarcastically, but genuinely curious.

      “I don't know,” Dexter said. “I'm just not sure we should make assumptions about anything right now.”

      “I agree,” Rose said. “I think we should at least check it out. What if it is part of the plane and there are survivors over there?”

      Asher stood up. “Fine, I'll go.”

      “No,” Dexter said, straining to get up on his bad leg. “We'll all go. We need to stay together, especially since the sun is going down.”

      “I found two flashlights in the suitcases earlier,” Ryder said.

      Rose and Beau stood up and Ryder handed one of the flashlights to Beau. With Beau and Ryder in the lead, Asher looking pissed that he wasn't, and Dexter limping along next to Rose, the five of them started in the direction of the sound. The longer they walked, the lower the sun dipped into the ocean and an almost eerie darkness descended down on them. The sounds from the trees changed and without talking about it, they all seemed to somehow know that was due to the nocturnal animals waking up. It was a frightening feeling, Rose thought, to not know what was out there...what might be coming for them in the dead of night. As if sensing her unease, Dexter slipped his arm into hers. Grateful for his support and suspecting that he might also need hers, she held on, helping him along on his injured leg while limping herself on her still bare, aching feet.

      They circled around the trees, likely taking the long way around, but undoubtedly the safest route of the two. They had walked for almost an hour before Rose spotted an almost ethereal glow coming from near the edge of the water about twenty feet away. Ryder and Beau stopped, but Asher went around them and kept going. “Asher, wait! We don't know what we're walking into,” Ryder said. Other than the glowing light, all they could see was darkness.

      Asher stopped, but for just a second and said, “Isn't that the point?” he said. “Let's find out what it was, see if there are any more survivors and get off this beach before the monsters come out and play.” He started back toward the light and the rest of them seemed to have no other choice but to follow him. As they got closer, a dark shape began to come into focus. Rose could see the silhouette of a man, sitting on something in the sand.

      “What the hell?” Ryder shined his flash light at the shadow and the shape came into focus. It was in fact a man. It was the man from the plane. The flight attendant. He was sitting on a rock, next to a glowing campfire. The flames seemed to be dancing across his smiling face. He was still dressed in his flight attendant garb, and those strange shoes...but he looked perfectly pressed from head to toe. There wasn't a hair out of place or a speck of dirt or soot on him, at least that she could see, anywhere. That was strange in itself, but even stranger was that as far as she could tell in the light from the fire, there was no debris in sight on this part of the beach. There was nothing that looked like it had been part of an explosion. The only thing on fire were the logs that sat in the middle of a ring of rocks.

      “Well hello there,” the man said with a smile. Rose couldn't see his name badge, but she suddenly recalled his name from earlier.

      “Henry,” she said, not even meaning to say it aloud. The man locked his eyes into hers and stood up. He looked amused, almost like this was part of a game. Rose almost let herself believe they were on one of those reality game shows, and this Henry guy was the host.

      “Yes Rose, it's me.”

      “How do you know my name?” she said.

      “And where the hell did you come from?” Ryder asked before he answered. “The crash was on the other side of this island. How did you get here without walking right past us?”

      “And why the hell do you look like you just walked off the pages of a magazine?” Asher added. They were pummeling him with questions and he was smiling throughout. When the guys fell silent again, Henry said,

      “Why don't we have a seat, and we can talk?”

      “Why don't you just answer our questions?” Ryder said. “And while you're at it, maybe you can explain how the hell we ended up on an island in the middle of the ocean when we were on a direct flight across the United States?”

      Still ignoring the questions he said, “I'm glad to see you all look healthy.” He looked at Dexter's leg and said, “I'm sure that will heal quickly.”

      “Answer the questions!” Asher demanded, angrily. “What the hell is this?” Asher said. “Why do you look like that? If I'm not mistaken, you were on the same plane as us and you look like you just walked off the pages of a magazine. Is this some kind of game? I want answers little man, and now!”

      “Why don't you all sit, and we can talk.”

      “Screw you!” Asher said. “Tell us what is going on, and let's start with how you got here. The plane crash site is on the other side of the island. And why did we just hear and feel an explosion, what was that?”

      “I would really prefer if we all sat down and had a civilized conversation,” he said. Asher took a step toward him in anger, but Ryder rested a hand on the big man's shoulder and said,

      “Maybe we should just sit down and hear him out.” Asher looked around at the other three survivors, as if asking for a vote. They all nodded and one by one they each took a seat on one of the rocks. There were six of them...just enough. Rose tried to suppress the creepy feelings this was giving her, but she was having a hard time. She had gotten a strange feeling about Henry from the start and it was only getting worse. The flight attendant waited until they were all seated and then he sat down, Slowly...achingly so, he looked from one to the next of them, taking in their faces one by one. At last he said,

      “My friends call me Henry, but my given name is Hermes.” He let that hang in the air and Dexter finally said,

      “Hermes? As in the God of Trade? The messenger of the Gods?”

      Hermes smiled. “You know your Gods.”

      “So your parents were mythology buffs,” Ryder said in an annoyed voice. “Get to the point.”

      Hermes laughed and said, “I don't know about mythology. I'd say they were more like health and fitness buffs. My father was Zeus and my mother Pleiad Maia.”

      “Oh my God!” Asher got to his feet. “This man is either insane or he hit his head when he fell out of the sky. Either way, this is a waste of time.”

      “You have another appointment?” Hermes said. Asher dove toward him then and landed face down on an empty rock with a cry as his face slammed into it. The rest of them sat, shocked, and staring at the well-dressed man who was now standing two feet away.

      “How the hell did you do that?” Beau whispered. Ryder was helping Asher up. Blood poured from his nose and his lip was split in the corner.  Asher pulled away from Ryder and was now looking at Hermes with horror in his eyes.

      “What are you?”

      “I'm trying to explain,” Hermes said. “But, I'm really not interested in a tussle. It's not my thing. My father is the strong one, and my mother's father was quite strong as well. I'm more about being quick on my feet.”

      “This is insane,” Dexter said. “You honestly expect us to believe that you're...what? A God?” Hermes only smiled again and Dexter went on. “If you're who you say you are, then why are we here trapped on this island. The God, Hermes was a protector of travelers. I don't feel so protected at the moment.”

      “I'm sorry about your leg, Dexter.”

      “And that! How do you know our names?”

      “I just told you, I'm the son of Zeus...”

      “You're insane.”

      “Maybe we should hear what he has to say,” Beau said.

      “Says the hippie,” Ryder said.

      “Name-calling and sniping at each other isn't going to help,” Rose told him. “Why don't we just let Henry...or Hermes, or whoever he is, finish telling us what this is all about?”

      Asher had his t-shirt up over his still bleeding nose, but he sat back down. Ryder did too. Hermes waited until the other men were settled on their rocks and he sat back down as well. “I'm sorry about all the mystery, and the trauma of the crash,” he said. “But sometimes the only way to get someone who believes they are mortal, to realize their own power is by showing them. You're all here for a reason and that reason is to learn the truth about yourselves.”

      “Jesus,” Ryder said. “You're talking in circles.”

      “If I'm not mistaken,” Dexter said, “He's trying to tell us that we're not mortal.”

      “You're not exactly mistaken,” Hermes said to Dexter. “But...it's up to you to figure out who you are, and what you are. I've been sent to give you that message alone and I'm not authorized to give you any more information.” He stood up and put his hands in his pockets. He looked like a visitor that was about to be on his way.

      “What about me?” Rose said. “If we were chosen...or whatever, why am I the only woman here? Am I in the mix by mistake?”

      “My dear Rose, you are here not only to discover yourself, but to help these gentlemen become who they were meant to be. You were all lost in the mortal world...and we want you back. But the key to all of this is you, Rose. You have more work to do than the rest. You will have to choose.”

      “Choose? Choose what?”

      Hermes smiled and said, “Not what. Who. You have three days. I'll see you all then.” All five of them opened their mouths and Dexter and Asher were actually in the midst of their next question when there was another bright flash,. This one was right in front of them and the island lit up around them like it was electrified. Rose could feel the heat from the light on her face and she had to close her eyes because they felt like they were burning. Before she did though, she could have sworn that those strange wings on the sides of Hermes shoes lit up and then turned into balls of fire. When the heat was just suddenly gone, along with the light, she opened her eyes. All four men looked like they had just opened theirs as well. The five of them stared at the spot where the flight attendant had just been...into the darkness. Hermes, or Henry, or whoever and whatever he was, had disappeared.
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      Back at their own camp nearly an hour later, the mood was subdued. No one knew what the encounter with Hermes had meant, and each of them were trying in their own way to absorb and process what he had told them.

      “So...he was saying that we aren't who we think we are...and things aren't what they seem?” Beau said. He sounded like he was thinking out loud, but Asher, who was in a black mood snapped at him,

      “He's full of shit! We can sit here all night trying to figure out what he meant. Truth is he's either crazy, or he hit his head too hard on the way out of the sky.”

      “That might be easier to believe if he hadn't been immaculately groomed...and, we hadn't just watched him disappear,” Rose said, softly. Asher looked like he was about to retort, but something about Rose's face must have stopped him. She wanted to cry...but not in front of all of these men. She wanted to go home. But here she sat on a deserted island, trying to figure out what the hell a possibly crazy, disappearing man had meant about her having three days to “choose.” Maybe she was the crazy one. Or maybe, she had hit her head too hard, and this was all a dream.

      “If he's Hermes...” Dexter started.

      “Jesus!” Asher said, disgustedly, throwing up  his hands. “You've all lost it.”

      “I don't believe in that bullshit either,” Ryder said, “But...the guy did look like he just showered, did his hair and put on a fresh suit of clothes. He did disappear, in a cloud of...something. We are on an island when we shouldn't have even been over the ocean. We haven't seen one dead body...something is definitely weird, so maybe we should at least try and analyze what this weirdo told us.”

      “To what end?” Asher asked. “So we sit here and convince ourselves that we're...what? Gods?” he laughed. “I'm going to bed.”

      “Zeus,” Dexter said, as Asher turned his back to him. Asher stopped, as if he'd frozen. When he didn't move for several seconds Dexter said, “Did you feel something when I said that?”

      Asher turned toward them and narrowed his eyes on Dexter's face. “Yeah, I felt your insanity bleeding through. Good night.” Asher lifted the curtain of leaves they had put over the lean-to, and went inside. The other four of the sat silently for a while and Beau finally broke the silence by asking,

      “So who would I be?”

      Ryder rolled his eyes and shook his head and Dexter smiled. If nothing else, it gave them something to think about other than their current troubles Rose supposed. “Poseidon,” Dexter said, without hesitation.

      “The Sea God, right?” Beau asked.

      “Yeah, he was Zeus's brother. Protector of seafarers.”

      “Wasn't he the one that protected the Greeks during the Trojan war?” Rose asked.

      “Yeah,” Dexter said. “While they were voyaging back home, after the assault on Troy, Odysseus blinded Cyclops, Poseidon's son. He was pissed. Stirred up a big storm...caused Odysseus to lose his ship and a lot of men were lost at sea.”

      Ryder shook his head again but said, “Okay, I'll play...just out of boredom. What about me?”

      Dexter pulled his brows together and said, “You know, I'm not getting any feeling about you. You haven't really told us anything about yourself. I have to guess from your care of my wounds that you're a doctor. You have a commanding nature about you...not as pushy as Asher, but you like to be in charge, kind of a paternal element...”

      Ryder laughed. “Wrong already. There's nothing paternal about me. I've never even contemplated having children.”

      Dexter shrugged. “Paternal instincts don't necessarily mean being a biological father. Sometimes it's about being a leader.” He put his fingers on his chin and tapped it, like he was thinking. “Maybe Percy Jackson...”

      Ryder laughed. “Percy Jackson was a kid.”

      “He was a powerful kid. He saved Olympus.”

      “That would make him my son,” Beau said with a laugh.

      Dexter smiled. “I don't know any more than the rest of you about what Hermes meant, but I am sure that we are not those Gods in the flesh. Descendants, maybe?”

      “So what about me?” Rose asked, softly.

      All eyes were on her as Dexter pondered it. “I'll have to give that some more thought,” he said, “but maybe Athena. She was the goddess of many things.”

      “Yes,” Rose said. “I know who she was. I hardly think that I could be labeled as a “virgin” Goddess of wisdom and courage and inspiration...”

      Dexter struggled back up to his feet and said, “Remember what I said though, it's not that we're them, it's that we're descended from them. At least that's the most logical explanation I can come up with. Then again, maybe Asher is right and we're all laying in the hospital in a coma, having a shared delusion. I'm going to turn in. Sleep well, all.” They watched Dexter limp over to the lean to and let himself in underneath the foliage curtain. The three of them looked at each other and Beau spoke first.

      “So I guess the question has to be, would we rather think of ourselves as descendants of the Gods...or head injuries?” He chuckled and stood up. “Good night.” When he was gone, Ryder turned to Rose and said,

      “What do you think...about all of this?”

      She shook her head. “I'm as confused as everyone else. I got a weird feeling about that flight attendant from the start though, I remember him saying something about me being “The VIP” and then something else about the flight being short and me not taking off my seat belt. It's been strange from the start. But given the choice, I think I'd almost rather be in a coma. Then maybe I could wake up with my parents next to my bed...and go back to my normal life.”

      Ryder nodded and when he saw she was getting ready to stand, he stood first and gave her his hand, She welcomed it. Her feet were killing her. “You should go soak your feet in the lagoon in the morning,” he said.

      She was surprised. She didn't think she'd been limping that much. “How did you know my feet were sore?”

      “You've been barefoot all day. Besides, I see the way you've been limping.”

      “I didn't think it was that obvious.”

      He smiled. “Well, everyone does think I'm a doctor.”

      “Are you?”

      He made a face. “Sort of, I guess.” Rose let that sit with everything else she was confused about. When they got into the shelter, she lay down on a pile of clothes one of the guys had already arranged for her and tried to shut off her brain and just rest for a while. It worked...sort of.”
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        * * *

      

      When Rose woke up in the morning, all of the men still appeared to be asleep. She got up as quietly as she could and slipped out of the shelter to head for the lagoon and do what Dexter had suggested the night before. Her feet were really sore. As soon as she stepped outside, she almost gasped out loud at the beauty that surrounded her. It was absolutely the kind of sight that might make a person believe they were being looked down upon by all the Gods of Greece. The sun was just coming up and the light scattered across the sky, slowly illuminating her surroundings. She could hear the birds chirping in the trees and see the seagulls as they glided back and forth across the surface of the ocean. The tide seemed to have the waves racing each other, to see which one could make it to the land first and sparks of light danced across the water as the ocean tried but failed to absorb them.

      She smiled, and it felt good to simply appreciate being alive. Going over to the bag next to the snuffed out fire pit, she rifled through it until she found the toothpaste they had scavenged the day before, deodorant and soap. She looked in the suitcase next to it and took out a hand towel with the airline logo on it and the shorts and t-shirt that she'd found for herself. As she walked away from the campsite, she realized it felt strange, and sad, to be getting ready to use things that might belong to people who had lost their lives. Rose wished she was more of a “survival of the fittest” kind of person...but, she just couldn't put the thoughts of those poor souls out of her mind. She wondered about the young couple she'd seen at the airport and all the little children running around. By the time she got near the lagoon, she had tears in her eyes and was so lost in her head that the sound of Dexter's voice almost didn't penetrate.

      “Hey!” he said, maybe not for the first time. She turned toward him and he smiled. “Sorry if I startled you.”

      “No, you didn't,” she said, doing her best to suck up the tears. “I was just lost in my thoughts.”

      When Dexter got close he said, “How did you sleep?”

      “As well as I could, I guess,” she said with a smile. “How about you? How's the leg?”

      He looked down at the bandage Ryder had fashioned for him. “Okay, a little sore.” She was sure it had to be more than “a little” sore, but she also knew most men didn't like to admit when they were in pain. “Do you mind if I sit with you for a while? I'll turn my back if you want to wash up.”

      “No. I don't mind.” She walked over to the lagoon and sat down next to the clear, green water that was constantly being fed by the gorgeous waterfall across the way. It was almost too beautiful there for her eyes and brain to comprehend. The colors were all so intense, and fused together as if painted on an artist's palette. With her bottom in the wet sand, she turned so that she could dangle her feet in the shallow water. Ryder had been right. The cool water almost instantly relieved the discomfort she'd been feeling.

      “Your feet are sore,” Dexter said, not posing it as a question. “We need to find you some shoes, or make you some out of what we have. It shouldn't be too hard.”

      Rose smiled and said, “I'll feel like Mary Anne from Gilligan's Island, wearing a pair of island fashioned shoes.”

      He laughed. “You're young for that show.”

      “So are you.”

      “Syndication,” he said. “I watched a lot of television growing up.”

      “Seems to me you read a lot of books. You were pretty knowledgeable last night about the Greeks.”

      Still smiling he said, “That too. I have this thing where I can close my eyes and call up a page out of almost every book I've read, as long as it's something that interested me in some way.”

      “I would call that more of a talent than a “thing,” she said, sincerely. She was beginning to think that their wounded Dexter was something of a genius. “You never said, which one of the Gods do you think you were descended from?”

      “Oh, I don't know. Athena as well, probably. She was big on knowledge. I've got so much in my head that it's surprising you didn't find me bleeding out random thoughts.”

      She laughed. “I'm going to wash up and change, if you don't mind.” Dexter turned his back like a gentleman and Rose quickly stripped off the clothes she'd been wearing for two days and took a quick sponge bath before putting the others that she found on. They fit almost like she had bought them for herself. It was another thing she told herself to add to the list of “pros.” Being positive would keep her sane, so that was what she was determined to do. When she finished washing, she used the toothpaste and her finger to brush her teeth. Finally running her fingers through her hair to take out the tangles, she told Dexter, “All finished, thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said. “If you don't mind, I think I'll do the same.”

      “Not at all,” she said, for the first time noticing the clean shirt he had under his arm. She traded place with him, listening to him whistle as he washed up, and once again letting her thoughts turn to the night before. She had tried hard to come up with an explanation other than the one Hermes or Henry had given them. The human mind didn't easily accept things it couldn't see or touch or hear or taste. But so far, she'd come up with nothing. When the beautiful woman suddenly appeared in front of her, she was startled, but oddly, not really surprised. She looked over at Dexter who was still washing up, not acting like he noticed anything.

      “He can't see me,” the woman said.

      “Who are you?” Rose asked her.

      “I'm the Goddess, Athena.”

      “I must have hit my head really hard.” She glanced at Dexter again. He was going about his business, like nothing was happening only a few feet away. When she looked back at the “Goddess” the woman was smiling. Her smile was dazzling and Rose began to notice other things about her then. She had platinum blonde hair that hung down past her waist, in ringlets. Her eyes were the color of the ocean and so large they took up a good portion of her face. Her skin looked like it might melt like butter if you touched it...and she had the kind of full lips that models would kill for. She was either the most beautiful human that Rose had ever lain eyes on...or, she was truly a Goddess.

      “You aren't dreaming, my dear, although I don't blame you for thinking so. I'm really here, but just for you. No one else can see or hear me.”

      “Then maybe you can explain this to me. What's going on here? Where is here?”

      “You're on an island known as Alithia. Do you know what that word means?” Rose shook her head. “In Greek, Alithia means, truth. This is an extreme way to do things in your mind, I'm sure. But since you were all born as humans, this was never going to be easy. The Council of the Gods decided that the only way for you five to discover yourselves...the truth, that you would have to be taken away from the distractions of human life.”

      “What “truth” is it that I'm supposed to discover?” Rose asked. She was frustrated and confused, but strangely in awe at the same time.

      “You'll know when you discover it, Rose. It's in your heart. It's always been there.”

      “Will we ever get to go home?”

      Athena gave her another dazzling smile and said, “Home is where your soul is my dear. This entire trip is about deciding where that is for you. You'll have to make a hard choice over the next two days. I'm here to advise you to open your mind and listen to your heart. It always knows what's best.”

      “Hermes talked about a choice too. I'm confused. What am I choosing?” Athena kept the smile on her face as she began to slowly fade away. Rose was spell bound as she watched. The woman became transparent...and then she was just gone. No smoke and loud booms like Hermes. No drama. She was just gone and the sound of Dexter whistling from behind her once again filled her ears. In the words of her new acquaintance Asher...what the hell was going on here?
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      “Rose? Hey, Rose?” Dexter touched her arm and Rose almost jumped out of her skin. “Hey, I'm sorry. What happened? What's wrong?”

      Rose stared at him for a few seconds, wondering if she should tell him what just happened. He was the one that seemed to believe Hermes was telling the truth...or at least he could imagine it. But, she couldn't even imagine how to say it without sounding crazy.

      “Rose? You're scaring me a little.”

      “I'm sorry,” she said. “I had a little dizzy spell.”

      “Maybe you should sit down.”

      “No,” she said, putting her hand to her head. She wasn't really lying. Her head was spinning from all this craziness. “I'm okay. I think maybe I'm just hungry.”

      “Okay, me too. Let's go back to camp and see if we can rustle up some grub.” That made Rose laugh. It felt good. For a second, she forgot all the craziness.

      “Rustle up grub?” she asked with a smile. “Are you sure you're not descended from the old west and not the Greek Gods.”

      “You shouldn't talk to a God like that,” he told her with a grin and a wink. “I might stir up a tsunami or something.”

      Rose laughed again as they started back toward their camp. “I think that would be Beau's department.”

      The conversation between them on the way back was teasing, and joking and it turned out to be just what Rose needed to lift her spirits. Well that, and the fish that Beau was cooking over the open fire. “Oh wow Beau, that smells so good.” Rose had never had fish for breakfast in her life, but she was so hungry she would have eaten almost anything at that point,

      “Wait until you taste it,” he said. “I worked in a restaurant in Hawaii for a while before going into business for myself. I'm a hell of a cook.”

      “Whatever,” Asher said, rolling his eyes. “Guess what I found.” He didn't wait for her to guess. He held up a little container of instant coffee.

      “Oh my God! You're my hero!” Asher laughed.

      “The water's heating over the fire as we speak. It'll be ready in a few. Sorry, I couldn't find cream and sugar.”

      “I'll drink that entire pot as black as night,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Beau finished the fish, serving it on pieces of wood that he charred as well, adding flavor to the freshly caught seafood. Asher had not only found the instant coffee, but enough tiny water cups for them to all drink out of. Rose didn't notice that Ryder wasn't around until they all sat down to enjoy their breakfast. “Where's Ryder?”

      “I'm here,” he said, walking up behind them. He had his hands full of freshly picked fruit. For the next half an hour or so, they feasted and had they not been stranded on a deserted island, they might just be five friends enjoying a meal and conversation. It seemed to be the break they all needed...if only for a little while.

      “So where did you two disappear to this morning?” Asher finally asked Dexter and Rose when breakfast was over.

      “We just went for a walk,” Rose said. “We cleaned up at the lagoon.”

      “While you were gone, we were talking about what we should do today,” Ryder said. He looked at Beau and then Asher and said, “I think we settled on building a large bonfire. Maybe if they're looking for us, they could see it from a plane or boat.”

      They all nodded. “I'm sure there are a lot of things at the crash site that we can use too,” Dexter said.

      “It's a plan then,” Asher said. He stood up. “We should get started. If they're looking for us, they'll be doing their searching while it's daylight.”

      They cleaned up what was left of their breakfast and before they took off on their hike toward the crash site, Dexter said, “Rose needs shoes.”

      “I'm okay...”

      “No,” Ryder said, “He's right.” He bent down and took off the shoes he was wearing. They were wingtips, not shiny and pretty any longer, but obviously expensive leather. “Beau, you have that pocket knife we found?” Beau picked up a knife by the fire that he'd obviously been using to cut the fish. He flipped the blade out and wiped it on his pants before handing it to Ryder.

      “Ryder, no! Don't cut up your shoes for me!”

      “My feet aren't sore, yours are. Maybe while we're over by the crash site I can find another pair of shoes. For now though, we're going to take care of your feet.” She kept trying to object but Ryder ignored her, cutting across the toe area of the shoes, opening them up like sandals, and making them much smaller. That took him some time and in the meantime, Asher and Beau took off ahead. When Ryder finished, he handed them to Rose and she slipped them on. They were far from perfect, but they would protect the soles of her feet when they had to trek back through the jungle.

      “Thank you, Ryder. That was really nice of you.” He shrugged and said,

      “No big deal. We better catch up with Zeus and Poseidon.” Dexter laughed but it sent Rose's thoughts back to her strange encounter...or hallucination maybe, near the lagoon earlier. As they walked she started talking, not even certain why she was telling them, just that she felt like she needed to.

      “I saw something this morning...over by the lagoon. It freaked me out a little bit.”

      Ryder stopped walking. “What did you see?” He looked at Rose first and then Dexter. Dexter said,

      “I didn't see anything odd...but this was what was wrong when you told me you were feeling dizzy, wasn't it?”

      Rose nodded. “I'm sorry. I am just so damned confused.”

      “We all are,” Dexter said, resting his hand on her arm. “It's okay though, Rose. You can tell us whatever it was. We have to be able to communicate here. It's the only way we'll survive.”

      “I know,” she said, “I don't want to keep things to myself. But, I also don't want you all to think I'm crazy.”

      “Just tell us what it was, Rose,” Ryder said. “We won't judge.” She wasn't sure he meant it, but she started talking as she began walking again too. The men walked with her and she said,

      “I was sitting on that rock while you were bathing,” she told Dexter. “I could hear you, but I had my back to you. Then suddenly...it was like all sound, everything, faded, and there was this woman there, standing right in front of me.”

      Ryder raised an eyebrow and Rose had the feeling he was already judging. “A woman?” Dexter said. He just sounded confused. “I didn't see anyone.”

      Rose nodded. “Please don't think I'm crazy. I'm not even insisting this was real. It might have been a hallucination for all I know. We at that fruit last night. Maybe there was something in it...a hallucinogen or...”

      “Rose,” Ryder said, gently. “Just tell us what happened.”

      “She was beautiful, gorgeous, actually. She told me that Dexter couldn't see her, or hear our conversation. She said that she was Athena.”

      “As in the Goddess?” Ryder said. Rose nodded. She knew they had to be thinking that she'd lost her mind. When she was silent for several minutes Ryder asked, “Did she say anything else?”

      Rose sighed. “Yes, but nothing really made sense. She was talking like Hermes or Henry, did last night. She said we had to be brought here to remove us from the distractions of “human” life and we had to discover the “truth” about ourselves. She also said something about me only having two days left to choose.”

      “Did she say to choose what?” Dexter asked her.

      “No. When I asked her that question, she disappeared, She just vanished like...smoke, or something. My head was spinning and that's why I told you I was dizzy,” she said, focusing on Dexter again.

      “Maybe it's the water,” Ryder said.

      “What about what happened last night?” Dexter asked, “That wasn't Rose hallucinating. We all saw Hermes.”

      “Henry,” Ryder said, “And there are such things as hysterical, shared delusions.”

      “Those are rare, and usually only between someone with a delusional disorder, and someone they're very close to,” Dexter said. “Even if there was something in the water, the chances that we would all have such a vivid hallucination are slim to none.”

      “So you're saying you believe that there are Greek Gods and Goddesses running around on this island?”

      Dexter shrugged and said, “I think it's just as good of an explanation as sharing a delusion with people I don't even really know.” they had been walking while they talked. They came out of the thick brush and came upon the other two men, gathering wood in a clearing. When Asher looked up and saw their faces he said,

      “What's going on?”

      “Nothing,” Dexter said. “What do you need us to do?”

      “Something,” Asher said. “What were you talking about?”

      Ryder looked at Rose and she reluctantly told Asher and Beau what she had told the other two men. Beau looked sympathetic, Asher looked as skeptical as Ryder had. A few seconds after she finished her story Asher said, “I'm not sure what's going on here, but I am sure of one thing.”

      “What's that?” Rose asked.

      “We need to get off this island before we all lose our minds.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose didn't blame Asher for thinking she was crazy, but at the same time, it hurt. She quietly helped the men gather wood for a while, but when no one was looking, she sneaked off through the trees and toward the beach. When she made it to the shoreline, she pulled off the shoes Ryder had made for her and began to walk along the water's edge, letting her toes sink into the sand and enjoying the feel of the soft breeze in her hair. She looked out at the water wishing that she'd see a ship, coming their way. But all she saw was ocean and horizon, miles and miles of blue.

      “Rose?” The sound of her name startled her. She turned around quickly and saw that it was Beau. “I'm sorry about Asher. I'm sure he's sorry, too. I don't think he means to be so blunt or crass. He actually seems like a decent guy when he sits the chip on his shoulder down for a few minutes.”

      Rose smiled softly at Beau. He was one of those people who seemed to always be trying to keep the peace. “I don't think he's a bad guy,” she said. “As a matter of fact, I don't blame him a bit for thinking I'm a nut case. I'm beginning to think so myself.”

      “You're not a nutcase.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked with a smile. Suddenly feeling exhausted, she took a seat in the sand. Beau sat down next to her and for a while they just sat there and stared out at the ocean.

      “You know, being descended from Gods wouldn't be the worst thing that could have happened to any of us.”

      She laughed softly. “True.”

      “Seriously though, let's think about this. You are drop-dead gorgeous. I mean, I saw you in the airport and nearly tripped over my own tongue. And of course I mean that in the least, creepy guy way possible.”

      Rose laughed again. “Well thank you.”

      “I'm being totally serious. All four of us think so too, not just me You're not just beautiful though. I'm finding out as I get to know you that you're compassionate, you're trying really hard to stay positive in a terrible situation, you've got brains in that pretty head and you might just have the ability to think outside the box, you know?”

      “Well thank you, but honestly none of that proves I'm sane.” He laughed.

      “True, and it doesn't prove your descended from the Gods either, but I'm beginning to think that maybe part of discovering that “truth” these “hallucinations” keep talking about is going to be us learning to use our heads less and our hearts more.”

      “That's funny because Athena...or my hallucination of her, however you want to look at it...she said something very similar to that.”

      “Then you can't argue with me,” he said with a wink. “It would be like arguing directly with the Goddess of knowledge herself.”

      Rose smiled and said, “So Beau, what is your heart telling you about all of this?”

      “I don't feel like it's you, or any of us losing our minds. I feel a sort of connection to this place and strangely enough, to all of you. I don't feel afraid, or like we're going to be here forever. I have this sense of peace, like we're right where we're supposed to be.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. I guess I've felt that way since we all first met...like there was a reason we were all here, together. And, I meant what I said about you...and this might sound vain, but I think I'm kind of a success story myself, coming from nothing.”

      “I agree,” she said, “And you're hot too.”

      He laughed. “Why thank you. But we kind of established that off the bat too, right? I mean, we're all above average in the looks department and aside from Ryder who we don't know anything about, we're all above average in the success department. Asher and I have overcome a lot to get where we are. You're a successful model, Dexter is a genius...and if I had to guess I'd say Ryder is successful at whatever it is he does.”

      She nodded. That was all true. While she pondered all of that, Beau got up and walked closer to the water. She watched him as he stood looking out at it with his arms folded across his chest. She could picture him as the God of the sea.

      “But he's not.” She started at the sound of the voice. Almost reluctantly, she looked in the direction of it. A man...the largest man she'd ever seen, sat with his back to the ocean, waves lapping up over his hips and legs. He was wearing shorts, but no shirt and his body was more defined than any body builder she'd ever seen. His hair was brown and long and he had a beard that hung down to his chest. He was an incredible specimen, but of all his handsome traits, his eyes fascinated her the most. They were a pale blue, almost translucent and Rose could hardly keep from staring into them.

      “And you know this, because you are?” she asked the man, in a shaky voice. She looked over at Beau. At this point she wasn't even surprised that he hadn't turned around, Sadly, she was becoming used to these encounters already. She wondered if it was bad that she was beginning to accept this craziness as her new norm.

      “Yes. I'm Poseidon, God of the sea, earthquakes, floods, drought and horses.”

      She cocked an eyebrow and deciding to just give in for a change she said, “Nice to meet you. I'm just plain Rose.”

      Poseidon laughed and the earth actually shook underneath her. “You are so much more than just plain Rose my dear girl. You are here for a reason, but you seem to be having a hard time believing that.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No,” he said with a smile. “Humans have always had a hard time seeing with anything but their eyes. My dear girl, my advice to you is to listen to my young brethren here...listen to your heart. But listen closely and quickly. You don't have much time left.”

      “Time for what though? If just one of you wouldn't talk in riddles!” Her words were lost at sea as the giant man dove underneath the water and was gone...just like that. Not even a ripple of him remained.

      “Did you say something?” Beau finally turned toward her.

      “You really didn't hear any of that? You didn't see that giant man sitting not two feet from you?”

      “You saw something else?”

      “Someone else,” she said. “Poseidon himself was here.”

      “Awe damn! I missed him? I would love to meet him.”

      Rose stood up, smiling and shaking her head. “Thank you, Beau. You make me feel a lot less crazy.”

      Beau put his arm around her and Rose was surprised that didn't bother her. It was warm and nice and she lay her head on his shoulder as they walked back toward where the other men were. This was all frustrating and confusing, but Beau was right...she could be stuck on this island with a lot worse group of people.
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      Beau took his arm off Rose before they got back to the clearing and although the other men eyed her curiously, none of them asked where she had gone. She helped gather wood and when they all had as much as they could carry...Asher holding twice as much as any of the men, they began their long trek to the crash site. They had to stop many times and put down their load and rest. At least four of them did. Asher kept going on his own and by the time the rest of them arrived he had his wood in a pile and had dragged various other things, all that looked flammable, into the pile with it. They all put their wood in and helped Asher gather whatever else they could find that would burn. They used some pamphlets from the airplane that they found, for kindling and Ryder used his trusty lighter to set it all on fire.

      They watched it smolder and go out several times before Dexter disappeared behind the very same piece of debris they had found him trapped under and came back with his hands cupped. He stood next to the pitiful fire and said, “Step back.” They all took a step back and he tossed what was in his hands on the fire. It flared up and one of the cloth seats began to burn. Within minutes they had a tall, hot, raging fire.

      “What was that?” Rose asked.

      “Fuel,” he said. “While I was laying under that metal yesterday, I could smell it. I think that metal is part of the wings. Some airlines have in wing fuel bladders and I think that's what this was. Lucky for me that the flames from whatever exploded didn't hit that.”

      “Damn lucky,” Asher said, as he watched the fire rage. They all stood around for a while and stared into it and at last Rose decided it was time to tell the rest of them about Poseidon. She sat down as she spoke and one by one, all of them except Beau sat down as well. When she finished talking, Beau said,

      “I think these Gods are really appearing to Rose. I don't believe she's hallucinating.” Rose gave him a grateful smile and Dexter spoke up next.

      “I believe it too. I can't say I understand it, yet...but I don't believe that we all had the same hallucination about Henry, therefore, we did see that man disappear. Which means the rest of it could well be true too. Maybe each God is appearing when Rose is alone with one of us, to claim kinship with us.”

      “What does that even mean?” Asher said, sounding annoyed, again.

      “It means that it makes sense that I would descend from Athena. I have an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. Beau loves everything about the ocean and he survived being in it when the crash took place. He rescued Ryder out there...and Rose saw him swim in with Ryder on his back. Poseidon would make sense as his kin.”

      “Okay,” Ryder said. “Just playing devil's advocate here...what if Rose,” he looked at her and said, “Forgive me for this, okay? I'm not trying to be an ass. I'm just trying to make sense of it all.” Rose nodded and he went on, “What if something in Rose's head was injured and she's “seeing” these Gods and Goddesses based on what she thinks of each one of us.”

      “Well then,” Asher said, “I guess we'll know for sure if it's true or not when she's alone with you.”

      “Meaning?” Ryder asked.

      “That we've all spent over 24 hours together and we barely know anything about you. The rest of us talk about our lives while we're eating or working, or whatever. Yours is a closed book. So, when she sees the “God” that's associated with you...let us know if she's right on or not.”

      Rose stood up and said, “I'm going for a walk and this time, I'd really like to be left alone.”

      Asher looked guilty all of a sudden. “Rose...I didn't mean to be an ass. This is all just so...”

      “I know,” she said. “My head is pounding. I'm tired and I'm confused...and I can hear how crazy everything that comes out of my mouth sounds, trust me. Please, if you will all just give me some time alone. I need it right now, okay?” The four men nodded. They all looked like they felt bad. That wasn't her intention. She meant what she said when she said she didn't blame any of them if they were skeptical. But, she was weary of being judged.

      She walked back toward the beach, this time walking along the water in the other direction, again watching the horizon for signs of a boat...or a plane. She chuckled at that, wondering if they were rescued if she'd ever be able to get back on a plane again. She thought about her parents again and wondered what they were doing. Her heart hurt because she knew them and she knew they wouldn't rest, not for a second, until they brought her home...or they would die trying. She stopped walking and looked up at the sky. Rose had never been a religious person. She was always what she would call “spiritual.” She believed that everything came from a higher being, but she didn't believe in organized religion. She was always more of a believer in the earth, the elements and the fates. Maybe the Gods and Goddesses weren't a far stretch from that. At one time, everyone believed they existed. There were millions of books written on the subject. Every major university in the world taught classes on the subject. No one living didn't know the name of at least one Greek God. So why was it so hard to believe that they really existed? Christians believed in the bible. Muslims in the Quran...why would she rather believe she was losing her mind than to believe that there were Gods and Goddesses that created them, and might just be powerful enough to destroy them as well?

      There was suddenly a loud rumble in the sky, and the sound of it ripped through her and caused her body to convulse. Her first thought was that it was one of those Gods answering the questions she was asking in her head. Another loud boom rolled across the suddenly dark sky and the wind began to whip up. She turned to look toward the trees. They were swaying back and forth, threatening to topple over as the palm fronds were ripped from them and sent sailing through the atmosphere. Rose started back toward where she'd left the men when a jagged bolt of hot, white lightning seemed to rip the sky in two. The ocean was suddenly alive with the sound of monstrous waves as they churned and grew and then everything opened up, and it began to pour.

      Rose felt like she was being pushed backward with every step she took. The wind and the rain battered her body and obscured her vision. She pushed on, simply because she had no choice. The only other option would be to turn and go back toward the sea, and that thought was even more frightening. She felt like she walked through a wall of water that stretched for miles before she finally made it to the trees. Thinking the thick canopy would provide cover, she stepped into them...but, she was mistaken. They offered her no shelter, or respite from the huge drops that continued to beat down on top of her. She wasn't just wet, or soaked even, her clothes and skin were sodden and despite how warm the day had been earlier, she was cold. She was crying as she pushed on, but no one would be able to tell where the tears ended and the rain began. She was overwhelmed and ready to give up, when her body suddenly slammed into something hard, but pliable, and just as wet as she was.

      Rose pulled her head up and found herself looking into Asher's face. “We have to find shelter!” he said, yelling even though they were face to face. The wind was loud and powerful and the rain pounded against the trees like a drum. Rose didn't bother trying to answer, she just allowed him to slide a big arm around her waist and she did her best to keep up as he practically dragged her through the trees. They came to the spot where they had built the signal fire. It was out and the pile of things they had made to burn was crushed under the weight of the downpour. The metal fragments of the plane were lifting off the ground, threatening to fly up and assault anyone who dared get near them. Rose tucked her head against Asher and let his body be her shield. She had to trust him to get her to safety and oddly enough, she found that was easy. With his powerful arms around her she no longer felt the fear that had flooded her system only minutes before. Maybe Beau was right when he said they all had some kind of connection right from the start.

      Rose had no concept of time as they walked and when she felt Asher's lips close to her ear, she had no idea how far they had gone since he'd found her. “A cave, I think. At the least, the rocks will provide cover. I need you to duck down. We'll need to pass through on our knees.” Rose nodded and did as Asher asked. She dropped down to her knees and into at least a foot of mud. Asher helped her reach out with her arms so that she could feel the edge of the rock in front of her. She ducked her head down and tried not to think about all of the other things that might have already taken refuge in there before them, as she crawled inside. The space was dark, and tight...but it was a relief to be out of the rain. She could feel Asher behind her as she crawled and she heard him say, “Let's go in a little deeper. The rocks were higher toward the other end. Maybe there's more space.” Again, Rose didn't answer, she just did as he said. The rocks dug and scratched at her hands and knees, but she would still rather that than going back out in that wind and rain. She was maybe ten feet in when suddenly the floor in front of her seemed to simply disappear. She let out a cry as she fell and it was seconds later when she was crushed underneath Asher's weight as the ground beneath her caught them both. “Shit! I'm sorry Rose!” Asher rolled off of her quickly and she had to struggle to catch her breath as he continued to apologize profusely and try to help her up.

      “I'm okay,” she said when she caught her breath at last. “It's okay.” She let him help her sit up, and that made it easier for her to breathe. The space was still pitch black, but at least it was much wider and slightly taller than the crawl space they had come through.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “No. I'm okay,” she said again. Her eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark and she could at least make out his features and the shape of his face and body next to hers. “How did you find me?”

      “Don't be mad. I know you asked us to leave you alone, but I was worried about you going off by yourself, so I followed you. I was in the trees when the downpour began. It came on so quickly that within a second, I lost sight of you. I started in the direction where I'd seen you last and I guess we met in the middle.”

      “I'm not mad. Thank you. I'm not sure I would have made it without you.” Her body convulsed again as another shiver ripped through her body. The cave was even colder than it had been outside.

      “Rose we need to get you out of those wet clothes and warmed up.”

      “I'm not taking off my clothes.”

      “I'm not trying to molest you. I'm trying to keep you from getting hypothermia. The only way we're going to stay warm is by sharing our body heat.”

      “So you're not only telling me to get naked, but that you're going to get naked to...and...what?”

      “And wrap my body around yours. It's not about sex Rose, it's about survival.”

      She wasn't sure if she believed him, but when another shudder tore through her and she realized that she couldn't stop shaking, she gave in. While she peeled off her shirt and bra she was thankful that it was at least too dark for him to see much. Rose wasn't ashamed of her body...the opposite actually. She just wasn't in the habit of letting just anyone see it either. She'd been photographed in bikini's and lingerie, but she had always refused to do nudes. She believed the human body was something you should only share with someone you wanted to be intimate with.

      Asher was taking off his clothes as she took off hers and once they were both nude, he simply wrapped her up in a bear hug, like it was the most natural thing in the world and he lay them both down on the ground and let his body cushion hers against the rough surface. His body was almost as hard as the rocks, but much more pliable and comfortable. For a while, she just felt warm, and safe and cozy. But the longer she lay there in the dark with her other senses on high alert, the more she began to feel a tightening in her core and something like desire fluttering in her chest.

      “He's strong.”

      “Damn,” she said, “Now is not really a good time, whoever you are.”

      The man who appeared was bathed in light. Rose could feel Asher's breathing and even his heartbeat, they were so close. But she didn't feel even so much as a hitch in his breaths. He didn't hear the man, and he couldn't see him...and Rose realized that she still had her face buried in Asher's chest...so in reality, she shouldn't be able to see him either, even if he had turned on the lights.

      “You can see me because I want you to see me, Rose,” the man said. He was bigger than the man who called himself Poseidon earlier. This one had biceps that were bigger than her waist and shoulders that probably measured six feet across. His hair was long too, hanging down his back in silver waves. His long beard was silver too and it came down in the shape of a “V”, ending at his navel. He wore what looked like a toga white, with gold trim and he had on gold sandals.

      “Let me guess,” she said, “Zeus?”

      “Yes. You're getting good at this.”

      “I am beginning to understand, and believe that the Gods, and Goddess that I've seen, they've all been representative of who I was with at the time. Asher is strong and powerful...like you. Athena is full of knowledge like Dexter and Poseidon, a master of the sea, like Beau. But what they're trying to tell me is what I don't understand.”

      “Sometimes Rose, we need to be given more than a subtle sign to make us see who we were meant to be...and who we were meant to be with.”

      “Meant to be with? That's what this is about? I'm supposed to choose one of these men as my...mate?”

      “One, two...four...the choice is up to you. But first you have to figure out who you are, and what you have to offer.”

      “I know who I am,” she said.

      “But Rose...do you know what you're capable of?”

      “In what respect?” she asked.

      “Do you know the word, fecundity, Rose?”

      Rose knew the term. It meant the ability to produce and abundance of offspring. That was what they wanted from her? She was a model and an actress. Sure, the idea of having children appealed to her at some point in her future, but she damned sure wasn't about to produce a litter. If that was what these Gods were seeking...then they could damned sure seek it somewhere else. She started to tell Zeus that, but it was a moot point since the light and the man both seemed to be gone. As she went over the brief encounter in her head she thought, Did he really just tell her she could choose all four men? What gave these “Gods” the right to force her to choose any of them? She'd been happier, and more free, since the breakup of her relationship with Trevor, than she'd been in a long time. Maybe she wasn't ready to “choose” any man. Of course she almost laughed when she remembered that she was currently twisted up with one of those men like a pretzel...and it felt good. She was not thinking about making babies, but she couldn't deny that she was thinking about things that somebody trapped in a cave on a deserted island probably shouldn't be thinking. Of course...it wasn't like feeling good was a crime, and there was no work to be done at the moment. She had no idea what had suddenly come over her but when she heard herself say,

      “Asher, are you awake?” It was almost like an out of body experience. She was about to do something that she had never done before...have sex simply for the sake of the sex, with no expectations for a future, because who really knew if any of them had a future? At least that's what she told herself.
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      “I'm awake,” he whispered. She could feel his erection pushed into her body. She'd been able to feel it for a while, but she was trying hard to ignore it. She couldn't see it, but it felt pretty impressive to ignore. Deciding since he thought she was a little crazy anyways, she'd just go with that. Fantasy would be easier at this point anyways.

      “Want to play a game?”

      She felt his body shake with laughter. “Okay. I have to admit, that's not what I expected you to say....considering we have no light, no clothes and not much room.”

      “We don't need light...or clothes for this game, and we can make do with the room we have,”

      He cleared his throat and she felt him shiver. “Alright...” she cut his words off with her mouth. She kissed him hard and hungrily. She could tell that she'd caught him off guard for a second, but then he kissed her back, just as greedily. Their tongues danced together in an erotic rhythm and slowly, tentatively almost, his hands began to move and explore her body in the dark,

      The kiss went on for so long that when Asher broke it, it was hard for her to catch her breath. He was panting too, but his mouth was still moving, sliding down the wet skin of her throat, planting soft, sexy kisses as he went. When he reached her collarbone he stopped and said, “Rose, are you sure about this?”

      She nodded, still gasping for the breath she'd given up for that hot kiss. “Yes. If you are.”

      She felt his smile against her flesh. “Baby I've wanted to touch you since I saw you on the plane.”

      His hands were on her breasts then and she let out a low moan as he rubbed his palms into her hard nipples. “Really? I wasn't even sure you liked me,” she said in a shaky voice.

      He squeezed her breasts and moaned. “I like you, Rose. I've just been so....” his mouth was on the swell of her breath and his voice faded away. She didn't want him to stop what he was doing to explain so she said,

      “I know, things have been crazy.” He nodded and his mouth continued to travel, leaving a hot trail across her flesh. She had goosebumps, but she wasn't cold any longer. Asher had warmed her up before he even put his mouth on her. Now, she felt like she was on fire, especially when he wrapped his lips around a nipple. She felt his tongue flick across it and then lick around it in a circle. She put her hands in his short hair, getting a good grip and holding on while he began to suckle at her breasts. “Oh Asher,” she breathed out when he moved from one to the other. He used his hand to stimulate the one his mouth wasn't on and the sides of his teeth to scrape her nipple lightly from time to time. Her core was so tight that she felt like her insides would explode. He was incredible with his mouth, and she told him so, “That mouth of yours,” she said, “It's amazing.”

      Again, a smile against her not hot flesh, and then as his mouth began to slide slowly down the front of her to her flat stomach, she heard him whisper, “You ain't seen nothing yet.”

      He drew circles on her stomach with his tongue and dipped the tip of it into her belly button. Every spot that his mouth touched crackled with electricity...it was like he was waking her body up, bringing it to life. Once he had explored her stomach, she felt his lips move lower. He kissed the top of her mound and she felt a rush of moisture between her legs. He licked lower, slowly and it felt so good. When he reached her swollen bud and his tongue flicked across it, her hips bucked up off the ground and she cried out. Asher wrapped his big arms around her waist to hold her in place and then he dove in. Quickly, Rose was almost out of her mind with ecstasy and lust. She wanted to touch him, but she didn't want him to stop what he was doing...ever. She was pushing his face down with all of her strength, holding him against her pussy, begging for more without saying a word. He sucked her engorged clit in between his lips and began to swirl his tongue around it. Rose's cries echoed off the walls of the cave around them and once again she lost all concept of time. It felt both like it went on forever, and it didn't last long enough. But the orgasm that slammed into her was not about to be stopped. It assaulted every part of her body, touching every nerve and traveling across every fiber. Asher continued to hold onto her, slowing his pace but not stopping until she was spent and once again, gasping for a breath. Only then did he lower her gently to the ground and lift his head. Her eyes were only half open. She was in an orgasm haze. It was still dark. But almost as if he were Zeus himself, she could see his beautiful face, glistening with the moisture he had coaxed from her body, and smiling up at her.

      “Dear God,” she said in a weak voice.

      “You liked?”

      “Dear God,” she said, again. Her brain wasn't working. The only thing it was able to concentrate on was how good he'd made her feel...and how badly she wanted to feel it again. She wanted to feel him. She wanted to make him feel good too. She pushed on his chest. He was too heavy for her to move, but he understood that she wanted to sit up. He moved back, sitting up as much as the low ceiling would allow him. Rose slowly pushed him back as she climbed onto his lap. When he was flat on his back and her body was molded to her, she kissed his lips softly and then the way he had done moments before, she let her own mouth travel down his body...touching him with her lips and her tongue and stopping to nibble at his nipples.

      His body was hard as a rock and her tongue was having fun tracing across the planes of it. She let it roll across his abs and delighted in the way his body shook in anticipation as she got close to what she imagined to be a massive erection even though she had yet to touch it with her hand. She licked around it first, listening to his short, ragged breaths...and then suddenly she licked across it, tasting the soft, silky bead of fluid that had gathered at the tip and making him moan. Asher put his big hands in her hair, wrapping the long, still wet strands of it around his thick fingers. Rose opened her lips and let his cock slide in between them. While she sucked only the tip, she brought her right hand over and wrapped it around his girth. She shuddered herself when she felt how big he actually was. For half a second she worried if she'd even be able to accommodate him...but she was too far gone to back out now. She began to stroke it up and down as she took more of him into her mouth. Her tongue was busy, moving the whole time as she sucked. Asher was groaning and pulling at her hair and once Rose managed to get him to the back of her throat, she slowly released him and the next time she engulfed him it was quick and she felt him throb. Blood was racing to his member, making him larger and hotter as she sucked. He was panting her name with every breast and the sound of his sexy voice and satisfied noises egged her on. She sucked harder and faster, almost gagging herself on him...he wasn't just big, he was huge...but Rose was so hot and so wet, she thought she was ready.

      When Asher pulled at her hair, to try and pull her off his cock, she went willingly. Using her momentum, she slithered quickly up his body like a snake, sliding up and down that big, hard cock with her slick pussy before lifting her hips and allowing it to line up with her opening. The head felt too large, but she had to have him now. He let her take the lead, she was sure because he was afraid of hurting her. She slowly slid down, feeling herself open up a fraction of an inch at a time to wrap around him, blanketing his hard cock in a velvet vice. Rose was out of her mind with a type of lust she'd never felt before and although it almost felt like he was tearing her apart, she didn't stop until she had him as deep inside as he could go. She felt him slide his hands down her back and cup the cheeks of her butt. “Rose,” he whispered.

      “Hmm?” She was sliding up, still slowly, letting his cock out inch by inch. When only the head remained inside of her, she slammed her hips down, this time taking it all at once. She cried out and Asher caught her cries with his lips. He held her down on top of him and he took over. While he kissed her and sucked on her tongue, he moved his hips up and down, pounding into her. Rose found herself wishing they had more room. She wanted to see him up above her, looking down at her as he thrust that big cock up inside of her and pulled it out. But, she wouldn't be greedy. What they had was already better than anything she'd ever had before, cave or no cave, sand and gravel aside as well.

      “You feel like heaven,” Asher said when he pulled his mouth back off of hers. “I'm not kidding. I've never felt anything so good, or so right.” He grunted as he spoke and squeezed her cheeks tighter. Rose felt another orgasm building in her toes and her head began to swim. She buried her face in his neck and in a muffled voice she said,

      “I've never felt anything like this either, Asher. Oh God...I'm going to come again.”

      “Me too, baby,” he grunted out, “Me too.” She felt that hard body get even harder as it tensed and his huge erection grew even more inside of her. He let out a sound so loud that she almost feared it would set off an avalanche. It was primal and seemed to come from deep in his chest. His grip on her was so tight that she would undoubtedly have finger marks on her flesh...but she didn't care. All she cared about at that second was the peak she was standing on top of and the wonderful feeling as she free-floated through the atmosphere, with Asher by her side. She would almost accept what they had just done as proof that he was a God, she thought. No mere mortal man could make her feel that good.
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      “So you spent the entire night in a cave?” Rose and Asher had fallen asleep after they made love and then at dawn, after the rain broke, they made love one more time on the beach before returning to the camp. Their shelter was destroyed, but thankfully the men had survived. Beau and Dexter seemed happy to see them. Ryder, slightly suspicious.

      “Yes, a tiny little hole in the rocks,” Rose said. She looked at Asher and said, “It's a miracle he even fit.” He smiled at her and Ryder said,

      “You two had sex.”

      Rose felt her face go hot. “Excuse me?” Asher took a step toward Ryder and Rose put her hand up to stop him.

      “You had sex. It's obvious.”

      Rose felt Asher's body tense as he said, “What's obvious is that it's none of your business.” Now everyone except Asher was staring at her. His eyes were still on Ryder. She was afraid he was going to pounce. Ryder was in good shape, but she feared that Asher might crush him, still.

      “Everyone needs to calm down,” she said. “First of all, Ryder, Asher is right. What the two of us did or didn't do in private is no one's business but ours. Just because we're stranded here together does not mean I gave up my expectation of privacy.” She looked at Asher then and said, “We survived a plane crash and two nights on this island. We're not going to kill each other over petty jealousy. I'm soaked to the skin. I'm going to bathe in the Lagoon, alone. I expect you to all be in one piece when I get back.” She found the suitcase with the clothes in it. They were damp, but the metal case had protected them from the worst of the storm. She pulled out a pair of cotton shorts and a t-shirt and when she stood up, Beau was there offering her a cup of coffee. She smiled at him as she took it from his hand. He was ever the peacemaker. “Thank you, Beau. This is exactly what I needed.”

      He smiled at her and said, “Do you mind if I tell you something?”

      “No, not at all.”

      “I've always been very open minded about sex. I think with the right person, or people, it's good for the soul. I can see that whatever happened between you and Asher lightened both of your loads and elevated your moods. I think that's cool. We're just here to survive, right?”

      She smiled up at him and put her hand on his face. “You're an amazing man, Beau. That single mother of yours did a great job.” Surprising her, Beau kissed the palm of her hand before giving it back to her and said,

      “Thank you. And whoever left you in that basket at the bookstore missed out on raising one hell of a woman. Go clean up and get warm. I'll keep an eye on Zeus and...whoever that other guy is, while you're gone.” They both laughed and Rose thanked him again before going for her bath.

      Rose made sure no one had followed her when she got to the lagoon before stripping off her clothes and sliding down into the warm water. It was almost like taking a bath at home except the surroundings were much more beautiful, and she had room to move around. For a while, she just floated underneath the surface of the shallow lagoon, closing her eyes and turning her face up to the sun. She felt much more relaxed than she had since she'd been there...the night with Asher had definitely been good for her soul. She thought about him again and shuddered. Rose hadn't been with many men in her life. Between her parents instilling values in her and her quest for a successful career, men and sex had never been a priority. Of course she had needs like everyone else, but she had been content to wait until she met the “right” guy. She thought Trevor was him for a while, but after that turned out so badly, she was almost certain it would be a long time before she let a man get close to her again.

      She thought about the look on Ryder's face when she and Asher turned back up at the campsite. He hadn't called her a slut outright, but she had the feeling that was what he was thinking. Maybe she was wrong and she was just being defensive. Why would Ryder care who she had sex with. It wasn't like the two of them were close. Maybe he just didn't approve of women that were comfortable with their sexuality. He could be old-fashioned in that respect. As she reached onto the rock behind her for her soap and began to lather up, she suddenly wondered why she cared. Ryder's opinion should really mean nothing to her...but for some reason his judgmental tone and look had stuck in her craw and she couldn't wrench it loose.

      She finished her bathing with everything that had happened over the past two days running through her head, dried off as well as she could with one of the small hand towels, and dressed. She felt refreshed and once she sat down on the warm rock next to the water and drank the rest of the coffee that Beau had fixed for her, she felt energized as well, and ready for whatever the day would throw her way...or so she thought. The vision of the deity in front of her startled her and she let out a little cry. So far, even though no one else could see or hear them, the Gods and Goddess had come to her with another of the survivors around. And so far, the others had been almost fully clothed...at least their genitalia had not been exposed. This one, not so much. She didn't know if it was male or female. The face was very effeminate and the hair was lustrous and shiny. The facial features were delicate and the deity had a long, slim neck. The breasts were exposed, high and firm and what Rose would have to call beautiful although women had never been her thing. But the confusing part was that despite the breasts and the fairness of the face, this deity had a penis, and quite a large one. Rose didn't realize she was staring at it until the God, or Goddess said her name. Her head whipped up to the woman's face and she said,

      “Who are you...and I'm sorry, but what are you?”

      “I'm Aphroditus.” Rose thought she remembered most of her Greek Mythology. She definitely knew who Aphrodite was...but Aphroditus? She didn't recall that one. Still, she couldn't bring herself to come right out and ask about the penis so she said,

      “What have you come to share with me, Aphroditus? Hopefully it's more informative than what I've been told by the rest of your...peers?”

      “You're running out of time, Rose. You only have one day left.”

      “One day to do what? See that's the problem. If someone could please share with me what it is I'm supposed to be doing, that would be great.”

      “Did you enjoy your time with Zeus's grandson?”

      “Asher?”

      “Yes, that's his human name, Did you have fun?”

      “That's a personal question, We've only just met. Tell you what. I'll make a deal with you. You answer one of my questions, honestly and directly, and I'll answer yours, the same.”

      Aphroditus smiled. Her face was not beautiful, but the smile was radiant. “You're a brave girl to face a Goddess alone and make demands.”

      At least she had her answer about God or Goddess, sort of. “I don't mean to make demands,” Rose said. “But, I am growing tired of the games. I would just like to know once and for all...what is it I'm supposed to choose?”

      Aphroditus smiled again and said, “The father of your child.” Rose was frustrated and annoyed when the deity vanished immediately afterwards...but, not surprised. With an annoyed sigh, she began her walk back to camp. Rose had no intentions of having a child. Not then, and maybe not ever. Besides building her career, she just didn't see herself as the motherly type. She didn't have anything against children, she had just never longed for one of her own. So...if that was the “choice” these Gods were waiting for her to make, they would be in for a long wait.
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        * * *

      

      When Rose got back to the campsite, it was quiet. She didn't see any of the guys around at first, and when she spotted Ryder and realized he was the only one in the campsite, she almost snuck away before he saw her. “Rose?” But, it was too late. Damn.

      “Where's everyone at?”

      Ryder gestured at their ruined shelter and said, “Out looking for more materials. The rain destroyed this one. I wanted to apologize to you.”

      “For what?”

      He smiled. “For putting my nose in your business earlier, uninvited. I don't usually do that. I'm pretty good at keeping to myself and keeping my life very low on the drama scale.”

      “Well thank you for the apology, but, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “You thought badly of me for having sex with Asher...why?”

      “It's not important,” he said.

      “Maybe it is to me.”

      “I didn't think badly of you. I was jealous.”

      “Jealous? Of me or Asher?”

      Ryder laughed. “Now who's judging? I'm not gay, Rose.”

      “Well, you haven't told us anything about yourself, so I thought maybe there was something you had to hide. And I wasn't judging. I have no problem with someone's choices.”

      “You want to walk?”

      “Sure.” He started to walk toward the beach, and she followed him. As they walked he said,

      “I don't mean to be secretive about my life. I am a private person. Like I said earlier, I keep to myself and that keeps the drama level low.”

      “Can I ask what it is that you do? Are you a doctor, the way everyone suspects?”

      He nodded and shoved his hands in his pockets. His green eyes stared off into the distance as he said, “My parents adopted me. I didn't know that until I was about five and I asked them why I couldn't have a baby brother. They sat me down and told me that they had tried, and failed  to have a child for a lot of years before they “chose” me.” He paused so Rose said,

      “I was adopted too.”

      He nodded. “I heard you and Beau talking about it. I never went looking for my “real” parents either. The ones I had were doing a great job and the only thing I missed growing up was a sibling. They tried to adopt another child but that process can get expensive and they weren't wealthy people. They finally settled on just doting on me,” he smiled. “But their experience got me to thinking about all the people in the world who wanted children but couldn't have them. I was always...gifted, was the way the teachers put it. I loved school and I was a straight “A” student all the way through. I got a scholarship to NYU and decided to major in Pre-Med. From there, I went to medical school and obtained my residency in obstetrics and gynecology. And then...I went on to become an expert in fertility medicine. In New York, I'm known as “The Baby Maker.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Rose stopped walking. “I've heard of you. Now that I think about it, I've seen you in the society pages. You're always dressed to the nines and have a...I'm so dumb. I asked if you were gay. You're the guy that is always photographed with a different woman, but refuses to discuss any of them in interviews.”

      He smiled. “That's me. I don't think it's anyone's business, and it has nothing to do with my business. I go to a lot of charity events in New York and yes, I usually take a different date to each one. I don't often date a woman more than once.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “I just work so much that I don't have time to dedicate to a relationship. It wouldn't be fair to put a woman in the position of having feelings for me and leave her sitting home, most nights, alone. Most women think they can change my mind about that, but I honestly haven't met one that I thought could...so far.”

      “What about kids of your own?” She asked. “You've helped make so many families. Do you want to make one of your own someday?”

      “That would be just as unfair as being with one woman would be. I don't see myself slowing down enough at work to be a present father.” He chuckled slightly and said, “You want to know what has frustrated me the most since we've been on this island?”

      “What's that?”

      “All this stuff about the Gods...they are real, they aren't real, honestly, I don't care either way. I feel like it's just this huge distraction and we should be focusing on getting off this island rather than all the strange things going on here. As a matter of fact, the strange things are another reason we should be dying to get out of here.”

      “I agree...to a point. I want to go home more than anything, but Ryder, these Gods...or hallucinations if that's what you want to call them, they're trying really hard to tell us something. And, if they're right, we'll be out of here by tomorrow either way.”

      “And you believe that? You believe them?”

      “I'm not sure what I believe they are...but, I do believe they are something that is trying to reach out to us. Ryder, when I was in that cave with Asher, another God came to me. Guess which one?”

      Ryder sighed. “Big, strong, narcissistic...Zeus, maybe?”

      She nodded. “That was a given...but guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I was visited by another one when I was alone, down at the lagoon.”

      “And?”

      “It was Aphroditus. You know who he is?”

      “He/She...Aphroditus is a transvestite, right?”

      “Yes, I guess, hermaphrodite is the correct term, maybe...I'm not sure. But guess what Aphroditus is most famous for?”

      “Fertility. Shit.”
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      Ryder didn't seem interested in talking about the Gods after that. When they got back to the campsite, the other guys were back and they all pitched in to build a new shelter. While they worked, Rose told them about Zeus. Asher seemed to like the idea that he was descended from this big, powerful, overly sexual God.

      “So now we just need to know about Ryder's...and yours,” Dexter said.

      Rose wasn't going to tell them about Ryder's. She couldn't explain Aphroditus without poaching on his private business. She figured it was his story to tell. She was surprised when he said, “She saw mine today, at the lagoon.” The other three men stopped what they were doing and their attention was immediately focused on Ryder. “I am a doctor. A fertility doctor,” he said. He didn't go into as much detail as he had with Rose, but he told them about Aphroditus. When he finished Beau said,

      “So, I'm still confused. These Gods and Goddesses supposedly want us to discover some kind of truth about ourselves...but their “reveals” with the ones they've sent here, aren't really reveals at all, are they?”

      “What do you mean?” Asher asked.

      “Well, let's take you for example. We all know you're the biggest and the strongest. We could have guessed Zeus. Poseidon for me...duh. The knowledge lady...Athena, for the genius here, and the fertility God for Ryder. If you know your mythology, none of them would have been a stretch, So how is that helping us learn a truth about us that we already don't know?”

      “Maybe we need to look deeper,” Dexter said.

      “Meaning what?” Rose asked. Suddenly, the shelter was all but forgotten and the five of them sat down on the rocks they arranged by the fire pit the day before. Asher had a bag of berries they picked the day before. He took a handful out, popped them into his mouth and passed them to his left. Ryder took them and passed them onto Beau as Dexter said,

      “I mean, these Gods are famous for those things, but there was so much more to them. Maybe we need to look at them as a whole.”

      “Okay,” Asher said, “I'll admit that I don't know much about these Gods. So tell me about Zeus, Dexter. The parts of him that aren't obvious.”

      “Okay, let me see what I remember about him. He is the King of Mt. Olympus, but I'm sure we all knew that. He is very promiscuous.” Rose raised an eyebrow and Asher actually blushed. “He fathered scores of children. His main title, although he has many of them, is God of the sky and thunder...” Any of this hitting a nerve or ringing a bell?” Dexter asked him.

      He still looked like he was blushing slightly. That much, they all knew was extremely out of character, but when he began to speak again, it started to make sense. “When I was fresh out of foster care and trying to figure out what to do with my life, I was also broke and working any odd job I could find. I did some strange things, whatever it took to survive as long as it was legal. One of those things was selling my sperm.”

      “As in to a sperm bank?” Ryder said.

      “Yes, but also to private enterprise.”

      “What do you mean, private enterprise?” Rose asked.

      Asher didn't have time to answer before Ryder did. “Companies like mine,” Ryder said. “I use surgery and medications in a lot of cases, to try and help my patients conceive a child when they are determined to have one of their own. Occasionally, due to a man's low sperm count or lack of motility...some other more technical issues, the only thing the woman needs to become pregnant is viable sperm. A lot of these patients choose artificial insemination. We keep sperm on hand from clients who have been thoroughly vetted.”

      “Vetted?” Beau asked.

      “My patients are not your average citizens. These are uber wealthy people who want a child that will be blessed with looks and intelligence...and sometimes, you might be surprised at how specific they get. We vet our sperm donors, do a thorough background check instead of a simple name, we offer our patients a bio so to speak.”

      “So how many kids could Asher here possibly have fathered?” Dexter asked.

      Ryder looked at Asher and said, “Depending on the virulence of his sperm...hundreds.”

      “What's the name of your firm?” Asher asked Ryder.

      “Griffin female reproductive health and endocrinology.”

      “Shit,” Asher said. Apparently, he had donated there.

      “Wow,” Beau said. “This is almost like an experiment in six degrees of separation too. I mean, imagine the two of you being connected in any way. Weird, huh?”

      Neither Ryder nor Asher answered that question. Instead, Asher looked at Rose and said, “So, do you think that was the truth that I needed to discover about myself? I mean, what am I supposed to do with that?”

      Rose smiled at him and said, “I sense a lot of sadness when you talk about your childhood. Not having any blood ties really bothered you, maybe even made you feel alone?”

      Asher nodded slowly and it looked like some kind of truth was just beginning to dawn on him. “Feeling disconnected has always held me back,” he said. “I've been wildly successful with my business, but never in my love life, or any of my relationships. Everything has always felt like...it was temporary. I just never felt like I was connected to anything permanent. Maybe...” his voice trailed off and Rose said,

      “Maybe knowing that your DNA is out there and it won't die with you, is the part of yourself that you've been missing.”

      Asher nodded again. “Maybe so.” For a man that didn't believe any of this the day before, he suddenly seemed to be coming around.

      “Okay, me,” Beau said, looking at Dexter. Beau's heart and enthusiasm never failed to make Rose smile.

      “Well, of course we know Poseidon's connection to the sea, and all bodies of water. But did you all know that he was considered to be one of the greediest and most vengeful Gods? He had the nastiest temper.”

      “That's not Beau then,” Rose said defensively. Beau gave her a grateful look, but she wasn't finished.  “He's one of the kindest, most empathetic people I've ever met. And he's a peacemaker. He doesn't have a nasty temper at all. He has a very calming effect on most of us, right?” The other men all nodded. Beau was quiet for a while and said,

      “I really don't see myself as having a bad temper, or being greedy. But sometimes we have a skewed perception of ourselves. So maybe I'm wrong.”

      “You're not wrong,” Rose said, surprised at how defensive she felt about a man she'd only known for 48 hours. Their connection was nothing ordinary, for sure. None of them.

      “Well, there's more,” Dexter said. “Zeus was Poseidon's brother. They were both sired by Cronus. Cronus had a nasty habit of eating his young. Zeus was not eaten by Cronus however and in some stories he is the one that saved Poseidon from sure death at the mouth of his father. In other stories it was his mother who saved him. She hid him...”

      “She took him away,” Asher said.

      “Well, she hid him and gave Cronus a colt to devour instead,” Dexter said.

      Asher was staring at Beau. “Did you know your father?”

      Beau shook his head, slowly. “My mother said he wasn't a good man. He was abusive and she had to take me and run away before he hurt us, the way he had his late wife. But she told me that I never had to worry that he would find me, because by the time she told me the story, he was dead. He ended up taking a stray bullet on a hunting trip.”

      “Where was your mother from?”

      Beau's eyes widened when he realized what Asher was getting at. “New York. But you don't think...?”

      “I went looking for my parents when I turned eighteen. My mother died when I was four in a horrible accident. She fell down the stairs. My father was the one that turned me over to social services. He said that he couldn't care for me. I found out that the police thought he pushed her, but weren't able to prove it. I went looking for him. I wanted to confront him face to face.”

      Rose gasped. “Asher, you didn't...you weren't the one that shot him, were you?”

      Asher laughed wryly and said, “No, but for a long time I did wish it was me. I hated that man. I saw him being dead when I got there as another betrayal.” He looked back at Beau and said, “Did she ever tell you his name?”

      Beau's brown eyes were still wide as he said, “It was Xavier Bronson.” The others didn't have to ask Asher what his father's name was. He was as white as a sheet and even with his dark skin, so was Beau, as the two newly found brothers stared across the fire pit at each other.

      “Son of a bitch,” Ryder said. “I really didn't want to believe any of this, but this is all too much to be a coincidence.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” Dexter said. “I guess I'm next, since Rose hasn't met hers yet. “Besides the knowledge, she was the patron of protectiveness. She was the daughter of Zeus and the sister of Aphrodite...” Dexter looked at Rose. “This might be a stretch, but do you know anything about your biological parents?”

      Rose shook her head. “No, just that they put me in a blanket and a basket and left me on the sidewalk in New York, outside of...” Before she finished Dexter said,

      “A bookstore, in Manhattan.”

      “Yes.” Rose wasn't surprised, she'd told him that. At least she'd told him most of it. “Dexter, how did you know it was in Manhattan?”

      “I didn't,” he said, “It was an educated guess.”

      “Educated how?”

      “Well, you know how I remember everything I read?” She nodded and he said, “When I was twelve, I found this journal in our attic. My mother caught me reading it and she freaked out. I lied to her and told her I hadn't read much of it. But, the truth was that I read a lot of it. It belonged to a woman named Faith. She wrote about being beautiful and how hard her life had been because of her beauty. People wanted to use her and the men in her life treated her horribly. She had even thought of taking her own life. She wrote a lot about missing someone. She never said who it was that she missed, only that this person was a part of her and she could never be whole again because she had lost that part. It made me sad, even at 12 years old. I couldn't forget her so I kept asking my mother who she was and Mom didn't really want to tell me. But, when I was on the trail of something, I was relentless. She finally admitted to me that Faith was her best friend from high school. She said when they were seniors in high school, Faith got pregnant. The man that impregnated her didn't want anything to do with her or the baby, but Faith couldn't bring herself to have an abortion. She wanted to keep the baby. Her parents wouldn't hear of it. They were afraid of what everyone would think. They thought she'd have a reputation as being “loose,” or whatever. She flat refused the abortion though and the day the baby was born, Faith took her and she ran away. She lived in the Bronx with her parents. She made it as far as Manhattan before she somehow convinced herself that she wouldn't ever be able to care for that baby. She wrote three pages about how heartbroken she was, Rose. She loved her baby. She loved you. But she was alone and afraid and she didn't believe she could give you a good life. So she found an old basket in a dumpster and she left you where she thought someone nice would find you. She thought that people who lived in Manhattan and went to book stores would have to be good people, intelligent, at least. So that's where she left you.”

      “And what happened to her? Where's my biological mother now, do you know?”

      Dexter looked sad. “Mom said that she killed herself a few years later, that's why my mom had her journal and some other stuff of hers.”
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      Rose felt like she was in shock and her heart physically ached. While they all discussed what they had discovered, the men got back to work, erecting the shelter before the sun went down on their second night on the island. Rose tried to help, but they could all tell that what she'd discovered about her mother, her biological mother, was hard for her to process. She had spent her life resenting her biological parents, being angry with them for abandoning her. She'd never even tried to look for them...her mother would have already been dead if she had, but didn't the woman deserve that much at least? The more she thought about it, the sicker she felt and she didn't even realize that she had tears running down her face until she felt Dexter slide an arm around her waist and say,

      “Come on Rose, let's go for a walk.” Rose was on auto-pilot. Dexter led her almost like she was a robot, down to the lagoon. Once they were there, the two of them sat down and Dexter said, “I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have told you that. Here, of all places. It's just one more thing to weigh on your mind.”

      “No Dexter, it's not your fault. This island was about the truth, and that's my truth. It's not your fault, and it's not mine either. It just makes me so sad to think about her, all alone. It must have been horrible for her.”

      “I'm sure it was. But think of it this way, Rose. She may not have loved herself, but she did love you, very much.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Mom said that the father, I'm sorry, your father, offered her the money to have an abortion, but she refused to take it. She gave you life. That's the ultimate gift, right? And once she did that, as much as she wanted to keep you...she didn't. She gave you up, so that you could have a better life, and you did.”

      Rose's tears turned into sobs then and Dexter opened his arms for her to meld into. He held her, making soft shushing noises and rocking her back and forth. Rose couldn't seem to stop crying. It was like everything crashed down on her all at once and she just couldn't take another thing. Some time passed before she was able to pull herself together and when she finally did she pulled back and looked at his face. His beautiful gray eyes held tears of their own and something about his compassion for her tugged at her heart. For the second time in two days she did something completely out of character. She leaned in and kissed his lips, softly. When she pulled back again, Dexter looked surprised and his cheeks were flushed.

      “I'm sorry,” she said, feeling worse than she had before. What was wrong with her? She'd just had sex with Asher only hours before and here she was throwing herself at Dexter.

      He put his hand on the side of her face and said, “Please don't be sorry. You've been through so much...”

      “You all have,” she said. “I don't see you all throwing yourselves at me.”

      Dexter laughed. “Oh Rose, you have no idea how badly we want to. Every man on this island, with maybe the exception of Hermes, if he can even be called a man, wants you. We would all take you in a second. The only thing stopping us from acting on our feelings is impulse control. You got stuck here with four gentlemen.”

      Rose smiled and leaned her forehead into his. “Want to know a secret?”

      Dexter nodded. “I don't feel “stuck” with any of you. I feel blessed to have four gorgeous gentlemen as company. There's something about every one of you that attracts me, something about every one of you that I'd like to explore. But impulse control is the only thing holding me back as well. Society looks at it differently when it's a man with a lot of women. When the roles are reversed and the woman is the one with more than one partner, she's painted as a pariah and all kinds of other terrible things.”

      “Society isn't here, is it?” Rose jerked her head up at the voice. What it took her a few seconds to realize was that Dexter did too. He heard the voice and his eyes were on the same perfect Goddess that hers had settled on. Rose thought Athena was the most breathtaking and beautiful creature she'd ever seen, but this woman...she was so perfect that it was almost hard to look at her. Her skin was like sweet cream, her eyes were green but flecks of gold floated inside of them. Her eyelashes were an inch long at least. Her lips were dark red and there wasn't a speck of make-up on them...on her, anywhere. Her hair was light brown with white blonde highlights and it stretched down her back, almost to her feet. She wore a crown that sparkled so brightly it was almost blinding. The toga wrapped around her covered her private areas, but her cleavage was deep between the swells of perfectly shaped breasts, and her legs, long and shapely like the rest of her.

      “No,” Rose managed to say, “I guess it isn't. I assume you're the Goddess who is here for me? The one that came to help me discover my truth? Unfortunately, I've already figured it out.”

      The Goddess smiled softly and said, “I'm not here to help you find out about your mother. That was Dexter's job and he did a fine one of it.” Dexter seemed almost completely intimidated by her. His face blushed a deeper shade of red when she spoke to him. “Rose, your biological mother hated herself. She thought that everything she did was wrong. She didn't think she was good enough for you. Have you noticed yet, how much you're like her?”

      Rose frowned. “What are you talking about? I don't hate myself.”

      “Not on the surface my love. But you deny yourself the things that you want and need in lieu of making sure everyone else is taken care of ahead of you. Your parents wanted you to wait until you were grown to be a model. How old were you when you decided that was what you wanted to be?” Rose shrugged and the Goddess said, “Rose?”

      “Thirteen or fourteen, I guess. I was in a beauty contest in New Jersey and one of the prizes was a modeling contract. When Mom found out about that, she told me she didn't want me to do the contest. When I got upset, she started to cry and told me that they were so protective because they loved me so much. I felt like a bad daughter if I went through with it, so I didn't.”

      “You postponed your dreams to ease their feelings.”

      “That's what you do for people you love.”

      “Like Trevor?”

      “He's not a good example,” Rose said.

      “Okay then, Brett?” Rose hadn't thought of Brett in a long time. He was her first love, years before Trevor. He was sweet and kind to her, but he didn't want her to be a model. He was jealous and insecure and he was sure that she'd meet so many other men that she wouldn't want him any longer. “Your career could have taken off much earlier, but you didn't want to do anything that would hurt Brett or make him uncomfortable, right? When you finally freed yourself from that binding relationship, you didn't walk away feeling good that you were finally taking care of yourself...you walked away filled with guilt and you carried that guilt for years, As a matter of fact, it was that same guilt that had you beaten down just enough to allow Trevor to bully you.”

      “So what I need to discover here is that I should put myself first. I shouldn't think about the feelings of others?”

      “I didn't say that. Of course you should consider the feelings of others, my stubborn offspring, But not always above and beyond your own. I heard you say that you wanted each and every one of these young men...but your concerns about society and what people might think of you...people who aren't even here...that's what is holding you back.”

      “No,” Rose said. “It's just...I'm just not...I don't want to be a slut.”

      The Goddess laughed and a clap of thunder rolled across the sky as if applauding his mistress. “Rose, you are no slut. You are a sexual being. You are a Goddess. You are a direct descendant of me...Aphrodite. If those men were back in their human society and they wanted to be with you, it wouldn't matter if they had an entire list of women they'd been with the day before. No one would bat an eyelash, Rose, not even you. Why do you believe it's different for you? You are healthy, beautiful, consenting adults. My beautiful daughter, if you wish to build your own harem...square your shoulders, straighten your crown and do it. Damn them all to Hades if they don't like it!” With that, Aphrodite was gone on a clap of thunder and a roll of the dark clouds in the sky. Rose stood, looking after her for several minutes before she even remembered that Dexter was there. When she did, she turned to him and said,

      “Will you vouch for me with the others? You saw her, right?”

      “I saw her,” he said, in a slightly shaky voice. “I heard her too, Rose. She's right. You are so beautiful and sensual...and I'm not using this as a pick-up line, but there should be no reason that you can't be intimate with anyone you want to be with. That old stigma around women and sex needs to be broken. Maybe all of this was about convincing you...a beautiful woman, smart, savvy and in the public spotlight, that she has the power to change the way the world thinks. She has the ability to empower women.” It was definitely something for Rose to think about. She spent the time walking back to the campsite trying to absorb it. She was lost in her own thoughts as they approached the others and Dexter came to an abrupt stop and said, “I'll be damned.”

      Rose looked in the direction that Dexter had pointed his gray eyes. He was looking up into the tree above their campsite. Sitting there, legs crossed and sipping something out of a gold chalice, was Hermes. He smiled directly at her. Rose frowned and looked at the other three survivors. They stood at the bottom of the tree looking up. Asher and Ryder looked furious and even Beau looked upset. “What's going on?” she asked.

      “Somehow, someway, I'm going to kill this little bastard,” Asher said.

      Rose looked back up at Hermes and said, “What have you done now?”

      Hermes giggled, almost like a child and said, “I just told them the truth. I told them that you wanted each one of them and that if Aphrodite hadn't shown up, you would already be doing the nasty with Dexter.”

      “He called you a slut!” Ryder spat. “Come down here you spineless little prick and call her that to her face.”

      “No thank you, I'm comfortable here.”

      Rose looked at the guys again and then at Dexter. Dexter looked angry too, but when her eyes locked into his they softened and he said, “I think this is the choice they've been talking about.”

      “Yes,” Hermes said, “The choice to be a slut...or a lady. Which will it be Rose?”

      She narrowed her eyes at the little man and then looking at the guys she said, “Aphroditus told me the choice was about who would father my child. A child which I'm not ready to have, so the only choice there was none of you. But I just spoke with Aphrodite...”

      “Another slut,” Hermes said. Asher threw a rock up into the tree. It went right through the strange little God/man. He laughed and Rose ignored it all and went on,

      “She said my choice is about my sexuality and my sense of self. I've been torn up over the strange feelings that I've had for all of you...”

      “Slut,” Hermes said, with another cackle. Asher started to try and climb the tree. Beau put his hand on his arm and said,

      “Bro, just ignore him. He's only trying to antagonize.” Asher was still tense, but he backed off. Hermes wasn't going to sit still and let Asher grab him anyways, but the little man was having too much fun, pushing his buttons.

      “Dexter has also given me some good advice. He reminded me that in this day and age, stigmas and stereotypes are ridiculous. Every adult should have the ability to choose how they want to live their own life and who they want to love”

      Hermes cracked up and said, “That's because he wants to get in your pants.”

      Again, Rose ignored him. Out of the corner of her eye though, she saw Dexter flip him off. “I like all four of you, in different ways and for different things. If I am truly free to choose...I'd like to choose to get to know you all better.” The men looked like they were processing that and Rose looked back up at Hermes and said, “I don't have my crown on at the moment, but picture me straightening that bitch, Hermes. I'm the queen of my life, in charge of my future. And if you don't like that...I really don't care.” With a proud smile she said, “I am the daughter of Aphrodite and if these men want me...I'll let them take me...or, I'll take them. And I won't lose one minute of sleep over what anyone else thinks. As long as the five of us are happy...that's all that matters. I think after all of this I've finally realized what this beauty and fame have been about all along. I'm not just a pretty face. I can set an example, be a pioneer, create a legacy for future generations. Mostly...I can make sure that young women like my biological mother don't hate themselves because other people judge them so harshly. So Hermes, I've made my choice and we have all discovered the “truth” about ourselves. So you little man can flap those ridiculous wings on those ridiculous shoes of yours and fly away.”

      Hermes rolled his eyes and continued to look amused as a loud boom rolled through the sky. With a dramatic flash and puff of dark smoke, he disappeared. Hopefully, for good. Once that dust had settled, the men looked at Rose and Beau was the first to say, “I would love to get to know you better, Rose. And...I would honestly like it if when we're rescued, we can all keep in touch. I know it's only been a couple of days, but I feel like we all have this strong connection.”

      “I never thought I'd say this sentence,” Asher said, “But I agree with my brother.”

      “I never had time for a relationship,” Dexter said. “The plethora of women I go through is to keep the ones that want to get attached, at bay. I'd be more than open to being “one” of your men, Rose.”

      “My life is set up about the same, Dexter. Rose...my first thought when I saw you was that I'd give just about anything for just one night with you. I'm sure after one night, I would want more. I'm not a possessive guy where women are concerned. I believe they have as much right to choose as men. But you know that even in this day and age, it won't be easy if people know you're seeing more than one man. Society will always resist that, I think. It goes back to the caveman days.”

      “I know,” Rose said with a smile. “But the first step is being true to ourselves and not giving a flying...shoe, what anyone else says about it.” They all caught the reference to Hermes shoes and laughed.
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      Beau and Asher caught fish for dinner that night. The two of them made an unlikely, odd pair, but at the same time it was sweet to watch them begin to forge a relationship. While they ate, the mood was somewhat pensive. Rose wondered if they were all wondering, like she was, if they would be home by the following night, sleeping in their own beds.

      When the sun went down, Asher built a fire and they sat around it and talked more about their lives. Even Ryder opened up more, talking about his business. He had never failed to give a couple a baby and it was something he seemed very proud of. His parents were still living too and he was able to give them the kind of life he felt like they missed out on while they were raising him. They traveled extensively, stopping in New York a few times a year to see their son.

      Beau's mother still lived in Hawaii and Dexter's parents were alive and well in California. Rose briefly wondered what they would all think of the strange arrangement she and the men were considering...if they made it home. But in listening to the men talk she realized that all their parents, hers included, seemed to be open minded people, who would only want to see their child happy.

      When it was time to sleep, they all turned in underneath the shelter. Rose slept on her own pallet, but when she awake in the morning, she was being cuddled from behind by Dexter. He was warm and his big hand rested against her stomach. She could feel his soft breaths on the back of her neck. She smiled sleepily and went back to sleep, waking again hours later with Dexter gone, but Beau facing her, watching her sleep. “Hi,” she said with a smile.

      “Hey,” he said. “I just wanted a chance to talk to you, alone. I wanted to tell you thank you.”

      “For?”

      “If it wasn't for you Rose, your ability to open up your mind and take this all in, I think we might have missed out on all that we learned while we were here.”

      She smiled. “Well, you're very welcome, but I'm sure you would have actually had a lot less trouble if I hadn't been here.” She sat up and looked around, the others were all gone.

      “They went to build another signal fire,” he said, “In case.”

      “Good. You think they're coming?”

      “I hope so. I keep thinking about my mom and how worried she must be.”

      Rose nodded. “Yeah, I've been the same about my parents. Our hosts kept to their word so far, so I'm staying positive.”

      Beau smiled and leaned in to give her a soft, sweet kiss on the lips. “I like your positivity,” he said. Pushing up off the floor he said, “I'm going to see if the guys need help.”

      Rose watched him go. She had woken up feeling content and she thought it was due to finally having at least most of the mysteries solved. But she also felt in her heart that they were headed home and she couldn't wait, to start her new life, with the four new loves of her life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Six Months Later

        San Francisco, California

      

      

      Rose stood at the window, looking out across the city. She loved San Francisco. It always seemed so alive...and it was one of the most accepting places on earth. People of all genders, races, religions and sexual preferences gathered there and judgment was checked at the border. She smiled when she thought about how worried her parents were the first time she got back on a plane after they were all rescued from the island. It hadn't been easy for her either, but she told her mother it was like riding a horse, if she didn't get back on, she'd always be afraid of getting thrown again. She called them as soon as she landed and she hadn't had to search the crowd in the airport long to find Dexter's beautiful face smiling at her. He had a new pair of glasses and they made him look even smarter than he had before, she thought with a laugh. It was her first time seeing him since the island while they all tried to settle back into their lives, and he'd hugged her so tightly she thought he might break her. She didn't care though. She'd missed him that badly too. They all spoke at least once a week on Face time and Rose spoke to them individually at random times throughout the week. But it wasn't the same as in the flesh.

      Dexter had taken her for seafood and told her about a teaching job he was recently offered at Stanford. It would also give him the opportunity to do research and it was wonderful to see him so happy and excited. After dinner they'd taken a long walk on the wharf, and now they were back at his apartment. He had gone to do something in the kitchen, and Rose was watching the sun sink down into the bay. She didn't hear him come back into the room, but he came up behind her and ran his fingertips down her bare arms, causing her to shudder. She moaned and he brought his hands up to her shoulders and did the same thing there, before leaning in and kissing the side of her neck. She felt his body tighten against her back and she could feel his erection pressing into her. “I have some champagne chilling,” he said as he slid one of the straps of her tank top off her shoulders.

      “Mm, that sounds good,” she said. What was good was the feel of his lips where that strap had been He moved the other and did the same, rotating his hips into her from behind as he did. Rose's panties were already wet and he'd barely touched her, but she had been thinking of this moment for a long time. While he kissed her shoulders, he slipped one of his hands underneath her shirt and slid it up over her stomach and underneath her bra. He cupped her breast in his big hand and she shivered and gasped as he began to massage it. He ran his thumb over her hard nipple and she moaned and pressed her backside into him harder. “Feels so good,” she whispered.

      “I've waited so long to touch you, Rose. It feels like I've been waiting for you forever.”

      Rose slipped around in his arms so that she was facing him and she said, “Maybe you have. Maybe we have all been waiting to meet since the day we were born. This was our fate, Dexter. I feel that in my soul.”

      He smiled and nodded. “I do too,” he said, before leaning in and softly kissing her lips. Then he let his tongue come out and he licked them. He did that several times before he pressed against the seam of them and demanded access, which she readily and happily gave to him. Their tongues tangled up immediately and after they danced for a while, he continued to probe and explore the dark recesses of her mouth. He moaned into her as they kissed, and she loved it. She loved feeling how excited her was press into her...and she couldn't wait for him to be inside of her, but he seemed to want to tease her first. He flipped her back around as soon as he broke the kiss. She felt his fingers working their way underneath the waistband of her pants and she reached down and unsnapped them and unzipped them, to give him better and easier access. His fingers tickled her lower stomach and then strummed across the sensitive skin of her mound. When he found her clit she cried out loudly as soon as his fingers made contact with it. It was swollen and sensitive and she almost came when he touched it.

      He slid his hand down further, playing in the wet folds of her pussy before she felt one of his fingers slide up inside of her. “Oh Dexter!” she gasped when he slipped in a second one. He started working them in and out of her. Rose's head was pressed backwards into his shoulder and she was up on her toes. It felt so good and she could already feel her core becoming tight and an orgasm beginning to build. Dexter was in no hurry. He pulled his finger out and up and found her clit again and began to circle his wet fingers around it. Then he pressed them all into the swollen button at once, sending her sailing over the side of the cliff she'd been standing on. Dexter had to hold onto her tightly as she reached her peak, to keep her from sliding down to her knees. Rose came hard and when she finished, she was ready to touch him.

      Dexter picked her up and carried her down the hallway to his bedroom. Once there he dropped her down on the bed and began stripping off her clothes. She helped him get her jeans off and once she was completely nude, Dexter stood there at the edge of the bed for several seconds just gazing down at her. At last he said, in a reverent tone, “You really are a Goddess, Rose. So, incredibly beautiful.” Rose smiled up at him and then reached for the button on his pants. He helped her get them down and when he pushed down his shorts, his big, beautiful erection fell out and she couldn't wait to touch it. He gasped and groaned when she wrapped her hand around it and she lay there on the bed in front of him and stroked it up and down a few times before lifting her head up and wrapping her lips around the head of it. “Oh Rose,” he breathed out. Rose smiled around his flesh and began to lick and suck and tease him relentlessly until he finally, physically pushed her back and said, “That felt so amazing...but I want to be inside of you, Rose. I'm dying.”

      “Me too,” she said, scooting back on the bed, while he stripped off the rest of his clothes. His body was magnificent. He was tall and lean, but not skinny by any account. His muscles were well-defined, his stomach flat and his arms hard and sexy. His legs looked like runner's legs, his calves bulged and he just looked powerful. He lay down on the bed next to her and cupped her face in his hand. He pulled her face toward them and they kissed again. That kiss was hot, and passionate and the kind that made one person forget where they ended and the other person began. When Dexter let her pull out of the kiss, she squirmed up on top of him. Letting every exposed part of her body, press into every exposed part of his. He felt so good and she loved feeling his chest rise and fall as he sucked in each precious breath of oxygen, She  kissed him softly again and then sat up straight on top of him. His hands immediately went for her breasts and while he amused himself and her with his hands, she reached down and slid his cock into her sopping wet, aching pussy.

      They both sucked in a hard breath once he was inside of her. Dexter put his hands around on her back and pressed her body forward until his mouth met one of her breasts. She started sliding up and down on top of him, riding him, while he made love to her breasts and nipples with his lips, teeth and tongue. They were both too excited to make it last, but they also both knew they had all week. Rose was on a break from filming her movie in Los Angeles for the next three weeks. She was spending a week with Dexter and from there she would fly to Hawaii to see Beau for a week.

      Dexter gripped onto her hips and moved her up and down faster and harder until she had another wild, intense, orgasm. Once she had worked through it by sliding back and forth on his hard, throbbing cock, he flipped her over onto her back, roughly and then he shoved his still hard cock back inside of her. She cried out when he hit bottom. He wasn't being gentle, but Rose liked it. It was exciting to be manhandled by him, and he definitely knew what he was doing. She could hear his breathing becoming heavier and more ragged before she felt the pressure in her pelvis and knew that he was about to explode. When he did, he cried out her name and she clutched onto his shoulders so tightly that she likely left her mark there. He rocked into her over and over until she had every last drop and then he collapsed down next to her, pulling her into his arms and holding her tightly. She listened to the rhythm of his breathing as it slowed down and he moved closer and closer to sleep. Snuggling down deeper, she closed her own eyes and prepared for a nap with one of her loves...and looked forward to an exciting week ahead.
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        One Week Later

      

      

      Flying to Hawaii had been slightly more nerve racking for Rose. For one thing, they did come in over the ocean when they landed, for another, the island paradise caused her senses to remember the island they'd been stranded  on as soon as the sights and smells reached them. But all of that only lasted as long as it took for her to see Beau. As soon as she did, a feeling of calm and peace penetrated her soul.

      “Rose!” he picked her up in a hug and swung her off her feet. “How was your visit with Dex?”

      “It was so good,” she said. “Oh Beau! I'm so happy to see you!” She hugged him again. Over the past six months, Rose had come to love all four of the men, equally. But Beau always held a special place in her heart. His spirit was just so gentle and sweet. He picked up her carry-on bag in one hand and took her other in his and said,

      “I can't even describe how happy I am to see you,” he said. “Are you still game to meet my mom?”

      Rose smiled. She hadn't met any parents yet, but Beau was super excited to introduce her to his mom, so she hadn't had the heart to object. Besides, if they were all going to be a family someday...and that was the plan, then she had to meet her in-laws. “Looking forward to it,” she told him.

      They went out to a blue Jeep with no top on it. Rose had never thought to ask Beau what he drove, but the Jeep was so him, it made so much sense. He put the bag in the back and helped her into the passenger side. As soon as he climbed into the other side, Rose put one hand up on the roll bar and leaned over to give him a kiss. Beau kissed her back, putting his hand behind her head and running his fingers softly through her hair as the kiss deepened. It wasn't a wild, hot kiss...but it was so sweet and sexy that it took her breath away.

      “Mm, amazing,” he said when they mutually broke the kiss. “I've thought about that for a long time.”

      She smiled. “Me too.”

      “I've thought about a lot of other things too” he said with a grin. Rose laughed.

      “Met too. But Mom first.” Beau's enthusiasm slipped slightly and he said, “Yeah, Mom first.”

      “We have a week love.”

      “I know, and you know I'm usually a patient man...but having you here in the flesh makes it hard. You're so pretty Rose. I missed your gorgeous, violet eyes. The phone doesn't do them justice. And those lips, Mm...I'm craving another kiss already. You smell so good...just like the Rose on the island. How did you do that? How did you smell so good on a deserted island?”

      She laughed and said, “I think it was just because I was the only woman there to smell.”

      “Nah,” he said, running his fingers through her hair once more. “It was you. Our Rose.” At last he tore his eyes and hands from her and started the car. Rose had butterflies in her belly about meeting his mom, but she was also enthralled by the scenery at the same time. The island was a true paradise and as beautiful as the one they'd been stranded on was, Hawaii rivaled it. She could see the peaks of volcanoes in the distance against the dark blue sky that was streaked with white, puffy clouds in places. The tropical trees and plants dotted the landscape and Rose was so caught up in it that she almost missed the little cabin at the end of the road when they came upon it.

      It was a cottage more than a cabin. Light blue with a peaked room and surrounded by lush plants and large, colorful, tropical flowers. Beau turned off the car and before they could step out of it a beautiful, dark-skinned woman was standing on the front porch. Her face was as bright as the sunshine when she saw her son although Beau told Rose that he saw her almost every day. When Beau came over and helped Rose step out of the Jeep, his mother appeared behind him. She almost pushed her tall son out of her way so that she could hug Rose. Rose could feel the small woman shaking when she was wrapped up in her arms and it dawned on her that Beau's mother was as nervous as she was. When she let Rose out of the hug, she stepped back, still with her hands on Rose's arms and looked up into Rose's face. “You're just as beautiful as my Beau said you were, Rose. I'm so happy to meet you.”

      “I'm happy to be here and meet you, Mrs...”

      “No, no! Beau loves you. You call me Mom.”

      Rose felt strange about that, but she wasn't about to insult the woman who had raised such an extraordinary son. The evening was much nicer than Rose had imagined it would be. Beau's mom had made lunch...tons of food. There were pineapple and chicken skewers, rice, several types of vegetables, a home-made islander soup that Rose had no idea what the ingredients were...but she loved it. By the time they finished eating, Rose was stuffed.

      After lunch, Beau's mom sent her son into the kitchen to wash dishes while she took Rose into the living room and pulled out about a dozen photo albums. She had hard-copy photos of her son from the minute he was born until now and Rose delighted in getting to see him in stages of his life that she hadn't known him. When Beau finished cleaning up, he brought in the cake his mother had made for dessert. Rose was so stuffed still that she thought about passing, but it smelled delicious. It was a white cake with coconut frosting and Rose surprised herself by eating a huge piece. She thought about Trevor for the first time in a while and as she cleaned her fork with her lips she whispered in her head, “I probably just gained two pounds...take that Trevor, I'm happy”

      They spent another hour with his mother and fifteen minute saying good-bye although Beau promised her that he would bring Rose back before she left the island at the end of the week. Once they were on the road he said, “So what did you think?”

      “I love her.”

      “Really?”

      “Really! How could I not. She's incredible, and she made you. Oh! I'm sorry, Asher came last week, right? How did that go?” Asher was starting a branch of his company in Hawaii and Rose suspected that was in part so that he could see his brother more often. She thought that was sweet and it sounded even better when Beau said,

      “It went really well. He and Mom got along, great. She loves him, and she treated him like he was her own son. I think that was good for him.”

      “I'll bet,” Rose said. The drive to Beau's little bungalow wasn't far. As soon as they got there and Beau closed the door behind them, Rose pressed her body into his, wrapped her arms up around his neck and rose up on her toes for a kiss.

      Beau let his soft, sexy lips run back and forth across hers and then he was the one that opened his lips and let her slide her tongue into his mouth. He tasted sweet, like his mother's dessert and Rose licked and tasted every corner, pulling her tongue back out to lick across his full lips. The kiss got harder and more passionate and their tongues wrestled as Rose let her body bump and grind into his.

      “Oh Rose, you're amazing,” Beau said when she broke the kiss.

      “Huh uh,” she said, “You are amazing, too. That kiss was...so nice.” Beau smiled and leaned down to press his lips against the side of her neck. She tipped her head to the side and let him kiss her there, hard enough to leave a mark, but she didn't care. She was his, and he was hers and everything he was doing felt incredibly good. When he lifted his lips up off her neck, she pressed hers into his. She sucked and licked at his neck, nibbling and biting. She could feel his body shiver and he was breathing heavily as he brought his hands up to find her breasts. When he did, he groaned and said,

      “Rose, can we go to the bedroom? You're driving me crazy.”

      She smiled up at him wickedly and said, “I was just waiting for you to lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Month Later

      

      

      Ryder groaned and Rose grinned at him and reached down to the front of his slacks and gave his erection a light squeeze. They were on their way up to his penthouse, but she hadn't been able to wait until they were on the thirtieth floor to touch him. She needed him, right then, and there and if the elevator ride had been longer, she might have just taken him.

      Ryder had attended a movie premier with her in New York. It wasn't her big movie, they were still finishing that one up in LA, but she'd had a small part in this one, and it was fun to see herself on the big screen. It made it even better that Ryder kept telling her how sexy she looked both on the big screen and in person in her slinky blue dress that she'd bought special for the occasion.

      Once they made it back to his building, the clothes had started coming off in the elevator, or his did at least. Rose attacked him and had him laughing at first and moaning by the time the doors slid open in front of his door. He walked her off backwards, not making her disengage her lips from his chest. As he unlocked the door, Rose let her tongue trace every line of the six-pack abs and she ran it across the top of the waistband of his pants, making him gasp when she softly ran over the tip of his cock as it tried to peek out of his shorts.

      Once the door was opened, he pulled her up to her feet and kissed her on the way inside. He kicked back at the door and when he heard it slam, he kept his lips on hers and didn't stop kissing hear as they walked down a hallway. Rose had been there before and when they reached his bedroom she opened the door and they practically tumbled inside. Ryder was pulling at her clothes now, sliding that dress he'd told her was so sexy up and over her head. He tossed it to the side and then unhooked her strapless bra. His eyes grew wide when her breasts fell out, although he'd only just seen them the night before, and the night before that. Ryder had the ability to make her feel like his green eyes were seeing her every time for the first time. It made her feel sexy every time they were together and she loved it.

      Still in her stilettos, she dropped to her knees on the plush carpet and finished pulling open his pants. She already unbuttoned and unzipped them in the elevator, but now, she pushed them down until his cock popped out. She immediately took it into her mouth, but even as she began to swirl her tongue around it, Ryder stopped her and said,

      “Huh uh baby, it's your turn tonight.” he didn't give her a chance to object. He picked her up and lay her back on the bed and dove between her legs. He buried his face in her soaking wet pussy  and she let her knees fall open and let out a loud moan as Ryder's tongue ran up and down between her slit, touching on her clit from time to time and making her body convulse. He moved his face back and forth, tickling her with his nose and lips. He buried his tongue up inside of her and then pulled it out, and put it back in. Rose had her hands wrapped up tightly in his hair and her had up on the pillow so that she could watch him. He was so beautiful, and so sexy and Rose loved him. She loved them all. It wasn't just about the sex, or the fun...it was a connection that started that fateful day that their plane went down on that strange little island and it was a connection unlike anything that any of them had ever felt before., and Rose had the best of all their worlds.

      Ryder was super sexy, smart, savvy and always up for a formal party or something like one of her movie openings. He was always a perfect gentlemen and ready with a compliment almost every time she looked his way. He could carry on an intelligent conversation about almost any subject and she was so proud to be seen with him every time they went out together.

      Asher was a different breed. He was a caterer, and a designer so his creative juices were always flowing. Sometimes Zeus seemed to come out in him and his mood grew dark and irritable, but one look, one touch or one kiss from Rose seemed to clear up any of his cloudy skies in an instant. He and Beau were growing closer and Asher finally had what he always craved...a place where he belonged, and Rose was going to make sure that he always felt the love and respect that would keep him feeling that warmth in his soul forever.

      Dexter and Beau were the free spirits. They were the ones that took her hiking and to sporting events. They rode motorcycles and watched the races. Dexter taught her how to play chess and Beau was teaching her how to surf. Rose could have never guessed that someday her life would be so full of excitement, happiness, adventure...and most of all love. She'd lived through hell with Trevor and she'd come out stronger because of it. She was right where she belonged now, with the “men” she belonged with and some days she smiled so much that her face hurt. If anyone had ever told her that she'd be seeing four men at the same time...and sleeping with every last one of them, she would have told them they were crazy. But not only was she doing it, she was talking about it. She gave interviews about her lifestyle and her gorgeous, wonderful men. She got fan mail from women who thanked her for blazing a trail for them, and of course she got the kind of mail that Ryder warned her about. They called her names and tried to bring her down. But Rose got up; every morning and straightened her crown. She was the daughter of a Goddess and no one would ever bring her down.

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        Will you dive DEEPER into the world of Fantasy and Paranormal with me?  What do you have to lose..?

      

        

      
        Click Here to sign up for Laura Wylde’s exclusive Romance Readers List.  You’ll have an opportunity to receive special pricing, free stories, exclusive previews and will be the first to know about new releases.
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